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ABSTRACT 
 
Latin America is undergoing processes of ethnic politicisation. Some argue that it makes 
governments more responsive to calls for social justice. Others reason that ethnic discourses 
are used by political elites to keep prevailing power structures and draw the poor away from 
the battle for equality. This study also explores how the struggle for social justice – as 
fought by indigenous-peasant movements – has been affected by ethno-politics (the strate-
gic use of ethnicity for political purposes). It uses a comparative historical socio-political 
approach focused on structural change and strategic agency. The point of departure is that 
the activity of the movements in the political arena is ultimately determined by economic 
and political structures. The literature tends to understand the ethnic politicisation in rela-
tion to a continent-wide move from a ‘national-popular’ and ‘corporatist’ socio-political 
order towards political and economic liberalisation. The shift has supposedly liberated eth-
nic identities that previously were blocked due to the way in which indigenous communities 
were ‘incorporated’ and subordinated politically. This study stresses the need to analyse 
ethno-politics and social justice in relation to partly enduring, partly changing oligarchic 
structures. The selection of Guatemala and Ecuador mainly rests on the divergent composi-
tion of their oligarchic classes. While Guatemala for much of the past century was domi-
nated by despotic agrarian oligarchs, the Ecuadorian oligarchy was divided into a traditional 
agrarian and a modernist fraction. 
 The study shows that dramatic openings for ethnic politicisation occurred in so-
cieties where corporatism had been weak and oligarchic features in relations over land and 
power endured. Due to the oligarchic legacies, however, the elites were unable to use eth-
nicity as a tool for exercising hegemonic control. They could not prevent discourses based 
on class from being reproduced and those based on ethnicity from being politicised in a way 
that was dysfunctional to the efforts to disarm the indigenous-peasant movements politi-
cally. The movements certainly acted differently. In Guatemala, the continued weight of the 
agrarian oligarchy made it more focused on the distribution of land and more unwilling or 
unable to allow itself to be fully integrated into the political arena prescribed by those in 
control of the state. In Ecuador, the demise of the agrarian oligarchy in the 1970s and the 
transfer of power to a neo-liberal fraction constituted the framework within which the 
movement moved away from the land struggle and towards ethno-development and pluri-
national political representation. In so doing, it accessed the ethno-political spaces more 
firmly, but it resembled the Guatemalan movement in keeping its strategy of mass mobilisa-
tion and contestation. 

Key words: ethno-politics, indigenous-peasant movements, oligarchic power struc-
tures, political regimes, social justice, strategies, structures. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Over the course of three decades, Latin America has witnessed the rise of new 
indigenous-based movements that mobilise on a mass scale to claim that five 
centuries of exclusion and oppression cannot be assessed in economic terms 
only but are also the outcomes of ethnic discrimination. Leading figures of the 
movements say they speak on behalf of the descendants of the original inhabi-
tants of the Western Hemisphere and the collective victims of the European 
‘Invasion’ and subsequent colonial and post-colonial maltreatment. They 
claim that indigenous identities and customs must be recognised and legally 
protected. Like the class struggle for social equality, this politicisation of eth-
nicity aims at tearing down the socio-spatial walls that have kept indigenous 
people at the margins of society. Marches to Mexico City, La Paz, Quito and 
Guatemala City, recurrent blockades of the Pan-American Highway, use of 
the internet to reach a global audience and participation in global civil society 
are all intrusions into spaces once set aside for white-mestizo society.1 

 By the early 1990s, people identifying themselves as Mayas, Quichuas 
and Aymaras had formed social movements capable of nationwide mobilisa-
tion. By mid-decade a new indigenous leadership had made inroads into the 
institutional realm of the new democracies. Still vastly underrepresented in 
politics, this leadership took seat in governments and legislative assemblies 
and participated in round-table talks, at times face to face with the highest po-
litical authority. In Ecuador and Bolivia, it formed political parties. From their 
headquarters in southern Mexico, the Zapatistas sent envoys to the govern-
ment and communiqués to the world, informing it of a reality far apart from 
the political heart of Mexico City and the business community of Monterrey. 
Even in Guatemala, a country ravaged by decades of civil war and a ruthless 
assault on its indigenous population, people united around a Maya identity and 
gained, under the circumstances, an impressive voice in public affairs. 
 Within these political spaces, indigenous leaders contributed to the re-
crafting of the constitution in every Latin American country with a sizeable 
                                                 
1  León 1994, pp. 166-7 and 2001, p. 50; Díaz Polanco 1997, p. 83; Radcliffe 1999, p. 218. 
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indigenous population so as to ensure the formal recognition of the multi-
ethnic composition of the citizenry. They also pushed for the ratification by 
these countries of the International Labour Organisation (ILO) Convention 
No. 169 on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries, which 
stated, among other things, that indigenous people were not to be excluded 
from public affairs, exploited or discriminated against, but were to be given 
rights to customary lands and were to take part in decision making on issues 
classified as ‘indigenous’.2
 The achievements in the field of identity politics were not only the 
work of a new indigenous leadership. Also of significance was a preoccupa-
tion with ethnic rights in the United Nations and other international agencies 
that manifested itself in treaties, covenants and the UN declaration of 1994 as 
the take-off year for a Decade of Indigenous Peoples around the globe. Under 
the guidelines of international finance institutions such as the World Bank and 
the Inter-American Development Bank, policies were also adopted that further 
encouraged non-governmental organisations (NGOs)3 to enter rural areas with 
projects aiming at ethno-development. By improving infrastructure, enhancing 
productivity and creating better prospects for the commerce of agricultural 
crops, communities and other indigenous collectives would – as the ILO also 
urged – be given incentives to self-management, that is, to mastering their 
own socio-economic and cultural development.4
 Did those who ruled the new democratic states succumb to the pressure 
of the new indigenous leadership and the international community or did the 
advance of ethnically defined group rights serve their own interests? In coun-
tries where new indigenous-based movements gained substantial mobilising 
capacity, the political establishments were apparently perplexed. It was aston-
ishing that a category of people considered bound to disappear with capitalist 
modernisation and assimilation had arisen – and done it en masse. With the 
passage of time, the political elite refined its strategies. A succession of writ-
ers from Alicia Ibarra to Charles Hale has, in various wordings, interpreted the 
politicisation of ethnicity as a way to divert the attention of indigenous people 
from the underlying structures of rural injustice into a framework that does not 
disturb market-oriented reforms.5 It is argued that in a context where the po-
litical establishments seek socio-political stability in order to consolidate lib-
eral democracy and neo-liberal reforms, preferential treatment has been given 
to indigenous activists who placed educational, linguistic and spiritual con-
                                                 
2  It was ratified in Mexico 1990, Bolivia 1991, Peru 1994, Guatemala 1996 and Ecuador 
1998. 
3  NGOs are seen as ‘independent non-profit organisations, not owned by their members, 
delivering development services to the poor’ (Biekart 1999, p. 40). 
4  For Stavenhagen (1987, p. 78) ‘ethno-development means that an ethnie maintains con-
trol over its own land, resources, social organization and culture, and is free to negotiate 
with the State the kind of relationship it wishes to have’; see also Davis 2002, pp. 233-4; 
Plant 2002, p. 211; Sieder 2002a, p. 14. 
5  Ibarra 1992; Díaz Polanco 1997; Ibarra 1999; Kearney 2001; Bretón 2001; Hale 2004. 
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cerns in the forefront: those, that is, who drew on the growing social mobility 
of their people and questioned the equation of indigenous people with poor 
peasants (campesinos).6 The other set of postures, more opposed by the gov-
ernments, maintained that the majority of the indigenous people were poor 
rural settlers. It stressed more resolutely that multi-cultural arrangements had 
to be accompanied by measures to ensure socio-economic equality. This ap-
proach was taken by what I am calling the indigenous-peasant movements. 
The struggle of these movements for social justice amidst overall structural 
transformation and ethno-politics (the strategic use of the ethnic discourse for 
political purposes) stands in the forefront of this study. 
 Various factors are suggested to explain the rise of the indigenous-
peasant and other indigenous-based movements. From an historical outlook, 
they may be seen as the latest manifestation of a long opposition to the colo-
nial-like structures of domination that have permeated social relations since 
the arrival of the Spaniards. Particular reference is often made to a form of 
subordination that originates in the nineteenth-century attempts to inculcate 
the indigenous peasantry with a national identity and speed up a dependent 
capitalist development. While indigenous people were treated by the colonial 
administration as legal minors and wards of the state, in the nineteenth century 
they were inserted into a national project that, in principle, was anchored in 
respect for universal citizenship and the erasure of the indigenous cultures. In 
practice, the ideals of political equality and national homogeneity clashed with 
the integration of the local economies into the worldwide capitalist system and 
its division of labour. As a consequence of the dependent integration, commu-
nal lands were brought onto the open market and into the hands of the landed 
oligarchy. Deprived of the basic means of subsistence, much of the indigenous 
peasantry was drawn into labour-repressive, ethnically stratified, large landed 
estates (haciendas). This system of discrimination and overexploitation within 
a country was labelled internal colonialism. 
 But references to internal colonialism have been made before and can-
not explain why many latter-day rural movements have a stronger ethnic 
component than previous ones had. In this context, scholars have addressed 
late-twentieth-century changes such as the aforementioned concern among 
international agents with protecting and defending the rights of indigenous 
peoples and the suggested strategic compliance by the political elite with 
(some) ethnic demands. Observers have also pointed to the manner in which 
agrarian reforms gave indigenous people access to land which in turn helped 
them in strengthening and preserving their traditional values and ways of liv-
ing. Others made references to the ideological shift within some circles of the 

                                                 
6  Becker (1997, pp. 18-9) finds that the Spanish campesino usually has a broader meaning 
than peasant, alluding to rural residence and status more than an economic-occupational 
position. Yet, as in most English-speaking studies on rural Latin America, campesino is 
here synonymous with ‘peasant’. It encompasses small farmers, agricultural workers and 
peons. 
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Catholic Church to a more progressive and ethnically oriented ‘liberation the-
ology’. It was also held that the brutality of the military dictatorships in the 
1970s and 1980s forced people to seek new forms of resistance; that revolu-
tionary armies and class-based peasant and labour movements lost strength 
and legitimacy due to the end of the Cold War; and that globalisation weak-
ened the nation-state and created new opportunities for sub-national groups. 
 A dominant view among political scientists and social movement theo-
rists is that the birth of the new Latin American indigenous (-peasant) move-
ments must be seen as a reaction to and consequence of a shift in the 1970s 
and 1980s between two largely anti-oligarchic political orders. The first was 
characterised in words like populist, nationalist, corporatist, developmentalist 
and industrial.7 It gained ground in the decades that followed the Great De-
pression of the 1930s and the attendant crisis of the landlord-based export 
economies. It was characterised by a paternalistic control of popular discon-
tent, the expansion of welfare arrangements and the formation of a national-
popular movement, that is, an anti-oligarchic coalition involving the state (of-
ten represented by a populist president), the industrial bourgeoisie and the 
working classes (usually spearheaded by the labour unions).8 For the country-
side, a prime concern was to replace the semi-feudal landed estates of the lo-
cal oligarchs with productive capitalist enterprises. It crystallised around state-
led rural development and redistributive agrarian reforms. An additional con-
cern was to bring the indigenous population into the mestizo nation. The ‘In-
dian problem’ was tackled by a set of development initiatives that targeted the 
indigenous communities. The policies recognised some local customs but had 
mainly assimilationist ambitions. The period saw a rural socio-political awak-
ening, manifested in class-based peasant movements. The second anti-
oligarchic socio-political order evolved gradually from the 1960s within a new 
phase of global capitalism. It eventually implied a transition to liberal democ-
racy, which opened political spaces for formerly excluded demands and iden-
tities. Democratisation was accompanied and often preceded by a turn to mar-
ket-friendly policies and thus an attack on the national-political movement and 
the state-centred order. As argued above, the indigenous (-peasant) move-
ments are usually seen as critical reactions to a post-Columbian political cul-
ture that regardless of regime-type had only respected the values and social 
form of white-mestizo society. But the movements have also positioned them-
selves in relation to contemporary socio-political change. Sometimes they are 
portrayed as opponents to the assimilationist tendencies of the national-
popular social-political order. Sometimes, often simultaneously, they are seen 
as voices for a return to state-led development and, thus, as adversaries to the 
neo-liberal dismantling of, for instance, redistributive agrarian reforms. 

                                                 
7  The new liberal democracies of Latin America tend to centre on elements such as mean-
ingful, universal and free electoral competition, property rights, and the freedoms of expres-
sion and association (see e.g. Diamond et al. 1989; Robinson 2001, p. 193). 
8  Garretón 2003. 
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 Central concerns in the writings on the indigenous-based and other 
identity-oriented social movements have been not only the often structurally 
based question why they emerged and gained social and political strength, but 
also the strategically focused question how they act within their political envi-
ronments. Social movement theorists, who analyse contemporary state-social 
movement relations within the framework of a populist, nationalist and corpo-
ratist past, tend to presuppose that the state apparatus, despite a reduction of 
welfare policies and a turn to liberal democracy, still possesses great capacity 
to institutionally divide and rule oppositional forces. In line with this idea, 
some analysts argue that the central task of recent social movements is to 
safeguard their collective identities and maintain organisational freedom. Ac-
cording to the idea of a plural civil society fighting to liberate itself from the 
grip of the state, the movements are expected and advised to keep the state 
and other traditional political agents (trade unions and political parties) at a 
distance. Others stress that the movements are compelled to enter the institu-
tional sphere of politics, even if they risk suffocation, since this is the only 
place to gain some degree of influence. A third view sees the movements as 
caught between autonomy with possible isolation, and political influence with 
possible co-optation.9 The notion of a suffocating state is often accompanied 
by the idea of a disarticulation between state and society. It is argued that the 
former national-popular project has not been replaced by a new formula for 
interest representation and a new commonly shared political vision. Marked 
by the memory of state repression and burdened by the austerity measures 
recommended by the international finance institutions, the social movement 
sector is often said to represent a new and more civil society–centred form of 
doing politics. This accentuates the discussion of whether the performances 
and ideologies of the movements foster or obstruct democracy. Do their mass 
mobilisation capacity10 and often ‘contentious’ behaviour11 threaten the fragile 
democratic institutions or do they deepen democracy by forcing the political 
elites to consider the demands of the subordinated and exploited parts of soci-
ety? Is their entry into the politico-institutional sphere a result of state co-
optation and/or a commitment to dominant rules of the democratic game? 
 
 

Outline of the argument 
This study juxtaposes structural and strategy-centred approaches. It subscribes 
to the argument that ‘the broader social, political, and economic context 
within which social movements have emerged and evolved is central to an 

                                                 
9  Munck 1990, p. 35. 
10  Drawing on Yashar (2005, p. 71), mobilisation (or organisational) capacity is defined as 
the ability to start and maintain a movement. 
11  ‘Contentious politics’, according to Tarrow (1998, p. 2), refers to the situation ‘when 
ordinary people, often in league with more influential citizens, join forces in sustained con-
frontations with elites, authorities, and opponents’. 
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understanding of their strategies, goals, successes, and failures’ and that this 
relation ‘must be viewed as dynamic and dialectical’.12 Yet it stresses that 
structural-historical accounts of the rise and strategies of the indigenous-
peasant movements must include not only forces and processes associated 
with the transitions from authoritarianism to democracy and a state-centred 
political order to a market-oriented one, but also the slowly changing colonial-
like structures that obstruct these processes. In my view, the description of 
Latin American politics after the 1930s as populist, nationalist and corporatist 
and then neo-liberal and liberal democratic fails to note the continued strength 
of oligarchic structures in those countries that in the 1970s and 1980s saw the 
rise of nationwide indigenous-peasant movements. This study centres on two 
such countries: Guatemala and Ecuador. 
 At particular times during the twentieth century, the political rule of 
Guatemala and Ecuador bore resemblance to the anti-oligarchic, populist, cor-
poratist and nationalist order. From a rural perspective, critical periods when 
such arrangements took leaps forward were the same all over Latin America: 
the years after the world depression of 1929, and the all–Latin American poli-
tico-agrarian transformation that involved an accelerated process of capitalist 
relations from the 1960s onwards and an intensification of rural democratisa-
tion from the late 1970s and 1980s. At both these historical turning points, 
Ecuadorian and Guatemalan oligarchs had to revise their roles, yet not so as to 
stop impeding the process towards full-scale rural market relations or, alterna-
tively, social forms of democratisation that combine civil liberties and elec-
toral rights with a more equitable and less discriminatory distribution of na-
tional resources. As of 1996, political scientist Frances Hagopian stressed, few 
Latin American countries were as permeated by traditional power structures as 
Guatemala and Ecuador. By this she meant structures of reactionary, labour-
repressive and dynastic oligarchs that ‘at least at one time, enjoyed the con-
centrated ownership of land’.13 Due to the durability of these structures there 
is a need, I would argue, to re-examine the why and how of the indigenous-
peasant movements. 
 The focus on a shift from state-centred to anti-oligarchic market-
oriented orders is often accompanied by a view of indigenous-based move-
ments as new types of identity-oriented political subjects, different from con-
ventional class-centred peasant movements. Certainly, many indigenous-based 
movements in Latin America have ethnified their agendas and ethnicity has 
also emerged as a dominant category for the political inclusion of the rural 
poor. Still, the description seems too simplistic, especially with respect to 
Guatemala and Ecuador, where traditional peasant movements were only 
loosely or occasionally inserted into corporatist channels and where new in-

                                                 
12  Roper et al. 2003, p. 6. 
13  Into a category where power is ‘concentrated in close circles of “traditional elites”’, 
Hagopian (1996, p. 70) places Ecuador, Guatemala, Brazil, Colombia, El Salvador and 
Honduras. 
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digenous-peasant movements continue the century-old struggle against the 
oligarchic power structures and for social justice. This study argues that in 
countries and localities marked by the coincidence of neo-liberal and identity-
oriented reforms, on the one hand, and enduring oligarchic structures, on the 
other, class and ethnic struggles live an especially complicated relationship 
marked by tensions as well as a mutually reinforcing interplay. This study 
sees this complication, which is developed in the second and third chapters, as 
an integral aspect of the rise and development of the indigenous-peasant 
movements. 
 Democratisation, the onset of a new phase of global capitalism and the 
opening of ethno-political spaces have refashioned the agendas and perform-
ance of rural collective actors in Latin American countries densely populated 
by indigenous peoples. Analyses of rural struggles for social justice, like this 
one, must pay attention to these transformations and this ethnic politicisation, 
but also to the persistent oligarchy, the least likely promoter of social rights. 
 
 
Objective and questions 
Within the dual, continent-wide and uneven shift towards democracy and 
market economy, this study seeks to explain how the unprecedented openings 
of ethno-political spaces are constrained by changing, yet persisting, oligar-
chic power structures as well as the way these openings and structures affect 
primarily the rural struggle for social rights. It centres on the relation be-
tween indigenous people and land. Historically, the demand for land redistri-
bution has, more than any other, caused tensions between indigenous peasants 
and traditional oligarchs and has been an important embodiment of the in-
digenous struggle for social rights. With the politicisation of indigenous iden-
tities, the call for land has also been inserted into a discourse on ethnic rights. 
As argued above, the politicisation of ethnicity is a new expression of the 
long-time resistance against the discriminatory components of enduring colo-
nial-like forms of domination. My focus, however, is not primarily on the way 
the process has served to reduce xenophobia and racism, but on its strategic 
use (ethnicity as a political tool to gain something else). As a strategy, the eth-
nic discourse has assisted the indigenous-peasant movements to make gov-
ernments more responsive to the bottom-up struggle against oligarchic privi-
leges, democratic deficits and the precariousness produced by the market-
oriented reforms. But as noted above, ethno-politics has also attracted actors 
interested in preserving prevailing power structures. It may draw the move-
ments away from the battle for social justice and land redistribution and from 
ethnic demands related to these struggles. Focusing on Guatemala and Ecua-
dor and with the objective of bringing the slowly changing oligarchic power 
structures back into the literature on the state and the indigenous peasantry, 
the main questions in this study are, What function has ethno-politics had in 
the struggle for social rights, and more specifically, in advancing the demand 
of the indigenous-peasant movements for a redistributive agrarian reform? 
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Have the movements restricted the land-related grievances in order to im-
prove their position within the ethno-political spaces provided by the state? 
 The view of ethno-politics as a possible tool for the dominant classes to 
institutionally integrate and thereby de-radicalise the indigenous peasantry 
relates to the discussion in Latin American social movement theories on how 
contemporary movements act within their political environments. Much of the 
discussion focuses on whether movements are caught between autonomy and 
isolation, on the one hand, and/or political institutionalisation and co-optation, 
on the other. In my opinion, many accounts tend to assume that contemporary 
political institutions have preserved many of the co-optive capacities of a for-
merly populist, nationalist, and corporatist regime-type. In my view, this line 
of reasoning unsatisfactorily addresses the fact that, for lack of legitimacy, the 
twentieth century Guatemalan and Ecuadorian political elites seldom had the 
institutional capacity to absorb mass-based movements, let alone form hege-
monic consensus. I tentatively hold that this idea falls short in accounting for 
the way in which movements that operate within a partly oligarchic, partly 
democratic setting gather strength by combining negotiations within fragile 
political institutions and contentious politics within social arenas historically 
marked by low state penetration. In light of the persistent oligarchic power 
structures I therefore ask whether and how political institutionalisation com-
plements the mass mobilisation strategy, and vice versa. 
 I agree with Dietrich Rueschemeyer and co-authors that ‘past conflicts 
and institutional structures have long-term effects and are of critical impor-
tance for later developments’.14 Thus, in order to analyse the triangle relation 
between oligarchic power structures, the strategic field of ethno-politics and 
the rural struggle for social justice, a comparative historical socio-political 
analysis is made. Guatemala and Ecuador share a number of socio-political 
features. Both are also small and largely agrarian societies marked by strong 
historic and persistent oligarchic structures into which the indigenous peas-
antry is and has been inserted as a cheap, abundant, exploited and ethnically 
segregated workforce. They were scenes of substantial ethno-political open-
ings in the 1990s. Political scientist John Peeler argues, with reference to the 
late-twentieth-century political environments of countries with sizeable in-
digenous populations, that Guatemala and Ecuador were most permeated by 
movements voicing ethnic demands.15 Other similarities with relevance for 
my study are their fragile democratisation processes and their weak and elite-
based political parties. But the comparison is primarily made on the basis of a 
significant difference, namely that the political involvement of the oligarchic 
                                                 
14  Rueschemeyer 1992, p. 23. 
15  Peeler 2003, pp. 277-8; see also Plant 2000, pp. 24-5 and 2002, p. 212. The coincidence 
of enduring oligarchic power structures and decisive ethno-political openings is found else-
where in Latin America, especially in local enclave-like pockets of semi-feudal rule. For 
example, the internationally famous indigenous-based Zapatista army has its stronghold in 
Chiapas, Mexico. Fox (1997, pp. 397, 413) defines the state of Chiapas as a sub-national 
regime with a historically ‘repressive and patrimonial’ relation between rulers and ruled. 
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classes and the historical and present nature of the oligarchic power structures 
in the countries deviate quite considerably. During the third and the beginning 
of the fourth quarters of the twentieth century, a largely semi-feudal, agrarian 
and despotic Guatemalan oligarchy handed over executive political power to 
the repressive armed forces. Even with the onset of democratisation in the 
1980s, this oligarchic group managed to preserve many of its privileges. In 
mid-twentieth-century Ecuador, on the other hand, an oligarchic class divided 
into a traditional agrarian and a modernist fraction frequently allowed populist 
figures and a more reformist military high command to take hold of the state. 
Since the 1980s, the former fraction (which controlled the bulk of the indige-
nous workforce) has been dissolved, while the latter has taken direct or indi-
rect control of the state. In order to lay the groundwork for a general account 
of the links between ethno-politics and oligarchic structures, these diverging 
experiences are considered. Another set of questions asks, How has the coex-
istence of slowly changing oligarchic power structures, democratisation and 
market-oriented reforms affected the repertoires of the indigenous-peasant 
movements? What impact have an historically repressive Guatemalan oligar-
chic structure and a populist Ecuadorian one had on the rise and development 
of the movements? Why have countries marked by prolonged oligarchic struc-
tures experienced substantial openings for ethno-politics?  
 While oligarchs, for lack of legitimacy, often have delegated national 
executive political power to other actors, their impact has usually been more 
direct at the local level. This is also where the indigenous-peasant movements 
have fought their most intense struggle for land, political power and commu-
nal autonomy. In order to get a fuller picture of the interplay between oligar-
chic structures, ethno-politics and the struggle for social justice, I look more 
closely into the genesis and repertoires of the movements at national as well 
as grassroots levels. Two localities are examined: the Guatemalan department 
of Alta Verapaz and the Ecuadorian province of Chimborazo. In the last quar-
ter of the twentieth century both evolved into bastions of indigenous-peasant 
movements. Until the mid-1970s both were also marked by similar semi-
feudal modes of production and lord-peasant relations. By and large, these 
traditional oligarchic patterns continued in Alta Verapaz, while in Chimborazo 
they came to an end following a redistributive agrarian reform. Why did the 
movements gain specific strength in countries and localities marked by deep-
seated traditional agrarian oligarchic structures? How did the demise of these 
structures in Chimborazo and the maintenance of oligarchic dominance in 
Alta Verapaz affect the movements and their demands for social and ethnic 
rights? 
 The components of the above inquiry are further developed in chapters 
two and three. The purpose of the remaining three sections of this chapter is to 
discuss what I perceive as the defining elements of the indigenous-peasant 
movements. The objective is also to provide a brief account of the historical 
roots of indigenous peasant subordination in Latin America: internal colonial-
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ism and second-class citizenship. The chapter ends with comments on meth-
odological aspects and the organisation of the book. 
 
 

The indigenous peasantry and its new movement 
In this section, I present my understanding of the term indigenous peasant. I 
also discuss the phenomena here labelled the new indigenous-peasant move-
ments and introduce two indigenous-peasant organisations: the Guatemalan 
CONIC and the Ecuadorian ECUARUNARI. 
 
 
The indigenous peasantry 
The term ‘Indian’ reminds us of the geographical misjudgement of Columbus 
and five centuries of ethnic prejudices. As an outcome of ethnic politicisation, 
the term has been re-conquered in some countries. ‘If we have been oppressed 
as Indians,’ the message goes in Ecuador, ‘we will liberate ourselves as Indi-
ans.’16 The Guatemalan reassessment differs. Here, a new cadre of ethnically 
oriented intellectuals have brought life to the ancient term ‘Maya’, while ‘In-
dian’ and ‘indigenous’ are castigated as part of a discriminatory parlance.17 
We sense the Guatemalan experience of deep ethnic cleavages and brutal rural 
policies. For decades, an idea flourished in white and mestizo circles and 
among modernisation and Marxist theorists that indigenous people and their 
cultural forms were on the verge of disappearing due to rural development, the 
diffusion of capitalism and assimilation. Political scientist Donna Lee Van 
Cott holds that the assumption is false. Despite the advance of such processes, 
the indigenous people are ‘actually increasing, as is the use of dozen of in-
digenous languages’ and they ‘belong, thus, not just to the history of the re-
gion, but to its present and its future’.18 Demographic figures support her 
point. It is assumed that Latin America has some four hundred ethnic groups, 
amounting to around forty million people, or 8 per cent of the population. 
Some 90 per cent are found in five countries: Mexico, Guatemala, Ecuador, 
Peru and Bolivia. The absolute numbers are difficult to determine, due to con-
ceptual vagueness or political reasons. Yet, in contemporary academic estima-
tions Mexico has the largest share with approximately ten to fifteen million 
people, roughly equivalent to one-tenth of the population. In relative numbers, 
it is assumed that indigenous people comprise nearly 70 per cent of the Boliv-

                                                 
16  Botero 2001, p. 35; see also Zamosc 1993, p. 296; Fox & Starn 1997, p. 2; Degregori 
1998a, p. 206. According to an ex-leader of the local indigenous-peasant organisation Jatun 
Ayllu in Ecuador (interview 2003-10-29), ‘The insult “Indio” has turned into a banner.’ On 
a similar reconquest in Guatemala, see Esquit & Gálvez 1997, p. 35; Gálvez 1997, p. 69. 
17  On the terms Indian and indigenous, see Brysk 1995 p. 46 n1. 
18  Lee Van Cott 1995, p. 3; see also Kearney & Varese 1995, p. 208. 
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ian, 50 to 65 per cent of the Guatemalan, and around 25 to 45 per cent of the 
Ecuadorian and Peruvian populations.19

 For the major part of the past century, indigenous people were defined 
along quantifiable cultural indicators, dress and language above all. They were 
also seen as a sub-category of peasants and as such, viewed as subsistence 
agriculturists, concentrated in villages and haciendas. Spatial rootedness was 
linked to a fixed position in the status hierarchy. A prosperous Indian was 
generally seen as a contradiction in terms. 
 

[U]pward mobility in class status for an Indian peasant is inevitably accom-
panied by a change in ethnic status and, hence, a process of apprenticeship 
in the dominant mestizo culture. By social definition, there can be no such 
thing as a high-status Indian beyond leadership roles in the local peasant 
community.20

 
 However, many who cast aside old identities, learned Spanish and re-
dressed in non-Indian clothing, ended up in an intermediary realm. In the cit-
ies they were still treated as Indians and when shifting visible ethnic markers 
they were often forced to cut their relation to the community. Many were not 
prepared to face such a rootless situation.21

 The descriptions above most likely represent the circumstances of a 
particular era, but the surge of a new non-assimilated indigenous segment of 
urban intellectuals, businessmen and top-level activists demonstrates that they 
have lost much of their former validity.22 A wide range of indigenous leaders 
would probably even dispute the historical relevance of the descriptions, argu-
ing that they typify a normative neo-colonial position where indigenous peo-
ple, not whites and mestizos, are in need of cultural transformation. The as-
cension of new indigenous strata is accompanied by a shift in scholarly writ-
ing from dominantly socio-economic to mainly ethnicity-based definitions. 
Whether this peasant-to-Indian shift captures a factual reprioritisation of rank-
and-file community members is hard to tell, but it draws strength, correctly or 
erroneously, from the following empirical facts. 
 Rural Latin America is undergoing what I call a politico-agrarian 
transformation, involving, among other things, the pluralisation of associa-
tional life and the liberalisation and commercialisation of rural markets. As a 
result, social and labour mobility grow. Regardless of ethnic affiliation, rural 
dwellers are increasingly forced to earn an income from activities external to 
the home community, be it as urban construction workers, workers on maqui-
ladora assembly lines, street vendors or legal and illegal immigrant workers. 

                                                 
19  Lee Van Cott 1995, pp. 1-2; Warren 1998a, pp. 8-9; Assies 2000, p. 4; Korzeniewicz 
2000, p. 58; Sieder 2002a, pp. 1-2; Yashar 2005, pp. 20-1. 
20  Van den Berghe & Primov 1977, p. 255 (with reference to Peru). For a similar account 
with reference to Guatemala, see Le Bot 1995, p. 20. 
21  On the need to master Spanish in the cities see Van den Berghe & Primov 1977, p. 141. 
22  On the rise of a new ‘Indian bourgeoisie’, see Degregori 1998b, p. 27. 
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For those remaining in the agricultural sector, vast numbers line up as mobile 
labourers, depending on seasonal or short-term contracts on distant agro-
industrial estates. The indigenous people can no longer be fully embraced by 
occupational and socio-spatial criteria. 
 Is it possible to find a cultural definition stable and encompassing 
enough to function as, say, a census category? In Rodolfo Stavenhagen’s 
shorthand definition, indigenous people are ‘descendants of the original in-
habitants of the Americas, those who preceded the European invasion and 
whose cultural characteristics distinguish them from the rest of society’.23 But 
is it possible to come across such descent and distinguishable cultures after 
centuries of ethnic intermarriages, acculturation and syncretism? Unable to 
find similarities beyond having non-Spanish idioms as native tongues, much 
of contemporary literature replaces objective criteria with the subjective self-
perceptions of the actors. On the positive side, this offers an elastic tool that 
rules out as irrelevant many judgements declaring indigenous people to be 
anti-modernists. It also grants indigenous people the right to determine how to 
be addressed by public authorities, a prerogative always enjoyed by the domi-
nant groups. On the negative side, psychological accounts of selfhood are in-
distinct, and there is a risk that this vagueness is countered by the fallacy of 
stereotyping ethnic identities, that is, presentations of the movements and the 
communities as more homogeneous than they really are. Stratification along 
gender, age and status has structured indigenous collectives since time imme-
morial, and a growing exposure to the market accentuates internal class divi-
sions.24 In this light, a fair question is rather whether cultural norms and pat-
terns are similar for everyone, regardless of position in social hierarchies and 
attachment to capitalist enterprises. Stereotypical images of ethnicity may also 
be reinforced if public servants and social scientists place too much weight on 
those indigenous leaders who govern organisations, run for parliament, edu-
cate the masses and engage in the formation of larger ethnic groups. 
 In Latin America, differences in types of ethnic affiliation and indige-
nous demands have also been analysed in relation to a long-established dis-
tinction between the small tribes of the Amazon basin and the larger indige-
nous populations of the Andean and Mesoamerican highlands. Since dominant 
economic enterprises and assimilationist policies seldom addressed lowland 
collectives of hunters-gatherers, these tribes managed relatively well to pre-
serve their socio-cultural characteristics. In mountainous areas, by contrast, 
pre-Columbian descendants were already being incorporated by the intruding 
society at the dawn of Spanish domination. Even if most of them eventually 
were doomed to a life as peons in servitude on rural estates, many took part in 
the national economy as food suppliers to urban areas. In the second half of 
the twentieth century, lowland and highland experiences laid the foundations 
of distinct forms of ethnic politicisation. While lowland movements raised 
                                                 
23  Stavenhagen 1996a, p. 141. 
24  On communal divisions, see e.g. Smith 1990a, p. 19; Sieder 2002a, p. 11. 
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environmental and territorial concerns,25 highland ones usually inserted ethnic 
claims into struggles for development, the abolition of servile labour condi-
tions, and land.26 Gradually, highland and lowland agendas merged, accompa-
nied by societal transformations such as a growing extraction of oil, an expan-
sion of agricultural frontiers to rainforest soils, a broadening of development 
programmes and a turn to inward-looking defence doctrines. But arguments 
are still to be found for keeping an analytical distinction. One problem, 
pointed out by Willem Assies and colleagues, is that Amazon natives have 
become the ‘archetype’ of the indigenous people. They criticise the interna-
tional finance institutions for treating the indigenous people as mainly envi-
ronmentalists and even as ‘part of the “fauna”’. In so doing, highland strug-
gles against land tenancy arrangements and inequality are swept under the 
carpet.27 Possibly owing to these policies and this cross-fertilisation with low-
land agendas, highland indigenous peasants have also increasingly placed 
their call for land within a discursive framework of environment and wider 
territorial rights. Some analysts point to the unrealistic nature of the latter 
claim.28 A glance at the demographic composition of the highlands tells us 
that large tracts of land inhabited predominantly by coherent indigenous 
groups are virtually impossible to find. This is especially true for the Ecuador-
ian Andes where Quichua and Mestizo communities are scattered across the 
surface. As Roberto Santana makes us understand, while consolidating a 
Quichua nation is difficult, encircling it by a territorial boundary is as an al-
most insurmountable task.29

 As this study focuses on highland rural populations, we return to the 
issue of whether Indians are peasants. When Marcus Kurtz surveyed the litera-
ture for elements to define peasants, those frequently used were status as rural 
cultivators, ownership or control of farmland, social subordination and mem-
bership in culturally distinct villages.30 I argue that scholars devoted solely to 
the ethnic side of the indigenous struggles tend to pay insufficient attention to 
the cultural side of peasanthood, the continuous weight of the peasant sector 
in Latin America and the fact that the majority of the indigenous people are 
still rural dwellers. Notwithstanding the fact that a considerable part of the 
indigenous population has turned to a life as semi-proletarian migrants, pro-
                                                 
25  References to territorial rights usually go beyond the agricultural and spiritual dimen-
sions typical of the traditional indigenous peasant call for land and include the recognition 
of economic and political authority within a geographical ‘ancestral’ space. 
26  On the difference between the movements of highland and lowland indigenous popula-
tions, see Remy 1995, p. 120; Selverston 1995, pp. 135-9; Assies 2000, p. 7. 
27  Assies et al. 2000, pp. 310-1. On indigenous movements and the emerging international 
concerns for environmental protection, see also Brysk 1995, pp. 32-7. Interestingly, with 
reference to an Amazon indigenous group, Wade (1997, p. 99) argues that the ‘the emer-
gence of ecological concerns has shifted the balance away from ownership of land’. 
28  See e.g. Plant 2000, p. 42. 
29  Santana (1995, pp. 283, 342) does not rule out that some Quichua groups may actually 
succeed in demarcating territorial borders. 
30  Kurtz 2000, p. 96. For a similar argument, see Smith 1990a, p. 24. 
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ducing non-agricultural merchandise and constituting a largely ethnically de-
termined labour reserve in countries with low levels of industrialisation, fam-
ily-owned plots in the community have normally been maintained.31 Espe-
cially in times of incremental mobility and rootlessness, communities and par-
cels of land serve as seemingly safe havens that reinforce a sense of belonging 
and economic security. At this point, it is important to stress that a much 
higher percentage of the indigenous people live in extreme poverty relative to 
the rest of the Latin American population. Half of the indigenous people suf-
fer extreme poverty, a figure that in Guatemala, the extreme case, reaches ap-
proximately 60 per cent. More than 80 per cent of the Guatemalan Mayas live 
below the poverty line, compared to roughly 40 per cent of the non-
indigenous population.32

 It makes no sense to keep arguing that indigenous people are spatially 
and socially immobile, but many are still likely to feel that social climbing 
requires that they rid themselves of communal identities, a step they may not 
be prepared to take. Moreover, although most of them remain impoverished 
with scarcely any control over the means of production, primarily land, they 
are more than a given sector of a wider class category. And even if they are 
discriminated against as Indians, they are more than a specific subculture.33 In 
this light, many are indigenous peasants.34 When they come together in collec-
tive endeavours to raise class and ethnic demands, I find it useful to speak in 
terms of indigenous-peasant movements. 
 
 
Indigenous-peasant movements 
Throughout post-Columbian history, indigenous people have taken part, freely 
or through coercion, in socio-political revolts and mobilisations. Besides in-
numerable local rebellions, their presence has marked upheavals such as the 
Conquest/Invasion, the uprisings of the late eighteenth century against Iberian 
rule35 and, in the twentieth century, the revolutions of Mexico and Bolivia, the 
unionisation of the countryside and the guerrilla wars of Peru and Guatemala. 
In the 1970s, the indigenous people entered movements whose agendas dif-
fered from the ones that had guided the national liberation armies and the 
conventional peasant movements in that they spanned not only class but also 
                                                 
31  It is assumed that some 90 per cent of Latin American indigenous people work with sub-
sistence farming (Deruyttere 2001). On the semi-proletarianisation of the Latin American 
peasants, see Zamosc 1993, p. 280; Kay 1999, pp. 291-2; Martínez 2003, p. 90. 
32  On Indian poverty rates in Latin America, see Korzeniewics 2000, pp. 58-9; Davis 2002, 
pp. 229-31. Sieder (1998a) points out that 81 per cent of the Mayas are extremely poor. 
33  Santana 1995, pp. 116-7; Díaz Polanco 1997, p. 89. 
34  Ramos 1998, p. 7; Botero 2001, p. 71. Due to the increasing dependence on wage labour 
and labour migration, some scholars see the bulk of the indigenous people as semi-
proletarians (see e.g. Smith 1990a, p. 25). Focusing on the land struggle, I prefer the term 
indigenous peasants. 
35  Prime examples are the rebellions led by Tupac Amaru in Peru, Tupac Katari in Bolivia 
and Fernando Daquilema in Ecuador. 
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ethnic demands. Some scholars who focus on the modified agrarian demands 
label them new peasant movements.36 Others centre on the ethnic discourse 
and use the term new indigenous movements. While the first also encompasses 
groupings with a less ‘indigenous’ character, the second tends to include 
groupings without a rural base. These designations will be used occasionally 
in this study, but they come across as less adequate for capturing the com-
bined class and ethnic agenda of many rural-based movements. For this rea-
son, I prefer the term indigenous-peasant movements, that is, movements situ-
ated in the wide overlap of peasant and indigenous movements.37

 Post-industrial social movements in Europe and movements that took 
shape after the fall of the national-popular socio-political order in Latin Amer-
ica are often described as substantially different from the conventional and 
more structured movements of workers, peasants, students and the like. Much 
of contemporary literature define these so-called new social movements as 
short-lived phenomena that may bide their time between episodic moments of 
political intensity.38 They are seen as collective actors that emerge from and 
rely on strong, local, pre-existing group ties and mobilise people and ideas 
situated outside or at the margins of the political sphere. When a creative pro-
test cycle comes about, as it seems to have done for the indigenous-peasant 
movements in the 1990s, these movements can play significant roles in chal-
lenging exclusionary systems of interest representation and political power. 
They are found within a spectrum flanked by local communities, at one end, 
and interest organisations and the state, at the other. Donatella Della Porta and 
Mario Diani suggest that they are characterised by decentralised and web-like 
relations, by participation rather than membership, and a sense of belonging to 
a prolonged, non-bureaucratic, collective effort. To possess a capacity for 
mass mobilisation is often seen as a defining element of a social movement. 
Della Porta and Diani stress that its activities ‘are designed to win support 
from those who constitute its recruitment reservoir, or mobilization poten-
tial’.39 Concurring with these characteristics I see no point in mapping the ex-
act boundaries of the indigenous-peasant movements. Suffice it to say that a 
list of rural-based actors who at a distinct time advance the combined class 
and ethnic agenda and thus constitute the reservoir for mobilisation would 

                                                 
36  Petras & Veltmeyer (2000, chapter 6; 2003, chapter 7) alternate between terms like ‘new 
peasant movements’, ‘peasant-based socio-political movements’, ‘peasant-Indian move-
ments’ and ‘peasant-based indigenous movements.’ Calderón et al. (1992, p. 21) make ref-
erence to ‘peasant movements of an indigenous nature’. 
37  Bebbington et al. (1992, p. 200), Ibarra (1992, p. 243) and Cameron (2003, p. 164) also 
speak of indigenous-peasant organisations/movements. I use indigenous-peasant (and not 
peasant-indigenous) since leaders of CONIC and ECUARUNARI (the organisations I am 
studying) primarily tend to see themselves as participants in indigenous movements. 
38  Della Porta & Diani 1999, p. 20; Radcliffe 1999 p. 204. 
39  Della Porta & Diani 1999, pp. 16-7 and, for the quotation, 159; see also Shefner 1995, p. 
598. 
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probably include not only the indigenous peasantry itself, but also local 
churches, NGOs, and so forth. 
 
 
CONIC and ECUARUNARI 
Interest organisations are often attributed with features such as membership, 
leadership, decision-making procedures and centralised set-ups. Empirically, 
the frontier between movements and organisations may be difficult to deter-
mine, partly because most movements undergo processes of centralisation, 
bureaucratisation and political institutionalisation, partly since, as Della Porta 
and Diani stress, organisations may participate in social movements, although 
none usually acquire the mandate to speak on behalf of the whole move-
ment.40 Sociologist Víctor Gálvez and colleagues, for their part, assert that 
movements cannot function without coordination and leadership.41 References 
to their fluid nature are insufficient to capture how the indigenous-peasant 
movements combine mobilisation and contentious politics with politico-
institutional intervention and negotiation. A way to analyse their political per-
formance is to turn the spotlight onto their leading organisations. 
 I focus on two indigenous-peasant organisations: the Guatemalan Na-
tional Indigenous and Peasant Coordination (Coordinadora Nacional 
Indígena y Campesina, CONIC) and the Ecuadorian organisation Ecuador 
Runacunapac Riccharimui (ECUARUNARI).42 CONIC, along with the 
Committee for Peasant Unity (Comité de Unidad Campesina, CUC) – a more 
class-oriented organisation from which it splintered in 1992 – is the dominant 
representative of the rural workforce. It focuses on land and labour rights and 
is an affiliate of the umbrella National Coordination of Peasant Organisations 
(Coordinadora Nacional de Organizaciones Campesinas, CNOC). Yet its 
constituency almost exclusively comprises Mayas and its demands are to a 
great extent wrapped up in an ethnic discourse. ECUARUNARI is the most 
powerful federation of the Ecuadorian indigenous peasantry. It started off in 
the 1970s in association with the Catholic Church and with an agenda compa-
rable to that of a conventional peasant organisation. Since then, it has cut its 
links to the Church and moved in an ethnic direction, although socio-
economic grievances remain on its agenda. ECUARUNARI is, by far, the 
strongest affiliate of the Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador 
(Confederación de Nacionalidades Indígenas del Ecuador, CONAIE), the 
umbrella of lowland and highland indigenous people. In this study, the de-
mand of CONAIE for land is seen as coming mainly from ECUARUNARI. 
 

                                                 
40  Della Porta & Diani 1999, pp. 18, 140. 
41  Gálvez et al. 1997, pp. 19-20; see also Foweraker 1995, p. 70; Tarrow 1998, pp. 123-4. 
42  In Quichua, Ecuador Runacunapac Riccharimui means Indian Awakening of Ecuador. It 
is also known as Confederación de los Pueblos de Nacionalidad Kichua del Ecuador (Ec-
uadorian Confederation of Peoples with Quichua Nationality). Quichua/Kichua is a dialect 
of Quechua. Quechua and Aymara are the largest linguistic indigenous groups in the Andes. 
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The agenda: Class, ethnicity, citizenship and land 
Most social movements and organisations populated by indigenous people 
struggle, in one way or the other, for citizenship rights. Some combine the 
struggle with an outspoken class orientation.43 Others focus on ethnic issues.44 
As noted above, this study concentrates on a third and, as I perceive it, domi-
nant set of movements that struggle to blend class and ethnic issues. In order 
to set the stage for my analysis on ethno-politics and the struggle for social 
justice, this section outlines some basic components and tensions of this ever-
stronger ideological duality among rural movements and organisations. 
 
 
The class-ethnic tension 
Ethnic identities are not necessarily produced within an asymmetrically strati-
fied distribution of power. In the Latin American case, though, class contra-
dictions (unequal distribution of power and resources) continue to be struc-
tured in ethnic terms. From analytical points of view, it has been argued that 
ethnicity constitutes the socio-cultural dimension of the class structure or that 
the class discourse must refer to ethnic identities for the purpose of promoting 
organisation and mobilisation.45 Rachel Sieder claims that ‘the politics of dif-
ference in the region cannot be separated from the politics of social justice’.46 
Others wonder whether class and ethnicity really are mutually reinforcing 
elements of the indigenous peasant struggle, based as they are on competing 
world-views. Is the politicisation of ethnicity a particular expression of the 
class struggle, or does it obstruct it?47 In much of the literature written prior to 
the contemporary opening of ethno-political spaces, it was often assumed that 
strategies related to class struggles differed from strategies chosen in order to 
serve an ethnic cause. From a class-based perspective, indigenous peasants 
were expected to struggle for state power. In seeking allies they would proba-
bly turn to labour movements and radical political parties assumed to advance 
the cause of the subordinate classes. From an ethnic perspective, it was ar-
gued, they were instead expected to cultivate a distance to the state as well as 
to ‘class’ forces in order to enhance their national and cultural aspirations. 
Much depended on who was seen to be in control of the state. Had it been 
captured by a capitalist class, opening up for cross-ethnic class struggles? Or 
                                                 
43  Such as the Guatemalan Committee for Campesino Unity (CUC) and the Ecuadorian 
National Federation of Peasants, Indigenous and Black Organisations (Federación Nacional 
de Organizaciones Campesinas, Indígenas y Negras, FENOCIN). 
44  Such as Guatemalan Council of Mayan Organisations (Consejo de Organizaciones Ma-
yas de Guatemala, COMG) and Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of the Ecuador-
ian Amazon (Confederación de Nacionalidades Indígenas de la Amazonia Ecuatoriana, 
CONFENAIE). 
45  See e.g. Ibarra 1992, p. 132; Kearney 2001, p. 276; Peeler 2003, p. 267. 
46  Sieder 2002a, p. 16. 
47  This type of question is asked by Bastos & Camus (1996 p. 24), among others. 
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was the state primarily seen as an instance of a prolonged colonial and white-
mestizo domination? In the latter case, there would be more openings for 
cross-class ethnic struggles.48 But tensions between class and ethnic agendas 
were also produced by the political establishments. Ever since the Mexican 
revolution, elites have feared the potentially explosive strength of movements 
capable of combining class and ethnic orientations. A glance at twentieth-
century state-Indian relations suggests that political elites have either subju-
gated both or ensured political access for one at the expense of the other. 
 Class and ethnicity create ideological tensions and cross-fertilisations 
within indigenous-peasant movements. With the onset of democratisation in 
the 1980s, this interplay was increasingly inserted into a framework with citi-
zenship as leit motif. It is thus appropriate to speak of current class and ethnic 
agendas in terms of a struggle for social and ethnic rights. 
 
 
Citizenship and social rights 
Class in a Marxist sense relates to social hierarchies and the asymmetric divi-
sions of power upheld, according to Henry Veltmeyer and James Petras, by 
the ‘exploitation of labour by capital and the extraction of surplus value’.49 
Class analysis draws on the ‘objective’ position of workers in relation to the 
means of production. In this light, rural class-based studies often concentrate 
on a bipolarity of peasants and agricultural labourers, on the one hand, and 
landlords and capitalist enterprises, on the other. Following the years of the 
Great Depression in the 1930s, forces across Latin America related to indus-
trialisation, such as the national bourgeoisie and the labour movement, began 
attacking the exploitative, semi-feudal and – from an agricultural perspective 
– inefficient lord-peasant relation. With the strengthening of the state as the 
principal agent of capitalism and development, new state-citizen connections 
were established. They were based upon a corporatist division of the popular 
sector into different occupational categories, primarily workers and peasants, 
and the distribution of social rights. 
 During these years, the notion of social rights gained prevalence in the 
academic dispute about whether capitalism weakened citizenship (the basis of 
democracy) by giving prominence to economic relations or whether the ideal 
of political equality tempered the economic asymmetry brought to the fore by 
the exploitation of workers. Some argued that individual rights facilitated the 
expansion of capitalism by providing a cover-up for exploitation. In reference 
to Europe, sociologist Bryan Turner argued that while the rise of modern citi-
zenship marked a breakdown of feudal relations, it also implied a passage 
from ‘de-jure inequalities in terms of legitimate status hierarchies to de-facto 

                                                 
48  Selverston 1997, p. 175. 
49  Veltmeyer & Petras 2000, p. 105. 
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inequalities as a consequence of naked market forces where the labourer is 
defined as a “free” person’.50

 In the 1950s and 1960s, T. H. Marshall positioned himself as one of the 
leading analysts on citizenship and class relations. Drawing on British experi-
ences he found a close relation between the expansion of capitalism and citi-
zenship. His evolutionary outline of citizenship focused on three sets of rights: 
civil, political and social. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the 
struggle for citizenship was undertaken by a narrow group of free market ad-
vocates. The basic meaning of citizenship was civil rights, comprising ‘rights 
necessary for individual freedom’, such as the freedom of speech, thought and 
faith, the right to own and sell one’s labour power, the right to justice and, 
above all, property rights.51 The equalising principle of citizenship was essen-
tial for capitalism. The nineteenth-century inclusion of political rights was the 
achievement of the industrial middle class. The new set of rights was basically 
germane to the expansion of suffrage and the right to hold public office. Yet, 
as the century drew to a close, citizenship was still confined to a small group. 
But once the equalising principle was recognised as a non-disputable norm, 
other sectors took advantage of it to enhance their emancipatory struggles.52

 The opening of political platforms for trade unions and the spread of 
education accompanied the twentieth century expansion of political rights and 
the amendment of social ones.53 The latter had an economic dimension in the 
sense that each citizen was entitled to share the fruits of national progress. A 
positive correlation was identified between equality and active political par-
ticipation. If certain levels of welfare and social security were distributed, the 
disadvantaged masses stood a reasonable chance of sharing the core elements 
of citizenship: civil and political rights.54 For Marshall, civil, political and so-
cial rights coincided in the welfare state. The salient point of his argument was 
that ‘the inequality of the social class system may be acceptable provided the 
equality of citizenship is recognized’.55

 Marshall’s theory is still popular among scholars. But it is subject to 
criticism on the grounds that it suits British circumstances but less so those in 
regions like Latin America, where twentieth-century social rights often were 
distributed amidst considerable abuse of political and civil liberties, where 
political rights for many groups often predated civil ones and where contem-
porary liberal democratisation is accompanied by the reduction of state-led 
welfare.56 Another critique, with strong bearing on countries with large in-
digenous populations and slowly changing oligarchic structures, is that Mar-
                                                 
50  Turner 1986, p. 136. 
51  Marshall 1992, p. 8. 
52  Ibid., pp. 11-2. 
53  Ibid., pp. 16, 26-8, 40. 
54  Przeworski et al. 1995, pp. 34-7. 
55  Marshall 1992, p. 6. 
56  On the problematic applicability of Marshall’s genealogy in Latin America, see Yashar 
2005, p. 46; Jelin 1996, p. 104. 
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shall, by using Anglo-Saxon lenses, turned a blind eye to the fact that large 
parts of humanity suffer second-class citizenship and partial national member-
ship. The theory is perceived as too neglecting of the uneven societal penetra-
tion of the state and the accompanying disparity between the principle of uni-
versal rights and local realities.57 It is held that Marshall had little regard for 
the way in which social conflicts based on e.g. ethnicity affect and crosscut 
the citizenship struggle of distinct classes.58 It has been argued that the univer-
sal status of citizenship is biased towards an ideal-type citizen and thus dis-
guises various patterns of inequality. Even if social rights are largely put into 
effect, citizenship will embody forms of discrimination. In Latin America, 
indigenous-peasant and other social movements are thus not only struggling 
for civil and political rights and against the neo-liberal dismantling of welfare. 
They also ‘contest the culturally specific delivery of social rights’.59

 
 
Citizenship and ethnic rights 
Today, as cultural assimilation is increasingly dismissed as valid policy, many 
wonder whether national cohesion can be generated at all. We are said to be 
facing a planetary crisis of the nation-state and its old citizenship arrange-
ments. The upshots are globalisation, growing international migration, and 
new forms of political exclusions that, paradoxically, develop side by side 
with the so-called ‘Third Wave of Democratisation’. Simultaneously, and pos-
sibly due to the erosion of (or attack on) the former nation-state model, politi-
cal channels have been opened for grassroots movements in Latin America 
and elsewhere to address identity issues through a parlance of ethnic and other 
group-specific rights.60 The notion of ethnic rights is not primarily focused on 
social equity but on the protection and recognition of cultural difference. It 
holds that citizenship, despite its universalistic nature or precisely due to it, 
contains a dimension of exclusion. In this line of reasoning, the granting of 
civil and political rights must be coupled with specific rights that enable sub-
national groups to protect their customs, norms, beliefs, authority arrange-
ments and organisational forms.61 Otherwise, it is argued, these groups will be 
disadvantaged within political systems grounded in the idea of a culturally 
homogeneous nation. This position has generated an intense debate within 
political circles and the social sciences. The question is not whether sub-
national groups should abandon traditional practices and loyalties. There is 
broad agreement that there is no genuine nation-state in which ethnic and po-
litical demarcations coincide. Multi-ethnicity and citizenship necessarily coex-
ist across the world, and will continue to do so. At stake is whether ethnic 
rights can be integrated into the family of universal rights. That is, whether 
                                                 
57  Somers 1993, p. 592. 
58  Heater 1999, p. 20. 
59  Foweraker & Landman 1997, p. 17. 
60  Dagnino 1998, p. 48; Garretón 2003, p. 2. 
61  de la Peña 2002, p. 134; see also Lee Van Cott 2002, p. 46; Sieder 2002a, p. 3. 
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ethnic particularity should obtain the same legal status as the universality of 
citizenship or if citizenship should remain the master identity and be stripped 
of its ethnic baggage. 
 In sum, advocates of social and/or ethnic rights usually accept that uni-
versal civil and political rights are core elements of democracy and exist for 
the empowerment of vulnerable strata. But they also stress that most societies 
are marked by a contradiction between rights-in-practice and rights-in-
principle. Even if subdued people acquire core rights, they seldom have equal 
opportunities to take advantage of them. The reinforcement of these rights 
does not suffice. The discourse on citizenship has also found a deep resonance 
within indigenous society. I find it reasonable to believe that this relates at 
least in part to the way it has – when including social and ethnic rights – 
bridged dominant indigenous peasant world-views. Another bridge is the 
struggle for land. 
 
 
The community-centred land struggle 
For traditional Latin American landlords, the acquisition of large expanses of 
land has facilitated the domination over a (semi-)landless workforce without 
other sources of income than the labour-repressive hacienda.62 But land has 
also had a non-economic value, primarily as a determinant of social status. 
Indigenous people also have a multidimensional relation with land. As a pro-
ductive resource and an element that guarantees a certain standard of living, 
land is, for millions of agriculturalists in Latin America, a key component in 
the struggle for social rights. The possession of land is also tightly connected 
with the establishment of political rights. Redistributive agrarian reforms have 
been a dominant government strategy to politically incorporate the impover-
ished masses, be it as individuals, peasants or indigenous people. Cristobal 
Kay, who associates the implementation of such reforms with social justice 
and democratisation, holds that ‘many peasants, when granted a land title, felt 
that only then had they become citizens of the country’.63 As a result of the 
politicisation of ethnicity, indigenous people have also accentuated the cul-
tural side of their relationship with land. In referring to the Guatemalan Ma-
yas, political scientist Rachel Sieder writes that land not only ‘remains, for the 
vast majority the key to economic subsistence’ but also ‘is a vital ancestral 
link and a site of religious communion’.64 In this sense, human beings are of-
ten seen as integral parts of nature and land, which contrasts with dominant 
policies where land is one commodity among others, and the market, not an-
cestral rights, should determine the allotment of property. From the vantage 
point of such a relation with ‘Mother Land’ (Madre Tierra or Pachamama), it 

                                                 
62  Adams 1990, p. 159; Bebbington et al. 1992, p. 131. 
63  Kay 1999, pp. 282-3. On the relation between landlessness and political subordination to 
the landlords, see also Carrasco 1993, p. 35. 
64  Sieder 1998a. 
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is usually assumed that indigenous people practice communal land ownership, 
not the individual forms preferred by the governments. The realisation of 
agrarian reforms that recognise collective ownership has also been a prime 
demand among the indigenous people. In reality, most of them today cultivate 
and own their plots on an individual basis, although communal governments 
(cabildos) are often in charge of the internal distribution.65

 The accentuated call on the state to guarantee the protection of commu-
nal landholdings is seen in this study as a call for a specific ethnic right. The 
call is often rooted in the fear that the weakening of traditional collective ar-
rangements, in combination with the spread of commercial farming and im-
poverishment, will undermine the cohesion and even threaten the survival of 
the local communities. The extension and nature of such communities have 
been subject to lengthy academic debates. Many anthropologists studying 
Guatemala share the belief that the psychological boundary of the community 
overlaps with the rural municipality. Carol Smith holds that communities vary 
from a few thousand to some eighty thousand residents arranged into villages 
or geographically dispersed households.66 In areas where people recently 
broke loose from the labour-repressive hacienda, as in the Guatemalan de-
partment of Alta Verapaz and the Ecuadorian province of Chimborazo, the 
extension of the communities appears more restricted. Hans Siebers (on Alta 
Verapaz) and Hugo Torres (on Chimborazo) equate indigenous communities 
with entities such as hamlets, co-operatives, farms and/or the territorial cover-
age of former haciendas.67 Within indigenous society, these communities are 
often seen as shields against oppression that contain deep-rooted beliefs and 
cultural predispositions, and havens for direct democracy. In pursuing citizen-
ship rights beyond the scope of political (electoral) rights, indigenous leaders 
often insist that communal practices and values should be included, since they 
do not jeopardise democracy but indeed deepen the democratic forms. Com-
munal democracy is often presented as a synonym for routines and values 
such as rotating leadership, consensus, harmony and solidarity.68 The struggle 
for land has thus often been associated with the need for communal autonomy, 
both in a cultural and political sense. Cultural autonomy may refer to the legal 
protection of sanctuary places, and political autonomy to the preservation of 
local organisational forms and the right to practice customary law. 
 Throughout twentieth century, demands for land and communal auton-
omy have been central to rural mass mobilisations. Among contemporary 
                                                 
65  Martínez 2002, p. 19; Plant 2002 p. 223. 
66  Smith 1990a, p. 18. 
67  Siebers 1998, p. 6; Torres 1999, p. 107 n9. 
68  Consensus may refer to the way vice-mayors, elders, or religious spokesmen reach deci-
sions based on dialogue and the approval of all community members. Harmony may be 
related to the spirit of many communal legal systems where the reintegration of perpetrators 
into the community is a more essential achievement than the punishment itself. Solidarity is 
reflected in the way communities assist a family in need (see e.g. Ramón 1988, pp. 303-4; 
Assies 2000, p. 9). 
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scholars, it is often pointed out that the ability of the new indigenous leader-
ship to engage in mass mobilisation – the sine qua non of social movements – 
hinges on the strength and cohesion of the local identity-based groups. For the 
case of Ecuador, Roberto Santana argues that this is the level where the ‘ac-
tual process of reinforcing ethnic identities derives its strength, the processes 
of political unification begin and the claims take shape’.69 Of course, the si-
multaneous engagement by this leadership with the maintenance of local co-
hesion and the formation of inter-communal identities – in redrawing (enlarg-
ing) the ethnic boundary – may appear contradictory. But one needs to con-
sider that the term ‘indigenous community’ has at least two meanings: one 
refers more specifically to a village or a municipality, or an administrative 
locality inhabited by a durable population, the other to an emotive boundary 
of togetherness (identity). In the latter meaning, the term ‘community’ is also 
applicable to wider bonds that crosscut municipal, regional and perhaps even 
nation-state divides. As such, it is instrumental for people with contending 
views on the reach of indigenous identities. 
 The importance of communal autonomy and communally held lands as 
the bases of development continues to give rise to scholarly debates. For much 
of the twentieth century, social scientists have either romanticised the indige-
nous communities as direct progenies of pre-conquest societies, portrayed 
them as fossilised entities once filling a function for colonial administrators, 
and/or seen them as reserves for cheap labour. But many observers also argue 
that the communities have been, and continue to be, places of refuge from ex-
ploitation and protections against outside attempts to divide and rule. In the 
1950s, Eric Wolf developed a path-breaking theory. Studying Mesoamerica, 
he argued that the closed corporate community, as he called it, was an entity 
of resistance against economic and cultural intrusions, especially the colonial 
usurpation of communal lands. In detecting a prolonged process of indigenous 
re-organisation, he described the communities as active social agents.70 While 
several commentators sympathise with the latter, some take issue with the idea 
of political and economic closure. Focusing on Guatemala, Jim Handy and 
Carol Smith find that indigenous communities alter openness and closure de-
pending on the wider socio-economic and political context.71

 
 

The roots of indigenous subordination 
Inspired by Jim Handy and Carol Smith, among others, I analyse the rise and 
political performance of the indigenous-peasant movements in the context of a 

                                                 
69  Santana 1995, p. 258; for similar views, see Lee Van Cott 1995, p. 6; Botero 2001, p 
204; Chiriboga 2001, p. 30; and, with reference to Guatemala, Carey 2004, p. 88. For ap-
proaches to the indigenous community, see also Gonzáles Casanova 1996, p. 23; Degregori 
1998b, p. 22. 
70  Wolf 1957. 
71  Handy 1990a, pp. 163-5; Smith 1990a, pp. 19-20. 
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politico-agrarian transformation that at varying speed and depth has swept 
across Latin America since the 1960s, including a turn to a more diversified 
and mechanised cultivation, the expansion of rural monetary relations, a shift 
of the overall balance of rural forces, rural democratisations and, as a conse-
quence of all this, changing power structures. In the final instance, however, 
the emergence of rural movements with demands for civil, political, social and 
ethnic rights, relates to the continued existence of deep-seated oppressive sys-
tems. The patterns of subordination have varied over time and space, being 
more exploitative in countries and localities marked by enduring oligarchic 
structures. Yet common roots are traceable to the colonial racial division and 
the continued combination of internal colonialism and the uneven distribution 
of citizenship. This section addresses these roots. 
 
 
The colonial racial division 
In the sixteenth century, the indigenous peasants of Latin America were in-
serted into the colonial system as subjects of the Crown. After a scholastic 
debate where it was acknowledged that Indians had souls, they were addressed 
as potential converts to Christianity and placed under the supervision of the 
Church. The idea was that the linkages between the original population and 
the spiritual and worldly powers of Spain would restrain the freedom of land-
owning conquistadors and reduce the death rate of the native workforce.72 A 
step was thereby taken from a slave society to a feudal-like arrangement. The 
central axis ran between what was called the Republic of Spaniards and the 
Republic of Indians, an administrative denomination for an archipelago of 
somewhat self-governed communities. For the colonial power, the mainte-
nance of scattered and self-sufficient communities served to keep a cheap la-
bour reserve for the mining industry and infra-structural projects, and for en-
suring the inflow of tribute.73 Simultaneously, processes of assimilation were 
in operation. The encounter between the missionary church and the indige-
nous community turned the rural highlands into a realm of linguistic and reli-
gious syncretism. As colonialism drew to a close, the biological and cultural 
boundaries were eroding. Flanked by Creoles (white people born in the New 
World) and Peninsulares (white people born in Spain), on one side, and the 
Indians, on the other, a vast mestizo segment had emerged.74

 
 
Internal colonialism 
In the late nineteenth century, after decades of conservative-liberal rivalry, 
liberalism was established as the dominant economic doctrine across Latin 
America. The indigenous peasantry remained a central source of labour, but 

                                                 
72  Wolf 1957; see also Gálvez et al. 1997, p. 31. 
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its role was adjusted to a new international economic order. Unlike a colonial 
inward-oriented food production overwhelmingly directed towards the mining 
districts, which in turn served European mercantile interests, the continent-
wide turn to economic liberalism coincided with a growing international de-
mand for labour-intensive cash crops. An export model was promoted where 
plantations and haciendas would attract investments from or be purchased by 
domestic and foreign interests (e.g. the United Fruit Company in Guatemala). 
 The nut to crack for the ‘liberal’ elite was how to simultaneously ensure 
access to cheap and abundant labour and reinforce a citizenship-based national 
project seen as necessary in order to deepen capitalism and legitimise its rule. 
There were two principal ways to achieve the former objective. The first was 
to turn vast tracts of land over to the hands of the landed oligarchy. For this 
purpose war was declared on colonial property arrangements. Crown and 
Church holdings were placed on the open market. Indigenous peasants lost 
jurisdiction over communal lands and were transformed into private proprie-
tors who lost their plots to those who could pay and had political backup. Af-
ter depriving the rural workforce of its source of survival, repressive and dy-
nastic oligarchs permanently or seasonally imprisoned it on the large landed 
estates. 
 The second means to ensure a large and cheap labour supply was to 
create a system in which the colonial division of indigenous and non-
indigenous groups (the latter an increasingly mestizo-based category) could be 
preserved.75 In a system labelled internal colonialism, ethnic discrimination 
continued to determine the division of labour. At first glance, this seems con-
tradictory, since capitalism appears to benefit from class relations and indi-
vidual freedom. But as Immanuel Wallerstein has demonstrated, capitalism 
actually draws on the combination of racism and universalism. In his view, a 
system in which low-paid work is distributed according to meritocratic princi-
ples is basically unstable. By contrast, a racist order has the advantage of bas-
ing the occupational allotment in conformity with a division that even the dis-
favoured part is prepared to fight for.76 Hence, capitalism is not incompatible 
with colonialism or its internal variant. But while colonialism promoted capi-
talism in core countries and situated low-paid work in the distant periphery, 
internal colonialism drew the line within nation-states. In order to manage a 
system based on the geographical closeness of oppressors and oppressed, sev-
eral self-proclaimed liberal regimes evolved into brutal dictatorships. 
 The insertion of the indigenous peasants into a new international divi-
sion of labour – disconnected from Iberian colonial regulations – was also 
bound up with a project that, at least at the ideological level, sought to unify 
the populace into a national society. At the same time as the preservation of 
indigenous identities was an essential component of internal colonialism, 
dominant society saw the cohesiveness of indigenous communities and the 
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values they harboured as impediments to national consolidation. The belief 
was that modern nation-states required primary relations based on kinship to 
be replaced by geographically enlarged and mobile societies knitted together 
by individual and indirect relations.77 The cleft between indigenous peasants 
and the rest of society was presented as the tragic outcome of the failure of the 
former to embrace the concept of the nation. In this line of argument, they 
preserved a livelihood that condemned them to be manual workers and subsis-
tence farmers rather than employers and producers for the market.78

 
 
Second-class citizenship 
In the words of Joe Foweraker and Todd Landman, there is a gulf in modern 
Latin America between rights at the level of political principle and rights at 
the level of practice. A large part of the population is situated in a terrain be-
tween non-political subjects and full members of the national polity, or speak-
ing with Kees Biekart, caught in a system marked by a ‘duality in civicness’.79 

Ethnic prejudice, exploitation, illiteracy, electoral complexity and bureaucratic 
inertia condemn non-dominant groups to a life detached from relevant state 
access.80 This is a deep-rooted inconsistency, traceable to the ambiguous ide-
ology of the nineteenth-century political elite. 
 

Most Latin American liberals were less deeply committed to the political 
side of liberalism, with its emphasis on constitutionalism, limited govern-
ment and freedom of expression. They usually articulated such values but 
often honoured them in the breach.81

 
 Correspondingly, at the same time as the ‘liberal’ regime cloned French 
and U.S. constitutions and recognised indigenous peasants as part of the citi-
zenry,82 it promoted a system of internal colonialism based on ethnic segrega-
tion and semi-feudalism. To the extent that citizenship trickled down to the 
indigenous communities it often served as a cover-up for more or less coer-
cive projects aiming at the unification of customs, faith and idioms. Anthro-
pologist Andrés Guerrero gives us a glimpse of how the Ecuadorian state of 
the early twentieth century preserved an ethnically based administration while 
propagating a system of equal rights. In his account, the state sought to solve 
the equation, firstly, by making citizenship arrangements inaccessible for the 
indigenous peons, that is, by placing the ‘ethnic administration’ within the 
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ond-class citizenship in Latin America, see also Jelin 1996, pp. 107-8. 
80  Stavenhagen 1996a, p. 145. 
81  Peeler 2004, p. 30. 
82  Already at the dawn of Independence the liberator San Martín proudly declared that ‘the 
aborigines shall not be called Indians or natives; they are children and citizens of Peru and 
they shall be known as Peruvians’ (quoted in Anderson 1991, p. 59). 
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private and arbitrary domain of the Church and the landlord. Secondly, it 
sought to attach local public servants more firmly to the state bureaucracy and 
thus enhance their autonomy within the local oligarchic power structures. The 
latter ambition usually backfired. Even if the division into two republics was 
replaced by rectilinear administrative chains at the bottom of which the mu-
nicipalities stood as last outposts of political representation, local demands 
were routinely channelled via the landlord. Guerrero describes how local civil 
servants even allied with the landlords.83 In this way they reinforced a system 
of extra-judicial abuse and asymmetric distributions of rewards and sanctions. 
 Accordingly, what constitutes the deep-seated structure of rural second-
class citizenship in countries with large indigenous populations is that the rou-
tine administrative functions and the legal authority of the central state are 
insufficiently established throughout the territory. Most often, the land-
owning class has been in control of the state, or at least has had close allies in 
its upper echelons. If this was not the case, it would divert initiatives by the 
governments to build grassroots linkages by inserting itself in the chain by 
virtue of its control over land. In this setting, indigenous peasants had to seek 
material support from the exploiters.84 However, to a certain degree, the un-
even presence of the state in rural areas also served the interests of the indige-
nous peasantry. An important aspect to consider is that insufficient infrastruc-
tural and economic resources have prompted agrarian states to hand over part 
of their authority to pre-existing (colonial) local institutions.85 This uneven 
reach allowed landlords to build private fiefdoms but also allowed indigenous 
communities to preserve internal arrangements and identities. 
 In sum, the specific combination of internal colonialism and second-
class citizenship in rural Latin America dates back to the formation of inde-
pendent states and the onset of ‘criollo liberalism’86 in the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. Though the national project required legal uniform-
ity and indigenous peasants were permitted to take a first step from being feu-
dal-like subjects towards a status as full and equal citizens, the process was 
halted at mid-stage. Indigenous peasants became, at best, ‘potential citizens.’87 
As the state stopped being a ‘warden’ of community land (the main source of 
peasant security), indigenous peasants were subjected to a new and, for those 
who had previously been able to keep their lands, perhaps even harder eco-
nomic exploitation. Borrowing a line from John Peeler, the indigenous people 

                                                 
83  Guerrero 1993, pp. 93, 97-8, 100; see also Lucero 2003, p. 26. 
84  For a general discussion on the difficult territorial (rural) penetration of the modern state, 
see Migdal 2001, pp. 48-9; Yashar 2005. On rural clientelistic ties (gamonalismo) and the 
control of resources by local actors such as village chiefs (caciques) and political 
bosses/lieutenants (gamonales/tenientes politicos), see Van den Berghe & Primov 1977, pp. 
145-6; Chalmers et al. 1997, pp. 547-8; Botero 2001, pp. 121-2; Migdal 2001, pp. 92-3; 
Peeler 2003, p. 259. 
85  Smith 1990a, pp. 13-4; Sieder 2002a, p. 9 and 2002b, p. 189. 
86  Díaz Polanco 1997, p. 65. 
87  de la Peña 1998, pp. 37-8. 
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were ‘not part of the nation, but they were part of the economy’.88 Nowhere 
was this condition as persistent as in localities where landed oligarchs man-
aged to maintain much of their privilege far into the twentieth century. This 
was the case in Guatemala and Ecuador, and in Alta Verapaz and Chim-
borazo. 
 
 

Area focus and the organisation of the study 
Comparing Guatemala and Ecuador 
In order to account for the struggle for social justice among the indigenous-
peasant movements, I conduct a comparative historical socio-political analysis 
with a focus on political agency and structural changes. It includes references 
to general Latin American trends as well as to the transformations more spe-
cific to Guatemala and Ecuador. In particular, I focus on the way in which the 
battle for social justice is associated with and influenced by the expansion of 
ethno-politics (the strategic use of ethnic discourses for political purposes). I 
explore how the politicisation of ethnic identities – by a new indigenous lead-
ership and the political establishment – is determined and constrained by a 
politico-agrarian transformation that since the 1960s has proceeded at differ-
ent speeds and timing depending on country and locality. The transformation 
includes changes at the socio-economic level (a capitalist modernisation of 
agriculture) and the politico-institutional level (regime shifts from authoritar-
ian, populist or oligarchic regimes to democratic ones). 
 Some countries, which display a slow politico-agrarian transformation, 
have been especially burdened by enduring oligarchic power structures. In the 
late twentieth century, these countries have demonstrated a particularly pro-
nounced political institutionalisation of ethnicity. This study explores how the 
rural struggles for social justice and the major ongoing socio-political proc-
esses in Guatemala and Ecuador – towards democracy, rural commercialisa-
tion and, in Guatemala, peace – are affected by ethno-politics and oligarchic 
patterns. The comparison between Guatemala and Ecuador is justified by the 
fact that their political and economic systems remain heavily controlled by the 
oligarchic classes. Yet the composition of these classes differs significantly, 
and to trace the roots of this difference and to explain their impact on the way 
ethnicity is politicised, a distinction is made between two regime-types. The 
first, labelled an oligarchic authoritarian regime, is characterised by political 
exclusion and brutal state repression. It was prominent in Guatemala from 
1954 to 1985 and was presided over by a traditional agrarian fraction of the 
oligarchic class in cooperation with a U.S.-backed military apparatus. The 
second, I suggest, can be termed an oligarchic populist regime and is marked 
by political exclusion, high doses of official populism and often religiously-
based rhetoric. As argued in the next chapter, it determined much of the state-

                                                 
88  Peeler 2003, p. 259; see also León 1994, p. 76. 



   
Introduction    29 

society relations in Ecuador between 1933 and 1972 and rested on a power 
balance between a traditional land-owning and labour-repressive oligarchic 
fraction, on the one hand, and a more industrially oriented and modern-
minded one, on the other. 
 
 
Two localities 
As will be demonstrated in these two cases, for the bulk of the indigenous 
peasantry, political involvement and the sense of belonging are still very much 
anchored locally. The indigenous-peasant movements collect a great deal of 
energy from local bonds and organisational forms. The vertical linkages of the 
movements may also be weakened by local factors, however. Struggles per-
formed and demands articulated by the grassroots are not always in congru-
ence with those of the national leadership, especially not in contexts where 
ethnic boundaries are being redrawn, upward mobility in class terms is grow-
ing and indigenous activists are gaining better opportunities to make political 
careers. The local level has historically been the principal arena where indige-
nous peasants have combated the oligarchic power structures. In terms of 
these structures, the Maya heartland of Guatemala (the western highlands and 
Alta Verapaz) and the Quichua heartland of Ecuador (the Andes) have experi-
enced different late-twentieth-century developments. In the former area, even 
if these structures underwent significant changes, the traditional agrarian oli-
garchy maintained much of its privileges. The Ecuadorian Andes, on the other 
hand, saw the decline of the agrarian oligarchic fraction and the termination of 
the hacienda system. For all of these reasons, I argue, analyses of the struc-
tural and strategic aspects of the struggle for social justice among the indige-
nous peasantry must address both national and local levels. 
 The study makes an in-depth analysis of the Guatemalan department of 
Alta Verapaz and the Ecuadorian province of Chimborazo. Particular attention 
is paid to the municipalities of Tucurú (Alta Verapaz) and Guamote (Chim-
borazo). Details about the latter will be presented in due course. Below, I offer 
brief data on Alta Verapaz and Chimborazo. Neither of them represents the 
diverse rural realities of their countries (no department or province does), but 
they exhibit for our purposes important parallels. They are localities where 
agrarian oligarchs maintained an overriding authority far into the twentieth 
century and they have, more lately, become strongholds of the indigenous-
peasant movements. They are also marked by an important difference. In 
1978, Alta Verapaz was struck by what is called the Panzós massacre – a bru-
tal attack on the local peasantry followed by almost two decades of state and 
oligarchic hostility towards the rural poor. From 1975 to 1979, by contrast, 
Chimborazo was affected by a major, state-led land redistribution campaign, 
which almost at one blow ended semi-feudal labour relations. On the basis of 
these commonalities and differences, Alta Verapaz and Chimborazo are seen 
as heuristically fruitful local venues for exploring how divergent regime tra-
jectories affect the development of the indigenous-peasant movements. 
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 Alta Verapaz lies in the northern Guatemalan piedmont. It covers 8,686 
square kilometres and borders northwards on the forested flatlands of El 
Petén, eastwards on the agricultural area around Lake Izabal, westwards on 
the largely Maya populated western highlands, and southwards on the depart-
ment of Baja Verapaz. The departmental capital of Cobán lies 219km from 
Guatemala City. Alta Verapaz has various ecosystems. Along the southern 
frontier runs the hot and rain-fed canyon of the Polochic River. The riverside 
is dotted by small towns, among them San Miguel Tucurú. The central part of 
the department is endowed with a cooler climate and with mountains, valleys 
and pinewoods. In the north, the piedmont slopes down to the Northern 
Transversal Strip, the agricultural frontier of Guatemala. Alta Verapaz is one 
of nine departments with a Maya majority. In a list of development indices 
published in 1998 by MINUGUA, the UN commission for Guatemala, Alta 
Verapaz scores lowest of all twenty-two departments.89 It has the third largest 
Maya population. According to the national census of 1994 – the first based 
on subjective identification of ethnicity – of a population estimated at half a 
million people, Alta Verapaz was 90 per cent indigenous. These inhabitants 
are divided into two Maya subgroups: Pocomchi’es and Q’eqchi’es. The first 
is mainly concentrated in the southwest entry into the Polochic Valley. The 
latter dominates the rest of Alta Verapaz, comprising 90 per cent of its popula-
tion. From a Mayan-Guatemalan outlook, the speakers of Kiché, Kaqchikel 
and Mam numerically surpass the Q’eqchi’es.90 However, no other Maya lin-
guistic group covers a larger area. Over 80 per cent of the Q’eqchi’es live in 
rural areas, scattered in some sixteen hundred hamlets. Most are semi-
proletarians, working at large or medium-size farms and/or as subsistence 
farmers, producing beans, chilli and corn. Corn is the staple crop, comprising 
90 per cent of the community diet. Large landowners are usually Ladinos or 
foreigners.91

                                                 
89  MINUGUA 1998b, p. 5. 
90  According to the Guatemalan daily Prensa Libre (6 May 2001) Guatemala is inhabited 
by six million Mayas, four million Ladinos, 300 Xincas and 6,500 Garífunas (a Caribbean 
indigenous and black community). The Maya population comprised nearly two million Ki-
ché’s, slightly over one million Mam’es, one million Kaqchikel’es, some 700,000 
Q’eqchi’es and around 260,000 Pocomchi’es. The other linguistic groups – Achi, Akateco, 
Awakateco, Chorti, Chuj, Itza, Ixil, Kanjobal, Mopan, Poqoman, Sakapulteko, Sikapakense, 
Tectiteco, Tz’utujil and Uspanteco – are smaller. For another estimation of the size of the 
Maya groups, see Adams 1995, p. 180. For the percentage of indigenous peoples in the de-
partments, see IDEA 1998, p. 32. 
91  For demographic and agricultural data on Alta Verapaz, see INE 1994, p. 13; CODE-
DUR et al. 1996a; Letona 1999, p. 37; Wilson 1999, pp. 35, 41, 46. There are three main 
historical significances of ‘Ladino’. The prime reference during colonial times was Spanish-
speaking and redressed Indian. By the late seventeenth century it was also used for various 
‘castes’ that were neither Spaniards or Creoles nor Indians. After the nineteenth-century 
‘liberal’ reforms, the Guatemalan people were officially divided into Indians and Ladinos, 
where the latter meant non-Indians. Today, the term usually has the latter meaning, though 
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 Chimborazo lies in the central parts of the Ecuadorian Andean corridor. 
It covers some 6,500 square kilometres and borders on the provinces of Tun-
gurahua in the north, Morona Santiago in the Amazonian east, Cañar in the 
south and Bolívar and Guayas in the western coastal area. It is the most highly 
elevated province of Ecuador. The provincial capital of Riobamba, 184km 
from Quito, lies at some 3000 metres above the sea level, surrounded by vol-
canoes, among them El Chimborazo, with the highest peak in the country 
(6310 metres). It is divided into ten municipalities (cantones). Of the twenty-
two provinces in Ecuador, Chimborazo scores highest on the number of 
Quichua-speakers. The latter are concentrated in the municipalities of Alausí, 
Riobamba, Guano and, predominantly, Colta and Guamote.92 In 1999 Chim-
borazo’s population surpassed four hundred thousand. It is the poorest prov-
ince with the highest illiteracy rate. Some 55 per cent of the economically ac-
tive population works in the agricultural sector.93 The staple crops are barley, 
corn, wheat, potatoes, vegetables and fruits. In the past, the rural poor were 
primarily permanent workers at the haciendas. Today, many are migrant la-
bourers who travel between the local communities, on the one side, and the 
commercial farms in the north and on the coast as well as to temporary urban 
workplaces, on the other. 
 
 
Material and the organisation of the study 
The study is divided into four parts. The first is made up of two theoretical 
chapters. The objective of the first (chapter two) is to build an historical-
empirical analytical framework for analysing the rise of the indigenous-
peasant movements. For this purpose, it outlines the basic traits of a socio-
political shift that has occurred in many parts of Latin America, from a popu-
list-corporatist to a (neo-) liberal democratic state-society order. Many schol-
ars take this shift as their point of departure when analysing present-day social 
movements and the surge of identity-based (ethnic) discourses. The chapter 
reasons that anyone attempting to explore these agents in Guatemala and Ec-
uador must also consider the strong prevailing oligarchic structures. The aim 
of chapter three is to build a framework for analysing the strategic perform-
ances of the indigenous-peasant movements. It identifies a set of strategic op-
tions in their dealing with public institutions. The first is a focus on political 

                                                                                                                                            
many oligarchic families stress their European roots (see Smith 1990a, pp. 3-6 and 1990b, 
pp. 72-3; Bastos 1998, p. 104). 
92  Haney & Haney 1987, p. 44; see also Korovkin 2003, p. 129. Ecuador has several in-
digenous linguistic groups (nationalities, in their terminology). The Amazon groups Shuar, 
Achuar, Secoya, Huaorani, Cofán and Siona comprise some 280,000 people. The tiny 
groups Tsácila, Chachi and Awa-Quaiquer are found on the Pacific Coast. The majority of 
the indigenous people belong to the Quichua linguistic group. Estimates hold that some 
three million Quichuas live in the Andean highlands (la Sierra) and around 70,000 in the 
Amazon lowlands. 
93  INFOPLAN 1999; PPDCG 1999, p. 35. 
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institutionalisation or autonomy and mobilisation, and the second a focus on a 
struggle for ethnic rights or social rights. The chapter suggests that these op-
tions often complement each other but also live a tension-ridden relationship, 
mainly due to the fact that elite groups interested in neutralising the move-
ments have opened political spaces for such ethnic demands that do not pose 
serious threats to prevailing political and economic power relations. The chap-
ter draws heavily on social movement theories, especially as conveyed in 
Latin American studies. It stresses the need to insert dominant accounts on 
ethno-politics into a frame of enduring oligarchic structures. 
 Parts two (chapter four through six) and three (seven through nine) deal 
empirically with Guatemala and Ecuador, respectively. They are similarly or-
ganised. Each starts with a chapter (four and seven) that centres on a period 
from the 1930s to, in Ecuador, 1979 and, in Guatemala, 1985, covering the 
decades of the oligarchic regime-types. They include, in the Guatemalan case, 
the democratic regime from 1944 to 1952 and, in the Ecuadorian case, the 
military regime between 1972 and 1979. In both countries, this period wit-
nessed a shift between two modes of rural mobilisation, the first spearheaded 
by conventional peasant movements, the second by indigenous-peasant ones. 
My concern is with the local and national structures that gave rise to the latter. 
I seek to understand their advent amidst a delayed but accelerating expansion 
of rural capitalism and a half-hearted national inclusion of the rural poor. Spe-
cial attention is given to agrarian reforms and land struggles. 
 The second chapters of each part (five and eight) cover the period from 
the turn to (oligarchic) democratic rule to the new market-oriented agrarian 
laws, ratified in Ecuador 1994 and made part of the Guatemalan peace accord 
in 1996. It was a period when indigenous-peasant movements across Meso-
america and the Andes first entered the legal-institutional terrain of the state, 
while upholding a struggle for land. The aim of the chapters is to explore the 
strategic choices of the movements amidst a changing but still prevalent oli-
garchic structure, neo-liberal reforms and a political transformation towards 
democracy. The last chapters of the Guatemalan and Ecuadorian blocs (six 
and nine) focus on a period that stretches from the market-oriented agrarian 
laws to the year 2003, the date of my final field visit. These years saw the 
formation of many public institutions entrusted with the enforcement of ethnic 
rights and an indigenous urge for multi-cultural constitutional reforms. The 
objective is to outline the function of ethnicity and ethno-politics in the strug-
gle for social justice and within the context of the changing oligarchic power 
structures. Special attention is paid to the sometimes opposing, sometimes 
reinforcing, options of political institutionalisation and mass mobilisation. 
 Apart from the literature on state-Indian relations and agrarian condi-
tions, empirical references come from some forty interviews, carried out dur-
ing two field trips to Guatemala and Ecuador, one in 2001 (six months), one in 
2003 (two months). My first trip was of an explorative nature. The aim was to 
get a broad overview of state-Indian relations. Interviews were conducted with 
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people positioned close to the indigenous-peasant movements (scholars, 
members of development agencies and Indian activists). Longer interviews 
were conducted with Guatemalan anthropologist Santiago Bastos and Ecua-
dorian political scientist Jorge León, both with extensive writings on indige-
nous movements. During my first trip, I visited Alta Verapaz and Chim-
borazo. I spoke with civil servants and NGO representatives who helped to 
identify actors who had played essential roles in the development of the in-
digenous-peasant movements. During my second trip, I interviewed these 
people with the aim to acquire first-hand and detailed accounts of the strug-
gles for social justice. I also wanted to find out how they perceived the role 
played by their respective movements. Among those interviewed in Alta 
Verapaz were former Tucurú mayor Jorge Balsells and local CONIC leader 
Juan Tzib. I was fortunate to come across a testimony of the Tucurú struggle 
for land written by one of its protagonists, parish priest Marco Tulio. In 
Chimborazo, interviews were made with, among others, Jesuit priest Julio 
Gortaire, ex-mayor of Guamote Mariano Curicama and leaders of the organi-
sation Jatun Ayllu – a local affiliate to ECUARUNARI. The interviews were 
undertaken in an open and unstructured manner, with my intervening as little 
as possible in the narratives presented to me. By asking people to speak of 
similar events, I sought to confirm the picture and reduce idiomatic and other 
misinterpretations on my part. All interviews conducted during my field trips 
were recorded and all informants spoke Spanish, though this was not necessar-
ily their maternal language. I have translated quotations from the interviews 
(and the Spanish literature) into English, often assisted by colleagues with 
Spanish as their first language. I did not interview representatives of the large 
landowners. This bias towards the indigenous peasants is justified by the focus 
on the strategic choices of their movements. Field data was also obtained 
through public documents and participant observation, the latter including 
communal meetings, land seizures and negotiations between movement activ-
ists and landlords. Empirical insights also derive from two independent and 
leading newspapers: the Guatemalan morning paper Prensa Libre and the ma-
jor daily in Quito, El Comercio. News reports were read mainly on the events 
that took place in relation to the promulgation of the market-oriented agrarian 
laws. 
 The concluding part (chapter ten) sums up the findings on the relation 
between the struggle for social justice, on the one hand, and ethno-politics and 
oligarchic structures, on the other. By offering an interpretation grounded in 
long-term structural changes as well as short-term strategic options at local 
and national levels, I hope to contribute to the literature on indigenous move-
ments and the state and to the vast field of Latin American social movement 
theorising, which in my view often underrates the persistence of oligarchic 
structures, not only in Guatemala and Ecuador, but in Latin America overall. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RURAL TRANSFORMATION 
AND OLIGARCHIC STRUCTURES 
 
A central tenet of this study is that the repertoires and opportunities for the 
political elite and other social actors within the strategic field of politics are 
significantly determined by enduring as well as shifting political and socio-
economic structures. The purpose of this chapter is to present an historical and 
structural framework for analysing the rise and political performance of the 
indigenous-peasant movements. In order to analyse why they emerged, atten-
tion is paid to the middle decades of the twentieth century (1930s–1980s). As 
previously argued, the surge of these movements ultimately relates to the con-
tinuation of internal colonialism and second-class citizenship. But the opera-
tion of century-old oppressive and exclusionary forms cannot explain their 
rise and process of maturing at the specific historical juncture of the 1970s 
and 1980s. Attempts to find explanations often include references to the po-
litical openings for marginal groups brought along by the Third Wave of De-
mocratisation. The ties between indigenous people and various international 
agents are also considered a powerful explanation, as is the fact that globalisa-
tion has created favourable settings for sub-national groups. These ideas are 
widely accepted and are probably applicable to ethnic groupings across the 
Third World. But while they depict new windows of opportunity for indige-
nous people, they pay less attention to regional and country-specific aspects. 
 My contention is that studies on the rise of the indigenous-peasant 
movements must address how processes of globalisation and democratisation 
were manifested in a Latin American politico-agrarian transformation, involv-
ing a growing diversification and commercialisation of the agricultural sector 
from the 1960s onwards, and the reformation of state-rural interest interme-
diation. Some of the social scientists who look into the politico-institutional 
aspects of this transformation allude to a shift in the 1970s and 1980s from 
authoritarian to liberal democratic regime-types. Others speak in terms of a 
more or less continent-wide shift, from a populist, nationalist and corporatist 
socio-political order (led by more or less democratic or authoritarian regime-
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types) to one that opened the social field for the free operation of the market. I 
will argue in this chapter that much of the literature has presented this poli-
tico-agrarian transformation – whether in the first or second version – as a 
passage from one largely anti-oligarchic state-society set-up to another. This 
was undoubtedly a dominant path in twentieth-century Latin America. Deb-
orah Yashar shows that even in Guatemala (1944-1954) and Ecuador (1964-
1966 and 1973-1978) the socio-political orders bore similarities to what she 
labels the corporatist citizenship regime and that both countries in the 1980s 
moved in a liberal democratic and neo-liberal direction. Nonetheless, the se-
quence from one anti-oligarchic setting (national-popular) to another (market 
oriented and liberal democratic) corresponds better to a path taken in the in-
dustrialised Southern Cone and in Mexico north of Chiapas. I do not discount 
the significance in Ecuador and Guatemala of processes towards industrialisa-
tion, capitalism and democratisation. But in these countries – particularly in 
rural areas – such processes were intimately intertwined with, and delayed by, 
enduring oligarchic power structures. It is my conviction that an analysis of 
the rise and political performance of the indigenous-peasant movements must 
take these structures into account. 
 This chapter starts off by discussing the concept of political regimes; 
that is, long-term legal-institutional structures of governance within which the 
balance of forces and overall socio-economic transformations are politically 
reflected and articulated. The next section looks into the populist, nationalist 
and corporatist aspects of many mid-twentieth-century Latin American de-
mocratic and authoritarian regimes. Focusing on their policies towards the 
indigenous peasantry, I describe how these regimes often addressed the way to 
promote rural capitalism and solve the so-called Indian problem (where the 
social, material and political empowerment of the indigenous people was at-
tached to the formation of a national identity). The third section discusses the 
political and economic impact of the enduring oligarchic power structures in 
mid-twentieth-century Guatemala and Ecuador. In the fourth section, I point 
to some major features of the all–Latin American politico-agrarian transfor-
mation towards liberal democracy and the intensification of rural capitalism. 
After this, I present what I perceive as two dominant approaches to the origins 
of the indigenous (-peasant) movements in Latin America, both of which draw 
in different ways on the fall of the populist, nationalist and corporatist socio-
political order and the emergence of a regime-type anchored in the free market 
and liberal democracy. At the end of the chapter, these approaches are related 
to the oligarchic power structures of Guatemala and Ecuador. 
 
 

Political regimes 
By applying the term political regimes, analysts seek to elucidate state-citizen 
relations over a sustained period of time. A political regime is often defined as 
a composition of politico-institutional structures for state-society mediation 
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that determine which actors, demands and identities deserve particular repre-
sentation. Fundamentally, the regime determines ‘who has access to political 
power, and how those who are in power deal with those who are not’.1 By 
some accounts, the continuity and change of a given regime relate to the man-
ner in which it provides dominant groups with mechanisms to enhance their 
interests and keep oppositional forces satisfied or passive.2 Fundamental is the 
way in which it helps dominant classes to increase/preserve legitimacy and 
privileges. According to Adolfo Figueroa and co-authors, clientelism is one of 
two dominant strategies by means of which the Latin American elite have 
sought to reach this dual objective. The other is to employ a populist ap-
proach.3 Yet the equation remains problematic, since to raise legitimacy tends 
to jeopardise the possession of privileges, and vice versa. Political regimes 
thus tend to move in one of two directions. Elite groups who concentrate on 
building popular legitimacy (hegemonic rule) may permit inclusive forms of 
interest intermediation, thus incorporating a larger array of popular groups and 
discourses. Alternatively, those who focus on preserving their historical pre-
rogatives may restrict representation and rights. Political arrangements formed 
in line with the latter orientation tend to create polarisation and state repres-
sion. Inclusion, repression and clientelism are found in all Latin American 
regime-types, albeit to varying extents. 
 But the notion of political regime cannot rest on a perspective where 
elites alone arrange state-society connections. In order to account for why cer-
tain rights, collective identities and social problems are included or excluded 
at the level of the state, one must also acknowledge that the regime is a prod-
uct of the power relations within society writ large.4 Political scientist John 
Peeler describes political regimes as the historic results of cumulative human 
action and argues that changes ‘occur when some combination of elite and 
mass action disposes enough power to overcome regime structures’.5 In some 
cases, elites and masses are locked in seemingly endless conflict. For instance, 
in countries like Guatemala and Ecuador, where roughly half the population 
belongs to a non-dominant culture, classifications bestowed upon the people 
will be contested. As Rogers Brubaker and Frederick Cooper hold, con-
structed national identities serve as blueprints when public servants paint pic-
tures of the world and decide how to engage in it. But as soon as top-down 

                                                 
1  Fishman, cited in Mahoney 2001, p. 46; see also Booth 2001; Garretón 2003, p. 13. 
2  Booth 2001, p. 27. 
3  Figueroa et al. 1996, p. 17. Clientelism is normally thought of as a system of social con-
trol based on ‘political subordination in exchange for material rewards’ (Fox 1997, p. 393). 
Populist leaders are said to allude to (ordinary) people and common will rather than class-
based ideologies and groups. Their appearance is often perceived as simplistic, charismatic 
and rhetoric. 
4  For Booth (2001, p. 27), regime change is primarily the result of a changing balance of 
power between the ruling coalition and external challengers. 
5  Peeler 2004, p. xi. 
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constructs meet the self-identification of local actors a more dialectic state-
society relationship stands out.6
 Politico-institutional structures (regimes) are also determined by overall 
socio-economic processes such as the global process of capitalism. Overall 
socio-economic changes have different timing and depth in different countries 
depending on the way they are filtrated through the political regime-type. The 
interrelationship in Guatemala and Ecuador between the balance of social 
forces, the political regime-types and the overall socio-economic struc-
tures/processes, makes up the framework within which I undertake my analy-
sis. The focus is on how the politico-agrarian transformation from the 1960s 
onwards (the spread of capitalism and rural democratisation) affected the bal-
ance of rural social forces, primarily the peasant movements, the indigenous-
peasant movements and the landed oligarchs and their allies. 
 
 

Populist regimes 
The literature on regime-types often distinguishes between authoritarian and 
democratic ones. In many mid-twentieth-century Latin American countries, 
the more or less democratic, more or less authoritarian, nationalist and corpo-
ratist socio-political order was a prominent feature. Taking into account the 
often populist, semi-inclusionary and semi-exclusionary character of this or-
der, I prefer the term populist regime.7 The era is flanked by two hemispheric 
politico-agrarian transformations, both of which posed major challenges to the 
oligarchic power structures. This section deals with the first – that of the early 
post-depression years – and the changing balance of forces that it produced. 
This section also outlines the principal means by which the indigenous peas-
antry was incorporated into the structures of the state: corporatism, assimila-
tionist indigenista policies and redistributive agrarian reforms. 
 
 
Political representation: Populism, corporatism and nationalism 
In the wake of the world depression of 1929, declining international demand 
for primary products exhausted the hacienda-based export model in many 
parts of Latin America. The economically liberal and politically exclusionary 
project of the Creole oligarchs lost steam. By the middle decades of the past 
century, the social pact termed a ‘politically centred and national-popular 
socio-political matrix’ by sociologist Antonio Garretón had been established 
practically throughout the region. It ‘configured through different processes of 
development, modernisation, social integration and national autonomy’.8 
                                                 
6  Brubaker & Cooper 2000, pp. 15-6; see also Yashar 2005, pp. 7-8, 62. 
7  On this regime-type, see Vellinga 2004, p. 37. 
8  In certain periods and political contexts, elite fractions and popular sectors may accom-
plish some level of unity in their orientations. Garretón’s ‘socio-political matrix’ (2003, p. 
20) refers to the formation of a social pact and includes the relation between states and the 
system of interest representation (the political regime) as well as the relation between these 
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Unlike the market-led development of the ‘liberal’ oligarchs, these processes 
rested on a proactive state involvement in the socio-economic, political and 
cultural spheres of society. 
 A chiefly mestizo-based middle class that gained influence through the 
onset of industrialisation and the expansion of the state spearheaded the shift. 
Its prime objective was to oust the landed oligarchy, which it considered obso-
lete. According to political scientist James Malloy, in the effort to alter the 
balance of forces to its advantage, the rising middle class sought a reliable ally 
and found it in the growing and increasingly mobilised working classes. So-
cial spending, higher wages and industrial protection were to ensure the cross-
class bond. But the middle class also invented institutional arrangements for 
controlling its allies. In accordance with the state-society arrangement known 
as corporatism, autonomy was conferred on business associations, while the 
freedom of a restricted number of state-charted sectorial labour and peasant 
organisations was restrained.9 Thus, at the same time as political representa-
tion and social rights were assured for certain previously excluded groups, the 
sectorial organisations were regulated from above. 
 The corporatist system of interest representation was attached to the 
national project. Malloy argues that the vertical structures were useful for 
making the nationalist discourse operative. Corporatism and nationalism, in 
turn, were often joined by a populist doctrine. Unlike the ruling landed oligar-
chy in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, which had searched for 
national enemies within state borders, populism located the hostile elements 
and the ‘parasites’ of national prosperity in U.S. imperialism and the exter-
nally oriented landed classes themselves. At stake, according to Malloy, ‘was 
not to form a class-based party to establish the rule of one exploited class, but 
to form a broad multi-class movement to unseat the oligarchy and install lead-
ership that would represent the entire nation’.10 Hence, in order to consolidate 
the cross-class national-popular movement, Latin America saw the rise of 
charismatic presidents, like Vargas in Brazil and Perón in Argentina.11

                                                                                                                                            
and the ‘socio-economic and cultural base of social actors’ (p. 11). The concepts of hegem-
ony (Dagnino 1998) and paradigm (Laclau 1985) are similar but tend to have a more top-
down character. 
9  Malloy 1997; see also Chalmers et al. 1997, p. 547. Malloy associates the Latin Ameri-
can version of corporatism with authoritarianism (p. 4). Drawing on Philippe Schmitter, 
Steve Ropp, for his part (2004, p. 257), sees corporatism (primarily in its present-day ap-
pearances) as a specific regime structure not ‘entirely antithetical to democratic practice’. 
Schmitter (1974, pp. 93-4) identified an authoritarian version (state corporatism) and a de-
mocratic one (societal corporatism). In his general definition, corporatism is ‘a system of 
interest representation in which the constituent units are organised into a limited number of 
singular, compulsory, non-competitive, hierarchically ordered and functionally differenti-
ated categories, recognised or licensed (if not created) by the state and granted a deliberate 
representational monopoly within their respective categories in exchange for observing cer-
tain controls on their selection of leaders and articulation of demands and supports’. 
10  Malloy 1977, pp. 10-1. 
11  Ibid., pp. 3-4, 9. On the populist leadership, see also Alvarez et al. 1998, pp. 9-10. 
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 In what ways were the indigenous peasantry inserted into the populist 
regime-type? Sociologist Marcos Roitman holds that although the nationalist-
populist doctrine attacked the oligarchic heritage, it failed to mount a strong 
challenge to internal colonialism.12 And even if in most cases the indigenous 
peasants were inserted into the corporatist channels, analysts point out that 
social entitlements were usually distributed so as to privilege some sectors 
more than others, often in a clientelistic fashion.13 Groups at the margins of 
the urban-industrial complex saw most social rights pass over their heads. In 
general, indigenous peasants were addressed in two principal ways. In order to 
overcome the ‘Indian problem’ (where indigenous cultures are impediments to 
nation building and modernisation), they were addressed in accordance with a 
set of economically based ideas known as the indigenista policies.14 For the 
purpose of stimulating production and creating an independent force of small 
rural producer, indigenous peasants were incorporated into the regime by way 
of redistributive agrarian reforms and in their capacity as peasants. 
 
 
Identity politics: The assimilationist indigenista policies 
The indigenista policies had their origins in late-nineteenth-century circles of 
urban and liberal intellectuals, principally in Mexico and Peru. They became 
the ‘privileged form that nationalism assumed in twentieth-century Latin 
America’15 and a primary prescription for solving the ‘Indian problem’. In the 
1940s, a more integrationist variant was put into effect by a chain of official 
indigenista institutes linked to the Organisation of American States and its 
Inter-American Indigenista Institute. The policies cast light on a protracted 
oppression of the indigenous people that would be erased by means of assimi-
lation into the national culture and incorporation into the political structures. 
Echoing the standpoint of the nineteenth-century oligarchs, indigenous com-
munity forms and subsistence farming were colonial elements that hindered 
modernisation and development. Unlike the laissez faire orientation of the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, however, the indigenista policies of 
the 1940s onwards aimed at the formation of the mestizo nation and were – at 
least on paper – inserted into a state-led development framework, with pro-
jects ranging from the construction of schools and roads to the provision of 
health service and agricultural modernisation. The state would give indige-
nous communities the first essential push to step onto what was conceived of 
as the inevitable course of history. But the integrationist policies also encour-
aged indigenous people to keep some cultural elements, which, after all, con-
tributed to the identity of popular nationalism: the mestizo.16

                                                 
12  Roitman 1996, p. 48. 
13  Foweraker 1995, p. 93; see also Oxhorn 2003, p. 39. 
14  Díaz Polanco 1997, p. 71. 
15  Degregori 1998a, p. 207; see also Stavenhagen 2002, p. 28; Peeler 2003, p. 259. 
16  On the indigenista policies, see Lee Van Cott 1995, pp. 5-7; Díaz Polanco 1997, pp. 68-
9; Bengoa 2000, p. 205; Bretón 2000, pp. 17-9; Stavenhagen 2002, pp. 26-7. 
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 Wearing the multi-cultural spectacles of many present-day scholars, 
one may argue that the indigenista policies embodied a contradiction. On the 
one hand, they viewed pre-Columbian empires as part and parcel of the cul-
tural heritage and national folklore, and welcomed anthropological and ar-
chaeological research on local cultures. On the other hand, they tended to re-
duce indigenous identity-based claims to picturesque pleas. Some scholars and 
activists equate the policies with a strategy of ‘whitening’ the rural poor.17 But 
even if the policies were beset by a contradiction, one is inclined to agree with 
the historian Magnus Mörner that they ‘helped to reduce somewhat the im-
mense gap between the light-skinned descendants of the victors and the dark-
skinned descendants of the vanquished’.18

 
 
Capitalist development: The redistributive agrarian reform 
The economic hallmark of the populist regime was import-substitution indus-
trialisation. The strategy was to strengthen domestic industries by protecting 
internal markets and was linked to urbanisation and proletarianisation. State-
led capitalism would free rural labour for the industries and the agro-industrial 
farms, and the peasantry would supply the industrial proletariat and the grow-
ing cities with foodstuffs. The regimes sought to facilitate the transformation 
of haciendas and subsistence farming into more productive enterprises. In this 
respect, traditional landlords would make way for new entrepreneurs or mod-
ernise their agricultural enterprises.19

 Redistributive agrarian reforms were principal means to accomplish 
agricultural modernisation. A wave of such reforms swept the continent, start-
ing in Mexico (1934) and spreading to Guatemala and Bolivia (1952), Cuba 
(1959 and 1963), Ecuador (1964 and 1973) and Peru (1968).20 Radical re-
forms were primarily launched prior to the 1959 Cuban revolution, often as a 
result of social upheavals. ‘Moderate’ ones were enacted thereafter.21 They 
were encouraged by the Alliance for Progress, an inter-American development 
policy introduced by John F. Kennedy in 1961, partly to ward off Castroist 
revolutionary attempts on the continental mainland. In some countries, the 
reforms were important impulses for the economic improvement and political 
incorporation of the indigenous peasantry. But for rural settlers devoted to 
defending traditional identities and social forms, most reforms were beset by 
the same sort of ambivalent posture as the indigenista policies. As political 
scientist Deborah Yashar writes, ‘With the passage of land reforms, states at-
tempted to construct a loyal national peasantry, to weaken more localized eth-
                                                 
17  Yashar 1996, p. 89; Degregori 1998a, p. 207. 
18  Mörner 1985, p. 199. 
19  On the objectives of the agrarian reforms in mid-twentieth-century Latin America, see 
e.g. de Janvry 1983, pp. 202-3; Kay 1999, pp. 273-83. 
20  Yashar 2005, p. 60. 
21  Exceptions were the radical reforms in Chile, Peru and Nicaragua. On the scope and 
depth of the redistributive reforms, see Degregori 1998b, p. 16; Kay 1999, pp. 275-7. 
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nic identities, and to forge a nation-state’.22 Some governments recognised 
collective land rights (the tenancy preferred by many indigenous communi-
ties), but the reforms were often implemented to advance private property, a 
type of ownership that for many indigenous peasants threatened communal 
cohesiveness. Further, even if some governments saw indigenous communi-
ties as a viable form of organisation, they usually preferred agricultural co-
operatives.23

 
 

Oligarchic power structures and oligarchic regime-types 
As a result of the Great Depression and its attendant processes of inward-
oriented industrialism, inclusive nation building, redistributive agrarian re-
forms and, in some cases, democratisation, growing pressure was placed on 
the oligarchic classes of Latin America. It was felt by the oligarchs of Guate-
mala and Ecuador. But for reasons discussed in this book, in these two coun-
tries the cross-class anti-oligarchic movement led by the industrial bourgeoisie 
in corporatist alliance with the working classes never gained a firm and lasting 
foothold. As a result, the oligarchy managed to defend its privileges to a 
greater extent than in most other parts of the continent, thereby obstructing the 
dissemination of democracy and capitalism.24 This section offers an overview 
of the political and socio-economic dimensions of the oligarchic power struc-
tures. It provides a preliminary idea of how their endurance affected state-
rural relations in mid-twentieth-century Guatemala and Ecuador. 
 
 
Agrarian and agro-industrial oligarchic power structures 
As a result of the politico-agrarian transformation of the 1960s onwards, prin-
cipal components of the traditional (oligarchic) power structures were placed 
under increasing stress. However, political scientist Frances Hagopian argued 
in the mid-1990s that countries like Guatemala and Ecuador were still per-
vaded by these structures. In these countries, she stressed, political power is 
still largely held by ‘conservative’ and ‘rightist’ dynastic families that preside 
over highly unequal agrarian labour relations and ‘at least at one time, enjoyed 
the concentrated ownership of land’. She adds, though, that many oligarchs 
are deepening their engagement with commercial and industrial enterprises 
and are no longer ‘readily identifiable purely by a common economic condi-
tion’, but ‘perhaps most accurately conceived as closed circles of power hold-
ers that dominate a range of state institutions and political processes’.25

 In order to track the character of these changes, I start by distinguishing 
between what Jeffery Paige, in the context of the Central American coffee 
                                                 
22  Yashar 2005, p. 73. 
23  Bengoa 2000, p. 240. 
24  Hagopian 1996. 
25  Ibid., p. 68. 
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economies, calls the agrarian and the agro-industrial fractions of the elite.26 
The agrarian fraction is the one that normally comes to mind when thinking of 
traditional oligarchs. Paige refers to sociologist Edelberto Torres Rivas, for 
whom an ‘oligarchic man represents backward bourgeoisie personified by 
large property holdings, but with incomplete control over capital’ who derives 
power ‘from the control over people’s lives that land ownership provides’.27 
For many agrarian oligarchs, the hacienda – usually seen as a large landed 
estate with a permanent labour force and production directed towards nearby 
markets – was fundamental.28 It kept the peons in isolation and illiteracy. 
Many peons were even prevented from acquiring basic skills in Spanish. Since 
legal proceedings and hacienda record books were written in Spanish, and 
people who refused to learn native tongues often headed the municipalities, 
the peons were trapped in a vicious circle. To express their claims publicly, 
they had to channel them through landlords eager to maintain the status quo. 
The patron was a de facto political executor, judge and police officer. In these 
circumstances, mobilisation was immensely difficult. 
 According to Paige, the agro-industrial fraction of the elite has a more 
modern-minded outlook. While the agrarian one is concerned mainly with 
growing and harvesting, this fraction is directed towards processing and ex-
port, and parts of it may even have entered the financial sectors. With urbani-
sation, industrialisation and democratisation, the agro-industrial fraction tends 
to gain the upper hand. Paige stresses, however, that the fractions are often 
related by kinship and the interrelationship of their economic activities. This 
seems especially true for Guatemala, where the small agro-industrial fraction 
and the powerful agrarian one share the historic (and often continuing) ties to 
coffee, and the members of a given oligarchic family may be engaged in both 
agriculture and industrial processing.29 In his study on Central America in the 
present era of globalisation, sociologist William Robinson departs from 
Paige’s distinction but adds another fraction: a transnationalised elite. In his 
view, the agrarian and the agro-industrial fractions were part of what he calls 
the agro-export oligarchy. The transnationalised elite broke with this oligarchy 
by creating stronger connections with the globalised economy. But it is not to 
be confused with a middle-class-based industrial and national bourgeoisie. 
Robinson writes that it ‘was not a group that came into being from outside of 

                                                 
26  Paige 1997, pp. 8, 54. 
27  Ibid., pp. 55, 75; see also Jonas 1991, p. 99 n1; Castellanos 1992b, p. 278; Hagopian 
1996, p. 67. 
28  Until the last quarter of the twentieth century, the hacienda was found throughout the 
Andean highlands. The agricultural system of coastal Ecuador and Guatemala, on the other 
hand, was largely based on the plantation – a mainly export-oriented landed estate domi-
nated by seasonally contracted labour. The large landed estates of Alta Verapaz were also 
export-oriented. But they were heavily dependent on permanent labour. I refer to them as 
haciendas, a term that according to MacLeod (1997, p. 183) also is used by the local 
Q’eqchi population. 
29  Paige 1997, pp. 54-5, 86. 
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the traditional oligarchy, but from within, from the same family networks’.30 
In this study, I term them the transnationalised oligarchic elite. 
 In mid-twentieth-century Ecuador, the agrarian and agro-industrial elite 
fractions were more divided than in Guatemala. The division was accentuated 
by the fact that they controlled different parts of the country. The agrarian 
fraction controlled the highlands and its large indigenous population. Its 
power was tied to vast possessions of land, the subordination of rural workers 
and the political institutions of Quito. The agro-industrial and export-oriented 
fraction dominated the Pacific coast. Its position rested on land but also on the 
control of, or close relation to people in control of, the financial institutions in 
Guayaquil.31 To a large extent, the relative power of the fractions was linked 
to the booms and busts of various agricultural crops. With the demise of the 
highland agrarian oligarchy in the years of the agrarian reforms in the 1960s 
and 1970s, and after the highlands-administrated oil boom in the 1970s, the 
coastal agro-industrialists became the dominant economic and political force. 
In the 1980s, leading families of the coastal elite adopted the neo-liberal 
agenda and moved further into the financial and political sectors, thus turning 
into a transnationalised oligarchic elite group. 
 
 
Oligarchic authoritarianism and oligarchic populism 
Traditional agrarian oligarchic structures usually have their strongest impact 
on local, rural, levels. Throughout the twentieth century, however, landlords 
have often managed to extend their influence to higher political levels.32 In 
Guatemala and Ecuador they have decisively affected the politico-institutional 
structures of the state. Depending on the composition of the oligarchic class, 
these political involvements, as we shall see, took different forms. 
 The classic Latin American populist regime-type was not as consoli-
dated in Guatemala and Ecuador as it was in the more industrialised parts of 
the continent.33 But the ideas upon which it was based and the periods when it 
was actually put into operation left popular groups with visions of a non-
oligarchic alternative. In Guatemala the period that comes closest to a populist 
formula lasted from 1944 to 1954. It does not apply to the long and violent 
time span from 1954 to the return of civilian rule and the escalation of neo-
liberalism in the 1980s. A major factor behind the repressive and exclusionary 
nature of the political regime from 1954 to 1985 was the enduring agrarian 

                                                 
30  Robinson 2003, pp. 67-8. 
31  On the fractions, see Kluck 1991, pp. 70-2; Lucero 2003, p. 28; Ospina 2005. 
32  Hagopian 1996, p. 68. 
33  According to Ropp (2004, pp. 259-61, 268) the literature typically relates the corporatist 
form of interest representation to more industrialised countries with large middle classes. 
When it has come to state-society relations in Central America, interest has rather been paid 
to the role of the military, the interventionist policies of the United States, the socio-
economic development and the oligarchic class. However, he finds a form of ‘corporatism 
light’ in Guatemala. 
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oligarchic power structures. It is argued that traditional landlords have a 
strong inclination to defy political equality since its realisation would restrict 
access to cheap labour.34 It is also held that ‘large landowners will be the more 
anti-democratic the more they rely for the control of their labour force on 
state-backed coercion rather than on the working of the market’.35

 The mid-twentieth-century Ecuadorian regime was also exclusionary. 
On the ground of illiteracy, the mass of the people, primarily the indigenous 
population, was excluded from the right to vote. Perhaps due to a more bal-
anced power relation between the agrarian and agro-industrial fractions and 
the different role played by the armed forces, this regime was less repressive 
than the Guatemalan one. While the latter focused much of its energy on curb-
ing popular opposition, the Ecuadorian one used much of its capacity to find a 
modus operandi that would ensure the balance between the coastal and high-
land oligarchic fractions. When frictions occurred, as they frequently did, non-
oligarchic contenders could play the groups against each other and even, on 
occasion, establish political platforms.36 The Ecuadorian state was from time 
to time ruled by the armed forces, which used certain levels of coercion but it 
never wreaked havoc on the indigenous communities in the way that hap-
pened in Guatemala. In fact, during the military junta of the mid-1970s, Ecua-
dor came closest to the populist regime-type. Possibly as a result of a low 
military inclination to brutality (compared with Guatemala), the state was able 
to avoid massive uprisings and major guerrilla insurgencies.37

 As previously noted, political regimes tend to crystallise around two 
diverging elite strategies. On the one hand, they may opt for a more inclusive 
approach towards (strategic or considerable parts of) the popular sectors. Such 
openness, I would argue, marked many of the – more or less democratic – 
populist regimes of mid-twentieth-century Latin America. On the other hand, 
regimes may be constructed so as to restrict political access for large parts of 
the population. For the major part of the past century, Guatemala and Ecuador 
had exclusionary regimes. Yet while the Guatemalan agrarian oligarchs pre-
sided indirectly over a highly repressive system, the Ecuadorian agrarian and 
agro-industrial fractions opted for (or saw themselves forced to promote) high 
doses of populism. In some respects, the nature of the populist role in mid-
twentieth-century Ecuador resembles the classic populist formula of the more 
industrialised countries. Ecuadorian populism also produced a charismatic 
leader and, as Pablo Ospina argues, also ‘managed to command the expecta-
tions of emerging social sectors and excluded people in the countryside as 
well as in the city, at the coast as well as in the highlands, between the Indians 

                                                 
34  Barrington Moore 1966; Rueschemeyer et al. 1992, pp. 8, 60; Hagopian 1996, p. 64; 
Paige 1997, p. 55. 
35  Rueschemeyer et al. 1992, p. 60. 
36  León 2003, pp. 111-3. 
37  On the relatively low level of state and popular violence in Ecuador, see Ospina 2000, p. 
126. 
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as well as between the mestizos’. However, it was accompanied to a much 
lesser extent than in the more industrialised countries by the establishment of 
a developmentalist state, the promotion of import-substitution industrialisation 
and the formation of a corporatist political representation.38 Populism in Ec-
uador rather took the form of an unmediated, non-electoral, line of command 
between a president with strong Catholic appeal and the masses. As such, it 
did not pose a serious threat to the hacienda and the landlord privileges. 
 Differences between the oligarchic regimes of Guatemala and Ecuador 
are also seen with respect to their choice of allies. In this study, the traditional 
(agrarian) oligarchic power structures are largely defined as a particular alli-
ance system. Latin American oligarchs have historically been allied with the 
prime corporate units of the pre-industrialisation era: the Catholic clergy and 
the armed forces. While the former has ensured rural peace by indoctrinating 
the rural poor with ideas of a God-given order, the latter has pacified the rural 
poor by the use of force. Mid-twentieth-century Guatemalan oligarchs relied 
on, and delegated political power to, the armed forces which in turn were as-
sisted by the United States. At times, the Ecuadorian oligarchs also consented 
to have the military in the presidential palace. In general, however, executive 
power was delegated to populist figures. These differences, along with the 
diverging balance between agrarian and agro-industrial fractions, motivate me 
to speak of a mid-twentieth century oligarchic authoritarian regime-type in 
Guatemala and an oligarchic populist one in Ecuador.39

 
 
Oligarchic power structures and identity politics 
The classic Latin American populist regime sought to incorporate the indige-
nous peasantry into the nation-state by way of assimilationist indigenista poli-
cies and redistributive agrarian reforms. Guatemala and Ecuador also created 
indigenista institutes. The literature indicates, however, that the indigenista 
orientation was weaker in them than in other countries with sizeable indige-
nous populations, such as Mexico and Peru.40 The same reasons that made the 
agrarian oligarchs obstruct rural democracy – the possession of vast tracts of 
land and the maintenance of a cheap and abundant labour force – also made 
them prevent the assimilation of the indigenous people into a national com-
munity. Compared with the idea of racial mixture (mestizaje) that dominated 
the Mexican national project, the exclusionary nation-building processes in 
Ecuador and Guatemala seem to have rested more explicitly on the superiority 
of the white-European identity. Paige says that Guatemalan oligarchs view 
themselves as ‘vanguards of modern civilisation’. He argues that the positivist 
                                                 
38  Ospina 2005. 
39  The notion of oligarchic regime-types is used by e.g. Garretón (2003, p. 181) and Biekart 
(1999, p. 23). On the ground that the majority of the population was excluded from voting, I 
see the mid-twentieth-century Ecuadorian regime as populist rather than clientelistic. 
40  On the weaker indigenista policies in Ecuador, see de la Peña (1998, pp. 36, 40-1, 44-5). 
For the case of Guatemala, see Peeler (2003, p. 270). 
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(and Social Darwinist) socio-political thinking of the nineteenth century still 
enjoys hegemonic status, running ‘like a thread through the conversation of 
the contemporary descendents of the nineteenth century liberal revolutionar-
ies’.41 Such perceptions are probably shared by dominant classes across Latin 
America, but in mid-twentieth-century Ecuador and Guatemala, where lasting 
national-popular movements were not established, they also seem to have in-
formed the world-view of other segments of society. This seems particularly 
to have been the case in Guatemala, where the term Ladino in official termi-
nology represents the non-Indian and not the blended Mestizo identity of, for 
instance, Mexican nationalism.42 From an economic viewpoint, anthropologist 
Carol Smith argues that the polarisation between Ladinos and Mayas was in-
strumental for the expansion of coffee cultivation and the rise of a coffee elite. 
But in Ecuador too, anthropologist José Almeida depicts a segment that uses 
the mestizo identity to distance itself from the indigenous people.43

 
 
Oligarchs and redistributive agrarian reforms 
The system of internal colonialism – ethnic discrimination and economic 
overexploitation within the nation – was not antithetical to the nineteenth- and 
early-twentieth-century phase of global capitalism. As a result of the crisis of 
the agro-export model in the 1930s and the expansion of industrialisation and 
the developmental state, internal colonialism lost some of its strength. The 
subordination of the indigenous people remained a continent-wide reality, but 
it often took less semi-feudal forms. But in Ecuador, Guatemala and local oli-
garchic strongholds in countries like Mexico, Peru and Bolivia, semi-feudal 
and hacienda-based labour relations survived far beyond the depression years. 
At this point it is important to bear in mind that the agrarian oligarchs not only 
opposed democratisation and the diffusion of social rights, but also the expan-
sion of market relations.44 In the case of Ecuador, sociologist Gonzalo Ortiz 
speaks of an oligarchic dependent route to capitalism, that is, a more delayed 
passage than in most other parts of Latin America.45 The route was even more 
striking in Guatemala, dominated as it was by the agrarian oligarchs. 
 In order to adjust the agricultural sector to an industrialised economy 
and promote less feudal and more efficient forms of production, the redistribu-
tive agrarian reform was, as noted above, a main instrument of the populist 
regimes. In Guatemala and Ecuador, where the agrarian oligarchs succeeded 
in preserving their position, such reforms were either truncated or modest. 
Depriving the indigenous peasantry of access to land was a predominant way 
of keeping it at the margin of society. In localities such as Alta Verapaz and 
Chimborazo, the land tenancy structures remained heavily bimodal (subsis-
                                                 
41  Paige 1997, pp. 45-6. 
42  Adams 2002, p. 89. 
43  Almeida 2003. 
44  Hagopian 1996, p. 65. 
45  Ortiz 1992, pp. 93-5; see also Moreano 1993, p. 239; Santana 1995, p. 13. 



 

50    Structures and strategies 

tence parcels and large agricultural estates), producing intense struggles for 
land. As a coveted asset for indigenous peasants and landlords alike, land has 
been a principal source of rural turmoil. For this reason, and for its capacity to 
bridge the calls of the indigenous-peasant movements for political, social and 
ethnic rights, the land struggle is of central importance in analysing the rela-
tion between oligarchic power structures, ethno-politics and social justice. 
 
 

The politico-agrarian transformation of the 1960s onwards 
The crisis of the peasant sector 
Throughout the twentieth century, Latin America suffered an inequitable ru-
ral-urban distribution of wealth. By 1960, the crisis of the peasant sector had 
reached levels where it could no longer assure sufficient production of food 
for the urban markets. In order to stimulate agricultural production and termi-
nate semi-feudal patterns, most countries accepted the guidelines of the U.S.-
promoted Alliance for Progress. Besides modestly redistributive agrarian re-
forms, they promoted more mechanised and less labour-intensive agricultural 
techniques. Yet with the increasing integration of the agricultural sector into 
the world market and, in the 1990s, the rise of neo-liberalism, preferential 
treatment was given to the export of non-traditional crops. Consequently, the 
import of basic foodstuffs grew, deepening the crisis of the peasant sector and 
cutting rural areas further adrift from development processes. 
 The crisis of the peasant sector was accentuated by a rural exodus al-
ready more extensive than elsewhere in the world. Attempting to free them-
selves from underdevelopment, country folk washed ashore in overpopulated 
shantytowns. The expanding cities were unable to fully integrate them and 
many sought their survival in an exploding informal sector. The new city-
dwellers were left in unemployment and an unfamiliar rootlessness. Simulta-
neously, urbanisation opened up education and generated a new popular lead-
ership and the rise of novel forms of heterogeneous collective actors voicing 
old and new identities and demands.46 As the influx of peasants into the cities 
picked up speed, human ties were knit between town and countryside, espe-
cially by migratory workers and an educated segment with connections to its 
rural past. Along with Catholic parishes that had divorced a moribund land-
lord class and turned to socially and ethnically oriented doctrines, a new in-
digenous leadership started to favour the rise of identity-oriented movements, 
at the foundation of which were the local indigenous communities. 
 
 
The emergence of neo-liberalism 
In the 1970s, the basis of import-substitution industrialisation started to disin-
tegrate – often accompanied by brutal military intervention. An economic ori-
                                                 
46  On the rural exodus and the new urban marginal classes, see Stavenhagen 1975, pp. 58-
9; Radcliffe 1999, p. 209. On urbanisation and education, see Calderón et al. 1992, p. 26. 
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entation arose that, from the 1980s, would flourish under the label of neo-
liberalism. It was a suggested cure to an acute economic downturn, arguably 
caused by economic nationalism and massive international lending, as accen-
tuated by the debt crisis. The assumed method for overcoming runaway infla-
tion, public deficits, external indebtedness and weak positions in international 
trade was an outward-oriented growth strategy. It involved trade liberalisation 
and the privatisation of state-owned enterprises and was accompanied by the 
austerity packages known as the Structural Adjustment Programmes, which 
were imposed by international finance institutions like the International 
Monetary Fund and the World Bank. 
 High on the neo-liberal agenda was an attack on the state as a privi-
leged engine of development. The ‘developmental state’, it was argued, had 
succumbed to the preferences of various interest organisations and thereby 
obstructed individual rights and the free operation of the market. Erstwhile 
interventionist states were accused of politically and economically pacifying 
the citizens. According to the neo-liberal formula, the best way to turn indi-
viduals into active and responsible citizens was to stimulate their entry into 
the market as self-managing entrepreneurs.47 Based on such ideas, new forms 
of politico-institutional set-ups were promoted. In line with the ideal of liberal 
democracy, civil rights (mainly for property) and political rights (mainly elec-
toral) gained ground. Simultaneously, labour unions, conventional peasant 
movements and corporatist arrangements for interest representation, popular 
control and the distribution of social rights, lost their prominent position. One 
result of state withdrawal from the social sphere was the further privatisation 
of the land market and the decline of public redistributions of land and agri-
cultural incentives. Rural development projects were increasingly delegated to 
NGOs and loosely structured social movements.48

 A dominant view was that continued high levels of public expenditure 
would provoke the elites to invest abroad. Stability first, growth second, and 
market-led social justice third, was the order of things.49 In many countries, 
the reforms cut the inflation and reduced the budget deficits. But since the 
structural adjustment programmes were accompanied by declining living stan-
dards for the masses, it was a precarious stability that was produced.50 In light 
of this, governments of the 1990s introduced so-called safety-net programmes 
to alleviate the costs of the austerity measures for their most devastated vic-
tims, that is, those who were extremely poor and lacked immediate prospects 
to be viable market competitors.51 It was also believed that the support for lo-
cal ethnicity-based networks would increase the ability of the extremely poor 
                                                 
47  Alvarez et al. 1998, p. 22. 
48  Chalmers et al. 1997; Vilas 1997, p. 30. 
49  Zermeño 1990, p. 173; Lievesley 1999, p. 16. 
50  Lievesley (1999, p. 165) estimates that in 1980, ‘183 million Latin Americans (about 
one-third of the population) lived under the official poverty line, by 1990, the figure had 
risen to 196 million, or approximately half of the total population’. 
51  On the programmes, see Lievesley 1999, pp. 168-70; Assies et al. 2000, pp. 297-8. 
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to overcome economic hard times. To a higher degree than was the case with 
the indigenista policies, the new governments legally recognised the cultural 
and social forms of the indigenous communities. For anthropologist Charles 
Hale, neo-liberal multi-culturalism appeared as an ‘emergent mode of govern-
ance in the region’. It included the opening of political arenas to groups that 
claimed such ethnic rights as did not obstruct the overall neo-liberal reforma-
tion.52

 
 
The fall of the old oligarchic regime-types 
With the double transition towards political liberalisation and a more unre-
strained market, the oligarchic authoritarian and oligarchic populist regimes 
fell apart.53 As national and international demands for democracy grew, the 
agrarian oligarchs and their traditional allies were no longer able to preside 
over, or indirectly uphold, state-society relations based on massive military 
brutality, as in Guatemala, or limited electoral rights, as in Ecuador. More-
over, in Guatemala and highland Ecuador, the gradual turn to a more mecha-
nised, diversified and commercial agricultural sector implied that the land-
lords could no longer rule the peons hidden from the view of surrounding so-
ciety, nor trust the possession of vast lands to be a ticket to local and even na-
tional political power. In this context, many agrarian oligarchs found new 
ways to gain influence and profit. While some converted themselves into more 
modernised agro-industrial entrepreneurs, others moved further into the urban 
economy and the financial sectors. Some embraced the neo-liberal doctrine 
and inserted their enterprises more firmly into the global economy, thus be-
coming a new transnationalised fraction of the elite. These changing oligar-
chic power structures were more pronounced in Ecuador than in Guatemala. 
Guatemalan oligarchs also adjusted to the politico-agrarian transformation, 
but a largely rural-based and reactionary fraction still possessed economic and 
political power.54 In Ecuador, the liquidation of the traditional semi-feudal 
hacienda system in the 1970s led to the fall of the highland agrarian fraction. 
To a greater extent than in Guatemala, the balance of power shifted towards 
the agro-industrial and transnationalised elites. 
 Ecuador and Guatemala may today be characterised as democratic re-
gimes in the sense that state-society relations rest on a respect for political 
(mainly electoral) and civil rights (mainly property rights and the freedoms of 
expression and assembly). Yet since the traditional oligarchy, as Hagopian 
claims, still dominates the political institutions, I prefer to speak of oligarchic 
democratic regimes.55 I expect the Guatemalan oligarchic democratic regime-
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type to be substantially determined by an agrarian oligarchic fraction and the 
Ecuadorian one to be more affected by a transnationalised oligarchic fraction. 
 
 

Approaches to the rise of new indigenous movements 
Many social movement theorists and political scientists share the interpreta-
tion that the rise of the indigenous (-peasant) movements must be explained 
within the context of a shift from a populist, nationalist and corporatist socio-
political order to one that favours the free operation of the market, a more plu-
ralist associational life and electoral democracy. This section highlights a 
couple of arguments related to this interpretation. It has been argued, for in-
stance, that indigenous people were drawn into new identity-based movements 
by their experience with the military repression of the 1970s and the structural 
adjustment programmes of the 1980s. A common argument is also that the 
movements emerged as a response to the manner in which indigenous people 
had been inserted or non-inserted into the former populist regime-types. As 
noted above, these regimes were often double-edged in that they involved dis-
tributive and inclusive practices as well as tutelary and assimilationist ones. 
Moreover, at the same time as they launched an unprecedented number of 
welfare projects in the countryside, their failure to achieve sustained rural de-
velopment resulted in a growing crisis of the peasant sector. Some would ar-
gue that state expansion and the entry of new rural agents meant that people 
who had lived through the rule of local landlords were more likely to join lar-
ger organisations and pursue citizenship rights. Others stress that the societal 
engagement of the state was biased towards an urban proletariat viewed as 
essential for the import-substitution industrialisation. For some theorists, as 
we will see, the indigenous (-peasant) movements represent a reaction to the 
tutelary, assimilationist and unequal forms of political representation as well 
as the partial and skewed development programmes. For others, the move-
ments defend – or at least have reason to defend – the politically inclusive and 
developmentalist orientation of the populist regimes at a point in time when 
these were in deep crisis and under attack by neo-liberal reforms and struc-
tural adjustment. I would argue that these sometimes conflicting viewpoints 
fall into two main lines of reasoning, one that sees the movements as critical 
reactions to a general Latin American political culture, including the practices 
of populist as well as (neo-) liberal forms of rule, and one that sees them pri-
marily as adversaries against the neo-liberal attack on a former developmen-
talist socio-political order. This section provides examples of these two gen-
eral accounts of the rise of the indigenous (-peasant) movements. 
 
 
The new social movement approach 
In order to analyse what they saw as the rise of new urban collective expres-
sions in Latin America in the last quarter of the twentieth century, several 
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theorists entered what John Gledhill has called the academic ‘social move-
ments industry’.56 A specific current, the new social movement approach was 
brought to Latin America from its birthplace in Europe, where it had been 
employed to analyse divergent popular responses to the expansion of the so-
called post-industrial state. Political scientist Frank Wilson, for one, saw the 
European new movements as critical reactions to the rigid and elitist system of 
(neo) corporatism, which had privileged certain class organisations while ne-
glecting the demands of groups situated on the periphery of the social pact.57

 What Fernando Calderón and colleagues label the post-industrial or 
post-modern capitalist transformation has thorough effects on state-society 
relations in Latin America.58 The spread of neo-liberalism is the prominent 
example of the insertion of Latin America into this latest phase of global capi-
talism. At the same time, it would be hasty to claim that the continent has en-
tered a post-industrial stage. Countries like Guatemala and Ecuador have 
hardly left the agrarian one. Some scholars point to this fact and claim that the 
post-industrial new social movement approach fits the Latin American reality 
poorly. They argue that while the European new social movement approach 
embraced groupings campaigning for everything from nuclear disarmament to 
ecological protection, the picture in Latin America is still dominated by socio-
economic groupings striving to improve their representation in the political 
arena.59 Others find important similarities between Western Europe and Latin 
America. In relation to the massive rural exodus and the ever more complex 
urban realities of the 1970s and 1980s, new social movement theorists come 
to the conclusion that Latin America – like Western Europe – is no longer 
predominantly organised around production-oriented categories such as peas-
ants and workers. It was argued that Latin America has also experienced the 
demise of corporatist arrangements, which in turn implies that previously sup-
pressed identities and demands have gained prominence. The theorists por-
trayed a social field of mushrooming movements at the bottom of which self-
helping neighbourhoods, feminist associations, human rights groups, and so 
forth, provided the basis of subjective identities and collective action. As it 
was argued, the new movements took on a myriad of shapes and meanings 
and were considered more fluid, spontaneous and de-centred in their internal 
composition than the peasant movements and other occupational and class-
based movements that had enjoyed a ‘privileged’ status within the classic 
populist regime-type.60

 The new social movement theories represented a Latin American shift 
from approaches linked to the class-based industrial society to an interest in 

                                                 
56  Gledhill 1988, p. 257. 
57  Wilson 1990, pp. 67-71. 
58  Calderón et al. 1992, p. 21. 
59  Foweraker 1995, pp. 31, 35; Sánches & Pita 1999, p. 303, with reference to Touraine 
1989. 
60  Evers 1985, p. 49; see also Alvarez & Escobar 1992, p. 318. 



 
Rural transformation and oligarchic structures    55 

identity politics. Much of the discussion centred on the inadequacy of tradi-
tional Marxism. The latter was usually not dismissed as incorrect, but viewed 
as too reductionist in its emphasis on two antagonistic camps. It was said to 
filter out what the new social movement theorists saw as a multi-layered and 
constantly changing social composition.61 Many stressed that economic ex-
ploitation did not affect people irrespective of ethnicity and other identities, 
and that second-class citizenship was not merely a deplorable effect of a con-
stantly re-costumed global capitalism. Is it possible, Ernesto Laclau asked, to 
make out the link between the position of a worker in the chain of production 
and the role as ‘consumer, resident in a specific area, participant in the politi-
cal system, etc.’?62 The answer was sought beyond views that asymmetries 
between subjectivity and historical interests are rooted in false consciousness. 
Some went as far as claiming that there is no such thing as succeeding histori-
cal stages, and that no one has knowledge of invisible structures.63

 On the basis of such perspectives, the new movements were not sup-
posed to adhere to an historical-teleological trajectory of a left-right variety. 
They were the seeds of a novel and progressive social life.64 In the words of 
Antonio Garretón, the fall of the national-popular matrix implied that the so-
cial movements ‘became more autonomous, more symbolic, and more geared 
towards a search for their own identities than towards instrumentality or con-
crete demands’.65 This did not mean that the movements lacked political rele-
vance and orientation. For Sonia Alvarez, Evelina Dagnino and Arturo 
Escobar, the new social movements were agents for the extension of the 
sphere of politics, and in order to capture their essence, the important schol-
arly endeavour was to ‘transgress the narrow, reductionistic conceptions of 
politics, political culture, citizenship, and democracy’ found in mainstream 
political science.66 One had to acknowledge that citizenship rights were exer-
cised, extended and dismantled in a myriad of loosely connected spaces criss-
crossed by unequal power relations. According to Robin Luckham, these 
scholars argued that ‘democratic empowerment in civil society can begin to 
transform power relations within the state too’.67 Since asymmetric relations 
permeated every corner of society, every successful achievement to alter them 
was thus valued as a democratic triumph.68
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 The state was no longer seen as the prime arena of popular struggle. 
The appearance of new movements was interpreted as a societal reaction 
against a political culture based on state repression, centralisation and political 
exclusion. The movements were seen as forms of resistance against military 
dictators, neo-liberal policies and the failure of populist regimes to live up to 
their promises of social rights and the political inclusion of the masses on the 
basis of equality. The interventionist and corporatist nature of the populist 
strategies made them a special target for scholars who saw the new move-
ments as agents for the reappropriation of society from the state.69 The indige-
nous movements fitted particularly neatly into the picture of fluid grassroots 
collectives oriented towards society rather than the class-based structures of 
the state. By virtue of their cultural nature and close ties to persistent commu-
nities, observers even saw them as pure examples of new social movements.70

 
 
Deborah Yashar: Unintended effects of populism and corporatism 
Observers who follow the new social movement approach often associate the 
emergence of indigenous and other identity-oriented movements with an 
overall socio-cultural and socio-political transformation, using words like a 
changing hegemony, a new paradigm and the coming of a post-industrial soci-
ety. Others, like political scientist Deborah Yashar, focus more directly on 
changes at the politico-institutional (regime) level. Yashar asks why Latin 
American ‘ethnic cleavages have become more politicized in the contempo-
rary period but were comparatively weak in earlier periods’.71 She is also puz-
zled by the fact that ethnic cleavages seem more politicised in Mexico, Gua-
temala, Ecuador and Bolivia, than in Peru. Searching for explanations, Yashar 
begins with the years of what she calls the corporatist citizenship regime and 
the conflict between participatory and clientelistic modes of accessing state 
resources. She notes that indigenous populations, in order to enter the corpora-
tist channels and get the benefit of welfare provisions and land redistribution, 
were bound to forsake their traditional identities. They were incorporated as 
peasants. A major concern of Yashar’s is the uneven reach of the state. Within 
                                                 
69  For discussion on how the crisis, and/or the critique, of the populist, nationalist and (un-
evenly) developmentalist socio-political orders gave rise to autonomous social movements, 
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the corporatist citizenship regime, she argues, the rural penetration of the state 
was thorough enough to cut the dependence of the indigenous people on the 
large landowners, but not sufficient to erase indigenous identities in the realm 
of the local communities. In fact, during the culminating years of the agrarian 
and other populist reforms (1934-40 in Mexico, 1944-54 in Guatemala, 1952-
64 in Bolivia, 1964-66 and 1973-78 in Ecuador and 1968-75 in Peru), the in-
ability of the state to fully control rural areas, together with the actual distribu-
tion of communal land, unintentionally provided the communities with a 
means of safeguarding their autonomy from the state and protecting their cul-
tural forms. In this sense, the blending of corporatist state penetration and rela-
tive state absence ‘created a dynamic dualism’. She argues that ‘before the 
state, Indians assumed identities as peasants – thereby gaining access to the 
social services and goods’ while simultaneously ‘within the community, peas-
ants assumed their identities as Indians – thereby securing local cultural en-
claves’.72

 Yashar then moves to the neo-liberal dismantling of the corporatist ar-
rangements and the populist agrarian reforms. In her view, the privatisation of 
land tenancy structures and the spread of rural market relations restricted so-
cial rights and posed major challenges to the autonomous communities. Si-
multaneously, limited political liberalisation (the uneven advancement of civil 
and political rights) provided indigenous movements with channels to politi-
cise their ethnic agendas.73 But political openings alone were not enough to 
bring about ethnic politicisation. Yashar’s suggestion is that the movements 
developed out of pre-existing rural networks, which in this context refers to 
inter-communal links promoted by external organisers such as the state, 
churches, non-governmental organisations and unions. She closes the analyti-
cal circle by arguing that Peru had fewer pre-existing networks and less asso-
ciational freedom than Mexico, Guatemala, Ecuador and Bolivia. 
 The two positions just presented argue that identity-oriented move-
ments, in the first case, and indigenous ones, in the second, took shape in rela-
tion to a shift between two socio-political orders, the first populist, nationalist 
and corporatist, the second liberally democratic and market-oriented. In the 
following section, I discuss the relevance of the positions in light of the persis-
tent oligarchic structures in Guatemala and Ecuador. 
 
 

Oligarchic structures and indigenous-peasant movements 
Generalisations on the Latin American transitions from authoritarian to de-
mocratic regimes or from a state-centred to a market-oriented and civil soci-
ety–oriented socio-political order often focus on countries with higher levels 
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of industrialisation and development than Ecuador and Guatemala. There is a 
tendency, I would argue, to insert the rise and the political performance of the 
indigenous (-peasant) movements too easily into this type of shifting regimes 
or matrices. Even if the indigenous-peasant movements were born at the time 
of a continent-wide politico-agrarian transformation and a growing crisis of 
the peasantry, many gained particular strength in places marked by persistent 
oligarchic structures, as in the case of Guatemala and Ecuador or, to take an 
example beyond the scope of this study, the southern Mexican state of Chia-
pas. This section discusses the rise and performance of these movements in 
relation to the enduring oligarchic component. 
 
 
The oligarchic factor 
This study asks what impact the experience of an historically repressive Gua-
temalan oligarchic regime-structure and a populist Ecuadorian one have had 
on the rise of the indigenous-peasant movements and why these movements 
gained particular strength in countries and localities marked by oligarchic 
power structures. The persistence of semi-feudal labour relations upheld by 
the agrarian oligarchs had a depressing impact on the diffusion of citizenship 
rights, the incorporation of the rural poor into the national community and the 
advance of rural capitalist relations. This has been shown by a number of 
scholars, among them Barrington Moore, Jeffery Paige, Dietrich Ruesche-
meyer, and John and Evelyne Huber Stephens. Why, then, does the oligarchic 
aspect have a secondary analytical value in theories on indigenous (-peasant) 
movements? Perhaps the popular struggle against semi-feudal patterns is 
viewed as an outmoded confrontation, better associated with the era of the 
Great Depression. Perhaps it is difficult to insert the oligarchic dimension into 
approaches descending from a European debate on urban post-industrialism. 
 In the approaches presented above, four sets of key arguments are pro-
posed to explain the rise of the indigenous (-peasant) movements in the 1970s 
and 1980s. Firstly, it is argued in the new social movement approach that in-
digenous-peasant and other identity-oriented movements arose against the 
corporatist, authoritarian, clientelistic and tutelary practices of the interven-
tionist state. This approach must be credited for putting the spotlight on the 
appearance of demands and identities previously excluded within the politico-
institutional sphere. Relevant for my study also is the broader concept of poli-
tics, in which struggles against power structures in a wider social field are in-
cluded. Within the context of a shift from oligarchic regimes, the so-called 
reappropriation of civil society from the state also makes sense, though pri-
marily when the focus lies on groups that seek to avoid state repression. With 
an eye on the exclusionary forms of interest representation in Guatemala and 
Ecuador, the idea of civil society seeking to free itself from state tutelage 
seems less relevant. Secondly, it is believed that the indigenous movements 
emerged and gained strength in relation to the processes of democratisation. I 
agree with this argument. However, for the case of Ecuador, Guatemala, and 
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probably other Latin American countries too, the oligarchic impact on the 
scope and depth of the democratic openings has to be further analysed. 
Thirdly, it is suggested that the indigenous movements are reactions against 
the demise of the developmentalist state and its social priorities. Undoubtedly, 
the indigenous-peasant movements in Guatemala and Ecuador are engaged in 
a struggle against neo-liberalism. But I find it problematic to posit that they 
defend prior social rights and state access. This seems especially unlikely for 
movements anchored in localities burdened by long experiences of oligarchic 
rule. 
 Fourthly, a major point in Yashar’s analysis is that prior corporatist and 
populist arrangements successfully liquidated old semi-feudal rural structures, 
while the uneven reach of the state simultaneously and unintentionally placed 
the indigenous people in a situation where they could preserve local identities 
and communal autonomy. My analysis draws heavily on Yashar. I share her 
focus on land, the effects of neo-liberalism and the political openings for eth-
nic demands. I also believe that indigenous peasants in the 1970s needed ex-
ternal assistance to break loose from the fetters of the local patrons. I question, 
however, the extent to which the preservation of communal autonomy and 
local identities was an unintended effect of populist reforms and corporatist 
arrangements. Was it not a consequence of oligarchic landlordism and internal 
colonialism? Yashar is aware of the nature and impact of corporatist arrange-
ments and that populist reforms vary between Latin American countries. She 
stresses that the agrarian reforms in Guatemala were implemented mainly dur-
ing the short time span of 1944 to 1954. Moreover, even if the Ecuadorian 
reforms in the 1960s and 1970s reinforced the need of the indigenous peas-
antry to access the state, she argues that the state-peasant relations were less 
determined by corporatist structures than in Mexico and Bolivia.74 These in-
sights, however, leave too few imprints on her final generalisations. 
 The historical and structural framework outlined in this chapter in-
cludes aspects of change as well as continuity. A major component was the 
so-called politico-agrarian transformation – involving an increasing turn to 
rural capitalism and democracy. In my view, accounts of the rise of indige-
nous (-peasant) movements that focus strictly on this transformation contain 
two fallacies. Firstly, in the case of countries like Guatemala and Ecuador, 
insufficient attention may be paid to slowly changing and, to a large extent, 
enduring elements of oligarchic power. Secondly, there is a risk, I would ar-
gue, that the movements are interpreted as the result of a new socio-political 
set-up and thus viewed as new political actors, significantly different from the 
conventional peasant movements. With an ambition to avoid these fallacies, I 
now turn the theoretical focus to the strategic repertoires of Latin American 
social movements and the phenomenon labelled ethno-politics. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
INSTITUTIONALISATION, 
MOBILISATION AND ETHNO-POLITICS 
 
The previous chapter provided a structural-historical platform for analysing 
why the indigenous-peasant movements emerged in countries and localities 
pervaded by oligarchic structures. The purpose of the chapter at hand is to lay 
a foundation for exploring how they have strategically acted within their po-
litical environments. The previous chapter focused on a period running from 
the 1930s through the 1980s. This concentrates on the 1990s when the indige-
nous (-peasant) movements entered (or were allowed to enter) the arenas of 
political decision making. It looks more closely into the theorising on Latin 
American social movements. The first section discusses how the political per-
formance of the movements is perceived. It starts with comments on conten-
tious politics, mass mobilisation strategies, and what is often seen as the in-
creasing fragmentation of the system of interest representation and what 
Manuel Garretón calls the national-popular movement. After this, the issue of 
mass mobilisation is related to whether social movements opt primarily for 
autonomy, political institutionalisation, or both. Arguments are drawn from 
the new social movement approach, on the one hand, and the resource mobili-
sation and political process approaches, on the other.1 Whereas the former 
places emphasis on autonomous sites of identity formation and – as we saw in 
the previous chapter – why social movements emerge and continue to mobi-
lise, the latter two are preoccupied with how movements act in the necessary 
but risky engagement with the state apparatus and other actors occupying the 
sphere of conventional politics. Since the early 1990s, these approaches in-
creasingly complement each other. At the same time as the movements are 
said to seek independence from traditionally tutelary and clientelistic states, 
political parties and trade unions, they are assumed to be struggling for a place 
in the important arenas of decision making.2 The second section continues the 
discussion of strategic repertoires, but with a focus on the opening of spaces 
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62    Structures and strategies 

for ethno-politics. In line with an instrumentalist view of ethnicity, this open-
ing is viewed as the result of the strategic choices made by political elites as 
well as by a new indigenous leadership. The last section brings the threads of 
this and the preceding chapter together. I conclude that the prevailing answers 
to the questions why indigenous-peasant movements emerge and how they 
choose to relate to politics have to be reconsidered, at least in the context of 
Guatemala and Ecuador with their persistent oligarchic features. 
 
 

The political performance of social movements 
A fragmented socio-political landscape 
The Latin American transition to liberal democracy is habitually pictured as 
an arrangement orchestrated and controlled by the elite where social move-
ments make sporadic democratic pushes but – with the possible exception of 
movements centred on human rights – generally are subsidiary players.3 How-
ever, in elite theories of liberal democratisation and among a new civilian 
cadre of politicians, the view that movements are basically incapable of pro-
ducing political change is often coupled with a notion that they are a necessity 
for the building of democratic institutions, good governance and political sta-
bility. But we are also told that fragile civilian democracies may suffer a po-
litical comeback of the armed forces if the political order is seriously chal-
lenged from below. For this reason, and in order not to discourage foreign and 
domestic investments, social movements and other potentially ‘destabilising 
forces’ are urged not to disturb high politics with demands for transformative 
social change but to moderate their grievances and channel their discontent 
through electoral and political institutions. The letter of the law, not popular 
pressure, should be applied when seeking solutions to social conflicts. In be-
tween elections, ordinary citizens are advised to leave public affairs to the 
president and the executive branch of technocrats. In the quest for socio-
political stability, democracy is thus synonymous with a political praxis that is 
predominantly shaped and confirmed from above, yet periodically interrupted 
by a method, citing a famous dictum of Schumpeter, to reach ‘political deci-
sions in which individuals acquire the power to decide by means of a competi-
tive struggle for the people’s vote’.4 Geraldine Lievesley has argued, 
 

Social justice is accepted as an ideally desirable ambition but, in the real 
world of practical politics, its accomplishment must be delayed in order to 
maintain the equilibrium of the system. The limited, institutional form of po-
litical democracy advocated by this model is to be regarded as the only route 
which might result in such a denouement.5

 
                                                 
3  Alvarez et al. 1998 p. 13; Lievesley 1999, p. 103; Garretón 2003, p. 85. 
4  Schumpeter 1976, p. 269. For an account on the elite-centred liberal model of democrati-
sation, see Luckham 1998, pp. 92-4; Lievesley 1999, pp. 11-8. 
5  Lievesley 1999, p. 16. 
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 Much of the social movement literature agrees that the political devel-
opment of the 1980s and 1990s was to a large degree determined by political 
and economic elites. However, social and radical (e.g. new social movement) 
approaches to democratisation focus on the way democracy is deepened by 
social movements and other civil society groups in a never-ending struggle for 
political inclusion. More than applauding contemporary political systems for 
keeping the military in the barracks, many social movement theorists lend 
themselves to the interpretation that the region is suffering a crisis of interest 
representation, manifested in the low responsiveness of the political elite to 
social and ethnic rights and a lack of commitment to guaranteeing substantial 
popular involvement in public life. 
 

The new institutional context lacked specific space for social movements, 
and in practice they were reduced to roles as outside pressure groups. In this 
way, a disjuncture occurred between the broad character of social move-
ments which had promoted democratisation and the restrictive character of 
the emerging democratic regimes, even those which resulted from those 
very mobilisations.6

 
 Apart from pointing to the low responsiveness of the political institu-
tions, observers stress that Latin America is marked by an increasingly ‘frag-
mented social and political space’.7 In the neo-liberal aftermath of the populist 
regime, the principles that guided common people into mass mobilisation, 
mass organisations and Garretón’s ‘national-popular movements’ are said to 
have been replaced by individual, issue-oriented, localised and identity-
centred concerns. For liberal democrats and advocates of market-led social 
relations, the disarticulation of state-society linkages and the dissociation of 
encompassing popular ideologies and collective forms may be inevitable and 
necessary elements of a socio-political order that protects civil and political 
rights and ensures a plural associational life. Others, however, hold that col-
lective fragmentation reflects a society in disarray. With reference to the ef-
fects of globalisation and the transnationalisation of capital, Garretón argues 
that the excluded people of Latin America have become ‘difficult to organize 
or convene ideologically in the name of a relation of exploitation or oppres-
sion on a national scale’. In the absence of an overall interpretation of injus-
tice, capable of fostering broad mobilisations, exclusion has come to signify 
marginality.8 Some suggest that the fragmentation has become so profound 
that it is no longer possible to mobilise disparate popular groups jointly for a 
common cause or to have an impact on, let alone challenge, the ruling order. 
In the early 1990s, Sergio Zermeño pictured a Latin American social land-
scape flanked by an upper sphere of ‘bureaupolitics’ and a lower sphere of 

                                                 
6  Vilas 1997, p. 33. 
7  Escobar & Alvarez 1992, p. 3. 
8  Garretón 2003, p. 29. 
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‘anomic atomization’.9 Guillermo O’Donnell has indicated a fatal flaw in the 
diffusion of political decision making. He identified a reconcentration of 
power into omnipotent presidents who ruled by decree and had given them-
selves the mandate to override the intermediary transmission-belts of parlia-
ments, political parties and interest organisations.10 At times, this spawns 
populist-like loyalties between leader and masses. On occasion, it provokes 
collisions between frustrated crowds taking to the streets and leaders unable to 
channel discontent away from their own persons. 
 The picture of social fragmentation, eroding forms of interest represen-
tation, and self-sufficient executive political powers with a continued capacity 
to control and divide the social movement sector has provided an important 
basis for mainstream theorising on Latin American social movements. The 
picture draws heavily on the idea of a shift from a populist, nationalist and 
corporatist socio-political order to a liberal democratic and neo-liberal one. 
Some scholars see the politicisation of ethnicity and the appeal to difference 
as symptoms and/or causes of this fragmentation. I have no intention to chal-
lenge the idea of a fragmented politico-institutional sphere. As political scien-
tist Frances Hagopian argues, the persistence of traditional (oligarchic) power 
structures in countries like Guatemala and Ecuador makes political institutions 
like political parties particularly weak and fragmented.11 However, the endur-
ance of oligarchic power structures is likely to have continued to breed collec-
tive forms of struggle and resistance, rather than fragmentation and popular 
demobilisation. In the case of Ecuador, sociologist León Zamosc pointed out 
that the organisational and mobilising capacities of the indigenous (-peasant) 
movement contradicted the idea of the increasingly fragmented social space.12

 
 
Autonomy and identity 
Many scholars associated with the new social movement approach picture the 
demise of mass-based agendas and national-popular movements as a neces-
sary leap from totalising ideologies and centralised organisations.13 Emphasis 
is often placed on the idea that grassroots-based movements have turned 
against those forces that paid heed exclusively to class discourses and those 
political institutions that arranged society in strict accordance with occupa-
tional categories. It is also argued that the Latin American crisis of interest 

                                                 
9  Zermeño 1990, pp. 169-70. Chalmers et al. (1997, pp. 543, 554) speak of absent ‘unified 
popular political “subjects”’, holding that ‘traditional motives for popular mobilization’ 
have not ‘yielded substantial steps towards a mass movement to counteract efforts to control 
popular sectors’. For various accounts on the social fragmentation, see also Foweraker 
1995, p. 46; Alvarez et al. 1998, p. 13; Roberts 1998, p. 71; Lievesley 1999, p. 122; Gar-
retón 2003, pp. 85-6. 
10  O’Donnell 1994; see also Foweraker 1990a, p. 9. 
11  Hagopian 1996. 
12  Zamosc 1993, p. 302. 
13  Laclau 1985; Calderón 1992, pp. 28-9; Escobar & Alvarez 1992, pp. 1-5. 
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representation emanates from a loss of legitimacy for an old institutional set-
ting marked by tutelage, co-optation and patron-client relations. These ar-
rangements are perceived not only as undemocratic but also poorly designed 
to handle the upsurge of new demands and identities. 
 Convinced that this situation marked the post-authoritarian state-society 
relations in Latin America, the new social movement literature reasoned that 
the movements sought to avoid becoming closely dependent on the state, tra-
ditional parties and unions. It was asserted that since various oppressive struc-
tures are reproduced and reinforced by ‘millions of small everyday acts of un-
reflected obedience to the existing order’, wide-ranging political change had 
to start with the proliferation of autonomous ‘small-scale counter-cultures’.14 
Only when autonomy had been accomplished were the movements in a posi-
tion to engage in strategic interaction with conventional political actors.15 
Within the autonomous spaces, people were expected to devote themselves to 
creating a sense of community. Collective identities were seen as constantly 
recreated, not bound to the early stages of a movement’s evolution, but found 
in stages of maturity and decay.16 Autonomy was also seen as a means of re-
maining in control of internal decision making and democratic spaces, this 
latter view being based on the assumed innovative and participatory capacity 
of the small-scale collective actors. It was argued that in a world of century-
old forms of oppression, small-scale struggles may be the only form by means 
of which such spaces are opened. In this sense, the approach was one more 
voice in the choir that urged institutional reformers to bring decision-making 
processes to local sites that were more easily controlled by the people.17

 To be sure, attaining a degree of autonomy from the conventional and 
national political sphere may protect movements from clientelism and co-
optation and assure a platform of identity formation. In countries with authori-
tarian governments in fresh memory and state repression still in practice, the 
movements have learned to develop an understandable caution towards the 
state. However, the view that collective groups should seek above all to mas-
ter their own particular situations by way of cultural practices and everyday 
resistance has met with a great deal of criticism.18 It has been argued that an 
increasing distance to the traditional political sphere may induce a decline of 
power and a situation where the structural foundation of political subjugation 
is never tackled.19 Henry Veltmeyer and James Petras, among others, have 
objected to a vision in which resistance ‘no longer took the form of explosive 
                                                 
14  Evers 1985, p. 51. 
15  On autonomy, new political spaces and social movements, see Calderón et al. 1992, pp. 
24-5; Chinchilla 1992, p. 47. 
16  Munck 1990, p. 25. 
17  Della Porta & Diani 1999, pp. 242-3. 
18  See e.g. Adler 1995, p. 167; Shefner 1995, pp. 596-7. 
19  Adler (1992, p. 56) criticises the argument that linkage to larger and stronger organisa-
tions only brings loss of autonomy. She stresses that struggles at superior levels under a 
common cause help subordinate groups to see the wider picture of their situation. 
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encounters with the guardians of the existing order or large-scale mobiliza-
tions for social transformation’.20 Although local levels are certainly important 
sites of political participation and autonomous decision making, some scholars 
would argue that a strict focus on this level assists in concealing and reinforc-
ing deep-seated structures of oppression.21

 Criticism of the new social movement approach was also raised on two 
other counts. Firstly, the vision of the new movements as democratic agents 
with internally democratic structures was considered too idyllic and simplis-
tic.22 Secondly, it was pointed out that democratisation was not merely ac-
companied by a shift in the behaviour and orientation of social movements but 
that it had obliged political parties and conventional interest organisations to 
modify their agendas. On this point, scholars stressed that a significant part of 
the Latin American left had altered its ideological platform, putting less 
weight on previous key notions such as the role of a political vanguard and a 
revolutionary overturn of the social order. Marked by memories of authori-
tarianism, leftist activists were also said to have abandoned instrumentalist 
views where democratic institutions were seen as merely serving the dominant 
classes in their protection of the status quo. Democracy had become a goal in 
its own right.23 Possibly picking up on these objections, a growing number of 
scholars began in the 1990s to recognise that conventional interest organisa-
tions and political parties were engaged in a process of renovation. They clari-
fied that an analytical distinction had to be drawn between the attitude of the 
movements towards these historical political actors in their present appear-
ances and the undemocratic practices that many of them had traditionally har-
boured.24 In the process, the attribute of newness was increasingly dropped. 
 
 
Inevitable political institutionalisation 
The call for communal autonomy has been a core element of the indigenous 
peasant struggle against colonialism and internal colonialism. It is also an im-
portant aspect of contemporary ethnic politicisation. Simultaneously, how-
ever, it aims at the seemingly opposite objective: to break the walls that stood 
in the way of full access for the indigenous peasantry to the centres of political 
decision-making. In studying the indigenous-peasant movements, a perspec-
tive is thus needed that combines the quest for autonomy with the pursuit of 
entering into the realm of institutional politics. One option is to see autonomy 
as an element that strengthens the mobilisation capacity rather than divorces 
the movements from traditional political agents and institutions. 

                                                 
20  Veltmeyer & Petras 2000, p. 110. 
21  See e.g. Sánchez & Pita 1999. 
22  Adler 1995, pp. 177-8; Foweraker 1995, pp. 3-4. 
23  Dagnino 1998, p. 34; Lievesley 1999, pp. 73-4. 
24  Adler 1992, pp. 59-60; see also Gledhill 1988, p. 262; Foweraker 1990a, p. 6; Chinchilla 
1992, p. 49. 
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 This study defines social movements as collective actors that mobilise 
excluded people. Having a mass mobilisation capacity – using the strength of 
numbers – is a defining element of social movements and a key weapon for 
marginalised people. Contentious politics and collective action are important 
means of exerting pressure, not because movements ‘are always violent or 
extreme, but because [they are] the main and often the only recourse that ordi-
nary people possess against better-equipped opponents or powerful states’.25 
Many post-populist institutional arrangements provide insufficient channels 
for negotiating fundamental demands. A non-institutional positioning may 
thus be based on the conviction that outside pressure strengthens the quest for 
participation at the legal negotiation tables, or opens up new avenues. A prob-
lem is that the state is often so deeply characterised by arbitrariness that much 
of the struggle for legal rights has to be fought outside its immediate reach. 
Contentious politics may clash with dominant conventions on good democ-
ratic conduct but may also be seen as part of a wider struggle to reduce the 
gap between undemocratic practices and universal principles. 

Most movements aspire to enter the sphere of politics in order to aug-
ment the likelihood of a positive outcome of collective action.26 The dilemma 
is that strategies aiming at creating a capacity for mobilisation and for political 
institutionalisation are not necessarily mutually supportive. Political institu-
tionalisation may provide the movements with political access. But it may also 
force them to moderate their claims and become less significant agents for 
structural change. Political scientist Joe Foweraker even argues that ‘success-
ful institutionalisation may spell the end of the movement and the dilution of 
its aims’.27 For this reason, a central concern in the social movement sector is 
how to combine mobilisation and institutionalisation. In the years that fol-
lowed immediately after the transitions to liberal democracy, scholars claimed 
that many contemporary movements had been unable to adjust to the new po-
litical rules. It was argued that they had failed to move from protests and dis-
sidence to proposals and compromises. With respect at least to the indigenous 
(-peasant) movements, such remarks have become inappropriate. From the 
mid-1990s, a significant number have entered (or even formed) political par-
ties, engaged in durable bargaining relations with the state and allied with tra-
ditional interest organisations.28

 While the new social movement approach has placed emphasis on 
autonomy and local identity formation, the strategy-centred perspective has 
focused on political inclusion. It is suggested that social movements, in order 
                                                 
25  Tarrow 1998, p. 3. Tarrow (p. 141) stresses that states ‘respond weakly or strongly, se-
lectively or generally, intelligently or stupidly to the emergence of contention, setting a 
pattern of interaction that affects other challengers too’. 
26  Tilly (1978, p. 125) speaks of contenders and challengers, where the former are ‘mem-
bers of the polity’ and stand a better chance to fulfil their ambitions. 
27  Foweraker 1995, p. 22; see also Tarrow 1998, pp. 123, 137. 
28  On the indigenous movements and the way they have opened political channels for their 
demands, see e.g. León 1994, pp. 113-4; Selverston 1997, p. 171; Macdonald 2002, p. 190. 
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to succeed in their ambitions, are forced to navigate strategically in a land-
scape that is populated by allies as well as by competitors for state resources 
and powerful opponents. In doing so, they behave like rational actors who try 
to maximise benefits against a background of available resources. Depending 
on proper capacities, selected strategies, societal support, state responses and 
systemic change, the movements will advance their positions or loose strength 
and thus even cease to exist.29  
 Foweraker, who stands close to the ‘resource mobilisation’ and ‘politi-
cal process’ perspective, views social movements, or popular movements as 
he sometimes calls them, as actors obliged to interact with state agencies, po-
litical parties and civil society groups such as trade unions in order to have an 
impact. His notion of a legal-institutional terrain depicts an intermediate pub-
lic space of legality (laws and institutions) in which movements are brought 
into a sustained and strategic relationship with the political environment in 
general and the state in particular. In Latin America, he argues, this terrain is 
shaped by the ‘the overwhelming presence of the state’.30 Although the state 
may have delegated much of its developmental responsibilities to market 
forces or non-governmental organisations, it is still a central point of reference 
in terms of resources, solutions to concrete problems, the licensing of the 
movements and the legitimisation of claims and actors. For Foweraker, 
movements that aspire to have an impact on politics and the distribution of 
resources must enter the legal-institutional terrain. This is the only viable 
route, and ‘violence and political sterility’ await the movements that remain 
on the fringe of the political system.31 He is aware that Latin American politi-
cal life is plagued by tutelary and repressive practices and that the political 
institutionalisation of the movements may be in conformity with the ambitions 
of a co-opting state. Still, he argues, these are risks that movements have to 
take. No matter what is at stake, the outcomes are ultimately conditioned by 
the internal organisation of the movement and its capacity to adopt effective 
strategies. Who will be winners and losers in the legal-institutional terrain is 
contingent upon the uneven contest of a powerful state seeking to shape the 
terrain to its own advantage and weaker, but occasionally victorious, social 
movements. That is, success and failure are determined by the opportunity 
structure provided by the terrain itself. Foweraker sees the terrain as an ‘ac-
cumulated historical result’ of long-term societal power relations. He does not 
rule out that the movements, in an extended time frame, may serve as agents 
                                                 
29  A catalogue of concepts is elaborated to explore movement responses to systemic 
change, among them protest cycles and political opportunity structures. The latter refers to 
the successes and failures of movements in the face of ever-shifting opportunities and re-
strictions placed on them in a conventional political environment and its system of interest 
representation. 
30  Foweraker 1995, p. 61. 
31  Ibid., p. 70. The notion of a legal-institutional terrain contrasts with ideas within the new 
social movements approach that the ‘state is no longer the “object of attraction”’ for the 
movements (Calderón et al. 1992, p. 24). 
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for deep political change, but the notion of the legal-institutional terrain is 
adopted primarily for the purpose of analysing a constantly shifting strategic 
arena where movements raise their issues against a non-monolithic state (con-
stituted by distinct agencies and different administrative levels).32 Through 
multiple attempts at creating institutional linkages, social movements may 
influence policy making, alter the institutional setting and stake out what 
Foweraker calls political spaces. Such spaces may be opened when the state 
begins to support specific demands and collective identities. Apertures may 
also be produced from below, either by mass pressure or by taking advantage 
of cleavages between public agencies and within the political elite.33

 Given these views of an inevitable institutionalisation and the great so-
cial impact of the state, the notions of identity formation and social movement 
autonomy take on specific meanings. Foweraker acknowledges that the 
movements are likely to seek autonomy. For him, however, autonomy is rela-
tive and an outcome of the strategic interaction within the terrain. 
 

Autonomy is not the absence of political linkage, but a precondition of ne-
gotiation. And not each and every partial response to social movement de-
mands is tantamount to cooptation. Partial successes and temporary rever-
sals compose key aspects of the collective memory of struggle, and so rein-
force social identity.34

 
 In view of the strong state presence in Latin American society, he also 
agrees with many new social movement theorists that contemporary move-
ments tend to seek ‘local and immediate solutions to concrete problems’. 
However, rather than viewing the locality as an arena for creating small-scale 
countercultures, he sees it as the site where the movements typically perceive 
that they stand a chance to handle their dual ambitions of institutionalisation 
and maintaining autonomy.35 He also stresses that the perception of identities 
as formed in a political context of strategic choices has to consider that strate-
gies are affected by ’structural contradictions and inequalities’, emotions and 
contextual aspects such as the composition of allies. He thus argues that iden-
tity formation cannot be viewed only as something that pre-dates strategic 
pursuits.36 For new social movement theorists, on the other hand, identity and 

                                                 
32  Foweraker’s account on the legal-institutional terrain has much in common with the way 
I view how political regimes are embedded in overarching socio-economic structures and 
the balance of forces in society. However, the term is more appropriate for analysing the 
strategic and short-term political repertoires of the indigenous-peasant movements.  
33  Foweraker 1990a, 13-16; 1990b, pp. 45-51; and 1995, pp. 62-70, 78-9. 
34  Foweraker 1995, p. 63; see also 1990a, p. 16. On relative autonomy, see Alvarez & 
Escobar 1992, pp. 321-2; Calderón et al. 1992, p. 24. 
35  Foweraker 1995, p. 31; see also pp. 61-2, 78, 87 and 1990b, pp. 44-5. Lievesley (1999, 
p. 104) argues that movements at local levels may increase their political influence because 
sub-national governments tend to be less powerful and more accommodating towards their 
demands. 
36  Foweraker 1995 pp. 22-3. 
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autonomy cannot be viewed solely as the result of the strategic interactions 
conducted in a legal-institutional context. They argue that the preoccupation 
among resource mobilisation and political process theorists with strategic cal-
culations fails to address the way in which movements are constituted and 
held together by affection and solidarity. In their view, without autonomy, 
movements cannot build the identity that will allow them to ‘calculate costs 
and benefits’ in the manner assumed by Foweraker and his supporters.37

 During the 1990s, observers of Latin American social movements in-
creasingly blended strategy-centred visions of political inclusion with identity-
based visions of autonomy.38 In their relation to the state, social movements 
are sometimes seen as caught in a situation where, in the words of Gerardo 
Munck, autonomy leads to possible isolation, and political institutionalisation 
may lead to influence but also to possible co-optation.39 Political institution-
alisation is frequently seen as alternating with more autonomous forms of dis-
ruptive mobilisation. As Sarah Radcliffe argues, ‘With the recent transforma-
tions of the state, the boundary between groups over their use of institutional 
or mobilising actions has become increasingly blurred.’40 A growing scholarly 
concern is thus the extent to which the movements derive strength from sus-
tained and structured performances inside the crisis-ridden channels of interest 
representation, on the one hand, and their dynamic, rapidly shifting actions 
inside an ever more fragmented arena of political contestation, on the other. 
My quarrel with many of these accounts is that they pay insufficient attention 
to the rise of nationwide and coordinated popular actors like the indigenous-
peasant movements. In my view, in order to control these movements, a ‘lim-
ited, institutional form of political democracy’, where the focus is on electoral 
rights and the rule of the president and his technical staff, does not suffice. 
The political elite also need to develop arrangements that penetrate the very 
bases of these movements. Such arrangements, I would argue, may be found 
in countries with a strong corporatist past, but less so in countries burdened by 
the persistence of strong oligarchic power structures. In relation to such coun-
tries, we need to reconsider the answers to the question how the two strategies 
– political institutionalisation and mass mobilisation – go together. 
 
 

Ethno-politics 
In the 1990s, several theorists continued to insist that the central preoccupa-
tion of the so-called ‘new social movements’ was identity and cultural strug-

                                                 
37  Pizzorno, cited in Munck 1990, p. 25; see also Scott 1990, p. 126; Foweraker 1995, p. 
17. 
38  Escobar & Alvarez 1992, p. 5; Shefner 1995, p. 597; Radcliffe 1999, p. 214. 
39  Munck 1990, p. 35. On institutionalisation or autonomy, see also Tarrow 1998, p. 208; 
Della Porta & Diani 1999, pp. 147-8; Lievesley 1999, p. 104. 
40  Radcliffe 1999, p. 205. 
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gles.41 However, many also started to focus on the relation between the politi-
cisation of ethnicity and the strategic performances of these movements. How 
was ethnicity used as a political tool (that is what is called ‘ethno-politics’ in 
this study)? To what extent did the opening of spaces for ethno-politics in the 
1990s determine the strategic choices of political institutionalisation and/or 
mass mobilisation? In this section, the point is made that ethnicity is a useful 
tool for actors interested in controlling the indigenous (-peasant) movements 
but also for the movements themselves. In the latter respect, the ethnic dis-
course serves to open up the legal-institutional terrain but also to advance the 
struggle for social justice. 
 
 
Three approaches to ethnicity 
Within ethnic studies, a distinction is often made between ethnicity as a pri-
mordial identity, as a social construction, and as an instrumental tool. Primor-
dialists stress a more or less unbroken and largely biological linearity back to 
an ancient past. This approach was thought to have lost significance in aca-
demic circles, but with the rise of ethnic movements and worldwide concerns 
for ancestral indigenous rights, it has regained some popularity. For my pur-
poses, it is less meaningful. My focus on strategic repertoires and their em-
beddedness in political and socio-economic structures warrants an approach 
that draws on constructivist and instrumentalist approaches. 
 According to Thomas Hylland Eriksen, ethnicity is often associated 
with ‘aspects of meaning in the creation of identity’. He argues that the forma-
tion of ethnic identities is often seen as a social process where the particular 
group draws on a sense of being culturally different.42 Constructivists focus on 
this relational dimension and also situate ethnic identities in contextual socio-
historical processes. For constructivist Fredrik Barth, the important analysis is 
the one that addresses ‘the ethnic boundary that defines the group, not the cul-
tural stuff that it encloses’.43 These identity-based boundaries are supposed to 
be redrawn dialectically by way of external impositions and internal re-
sponses. At the same time as it is a never-ending formative process, or to 
paraphrase Eric Hobsbawn and Terence Ranger, a constant ‘invention of tradi-
tion,’44 it seems to gain momentum during times of social change when the 
unity of the identity group is threatened. My analysis of the rise of ethnically 
oriented indigenous-peasant movements draws largely on this approach. I 
stress, however, that the boundaries that encircle the indigenous groups and 
their movements are both socially and instrumentally constructed. 
 According to the instrumentalist accounts, the nature and significance 
of ethnic identities can be manipulated by human beings for political pur-
                                                 
41  Escobar & Alvarez 1992; Wade 1997, p. 96; Alvarez et al. 1998; Radcliffe 1999, p. 209. 
42  Hylland Eriksen 1993, p. 12. 
43  Barth 1998, p. 15. Hylland Eriksen (1993, p. 136) also stresses the importance of focus-
ing on the social processes behind group formations rather than on the cultural differences. 
44  Hobsbawn & Ranger 2000. 
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poses. As argued in the beginning of the study, some scholars interpret the 
granting of (some) special rights for indigenous people as a way to control the 
movements from above. This study allows for such an elite-centred view, but 
it also stresses that ethnicity may be similarly useful for a new indigenous 
leadership in its struggle for political inclusion, social rights and the unifica-
tion of the movement.45 The term ethno-politics is thus employed to capture 
the strategic use of the ethnic discourse by various actors. Ultimately, the stra-
tegic field within which they operate is viewed as the result of structural trans-
formations. 
 
 
Ethnicity as a strategy employed by a new indigenous leadership 
The discourse on second-class citizenship has again taken centre stage in 
Latin America. On the one hand, it relates to the crisis of interest representa-
tion and the failure to provide openings for traditional popular grievances. 
Some analysts claim that political institutions soaring high above the everyday 
conditions of exploitation cannot alter deep-seated structures of second-class 
citizenship.46 It is argued that the purported democratisation processes have 
caused the dismantling of those social rights that during the populist regimes 
enabled some disadvantaged groups to improve their livelihoods. On the other 
hand, the growing interest in citizenship relates to the political opening for 
new – or previously suppressed – demands, such as those linked to ethnic 
rights and identities. Some see a contradiction between the ethnic discourse of 
many indigenous (-peasant) movements – where universal citizenship is often 
rejected for its homogenising tendency – and their political practices – which 
indicate a willingness to enter the state structures.47 Some scholars deal with 
this seeming inconsistency by claiming that the ethnic discourse has been em-
ployed not only to push for ethnic rights but also for other political purposes.48

 The expansion of ethno-politics meant that leaders of the indigenous 
peasantry acquired new political spaces. As noted above, political institution-
alisation is often accompanied by requirements to follow the rules of the game 
and not voice demands that put these rules at risk. One possible risk is that the 
government-sanctioned opening to ethnic demands is a cover-up to promote 
the kinds of ethnic rights that are disconnected from the call for widespread 
social rights and transformative social change. Another risk of entering the 
ethno-political spaces may be a loss of mobilising capacity. Sidney Tarrow 
believes that collective identities may ensure movement cohesiveness but that 
                                                 
45  For an instrumentalist account that includes a bottom-up perspective, see Botero 2001, p. 
31; Kearney 2001, p. 276; Jung 2003; Yashar 2005, pp. 11-3. For Assies (2000, p. 5), the 
discussion on identity and strategy within social movement theories resembles the distinc-
tion between primordial and instrumental approaches within ethnic studies; see also Wade 
1997, p. 17. 
46  Melucci 1998, p. 426; Peeler 2004, p. 177. 
47  Bustamente 1993, pp. 99, 103-4. 
48  Selverston-Scher 2001, p. 67. 
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they often tend to be too sectarian to build the alliances necessary for mobili-
sation. He argues that in order to eschew narrow essentialism, collective iden-
tities must be incorporated into a wider frame.49 Similarly, David Snow and 
Robert Benford argue that the mobilising capacity of movements hinges on 
their ability to assure people that they are involved in an honourable, valuable 
and necessary cause. To achieve this, they must deliver trustworthy diagnoses 
where social conditions are interpreted as part of a wider pattern of injustice. 
If this is correct, the leaders who aspire to create and preserve their mass mo-
bilisation capacity cannot settle for references to ethnic rights. The ideology of 
the indigenous leadership must include the economic realities of the rank and 
file and be broad enough to attract popular allies. Snow and Benford argue 
that a frame that is open to proselytes and kindred ideological viewpoints has 
a wider range of strategic options and a better capacity to mobilise people.50

 In this study I ask about the function of ethno-politics in the struggle 
for social rights and, more specifically, in advancing the demand of the in-
digenous-peasant movements for a redistributive agrarian reform. Have the 
movements restricted the land-related grievances in order to improve their 
position in the legal-institutional terrain in general and the ethno-political 
spaces in particular? The community-centred struggle for land by the indige-
nous peasantry is a struggle for ethnic as well as social rights. How do the 
strategies pursued by the indigenous leadership relate to the grievances over 
land? Ethnic discourses may have been useful strategic devices for opening 
spaces within the legal-institutional terrain. It is less certain whether they 
helped in advancing the struggle in support of broader class-ethnic claims. 
Writing on Ecuador, Antonio Rodríguez and Ma José Martínez argue that the 
national leadership during the latter part of the 1990s became so focused on 
ethnic demands and political inclusion that it lost sight of the overall societal 
structure.51 The fact that many indigenous leaders in Latin America have 
turned to ethnic rights and the multi-cultural recrafting of political constitu-
tions is sometimes said to signal the end of land redistribution as a central is-
sue.52 Does it mean that the rural poor have acquired land? Certainly, by 
means of the mid-twentieth-century agrarian reforms, land was redistributed 
to large numbers of indigenous peasants. In many countries, this helped them 
break their dependence on the landlords. It also created a situation in which 
individual Mayas, Quichuas, and so forth, could occupy positions as mayors 
and civil servants.53 Yet the question sounds absurd in Guatemala, where con-
secutive governments have refused to commit themselves to land redistribu-
tion and the 1979 agricultural census suggested that 65 per cent of all private 

                                                 
49  Tarrow 1998, p. 119; see also Chiriboga 2001, p. 33. 
50  Snow & Benford 1992, pp. 140, 147. 
51  Rodríguez & Martínez 2000. 
52  Bengoa 2000, p. 126. 
53  Degregori (1998b, p. 24) asserts that the municipality has evolved as the preferential site 
of interaction between the state and the indigenous peasantry. 
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land is controlled by 2 percent of the farm units.54 In Ecuador too, where two 
modest redistributive reforms were carried out, land continues to be highly 
unequally distributed. To cite Nina Pacari, a top indigenous activist, 
 

According to 1994 data, in the highlands, 1.6% of farms occupy 43% of the 
land, while on the coast, 3.9% of farms occupy 55% of the land. Commun-
ally owned lands, while legally recognized and protected under the Consti-
tution, represent only 4% of land in the highlands… Indigenous land owner-
ship, in general, is very limited.55

 
 The further liberalisation of land tenure arrangements has become a 
leading neo-liberal policy. A wave of agrarian counter-reforms has swept the 
continent, starting in 1992 with the Mexican privatisation of the collective 
arrangement known as the ejido system and reaching Ecuador in 1994 and 
Guatemala in 1996. Governments have announced that there is no more land 
to hand out and even if there were – as the situation in Ecuador and, even 
more so, Guatemala indicates – state-led distribution is no longer seen as a 
solution to rural underdevelopment. Instead, titles to land are to be protected 
and land markets deregulated.56 Disproportionate tenancy structures and rural 
poverty have been addressed as technical and commercial deficiencies rather 
than social problems or the results of racial hierarchies. Luciano Martínez and 
Víctor Bretón argue that the neo-liberal agricultural policies have addressed 
petty agriculturists as people who could rise from misery if they improved 
their education and adopted adequate farming techniques.57

 How far has ethno-politics helped to neutralise popular demands for 
land redistribution? Has it prepared the way for a neo-liberal assault on peas-
ant land rights? In seeking to answer these questions, one must consider that 
ethno-politics also has been a strategic tool for political access. Some scholars 
find it instrumental in the struggle for social justice and against deep-seated 
racist hierarchies. Taking issue with Deborah Yashar, political scientist 
Courtney Jung argues that the resurgence of indigenous identities does not 
primarily concern the aspiration to protect ‘traditional practices, beliefs, and 
forms of life from the threat of modernity and homogenization’. In her view, it 
is more appropriate to see it as a component in people’s struggle against ‘ex-
isting hierarchies, exclusions, and patterns of state-society relations’ and in the 
‘attempt to reclaim a political voice and to establish their presence as citizens 
with “the rights to have rights”’.58 A distinction can be made between those 
                                                 
54  Palma 1998. 
55  Pacari (1996, p. 25) adds that ‘land has become the key rallying point for indigenous 
groups across the country, and has helped unify the struggle’. 
56  Kay 1999, p. 283; Martínez 2003, p. 89. 
57  Bretón 1999, pp. 297-9; Martínez 2003, pp. 87, 91. 
58  Jung 2003, pp. 435-7. Likewise, Kay (1999, p. 302) argues that ‘the new peasant and 
indigenous movements are not struggling for a mythical past’ but oppose modernity in its 
neo-liberal guise since that ‘often threatens their survival, whether physically, socially or 
culturally’. 
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indigenous leaders who focus attention on educational, linguistic and spiritual 
concerns, and those who situate the ethnic discourse in a wider quest for 
socio-economic equality. It will be argued in this study that until the expan-
sion of ethno-politics in the latter half of the 1990s, most leaders of the in-
digenous-peasant movements followed the latter orientation. 
 
 
Neo-liberal multi-culturalism 
During the contemporary reign of neo-liberal governments, social rights are 
increasingly withdrawn. Popular advances such as reduced work schedules, 
rights of collective bargaining, minimum wages and health insurance are un-
der attack. On top of this, the rural poor face setbacks such as cuts in agrarian 
subsidies and the dissolution of programmes for land redistribution. For many 
indigenous-peasant movements, market-driven development models have thus 
been a prime target of opposition. At the same time, political changes have 
also been promoted with support from popular groups. Firstly, in the context 
of prevailing centralisation, the ongoing process of bringing politics down to 
local, principally municipal, levels is a concern that neo-liberal reformers 
share with major parts of the social movement sector. Secondly, civil and po-
litical rights have been extended, primarily property rights and electoral rights. 
Thirdly, more than ever in Latin American history the neo-liberal govern-
ments have opened up political spaces for ethnic demands. 
 Answering to the call for ethnic rights is not a natural ingredient of the 
neo-liberal agenda. As Roger Plant argues, current neo-liberal economic poli-
cies send opposing messages. 
 

One position, first evident in nineteenth century liberalism, and second in 
the liberal economic thought of recent years, has aimed to stimulate market 
participation by removing any restrictions on the free operation of indige-
nous land markets. The other extreme has put all its emphasis on protection, 
aiming to protect indigenous peoples from the market forces that could lead 
to pernicious encroachment on their traditional lands and lifestyles.59

 
 Why, then, are market-friendly reformers promoting such ambiguity? 
Why are they fomenting what Charles Hale calls neo-liberal multi-
culturalism?60 One interpretation is that they have been compelled to respond 
to popular demands: another is that they agree with a widespread international 
conviction that the granting of certain ethnic rights contributes to democracy. 
Apart from these explanations, two possible reasons merit attention. Firstly, 
neo-liberal multi-culturalism has been associated with the policies that surged 
in the 1990s to moderate the negative effects of the Structural Adjustment 
Programmes on popular welfare. It was believed that support for local ethnic-
ity-based networks would increase poor people’s ability to overcome eco-
                                                 
59  Plant 2002, p. 222. 
60  Hale 2004; see also Gustafson 2002, p. 274. 
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nomic hardship, particularly by taking advantage of the so-called social capi-
tal that arguably exists within indigenous communities. Secondly, coming out 
of a period in which socio-economic grievances were at the heart of civil 
wars, guerrilla insurgencies and popular militancy, it may have been conven-
ient to bolster an opening for ethnic demands that did not endanger dominant 
class structures and other deep-seated power relations. Granting legal recogni-
tion to spiritual belief systems, traditional dress and vernacular languages may 
have appeared less threatening than giving in to calls for widespread social 
rights. It may also have been looked upon as instrumental for dividing a strong 
anti-neo-liberal movement by explicitly supporting and giving state access to 
a fraction of its leadership that is centred on essentialist or primordialist ethnic 
demands, those related exclusively to the rights of the indigenous people. Al-
ready in the 1980s, sociologist Alicia Ibarra argued that recognition of ethnic 
concerns among dominant classes sidelined deeper indigenous concerns and 
weakened their movements.61 Hence, by opening political spaces for ethno-
politics, giving indigenous communities the means to decide their develop-
ment (ethno-development), the neo-liberal multi-cultural model may have 
been a disguise behind which transformative economic and ethnic grievances 
were escorted out of the state-society negotiations.62 In short, ethnicity has 
been a strategic battlefield for groups with rival claims. How was the battle-
field affected by the enduring oligarchic power structures? 
 
 

Oligarchic power structures and movement strategies 
This study seeks to explain how the rise of ethno-politics has been constrained 
by partly enduring, partly changing oligarchic power structures in Guatemala 
and Ecuador. It also seeks to explore the way ethno-politics and persistent oli-
garchic structures have affected the rural struggle for social justice. To reach 
these aims, the study uses a structurally oriented account of the emergence 
and development of the indigenous-peasant movements as well as an instru-
mentalist perspective on their strategic behaviour within the legal-institutional 
terrain. From the standpoint of social movement theorising, this dual perspec-
tive embraces the questions why and how. The birth and political behaviour of 
the indigenous-peasant movements are not solely determined by shifting stra-
tegic repertoires but also by historical-structural processes. While the preced-
ing chapter built a platform for analysing why the movements emerged, this 
chapter has focused on how they have been thought to act in relation to their 
political environment. Scholars who have looked at societies with experiences 
of strong developmentalist and interventionist states have tended to identify a 
series of strategic dilemmas facing social movements, which revolve around 
the notions of autonomy, political institutionalisation and disruptive mass ac-
                                                 
61  Ibarra 1992, p. 131. 
62  Díaz Polanco 1997; Degregori 1998b, p. 29; Bretón 2001; Kearney 2001 p. 248; Jung 
2003, pp. 436-7; Roper et al. 2003, pp. 18-9; Hale 2004 p. 16. 
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tion. Firstly, autonomy may increase independence from co-optive states and 
traditional parties, but it may also produce weakness and vulnerability towards 
other powerful societal actors. Secondly, while political institutionalisation 
entails closeness to decisive arenas of decision making, it could also have a 
suffocating and bureaucratising effect on the movements. Thirdly, contentious 
politics and mass mobilisations demonstrate combative strength, but they 
could also de-legitimate the movements in the eyes of those potential allies 
who wish to act in accordance with the dominant perception of good democ-
ratic behaviour. This chapter has also argued that ethno-politics could be used 
strategically in the battle for social justice but that it also may divert attention 
from traditional rural struggles such as that for land. Below, these remarks are 
linked to the oligarchic reality of Guatemala and Ecuador. 
 
 
Oligarchic power structures and social movement strategies 
The structural adjustment programmes made it difficult for Latin American 
governments to consolidate new democratic institutions. Rather, the cutback 
on public welfare has been accompanied by a crisis of interest representation. 
According to Frances Hagopian, this crisis is especially acute in countries 
with strong and enduring traditional (oligarchic) power structures. These 
countries, she argues, have some of the continent’s most fragile and uncon-
solidated democratic institutions. Their political systems suffer from weak 
parties, crisis-ridden governments, and are often incapable of implementing 
reforms that clash with oligarchic interests. Hagopian points to the way in 
which the political impact of the Ecuadorian oligarchy has enhanced clientel-
istic relationships.63 For the case of Guatemala, she emphasises, citing Héctor 
Rosado Granados, that political parties ‘merely bless decisions already made 
in the political black market, decisions made beyond any legal authority or 
regulatory process’.64 The democratic deficit of these countries along with the 
retreat of the state in favour of the market, prompt us to ask whether the pic-
ture of an overwhelmingly present and co-optive state that presides over an 
ever more fragmented popular sector is entirely correct. The crisis-ridden po-
litical institutions of Guatemala and Ecuador surely may be clientelistic and 
co-optive, but those who rule these institutions cannot fall back on strong his-
torical experiences of state intervention in society and how to institutionally 
tame and absorb mass-based social movements. I argue that the above picture 
is more appropriate for more industrialised Latin American countries where 
the market-led rationale for politics and development was preceded by a more 
populist, nationalist and corporatist socio-political order. Looking at late-
twentieth-century Ecuador and Guatemala, one discovers that indigenous-
peasant movements that operate in a context of uneven state penetration of the 
countryside have grown in size and cohesiveness. They have also joined hands 

                                                 
63  Hagopian 1996, pp. 64-5, 68, 70, 76. 
64  Ibid., p. 82. 
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with other popular groups to extend political influence and challenge an eco-
nomic system where the gap between the haves and have-nots widens.65

 Drawing on these observations, I tentatively take issue with the portray-
ing of Latin American social movements as either isolated and identity-based 
groups outside the formal arenas of politics or largely suffocated and bureauc-
ratised ones within the legal-institutional terrain. I argue that powerful rural 
movements continue to struggle for social justice and for ethnic demands re-
lated to that struggle. In this sense, I expect to find more continuity in the so-
cial movement sector than is the case in the new social movement approach. I 
also argue that the indigenous-peasant movements combine contentious poli-
tics and mass mobilisation with political institutionalisation. But instead of 
expecting negative consequences from this duality, I work from the premise 
that it may have produced political strength. The discussion of the ethno-
political openings draws heavily on the ideas of social movements as caught 
between the Scylla of isolation and the Charybdis of co-optation. But in rela-
tion to the crisis-ridden and historically exclusionary political systems of Gua-
temala and Ecuador, it is worth reconsidering whether ethnicity really is ‘the 
most effective of the political-ideological tools used by the dominant classes 
in Latin America to guarantee hegemony over the indigenous movement’.66

                                                 
65  Some new social movement theorists agree that the co-optive capacity of the state in 
Latin America has been reduced. At the same time, they maintain – paradoxically in my 
view – that the new movements ‘instead of getting closer to the state attempt to keep a dis-
tance from it in order to reaffirm their identity and find their “small” representativity within 
their own spaces’ (Calderón et al. 1992, p. 25).  
66  Díaz Polanco 1997, p. 73. 
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OLIGARCHIC AUTHORITARIANISM 
AND RURAL MOBILISATIONS 
 
The purpose of this chapter is to outline the impact of the oligarchic power 
structures on the mobilisation of the indigenous peasantry in the Guatemalan 
case. The chapter is based on an historical reading of a period stretching pri-
marily from the 1930s to the early 1980s and draws on my discussion of po-
litical regime-types and the accentuated spread of rural capitalism. During this 
period, Guatemala experienced two phases of rural mass mobilisation. The 
first occurred between 1944 and 1954 and was spearheaded by the state and 
the peasant unions within the context of a redistributive agrarian reform. The 
second started in the 1970s and was fostered by a variety of new or ideologi-
cally transformed rural organisers. While the first phase was accompanied by 
a process of democratisation, the second was initiated amidst growing state 
repression. The chapter seeks to understand why the second phase laid the 
foundation of an indigenous-peasant movement with a specific blend of class 
and ethnic concerns, paying special attention to land-related struggles and 
policies. Local examples are taken from Alta Verapaz, a department which, in 
the words of Morna MacLeod, has had the most ‘implacable and despotic re-
gional oligarchy of Guatemala’ and where, according to Santiago Bastos and 
Manuela Camus, conditions of life still today are quasi mediaeval.1 Focusing 
on this department, the first section discusses the nature of the oligarchic 
power structures in Guatemala. The second outlines some major elements of 
the first mass mobilisation phase. After this I mention some basic features of 
the oligarchic authoritarian regime-type that lasted from 1954 to 1985. The 
fourth and fifth sections describe how the all–Latin American agrarian trans-
formation from the 1960s onwards affected the oligarchic structures and the 
overall constellation of rural forces. The chapter ends with a discussion on 
why Guatemala in the 1970s saw the rise of an indigenous-peasant movement. 
 
 
                                                 
1  MacLeod 1998, p. 183; Bastos & Camus 2003a, p 82. 
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Coffee, land and agrarian oligarchs in Alta Verapaz 
In the second quarter of the sixteenth century, when the remnants of the Maya 
kingdom (it had collapsed already in the tenth century) had been placed under 
colonial command, Q’eqchi territory remained a bastion of native resistance 
(thus labelled Tezulutlan, Land of War).2 After three unsuccessful invasions, 
the colonial power opted for a less bloody conquest. In 1537, on the advice of 
Bishop Bartolomeo de Las Casas, a well-known opponent of the inhumane 
exploitation of the Indians, the Dominican order obtained carte blanche to en-
ter the region. The pacification of Q’eqchi territory was made into an ecclesial 
affair with no Spanish civilians permitted to enter. In a region where a moun-
tainous interior and a vast tropical jungle to the north provided ample oppor-
tunity to flee and hide, changing the sword for the cross proved viable. After a 
few years, the Dominican brotherhood triumphantly renamed the territory La 
Verapaz (True Peace). Three centuries of priestly rule ensued, during which 
the inhabitants experienced a milder form of colonialism, differing from the 
brute economic and human exploitation elsewhere in the Spanish American 
highlands. Q’eqchi’es and Pocomchi’es, the dominant linguistic groups of the 
region, were not exempt from epidemic diseases and tributary systems, but 
they were usually allowed to remain in their birthplaces, adhere to cultural 
traditions and preserve production practices and communal landholdings.3
 The second conquest of the Q’eqchi’es and the Pocomchi’es began with 
the era of liberal reform (1871-1885). The liberal modernisation centred on 
export-oriented coffee cultivation. In the part of Q’eqchi territory presently 
known as Alta Verapaz,4 attempts at coffee production go back to the thirty 
years of conservative governments that pre-dated the liberal reforms. During 
these years, neither the dye stuff cochineal – then the prime commercial crop 
– nor coffee cultivation induced major alterations of the tenancy structure. 
Ralph Woodward explains that the modest turn to commercial agriculture did 
not bring an end to traditional production systems due to the fact that the rul-
ing conservatives actually protected indigenous lands from usurpation.5 The 
situation changed drastically in the 1880s, as Alta Verapaz established itself as 
one of Guatemala’s prime coffee-producing regions. To pave the way for cof-
fee cultivation, communal properties were considered, as elsewhere in Latin 
America, to stand without legal possessors and were transferred into public 
lands, placed on the open market and purchased by wealthy Ladinos or for-
eigners with financial back-up from domestic banks and mercantile houses.6 

                                                 
2  Q’eqchi territory encompassed present-day Alta and Baja Verapaz. It also extended into 
the current area of western Belize and the departments of Izabal, El Petén and El Quiché. 
3  On the relatively peaceful colonial rule of La Verapaz, see Woodward 1990, p. 69; 
Sieder 1996, p. 62; MacLeod 1998, pp. 182-3; Wilson 1999, pp. 128-9; Schackt 2000, p. 15. 
4  From 1877, La Verapaz is divided into an upper and a lower department. 
5  Woodward 1990, pp. 67-8; see also MacLeod 1998, p. 183. 
6  Sieder 1996, pp. 63-5. 
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Little attention was paid to the fact that indigenous peasants had lived on the 
lands for generations. 
 In Alta Verapaz, this development was reinforced by the incursion of 
German agriculturalists.7 The latter had ample economic reasons for choosing 
Alta Verapaz. The department provided a tempered climate, fertile soils and 
good access to the Atlantic coast. Along a railway financed by the Germans, 
coffee was sent eastwards from the Polochic Valley in the southern part of the 
department to the port of Santo Tomás on Lake Izabal, where it was shipped 
overseas to Hamburg and Bremen. Alta Verapaz was also a good option since 
coffee production required large expanses of land. Due to its colonial history 
it had been less exploited than other agricultural areas in Guatemala. But these 
favourable conditions did not automatically translate into successful enter-
prises. Coffee production was also labour intensive, and acquiring a cheap and 
abundant labour force had its difficulties. According to the 1893 census, the 
department had ninety-five thousand inhabitants, 95 per cent of whom were 
Indians. But the European settlers had to take into account the risk that, due to 
the fertile soil, the indigenous peasantry could survive on subsistence farming, 
thus avoiding the coffee farms.8 The indigenous peasants also had the option 
of migrating into remote areas, a possibility preferred by many. 
 The agrarian oligarchs developed an arsenal of techniques to recruit a 
workforce. As a means of reducing independent subsistence farming, the es-
tates were situated in the vicinity of the communities and as much arable land 
as possible was incorporated. Even by Guatemalan standards, Alta Verapaz 
became known for a high concentration of land ownership.9 Another method 
was related to the public duties of the indigenous peasantry. At first glance, 
compulsory military service and infrastructural works might appear disruptive 
to patrons seeking a stable rhythm of production. But the patron was often 
able to obtain exemptions for those willing to work on the estates. The fact 
that public works were usually performed far away under severe conditions 
added to the attractiveness of such trade-offs.10 Forced recruitment (manda-
miento) was a third strategy applied to acquiring a steady workforce. As the 
need for labour increased, the recruitment in Alta Verapaz and elsewhere took 
on ever more violent means.11 Due to local resistance and the habit of the in-
digenous peasantry of fleeing into remote areas, the local oligarchs came to be 
dependent on the assistance of loyal authorities in the local governments.12

 

                                                 
7  Wagner 1996; see also Sieder 1996, pp. 63-4. 
8  Conclusion drawn by the German Vice-Consul in Alta Verapaz 1898, cited in Castel-
lanos 1985, p. 235. 
9  As Paz Cárcamo (1997, p. 142) reasons, at the time of the agrarian reform in 1952, no 
department had a greater number of landed estates exceeding 450 hectares. 
10  Sieder 1996, p. 67. 
11  Handy 1990a, p. 165; Esquit & Gálvez 1997 p. 22; Reyes 1998, p. 45. 
12  Sieder 1996, p. 66; see also Yashar 1997, p. 245 n10. On rural labour recruitment in 
Guatemala, see Smith 1990b, pp. 84-5. 
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Internal colonialism and second-class citizenship 
Coffee and bananas, the major export crops of twentieth-century Guatemala, 
were often produced on large landed estates on the fringe of the Maya heart-
land, leading to a situation where labour supply was satisfied not only by per-
manently resident and semi-feudal peons (mozos colonos) but also by seasonal 
migratory labourers.13 Until the last decades of the twentieth century, Alta 
Verapaz differed from other coffee regions in that labour migration from and 
to the department was rare. Already by the third decade of the twentieth cen-
tury, the overwhelming majority of the Q’eqchi’es and Pocomchi’es laboured 
and lived permanently on the coffee estates.14 The system was based on labour 
contracts, which on paper allowed them to leave, but the agrarian oligarchs 
had a variety of methods for tying them to the estate. Chief among them was 
to grant access to a small cornfield, situated on the farm, in exchange for la-
bour. Other means were debt bondage (habilitación) and advance payments, 
the latter often paid in kind. If real cash was handed out, it routinely circulated 
back to the patron through the store on the estate. Being a peon was normally 
a life-long project. Starting at the age of seven, the mozo colonos worked for 
the landlord some ten months a year, twelve hours a day. They were permitted 
to form religious organisations but all attempts at unionisation were prohib-
ited.15

 Political scientist Charles Brockett holds that in traditional agrarian so-
cieties ‘the passivity of the peasantry was maintained through patron-client 
relationships and fatalistic value systems’.16 The exploiters also ensured 
dominance by using communal leaders as mediators. Apart from being an op-
pressor, the patron was also a father figure, as when assuming the role of god-
father for the children of the peons (compadrazgo). Nowhere was this two-
faced appearance more apparent than in the patron’s relationship with local 
culture. The Germans learned the Q’eqchi tongue. But at the same time that 
this helped the peons to preserve their language and facilitated their contact 
with the landlords, keeping Q’eqchi as the lingua franca also made it harder 
for them to express their claims to Ladino traders and Spanish-speaking civil 
servants, though they were at times assisted by local scribes.17

 The pre-eminent concerns of the agrarian oligarchs were to safeguard 
private property and incorporate the local economy into the international mar-
ket. But this was capitalism rooted in a savage form of semi-feudalism that 
never allowed the agricultural workers to enjoy the basic principles of politi-
                                                 
13  The fact that the best lands for coffee growing often were found outside the Maya heart-
land made it easier to establish large properties (Bunker 2001, p. 135). 
14  Sieder 2000, pp. 287-8. 
15  On the labour relation between peons and agrarian oligarchs in Alta Verapaz, see Sieder 
1996, p. 66; Siebers 1998, pp. 53-4; Wilson 1999, pp. 43-4; Aguilar 2000, p. 24 n2. 
16  Brockett 1988, p. 193. 
17  MacLeod 1998, p. 185; Schackt 2000, p. 17. On compadrazgo and other lord-peasant 
relations in Alta Verapaz, see also Wilson 1999, p. 160. 
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cal liberalism.18 The secondary political status of the peons was accompanied 
and legitimised by the racial discourse of internal colonialism. The public 
promotion of the migration of Europeans to Guatemala was not meant only to 
stimulate agro-export. As everywhere in late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-
century Latin America, Social Darwinism was at its zenith, and in line with 
that, the indigenous people were seen as an inferior race and an obstacle to 
modernity. From such viewpoints, the national project had everything to win 
by opening the borders to representatives of ‘high civilization’.19 But these 
representatives often had little reason to support a citizenship-based and as-
similationist project, since that would weaken the ethnically segmented labour 
market and disturb the acquisition of a cheap and/or captive workforce. 
 To what extent did the common people of Alta Verapaz manage to by-
pass the agrarian oligarchs and access the political system? Grievances were 
politicised, as can be illustrated by a letter to the president of the Republic 
written in 1900 by people from the municipality of Tucurú. 
 

We do not ask for absolutely anything which goes against our laws, we do 
not ask for punishment of our cruel exploiters; we only came to ask you for 
the honest accomplishment of justice, venerable sovereign of the Universe. 
A lot has already happened, Mr. President, the moment has already come for 
the First Leader to protect us and hide us from such calamities committed by 
some disreputable persons, who not being satisfied with getting rich at our 
expense, want to take from us what we most need, our and our sons’ future: 
a piece of land.20

 
 At times, the presidents turned against the local agrarian oligarchs and 
supported the rights of the rural poor. James Mahoney stresses that many 
presidents of the so-called liberal era were self-oriented dictators who first and 
foremost defended their own interests.21 Ironically, under Jorge Ubico (1931-
1944), a dictator with strong links to the coffee oligarchs, the rural poor 
gained some avenues for claiming citizenship rights. As Rachel Sieder points 
out for the case of Alta Verapaz, state expansion, along with a firmer attach-
ment of local state officials to the personalist dictatorship of Ubico, could per-
mit indigenous peons to play landlords off against the state.22 But these were 
exceptional linkages. The political leaders were members of a distant Ladino-
Creole society with strong ties to the coffee economy. The state seldom re-
stricted the power base of the patrons, and its military apparatus assured the 
                                                 
18  An example of the contradiction between official declarations of universal citizenship 
rights and the treatment of the indigenous workforce was the way peons were treated as part 
of property. If a given farm in Alta Verapaz was transferred to a new proprietor, so was its 
workforce. 
19  On Social Darwinism and the elite in the late nineteenth century, see MacLeod 1998, p. 
183. 
20  Cited in Castellanos 1985, pp. 301-2. 
21  Mahoney 2001, pp. 117, 140. 
22  Sieder 2000, p. 286. 
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non-belligerency of the rural workforce.23 As Jeffery Paige argues, ‘Extra-
economic coercion in slavery, serfdom, or other forms of forced labour re-
quires a powerful authoritarian state and precludes extension of citizenship or 
other legal rights to the working population.’24 Backed by legal support and 
assisted by civil servants and the armed forces, the agrarian oligarchs main-
tained a formidable capacity to stave off any attempt to mobilise the work-
force. 
 In sum, by the first decades of the twentieth century, Guatemala was 
dominated by a small agro-exporting oligarchy held together by kinship ties. 
The privileges usually dated back to the colonial era, but in the late nineteenth 
century, immigration from Europe added new families to the oligarchic class. 
For the German contingent, Alta Verapaz was a preferred destination.25 Under 
its command, the department turned into a semi-feudal export-oriented en-
clave. The German dominance ended with the victory of the Allied Forces in 
the Second World War and the U.S. pressure on presidents Jorge Ubico and 
Frederico Ponce Vaídes (1944) to confiscate German lands. 
 
 

The first mass mobilisation phase of the rural poor 
In 1944, Guatemalan coffee liberalism faced major obstacles as a result of the 
popular unrest that ousted the dictator Ubico and, shortly afterwards, from the 
October Revolution that overthrow his successor Ponce Vaídes. With fading 
support from the U.S. and an oligarchic class unwilling to support an ever 
more centralised and personalist state, Ubico had lost much of his political 
platform. The revolution was ignited by a middle class sidelined in the agro-
exporting oligarchic-based system and a cadre of young army officers fed up 
with a corrupt political culture and the obstacles to reaching more elevated 
military ranks.26 During the presidencies of Juan José Arévalo (1944-1950) 
and Jacobo Arbenz (1951-1954), the country underwent a democratic and 
capitalist reformation. The reforms were instrumental to reinforcing the politi-
cal consciousness of the indigenous peasantry, especially as they abolished 
forced labour, promoted civil society, expanded male suffrage, granted rights 
to a minimum wage, launched a literacy campaign and redistributed land. 
 
 
Redistributive agrarian reform and escalating rural mobilisation 
Already in 1934, the Ubico administration dissolved the debt peonage system. 
The initiative had every qualification to deal a serious blow to coercive labour 
relations, but its progressive edge was blunted by the enactment of an anti-

                                                 
23  Mahoney 2001, p. 119. 
24  Paige 1997, p. 318. 
25  Wagner (1996, p. 215) points out that by the 1910s the Germans owned, ‘one third of the 
land and two thirds of the coffee production in the Alta Verapaz’. 
26  Handy 1990a, p. 166; Yashar 1997, p. 245. 
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vagrancy law. The latter guaranteed a steady flow of labour into the agro-
export sector by stipulating that peasants without title to a certain amount of 
land had to sign up for one hundred to one hundred fifty workdays on the 
large estates.27 The Arévalo government abolished the law and also took the 
historic decision to promulgate a labour code. By the turn of the decade, and 
under the protection of the code, the republic saw the formation of the General 
Confederation of Workers of Guatemala (Central General de Trabajadores de 
Guatemala, CGTG) and the National Confederation of Guatemalan Peasants 
(Confederación Nacional Campesina de Guatemala, CNCG). 
 In 1952, Arévalo’s successor Arbenz managed to pass a redistributive 
agrarian reform through Congress. It was intended to solve a series of rural 
problems. In order to increase the number of small producers and ensure 
higher levels of rural justice, the reform struck at semi-feudal rural relation-
ships, the low productivity of agricultural enterprises and the unequal posses-
sion of land. As a means to obtain land for redistribution, the government had 
at its disposal state-owned land, part of which had been confiscated from 
Ubico generals and German settlers. Another means was to turn against the 
landlord habit of letting vast tracts of arable land lie idle or under-cultivated. 
Figures from the Ministry of Agriculture could not be neglected: a scant 12 
per cent of all private land was cultivated.28 To ensure efficient utilisation of 
potentially productive land, the reform also dictated that idle land would be 
expropriated from farms with an area between 90 and 270 hectares, but only if 
less than two-thirds of their total acreage was cultivated. Unpleasant news for 
the largest private landowner, the U.S. banana producer United Fruit Com-
pany, was the unconditional expropriation of fallow land on farms exceeding 
270 hectares.29 During its two-year lifetime, the reform expropriated some 
600,000 hectares of private and state land, or roughly one-fourth of the culti-
vable area of the country. Even if it did not strike at the heart of the tenure 
structure, the reform has been credited with distributing land to between 
eighty and one hundred thousand families, or one-tenth of the population.30 
Among the recipients were farm workers on state-owned farms, day-
labourers, landless peasants and small landowners. In a country plagued by an 
ethnically segmented distribution of resources, the Arbenz government had, as 
Piero Gleijeses points out, done what no other government had done before: 
given land back to the Mayas.31

 The agrarian reform and its programmes for rural credit and assistance 
became, at the time, injections for one of the strongest peasant movements of 
Latin America. Political scientist Deborah Yashar estimates that 37 per cent of 
                                                 
27  Adams 1990, pp. 141-2; Thiesenhusen 1995, p. 73. 
28  Handy 1990a, p. 169. He also mentions that ‘the 1950 agricultural census indicated that 
72 percent of the agricultural land in the country was controlled by slightly more than 2 
percent of the farming units’. 
29  Gleijeses 1992, pp. 351, 364; see also Thiesenhusen 1995, p. 76. 
30  Plant 1978, p. 72; Gleijeses 1992, p. 355; Le Bot 1992, p. 53; Thiesenhusen 1995, p. 77. 
31  Gleijeses 1992, p. 360. 
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the economically active rural population eventually had a union membership, 
and historian Jim Handy adds that by 1954 a union had been formed in all of 
the larger rural villages.32 One condition that encouraged the organisation was 
that access to land was predicated on active grassroots involvement. No ex-
propriation was carried out if the would-be possessor had not brought the re-
quest before a local agrarian committee. The rural awakening led to an in-
crease in land conflicts. This time, the coercive means of the landlords could 
not prevent the mobilisation of the peasantry. In fact, Handy relates the vast 
distribution of land to the willingness of the peasants to stand up against re-
pression.33 The peons of Alta Verapaz also formed agricultural co-
operatives,34 and second to Esquintla, where the United Fruit Company had 
extensive territories, no department expropriated more land. Having lived un-
der the rule of the Dominican priests and the German settlers, the peons were 
now integrated into Guatemalan society as beneficiaries of state redistribution. 
 
 
Semblance of a populist regime-type 
The administrations of Arévalo and Arbenz did not establish strong corporatist 
structures. Guatemala was still marked by low industrialisation, a small labour 
movement, strong agrarian oligarchs and a large community-based indigenous 
population. In many other ways, however, the reformist decade (1944-1954) 
resembles our description of the classic populist regime-type.35 The revolution 
was pushed forward by a rising middle class, and the administrations were 
committed to economic nationalism and the increase of agricultural productiv-
ity. One strategy for lessening the strength of the coffee-based oligarchy was 
to promote the production of cotton. Other elements in the attack on the semi-
feudal lord-peasant relations were the diffusion of social rights, the abolition 
of forced labour, and land redistribution. The last of these, Gleijeses argues, 
was important since it promoted an independent peasant class, reduced the 
labour reserve and raised wages.36 As a result of these changes, the decade 
saw a rural socio-political awakening and the political incorporation of the 
peasantry.37 Apart from fomenting the unionisation of the countryside, the 
administrations also infused fresh life into the electoral process. Independent 
parties were allowed to compete in rural areas and Maya men gained electoral 
rights. By 1948, Jim Handy estimates, Mayas had been elected mayors in half 
of all communities densely populated by their people.38 Jointly, the economic 

                                                 
32  Handy 1990a, p. 170; see also Yashar 1997, p. 247. 
33  Handy 1990a, p. 169. 
34  MacLeod 1998, p. 191; see also Paz Cárcamo 1997, p. 154. 
35  Gálvez et al. 1997, p. 41 stress the populist and nationalist dimension of the two admini-
strations and that their policies were based on the idea of ‘equality for all’. 
36  Gleijeses 1992, p. 360. 
37  Handy 1990a, p. 169. 
38  Ibid., p. 167. 
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and political reforms led to a situation where many indigenous peasants could 
break loose from the immediate grip of the agrarian oligarchs. 
 The government of Arévalo also implemented a set of assimilationist 
indigenista policies. A National Indigenous Institute was founded in 1945 to 
engage in research and in elementary education and health services. However, 
in Guatemala the inclusion of indigenous ethnic markers in the popular-
national identity was more limited than it was in Mexico and Peru. Anthro-
pologist Jorge Ramón argues that the leading indigenista functionaries of 
Guatemala had limited interest in cultural pluralism.39 While the Mexican 
revolution and the ensuing mestizo-based national project drew considerably 
on the pre-Columbian heritage, the traditional life of the poor, illiterate and 
politically marginalised indigenous people of Guatemala was primarily seen 
as an obstacle to the October revolution and the creation of national unity. De-
spite the reformist governments, many oligarchs were still powerful in their 
rural localities. They were opposed to indigenismo on the ground that the pe-
ons were tied to their landed estates and thus part of their jurisdiction.40 With 
Arbenz, indigenista themes such as bilingual education were replaced by a 
focus on the agrarian reform that targeted the rural poor primarily as peasants 
and showed little respect for traditional communal property structures. While 
collective landholdings in Mexico enjoyed strong legal status, land in Guate-
mala was distributed on an individual basis, not in accordance with the collec-
tive forms usually preferred by the Mayas. Still, Richard Adams suggests that 
the socio-political awakening of the rural poor between 1944 and 1954 laid 
the basis for a process that a couple of decades later crystallised in the politici-
sation of Indian ethnicity at the level of the ‘nation-state’.41

 
 

The oligarchic authoritarian regime-type 
With the U.S.-backed counter-revolution of 1954, Guatemala was back on its 
oligarchic track. As the Central Intelligence Agency and the U.S. State De-
partment would have it, Arbenz had been soft on Communism. But even if the 
Communist Party had been a prime peasant organiser and supporter of the Oc-
tober revolution, it is disputed whether such Cold War rhetoric is justified in 
the Guatemalan case. It is established beyond reasonable doubt, however, that 
the involvement of the U.S. was related to lobbying in Washington by the 
United Fruit Company. Though compensated, the latter had been forced to 
hand over 70 per cent of its landholdings to the reform process.42 The agrarian 
oligarchs also had motives for rolling back the reform. While it had not caused 

                                                 
39  Ramón 2004, pp. 17-9. Hale (2004, p. 37 n5) argues that the reformist governments 
‘never fully embraced the mestizaje idea’. 
40  Ramón 2004, p. 22. On the indigenista policies during Arévalo and Arbenz, see also 
Adams 1990, pp. 154-6; Gálves et al. 1997, pp. 42-3. 
41  Adams 1990, p. 143. 
42  Brockett 1992, p. 4. 
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the collapse of production (mostly idle land was expropriated),43 it had un-
dermined the dynamic of the oligarchic structures: access to a cheap labour 
force that did not have enough land to survive by subsistence farming. The 
reform had also brought back an oligarchic nightmare. For Handy, a prime 
reason for the counter-revolution was the fear of an indigenous uprising.44 In 
order ‘to demobilise the peasantry and, especially, control the indigenous peo-
ple’,45 the new regime set out to restructure state-rural relations. The literacy 
campaign was aborted, the electorate cut by half, political parties and other 
forms of interest representation shut down, thousands of peasants murdered, 
some nine thousand people imprisoned and agrarian committees dissolved.46 
William Thiesenhusen estimates that by 1962 merely 1.2 per cent of the la-
bour force was still unionised.47 In the course of a few turbulent years the 
beneficiaries of the reform were dislodged from their properties. Almost all 
expropriated land was returned to the United Fruit Company and other ex-
possessors.48

 With the counter-revolution, the coffee oligarchy regained its strength 
and economic nationalism was rolled back. Yvon Le Bot argues that the oli-
garchy had little interest in a system where national wealth was used to a large 
extent to attend to the needs of the poor.49 Linked to the abolition of social 
rights was the subordination of the indigenista policies to the oligarchic 
agenda. The Indigenista Institute was reoriented to fight communism and 
promote cultural assimilation without agrarian reform. The new indigenista 
profile was supported by foreign (mainly U.S.) and domestic anthropologists 
who, in the words of Jorge Ramón, conducted ‘community studies, destined to 
direct development strategies in ways that prevented a confrontation between 
Ladino and indigenous peasants and the large landowners’.50

 Why did the revolution not produce a lasting populist regime? Why 
was an oligarchic authoritarian regime installed that would last until the return 
of freely elected civilian governments in 1985? There are at least four major 
explanations. Firstly, in spite of the socio-political awakening of the rural 
poor, the Mayas were still too weakly integrated into national society to con-
stitute a bulwark against authoritarianism. Secondly, the U.S. more or less 
directly inhibited a regime change that would have brought the small state 
closer to the Soviet Union and, after 1959, Castroist Cuba. Thirdly, Guatemala 
remained an agrarian country in which ethnically segmented, labour-intensive, 
land-demanding coffee cultivation remained the key economic enterprise. For 
                                                 
43  Gleijeses (1992, p. 358) argues that the production of dominant crops actually increased. 
44  Handy 1990b, p. 196; see also Brockett 1988, p. 100. 
45  Brockett 1992, p. 2. 
46  Jonas 1991, p. 41; see also Brockett 1988, p. 104. 
47  Thiesenhusen 1995, p. 84. 
48  Between 80 and the oft-quoted figure of 99.6 per cent of the land was retransferred. See 
Handy 1990a, p. 178; Jonas 1991, p. 42; Le Bot 1995, p. 52; Reyes 1998, p. 50. 
49  Le Bot 1995, pp. 76-7. 
50  Ramón 2004, p. 25. 
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Susanne Jonas, the highly unequal distribution of land was a prime reason 
why the Guatemalan oligarchic class was ‘more intransigent, less pliable [and] 
less reformist than even the other bourgeoisies of Central America’.51 
Fourthly, since the oligarchy did not enjoy the legitimacy to attract a multi-
class mass following or to include and control oppositional forces through 
institutional means, it allowed the military to seize executive power.52 This 
U.S.-equipped and trained military apparatus used coercion and electoral 
fraud rather than corporatism, populism and clientelism to keep its political 
privileges and preserve the economic order. Against this current, the political 
voice of most indigenous peasants was once again channelled through the 
landlords, more preoccupied with contracting cheap labour than granting civil, 
political, social and ethnic rights.53 No matter whether the rural poor were de-
fined as Indians or peasants, they were placed in the periphery of state-society 
relations. 
 
 

The agrarian transformation and the oligarchic structures 
The rulers of the oligarchic authoritarian regime shared a basic interest with 
their reformist predecessors: to expand agro-export capitalism, although, in 
the case of the former, in combination with the preservation of an ethnically 
stratified labour market and the obstruction of full proletarianisation as well as 
the civil, political, social and ethnic rights of its workforce. Only to a minor 
degree was the increase of rural capitalism accompanied by import-
substitution industrialisation.54 The national bourgeoisie was too small and, 
for that matter, was observing the directives of the military-oligarchic coali-
tion.55 In line with the model of ‘economic modernisation without social re-
form’,56 a main concern of the rulers was rather to attract foreign firms and 
investments by keeping a cheap labour force and encouraging cattle ranching 
and non-traditional export crops such as winter vegetables. The 1960s and the 
first half of the 1970s were marked by substantial agro-export growth. But 
given the flow of most revenues into the pockets of the agrarian oligarchs, the 
production of domestic food staples by the peasant sector could not keep pace 
with population growth.57 In a situation of growing food insecurity and wide-
                                                 
51  Jonas 1991, p. 88. 
52  Hagopian 1996, p. 71; see also Jonas 1991, p. 92. 
53  Sieder 1998b, p. 357; see also Yashar 1998, p. 37. Sieder (2002b, p. 200) argues that 
Guatemalan state-society relations have ‘traditionally been of a non-clientelist, highly ex-
clusive and violent nature’. Even at the local level, Smith (1993, p. 91) reasons that the po-
larisation between the Mayas and the Ladinos made patron-client relations hard to establish. 
54  Jonas 2000, p. 19. The modest turn to import-substitution industrialisation was done in 
the framework of the Central American Common Market, an attempt at regional integration 
that finally ended with the international debt crisis in the early 1980s (see Jonas 1991). 
55  Jonas 1991, pp. 43, 87-92. 
56  Trudeau 1993, p. 24. 
57  Fischer 1996, p. 54; see also Jonas 1991, chapter 5. 
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spread social inequality, the governments decided to follow the prescription of 
the Alliance for Progress and prevent mass insurgency by promoting a modest 
developmental state. But even in its modest form, developmentalism ‘knocked 
against a social structure in which the oligarchs refused to re-partition the 
fruits of development’.58

 During the years of the Alliance for Progress, the inconsistency grew 
between official promises about social rights and what actually happened. A 
good illustration is the enactment in the 1960s of the Agrarian Transformation 
Law. The commercialisation and diversification of agriculture, along with the 
growth of the population, had triggered new pressure for land, by oligarchs 
and peasants alike. In a situation where the peasantry was pushed onto dimin-
ishing parcels, the Agrarian Transformation Law provided the new National 
Institute of Agrarian Transformation (Instituto Nacional de Transformación 
Agraria, INTA) with the mandate to colonise new agricultural lands. Under its 
direction, the agricultural frontier was extended in the 1970s into the Northern 
Transversal Strip, a zone cutting through the northern parts of Huehuetenango, 
Quiché, Izabal and Alta Verapaz, and sloping down to the less charted tropical 
forest of Petén. Despite its pro-peasant proclamations, this U.S.-financed ini-
tiative distributed only a small quantity of land to the poor. The lion’s share, 
some of it initially allotted to the poor, was cordoned off by oligarchs, U.S. 
corporations and generals interested in cattle grazing, forestry and mineral 
extraction.59 Especially in Alta Verapaz, the usurpation by these entrepreneurs 
kept the minifundio-latifundio division more or less intact. By 1979, 2 per 
cent of the estates still covered 65 per cent of all arable land.60

 The introduction and/or promotion of export crops such as cotton and 
sugar altered the dominant modes of production. Compared with coffee, the 
production of these crops was generally more capital intensive and more de-
pendent on temporary labour. In Alta Verapaz, for example, new agricultural 
techniques and falling international coffee prices triggered the rise of carda-
mom production, which meant shrinking demands for permanent labour and 
less need for upholding the patrimonial lord-peasant relationship.61 But the 
diversification of agriculture was not necessarily accompanied by a reduction 
of labour exploitation. Sociologist Yvon Le Bot argues that the labour rela-
tions on the cotton plantation were often more repressive than on the coffee 
estate, where patron-client relations might have a mitigating effect.62 Nor did 

                                                 
58  Bastos & Camus 1996, p. 18. 
59  On the exploitation of the strip, see Plant 1978, pp. 74-5; Brockett 1988, p. 105 and 
1992, pp. 9, 16-7; Siebers 1998, p. 85; Bretón 1999, p. 284; Bunker 2001, pp. 137-8. 
60  Censo Nacional Agropecuario 1979, vol. 1, binding 1, pp. 33, 43, 89-90. A comparison 
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colonos in Alta Verapaz dropped from some 22,000 in 1964 to 13,500 (see Gálvez & Gel-
lert 2000, p. 198). 
62  Le Bot 1995, p. 75. 



 
Oligarchic authoritarianism and rural mobilisations    93 

diversification compel the agrarian oligarchs to reduce the size of their hold-
ings. The expansion of the agricultural frontier and the acquisition of land by 
the military command, however, generated an enlargement of the oligarchic 
class, with a new elite that often had a stronger capitalist orientation.63 How-
ever, cultivation and processing were still closely linked to a few families that 
managed to monopolise new markets by controlling ‘access to export channels 
and, more importantly to credit’.64

 For the indigenous peasantry, the years of the Alliance for Progress 
brought positive as well as negative developments. On the positive side, some 
gained higher wages and more autonomous positions vis-à-vis the landlords. 
On the negative side, the turn to capital-intensive agriculture lessened the need 
for labour. The double squeeze of shrinking lands and increasing unemploy-
ment forced Mayas to seek new means of sustenance. Some moved into the 
cities and a lucky few engaged in commercial enterprises. But many continued 
as sub-subsistence farmers compelled to an intensive use of the cornfields, 
which in turn affected the quality of the land.65 On an increasingly temporary 
basis they also continued to sign up as low-paid workers on the large estates. 
In a migratory rhythm in tune with the harvest seasons they were transported 
from the highland cornfields to the agro-exporting plantations, constituting the 
proportionally largest seasonal labour force in Latin America.66 Labour migra-
tion also spread to Alta Verapaz, where the acquisition of land by wealthy en-
trepreneurs in the Transversal Strip made it harder to adopt the old strategy of 
permanent migration to unclaimed lands. All in all, John Weeks argues, the 
1970s ‘experienced a government-fostered process of marginalization of the 
peasantry to a degree perhaps unique in Latin America in such a short period 
of time’.67 On top of this, Guatemala was hit by the oil crisis and the fall of 
commodity prices, rising inflation and high cost of living. Observers began to 
write alarming reports on rural starvation and malnutrition.68

 
 

A changing balance of rural forces 
In the context of the agrarian transformation and the crisis of the peasant sec-
tor, Guatemala experienced a new phase of rural mass mobilisation. Unlike 
the one between 1944 and 1954, which was orchestrated largely by the state, 
this was spearheaded by a new indigenous leadership and was supported by 
the increasing rural incursion of development organisations. It was also linked 
                                                 
63  In Alta Verapaz, officers had seized 60 per cent of the land by the 1980s (Reyes 1998, p. 
95; CODEDUR et al. 1996a, p. 42). On the enlargement of the oligarchy, see Jonas 1991, 
pp. 89-90. 
64  Beard 2001. 
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66  Ibid., p. 134; Reyes 1998, p. 51. 
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to the changing strategies of the traditional allies of the oligarchy: the armed 
forces and the Catholic Church. The section focuses on this development. 
 
 
The armed forces enter the Maya highlands 
In the early 1960s, after an unsuccessful attempt to oust the president, a group 
of reformist officers formed a guerrilla movement aimed at creating ‘popular 
unity to overthrow the oligarchic power’.69 For almost three and a half dec-
ades to come, crushing the rebellion was a key concern of the elite. Executive 
power was now firmly handed over to the armed forces, which turned the state 
into an ever more repressive counter-insurgency apparatus. But not even the 
benefit of having the U.S. serving the military with training facilities and 
equipment prevented the rebels from reappearing in new sites. In the early 
1970s, after a bloody defeat in eastern Guatemala, two factions set out to build 
a support base in the western indigenous highlands. One of them – the Guer-
rilla Army of the Poor (Ejército Guerrillero de los Pobres, EGP) – had its 
platform in the department of El Quiché; the other – the Organisation of the 
People in Arms (Organización del Pueblo en Armas, ORPA) – was situated 
on the southern coast and in the departments of Sololá, Baja Verapaz and Alta 
Verapaz. Unlike the vanguard-based guerrilla of the 1960s, these factions 
adopted a broad-based mobilisation strategy and added cultural aspects to the 
discourse on economic exploitation. As Carol Smith argues, the more they 
accommodated to the new battlegrounds, the more they realised that mass 
mobilisation hinged on an agenda that included culture.70 During the 1970s 
and the early 1980s, a vast number of Mayas joined the factions.71

 Until the early 1980s, the armed forces had not made any lasting incur-
sion into the Maya highlands.72 But as the worry about a widespread indige-
nous rebellion gained strength in the elite, the military launched a scorched 
earth campaign in the Maya heartland. Political scientist Charles Brockett ar-
gues that the campaign was ‘directed not just at denying the revolutionaries a 
supportive popular base but also at destroying any autonomous popular or-
ganisation in the countryside’.73 It was the bloodiest assault on an indigenous 
people since the conquistadors. When Guatemala’s Truth Commission issued 
a report in the 1990s on the effects of the war (1962-1996), it stated that of 
more than forty-two thousand registered victims, 83 per cent were Mayan.74 
Hundreds of thousands Mayas had been forced into exile and/or turned into 
widows and orphans. Some four hundred communities had been destroyed. 
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71  Jonas 1991, p. 133. 
72  Sieder (2002b, p. 190) argues that the low rural penetration of the state ‘provided a con-
siderable degree of de facto autonomy for the indigenous authorities at communal level’. 
73  Brockett 1988, p. 107. 
74  CEH 1999, p. 17. On the human suffering during the war and the counter-insurgency 
campaign, see also Le Bot 1995; Jonas 2001. 



 
Oligarchic authoritarianism and rural mobilisations    95 

 Alta Verapaz was heavily affected by the war. The local oligarchy was 
deeply concerned with the mobilisation of the workforce and its growing de-
mand for land. In 1978, the tensions between the indigenous peasantry and the 
oligarchy took a tragic turn. It started with the massacre of about one hundred 
forty Q’eqchi’es in Panzós, a small town in eastern Alta Verapaz. The incident 
sparked rage and solidarity across the country and encouraged seventy to 
eighty thousand people to join a national protest march, which was repeated 
by some one hundred thousand marchers commemorating the event in the fol-
lowing year. The massacre was the beginning of escalating violence commit-
ted by the military, often using ‘death squads’, and, to a certain extent, guer-
rilla groups. It was one of sixty massacres carried out in the department during 
the war. During the military campaign in the 1980s alone, some one hundred 
hamlets were destroyed, 80 per cent of the population was forced off their 
homesteads, and twenty thousand Q’eqchi’es and Pocomchi’es joined the 
refugee stream towards the hills and the forests.75

 After the genocidal campaign, the armed forces imposed a system of 
rural control that lasted until the signing of the peace accords in 1996. Alta 
Verapaz was a key zone for this social restructuring. Specific development 
zones were formed and model villages were established where former refu-
gees were shoved together for so-called re-education. As in the rest of the 
Maya highlands, the militarisation also involved the appointment of military 
commissioners (comisionados militares) in the communities. Their prime task 
was to oversee a system of Civil Self-Defence Patrols (Patrullas de Autode-
fensa Civil). Until the patrols were dismantled in 1995, they compelled com-
munal members from fifteen to sixty-five years of age to report any guerrilla 
activity in the local surroundings. At its height, the system involved one mil-
lion people throughout rural Guatemala.76

 
 
The rural Catholic Church and the indigenous communities 
For the major part of Latin American history, agrarian power structures have 
been upheld by the landlords, the military and, not least, the Catholic Church. 
In Guatemala, however, the so-called liberal revolution of the 1870s had a 
particularly strong secular twist. From an oligarchic standpoint, the attack on 
the Church opened territories to coffee cultivation. But a weakened Church 
also meant that the oligarchy lost an experienced intermediary in its manage-
ment of indigenous society.77 From the 1940s, the Church and its conservative 

                                                 
75  On the effects of the war in Alta Verapaz, see Reyes 1998, p. 208; CEH 1999, p. 83; 
Wilson 1999, p. 165; Aguilar 2000, p. 15. On the Panzós massacre, see Jonas 1991, p. 128; 
Bastos & Camus 2003b, p. 47. 
76  On the civil patrol system, see Smith 1990c, pp. 272-3; Brockett 1992, pp. 25-7; Adams 
1995, pp. 173-4; Le Bot 1995, pp. 199-200; CODEDUR et al. 1996a, pp. 177-8. 
77  Smith (1990a, pp. 14-6) argues that the weakening of the rural Church intensified the 
polarisation between Maya communities and the state. For a similar argument, see Le Bot 
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sub-organisation Catholic Action regained some of its former rural position. 
Catholic Action was founded during the Arévalo administration as an attempt 
to push back Protestant evangelism, Communist influences and what was per-
ceived as syncretistic beliefs in the indigenous communities.78

 In order to sap the strength of traditional communal structures based on 
age groups (principales) and syncretistic brotherhoods (cofradías), parish 
priests trained selected community members to be local catechists, that is, 
people teaching the Bible and spreading the religious message. Carlos Cabar-
rús and Richard Wilson argue that the catechists often were recruited among 
richer and literate members of the community connected with the outside 
world through military service, migration or commercial activities.79 Due 
partly to the work of the Church and the catechists, partly to the expansion of 
rural commercialisation, proletarianisation, new export crops and mechanised 
cultivation, the old communal authority structures started to lose ground. In 
the 1970s, the discrediting of the world-views upon which the principales and 
the cofrades based their authority encouraged rank-and-file community mem-
bers to depart from an often quiescent acceptance of traditional structures. 
While the key point of contention in the 1960s had been the alienation of an 
emerging and Church-supported Maya bourgeoisie from traditionalist norms, 
values and hierarchies, communal relations in the 1970s were, according to 
Arturo Arias, marked by growing communal class divisions.80 In the process, 
some priests and catechists sided with the poor, not only in communal matters 
but also in the wider quest for land and other productive resources. During 
these years, a progressive wing of the Church and the sub-organisation Catho-
lic Action became leading promoters of the organisation and education of the 
indigenous peasants.81 Accordingly, Catholic Action, founded as a bulwark 
against forces that threatened rural peace, came to contribute to a more vola-
tile rural scenario. To make sense of this dual appearance, one must consider a 
current that gained ground in the late 1960s. Across Latin America, a number 
of priests and nuns broke with the oligarchic-friendly, landowning Church. 
Often in opposition to the national episcopates, they preached what came to be 
called liberation theology, which saw the misfortunes of the rural poor as the 
world’s shortcomings and not the will of God.82

                                                                                                                                            
1995, p. 134. On the anti-clerical nature of the ‘liberal’ reforms, see also Wilson 1999, pp. 
129-30. 
78  On the initial aims of Catholic Action, see Le Bot 1995, pp. 94-5, 134-7; Bastos & Ca-
mus 2003b, p. 31. 
79  Cabarrús 1979, pp. 121-2; Wilson 1999, pp. 127-8, 139, 143. On the Catholic Church 
and growing communal divisions, see also Fernández 1988, p. 12; Esquit & Gálvez 1997, 
pp. 28-9; Gálvez et al. 1997, p. 53; Siebers 1998, p. 25. 
80  Arias 1990, pp. 242-3. 
81  For details on the strong connections between Catholic Action and the bourgeoning in-
digenous-peasant mobilisation, see Brockett 1988, pp. 107-8 and 1992, pp. 12-4; Arias 
1990. 
82  For a brief outline of that current, see Esquit & Gálvez 1997, p. 29; Biekart 1999, p. 56. 
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 The crisis of the peasant sector, the spread of revolutionary ideas, the 
escalation of military repression, the rise of a progressive Catholic movement 
and the erosion of old community structures were all elements that contributed 
to a new socio-political awakening of the rural poor.83 Working with a new 
educated segment of the indigenous people, the progressive wing of the 
Catholic Church and local catechists also initiated a more active resistance 
against racism, thus paving the way for an ethnic discourse rooted in the re-
surgence of Maya identity.84 In seminar groups and at other occasions estab-
lished for discussing Maya culture, bonds were knit between linguistic groups 
such as the Kiché’es, the Kaqchikeles, the Mames and the Q’eqchi’es.85

 
 
The rural entry of development organisations 
The 1970s saw the entry and/or strengthened position of a multitude of rural 
collective actors, many of which contributed to the mobilisation of the indige-
nous peasantry. They were catechist cadres, Protestant churches, indigenous 
seminar groups, guerrilla factions, agrarian co-operatives, civic committees 
(local electoral bodies) and the Christian Democratic Party. They were also 
non-governmental development organisations. Apart from the U.S. Agency 
for International Development – already present in the countryside – the entry 
of these organisations was largely related to the earthquake that struck Gua-
temala in 1976 and caused the death of some twenty-five thousand people, a 
vast part of them indigenous peasants. But the inflow of international aid also 
encouraged the state to present itself not only as a coercive apparatus but also 
as an agent of development. To a greater extent than before, it supported the 
creation of agricultural co-operatives. But the initiative was controversial. On 
the one hand, the co-operatives ensured some protection when commodity 
prices fell, they weakened the economic intermediaries and they attracted 
credits. On the other hand, it was argued, primarily among the trade unions, 
that these co-operatives were co-opted, they did not reach out to the impover-
ished landless peasants and they thwarted the struggle for land redistribution. 
Some (mainly Church-promoted) co-operatives maintained a more independ-
ent status. They became important means for the re-unionisation of the coun-
tryside.86

 
 

                                                 
83  Guatemalan scholar Santiago Bastos (interview 2001-05-16) relates the larger electoral 
participation of the indigenous people in the mid-1970s to the Catholic Church and the rise 
of an oppositional political party: the Christian Democratic Party. 
84  On the Church, the catechists and the ethnogenesis, see Wilson 1999; Yashar 2005, pp. 
74-5. 
85  The indigenous seminars (seminarios indígenas) were held on a yearly basis and centred 
on the political and economic situation of the Mayas (Bastos & Camus 1996, pp. 24-5). 
86  On the co-operatives, see Plant 1978, pp. 86-9; Arias 1990, pp. 233-5; Brockett 1992, p. 
15. 
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The rise of CUC 
The experiences of the socio-political awakening of the 1940s and 1950s, the 
agrarian transformation, the changing oligarchic structures, the repression, the 
influx of rural organisers, the emergence of Maya intellectuals, and the pro-
gressive transformation of local Catholic parishes, inspired new indigenous 
leaders to forge broader organisational bonds and political agendas. A key 
catalyst of this new awakening was that branches of the Church started to 
work more closely with the new trade unions. This cooperation attained its 
fullest development with the creation of the farm workers union Committee 
for Peasant Unity (Comité de Unidad Campesina, CUC). CUC was formed by 
Ladino intellectuals, but many leaders were indigenous peasants who had 
served as catechists and/or participated in Maya-centred seminar groups.87

 CUC’s agenda applied equally to Ladino and indigenous agriculturists, 
the latter in their capacity as coastal estate workers and highland peasants. It 
built its strongholds on the southern coast and in the western departments of 
Chimaltenango and El Quiché. CUC allied with the Guatemalan Committee 
for Trade Union Unity (Comité de Unidad Sindical de Guatemala, CNUS), a 
labour union formed after the earthquake in 1976. The activities of CUC cen-
tred on marches and strikes. Already at the 1978 May Day parade, when the 
committee made its first public appearance, it demonstrated political strength. 
In the description of the sociologist José Manuel Fernández, the inhabitants of 
Guatemala City witnessed an historic sight. They saw ‘long lines of hundreds 
of marching indigenous men, women, and children, who not only exhibited 
colourful traditional dresses but, breaking the stereotype of the passive Indian, 
presented demands as members of a new organisation with the motto: Clear 
Head, Heart of Solidarity and Combative Fist of All Rural Workers’.88 The 
capacity of CUC was further manifested in 1980 when it responded to the low 
wages on the plantations by staging the largest agricultural strike in national 
history. During the military campaign in the Maya highlands, all agents linked 
to the socio-politically awakened indigenous peasantry were brutally attacked 
– communities, independent co-operatives, parishes and, not least, CUC. For 
the military-oligarchic coalition, CUC was a subversive element that had to be 
nipped in the bud. As repression against it grew, many affiliates switched 
from being peaceful protesters to participants in the revolutionary struggle. 
 
 

Concluding remarks 
This chapter has pointed out a number of elements that helped in inciting the 
first and second phases of rural mass mobilisation in mid-twentieth-century 
Guatemala. The first phase was linked to the efforts of the state to abolish the 
agrarian oligarchic power structures and increase agricultural productivity. To 
                                                 
87  For a description of CUC in the 1970s and early 1980s, see Fernández 1988 and 1992; 
Brockett 1992, p. 17; Le Bot 1995; Bastos & Camus 1996 and 2003b, pp. 44-7. 
88  Fernández 1992, pp. 125-6. 
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realise these goals, the governments of Arévalo and Arbenz promoted the ex-
pansion of political and social rights, primarily by the establishment of wider 
electoral rights, a redistributive agrarian reform and a labour code that opened 
up the unionisation of the countryside. The second phase was not accompa-
nied by democratisation but was provoked by increasing state repression and 
the ever deepening crisis of the peasant sector, including the double squeeze 
of unemployment and shrinking access to land. It was also accompanied by 
changing oligarchic power structures. Historian Marta Casaus describes the 
period between 1978 and 1984 as one of accentuated internal rivalry within 
the oligarchic class that took place amidst a growing crisis of the coffee-based 
agro-export model.89

 To begin with, the socio-political awakening of the rural poor was a 
process that took place mainly within the progressive corners of the Catholic 
Church.90 At first glance, this seems contradictory, since the Church, along 
with the Indigenista Institute, was entrusted with the mission to push back 
what the oligarchy and the armed forces saw as Bolshevist rural tendencies. 
However, the Church was a legitimate actor within the oligarchic authoritarian 
regime and its progressive segment offered a strategic platform for the indige-
nous peasantry. The entry of various external development agents and politi-
cal organisers into the Maya highlands was another contributor to the awaken-
ing, as was – for opposite reasons – the insurgency campaign of the U.S.-
supported armed forces. The increasing repression was a result of the inability 
of the oligarchic-military coalition to gain popular legitimacy. More specifi-
cally, the stepping up of violence against the Mayas in the 1970s and early 
1980s related to growing divisions within the elite and the fact that semi-
feudal and paternalistic forms of dominance had begun to erode, making it 
harder for the agrarian oligarchs to control the workforce. The stepping up of 
violence was also associated with the racist attitudes of the elite. During these 
years, the classic stigma of the ‘backward Indian’ was accompanied by a new 
notion of the ‘Communist Indian’, which was linked to the rise of CUC and 
the entry of indigenous peasants (or the fear that more of them would enter) 
into the revolutionary army.91

 The second phase of the mobilisation of the rural poor differed from the 
first in that it included a more elaborated ethnic discourse. No longer was the 
definition of ethnicity confined to the agrarian oligarchy and its stratification 
of the labour force. It had been reconquered by a younger generation of com-
munity members assisted by the Catholic Church. From a structural perspec-
                                                 
89  Casaus 2004, p. 71. 
90  In relation to the upsurge of peasant activity, Brockett (1988 p. 192) argues that ‘the 
most important of the new political forces in rural Central America has been church peo-
ple’; this corresponds to the remark made by the new social movement theorist Tillman 
Evers (1998, p. 46) that the progressive part of the Catholic Church ‘lent its roof to many’ 
new movements in Latin America. 
91  According to Casaus (2004, pp. 71-3), the accentuation of violence in the late 1970s and 
the early 1980s is related to the reinforcement of elite racism. 
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tive, the process of forming encompassing ethnic identities was deeply rooted 
in the decline of traditional communal hierarchies, which in turn owed much 
to the expansion of agricultural commercialisation, the necessity for villagers 
to seek extra-communal work and, most importantly, to growing communal 
class divisions.92 According to anthropologists Santiago Bastos and Manuela 
Camus, rural education paved the way for new indigenous leaders, some of 
whom focused on agrarian issues, others on cultural revitalisation.93

 The rise of ethnic discourses was related to the escalation of military 
repression in the Maya heartland. Anthropologist Richard Wilson argues that 
the military attack on everything smelling of Communism – including eventu-
ally the catechist movement and the followers of liberation theology – made 
ethnicity a less dangerous form of articulating the bottom-up struggle.94 In this 
respect, ethnicity was not only the choice of a new Maya elite, but also a pos-
sible option for the Maya poor. The politicisation of ethnicity can thus be in-
terpreted as a strategic form of protest in the face of a slow structural trans-
formation towards rural capitalism that triggered certain changes in the oligar-
chic power structures, the reconstellation of rural forces and an increasingly 
aggressive oligarchic authoritarian regime. 
 Unlike settings in which the rural poor were mobilised under the undis-
puted leadership of the state and the peasant unions (as during the interregnum 
of Arévalo and Arbenz) or inserted into corporatist state-society channels (as 
in many mid-twentieth-century Latin American countries), the U.S.-promoted 
oligarchic authoritarian regime of mid-twentieth-century Guatemala provided 
few political structures through which the indigenous peasantry could channel 
its socio-economic demands. One was the Catholic Church. In the face of 
heavy repression against the organised left, the progressive wing provided an 
important site where a new rural awakening could take place. The re-
emergence of a class-based agenda and the rise of a Maya discourse were also 
accompanied by increasing cooperation between collectives of indigenous 
peasants and other rural agents. These actors laid the foundation of an emerg-
ing indigenous-peasant movement, spearheaded by CUC.95

 With the return of civilian rule in 1985, the indigenous-peasant move-
ment re-appeared. In 1992, some leaders of CUC left the organisation and 
formed the National Indigenous and Peasant Coordination (Coordinadora Na-
cional Indígena y Campesina, CONIC). With CONIC the indigenous peas-
antry acquired an organisation with a stronger ethnic orientation. The next 
chapter focuses on this development and its relation to the political transfor-
mation towards liberal democracy and the continued agrarian transformation 
towards rural capitalism. 

                                                 
92  Gálvez 1997, p. 49; Warren 2001, p. 161. 
93  Bastos & Camus 1996, p. 24. 
94  Wilson 1999, p. 193. 
95  On the class-ethnicity interplay within CUC, see Bastos & Camus 1996, pp. 159-64 and 
2003b, p. 46; Bastos 1998, p. 143; Reyes 1998, p. 100. 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
OLIGARCHIC DEMOCRACY, 
NEO-LIBERALISM AND CONIC 
 
This chapter focuses on the re-intensification of the land struggle in Guate-
mala between 1985 and 1996, a period marked by low-intensity warfare, 
slowly changing oligarchic power structures and a regime shift towards de-
mocratisation and market-oriented reforms. The purpose is to account for the 
maturing of the Guatemalan indigenous-peasant movement and how its strug-
gle for social rights manifested itself in the rise of a national organisation that 
gave voice to a combined class-ethnic agenda. The chapter also discusses why 
this organisation gained particular strength in the municipality of Tucurú in 
Alta Verapaz, a locality known for its deep-seated oligarchic power structures. 
 
 

Neo-liberalism and the oligarchic democratic regime 
In 1985, amidst deepening economic crisis and growing international pressure 
for peace and democracy, and involving a change in U.S. geo-politics away 
from the acceptance and even endorsement of non-Communist dictators, the 
military finally stepped down, allowing the electorate to choose as its presi-
dent the centrist Christian Democrat Vinicio Cerezo (1986-1990).1 The transi-
tion inspired some commentators to speak of a step from authoritarianism to 
democracy and say that the state had strengthened its independence from the 
oligarchic class.2 Others argued that it only generated a façade of democracy, 
pointing out that the armed conflict was continuing at a lower level of inten-
sity and that civil liberties and associational freedom were still being violated. 
According to historian Julio Castellanos Cambranes, the agrarian oligarchs 
feared that the civilian governments would be too weak to prevent the re-
awakening of the working classes.3 Partly for this reason, the high command 
                                                 
1  Booth (2001, pp. 32, 40) sees the transition as a result of U.S. pressure in combination 
with the inability of the armed forces to defeat the guerrilla movement. 
2  On the latter remark, see e.g. Smith 1990c, p. 275. 
3  Castellanos Cambranes 1992a, p. 39. 
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of the security forces and the oligarchic class still determined policy behind 
the scenes.4 Together, they resisted a decisive turn to liberal democracy, not to 
mention the diffusion of social rights. Even if Guatemala had rid itself of des-
potic dictators, the old system was maintained in so far as the oligarchs consti-
tuted ‘a body separated from the state, which it dominates from above’.5 With 
reference to post-transitional Guatemala, Ecuador and some other Latin 
American countries, Frances Hagopian wrote in the mid-1990s that the tradi-
tional elite ‘control several branches of government; they might occupy the 
presidency, command a working legislature majority, or make or approve ap-
pointments to the judiciary and civil service’.6
 At this point it is important to draw attention to the fact that these years 
also saw growing divisions within the elite. Tensions rose between the agrar-
ian oligarchs and the armed forces, especially as the latter entrenched itself in 
the economy. Simultaneously, the fraction of the oligarchy that was less hos-
tile to liberal democracy and market-oriented reforms strengthened its posi-
tion. Looking at Central America, William Robinson argues that the period 
from the 1960s to the 1990s was marked by three competing social projects. 
One was the coffee-dominated agro-export model and its attendant system of 
hereditary ‘oligarchic-feudal’ privileges and authoritarianism. Representatives 
of this model were the agrarian and agro-industrial fractions of the elite, or the 
agro-export oligarchy, in Robinson’s terminology. Another was led by the 
anti-oligarchic, revolutionary movement of the ‘popular masses’. The clash 
between these projects was intensified by the rise of a third that sought a neo-
liberal basis for the export sector and was promoted by, in his terms, a trans-
nationalised fraction of the elite. This group seems to have a weaker rural base 
than Jeffery Paige’s agro-industrial fraction in that it centres on people with 
stronger interests in the financial sector and the growing maquiladora indus-
try. Still, the transnationalised fraction resembles the agro-industrialists in that 
it did not come into, ‘being from outside of the traditional oligarchy but from 
within, from the same family networks’.7 From a Central American stand-
point, Robinson suggests that Guatemala had the weakest transnationalised 
elite and the most delayed transnational project. But even here it gained 
ground in the 1990s as a relatively independent project linked to global capi-
tal.8
 Already in the late 1980s, the transnational project was empowered by 
the adoption of the adjustment programmes prescribed by the International 
Monetary Fund. As in other countries, these programmes did not do away 
with the high concentration of wealth. On the contrary, accompanied by the 
                                                 
4  On the limited oligarchic democratisation, see e.g. Beard 2001; Chase-Dunn & Manning 
2001, p. 224. Yashar (1997, p. 242) sees the early Guatemalan democratisation process as a 
militarily controlled political liberalisation; see also Jonas 2001, pp. 60-2. 
5  Le Bot 1995, p. 79. 
6  Hagopian 1996, p. 70. 
7  Robinson 2003, p. 68; see also pp. 106, 194, 198. 
8  Ibid., pp. 102, 105. 
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impoverishment of millions of people, they seemed to reinforce a familiar 
Guatemalan pattern.9 According to Avri Gabrielle Beard, much of the elite 
found neo-liberalism appropriate, at least in the sense that it helped strengthen 
property rights.10 But the agrarian oligarchs were ‘too “illiberal” and back-
ward-looking’ to promote full-scale world market integration.11 This was still 
the dominant group. In spite of a gradual strengthening of the agro-
industrialists and the transnationalists, the division within the elite was not 
wide enough to seriously threaten the coffee oligarchy. With reference to Cen-
tral America of the early 1990s, Paige argues that the agro-industrialists cut 
their links to the agrarian elite ‘everywhere except in Guatemala’ and 
‘emerged triumphant everywhere, again except for Guatemala’.12 And for 
Robinson, the fact that the traditional oligarchy carried more weight in Gua-
temala than elsewhere on the isthmus was a severe impediment to the transna-
tional project.13 In this light, the struggle for social rights by the rural poor 
was still largely directed against the hereditary power of a small, oppressive 
and often racist elite. 
 
 

The resuscitation of the indigenous-peasant movement 
The scorched earth campaign of the armed forces in the early 1980s had 
forced the Committee for Peasant Unity (CUC) underground and had tempo-
rarily aborted the development of an indigenous-peasant movement. It had 
also replaced the external rural organisers that encouraged the rural mobilisa-
tion of the 1970s with agents linked to the counter-insurgency apparatus, such 
as the Civil Self-Defence Patrols. However, amidst the dual context of limited 
rural democratisation and low-intensity warfare in the mid-1980s, a number of 
development agents and political organisers returned to the countryside. Once 
again, elements within the Catholic Church played an important role in organ-
ising the rural poor. In 1987, one wing of the Church published a document 
labelled ‘Cry for Land’ (Clamor por la Tierra), which propagated the radical 
provision of social rights to the rural poor and land redistribution. The docu-
ment argued that the cry for land was the most desperate and that ‘the shortage 
of land ought to be seen as fundamental to the entire social problem of our 
                                                 
9  According to Jonas (2000, p. 28), during the 1980s, Guatemalans below the poverty line 
increased from 79 to some 90 per cent. 
10  Beard 2001. 
11  Jonas 2000, p. 223. According to Peeler (2004, p. 144), the military also ‘retained strong 
positions and vested interests in the Guatemalan economy and were capable of frustrating 
the efforts of successor governments to devise and implement a more coherent economic 
policy’. 
12  Paige 1997, p. 95. On the continued post-transitional economic dominance of the coffee-
based agrarian oligarchs, see also Le Bot 1995, 78. 
13  Robinson 2003, p. 112. Chase-Dunn & Manning (2001) identify a weak Guatemalan 
neo-liberal fraction in relation to the armed forces and the agro-exporting elite. For Jonas 
(1991, p. 91), the Guatemalan neo-liberalists preserved their oligarchic world-views. 
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country’.14 In a country where a small clique possessed virtually all the good 
soil while the immense majority tried to survive on poor, minuscule and 
shrinking plots of land, it may be taken for granted that land distribution was 
placed in the front line of public debate. In the case of Guatemala, however, 
speaking about agrarian reform was still viewed by the elite as an act of sub-
version.15 The clergy did not simply produce literature; a handful also took 
direct action. For Castellanos Cambranes, the reverend Andrés Girón was an 
important case in point. As an organiser of plantation workers on the coast, he 
articulated an agenda against the high concentration of land and the violation 
of labour rights. In contrast to the ‘overturn of the system’ propounded in the 
revolutionary project, he also brought forward a call for political participation, 
thus initiating a discussion on militancy and political inclusion that since then 
has been in the forefront of the mobilised indigenous peasantry. In 1986, he 
demonstrated his readiness to combine non-violent protest and a proposal for 
agrarian reform by orchestrating the first rural mass manifestation since the 
plantation strike organised by CUC in 1980. The march commenced in the 
southern cotton districts and reached the capital after five days, bringing along 
some sixteen thousand demonstrators.16

 At roughly the same time, survivors of the CUC leadership convened 
an assembly in Mexico to exchange ideas for the rebuilding of the organisa-
tion. After years of exile, many were ready to return. During the 1988 May 
Day parade, CUC made its public reappearance. The event was followed one 
year later by a CUC-led strike on the sugar plantations, involving fifty to sixty 
thousand agricultural workers. The organisation maintained close relations 
with the revolutionary factions and their umbrella unit, the Guatemalan Na-
tional Revolutionary Army (Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca, 
URNG). During its underground years it had also gained new allies, mainly 
among the re-emerging trade unions and a new array of human rights organi-
sations.17

 What were the public responses to the call for a redistributive agrarian 
reform and the manifestations headed by CUC and Father Girón? According 
to Castellanos Cambranes, the answer of the Cerezo government to Girón’s 
march was – surprising as it might appear – to announce the largest rural re-
form since the days of Arévalo and Arbenz. Introduced as a plan for Inte-
grated Rural Development (Desarrollo Rural Integral), the reforms entailed 
the promotion of agricultural productivity and an ambitious programme for 
land redistribution. The armed forces were prepared to accept some elements 
of reform.18 In the post-authoritarian setting and due to the new geo-political 
orientation of the regional hegemon, the United States, a widespread and bru-

                                                 
14  Conferencia Episcopal de Guatemala 1987, p. 4. 
15  Le Bot 1995, p. 55. 
16  On the mobilisation orchestrated by Girón, see Castellanos 1992a. 
17  Bastos & Camus 2003b, p. 90. 
18  Castellanos 1992a, p. 51. 
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tal counter-insurgency campaign was no longer a viable alternative. As Cas-
tellanos Cambranes interprets the new military line of reasoning, certain con-
cessions might pacify an increasingly militant peasantry. The military was less 
willing to tolerate CUC, which it saw, with some justification, as part of the 
guerrilla movement. The agrarian oligarchy – no longer closely allied with the 
armed forces – was more directly disturbed. According to Castellanos Cam-
branes, it saw the remobilised peasantry and the promised reforms as threats 
to its control over labour. Pressured by its opposition, the government with-
drew its support for the Integrated Rural Development project.19

 
 
The rise of CONIC 
Several popular organisations entered into negotiations with the government, 
but the opening of spaces within the legal-institutional terrain was often con-
ditional on their distancing themselves from the guerrilla movement, URNG. 
This was easier said than done, as the latter was in control of much of the left-
wing opposition.20 CUC was one of several organisations that maintained 
close relations with URNG. At the outset of the 1990s, critical voices within 
the organisation grew louder. The time was ripe, they stressed, to break with 
the militant strategy.21 In an interview conducted in 2001, Rigoberto Morales, 
an ex-member of CUC, told me that an opinion circulated within the organisa-
tion was that it was losing its position as the leading representative of the 
land-struggling peasantry, being turned into a political tool of the guerrilla 
movement. In the opinion of Morales, URNG sought to capture the social 
bases of CUC and alter its strategy, away from expenditures on mass manifes-
tations and institution building. In 1992, he continued, the internal conflict 
peaked as URNG-friendly members of CUC organised secret meetings. When 
the ‘plot’ was brought to light, CUC broke apart and its field activity was 
more or less brought to a standstill. At a time when many local communities 
were engaged in land seizures, CUC was unable to offer guidance. Morales 
claimed that many local activists felt that they had been deserted.22

 According to another informant, the Guatemalan anthropologist Santi-
ago Bastos, the leaders who departed as a result of the split were the ablest 
activists of CUC, those with the strongest links to the bases.23 They made 
plans to form a new organisation capable of defending its autonomy vis-à-vis 
both the URNG and the political parties and state institutions. With that inten-
tion, Morales recalls, eight compañeros met in the Santa Inez community, in 
the department of Retalhuleu, where they prepared statutes and strategies. The 

                                                 
19  Ibid., pp. 46, 51-4; see also Fernández 1992, p. 154. 
20  Bastos & Camus 2003b, p. 113. 
21  Marciano Sucuqui, legal counsel to CNP-Tierra, COPMAGUA, interview 2001-05-17; 
Bastos & Camus 2003a, p. 34. 
22  Morales, member of the national directorate of CONIC, interview 2001-05-08. 
23  Bastos, interview 2001-05-16; see also Bastos & Camus 2003a, p. 34 and 2003b, p. 109. 
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result was the creation in July 1992 of the National Indigenous and Peasant 
Coordination (Coordinadora Nacional Indígena y Campesina, CONIC).24

 
 
CONIC: An indigenous-peasant organisation 
During the major part of the twentieth century, culturally oriented indigenous 
demands had been nonexistent, ignored or subordinated to world-views cen-
tred on socio-economic problems. As shown in the previous chapter, it was 
not until the turbulent years of the late 1970s and early 1980s that a segment 
of the Maya population was assisted by progressive parts of the Catholic 
Church to break with dominant notions and take on a more ethnic discourse. 
In the early 1990s, as the ethnic discourse had matured and taken an organised 
shape, Santiago Bastos and Manuela Camus pioneered a perspective that di-
vided the organised Maya population into two principal ideological camps.25 
Into the first, the authors placed what they termed popular-indigenous organi-
sations (organizaciones populares indígenas). These organisations, among 
them CUC, often had a close attachment to the guerrilla army URNG and 
other popular organisations. Some of them raised ethnic concerns. But their 
distinguishing feature was a focus on social and human rights. Into the second, 
Bastos and Camus placed what they called Maya institutions (instituciones 
mayanistas). These sought alternatives to the revolutionary struggle and op-
posed the description of Mayas as a sub-group of the peasantry and the reluc-
tance of class organisations to place ethnic issues at the centre of the agenda. 
They pointed out that many Mayas had entered the non-agricultural labour 
market and climbed the economic ladder. Among other things, these institu-
tions focused on multi-ethnic education, the rewriting of Guatemalan history 
and the unification of all twenty-one linguistic Maya groups under a cross-
class banner, in part by creating a standard Maya literary language.26

 For some observers, the rise of the Maya institutions, and the willing-
ness of the government to negotiate with them, indicated that Guatemalan so-
ciety had set the stage for a discourse on ethnicity in which racism was a 
dominant cause of marginality and a chief undercurrent of the civil war. For 
others, the reference to a Maya identity was problematic. It was by no means 
clear, they argued, that historical grounds for an unbroken identity linkage to 
                                                 
24  Morales, interview 2001-05-08. 
25  Bastos & Camus 1995, pp. 27-8 and 1996; see also Esquit & Gálvez 1997. Some schol-
ars distinguish a third camp within the overall Maya movement, namely a community-based 
one that operates without national coordination at the local grassroots level. 
26  Among the institutions, the Guatemalan Council of Mayan Organisations (Consejo de 
Organizaciones Mayas de Guatemala, COMG), formed in 1990, deserves particular men-
tion. With its strong agenda for Maya rights, its birth has been interpreted as a turning point 
for the Maya institutions. Another key institution is the Guatemalan Academy of Mayan 
Languages (Academia de Lenguas Mayas de Guatemala, ALMG), born in 1986. Fischer 
(1996, p. 70) and Warren (2001, p. 147) use the label Pan-Maya movement rather than 
Maya institutions, and Smith (1991) prefers Maya nationalists. Esquit & Gálvez (1997) and 
others simply say the Maya movement. 
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an ancient epoch existed, especially considering the mass of people who ad-
mittedly had an indigenous background but had been re-identified – by them-
selves or others – as Ladinos.27 Further, while some saw the institutions as 
vanguards for a grassroots-based movement in the making, others perceived 
them as actors without popular bases, led by a Maya intelligentsia concerned 
essentially with fundraising from international agencies that were attracted by 
the ethnic theme.28 In this sense, they appeared as ‘non-governmental organi-
sations’ rather than as integral parts of an existing or would-be social move-
ment.29

 The two strands of the organised Maya population had a major differ-
ence of opinion. While the popular-indigenous organisations accused the 
Maya institutions of seeking cultural solutions to what they basically saw as 
socio-economic problems, the latter accused the popular strand of being too 
economistic, thus underestimating the Maya cultural theme.30 In 1991, during 
the conference on ‘500 Years of Indigenous, Peasant, Black and Popular Re-
sistance’ – a counter-manifestation to the celebration of Spain’s arrival in the 
New World – the gap grew wider. Prior to the event, a network termed New 
Awakening (Majawil Q’ij) was set up to weld a united Maya and popular 
front. But since the ‘Maya institutions’ objected to the presentation of the Ma-
yas as poor victims, it was mostly ‘popular-indigenous’ organisations that en-
tered.31

 Does CONIC allow itself to be categorised in such terms? Would one 
or the other be a more appropriate tag? The reason part of the CUC leadership 
broke away from CUC and formed CONIC was not only to make a more deci-
sive inroad into the legal-institutional terrain and, in conformity with its aspi-
ration to ‘seek negotiation’,32 become more autonomous in relation to the 
guerrilla movement, the dominant actor of the left. As suggested by the presi-
dent of CONIC, Juan Tiney, in an interview that I conducted in 2003, the de-
cision also came from dissatisfaction with the way in which CUC had handled 
the class-ethnicity controversy. According to him, the Maya theme had not 
been subject to any profound discussion, and CUC at the time of the break-up 
had primarily been a peasant organisation. Not so with CONIC, which was 

                                                 
27  Montejo (1997) speaks of a Maya cultural linearity going back to a far distant past. 
Stavenhagen (1996b, p. 54) takes issue with such primordialist views of Maya identity. 
28  On the close links between this Maya stream and the international NGOs, see Smith 
1991, p. 30; Fischer 1996, pp. 67-8. For its middle class composition, see Fischer 1996, p. 
70; Yashar 1997, p. 254. For a list of critics of the Maya institutions, see Warren 1998b, 
175. 
29  Even today, argues the Guatemalan scholar Olga Pérez (interview 2003-10-07), COMG 
is like a non-governmental organisation. 
30  Smith 1991, p. 29; Bastos & Camus 1996, pp. 173-4. Warren (2001, p. 157) speaks of a 
tendency to overestimate the tension between the groups; see also Gálvez 1997, p. 111. 
31  On the split during the counter-manifestation, see Hale 1994, p. 18; Esquit & Gálvez 
1997, p. 48-9; Warren 1998b, pp. 168-9. 
32 Bastos & Camus 2003b, p. 164 
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eminently Maya.33 When I interviewed Daniel Pascual, the coordinator of 
CUC, he argued that the two organisations had the same historical roots and 
that CONIC would not have existed without CUC.34 Still, in its emphasis on a 
distinct indigenous problématique and specific rights for the indigenous peo-
ple, CONIC had a more explicit ethnic agenda.35 In fact, political scientist 
Deborah Yashar stresses that its emphasis on indigenous identity challenged 
prevailing class discourses.36 I would argue that the most significant feature of 
CONIC was its attempt to combine both class and ethnicity. Like the popular-
indigenous organisations, it was concerned with human rights, labour relations 
and the economic conditions of the rural poor. With the Maya institutions it 
shared the preoccupation to end the armed struggle and promote the renais-
sance of Maya cultural forms. But can ethnicity and class merge into an ideo-
logical synthesis? Do they not pull in distinct directions, resting as they do on 
two specific ways of viewing the world? The tensions and dynamic interplay 
between the world-views was primarily reflected in CONIC’s approaches to 
land and the nature of its members. 
 The CONIC leader Juan Tiney told me that while peasants view land as 
a means of production, indigenous people make references to the Mother Land 
(la Madre Tierra), which he related to life, energy, water, air, and so on. He 
criticised society for pretending that the Mayas had ceased to exist, an asser-
tion that allowed the claims to ancestral land rights to be nullified. He held 
that the agenda of CONIC entailed a connection between land and production 
as a matter of survival. But the term Madre Tierra was central also when 
CONIC mobilised poor Ladinos. Even if the latter are not original owners, he 
claimed, they have rights. La Madre Tierra is there for all.37 For CONIC, the 
issue of land thus bridges social and ethnic rights. But at the same time that la 
Madre Tierra belongs to all, it belongs in particular to the indigenous people. 
 The overwhelming majority of CONIC’s members belong to the Maya 
population. But CONIC also reaches out to the non-indigenous rural popula-
tion. It appeals to this segment by using a wider significance for the term ‘in-
digenous’. The statutes stress that ‘indigenous’ also encompasses poor La-
dinos.38 When I discussed this with Rigoberto Morales at the national direc-
torate of CONIC, he stressed that the distinction between ‘peasant’ (cam-
pesino) and ‘indigenous’ was exaggerated. It goes without saying, he argued, 
that those who have migrated on a permanent basis to the southern coast have 
lost much of the identity that in the highlands is expressed through Maya 
dress, languages and traditions. But deep down, these poor Ladinos have their 
roots in the Maya people. Within every Maya, he reasoned, lives a peasant. 

                                                 
33  Tiney, interview 2003-10-06; see also Adams 1995, pp. 163, 168; Peeler 2003, p. 271. 
34  Pascual, interview 2003-10-08. 
35  Santiago Bastos, researcher at Flacso-Guatemala, interview 2001-05-16. 
36  Yashar 2005, p. 25. 
37  Tiney, interview 2003-10-06. 
38  CONIC: Estatuto Interno, p. 3. 
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‘We cannot say that indigenous people struggle on one end and peasants on 
another, because both want la Madre Tierra and development.’ At the same 
time, he made a distinction between poor Ladino peasants and ‘true’ Ladinos 
who ‘live from business, are merchants and have large expanses of land’.39

 Accordingly, CONIC blended a class discourse that embraced the rural 
poor with a Maya discourse that differed from the cross-class variant of the 
Maya institutions in that it saw the indigenous people as a specific class, 
though not necessarily a sub-group of the peasantry. This agenda had its ten-
sions. If ‘indigenous’ also referred to Ladino peasants, what was the implica-
tion of phrases like ‘CONIC is eminently Maya’? Why declare, like Morales, 
that the organisation in 2001 comprised ‘98 per cent indigenous people and 2 
per cent poor Ladinos’?40 Why stress, like Tiney, that ‘in the poor peasantry 
we include everyone, indigenous people and Ladinos, but mainly the indige-
nous population’41 and that the ‘engine of the organisation is the indigenous 
question because it is not the same thing when a peasant and an “indígena” 
struggle for a piece of land’.42 Strategically, one advantage was that CONIC, 
by referring to its members as indigenous peasants and stressing the Maya 
theme, could distance itself from URNG. As Bastos and Camus explain, eth-
nicity was the discourse available in the early 1990s for those who aspired to 
break with the guerrilla movement. They also argue that CONIC, by using a 
broad meaning for ‘indigenous’, distinguished itself from the Maya institu-
tions and their less socio-economically oriented agenda.43 The class-ethnicity 
mix implied ideological ambiguity, but CONIC’s position between the Maya 
institutions and the popular-indigenous organisations enabled it to strengthen 
its autonomy and manoeuvre within a wide range of allies.44 Another strategic 
advantage, discussed in the next chapter, was that the Maya theme opened the 
legal-institutional terrain. 
 
 

Operating in the terrain of ‘legality’ 
The indigenous peasantry had a complicated relation with the state. For the 
greater part of the twentieth century, the latter had defended the economic and 
racial privileges of the oligarchs, a bias that culminated in the genocidal cam-
paign in the Maya highlands. But except for the bloody years of the late 1970s 
and early 1980s, public interference had probably at no point in the century 
been the most pressing problem of the indigenous peasantry. If the state was 

                                                 
39  Morales, interview 2001-05-08. 
40  Ibid. 
41  Tiney 2000, p. 5. 
42  Tiney, interview 2003-10-06. 
43  Bastos & Camus 2003b, pp. 111-3 and 2003a, p. 51. 
44  The inclination towards alliance building was an original objective of CONIC (Gálvez & 
Gellert 2000, p. 61). At the international level, CONIC joined networks like Vía Campesina 
and the Latin American Congress of Rural Organisations (CLOC). 
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to blame, it was rather for not staging a decisive attack on the underlying 
structures of marginalisation and for being unable or reluctant to exercise the 
law equitably throughout its territory. In the early 1990s, some indigenous 
leaders reached the conclusion that approaching the state was an appropriate 
strategy. The creation of CONIC originated partly in a conviction that it was 
time to end the revolutionary strategy and take the concerns of the rural poor 
into the legal-institutional terrain. This was combined, however, with a mass 
mobilisation strategy. This section focuses on CONIC’s efforts to carry out 
this dual strategy in 1995 and 1996, the last years of the peace negotiation. 
 
 
CONIC: Two years of mass mobilisation, 1995-1996 
Within the context of civilian rule, the opening of the legal-institutional terrain 
to a number of formerly excluded groups set the stage for a new way of con-
ducting civil society. Many went from a repertoire anchored in confrontation 
to a behaviour marked by negotiation and compromise. Although organisa-
tions like CONIC took initial steps in this direction, leaving the trenches – like 
climbing into them – was a process largely spearheaded by the guerrilla move-
ment, partly in its role as peace negotiator with the state, partly due to its ef-
forts to become a political party. The ethnically oriented Maya leadership also 
took advantage of the political spaces that were opened. In the process, many 
went from radical demands based on ancestral land rights, for instance, to de-
mands for bilingual education and other themes less threatening to the elite.45 
A key dimension within much of contemporary indigenous resistance, accord-
ing to anthropologist Charles Hale, was to bridge these ‘authorized and con-
demned ways of being Indian’.46 In my view, this is what CONIC tried to do. 
As we will see in the next chapter, CONIC entered the political spaces within 
which the Maya theme was discussed. But it also engaged in the intense local 
struggles against the agrarian oligarchs. The emphasis on negotiated political 
settlements was thus alternated with contestation and mass mobilisation. 
 Shortly after the birth of CONIC in 1992, the dual strategy was put to 
its first test. An intense conflict over land took place in the southern depart-
ment of Retalhuleu. In order to put pressure on the government, local indige-
nous peasants undertook a march to the central square of the capital. Chased 
out of the plaza by the police, several hundred re-grouped at San Carlos Uni-
versity, where they, according to Bastos and Camus, continued the manifesta-
tion for another five months, supported by international agencies and CONIC. 
On two occasions, the latter met with government officials, and finally the 
administration agreed to hand out farmland.47 The first operation of CONIC 
had thus been successful, and so had its dual strategy of negotiation and in-
                                                 
45  For Bastos & Camus (2003a, p. 71), the peace process strengthened the political institu-
tionalisation and cultural agenda of the indigenous-based organisations, which distracted 
their focus from socio-economic issues. 
46  Hale 2004. 
47  Morales, CONIC leader, interview 2001-05-08; Bastos & Camus 2003a, pp. 40-3. 
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transigence. Strengthened by this event, the leadership began to build a na-
tionwide organisation. A general assembly, a council and a directorate were 
established, a structure repeated at departmental and municipal levels.48 These 
formative years were hard. Though the Catholic Church channelled money 
into the organisation, resources were meagre and the personnel had to do 
much unpaid work.49 Gradually CONIC acquired the means to expand its staff 
and train people locally who were able to offer advocacy for and education on 
progressive legislation and international conventions. By 1995, CONIC was 
an organisation capable of nationwide manifestations. 
 Between February and May 1995, CONIC staged the ‘Campaign for 
the Recuperation of la Madre Tierra’. It included all sorts of measures, from 
roadblocks and occupations of agrarian agencies to invasions of more than 
one hundred farmlands and marches to Guatemala City and other strategic 
towns. The target was the inactive role of the state in issues where access to 
land was at stake, the repression perpetrated by the landlords and rural privati-
sation. In addition to this dual attack on the oligarchic power structures and 
neo-liberalism, calls were also made for rural demilitarisation and recognition 
of ethnic rights. The campaign was endorsed by trade unions and many of the 
peasant organisations. The official responses were twofold. On the one hand, 
the government authorised the police to forcibly evict peasants from occupied 
lands, a decision that sparked sharp protests among the leaders of CONIC and 
CUC. They warned that if the government did not end the expulsion of peas-
ants and the landlords refused to hire more workers, Guatemala would be the 
scene of a social explosion.50 In the end, the government agreed to form a 
commission with two sub-commissions centred on the shortage of land and 
the abuses against labour rights respectively. The commission incorporated 
state institutions and peasant organisations. The Coordinating Committee of 
Agricultural, Business, Industrial and Financial Associations (Comité Coordi-
nador de Asociaciones Agrícolas, Comerciales, Industriales y Financieras, 
CACIF), the leading interest organisation of the economic elite, was invited. 
As far as labour issues were concerned, it participated, but it rejected the sub-
commission on land, stating that by no means did it intend to negotiate with 
people who violated the laws (invaded lands).51 The spokesman of the agrar-
ian chambers of CACIF, Humberto Preti, refused to believe that the campaign 
initiated by CONIC had anything to do with uneven land distribution. In his 
interpretation, the organisation rather had taken a chance to step up confronta-
tion in the face of an impending conference on Human Rights in Geneva.52 As 
the chambers summed up the situation, rural areas needed production, devel-
opment and infrastructure. Land redistribution was not a solution, especially 

                                                 
48  Gálvez & Gellert 2000, p. 60. 
49  Bastos & Camus 2003a, p. 40. 
50  Prensa Libre, April 7, 1995. 
51  Ibid., February 28 and March 22, 1995; Ajtikonel’, publication of CONIC, 1997, p. 3. 
52  Preti, according to Prensa Libre, February 18, 1995. 
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not the expansion of communal lands propagated by CONIC. For the cham-
bers, this form of tenure had a record of unproductivity. The protection of in-
dividual property and industrialisation were the influential variables for high 
rural productivity.53

 In May 1995, the government agreed to distribute land and the cam-
paign was called off. But already in September, CONIC launched another un-
der the battle-cry ‘Occupy, Resist and Produce la Madre Tierra’. This time 
the initiative was met with more widespread criticism. The peace negotiations 
between the guerrilla movement and the state had entered a crucial and sensi-
tive stage and many argued that civil society should stand clear of disruptive 
action and pursue its aims within the framework of existing laws, or else it 
risked jeopardising the whole process and undermining a fragile democratic 
opening. But the land occupations continued and rural tensions grew.54 After a 
skirmish between CONIC-affiliated occupants and the police in the western 
department of San Marcos, the government announced that it would enter oc-
cupied lands more resolutely.55 Once again, though, it combined coercion with 
the setting up of a national commission. CONIC welcomed the latter initia-
tive. In May 1996 the campaign was called off. 56

 
 
In the terrain of ‘legality’ 
With the guerrilla movement at the negotiation table, and much of civil soci-
ety preoccupied with advancing its concerns in the peace process, CONIC 
evolved into the most combative rural organisation. How did that correspond 
with its objective to enter the institutional terrain of the state and act legally? 
According to one perspective, land occupations and other ‘illegal’ initiatives 
were employed to put pressure on the agrarian oligarchs, but also to open up 
the legal-institutional terrain for issues related to land rights and social justice. 
From a theoretical perspective, Joe Foweraker has argued that political institu-
tionalisation is the only viable route for social movements and that ‘violence 
and political sterility’ await the movements that remain on the fringe of the 
political system. But the campaigns of CONIC were not ‘sterile’ in the sense 
of not yielding political fruit. They were successful in as much as they 
prompted the government to form commissions at the highest political level. 
Still, these political openings were combined with repression, partly from the 
state, but primarily from the agrarian oligarchs. Even if the latter did not have 
the same opportunity as before to let the armed forces clear their property, 
local activists were still subjected to harassment and even assassination. One 
argument used by the landlords to support their hard-line conduct was that the 
                                                 
53  Prensa Libre, April 4, 1995; see also Palma 1998. 
54  In April 1996, CUC estimated that peasants around the country occupied some 160 
farms, an exaggerated figure according to the government (Prensa Libre, April 17 and 19, 
1996). 
55  Prensa Libre, April 19, 1996. 
56  On the two campaigns, see Ajtikonel’, 1997, pp. 3-4; Bastos & Camus 2003a, pp. 67-70. 
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occupations were instigated by the guerrilla movement.57 But the allegation 
was farfetched, as URNG was busy with its own agenda, the peace negotia-
tion. Many land seizures also followed their own logic, starting before the 
campaigns and continuing after their closure. 
 Another perspective raised by Foweraker is that in societies plagued by 
second-class citizenship, ‘legality’ is an ambiguous term ultimately defined by 
groups in control of the state. Social movements ‘cannot count on a nonarbi-
trary rule of the law’.58 Rigoberto Morales of the national directorate of 
CONIC said, when interviewed, that his organisation complied with the laws 
as long as the state accepted the rights of the rural poor. In his opinion, equal 
treatment before the law did not exist in Guatemala, and ‘the rich people and 
the landlords are the ones who disrespect the laws’.59 As far as ‘legality’ is 
concerned, one also has to consider that international conventions related to 
ethnic rights sometimes clash with the national legal system. This is notewor-
thy in the case of land. Guatemala is a patchwork of disputed land titles, some 
listed in public registers and some passed down orally for generations. In two 
major ways, the property rights of the landlords collide with the customary 
rights of the Mayas. The first is found in places like Alta Verapaz, where pe-
ons demand the land they have tilled for generations on the estates. The other 
is common in the agricultural frontier area of the Transversal Strip, where in 
the 1970s local communities were removed by generals and foreign firms 
from land that was officially declared vacant. In order to resolve these legal 
uncertainties, CONIC supported the writing of a new property register, but it 
feared at the same time that well-connected oligarchs might convince the leg-
islators that the Mayas were the invaders and not, as CONIC would have it, 
the original owners.60 In an interview that I conducted in 2003, Juan Tiney, 
the president of CONIC, emphasised that new land legislation did not suffice. 
Why, he asked, should indigenous peasants accept the cementing of a reality 
in which a tiny clique of the population owns over 70 per cent of the land?61 
In order to look more closely into this struggle for land, the next section fo-
cuses on Alta Verapaz, and especially the municipality of San Miguel Tucurú, 
an historic stronghold of the agrarian oligarchs and, in the 1990s, of CONIC. 
 
 

The struggle for land in the local stronghold of CONIC 
As long as the agrarian oligarchs had firm control of the peons, Alta Verapaz 
was poorly penetrated by pro-peasant organisers. Accordingly, for the greater 
part of the twentieth century, local uprisings seldom assumed a militant and 

                                                 
57  Prensa Libre, March 29, 1996. 
58  Foweraker 1990a, p. 14. 
59  Morales, interview 2001-05-08. 
60  The CONIC leader Pedro Esquina, in Prensa Libre, March 11, 1996; see also Palma 
1998. 
61  Tiney, interview 2003-10-06. 
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unified shape. During the 1970s, when the rural poor in other parts of the 
Maya highlands experienced a new phase of mass mobilisation, Alta Verapaz 
often remained closed to popular agents.62 During these years, the struggles 
for land in Alta Verapaz and along the Transversal Strip were often initiated 
and orchestrated by the indigenous peasantry itself. Yet when the oligarchic 
grip loosened and external organisers managed to approach the local commu-
nities, as during the reform years of Arévalo and Arbenz or amidst the process 
of democratisation and peace in the 1980s and 1990s, the mobilising capacity 
of the Q’eqchi’es and the Pocomchi’es increased. This section concentrates on 
the late-twentieth-century organisation of the indigenous peons in the small 
municipality of San Miguel Tucurú in the southern Polochic Valley of Alta 
Verapaz.63 From structural and strategy-centred perspectives, it discusses why 
a municipality burdened by persistent oligarchic power structures became the 
stronghold of the indigenous-peasant movement. 
 
 
The early struggle for land in San Miguel Tucurú 
During the twentieth century, Tucurú was a major coffee producer. Despite a 
topography of steep mountains and valleys, the municipality had a favourable 
agricultural climate (an average temperature of 28-30 degrees Centigrade), 
heavy precipitation (190-260 annual rain days), and fertile lands. In the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, most of the land was purchased by 
German settlers. Upon the confiscation of their estates in the mid-1940s, pro-
prietors such as Emilio and Rudolf Sterkel and Otto Hussman were impris-
oned and deported from the country.64 During the years of the agrarian reform, 
a significant amount of the expropriated German property was transferred to 
the peons. Even if almost all of it was re-expropriated by the counter-
revolution in 1954, these years gave the peons a collective reference for imag-
ining an alternative society. For more than two decades, however, the land-
tenure structure remained intact. In 1979, 1 per cent of the estates still owned 
84 per cent of all arable land (a figure more disproportionate than the depart-
mental average).65 But Tucurú was also affected by the agrarian transforma-
tion. With the downturn in international coffee prices, some producers shifted 

                                                 
62  Le Bot 1995, p. 170; Wilson 1999, p. 159. 
63  Before the coffee boom, Tucurú was overwhelmingly populated by the Pocomchi group. 
Today, some 75 to 85 per cent linguistically belong to the Q’eqchi’es. Around 95 per cent 
belong to either of these Maya groups. Tucurú is one of 330 municipalities in Guatemala 
and one of 15 in Alta Verapaz. It is fairly small, covering 96 square km. It lies on the banks 
of the Polochic River, 60km from the departmental capital of Cobán and 200km from Gua-
temala City. The central town is fairly accessible, located as it is along the road between 
Cobán and Lake Izabal. By the end of the twentieth century, some 90 per cent of the eco-
nomically active population devoted itself to agriculture. For data on Tucurú, see Munici-
palidad de Tucurú 2001, pp. 1-2, 12; CODEDUR et al. 1996b, p. 77; Leal Leal 2000, p. 2. 
64  Wagner 1996, pp. 444, 446. 
65  Dirección General de Estadística y Ministerio de Economía 1982. 
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to less labour-intensive and more profitable crops.66 This altered and weak-
ened the traditional oligarchic power structures. In the decades that followed, 
a reduced need for a permanent workforce and a growing tendency to let day-
labourers take care of the harvest eroded the paternalistic relationship with the 
peons.67 Simultaneously, the double squeeze of unemployment and land short-
age fuelled rural unrest. 
 The first successful post-Arbenz struggle for land in Tucurú occurred 
on the Esperanza estate in the 1960s and 1970s. Pressured by the repression of 
the proprietors, a number of peons decided to claim what they perceived as 
their rightful lands. The initiative was successful and the first free communi-
ties of Tucurú were formed. In the 1970s and early 1980s, the events at 
Esperanza led to the liberation of other communities. These struggles had little 
coordination and were basically isolated from the mobilisations of indigenous 
peasants in other parts of the Maya highlands. No external agent had entered 
to assist the peons of Tucurú.68 According to Juan Tzib, the local CONIC 
promoter whom I interviewed in 2003, the struggle took a new turn in 1989 
when two communities brought their problems to the municipal parish.69 It 
was intensified in 1990, when Father Marco Tulio arrived to assist the parish 
priest Gerardo Lemus. Tulio brought along a new vision inspired by liberation 
theology. As previously noted, from the 1960s onwards, the Guatemalan 
Catholic Church had regained some of its prior foothold in the Maya high-
lands.70 While much of the Church remained highly conservative, some par-
ishes decided to side with the indigenous peasantry in its struggle for land and 
other needs. Following the escalation of military repression, much of the local 
clergy returned to a theological orientation focused on the soul rather than on 
the land. Tulio took issue with that, arguing that one also had to pay attention 
to the historical and cultural realities of the local population. In a written tes-
timony, he describes how the local parish became engaged in the struggle of 
the peons for land and social services.71 A specific parish group was formed in 
1991 to analyse the socio-economic situation of the peons, involving, among 
others, himself, the parish priest and the Sisters of Caritas order. The group 
found a depressing shortage of basic necessities. Tulio mentions that the popu-
lation was exposed to racism and starvation wages and suffered from high in-
fant mortality, deplorable housing conditions and lack of healthcare and elec-
tricity. The findings were supported by 1994 figures that suggested that more 
than three-fourths of the population was illiterate (second highest in the de-
partment), and that three out of every four children above seven did not attend 
school (highest in the department). But what Tulio and the parish agents con-
                                                 
66  Today the municipality produces coffee, cardamom, citrus fruits, chilli, plums, maguey 
and the staple crops of corn and beans. 
67  MacLeod 1998, pp. 196-200; Wilson 1999, pp. 44, 176. 
68  On the early struggle in Tucurú, see Tulio 1995, pp. 50-1; Leal Leal 2000, pp. 39-40. 
69  Tzib, interview 2003-10-18. 
70  In Alta Verapaz too, but not until the late 1960s (Bastos & Camus 2003b, p. 32). 
71  Tulio ‘Lucha por la Tierra…’; see also Tulio 1995. 
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ceived as the root cause of underdevelopment was the inequitable land tenure 
pattern.72

 Observing the precarious situation of the peons, the parish group started 
to build a movement. In that endeavour, it depended on native-born catechists, 
who, according to the instructor of catechists Marcos Maa Chaj, spread the 
message to the monolingual and often remote communities, some reachable 
only by foot.73 In a passage on the guerrilla movement that most likely applies 
to Tucurú as well, Richard Wilson argues that the catechists were the ones 
who managed to make political ideologies intelligible at the community 
level.74 Assisted by its catechists, the parish group gathered community mem-
bers for weekly meetings. According to Tulio, the group declared that it was 
acting in line with liberation theology. To coordinate the struggle it brought 
forth villagers who had demonstrated a social consciousness, such as the 
schoolteacher Juan Tzib. But able activists and better inter-communal linkages 
did not suffice. People were still hard to reach, living as they often did within 
the private domains of the landlords. Tulio stresses that the peons usually had 
to ask for permission to attend meetings outside the landed estates. The parish 
needed external assistance. 
 As a first option, Tulio tells us, the parish group sought help from the 
diocese of La Verapaz in the departmental capital of Cobán. Like Tulio, the 
bishop, Monsignor Flores, had embraced liberation theology. He had also 
demonstrated social commitment by assuring safe havens for refugees who 
returned home after the genocidal military campaigns.75 According to Tulio, 
the diocese appreciated the initiative of the parish. During the first quarter of 
1991, it organised a series of meetings where the socio-economic situations of 
Tucurú, Alta Verapaz and Guatemala were analysed. But when accusations 
were made that the diocese was engaged in illicit activities, the meetings were 
aborted. The plans to get the church to address the land problem in a coordi-
nated manner were never realised. 
 As a second option, the parish group sought legal assistance in the 
struggle for land and labour rights among the national peasant-based organisa-
tions. According to the local CONIC leader Juan Tzib, a meeting was con-
vened in 1991 between CUC and the representatives of a couple of Tucurú 
communities involved in conflicts over land.76 In cooperation with the parish, 
a central committee was formed. As their first coordinator, wrote Tulio in his 
testimony, the communities elected Tzib, at the time employed by the parish 
                                                 
72  On the reorientation of the Church, see Tulio 1995, p. 51. For the connection between 
underdevelopment and unequal land distribution in Tucurú, see MacLeod 1998, p. 182. For 
other socio-economic indices on Tucurú, see CODEDUR et al. 1996b; Dirección General 
de Estadística y Ministerio de Economía de la República de Guatemala, 1982, pp. 32-3, 43, 
89-90. 
73  Maa Chaj, interview 2001-05-06. 
74  Wilson 1999, pp. 161-2. 
75  Reyes 1998, p. 209. 
76  Tzib, interview 2003-10-18. 
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as a schoolteacher. It was decided that the six communities would prepare for 
future actions by procuring the legal documents linked to their claims. CUC, 
for its part, would hold courses on the Constitution, the labour code and other 
relevant laws.77 In 1992, as CUC broke into fractions, its activities in Tucurú 
were abandoned. In 1993, after six months of waiting, the communities ap-
proached CONIC, which included much of CUC’s former leadership.78

 
 
Tucurú: The stronghold of CONIC 
During the constituent meeting in Retalhuleu, the founding compañeros of 
CONIC decided that they would form a national organisation with a foothold 
in as many of Guatemala’s twenty-two departments as possible. In an attempt 
to avoid conflict with CUC, which had its bastion in the western highlands, 
plans were made to expand in areas where peasant mobilisation had been his-
torically weaker.79 Southern Alta Verapaz, with its uneven land distribution, 
minimal presence of outside organisers and relative closeness to Guatemala 
City was ideal in this respect. But when CONIC entered Tucurú in the early 
1990s, the groundwork for an organised struggle had already been laid by the 
peons, first by themselves and then in cooperation with the parish group and, 
temporarily, with CUC.80 In an interview conducted in 2001, Rigoberto 
Morales, a national leader of CONIC, told me that the Church had opened the 
door to Tucurú and other municipalities in the Polochic Valley.81

 The work performed by leaders of CONIC in Tucurú often differed 
from what they had undertaken in CUC among the seasonally migrating Maya 
labourers in the western highlands. While the concerns of the latter customar-
ily also included access to land, the focus was often on the improvement of 
labour conditions. The peons of Tucurú, on the other hand, primarily fought 
for land. There were ample indications that it would be a difficult struggle. 
Tucurú was one of the leading semi-feudal municipalities of Guatemala, and 
the communities were hard to reach. Despite this, the struggle carried out by 
the communities, the parish group and CONIC turned out to be successful. 
When CONIC arrived, almost all arable land was divided into large private 
estates. Eight years later, estimates by members of CONIC showed that in a 
municipality of twenty-eight thousand people more than eleven hundred fami-
lies had obtained land.82 Another way to measure the success is by looking at 
the increase in independent communities. From the 1960s to the turn of the 

                                                 
77  Tulio ‘Lucha por la Tierra…’. 
78  Tzib, interview 2003-10-18. 
79  Rigoberto Morales, member of the national directorate of CONIC, interview 2001-05-08. 
On the entry of CONIC into Tucurú, see MacLeod 1998, pp. 186-7. 
80  Jorge Balsells, former mayor of Tucurú, interview 2003-10-07. 
81  Morales, interview 2001-05-08. 
82  Tzib & Maa Chaj et al. 2002. On the Tucurú population at various periods, see Laparra 
de Guzmán 1979; Instituto Geográfico Nacional 1980, pp. 141-4; INE 1994; Municipalidad 
de Tucurú 2001, p. 1. 
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century, sixty indigenous communities acquired land and liberated themselves 
from the immediate grip of the agrarian oligarchs, most of them in coopera-
tion with CONIC. In accordance with CONIC’s practice of measuring its con-
stituency by the number of member communities, the organisation went from 
an initial number of six communities to almost forty in 2003. Tucurú had 
evolved into the stronghold of the organisation.83

 
 
Politico-agrarian transformation and changing oligarchic structures 
Fundamental to comprehending why Tucurú became the bastion of CONIC 
was the broader socio-economic and political context and the strategies pur-
sued by the organisation and the leaders of the Tucurú movement within the 
parameters of Q’eqchi culture. Much of the struggle in Tucurú concerned 
communal autonomy and land. For the agrarian oligarchs, the possession of 
land had been not only a source of wealth but also an indicator of status and a 
means to uphold social control. One way to explain the success of CONIC in 
Tucurú is that many landlords had reached the conclusion by the 1990s that 
there was no longer an economic justification for keeping extensive tracts of 
land, especially if the sole purpose was to tie the peons to the estate. Within a 
context of agricultural modernisation, some proprietors realised that they 
could make a better profit by selling bits of lands to the peons. While most 
parcels transferred to the peons were of inferior quality, the interests of some 
agrarian oligarchs did thus coincide with those of the indigenous-peasant 
movement.84 Moreover, in reference to Alta Verapaz, Pedro Marimán of the 
UN Commission MINUGUA, told me in 2001 that though the landlords still 
associated the possession of land with social prestige, their growing fear of the 
mobilised peons convinced them that the best way to anticipate the invasion of 
their land was to put pieces of it up for sale.85

 However, in spite of the agrarian transformation and the strengthening 
of the local indigenous-peasant movement, much of the land in Tucurú in the 
1990s was still being used for land-demanding and labour-intensive coffee 
cultivation, and the oligarchs had no interest in contributing to the rise of a 
strong popular movement. During the 1970s and 1980s, the preservation of 
patrimonial relationships enabled the landlords to pacify the workforce. But 
                                                 
83  From a national perspective, figures show that CONIC had 329 member communities in 
2003. Communities within linguistic groups such as the Kiché’s and the Kaqchikeles, which 
dominate the intellectual cadres of the Maya institutions, made up one-fifth. More than one-
half were concentrated in Q’eqchi territory. In the Polochic Valley, seventy-three communi-
ties were affiliated with the organisation (Bastos & Camus 2003a, pp. 149-52; see also 
Congcoop 2000, p. 57). According to the trainer of catechists Maa Chaj (interview 2001-05-
06), thirty-five, or one-half of the Tucurú communities, were members in 2001. For the 
number of CONIC communities in Tucurú in different years, see also Leal Leal 2000, p. 7; 
Inforpress Centroamericana 2000, p. 105. 
84  Tulio (‘Lucha por la Tierra...’) writes that the lands were infertile and situated, ‘on 
slopes, without trees, without water, etc.’ 
85  Marimán, interview 2001-05-28. 
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with the accelerating liberation of the communities, the possibility of control-
ling the workforce had lessened. In the first half of the 1990s, the landlords 
decided to increase the militarisation of the municipality.86 In order to counter 
the CONIC-led movement and possible guerrilla assaults, military commis-
sioners were appointed in the communities, Civil Self-Defence Patrols were 
formed and private guards were placed at the gates of the estates, in part to 
hinder the entry of the catechists. Father Tulio writes that even he was pre-
vented from preaching the gospel and celebrating communion on the farms. 
And in cases when he did get clearance to pass, his activities were observed 
by informants.87 It seems that the orejas (ears) had plenty to report. According 
to Byron Peña, the Tucurú coordinator of the non-governmental organisation 
CARE, the meetings were opportunities to disseminate political messages.88 
The patrons, beyond attacking Tulio on the grounds that his meetings on the 
farms functioned as political rallies, accused him of being a member of the 
guerrilla.89 When I interviewed the CONIC member Marcos Maa Chaj in 
2001, he said that the priest was charged with having an arsenal of weaponry 
stuffed away in a secret place. In the opinion of Maa Chaj, Tulio was innocent 
of the allegations.90 In 1994, the local CONIC leader Juan Tzib told me, Tulio 
was brought before the Ministry of the Interior in the departmental capital of 
Cobán, where, in the supportive presence of the Diocese and Tzib, he declared 
his innocence to the military commander. According to Tzib, the armed forces 
and the local indigenous-peasant movement managed to establish a dialogue.91 
Whether it was due to this meeting or the national processes towards peace 
and democracy, Tucurú was from then on demilitarised. 
 The agrarian oligarchs of Tucurú thus had to face an increasingly 
strong indigenous-peasant movement without the full support of the armed 
forces. According to the CONIC-friendly Tucurú mayor Jorge Balsells, inter-
viewed in 2003, the landlords’ fear grew in 1994 and 1995 as the Panzós 
Heróico, a branch of the guerrilla army, moved westwards along the Polochic 
Valley. It seized the neighbouring municipalities and Tucurú expected its arri-
val (it never entered). Normally, the oligarchs would have relied on the army 
to attack the guerrilla. But again, with the combatant parties of the war in the 

                                                 
86  Though militarised in the 1990s, Tucurú was not as affected by the war as other parts of 
Alta Verapaz. The army passed by but did not massacre people as in Panzós, or become a 
stationary force as in the neighbouring municipality of Tamahú, where the landed estates, 
according to Alfonso Huet, were military quarters and centres of torture (Huet, member of 
the Association for the Integral Communitarian and Indigenous Development in Cobán, 
interview 2001-05-31). 
87  Tulio ‘Lucha por la Tierra...’ and 1995, p. 53. 
88  Peña, interview 2001-06-01. 
89  Tzib, local leader of CONIC, interview 2003-10-18. 
90  Maa Chaj, interview 2001-05-06. 
91  Tzib, interview 2003-10-18. 
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midst of adjusting the final sentences of the peace accord, the hands of the 
military were tied.92

 But the local oligarchs did not stop intimidating the peons. As CONIC 
member Maa Chaj recalled, a typical warning was that cooperation with 
CONIC would provoke a massacre resembling the one in Panzós in 1978.93 
Jorge Balsells, the mayor who allied with CONIC, told me in 2003 that the 
oligarchs planned to assassinate the leaders of the local movement, including 
Tulio and himself. He also said that they had lists of all the ‘troublemakers’. 
People on the list were expelled from their land and work on the estate and not 
allowed to work on other farms in the municipality.94 But even these measures 
were hard to maintain. With the progress of peace and democracy, the coun-
tryside opened up. As the presence of CONIC, NGOs and international ob-
servers like the UN Commission MINUGUA increased, most landlords had 
little choice but to negotiate with the peons. 
 
 
Land for past labour achievements 
Fundamental to the success of the local indigenous-peasant movement was the 
politico-agrarian transformation and the way it affected the local oligarchic 
power structures. But the reason why Tucurú in particular became a strong-
hold of CONIC is also associated with the strategies chosen by individuals 
such as the CONIC-friendly Q’eqchi mayor Jorge Balsells, local CONIC 
promoters such as Juan Tzib and Marcus Maa Chaj, and the progressive parish 
priest Marco Tulio. The strategies adopted by these persons were prepared in 
clandestine assemblies in an annex to the church and included land seizures as 
well as legal battles fought by community members together with representa-
tives of CONIC within the public institutions in the departmental capital of 
Cobán. CONIC sought negotiations, but it encouraged land occupations and 
other means of confrontation in case a deal with the patrons could not be 
reached. 
 CONIC did not have to persuade the peons that the land was theirs. 
Even if the farm land was situated within the confines of the estates, they felt 
morally entitled to it. Instead, CONIC could focus its attention on organising 
the people and informing them that as citizens of Guatemala they too were in 
possession of rights. The neo-liberal reforms and most legal documents fa-
voured the property rights of the agrarian oligarchs, but there were also para-
graphs that created openings for alternative claims, especially as they could 
draw support from international conventions. There were also legal loopholes 
that could be exploited to the advantage of the peons. CONIC developed a 
strategy matched to local circumstances. Though shortage of land was the cen-
tral cause of discontent, the CONIC leadership was able to draw on its lessons 

                                                 
92  Balsells, interview 2003-10-07. 
93  Maa Chaj, interview 2001-05-06. 
94  Balsells, interview 2003-10-07. 
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from the struggles for labour rights within CUC. As noted above, structural 
changes had convinced many local oligarchs that it was time to replace resi-
dent workers with seasonal ones. CONIC took advantage of this situation by 
advising the peons to refuse the termination of the labour contracts as long as 
the landlords had not met their contractual obligations. It pointed out that for 
years the patrons had neglected to pay wages in accordance with the mini-
mum-wage legislation. But instead of demanding pay for past labour, CONIC 
gave the landlords the opportunity to swap cash payment for the redistribution 
of the land on which the peons had been living and working.95

 
 
The community-centred land struggle 
The success of CONIC in Tucurú was also based on the way the organisation 
accommodated its strategies to local Q’eqchi culture. While anthropologists 
conducting field work in the western highlands usually view the municipality 
as the frame for local indigenous identities, those focusing on the northern 
piedmont of Alta Verapaz usually arrive at another conclusion. Hans Siebers, 
for one, links Q’eqchi identity to smaller localities such as families and ham-
lets, and only to a lesser extent to municipalities.96 These village-based identi-
ties are most likely a heritage from the relatively non-exploitive colonial ad-
ministration of the Dominicans.97 There is also reason to believe that they 
were reinforced within the vast landholding estates. Even if the expansion of 
coffee uprooted the independent communal property arrangements, the main-
tenance of oligarchic privilege rested on the cementation of ethnic differences. 
With Richard Adams one may add that the preservation of strong communi-
ties was facilitated by the fact that the coffee farms were located close to 
(even encircling) the communities and that the Q’eqchi’es – unlike other Ma-
yas – were spared journeys to the southern plantations.98

 Elsewhere in the Maya highlands the commercialisation of agriculture 
and the operation of catechists and other organisers within the communities 
had weakened the traditional power structures, communal as well as oligar-
chic. In Alta Verapaz, the capacity of the agrarian oligarchs to defend their 
fiefdoms isolated the peons from external activists and their revolutionary 
and/or Maya discourses. As regards the pan-Maya identity, Alfonso Huet of 
the diocese of La Verapaz told me that as late as the 1980s the Q’eqchi’es had 
little knowledge of other indigenous groups and usually divided the world into 
Q’eqchi’es and Ladinos. In his opinion, Maya groups in departments like El 
Quiché and Quetzaltenango had weaker local communities but stronger inter-
communal linkages, something that he explains by a deeper insertion into ag-
                                                 
95  On the land-for-past-labour strategy in Tucurú, see Tulio, ‘Lucha por la Tierra…’ and 
1995, pp. 52-3; MacLeod 1998, pp. 188-9; Inforpress Centroamericana 2000, p. 105; Bastos 
& Camus 2003a, pp. 50, 82. 
96  Siebers 1998, pp. 9, 91. 
97  Reyes 1998, p. 208. 
98  Adams 1996, p. 55. 
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ricultural co-operatives and peasant organisations. Even today, he argued, 
Q’eqchi intellectuals do not take part in pan-Maya discourses to the same ex-
tent as, for instance, the Kaqchikeles. In his judgement, Alta Verapaz has a 
weak Maya movement.99 Another informant, Erica Gertrudes Caal of the Land 
Trust Fund in Cobán, pointed to the fact that many Q’eqchi’es did not master 
Spanish to the same degree as other Maya groups. This, she assumed, was the 
reason some hesitated to participate in the Maya institutions.100 The strong 
kinship ties of the Q’eqchi’es are also manifested in their spiritual relation to 
land. Anthropologist Richard Wilson argues that a ‘generalised cult of the 
land does not exist, as with, for example, the Pacha Mama in the Andes’. Dis-
cussing Q’eqchi culture, he points especially to the worship of locally situated 
tzuultaq’as (tzuul signifying mountain and taq’a valley), which is roughly 
translated as the spirits of the mountains. These spirits are seen as the true 
owners of the land. One has to ask for their permission to till the parcels. 101

 Before the 1990s, organisers like CUC and the guerrilla army found it 
hard to penetrate the region, due in part to the oligarchic structures, but the 
problem was aggravated, I would argue, by the strong kinship ties of the 
Q’eqchi’es. CUC’s focus was the class struggle and the formation of co-
operatives, not the defence of kinship bonds.102 Huet, of the non-governmental 
organisation ADICI, suggests that the promotion of alternative networks 
works poorly among the Q’eqchi’es.103 With its community-centred struggle, 
CONIC had a more effective ideological base for approaching the cohesive 
and relatively closed communities. Its president, Juan Tiney, argues that it did 
not mobilise communities along religious, political and other divides, but in 
their totality.104 For example, land titles were signed in the name of the entire 
community, and anyone interested in selling had to consult it. For him, this 
communal orientation was the essence of CONIC’s being ‘eminently 
Maya’.105 Further, Morna MacLeod believes that CONIC’s ideas about la 
Madre Tierra conformed to the deep spiritual attachment of the Q’eqchi’es to 
land. As an example of this she quotes a statement by Tiney, where he de-
clares that ‘if they deprive us of a piece of land, as a family, as a community, 
                                                 
99  Huet 1999, p. 64 and interview 2001-05-31. On the strong communities and/or weak 
Maya movement in the region, see Siebers 1998, p. 10; Wilson 1999, p. 31; Schackt 2000, 
pp. 19-20. 
100 Caal, interview 2001-05-25. 
101 Wilson 1999, pp. 56-7. On the tzuultaq’as see also CODEDUR et al. 1996a, p. 38; 
Siebers 1998, pp. 14, 18, 83-4. 
102 According to Le Bot (1995, p. 166) CUC usually saw the communal organisation as 
anachronistic. 
103 Huet (interview 2001-05-31) believes that the organisation of the Q’eqchi’es must start 
with the communities and continue with inter-communal units and some form of federation. 
104 CONIC has a hierarchical structure resembling that of conventional peasant organisa-
tions. According to Adams (1995, p. 168), some see CONIC as a ‘centralised political or-
ganisation’ that manipulates the communities. He stresses that this is not the opinion of the 
communities. 
105 Tiney 2000, p. 6 and interview 2003-10-06; see also MacLeod 1998, pp. 187, 201. 
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they deprive us of our roots, because they keep us out of our culture’.106 Land 
was the element that more than any other bridged CONIC’s discourse on so-
cial and ethnic rights. 
 
 

Concluding remarks 
Focusing on the struggle for land between 1985 and 1996, this chapter has 
discussed the remobilisation of the Guatemalan indigenous peasantry in the 
midst of an ongoing politico-agrarian transformation. It accounted for the rise 
of CONIC, its ideological foundation and its strategic choices. CONIC 
emerged in the midst of two emerging debates. The first concerned how to 
approach the state in a post-revolutionary and post-despotic setting. CONIC 
took issue with the radical militancy of the guerrilla movement. Though 
stressing the importance of organisational autonomy and of political contesta-
tion, it opened negotiations with the state. The other debate centred on class 
and ethnicity. CONIC kept to a socio-economic agenda on land and labour 
rights while endorsing the Maya theme. Like many Maya institutions it estab-
lished contacts with international donors. But its main preoccupation was ap-
parently not to maintain close relations with an international community con-
cerned with indigenous rights, but to build strong links to a constituency fight-
ing for communal autonomy, land and social services, often within the repres-
sive milieu of oligarchic power structures.107

 The chapter also discussed why CONIC gained a particular foothold 
specifically in Tucurú. From a structural perspective, its success in this small 
municipality was related to the politico-agrarian transformation and the way it 
altered the oligarchic power structures. As in many other parts of Guatemala, 
the indigenous peasants of Tucurú fought for land. Unlike the outcomes in 
several other parts, many of them acquired it. For economic reasons, some 
agrarian oligarchs welcomed the transferral, although it involved some loss of 
their ability to control the local inhabitants. For instance, before the acquisi-
tion of land by the peons and the formation of independent communities, 
Q’eqchi authorities and farm administrators (capatazes) had often been couri-
ers for the patron. Afterwards, such channels of command were weaker or 
eliminated. The traditional forms of dominance eroded due to the advance of 
democracy and the signing of the peace treaty in 1996. No longer were the 
agrarian oligarchs in a position where they could use mass repression to pre-
vent the mobilisation of the peons. In the mid-1990s, two decades after the 
oligarchic-led massacre in Panzós, the power relations of Tucurú had under-
gone significant changes. Space to manoeuvre had been opened. It was filled 
by local Q’eqchi’es and a number of pro-peasant organisers, primarily CONIC 
and a progressive local Church. 
                                                 
106 Tiney, quoted in MacLeod 1998, p. 187. 
107 Tiney (interview 2003-10-06) argues that CONIC also responded to the inability of the 
leading Maya institution COMG to address the masses.  
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 In a situation in which the landlords experienced increasing difficulty 
calling in the army and their patrimonial dominance was eroding, CONIC’s 
dual strategy of protest and proposal proved efficient. When the patrons 
turned from permanent to temporary labour, and international observers pres-
sured Guatemala to implement national laws, CONIC’s land-for-pay swaps 
were successful. But its success also had cultural explanations. In the enclave-
like orders of the Dominicans and the German settlers, few contacts had been 
established with external organisers. Partly as a consequence of this, the 
Q’eqchi’es had preserved their traditional belief system and bonds. They were 
linguistically and culturally distanced from the rest of the Maya population. 
CONIC, as we know, presented itself to Guatemalan society as an organisa-
tion that fought for traditional peasant grievances as well as for the revival of 
the Maya identity. The class-based agenda sought the unification of the rural 
poor, and the ethnic agenda sought, more particularly, the unification of the 
rural Maya poor. It was the notion of la Madre Tierra that more than anything 
else bridged these perspectives and helped CONIC to accommodate Q’eqchi 
culture. We have argued that social movements rely on strong, local, and pre-
existing group ties. One may add that the chances of success are also related 
to their ability to open the local groups to external influences. CONIC entered 
Tucurú when Q’eqchi society had begun to open up but was still based on 
strong kinship bonds. It built its relation with the peons on an orientation that 
underlined the need to preserve the unity of the pre-existing communal struc-
tures. In this sense, it differed from many peasant organisers. But CONIC did 
not place identity formation before the class struggle. Its priorities were, in the 
final instance, land to the tiller and social rights to the rural labour force. 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ETHNO-POLITICS 
AND THE LEGAL-INSTITUTIONAL TERRAIN 
 
The preceding two chapters have addressed the rise of the Guatemalan indige-
nous-peasant movement. It was linked to a process of political and agrarian 
transformation that involved agricultural modernisation and the expansion of 
oligarchic democracy and peace. With references to Alta Verapaz, the evolu-
tion of the movement was associated with the reduced patrimonial and coer-
cive capacities of the agrarian oligarchs and the weakening of their ability to 
control the peons. It was also related to the way in which CONIC chose to 
relate itself actively to Q’eqchi culture. This chapter too looks into the ways in 
which the CONIC-dominated indigenous-peasant movement sought to im-
prove its position within the legal-institutional terrain while simultaneously 
maintaining its mass mobilisation capacity. However, this chapter pays more 
attention to how the strategies adopted and the demands made by CONIC for 
land and social justice were affected by the increasing political openings for 
ethno-politics. The chapter focuses on CONIC’s participation in two umbrella 
bodies between 1994 and 2003. The first was the Coordinator of Organisa-
tions of the Guatemalan Maya People (Coordinadora de Organizaciones del 
Pueblo Maya de Guatemala, COPMAGUA). It gathered groups around a 
Maya discourse. In my terms, COPMAGUA was the umbrella of the indige-
nous movement, that is, indigenous or ethnically oriented groups that do not 
necessarily have a peasant base. The second was the National Coordination of 
Peasant Organisations (Coordinadora Nacional de Organizaciones Campesi-
nas, CNOC). It represented the umbrella of the peasant movement, that is, ru-
ral-based groups that do not necessarily embrace the Maya theme. The first 
section outlines the openings for ethno-politics from the intensification of the 
peace process in 1994 to the referendum in 1999. The following section deals 
with the political institutionalisation of CONIC in the post-war years of 1996 
to 2003 and how this affected its struggle for land. The third section relates 
this discussion to what happened at the municipal level in Tucurú. The chapter 
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ends with concluding remarks on ethno-politics, oligarchic structures and the 
struggle for social justice in rural Guatemala. 
 
 

The opening of spaces for ethno-politics, 1994-1999 
The purpose of this section is to discuss why Guatemala, from the intensifica-
tion of the peace negotiation in 1994, via the signing of the peace treaty in 
1996, to the popular referendum on constitutional reforms in 1999, first ex-
perienced a substantial political opening and later a closing to ethnic demands. 
Ethno-politics, or the strategic use of the ethnic discourse for political pur-
poses, is addressed in two ways. On the one hand, it is viewed as a phenome-
non spearheaded by a new indigenous leadership that drew advantage from a 
growing division within the Guatemalan elite, primarily between an agrarian 
fraction and a transnationalised one advocating market-friendly reforms. On 
the other hand, ethno-politics is also used by a transnationalised political elite 
in furthering its own policy orientation. In this sense, promoting ethnicity is a 
strategy to encourage popular demands that do not disturb the free operation 
of the market. The section places the bottom-up and top-down politicisation of 
ethnicity in the context of oligarchic structures, thus including in the analysis 
the polarised conflict over land. 
 
 
Ethno-politics and the peace negotiation, 1994-1996 
In 1985, political power was transferred to civilian rulers. The rotation of po-
litical posts by regular and free elections gained widespread acceptance, as 
seen in 1993 when a coalition of social forces massively mobilised its dis-
pleasure with an attempted ‘self-coup’ by President Elias Serrano (1991-
1993). However, given the continued battle between the armed forces and the 
guerrilla movement, a more inclusive version of democratisation did not begin 
in earnest until 1994, when the peace talks under UN mediation started to pro-
duce results.1 The dual transition towards democracy and peace – or three-fold 
if the process towards market-based state-society relations is included – was 
facilitated by the heavy influx of international observers, donors and peace-
makers, primarily under the UN flag, but also under the aegis of the United 
States, the European Community, the international financial institutions and 
NGOs. The message was frank. International consensus no longer allowed 
Guatemala to be a haven for despotic rulers and the scene of chronic armed 
conflict. It was pressured to advance along the lines of El Salvador so as to 
bring a delayed and constantly interrupted peace process to completion. 
 Political spaces for the ethnic demands of the Maya people had been 
opened already in the mid-1980s, mainly with respect to bilingual education.2 
                                                 
1  On the importance of the peace process for democratisation, see Jonas 2001, p. 63. 
2  An important event in this respect was the creation in 1984 of the public National Bilin-
gual Education Programme (Programa Nacional de Educación Bilingüe, PRONEBI). 
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In 1993, the government and the strand of Maya civil society that Santiago 
Bastos and Manuela Camus termed the Maya institutions formed the Indige-
nous Fund of Guatemala (Fondo Indígena de Guatemala, FODIGUA). It was 
expected to promote ethno-development within the Maya communities, but it 
was poorly funded and was not to play a major role in state-indigenous rela-
tions. Instead, it was during the culminating phase of the peace negotiation 
(1994-1996) that the Maya population gained substantial legal and institu-
tional grounds for advancing its ethnic demands. The actual negotiation was 
an affair between the guerrilla movement URNG and the government. But the 
standpoints of various social sectors were brought to the table by way of the 
Civil Society Assembly (Asamblea de la Sociedad Civil, ASC), a consultative 
body addressing each of the separate sub-accords that were to be included into 
the overarching peace treaty. The representation of political parties and civil 
society in ASC was diverse but distorted, mainly due to the absence of the 
largest economic interest coalition, the Coordinating Committee of Agricul-
tural, Business, Industrial and Financial Associations (CACIF), which con-
veyed its proposals through other channels. The social sectors that were inte-
grated included a peasant sector led by the umbrella unit National Coordina-
tion of Peasant Organisations (Coordinadora Nacional de Organizaciones 
Campesinas, CNOC), and a Maya sector, led by the Coordinator of Organisa-
tions of the Guatemalan Maya People (Coordinadora de Organizaciones del 
Pueblo Maya de Guatemala, COPMAGUA). The latter included both Maya 
institutions and class-oriented popular-indigenous organisations. COPMA-
GUA primarily sought to influence the writing of a specific sub-accord on 
indigenous identity issues. It assembled – in its early phase – some one hun-
dred fifty organisations and institutions.3 CONIC participated in both these 
umbrella bodies.4
 In March 1995, after five months of discussion, the government and the 
guerrilla movement ratified the sub-accord on ‘Identity and Indigenous 
Rights’ (Acuerdo sobre Derechos e Identidad de los Pueblos Indígenas, 
AIDPI). AIDPI included recommendations for a revision of the constitution 
and recognised that the country was multi-ethnic (already acknowledged in 
the 1985 constitution), pluri-cultural and multi-lingual.5 It addressed linguis-
tic, spiritual and educational themes, laid a framework for the political partici-
pation of indigenous people, recognised communal authority structures and 
accepted the coexistence of national and customary law. It did not specifically 
tackle poverty and rural development nor acknowledge the right of the Maya 
people to ancestral lands, but it recognised communal land tenancy systems 
                                                 
3  On the importance of ASC for the political inclusion of various popular sectors, see 
Jonas 2001, p. 53; Warren 2001, p. 148. 
4  It participated in COPMAGUA through the Entity of Maya Unity and Consensus (In-
stancia de Unidad y Consenso Maya, IUCM), which in turn had ties with the guerrilla unit 
URNG. However, due to its focus on land and on maintaining its autonomy, CONIC placed 
itself in the periphery of COPMAGUA. 
5  Otzoy 1996, p. 35. 



 

128    Guatemala 

and that indigenous people should enjoy legal assistance in land-related con-
flicts and administrative rights to natural resources located in their areas.6
 
 
Ethno-politics in the immediate post-agreement years, 1996-1999 
In December 1996, after nine years of frequently aborted dialogue, the over-
arching treaty for a ‘Firm and Lasting Peace’ (Acuerdo de Paz Firme y 
Duradera) was signed, ending thirty-six years of civil war. A few months later 
a series of commissions with equal participation of the government and the 
indigenous people were created. Their objective was to prepare the legal im-
plementation of the identity accord, AIDPI. Each commission had a thematic 
area: education, political participation, constitutional reform, languages, and 
land. The Mayas were represented by the umbrella body COPMAGUA, which 
internally formed an ensemble of thematically parallel commissions. From 
1997 to 1999, COPMAGUA and the bilateral commissions were the prime 
arenas for advancing ethnic concerns and the entities into which the interna-
tional community primarily funnelled its financial support to the Maya people. 
 In 1999, Guatemala held a referendum. The voters said yes or no to a 
package of some fifty constitutional reforms related to the peace treaty. One 
important topic was to provide constitutional guarantees for what had been 
agreed between the government and COPMAGUA. The plebiscite did not in-
clude land issues but reflected aspects such as sacred places, indigenous po-
litical participation and the status of the twenty-one Maya languages.7 The 
prime advocates of the yes vote were COPMAGUA, the guerrilla movement, 
the ‘international community’ and, hesitantly, the government. The no cam-
paign involved, among others, branches of the Protestant Church, groups 
linked to the armed forces, and the conservative sections of CACIF, the inter-
est association of the agrarian, agro-industrial and transnationalised oligarchic 
fractions. According to Susanne Jonas a key argument of the no campaign was 
that multi-culturalism threatened the unity of the nation-state, an argument 
that, in her view, appealed to large parts of the urban population.8 Much of the 
prestige of COPMAGUA was invested in the victory of the yes alternative, 
which won in all departments with a Maya majority.9 Yet it did not gain suffi-
cient support in urban areas, and the no vote won by a margin of 6 per cent, 53 
to 47. The most common explanations of the defeat of the yes alternative were 
that electoral abstention had been high (a turnout of 18 per cent only) and that 
the complex reform package had been a poor base for mobilising the people. 
 After the referendum, COPMAGUA was increasingly insulated from 
the legal-institutional terrain. With the victory in the 1999 general elections of 
                                                 
6  On the content of AIDPI, see MINUGUA 1998a, p. 8; Plant 1998b, pp. 15-6; Jonas 
2000, pp. 75-8 and 2001, p. 57; Warren 2001, p. 149 and 2002, p. 158; Bastos & Camus 
2003b, pp. 136-8. 
7  Warren 2002, p. 165. 
8  Jonas 2000, p. 208. 
9  Gálvez & Gellert 2000, p. 120. 
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the ultra-rightist Guatemalan Republican Front (Frente Republicano Guate-
malteco, FRG) and its strongman General Ríos Montt, the dictator who had 
presided over the insurgency campaign in the early 1980s, the ethno-political 
spaces were further closed. Indeed, the results of the referendum and the elec-
tions had negative effects on the entire peace process in that they weakened 
the positions of its main promoters. COPMAGUA, the chief representative of 
the Mayas in the process, fell apart. Some say that the crisis had intensified a 
set of internal divisions that had already been long in coming. Bastos and Ca-
mus point to an increasing belief among what they call the Maya institutions 
that the guerrilla movement had exerted excessive influence on COPMAGUA. 
Víctor Galvéz and Gisela Gellert argue that the Maya theme had been too 
dominated by a few linguistic groups, notably the Kiché’es and the Kaqchike-
les, and a limited circle of urban intellectuals weakly tied to the grassroots.10 
In my view, the analysis of the rise and decline of ethno-politics must consider 
not only the growing tensions within the organised Mayas and their allies but 
also, as we will see, within the dominant classes. 
 
 
Neo-liberal multi-culturalism 
Observers were puzzled by the strong ethnic dimension of the peace negotia-
tion, especially considering the fact that Guatemala had an immensely racist 
elite.11 How are we to understand the ethno-political opening between 1994 
and 1999? The erosion of the former military-oligarchic coalition in tandem 
with the continued conflict between the Guatemalan elite and the guerrilla 
movement, created a favourable climate for the Maya theme. As John Peeler 
argues, the ethnically oriented indigenous movement challenged the dominant 
political agenda, but its demands were normally not as threatening as the revo-
lutionary struggle.12 Given this situation and the fact that ethnic rights were 
widely advocated from abroad, one may suggest two perspectives. Apart from 
the fact that some members of the new indigenous leadership may have had 
ideological reasons for dropping the class-centred struggle, one may argue, 
firstly, that the new leaders turned to an ethnic discourse as a means to open 
the legal-institutional terrain from below. Secondly, ethno-politics may be 
related to the advance of neo-liberalism. Anthropologist Charles Hale suggests 
that neo-liberals all the way up to international finance institutions like the 
World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank distinguish between a 
‘good’ and modest variant of ethnicity, on the one hand, and a ‘dysfunctional’ 
one that generates social conflict and threatens the foundation of the economic 
order, on the other.13 Hale points out that the Mayas who were singled out for 
                                                 
10  Ibid., p. 121; see also Gálvez et al. 1997, p. 138. 
11  On this puzzlement, see Warren 2002, p. 152. 
12  Peeler 2003, p. 278. 
13  When I interviewed social scientist Olga Pérez in 2003 she argued that Guatemala had 
been flooded by international agencies with little interest in the socio-economic roots of 
Maya subordination. Instead, they had created a stereotype of a beautiful Maya culture. 
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high political posts within the restricted confines of the political institutions 
were to be found largely in areas such as education and tourism, adding that 
‘the preposterous idea that an Indian would become Minister of Finance is 
another matter altogether’. This is not to say that all socio-economic demands 
were rejected. Hale argues that neo-liberals may even be sympathetic to the 
cry for land: ‘If an indigenous community gains land rights and pulls these 
lands out of production, this poses no such threat, especially given the likeli-
hood of the community’s return to the fold through a newly negotiated rela-
tionship with the market.’ What he calls ‘neo-liberal multi-culturalism’ reaf-
firms the racial hierarchies of Guatemala. He associates the model with the 
old indigenista policies, which he views as ‘in some respects egalitarian and 
in others regressive’. For him, indigenismo and neo-liberal multi-culturalism 
grant citizenship to Indians who accept assimilation, not to those who refuse.14

 Whatever their specific ideological foundations, the neo-liberals and 
the Maya-centred indigenous leadership had reasons to cooperate. While the 
former wanted to push back ‘dysfunctional’ demands, be they ethnic or socio-
economic, the latter sought arenas for making their demands politically le-
gitimate. Some would say that this cooperation deepened democracy. A 
proposition in democratisation theory holds that the alliance between reform-
ist elite groups and a moderate opposition favours democracy by marginalis-
ing hard-line conservatives (such as the agrarian oligarchs) and radical civil 
society groups (such as those demanding radical agrarian reform).15 But the 
fact that neo-liberal multi-culturalism and pan-Mayanism were inherent ele-
ments of the Guatemalan transition towards liberal democracy and market-
friendly peace does not necessarily imply that the leading agents of ethno-
politics were also the politically dominant forces in society. Their impact must 
be weighed against the persistent traditional oligarchic power structures. 
When the conservative elements of the Guatemalan elite reassumed political 
power in 1999, this policy orientation lost strength, including both the version 
of the Maya intelligentsia and that of the neo-liberal reformers. 
 
 
Ethno-politics, neo-liberalism and oligarchs 
I do not wish to underrate the impact of the neo-liberal economic policies on 
Guatemalan society or the extent to which the political transformation of the 
1990s helped the transnational (oligarchic) elite to push their agenda forward. 
As William Robinson argues, the resistance of the agrarian oligarchs to much 
of the peace accords gave the neo-liberal project a somewhat progressive ap-
pearance.16 The peace treaty was not solely an extraordinary accomplishment 
from a multi-cultural viewpoint. It was also a ‘neo-liberal peace’.17 Still, with 

                                                 
14  Hale 2004, pp. 16-8. 
15  See e.g. Lievesley 1999, pp. 12-3. 
16  Robinson 2003, p. 113. 
17  Jonas 2000, p. 220. According to Jonas (2001, p. 70), ‘Peace did not bring social justice.’ 
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the continued strength of the agrarian oligarchs in mind, the notion of neo-
liberal multi-culturalism as an efficient instrument of co-optation comes 
across as too simplistic. To be sure, elsewhere in Latin America scholars have 
pointed to the suffocation of the indigenous (-peasant) movements by a patri-
monial and once indigenista-promoting state. This perspective, initially devel-
oped by Héctor Díaz-Polanco in a Mexican context, addresses a state with an 
historic and continuous ability to institutionally divide and rule oppositional 
forces. Such an ability is hard to detect in Guatemala. For the major part of the 
twentieth century, the bulk of the indigenous people was not represented po-
litically and could not, as Hale suggests, choose between accepting or refusing 
assimilation, except possibly during Arévalo and Arbenz.18 The case of Alta 
Verapaz shows that the agrarian oligarchs had little interest in inculcating the 
peons with a Ladino identity. In their private domains, far from the legal-
institutional terrain, Q’eqchi’es were to remain Q’eqchi’es, and exploited on 
racial grounds.19 Amidst persisting traditional oligarchic structures and the 
presence of an elite (including the transnationalised fraction) that based its 
hereditary privileges on racist grounds, it was difficult to build popular legiti-
macy. One may argue with Rachel Sieder that the Guatemalan ‘traditions of 
exclusive authoritarianism have precluded’ the attempts by the elites to use 
multi-culturalism to ‘reimpose hegemony’.20

 The neo-liberal character of the peace process fuelled the tension be-
tween the traditionalist and the modernising sectors of the dominant class.21 It 
was further reinforced in the general elections of 1995, when the neo-liberal 
National Advancement Party (Partido de Avanzada Nacional, PAN) won the 
majority of seats in Congress, and in early 1996, when its candidate, the busi-
nessman Alvaro Arzú, won the presidential run-off election.22 But not even 
the entrance of the transnationalised elite into the presidential palace entailed 
a significant move away from traditional agrarian society. At the turn of the 
century, Guatemala still had a weak working class, a small middle class and 
powerful landlords. In terms of the distribution of social rights to the rural 
poor, 1 per cent of the producers still controlled three-quarters of the land, and 
many landlords still refused to pay for labour in accord with the wage legisla-
tion.23 Some peasant leaders even claimed that the landlords persisted in pay-
ing the workers in kind.24

                                                 
18  In one passage, Hale (2004, p. 37 n5) also stresses that the Guatemalan state, possibly 
with the exception of 1944-1954, ‘never fully embraced the mestizaje idea’. 
19  On Maya subordination and state absence in Alta Verapaz, see Sieder 1998b, p. 357. 
20  Sieder 2002a, pp. 18-9. 
21  Robinson 2003, pp. 103, 111-2.  
22  Just like Robinson (2003), Booth (2001, p. 32) sees PAN as an organ for ‘new elite eco-
nomic groups linked to transnational capital’. 
23  As reported by MINUGUA 2000, p. 23. 
24  Sergio Funes, member of Consejo Campesino Kabawil, in CNOC 1999, p. 34. Pedro 
Marimán, of the UN commission MINUGUA told me that many haciendas the commission 
had visited in Alta Verapaz lacked schools, health centres and information on how they 
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 Our understanding of Guatemalan neo-liberal multi-culturalism must 
thus consider the coincidence of market-friendly reforms and the preferences 
among the agrarian oligarchs for the status quo. For the latter, the issue was 
not primarily whether the recognition of special rights for the Mayas posed a 
threat to free trade. The central question was, as always, whether it impinged 
on their access to cheap labour and their enjoyment of racial privileges. The 
question was also whether the rights to ancestral land would jeopardise their 
possession of fertile land by provoking a wave of land invasions.25 Another 
problem with the term neo-liberal multi-culturalism in the Guatemalan case is 
that it provides a poor basis for understanding the increasing closure of ethno-
political spaces in the aftermath of the referendum and the electoral victory of 
the ultra-rightist political forces. These events made it all too obvious that 
high politics, to say nothing of rural power relations, were still significantly 
determined by informal networks of oligarchs, military veterans and paramili-
tary groups. One of the strongest opponents to the peace process and the yes 
alternative of the referendum was the Agrarian Chambers of the interest or-
ganisation CACIF, a principal platform of the agrarian oligarchs. Sociologist 
Stephen Bunker argues that the implementation of the various peace accords 
ultimately depended on ‘initiatives by a state notorious for appropriating land 
and oppressing labor in the interests of a small and powerful oligarchy’.26 In a 
similar fashion, Susanne Jonas reasons that the plebiscite ‘brought the still-
prevalent oligarchic worldview out of the woodwork’.27

 In sum, I would argue that the opening of ethno-political spaces within 
the legal-institutional terrain in the latter part of the 1990s may be interpreted 
as the result of an implicit or explicit alliance between a transnationalised oli-
garchic elite and a new Maya-centred generation of indigenous leaders, both 
interested in moving away from the polarised and historic socio-political con-
flict between a landed oligarchy and its military allies, on the one hand, and 
the landless and near-landless rural poor, on the other. However, neo-liberal 
multi-culturalism provides a quite narrow account of ethnicity. It underrates 
the way ethnicity was embedded in the struggle between the landlords and the 
indigenous peasantry and how ethnicity was used by the indigenous-peasant 
movement in its attempts to open the legal-institutional terrain to demands for 
social rights and a less sanctioned Maya theme (dysfunctional ethnicity, if you 
wish). Drawing on social movement theories and the conceptual extension of 
the political realm, I also argue that the notion of ethno-politics must include 
not only the relations within formal institutions, but also the politics of contes-
tation and mass mobilisations on the fringes of the legal-institutional terrain. 
                                                                                                                                            
fulfilled the labour code. At times, the ‘semi-colonial’ rule reached levels where even mat-
rimonial relations were regulated by the landlord (interview 2001-05-28). On the violations 
of the minimum wage legislation, see Sieder 1998b, p. 371; Congcoop 2000, p. 20; 
MINUGUA 2000, p. 24. 
25  CODEDUR et al. 1996a, p. 43. 
26  Bunker 2001, p. 129. 
27  Jonas 2000, p. 223. 
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In these broader respects, the crisis of the COPMAGUA-led indigenous 
movement at the turn of the century did not necessarily signify the decline of 
ethno-politics as such, but rather the failure of neo-liberal multi-culturalism 
and the culturally oriented ethnic agenda of the Maya intellectuals. 
 
 

CONIC and the post-war struggle for land, 1996-2003 
This section returns to the CONIC-dominated indigenous-peasant movement. 
It focuses on CONIC’s strategic choices on the fringes of the ethno-political 
openings and within a state that moves in a neo-liberal direction. More firmly 
than other organisations, CONIC placed itself in the ideological overlap be-
tween the indigenous and the peasant movements. During the 1990s, however, 
most of its practical work was done in its capacity as member of the National 
Coordination of Peasant Organisations (CNOC), the umbrella body of the 
peasant movement. To what extent did CONIC in the aftermath of the peace 
accord restrict its mass mobilisation strategy and its demand for la Madre 
Tierra so as to improve its position within the legal-institutional terrain? 
 
 
A restructured legal-institutional terrain 
The socio-economic themes, especially the land issues, were subjected to 
thorny debates at the peace negotiations and also to mass mobilisations in the 
streets. In May 1996, the ruling neo-liberal National Advancement Party 
(PAN) and the guerrilla movement signed the sub-accord on Socio-Economic 
Issues and the Agrarian Situation (Acuerdo sobre Aspectos Socioeconómicos y 
Situación Agraria, ASESA). For President Arzú, the prime obstacle to an en-
during peace had been surmounted,28 an impression that was shared by the 
international community and large parts of Guatemalan society. The accord 
embraced a battery of topics, from environmental protection and political de-
centralisation to improved labour conditions. Overall, it was designed in line 
with the neo-liberal preferences of PAN, the modernising sector of CACIF, 
and the World Bank. For the purpose of promoting rural production, the ac-
cord called for the introduction of new export crops and agro-technological 
change. Central propositions were also to enhance agricultural commercialisa-
tion, to further liberalise the land market and to initiate a land survey that 
would be the stepping stone to a property register and to establishing titles 
over land.29 For President Arzú, state-led redistribution belonged to bygone 
                                                 
28  Arzú, according to Prensa Libre, May 4, 1996. Many civil society groups welcomed the 
accord. COPMAGUA, for one, found that it had serious shortcomings, but also that it out-
lined changes in a static countryside (Palma 1998). For other positions, see Palma 1998; 
Jonas 2000, pp. 80-1. 
29  On the content of ASESA, see Palma 1998; Plant 1998b, pp. 16-7; Jonas 2000, pp. 78-
81; Bastos & Camus 2003a, pp. 75-6. ASESA was the third accord that included the land 
situation. In addition to AIDPI, the topic was also dealt with in the Accord for the Resettle-
ment of Uprooted Population Groups, where the focus was on land for repatriated refugees. 
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days. At stake today, he argued, was to provide peasants with credits so they 
could join the market.30 Those who disagreed argued that the absence in the 
sub-accord of a resolute expropriation of under-utilised and uncultivated farm-
land would merely confirm the highly uneven distribution of land.31

 By the mid-1990s, the indigenous peasantry had acquired new legal 
instruments, among them the ILO convention on the rights of indigenous peo-
ple and the two sub-accords, AIDPI and ASESA. Between 1996 and 1999, a 
number of political agencies were also created that specifically targeted the 
land-related aspects of the peace accords. As noted above, the Maya network 
COPMAGUA entered a set of commissions, where, along with the govern-
ment, it prepared the constitutional integration of the indigenous identity ac-
cord. One commission centred on land, or more precisely, land in relation to 
the indigenous communities. It was paralleled within COPMAGUA by the 
Permanent National Commission on Rights Related to the Land of the Indige-
nous People (CNP-Tierra).32 According to a document produced by COP-
MAGUA in 2001, CNP-Tierra gathered three hundred fifty indigenous and 
peasant collectives – but not CONIC, which found it too influenced by the ex-
guerrilla movement URNG. Its coordinators travelled the countryside, giving 
information on the land-related aspects of the peace accords.33 Another agrar-
ian agency was the Presidential Office for Legal Assistance and Resolution of 
Land Conflicts (Dependencia Presidencial de Atención Legal y Resolución de 
Conflictos sobre la Tierra, CONTIERRA), created in 1997. A third was the 
independent Land Trust Fund (Fondo de Tierras) created in 1999. Adhering to 
the principle of market-led land distribution, the latter would lend money to 
indigenous communities so they could purchase state-owned, idle or unjustly 
obtained land. Other functions were to commercially evaluate the property to 
be purchased and help the poor in the bargaining situation. It would also assist 
the new proprietors with credits and agricultural techniques.34

 
 
CONIC and the neo-liberal reformation of the countryside 
During the negotiation that preceded the signing of the socio-economic sub-
accord, the peasant sector had submitted its position to the government and 
the guerrilla movement. Yet when I spoke to the coordinator of CUC, Daniel 
Pascual, in 2003, he told me that many of the proposals were never taken into 
consideration.35 This was apparently not solely due to the strength of the gov-
ernment. Political scientist Rachel Sieder attributes it to the relatively weak 
position of the guerrilla movement in the peace negotiation but also to the no-
                                                 
30  Arzú, according to Prensa Libre, May 4, 1996. 
31  Palma 1998. 
32  Apart from land, the CNPs dealt with participation, constitutional reform, language, and 
education. Additional CNPs dealt with women’s rights, customary law, and spiritual issues. 
33  CNP-Tierra 2001, p. 4. 
34  On the Fund, see MINUGUA 2000, p. 11; Bastos & Camus 2003a, p. 91. 
35  Pascual, interview 2003-10-08. 
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torious resistance of the agrarian oligarchs to land redistribution.36 Among the 
rural organisations, CONIC, in the opinion of social scientist Gustavo Palma, 
was the most critical.37 Nonetheless, after the signing of the socio-economic 
accord, the organisation gave the government nine months’ grace during 
which it agreed to channel its grievances through public institutions. 
 Why did CONIC not pressure the government to reconsider the content 
of the accord? It may have reasoned, like social scientists Christopher Chase-
Dunn and Susan Manning, that it was preferable in the context of the oligar-
chic power structures for popular organisations to cooperate with the neo-
liberal forces.38 It may have found it advantageous to use one opponent 
against the other and, in the process, strengthen its representation within the 
legal-institutional terrain. Another possible explanation is that CONIC was, if 
not opposed outright to the sub-accord, at least ambivalent in its posture, per-
haps arguing, like political scientist Susanne Jonas, that it might be useful 
along with other accords.39 A third reason for the relatively low profile of the 
peasant sector may have been the high cost that must be paid by anyone pre-
pared to disturb the final round of the peace negotiations. 
 Most probably, organisations like CONIC and CUC did not know how 
to react. There was much uncertainty, Daniel Pascual, the CUC coordinator, 
told me in 2003. The negotiations were inaccessible, causing ‘ambiguity and 
lack of information’.40 Suddenly, the peasant sector had to deal with the fact 
that the government was promising rural reform. In a country where peasants 
for decades had been subordinated to the rule of the agrarian oligarchy and 
placed on the margins of the state, the formation of inclusive agrarian agen-
cies was another significant improvement. What should an appropriate re-
sponse be when market-oriented reforms were part and parcel of a process 
dominated by the urge for peace and democratisation? The choice was made 
even more difficult as the reforms, although CONIC disagreed with their neo-
liberal features, simultaneously seemed to threaten those traditional oligarchic 
structures that were identified as the prime source of inequality and racism in 
the access to land. 
 As time passed, CONIC’s opposition to the socio-economic accord 
grew. Though some articles coincided with its interests, major objections were 
that the accord was superficial and lacked an integrated model of rural devel-
opment that brought into a single whole everything from land redistribution 
and rural assistance to food security, environmental issues and ethnic rights. 
CONIC did not oppose agricultural modernisation; a stronger opponent to the 
traditional oligarchic structures could not be found. But modernisation steered 

                                                 
36  Sieder 1998a. 
37  Palma (1998) also argues that the leaders of the guerrilla army URNG preferred a rapid 
termination of the peace talks so that they could continue the formation of a political party. 
38  Chase-Dunn & Manning 2001, p. 224. 
39  Jonas 2000, p. 81. 
40  Pascual, interview 2003-10-08. 
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by market mechanisms did not, in its view, address the underlying causes of 
underdevelopment. At a workshop on Maya culture in 2000, CONIC president 
Juan Tiney argued that market-led land distribution was a ‘trap for our move-
ment, not only in Guatemala but in Latin America’. He saw it as a World 
Bank project that turned la Madre Tierra into one piece of merchandise 
among others.41 CONIC also argued that the accord strengthened the constitu-
tional support for private property, which preserved the land tenure structure 
and served the interests of the landlords. It urged the government to consider 
the social function of land, that is, the socio-cultural importance of la Madre 
Tierra. 
 
 
Resuming the mass mobilisation strategy 
In 1998, the National Coordination of Peasant Organisations (CNOC), the 
umbrella body in which CONIC and the peasant sector took part, held its sec-
ond congress. For Carlos Camacho, agrarian expert at the UN commission 
MINUGUA, this was the first time that the peasant movement gathered with-
out having to fear military reprisals. In his view, the congress strengthened the 
movement as a negotiator with the state. It also augmented the status of the 
movement as a potential ally, since other groups realised that it was ‘a strong 
and conceptually solid interlocutor’.42 At the same time, the peasant leaders 
acknowledged that too few peasants were organised. This, they believed, was 
due to long-time repression, shortage of resources and clashes within the lead-
ership.43 Another identified problem was that the peasant movement had lost 
much of its earlier ability to balance mass mobilisation and negotiation. Dur-
ing the peace process, the peasant-based organisations had entered more 
firmly into the legal-institutional terrain. Daniel Pascual, the coordinator of 
CUC, told me in 2003 that they would not have survived the years of the ne-
gotiations if they had not abandoned a confrontational course. The rest of so-
ciety entered the institutional sphere of politics, and peasant-based organisa-
tions had to follow suit. As a consequence, Pascual added, many lost sight of 
the need to struggle. By approaching the state, they exposed their organisa-
tions to the risk of being incorporated and demobilised.44 The concluding 
document of the CNOC congress outlined a model for action in which mobili-
sation and negotiations would reinforce each other.45 From 1998 on, the peas-
ant movement reintroduced its mass mobilisation strategy. In the years to 
come, it forced the governments to open a series of roundtable talks at high 
political levels.46

                                                 
41  Tiney 2000, p. 15. 
42  Camacho, interview 2003-10-10. 
43  Rafael Chanchavac, CONIC member and CNOC coordinator, in CNOC 1999, pp. 61-2. 
44  Pascual, interview 2003-10-08. 
45  CNOC 1999, p. 93. 
46  Plant 2000, p. 40. 
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 After the congress, CNOC – and thus CONIC – took a seat in the direc-
torates of the presidential ‘Office for Resolution of Land Conflicts’ (CON-
TIERRA) and the Land Trust Fund. Through CNOC, CONIC also took an 
active part in the commission on land initiated by the government and by 
COPMAGUA.47 Such participation did not substitute for its involvement in 
active struggle. The government was still seen as a representative of the agrar-
ian oligarchs and big business.48 By the late 1990s, CONIC had become a de 
facto leader of the peasant-based organisations. In the view of social scientist 
Olga Pérez, it had escaped the constraints imposed by the guerrilla movement 
on other popular organisations and turned into the most rebellious of all rural 
organisations.49 Parts of society did not agree with its stance. Critical reactions 
were not confined to the political and economic elite but were also heard from 
actors with agendas closer to CONIC’s. Otto Peralta, the legal counsel of 
CNP-Tierra, COPMAGUA’s land commission, said when interviewed that 
disruptive methods were needed when, for instance, land had been unjustly 
acquired by the landlords. But overall, the land situation required ‘a long-term 
strategy rooted in the peace accords’.50

 
 
Ethno-politics and the struggle for land 
‘Ethno-politics’ can be used to characterise a set of strategic policy choices by 
neo-liberal reformers as well as by a small group of Maya intellectuals. But 
ethnicity was also used strategically by rural-based movements that sought to 
insert the revitalisation of indigenous identities (Mayas, Q’eqchi’es, and so 
forth) into traditional struggles for land and other social rights. In reference to 
CONIC in the 1990s, Santiago Bastos and Manuela Camus argue that the 
Maya theme influenced its social relations and was present in its struggle to 
promote the Maya languages and protect the Maya ceremonies.51 However, 
the Maya theme was manifested primarily in its struggle for la Madre Tierra. 
In this respect, the view of a Maya discourse soaring at high intellectual alti-
tudes, divorced from local realities and adopted primarily to access the legal-
institutional terrain, does not seem to apply to CONIC. 
 In the second half of the 1990s, CONIC participated in COPMAGUA, 
but only in a limited way did it pass its community-centred demands for land 
and other social rights through the ethno-political spaces provided by the ‘in-
ternational community’ and the government. One reason for this was that it 
saw COPMAGUA as too influenced by the guerrilla movement. Another was 
                                                 
47  Bastos & Camus 2003b, pp. 178, 229. 
48  Ajtikonel’, publication of CONIC, 1998, p. 2. 
49  Pérez, interview 2003-10-07. 
50  Peralta, interview 2001-05-17. For CONIC, it is only through disruptive action that it is 
‘listened to and taken into account’ (Ajtikonel’ 2001, p. 5). On the legal option of COP-
MAGUA and the Maya institutions, see Warren 2001, p. 161; Bastos & Camus 2003b, p. 
166. 
51  Bastos & Camus 2003a, p. 123. 
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that the political establishment seemed to promote only the kind of ethnic 
themes that did not threaten the free operation of the market, be they ethno-
development, spiritual rights, Maya languages or bilingual education. CONIC 
thus appears to have preferred to work with organisations inclined to mass 
protests. Even if CONIC took issue in the 1990s with the low priority of the 
Maya theme in other peasant and popular organisations, it voiced an agenda 
similar to that of a conventional peasant organisation. For the most part, it also 
worked within the context of the National Coordination of Peasant Organisa-
tions (CNOC). 
 After the 1999 referendum and the electoral victory of the ultra-rightist 
Guatemalan Republican Front (FRG), the peace process was more or less 
brought to a standstill. This resulted in fragmentation of civil society and fur-
ther political alienation among the Maya people. It also weakened the posi-
tions of the ‘international community’ and the neo-liberal National Advance-
ment Party (PAN), two dominant agents behind the peace treaty. Against this 
background, COPMAGUA, a child of the peace process, lost room for politi-
cal manoeuvring and its role as leading political representative of the Maya 
population. CONIC had a more ambivalent posture towards the treaty and was 
less affected by the result of the referendum. Interestingly, as COPMAGUA 
disintegrated, CONIC strengthened its relations with the Maya institutions and 
became more active in supporting Maya cultural rights. According to Bastos 
and Camus, this was done mainly by entering what was called the Foro Maya 
– a coalition preoccupied with the poor performances of FODIGUA, the gov-
ernment agency for ethno-development.52 In 2001, CONIC presented a pro-
posal for a Law on Nationality and Indigenous Peoples (Ley de Nacionalidad 
y Pueblos Indígenas de Guatemala). The proposal reintroduced the major 
themes of the indigenous identity accord and included paragraphs on territo-
rial rights and indigenous nationality, which until then had not been in the 
forefront of the Maya demands. It also had a stronger focus on la Madre 
Tierra and social justice. In 2003, Juan Tiney, the president of CONIC, told 
me that language and tradition were far from irrelevant, but that the primary 
reasons the indigenous people were losing their traditions were labour migra-
tions and the loss of land.53 Even though the Maya institutions had started to 
work more closely with CONIC, they were not entirely comfortable with its 
new proposal. According to Bastos and Camus, they said that it did not rest, as 
in the case of the indigenous identity accord, on a consensus within the in-
digenous movement.54

 From the standpoint of the Guatemalan political and economic elite, 
CONIC’s proposal for a Law on Nationality and Indigenous Peoples must 
have reinforced the judgement that CONIC was a representative of ‘dysfunc-

                                                 
52  Bastos & Camus 2003b, pp. 242-3. 
53  Tiney (interview 2003-10-06) relates the cultural dimension of the Maya institutions to 
the fear of repression.  
54  Bastos & Camus 2003a, p. 126. 
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tional ethnicity’. Its positions on la Madre Tierra, territorial rights and Maya 
nationality were in conformity neither with the market-oriented reforms nor 
with the interests of the agrarian oligarchy. It was also obvious that the or-
ganisation was not going to moderate its claims in exchange for an established 
position within the legal-institutional terrain. This was shown during the 
CONIC-led mobilisations of 2002 and 2003, when the call for legal approval 
of its proposal was a dominant battle cry. Accordingly, in the years after the 
referendum, ethno-politics was further extended beyond the arenas of neo-
liberal multi-culturalism. It was inserted into grassroots-based resistance to the 
further privatisation of the land tenure system, the commodification of la 
Madre Tierra, the liberalisation of trade, the cuts in social security, and to the 
traditional oligarchic power structures. 
 As a pressure group that voiced demands for social rights – as well as 
territorial rights and the recognition of a Maya nationality – CONIC could not 
(was not allowed to) place itself firmly within the government-sanctioned 
ethno-political spaces, although the affiliation with COPMAGUA provided 
some connections. Only during the years following the signing of the socio-
economic sub-accord did the organisation moderate its claims. But for the ma-
jor part of the 1990s, it kept its combative stance. In social movement litera-
ture, the essence of being a movement is the ability to engage in mass mobili-
sation. In order to do so, representatives of the movements must provide the 
rank and file with an agenda that it perceives as valuable and necessary. In the 
1990s, the combined class- and ethnic-based struggle for la Madre Tierra had 
those capacities. However, people also expect political and economic results, 
which in turn often depend on skilful performances within the legal-
institutional terrain. Organisations like CONIC were thus expected to be able 
to achieve two things at once: on the one hand, effective confrontation in re-
sponse to the grievances of the local communities; on the other hand, the 
translation of such confrontation into effective participation in the legal-
institutional terrain. To what extent did it succeed in combining the two? Let 
us look into the case of Tucurú. 
 
 

The local-national linkages 
Throughout twentieth century, most Guatemalan regimes defended the prop-
erty of the agrarian oligarchy and permitted it to control the workforce inde-
pendently. The politico-agrarian transformation towards rural capitalism, 
peace and democracy weakened the semi-feudal and patrimonial aspects of 
the traditional oligarchic power structures. But only to a limited extent did this 
imply that the indigenous peasantry stood a better chance to advance its de-
mands for land and overall social justice within the political institutions. On 
this ground, the indigenous-peasant movement pursued a dual strategy where 
political institutionalisation was supplemented by high doses of contestation. 
This section looks at this strategy in post-war Tucurú (1996-2003). 
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The agrarian agencies in post-war Alta Verapaz 
According to 2003 figures, more than one-half of CONIC’s constituency was 
drawn from Q’eqchi society.55 In the Q’eqchi department of Alta Verapaz, the 
unequal distribution of land had caused a deep polarisation between CONIC 
and the communities, on one side, and the agrarian oligarchs, on the other, 
since the early 1990s.56 Former mayor of Tucurú Jorge Balsells estimated in 
1994 that some thirty landlords controlled 73 per cent of the land in the de-
partment.57 In light of this, Alta Verapaz was especially targeted by the Presi-
dential Office for Legal Assistance and Resolution of Land Conflicts (CON-
TIERRA). But the agency was restricted by scarce resources and the directive 
to stay out of conflicts in which one or both parties took the law into their own 
hands. This placed the indigenous peasants in a catch-22 situation. If they did 
not occupy land, the landowners were unlikely to attend the negotiation table; 
if they did, assistance from CONTIERRA was withdrawn.58

 In an attempt to bypass CONTIERRA and other poorly performing 
agrarian agencies, two landowners took the initiative in 1997 to install, in 
Cobán, a forum where peasants and landlords could meet and negotiate. The 
weekly meetings of this ‘Table for Resolutions of Land Conflicts’ were at-
tended by representatives of, among others, CONTIERRA, the ministries of 
Agriculture and Labour, landlord organisations and CONIC. Many observers 
saw the forum as a commendable initiative, worthy of replication in other ar-
eas. But like CONTIERRA, it had too few resources to solve the magnitude of 
land conflicts in the department.59 In 2001, the presence of CONIC at the 
meetings declined. For Juan Yat Requena, a human rights activist and member 
of the ‘Table’, whom I interviewed in 2001, the withdrawal did not originate 
in an increasing distrust of the forum but in lack of resources to cover the 
travel expenditures to Cobán.60 But the departure indicated a crisis of interest 
representation. The indigenous peasants had a precarious position. They were 
advised to integrate into the local legal-institutional terrain, where they would 
have greater likelihood of determining their future.61 But the low commitment 
of the local elite to accommodating the call for land reduced the incentive for 
participation. At the national level, CONIC sought influence by conforming to 
                                                 
55  Ibid., pp. 149-53. 
56  CONIC leader Juan Tiney claims that the struggle for land by the indigenous people in 
the 1990s was most confrontational in the Verapaz region (interview 2003-10-06). In a list 
of registered land conflicts, Alta Verapaz had twice the rate in 1998 as the next department 
(UN 1998). 
57  Balsells, cited in CODEDUR et al. 1996a, p. 37. 
58  Congcoop 2000, p. 24. 
59  For MINUGUA (1998b, p. 6), the Table was ‘one of the most important efforts of con-
certación in the region’. On the Table, see also Aguilar 2000; Congcoop 2000. 
60  Requena, Head of COPREDEH (Comisión Presidencial de Derechos Humanos) in 
Cobán, interview 2001-05-30; see also Aguilar 2000, p. 47; Congcoop 2000, p. 57. 
61  Juan Pablo Carlazolli, representative of MINUGUA, in CNOC 1999, p. 60. 
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the directives emanating from the agrarian agencies. The agrarian oligarchs of 
Alta Verapaz, however, did not cooperate with the directives. They did not 
appreciate the value of politically institutionalising the indigenous peasantry 
on such terms. 
 
 
Alliance with the municipality: The case of Tucurú 
As previously argued, Héctor Rosado Granados argues that the political par-
ties in oligarchic Guatemala merely bless ‘decisions already made in the po-
litical black market, decisions made beyond any legal authority or regulatory 
process’.62 At the national level CONIC stayed at arm’s length from such par-
ties. Locally, however, one way CONIC sought influence within the legal-
institutional terrain was to ally with progressive civic committees, that is, lo-
cal electoral bodies unattached to political parties.63 Such an alliance took 
place in Tucurú. 
 An important mechanism by which the agrarian oligarchs of Tucurú 
had subordinated the peons was the control of the electoral process. Efforts to 
break with that tradition began in earnest in the early 1990s, when the Q’eqchi 
brothers Jorge and Juan Francisco Balsells returned to Tucurú after having 
completed their university education in Guatemala City. According to Jorge 
Balsells, they arrived with a plan to provide social services to the poor and to 
anchor local politics in respect for Maya culture.64 Soon after their arrival, he 
said, they organised a series of meetings. This was before the culmination of 
the peace process, and people were still afraid of the military. Few people 
turned up at the meetings. This did not stop the brothers from entering the 
electoral arena. With Jorge as candidate for mayor and backed by the parish 
and CONIC, the civic committee PUNIT won the municipal elections in 1993 
and 1995. According to Balsells, a century-old tradition in which the mayors 
were chosen by the landlords was broken.65

 CONIC, PUNIT and the Catholic Church opened up a political space 
from which the battles for land, labour rights and social services were orches-
trated. Their programmes reinforced each other. Since the municipality had 
little jurisdiction within the private estates, Jorge Balsells told me in 2003, the 
provision of services often depended on a successful struggle for land and the 
associated formation of independent communities. At the same time, PUNIT 
assisted CONIC by making it clear to the landlords that it would take care of 
social services if the peons were allowed to form new communities.66 The al-
liance disintegrated in the late 1990s as Jorge Balsells became a congressman 
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64  Jorge Balsells, interview by MacLeod 1998, p. 196. 
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and the priest Marco Tulio, obeying an ecclesial directive, departed for Brazil, 
leaving a local church less inclined to struggle for land.67

 At this point it is important to mention that by the late-1990s Protes-
tantism had gained considerable strength in rural Guatemala, not least in Tu-
curú.68 According to Morna MacLeod, promoting ‘fundamentalist’ Protestant 
groups was a landlord strategy to weaken the autonomous organisation of the 
peasantry.69 Jorge Balsells suggests that the Protestant movement was uncom-
fortable with the alliance between PUNIT and the Catholic parish and that 
many of the Protestant churches were connected with the ultra-rightist party 
Guatemalan Republican Front (FRG) and its strongman, the born-again Prot-
estant Rios Montt.70 In 1999, FRG won the municipal elections, and with a 
reactionary local government CONIC withdrew from the local legal-
institutional terrain. These events demonstrate that local politics were not iso-
lated from society-wide power struggles. The coalition that outmanoeuvred 
the popular alliance in Tucurú was similar to the one that rallied people be-
hind the no campaign in the 1999 national referendum. If the referendum, as 
Jonas argues, brought the oligarchic world-views ‘out of the woodwork’, so 
did the elections in Tucurú.71

 
 
Politico-agrarian change and the erosion of the Tucurú movement 
The revival of the agrarian oligarchs and the electoral defeat of PUNIT cannot 
alone account for the disintegration of the Tucurú movement. Nor can the re-
ligious power struggles and the departure of Jorge Balsells and Marco Tulio. 
Also important was the deepening of the politico-agrarian transformation in 
the 1990s. In my view, three interrelated developments contributed to the ero-
sion: the further commercialisation of agriculture, the pluralisation of civil 
society and the further opening of the indigenous communities. 
  The ‘neo-liberal’ peace accord advised the indigenous peasantry to go 
from subsistence to market-oriented agriculture. To compete on the market, 
they had to ensure higher levels of productivity, which often required cutting 
down on corn production and engaging with commercial crops, that is, crops 
less connected to food security and a cultural life-world.72 For other reasons 
too, ensuring productivity was a difficult task. Because the agrarian oligarchs 
of Tucurú kept most of the fertile lands for themselves, leaving land of infe-
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70  Balsells, ex-mayor of Tucurú, interview 2003-10-07. 
71  Jonas 2000, p. 223. 
72  Alfonso Huet, of the Catholic organisation ADICI in Cobán, interview 2001-05-31. 



 
Ethno-politics and the legal-institutional terrain    143 

rior quality to the ex-peons, the latter needed large quantities of fertilizers as 
well as machinery, new seeds, and so forth. In order to gain access to these 
they needed credits, which were hard to come by in the neo-liberal context of 
reduced tariffs on imported grain, cuts in state subsidies and eliminated price 
guarantees on basic agricultural commodities. Critics have argued that the 
neo-liberal policies did not benefit the impoverished strata of the rural popula-
tion but were targeted only on narrow groups expected to be viable players in 
a competitive market. The winners were said to be entrepreneurs with me-
dium- to large-scale production units using hired workers and cultivating non-
traditional export commodities.73 Few ex-peons belonged to that group. More-
over, the distribution of credits by the state often depended on whether the 
landholdings were legalised or not.74 Acquiring title to land was a frustrating 
process, involving relentless paperwork, struggles with the agrarian bureauc-
racy and payments to functionaries such as land surveyors. By the late 1990s 
only 4 per cent of the landowners in the Polochic Valley possessed legal 
documentation.75 One way to afford fertilizers, machinery and seeds as well as 
food for the family was to return as seasonal workers to the local private es-
tates or join the labour migrants to other departments. This had become more 
difficult due to rising unemployment. 
 How did commercialisation affect the relationship between CONIC and 
the local indigenous peasantry? In its early days, according to sociologist Víc-
tor Gálvez, CONIC had addressed mainly the landless rural population. By the 
turn of the century it had developed a focus on agricultural production, ac-
knowledging that land was only the first step in the battle for social justice.76 
To be sure, the ex-peons of Tucurú had not abandoned the struggle for land. 
Many were still landless, and some who had acquired low-quality parcels eyed 
the fertile soils of the private estates. These people were likely to stand firmly 
behind CONIC. In the orchestration of the land struggle, the latter had shown 
good tactical judgement and bargaining skills. However, responding to needs 
for commercial and technical assistance was a different matter altogether. 
When I interviewed the local CONIC promoter Juan Tzib in 2003, he told me 
that his organisation was still ill equipped in terms of personnel and resources 
to deal with the bottom-up calls for these services.77 CONIC was a conven-
tional peasant organisation in so far as it directed its demands for land and 
agricultural assistance primarily to the state. Yet with the new market-oriented 
policies, in tandem with the persistence of oligarchic power, the likelihood of 
state redistribution of land and income was limited. Moreover, in the area of 
agricultural production it had to compete with rural organisers with stronger 
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144    Guatemala 

financial resources, such as the U.S. Agency for International Development, 
the European Union, the Protestant churches and the NGOs. 
 As a consequence of peace and the democratisation process, Guatemala 
witnessed the pluralisation of rural civil society. Many of the new agents were 
NGOs that did not, like CONIC, call upon the state to provide social rights. 
They preferred direct relationships with the indigenous peasantry on a single-
issue basis in areas like infrastructure, education, forestry and rural produc-
tion. The dominant NGO in Tucurú was the worldwide aid agency CARE, 
which centred on self-help projects among poor families. Since its establish-
ment in the municipality in the early 1990s, CARE had been in conflict with 
CONIC. According to Jorge Balsells, this was due to the fact that CARE had 
difficulties entering CONIC-affiliated communities.78 When I interviewed the 
local coordinator of CARE, Byron Peña, in 2001, he reasoned that his organi-
sation responded to a communal need for technical assistance that CONIC 
was unable to provide. He was also at odds with its militant approach.79 
CONIC, for its part, was critical of organisations that sought to ‘divide’ the 
communities along political, religious, or, as CARE did, family lines. 
 
 
Protests, proposals and the struggle for land 
The maintenance of a strong indigenous-peasant movement in Tucurú and 
elsewhere will probably continue to depend on the way organisations like 
CONIC manage to strike a balance between militant protest and cooperation 
with the authorities. However, it is one thing to stage sit-ins in the national 
offices of the agrarian agencies and take to the streets of Guatemala City in 
front of national media; it is quite another to engage with the poorly perform-
ing agrarian agencies at local levels and occupy the properties of the agrarian 
oligarchs. In the early years of the new millennium, CONIC once again 
stepped up its local struggle. In Tucurú and nationally, this was a reaction to 
the electoral victory of the ultra-rightist party FRG and the re-articulation of 
racist oligarchic world-views in the aftermath of the national referendum. It 
was also due to an ongoing market-oriented agrarian reform that, in the view 
of CONIC, failed to address the basic causes of rural subordination. Against 
this background, CONIC kept its belief that land occupations and other means 
of ‘illegality’ were occasionally the only available means to force the state and 
the agrarian oligarchs to the negotiation tables. In order to put pressure on the 
Guatemalan elite, these acts were coupled with a capacity to mobilise. How-
ever, with the commercialisation of agriculture and the pluralisation of civil 
society, the strategy of mass mobilisations and the policy of confrontation 
may be harder to uphold. For many ex-peons, cooperation with the NGOs may 
well be perceived as a more efficient way to acquire resources. 
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 One central advantage of CONIC has been its ability to insert local 
problems and demands into a wider pattern of injustice. For the major part of 
the 1990s, the struggle for land served that purpose. Morna MacLeod argues 
that in Tucurú the organisation based its activities on encouraging the com-
munities to participate in nationwide manifestations.80 The way in which it has 
chosen to combine class and ethnicity in the struggle for land has been useful 
in this respect. Even if the occupation of land within the framework of na-
tional campaigns and for purposes determined in Guatemala City could clash 
with the momentum of local struggles, the insertion of particular battles for la 
Madre Tierra into a wider frame allowed the peons to present themselves as 
citizens with legitimate claims to social and ethnic rights. In the post-war pe-
riod, CONIC broadened its agenda. Alongside demands for land redistribution 
and labour rights it intensified its quest for incentives to improve agricultural 
productivity as well as its pressure on the government to implement an inte-
grated rural development model, withdraw the neo-liberal reforms and recog-
nise the territorial rights of people of Maya nationality. It remains to be seen 
whether these themes have the same capacity as the call for la Madre Tierra 
to link local and national concerns and foster mass support. 
 
 

Concluding remarks 
Between 1994 and 2003, a wide range of domestic and external actors argued 
that Guatemala after decades of civil war needed political tranquillity. It was 
seen as essential that an historic opportunity for peace and democracy was not 
lost. Many actors went from confrontation to bargaining and compromise. 
Among those who chose to integrate into the new political spaces provided by 
the peace process was a new stratum of Maya intellectuals. An unprecedented 
opportunity was provided to publicly discuss issues like bilingual education, 
ethno-development and Maya cultural forms. Some saw the ethno-political 
openings as the result of the skilful performance of the Mayas; others spoke in 
terms of a strategy adopted by the political elite to promote those ethnic rights 
that did not obstruct the operation of the market. Given the changing class 
structure of Maya society, one must also take into account that a segment may 
have arisen that to various extents supported the neo-liberal agenda. In 1999, 
the Maya-government ‘pact’ in the field of ethno-politics was weakened by 
the referendum that obstructed the anticipated ethnic reforms and ‘brought the 
still-prevalent oligarchic worldview out of the woodwork’. 
 CONIC could have entered more firmly into the ethno-political spaces. 
But adopting an officially sanctioned mode of political conduct was hard. The 
unequal distribution of land had been a crucial factor of the war, and the peace 
treaty did not present any major solution. Santiago Bastos wrote in 1998 that 
references to land reform continued to produce acrimony, since land remained 
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‘the economic base of the oligarchy’ and because ‘the majority of the Indians 
are peasants’ for whom land has economic significance and ‘social and sym-
bolic connotations’.81 Even if the expansion of neo-liberalism indicated a 
growing division within the dominant class, there seems to have been a tacit 
agreement not to undermine this rural oligarchic base. Faced with the unequal 
distribution of land, the crisis of the peasant economy and mass unemploy-
ment, many saw no alternative than to register their continued resistance by 
occupying farms, blocking roads and taking other militant actions. 
 This chapter has explored the function of ethnicity in the struggle for 
social rights. Again, the ethnic discourse of CONIC was not primarily used to 
open the doors to the political institutions. As long as the oligarchic democ-
ratic regime did not respond to rural needs and address the conflicts that sur-
rounded the distribution of land, an important part of Guatemalan ethno-
politics thus took shape on the fringes of the legal-institutional terrain. It 
manifested itself in the call for ancestral rights to land and as a strategic de-
vice for gaining social rights. At one point CONIC sought to accommodate to 
the agenda of the agrarian agencies, and shortly before and after the peace 
treaty much of its radical agenda was suspended. But after the peasant con-
gress in 1998 and the electoral victory of the ultra-rightist FRG in 1999, 
CONIC’s agenda was re-intensified. This suggests an inability of the state to 
co-opt oppositional forces. Even if some would say that the ethno-political 
spaces do indicate such a capacity, the increasing closure of these spaces after 
1999 tells us otherwise. The institutional weakness and the exclusionary prac-
tices of the state are seen here as a legacy of the oligarchic authoritarian re-
gime and are also attributed to the oligarchic power structures that have 
changed but still place rural conflicts outside the legal-institutional terrain. 
 On the national level, CONIC took on the task of a conventional peas-
ant organisation, acting within the context of the peasant sector with a hierar-
chical organisation and addressing the state on economic issues. However, 
there was a clear tension between its attempts at the national level to have the 
state solve many of the problems and a local conception of the state as syn-
onymous with repression and social negligence. The accelerated commerciali-
sation of agriculture, the pluralisation of civil society, and communal diversi-
fication also challenged the ability of CONIC to maintain a large popular 
base. In this respect, ethnic references to a community-centred battle for la 
Madre Tierra helped strengthen the correspondence between the national 
socio-economic agenda and local world-views, especially in the case of the 
long-time oligarchic stronghold of Tucurú. After the referendum, CONIC 
broadened its ethnic discourse by incorporating issues like the recognition of a 
Maya nationality and territorial rights. In so doing, it underscored its aspira-
tion to break not only the economic but also the cultural boundaries of internal 
colonialism. 
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OLIGARCHIC POPULISM 
AND RURAL MOBILISATIONS 
 
Drawing largely on an historical and structural view, this chapter explores the 
connections between the rise of the indigenous-peasant movement and the 
gradual demise of traditional oligarchic power structures in the mid-twentieth-
century Ecuadorian Andes. It gives an account of the features and rural poli-
cies of the political regimes and how these were affected by the overall proc-
ess of agricultural modernisation. In so doing, the chapter opens a comparison 
of the rise of indigenous-peasant movements in Guatemala and Ecuador. The 
focus here is on a period that runs from the 1930s, when the first Ecuadorian 
twentieth-century mass mobilisation phase of the indigenous peasantry 
started, to the 1970s, the decade that saw the onset of the second phase as well 
as a shift from an oligarchic popular regime-type to one that resembles the 
popular, nationalist and corporatist political order described in chapter two. 
Attention is given to the national level and to the province of Chimborazo. As 
of the 1960s, Chimborazo still had haciendas where the peons were exposed 
to ‘extremely parasitic situations’.1 Emil and Wava Haney write that ‘prior to 
the initiation of Ecuador’s agrarian reform program in 1964, the province of 
Chimborazo was said to have one of the most anachronistic agrarian structures 
in the country, if not in the entire hemisphere’.2 Just as Alta Verapaz – with its 
despotic local oligarchy – became the stronghold of the Guatemalan indige-
nous-peasant movement, Chimborazo became an important bastion of the Ec-
uadorian one. With examples taken from colonial and early post-colonial 
Chimborazo, the first section offers a description of the structures on which 
the agrarian oligarchy based its power. The second recounts some features of 
the oligarchic populist regime, its policies towards the indigenous peasantry 
and the mobilisation of the latter. The third discusses how the onset of the 
agrarian transformation in the 1960s was filtered through the regime. After 

                                                 
1  CIDA 1965, p. 65. 
2  Haney & Haney 1989, p. 70; see also Thurner 1989, p. 2; Carrasco 1993, p. 31. 
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this, I look into the ways in which the turn to a nationalist and populist politi-
cal order in the 1970s affected the oligarchic structures in localities like Chim-
borazo. The final section suggests some links between the rise of the indige-
nous-peasant movement and the demise of the traditional agrarian oligarchy. 
 
 

Agrarian oligarchs, clergymen and Indians in Chimborazo 
As in Guatemala, Ecuadorian oligarchs have had a strong influence in shaping 
the policies of the national governments and the design of the political regime-
types. But their socio-political impact has usually been more significant at the 
local level. In order to present the main components of the traditional oligar-
chic power structures, this section offers an historical account of the subordi-
nation of the indigenous peasantry in Chimborazo, an oligarchic fortress dur-
ing the major part of the twentieth century. 
 
 
Early conquest and textile production in Chimborazo 
In the Andes, the colonial administration found a workforce abundant enough 
to keep the exploitation of human and natural resources in motion. The area 
that today is called Chimborazo was especially populous, with an estimated 
seventy thousand Quichuas in 1650. Unlike the case of the Dominican free-
zone of La Verapaz, Chimborazo was the first region in the Audiencia of 
Quito (Ecuador) to be exploited by the colonial enterprise.3 The Quichuas of 
Chimborazo and the rest of the Ecuadorian highlands experienced a harsher 
form of colonialism than the Guatemalan Q’eqchi’es and Pocomchi’es. Like 
Guatemala, however, colonial Ecuador had a poor substratum of minerals. 
Instead of mining, it developed into what historian Broke Larson calls ‘the 
premier textile workshop of the Andean colonies’.4 Chimborazo was a centre 
of sheep breeding. From its sweatshops (obrajes), cloths were sent to every 
point of the compass.5 The system maintained its prominence until the late 
eighteenth century, when the Bourbon reforms – which sought to reinforce 
royal dominance and encourage agro-exportation in the colonies – caused a 
continent-wide economic downturn. The reforms hit hard at textile manufac-
turing and provoked a transfer of the Chimborazo workforce to agriculture, 
pushing it more decisively into the closed realm of the hacienda. Anthropolo-
gist Hugo Burgos shows that at about the same time as the Bourbon reforma-
tion, the traditional draft of indigenous people into public works on obrajes 
and mines (the mita system) lost ground to debt peonage (concertaje).6
 
 

                                                 
3  Haney & Haney 1989, p. 74. 
4  Larson 1994, p. 108.  
5  Hurtado 1980, p. 7; Burgos 1997, p. 361. 
6  Burgos 1997, pp. 357-8; see also Quintero & Silva 1998, vol. 1, p. 37. 
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The ‘liberal’ revolution and local mobilisations in Chimborazo 
The Q’eqchi’es and the Pocomchi’es of Guatemala did not stage any wide-
spread uprising against the landlord intrusion. In contrast, the Quichuas of 
Chimborazo proved their combativeness on numerous occasions. From time to 
time, the protests took on ethnic overtones, hailing pre-Columbian society and 
values, as in the 1871 rebellion led by the legendary Fernando Daquilema 
against labour abuse and the payment of tithes and tributes. Despite this rebel-
lious past, the 1895 Liberal Revolution did not provoke massive rural resis-
tance. While the turn to Guatemalan economic liberalism is termed the second 
conquest of the indigenous people, the ascendancy of the liberal-minded Eloy 
Alfaro (1895-1901 and 1906-1911) to the Ecuadorian presidency was even 
supported by indigenous communities, especially in Chimborazo. Mario 
Mullo of the present-day Quichua federation ECUARUNARI maintains that 
the so-called liberal revolution was in touch with the reality of the indigenous 
people inasmuch as it sought a solution to the debt peonage, the taxation, the 
tithes, and so forth.7 From a Guatemalan perspective, this might appear to be a 
bizarre alliance, but one likely reason for its existence is that Ecuador’s liberal 
turn did not imply a wholesale social transformation. Firstly, as the English 
Latin Americanist Roger Plant remarks, agro-export was less developed in the 
Andes than in Guatemala.8 Secondly, by the time of the liberal revolution, 
Chimborazo was already established as a provider of agricultural commodities 
for the urban markets of Cuenca and Guayaquil.9 What the Alfaro administra-
tion did was to deepen this commercial dependency. Thirdly, the revolution 
did not have such a vast effect on the land tenure system as it did in Alta 
Verapaz. The Q’eqchi’es and the Pocomchi’es had been able to keep much of 
their land during Dominican rule. For the Quichuas of Chimborazo, the push 
upwards to arid mountain slopes had been incitements to social unrest for cen-
turies. Fourthly, the reforms did not imply a substantial shift of landlords. The 
Church remained a large landowner, and political analyst Osvaldo Hurtado 
points out that major properties in the early twentieth century were still in the 
hands of the descendants of the sixteenth-century conquistadors.10 Conse-
quently, while ‘liberalism’ in Alta Verapaz pushed the indigenous communi-
ties into the realm of newly established landed estates, many Quichuas of 
Chimborazo were already inserted. 
 
 
The semi-feudal enclaves of the agrarian oligarchs 
Most Quichuas remained, far into the twentieth century, economically and 
politically locked into a hacienda system structure – the haciendas were lo-
                                                 
7  Mullo in ECUARUNARI 1998, p. 21. Rodríguez (1987, p. 103) says that the Chim-
borazo Quichuas did not share Alfaro’s ideology but hoped that he would ensure their lib-
eration. 
8  Plant 1998a, p. 14. 
9  Quintero & Silva 1998, vol. 3, p. 146. 
10  Hurtado 1980, p. 48. 
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cated in the centre of the indigenous heartland – that relied on the use of pre-
capitalist forms of labour control. The Quichuas were tied to the hacienda in 
various ways, but primarily by means of the huasipungo – a system akin to the 
mozo colono arrangement in Alta Verapaz. This was a sharecropping system 
in which resident hacienda peons (huasipungueros),11 in exchange for work-
ing four to six days weekly for the patron, were offered limited cash payment, 
recourse to a small plot of farmland (huasipungo) and permission to use graz-
ing land and gather firewood. From the viewpoint of the proprietor, the wage 
was not the primary means to keep a steady workforce; indigenous peasants 
with loose or seasonal labour connections to the hacienda frequently received 
higher wages. The chief technique was, as in Alta Verapaz, to parcel out small 
subsistence plots. Even if the huasipungueros were without legal titles to the 
land they farmed and may have had ample economic reasons for preferring to 
take on seasonal labour, they depended on their plots and were, according to 
Marc Becker, prepared to fight hard to keep them. And even if they were com-
pelled to undertake heavy workloads at the hacienda, domestic service in-
cluded, and left with a few hours of daylight to till their own fields, their plot 
was the nucleus of economic security, a spiritual cornerstone and, inherited 
along patrilinear birthrights, a physical link to the ancestors.12 Another tech-
nique for tying the peons to the estate – also found in Alta Verapaz – was a 
debt-peonage system based on payments in advance. Becker reasons that the 
hacienda owner usually kept the debt at a level at which it could not be repaid, 
while simultaneously preventing it from reaching a magnitude where, upon 
the death of the huasipunguero, the landlord suffered an economic loss. The 
latter scenario was routinely forestalled by letting the debt pass from father to 
son. Although debt peonage was declared illegal in 1918 (1934 in Guatemala), 
landlords had ways of bypassing the legislation. Becker argues that they 
could, for instance, let the peon borrow in the name of his children.13

 Beyond these commonalities, the range of hacienda power seemed 
more limited in Chimborazo than in Alta Verapaz. Analyses of rural Ecuador 
distinguish between the captive indigenous communities of the hacienda and 
the ‘free’ indigenous communities outside its immediate grip. But the term 
‘free’ does not imply being free from oppression. In areas with a weaker in-
fluence from the hacienda, it was rather the mestizo town that dominated the 
communities.14 As historian Magnus Mörner tells us, instead ‘of having one, 
possibly paternalistic landlord’ the free communities were subjected to ‘the 
priest, the local administrative officer, and the justice of the peace’.15

                                                 
11  The hacienda workers also comprised, for instance, allegados, salaried workers who did 
not receive land, and yanapas, who worked in exchange for water, firewood and pastures. 
12  See e.g. Becker 1997, pp. 98, 107-8. 
13  Ibid., pp. 97-108; on the huasipungo system, see also Bretón 1997, p. 56. 
14  Ibarra, in León 1994, p. 183. 
15  Mörner 1985, p. 210. 
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 The most striking discrepancy between the hacienda systems in late-
nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century Alta Verapaz and Chimborazo seems 
to be the role of the rural Catholic Church. In Guatemala, the anti-clerical 
character of the ‘liberal’ revolution left the agrarian oligarchs without a reli-
able and powerful intermediary in relation to the indigenous communities, a 
circumstance that helps in explaining the repressive character of the Guatema-
lan state. The Ecuadorian ‘liberal’ reforms also had a secular twist, but the 
Andean Church succeeded in preserving much of its strength and influence. In 
Chimborazo and elsewhere in the Ecuadorian highlands, a strong connection 
between the agrarian oligarchs and the Church was maintained. In fact, since 
the conservative clergy was a significant landowner, it shared the economic 
concerns of the landlords. The Church was also the agent of indoctrination in 
the countryside. As Hernán Carrasco argues in the case of Chimborazo, ‘the 
religious, conservative and traditionalist discourse tended to promote the ac-
ceptance of local hierarchies by way of insinuating its correspondence with a 
natural order of things’.16

 Analysts often reason that the peons of this era needed external assis-
tance to break loose from the fetters of the patrons and that they welcomed the 
rural entry of class-based organisations since they provided a more direct and 
professional contact with the political institutions.17 But in oligarchic bastions 
such as Chimborazo and Alta Verapaz, reaching out to the peons was difficult 
due to patron-client relations and the idea of a God-given order, and also dan-
gerous due to the coercive capacities of the landlord. In the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, the indigenous peasantry of Chimborazo had only an 
occasional capacity to stage local riots. As historian Broke Larson suggests, 
 

Ecuador entered the twentieth century as the only Andean nation that did not 
experience a militant grassroots movement of community-based peasants 
challenging government policies of land divestiture. Here again, we come 
up against colonial legacies of the entrenched hacienda system and the 
fragmented peasant community. Yet that landscape of apparent pastoral 
calm could be shattered at any moment by a conspiracy of global, national, 
or local events.18

 
 Such a moment was approaching. New winds gathered strength up 
north. With Zapata’s Mexican uprising for land and liberty (1910-1919), the 
Latin American highlands became a field of class-based mass mobilisations.  
 
 

The oligarchic populist regime-type 
The regime-types of modern Ecuador have been designed to protect the eco-
nomic and racial privileges of the oligarchy. As previously argued, the inabil-
                                                 
16  Carrasco 1993, pp. 35-6; see also Bebbington et al. 1992, p. 131. 
17  Remy 1995, p. 114. 
18  Larson 1994, pp. 125-6. 
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ity of the Latin American oligarchs to find mass support for their political pro-
jects typically pushes the political regimes in one of two directions: towards 
the opening of political channels to subaltern classes and the demise of oligar-
chic privileges, or the restriction of popular representation and the intensifica-
tion of repression. The Ecuadorian political elite of the mid-twentieth century 
took a middle course. This section outlines the basic components of this oli-
garchic populist regime and its main policies towards the indigenous peasants. 
With an eye on these policies, it also discusses what I call the first phase of 
rural mass mobilisation in the twentieth century. 
 
 
Two oligarchic fractions 
The historical composition of the oligarchy in Ecuador differs markedly from 
the one in Guatemala. For the major part of the twentieth century, Ecuador 
was ruled by two landed elites. The first was the afore-mentioned conservative 
group of hacienda owners that produced for the national market and was based 
in the political bastion of highland Quito. It had its political power rooted in 
the subordination of a vast labour force, the possession of large tracts of 
land,19 the alliance with the clergy and, often, the control of the state. The 
other fraction was a trade-oriented, more secular, and economically liberal-
minded group based in the commercial centre of coastal Guayaquil. Its emer-
gence dates back to the ‘liberal’ revolution and the cocoa boom (roughly 
1880-1925). According to the economist David Schodt, the production of co-
coa on the coastal plantations was dominated by some twenty domestic fami-
lies. He underscores that it was capital intensive and generated a free wage-
earning labour force (jornaleros).20 Although Cocoa did not require a vast la-
bour force, there was a shortage of labour due to a small coastal population 
and the fact that most highland Quichuas were tied to the semi-feudal estates. 
An important part of the Ecuadorian oligarchy thus had reason to push for the 
abolition of debt-peonage and other lord-peasant relations that prevented la-
bour mobility. Modernising the highlands was, as political scientist José An-
tonio Lucero argues, a way to stimulate the supply of workers to the coast.21

 To a large extent, the balance of power between the two oligarchic frac-
tions, and their respective political parties (the Conservative and the Liberal), 
has set the context of Ecuador’s modern political history. Drawing on Jeffery 
Paige’s Central American analysis, I refer to them as the agrarian and the 
agro-industrial fractions of the elite. As noted above, during the twentieth cen-
tury the latter came to occupy positions in the commercial centres and banking 
sectors. However, Osvaldo Hurtado underscores that it was not an urban 
bourgeoisie, since it either depended on the plantation owners or had its own 

                                                 
19  According to Zamosc (1993, p. 278), by 1954 the large estates controlled 75 per cent of 
the Andean lands. 
20  Schodt 1987, p. 39. 
21  Lucero 2003, p. 28. 
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landed interests. In fact, for as long as the coastal agro-industrial export sector 
was the engine of national profit, that is, from the rise of cocoa production in 
the late nineteenth century until the Quito-orchestrated oil bonanza of the 
1970s, the urban national-industrial bourgeoisie remained weak, unable to 
take on the role as promoter of an industrialisation expansive enough to gen-
erate a large class of industrial wage earners.22

 The 1895 liberal reform transferred political power from the highland 
conservatives to the agro-industrial oligarchy of Guayaquil. As in Guatemala, 
the surge of economic liberalism was related to the boom of a particular crop, 
in Guatemala coffee, in Ecuador cocoa. In 1925, after years of cocoa crisis, 
the agro-industrial fraction was removed from office in a bloodless revolution 
staged by military officers in alliance with discontented highland landlords 
and the middle class. The revolution brought about twenty-three years of po-
litical turbulence, during which twenty-six governments led Ecuador.23 Ini-
tially, this accentuated the controversy between the oligarchic fractions. But in 
1933, the electoral victory of José María Velasco Ibarra – who led his own 
political movement, although strongly backed by the Conservative Party – 
opened an oligarchic pact that, according to sociologists Rafael Quintero and 
Erika Silva, lasted until a new generation of reformist military officers as-
sumed office in 1972.24 With the agrarian oligarchy in a position to maintain 
much of its privilege, the ethnic division of the Andean labour force survived 
far beyond the depression years. Ecuador, like Guatemala, remained a pre-
dominantly agrarian society that underwent a slow, oligarchic and dependent 
route to capitalism. In the Guatemalan case, the development towards a popu-
list-nationalist political order was crushed in 1954 by agrarian oligarchs and 
military forces in league with the United States. In the case of Ecuador, it was 
stalled until 1972 by oligarchic fractions that were often strong enough to con-
trol society but not strong enough to dominate each other. 
 
 
The populist dimension of the oligarchic pact 
Velasco Ibarra presided over five administrations (1934-1935, 1944-1947, 
1952-1956, 1960-1961, and 1968-1972). The strength and political tenacity of 
Velasquismo, as his politics were called, came from the fact that it repeatedly 
managed to mobilise support, or at least acceptance, from large segments of 
Ecuadorian society. The rural and urban poor were attracted by his anti-
oligarchic rhetoric and the Catholic Church by his defence of its religious val-
ues. The agrarian oligarchs supported him on the grounds that he allowed 
                                                 
22  Hurtado 1980, pp. 156-8, 176-8. 
23  The revolution of 1925 ended the dominance of the Liberal Party and the liberal-
conservative two-party system. In the politically stable period from 1948 to 1960, the Ecua-
dorian political elite, according to several analysts, did deepen its commitment to democ-
racy. During these years two parties tended to alternate in power, the National Velasquista 
Party and the Social Christian Party (with roots in the Conservative Party). 
24  Quintero & Silva 1998, vol. 1, pp. 388-92; see also Quintero 1989; Ospina 2005. 
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them to keep their semi-feudal arrangements and to regain much of the politi-
cal impact they had lost between 1895 and 1925. Most importantly, in the face 
of deepened rifts between the oligarchic fractions in the aftermath of the 1925 
revolution and the decline of cocoa production, Velasquismo became, in the 
words of Agustín Cueva, a ‘lesser evil’ and ‘ideal formula to overcome re-
gional opposition’. On this basis, it also appealed to the emerging middle 
class, the labour unions and, foremost, the agro-industrial oligarchy. However, 
due to the contradictory messages of Velasquismo, it provided a poor platform 
for building lasting governments. When the internal tensions of his policies 
became too great, Ibarra would be pushed out of the presidential palace, 
though soon to return.25

 The complex nature of Velasquismo is a major topic in Ecuadorian so-
cial sciences, including the controversy about whether or not it is to be classi-
fied as a populist movement. Evidently, the convergence of political and eco-
nomic conditions that provided the backdrop for classic anti-oligarchic Latin 
American populism was also an impetus for Velasquismo. Ecuador was not 
spared by the worldwide economic crisis, and the new social forces had begun 
to challenge the dominant position of the two oligarchic fractions. The middle 
class, though weaker than in other parts of the region, had gained political 
strength, and the working classes had risen to demand citizenship rights. A 
dominant view is that Velasco Ibarra had his primary political base in the sub-
stratum of the electorate, that is, the sub-proletariat that had been drawn to 
Guayaquil during the cocoa crisis.26 Sociologist Rafael Quintero, however, 
argues that he drew support primarily from the town-based petit bourgeoisie 
in the highlands.27 Whatever the case, Velasco Ibarra, unlike many other 
populist leaders of mid-twentieth-century Latin America, did not take any de-
cisive step to extend political rights to the subordinated classes. The over-
whelming majority of the population was barred from voting, and Velas-
quismo was thus not a movement with a mass electoral base. Sociologist Car-
los de la Torre sees it as a populist phenomenon that, in a way, incorporated 
the electorally excluded, and thus as something that ‘transcended the electoral 
level of politics’. Its strong appeal among the marginal poor was, in his view, 
based rather on Catholic morality, demagogic and personalistic leadership, 
and political mass spectacles.28

 But even those who characterise Velasquismo as a form of populism 
tend to find significant differences when it is compared to the relation between 
the leader and the masses in Mexico and much of South America. Agustín 
Cueva argues that on one level Velasquismo surfaced to ‘manipulate the pre-
dominantly sub-proletarian masses’ rather than to ‘manipulate the proletariat’. 

                                                 
25  On the balancing role of Velasquismo, see Cueva 1982, pp. 74-5 and 1989, pp. 115-7, 
126; Corkill & Cubitt 1988, pp. 14-5; Isaacs 1993, pp. 17-8. 
26  Cueva 1989, pp. 117-22. 
27  Quintero 1989; see also de la Torre 1998, p. 135. 
28  de la Torre 1998, pp. 135-7, 141; see also Corkill & Cubitt 1988, p. 14. 
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On another, it arose as a transaction between ‘an agro-mercantile bourgeoisie 
in crisis and a still powerful landlord aristocracy’ rather than as a mediator of 
disputes between ‘the industrial bourgeoisie and the agro-exporting oligar-
chy’.29 Pablo Cuvi also stresses the linkage between the oligarchic structures 
and the populist model.30 Since Velasquismo never launched a decisive attack 
on the oligarchy, it may be seen as a mirror image of the classic Latin Ameri-
can populism described in chapter two. It did not focus on import substitution, 
it developed weak corporatist structures and its welfare policies were heavily 
restricted. Accordingly, even if it had a (non-electoral) sub-proletarian mass 
base, the working and middle classes were loosely or ambivalently included in 
the political institutions. What Velasquismo accomplished was to mitigate the 
tensions between the oligarchic fractions and to ensure a political platform for 
the agrarian oligarchy that, according to historian Pablo Ospina, was more 
solidified than in neighbouring Peru and Bolivia.31

 Velasco Ibarra and his movement embody parts of the answer as to why 
Ecuador took a middle course between the authoritarian liquidation of the 
class-based mobilisation that Guatemala experienced and the mass incorpora-
tion of the labouring classes that took place in Mexico and other populist, na-
tionalist and corporatist political orders. While the bulk of the poor were pre-
vented from voting on grounds of illiteracy, the division within the oligarchic 
class created some openings for the middle and working classes.32 Under the 
oligarchic populist regime-type (1934-1972) workers and peasants were occa-
sionally repressed, occasionally included, but never fully controlled. 
 
 
Oligarchic populism and indigenista policies 
Much of the mid-twentieth-century incursion of external organisers into the 
indigenous communities of the highlands was orchestrated by two political 
movements. The first revolved around the so-called indigenista policies and 
mainly entered those ‘free’ indigenous communities that had a looser connec-
tion to the hacienda. The second was spearheaded by the Communist Party 
and primarily addressed the huasipunguero sector. 
 The indigenista policies sought to promote racial mixture (mestizaje) in 
countries with sizeable indigenous populations. The policies defended some 
cultural elements of traditional indigenous society but were, in the main, con-
cerned with assimilating the indigenous peasantry into the nation. They cen-
tred on local community-centred development and had a strong economic di-
mension. In Ecuador, the most influential practical expressions of the indigen-
ista movement were the enactment of the 1937 Comuna Law (Ley de 
Comunas) and the UN programme Andean Mission (Misión Andina), with its 
                                                 
29  Cueva 1989, p. 144. 
30  Cuvi 1989, pp. 163-5. 
31  On the difference between the populism of Velasco and classic Latin American popu-
lism, see e.g. Cuvi 1989, pp. 167-72. 
32  León 2003, p. 113. 



 

158    Ecuador 

promotion of community development. The legislators of the Comuna Law 
expected that the legal recognition and protection of the indigenous commu-
nity and its governing council (the cabildo)33 would help safeguard the in-
digenous population from exploitation, in part by preventing the privatisation 
and division of communal lands. However, the number of comunas actually 
registered in the first decades was small.34 In some instances, the communities 
may even have opposed the Comuna Law as an attempt by the state to in-
crease control over the indigenous peasantry and undercut the influence of the 
‘troublesome’ leftist unions.35 According to historian Marc Becker, the law 
offered legal recognition to the ‘free’ indigenous communities but was simul-
taneously embedded in a wider project of communal reconstruction that would 
bury ‘Ecuador’s Indigenous past’.36 The prime reason for the low amount of 
registrations, however, was probably that most Quichuas were part of the ha-
cienda system. The agrarian oligarchs often worked against the implementa-
tion of the law. The upswing in the number of registrations did not come until 
the agrarian reforms of the 1960s and 1970s, when the huasipungo families 
finally managed to break their ties to semi-feudal servitude. 
 The Andean Mission was a programme drawn up by the United Nations 
and the International Labour Organisation. It spread to a number of Andean 
countries and its Ecuadorian operations commenced in 1956. With an indigen-
ista-inspired focus on modernisation through community development, it ad-
dressed, above all, those cabildos that had been legalised by the Comuna Law. 
In the 1960s, the mission became a formal political institution, renamed the 
Andean Mission of Ecuador (Misión Andina del Ecuador, MAE). It was part 
of a strategy by which the state sought to incorporate the indigenous peasantry 
more firmly into the nation and into the modern capitalist economy. Like the 
rural Catholic Church in Guatemala and the state personnel who followed the 
letter of the Comuna Law, the functionaries of the mission preferred to estab-
lish contacts with younger and literate community residents. In this way, it 
helped form a new indigenous leadership.37 However, partly because of its 
insensitivity to traditional indigenous languages, organisation and values, 
MAE is said to have had weak local legitimacy.38 The present-day Quichua 
federation ECUARUNARI views it as an agent of North American imperial-
ism and as one among many attempts to divide the indigenous communities.39 
Other weaknesses, according to anthropologist Víctor Bretón and others, were 

                                                 
33  The cabildo has colonial roots but gained new functions with the law. In its new role it 
has five annually elected members: president, vice-president, secretary, treasurer and trus-
tee. 
34  For differences between community (comunidad) and comuna, see Martínez 2002, pp. 
19-21. 
35  Ibarra 1992, p. 87; Botero 2001, p. 44. 
36  Becker 1997, p. 219. 
37  On MAE, see Bretón 2000. 
38  Alain Dubly in Bretón 2000, p. 70; Martínez in Bretón 2000, pp. 74-5. 
39  ECUARUNARI 1998, p. 173. 
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its intense focus on communal self-help and thus its failure to grasp the gen-
eral picture of rural underdevelopment and present an agenda for structural 
transformation. Bretón argues that the organisation lent support to a small por-
tion of the highland communities (the ‘free’ ones), was weak in resources and 
had unsatisfactory connections with other rural institutions.40  
 The indigenista policies of the Ecuadorian oligarchic populist regime 
strengthened state presence in the rural highlands. But only a limited number 
of the indigenous peasantry were reached by these initiatives. The weakness 
of the indigenista policies and the whole mestizo-based national project must, 
as in Guatemala, be seen against the background of a weak developmental 
state and, more fundamentally, the strong opposition of the agrarian oligarchs 
and their racist world-views. 
 
 
The first mass mobilisation phase of indigenous peasants, 1926-1964 
Rather than stimulating full-scale import-substitution industrialisation, the 
Ecuadorian state of the 1930s to the 1950s continued to promote the agro-
export model.41 There was no strong industrial and/or urban base upon which 
to build a leftist mass movement. The option for urban activists seeking a 
mass constituency was instead to gravitate towards the indigenous peasantry, 
although this was to enter a world of often unfamiliar codes, norms and prac-
tices. Historian Pablo Ospina relates the weak corporatist structures of the Ec-
uadorian state and its limited attack on the oligarchic power structures to the 
cultural differences between the urban middle class and the indigenous peo-
ple.42 The ethnic stratification made it difficult for middle class–based leftist 
organisations to penetrate and mobilise the indigenous peasantry. This con-
trasts to countries where the rural poor were mobilised under the undisputed 
leadership of the labour movement or inserted as peasants into strong corpora-
tist columns. Still, in the 1930s and 1940s, it was the left that ensured the first 
broad organisation of workers and peasants, contributing to the first twentieth-
century political awakening of the rural poor. 
 The Ecuadorian Socialist Party was founded in 1926 and five years 
later it was renamed the Ecuadorian Communist Party. During the two dec-
ades that followed the great depression, the party advanced its position in a 
political climate oscillating between periods of repression and democratisa-
tion. From an ideological viewpoint, it was an opponent of Velasquismo, the 
binding element of the oligarchic pact. But occasionally, the Ecuadorian left 
sided with (or was allowed to side with) the ‘lesser evil’, Velasco Ibarra.43 
Political scientist Jorge León argues in an interview that the left sought to af-

                                                 
40  Bretón 2000, pp. 57-8. 
41  Schodt 1987, p. 91; Moreano 1993, p. 239. 
42  Ospina 2005. 
43  Cueva 1982 p. 79 and 1989, p. 130. 
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fect the balance of the oligarchic class by forging temporary alliances with 
one of the fractions on the condition that certain reforms were approved.44

 During the 1930s, the mobilisation of the indigenous peasantry spread 
outwards from the stronghold of union activity in the northern provinces of 
the Sierra. Amidst the political turbulence of 1944, the Communist Party and 
the Confederation of Ecuadorian Workers (Confederación de Trabajadores 
del Ecuador, CTE) created the Federation of Ecuadorian Indians (Federación 
Ecuatoriana de Indios, FEI). From its birth through the greater part of the 
1960s, FEI stood out as the prime national organisation for the highland in-
digenous peasantry. Whereas Velasquismo primarily attracted landlords and 
small-town mestizos, and the indigenista agents mainly the ‘free’ indigenous 
communities, FEI basically reached out to the permanent hacienda workers, 
many of whom were impossible to reach due to the oligarchic power struc-
tures. Less attention was paid to indigenous peasants tied to the hacienda by 
temporary arrangements and to lowland indigenous groups.45 It is argued that 
the ideological centrepiece of FEI was the class struggle. On this ground, 
some stress that the organisation excluded the ethnic theme and centred on the 
abolition of servile labour conditions, wage increases, shorter working days 
and the application of the Labour Code.46 Historian Marc Becker, for his part, 
points out that the federation was also concerned with cultural discrimination 
and had a vision in which development could be achieved while preserving 
indigenous identities. He defines FEI as a phenomenon that stood ‘halfway 
between an urban mestizo labour movement and an ethnic-based indigenous 
movement’. On this basis, and since the federation provided a training ground 
for modern indigenous leaders, Becker sees it as a forerunner of the late-
twentieth-century organisations.47 In this respect, FEI seems to have played a 
role similar to that of the Guatemalan Committee for Peasant Unity (CUC). 
 The Labour Code was enacted in 1936. The preservation of the hua-
sipungo system, however, meant a continued gap between rights-in-principle 
and rights-in-practice. From the formation of FEI in 1944 to the agrarian re-
form of 1964, the left demonstrated an increasingly deep concern with turning 
hacienda peons into legal owners of their land. During the 1950s and the early 
1960s, the highlands were marked by land occupations, strikes, and a general 
social unrest that reached its chief manifestation in 1961 when some fifteen 
thousand huasipungueros marched to Quito. Under the leadership of FEI and 

                                                 
44  León, interview 2001-06-24. 
45  In the early 1960s, Quintero and Silva (1991, pp. 253-4) estimate, 10 per cent of the in-
digenous population were members of comunas indígenas, that is, officially registered and 
‘free’ indigenous communities. Apart from those who had migrated to the cities, the rest did 
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national census in which 7 per cent of Andean families were huasipungueros. 
46  For Luis Macas (interview 2003-11-11), a leader of the present indigenous-peasant 
movement, FEI centred on peasants and proletarians; see also León 1991, p. 381; Black 
1999, p. 19. 
47  Becker 1997, pp. 237-8, 243-6. 
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inspired by the Cuban revolution, the indigenous peasantry pressed for the 
payment of wages and the implementation of a redistributive agrarian re-
form.48

 
 

Agrarian transformation and agrarian reform, 1964-1972 
The accentuated transformation towards agricultural diversification and com-
mercialisation in the 1960s was in large part a state-led process enhanced by a 
redistributive agrarian reform. But only to a limited degree did the reform 
drive forward a politics of institutionally including the increasingly mobilised 
rural poor (as in the classic populist regime-type). Rather, it was accompanied 
by an attack on, and the decline of, the first mass mobilisation phase of the 
indigenous peasantry. This section discusses this development. 
 
 
The agrarian transformation of the 1960s 
The mobilisation of the indigenous peasantry in the 1950s and early 1960s 
was an important factor in changing the oligarchic power structures. On a lar-
ger scale, the shift away from traditional forms of domination was the product 
of the continent-wide agrarian transformation. Much of Ecuador’s twentieth-
century economy has followed the boom-and-bust cycles of particular crops. 
In the mid-1950s, it seemed that the days of mono exporting were gone. A 
revitalised cocoa production was accompanied by the coastal expansion of 
coffee, sugar and, most crucially, banana cultivation. In Guatemala, banana 
production had been the domain of multinational corporations with vast hold-
ings of land, United Fruit Company being the most powerful instance. With 
the crisis of the banana sector in Central America, the company expanded its 
activities in Ecuador. But much of the production remained in the hands of 
domestic entrepreneurs. Accordingly, with the banana boom (roughly 1948-
1972), the coastal agro-exportation regained strength, once again tipping the 
geo-political balance towards the agro-industrial oligarchs. 
 As an effect of the banana boom, Ecuador witnessed an increasing mi-
gration to the coast. In Guayaquil, the transport, shipment and commerce of 
bananas laid the foundation for the expansion of the working and middle 
classes and, in the face of a temporary banana crisis in the early 1960s, the 
urban sub-proletariat. The further rise of these classes was also due to the fact 
that Ecuador during these years embarked upon a modest form of import-
substitution industrialisation. Migration, urbanisation, population growth and 
modest industrialisation enlarged the internal market and increased the need 
for a rural-to-urban food supply, which in turn was premised on the moderni-
sation of outdated modes of agricultural production.49 Pressured to conform to 
this development, many haciendas, especially those in the north, which were 
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closer to the large urban markets, turned to less labour-intensive cattle grazing 
and dairy production. As a result, unemployment and labour migration in-
creased, while the production of traditional staple foods for domestic con-
sumption decreased. Unlike Guatemala, where many agrarian oligarchs kept 
their old privileges and their concentration on coffee, the Ecuadorian trans-
formation towards the diversification and commercialisation of agriculture 
carried with it an ultimatum to the landlords, to become modern entrepreneurs 
or else disappear. This oligarchic-led route to modernisation – in which a 
growing number of agrarian oligarchs took on the characteristics of agro-
industrialists – was pushed ahead largely by the state – through mechanisms 
like the Labour Code, the Comuna Law, the Andean Mission and the agrarian 
reform.50

 
 
The first agrarian reform 
In 1963, in the face of the banana crisis and new tensions between the oligar-
chic fractions, the armed forces seized political power in a coup that, accord-
ing to political scientist Agustín Cueva, owed to ‘measures taken by the Pen-
tagon’.51 After the first of its three years in office, the junta accomplished 
what its predecessors had been incapable of. Along the lines of the U.S.-
promoted Alliance for Progress, it decreed an agrarian reform. The purpose 
was not to enter the pathway travelled by Mexico and Bolivia, to let a radical 
redistribution of land lay the groundwork for including the peasantry in the 
legal-institutional terrain. Fearing the spread of the Cuban revolution, the 
junta, the coastal agro-industrialists and the modern-minded members of the 
highland oligarchy rather sought measures that, more decisively than those 
adopted by the constantly reappearing Velasco Ibarra, would ensure rural 
peace. Another objective of the 1964 Law of Agrarian Reform and Settlement 
was, as noted, to step up productivity and food supply to the expanding cities 
by ending pre-capitalist modes of production – the huasipungo system above 
all – and stimulate the emergence of independent peasant farms. But even the 
coastal agro-industrialists rejected an extensive redistribution of land. Though 
favouring the abolition of the huasipungo system, they preferred a mobile 
workforce and not the re-peasantisation of the Andes.52

 Land taken for reform had different origins. The law specified that pos-
sessions of highland farmland were not to exceed 800 hectares, a limitation 
that nominally opened up the transfer of expropriated hacienda land to the 
huasipunguero sector. In practice, José Vicente Zevallos argues, ‘no farms 
were expropriated solely for this reason’. Instead, land for redistribution was 
primarily obtained by handing out uncultivated state-owned properties and 
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further cutting the Catholic Church from its land holdings.53 Throughout the 
period of the first agrarian reform (1964-1973), less than 200,000 hectares 
were redistributed (compare with 600,000 during the two-year reform period 
of Arbenz in Guatemala), and parcels actually allotted to resident hacienda 
peons were usually smaller, poorer and situated in more inhospitable areas 
than the ones they had tilled before. Against this background, many of the ex-
huasipungueros continued to sell their labour at low wages, a necessity further 
accentuated by the escalating subdivision of the plots as children demanded 
their share. Many ex-peons joined a migratory wave of semi-proletarians, 
moving permanently to Guayaquil and other large cities, where they might 
enter the streets as small-scale vendors. Moreover, in losing the close attach-
ment to the hacienda, many lost access to water, land for pasture and fire-
wood. As the present-day Quichua organisation ECUARUNARI comments, 
the reform was followed by an impoverishment of the indigenous peasantry.54

 Focusing on the redistributive side of the 1964 reform, several observ-
ers and indigenous activists characterise it as modest and even a failure. The 
bimodal land tenancy structure of large haciendas and tiny peasant plots was 
left more or less untouched, and after a few years the reform faded away, suf-
focated by the shortage of funding. In terms of ending the huasipungo system, 
the reform was more successful. Within wide circles of the highland oligar-
chy, keeping a bound workforce and vast acreage for subsistence farming 
were no longer economically viable. However, sociologists Rafael Quintero 
and Erika Silva distinguish between landlords in the fertile and unionised val-
leys of northern provinces such as Imbabura and Pichincha, who nourished a 
devotion to modernisation, and those in the southern and central provinces of 
Tungurahua, Bolívar, Azuay, Cañar and Chimborazo, who owned less fertile 
soils, upheld a more traditional hacienda structure and were further from the 
large urban markets. While many northerners reoriented their businesses to-
wards new commodities – mainly dairy products – and had already distributed 
less fertile land to the huasipungueros before 1964, the southerners often took 
measures to block the agrarian reform.55 A case in point is Chimborazo, where 
they often evicted the huasipungueros without compensation in land, thereby 
stalling the process of redistribution until the mid-1970s.56

 In sum, when the old mono-exporting system began to crack in the 
1960s, the agro-industrial fraction (increasingly enlarged by modernised high-
land landlords) found the time ripe to enact agrarian laws that targeted, up to a 
certain point, the miserable conditions of the indigenous peasantry. But the 
1964 reform was not designed to protect the indigenous peasantry from new 
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forms of exploitation accompanying a slow, regulated, oligarchic-led turn to 
rural capitalism. The subdivision of indigenous plots of land was not halted 
and in many areas, extensive acreage was thus reserved for livestock produc-
tion, which accentuated the bimodal land tenancy structure. As a result of 
these changes, people previously tied to the hacienda sought new means of 
survival. Some settled on a permanent basis in the cities or in the agricultural 
frontier areas in the Amazon region, some became small-scale vendors, and 
some better-off families set up small enterprises. For the rest, the inability to 
maintain themselves on the shrinking plots, in combination with rising unem-
ployment, left few other options than to join the semi-proletarian migratory 
workforce. But the agrarian transformation also generated an increase in agri-
cultural mechanisation and, thus, higher levels of unemployment. 
 
 
The end of the first mass mobilisation phase 
In the period shortly prior to the agrarian reform, the Federation of Ecuadorian 
Indians (FEI) strengthened its position. The marching of hacienda workers on 
the streets of Quito in 1961 was a sign of its capacity to stage larger mobilisa-
tions of hacienda peons and connect them with organisations of students and 
workers.57 Considering this capacity, there is no doubt that the outcomes of 
the agrarian reform fell well short of FEI’s expectations. The situation of the 
federation was even made worse by the fact that land redistribution was ac-
cepted as a government aspiration but halted at a disappointing level. Still 
worse was the determination with which the military junta intensified the use 
of force against anything resembling a left-leaning popular movement. Ac-
commodating itself to the anti-Castroist spirit of the Alliance for Progress, it 
outlawed the Communist Party and stepped up the brutality against its sympa-
thisers. Associated as it was with the party, FEI lost a good deal of its repre-
sentation. The first phase of rural mass mobilisation came to an end.58

 During the rule of the armed forces, the state expanded in rural areas. 
Besides the institutionalisation of the Andean Mission in 1964, the military 
junta formed the Ecuadorian Institute of Agrarian Reform and Settlement (In-
stituto Ecuatoriano de Reforma Agraria y Colonización, IERAC). While the 
Andean Mission centred on non-hacienda indigenous communities, IERAC 
addressed the huasipunguero sector, that is, the same Quichuas as FEI. In this 
fashion, IERAC answered to two of the objectives of the agrarian reform: to 
administer the passing of land to the huasipungueros and to marginalise leftist 
groups in the countryside.59 In 1966, when the oligarchic class felt that the 
latter goal was fulfilled, the military junta had to leave the presidential pal-
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ace.60 Its reformist-repressive rural policies had weakened the peasant move-
ment, implemented a modest agrarian reform and established rural state agen-
cies. The latter, sociologists Rafael Quintero and Erika Silva remind us, were 
basically shaped to serve the interests of the oligarchic class, though not nec-
essarily, we may add, those of the traditional agrarian fraction.61 Simultane-
ously, the increasing rural penetration of the state laid the foundation of a new 
indigenous leadership that, as in Guatemala, combined class and ethnic per-
spectives. These leaders sowed the seeds of a new mass mobilisation phase. 
 
 

Changing oligarchic power structures, 1972-1979 
In 1972, Ecuador experienced the definitive erosion of the Velasquismo-
dependent oligarchic pact and the establishment of a short-lived regime that in 
many instances resembled the popular and nationalist socio-political order 
described in chapter two. Focusing on the national level and on Chimborazo, 
particularly the municipality (cantón) of Guamote, this section discusses the 
land-related policies of the new regime and the changing forms of oligarchic 
domination that eventually led to the fall of the agrarian oligarchy. 
 
 
A national and popular military rule 
In 1972, Velasco Ibarra was again overthrown, never to return to political 
power. A ‘Nationalist and Revolutionary Government’ of military officers, 
headed by General Rodríguez Lara (1972-1976), replaced him. To a large ex-
tent, the new rule resembled the classic populist regime-type. It took issue 
with the oligarchic patterns of the old establishments and set out to tear down 
rural feudalism. Another outspoken ambition was to integrate the nation and 
expand the internal market. Within the framework of import-substitution in-
dustrialisation and economic nationalism, the military junta nationalised sev-
eral private firms and gave birth to state-controlled companies. The oil sector 
was the key arena of economic nationalism. In 1975, as the earnings from pe-
troleum temporarily dropped, the junta sought to reduce problems in the bal-
ance of payments by launching a series of austerity measures. These provoked 
society-wide protests, which, together with the opposition by the coastal elite 
to the overall promotion of welfare policies, deepened the division within the 
armed forces and compelled Rodríguez Lara to resign. Between 1976 and 
1979, Ecuador was led by a triumvirate (representing the three branches of the 
armed forces) that set out to escort the country to civilian and liberal democ-
ratic rule. Under its command, the national-popular discourse was aborted, 
trade unions were attacked and many of the social expenditures were cut.62
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 Between 1972 and 1976, as many Latin American juntas launched 
heavy assaults on the national-popular movements of the populist regimes, the 
Ecuadorian state became the prime locomotive of development. Backed by the 
revenues from substantial oil discoveries, it launched a set of welfare pro-
grammes which, although opposed by the oligarchs, ensured unprecedented 
levels of economic redistribution. Most importantly, as we will see, it enacted 
a second agrarian reform. Political scientist Deborah Yashar holds that the two 
agrarian reforms strengthened the corporatist relations between the state and 
the peasantry. In this way, she holds, the military governments continued a 
tradition of peasant incorporation that previously had manifested itself in the 
Comuna Law. But she also stresses that Ecuadorian state-peasant relations 
were generally not as determined by corporatist structures as in Mexico and 
Bolivia.63 The military juntas of the 1970s did not extend electoral rights to 
the illiterate, they marginalised political parties (those linked to the oligarchic 
fractions, but primarily the parties that attracted the emerging popular sectors), 
they outmanoeuvred Congress, and they closed many of the political channels 
that had been occupied by elite groups and, from time to time, popular interest 
organisations.64

 
 
The military and the oligarchic class 
As in Guatemala, Ecuadorian history provides several examples of military 
involvement in national politics. But the political role of the Ecuadorian 
armed forces differed from that played by its U.S.-promoted and authoritarian 
Guatemalan counterpart. To be sure, the junta of the 1960s acted within the 
Cold War framework of national security and attacked what it saw as subver-
sive Communist elements. When occupying the presidency, as in 1925 and 
1963, they usually blended the enactment of progressive reforms with witch 
hunts of parties and unions on the left. However, political scientist Jorge León 
argues that the Ecuadorian military generally interpreted its role as one of 
safeguarding national cohesion by means of seeking equilibrium between the 
oligarchic fractions.65 Whenever structural transformations intensified the ri-
valry between Quito and Guayaquil – as during the cocoa crisis in the 1920s, 
the banana crisis in the early 1960s, and the rise of an oil economy in the 
1970s – the armed forces seized political power. In this way, they appear to 
have played a similar, but more transformative, role as Velasquismo. 
 The circumstances in which the armed forces seized power in 1972 dif-
fered from 1925 and 1963. In the face of a growing crisis of the agro-export 
model and new oil discoveries, the economic centre was relocated from the 
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coast to the highlands. The oil exploration was administered from Quito, and a 
wide range of highlanders took the opportunity to initiate fresh and lucrative 
careers in the petroleum industry. Work opportunities were also extended 
within the Quito-situated and increasingly developmentalist state bureaucracy. 
This aggravated regional tensions, as did the preference of the military junta 
for an export-oriented industrialisation based not only on oil but on expansive 
Andean textile manufacturing. The agro-industrial oligarchy, of course, 
wanted a continuing concentration on export crops such as cocoa.66

 What threatened the regional balance of the oligarchic populist regime 
(with its economic centre in Guayaquil and its political one in Quito) was not 
a heightened rivalry between the oligarchic fractions but a new division be-
tween the coastal oligarchy and a variety of emerging highland sectors (pri-
marily an industrial bourgeoisie) tied up with the oil industry, the textile sec-
tor and the state. For economist David Schodt, the dividing line ran between 
the agro-industrial elite and what it saw as an overextended state controlled by 
a predominantly highland-based military apparatus.67 The oil boom (1974-
1982) weakened the coastal oligarchy, but not permanently. In the 1980s and 
the turn to neo-liberalism, it strengthened its position once more and took on 
the characteristics of a transnationalised oligarchy. The situation for the agrar-
ian oligarchic fraction was different. After two agrarian reforms and amidst an 
accelerated capitalist transformation of the countryside, there was little it 
could do but modernise its enterprises and lessen its paternalistic control of 
labour. 
 
 
The effects of the 1973 agrarian reform in Ecuador and Chimborazo 
Earnings from the extraction of oil were partly channelled into rural welfare 
and agricultural expenditures. While the poorest stratum of the rural popula-
tion seldom benefited from the public services, the property-owning middle 
peasantry gained better access to credits, technical assistance and basic ser-
vices.68 As a way to modernise agricultural production and reduce the unequal 
distribution of income, the government of Rodríguez Lara approved a new 
agrarian reform. This had a more explicit redistributive dimension than the 
reform of 1964. Land was to be distributed not only to the hacienda peons but 
also to residents of the ‘free’ communities. With the intention to halt the sub-
division of family farms into smaller and smaller plots, agricultural units were 
not allowed to fall short of five hectares. Moreover, to stimulate more efficient 
rural production, the law dictated against absentee proprietors (who did not 
administer their farms directly) and the custom of letting land lie idle.69 Be-
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tween 1964 and 1985 approximately 8 per cent of the arable land was affected 
by the reforms, benefiting roughly one hundred thousand families (the same 
number that received land during the abortive two-year reform in Guate-
mala).70 Nevertheless, by 1982, 5 per cent of the farm units still accounted for 
more than 55 per cent of Ecuador’s arable land, while 80 per cent controlled a 
mere 15 per cent.71 This vast imbalance (though less uneven than in Guate-
mala at the same time) was due to largely successful oligarchic resistance to 
the reform.72 One also has to take into account that the redistribution of An-
dean land was not a primary goal of the reform. As a means to alleviate demo-
graphic pressures, reduce land seizures in the Andes and populate the disputed 
Amazon border with Peru, more weight was placed on the extension of the 
agricultural frontier past the eastern Andean slopes. As the reform period 
ended, data showed that the reform agency IERAC had distributed more than 
twice as much land to the settlers in the frontier territory.73 Still, political sci-
entist John Cameron argues that even if the 1973 reform ‘had little impact on 
land-tenure patterns and power relations in overall national terms, in certain 
locales the legal reforms and subsequent political struggles to implement the 
law had a significant effect on the distribution of land and political power’.74 
Chimborazo and its municipality Guamote were such localities.75

 The 1964 reform had a minor impact on the land tenure system in 
Chimborazo. Political scientist Tanya Korovkin shows that during the 1960s, 
only 3 per cent of the arable land was redistributed to the indigenous peas-
antry.76 Entering the 1970s, some twenty landlords, including the Church and 
the state, still covered around 80 per cent of the agricultural surface.77 They 
were, as Paola Sylva argues, preoccupied with the fact that the redistribution 
of land would undermine their socio-political dominance over the workers.78 
This situation changed drastically in the second half of the decade. In line with 
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the objective of expropriating land in cases of inefficient absentee landlord-
ism, demographic pressure and labour abuse, changing the agrarian structure 
of the province became a priority of the IERAC functionaries.79 With the 
withdrawal of state support and the augmented pressure from the peons, many 
landlords began to realise that an unyielding position would only result in the 
loss of the hacienda.80 There also seems to have been a growing acknowl-
edgement that servile labour relations obstructed agricultural modernisation, 
which was the route required by the state for keeping extensive properties. 
Many proprietors opted for less labour-intensive livestock breeding in the val-
leys, while handing over the highland moors to the peons.81 Between 1975 and 
1979, the agrarian reform had an immense effect on the land tenancy structure 
in Chimborazo.82 The process was especially dramatic in the municipality and 
long-time oligarchic stronghold of Guamote. 
 In the mid-twentieth century, Guamote had the most unequal highland 
land distribution in Chimborazo, with nine haciendas controlling approxi-
mately 60 per cent of the surface. Some of them, such as Totorillas (13,000 
hectares), Galte (10,000) and Pul (8,000), qualified as some of the most exten-
sive haciendas of the country.83 With such large tracts of land under the do-
main of the haciendas, Guamote did not have a large number of ‘free’ com-
munities. The bulk of the population were huasipungueros.84 Guamote main-
tained a semi-feudal system throughout the period of the first agrarian reform. 
Until the mid-1970s, it also preserved the country’s ‘largest concentration of 
landed properties’.85 Only 1 per cent of the landowners owned 72 per cent of 
the land.86 But due to the preservation of non-capitalist labour relations, the 
weakened position of the agrarian oligarchy, poor soils and low productivity, 
the municipality became a special target of the state during the second agrar-
ian reform.87

 The Guamote oligarchy was still reluctant to divide its lands. On the 
haciendas of Galte and Pul, where the peons were affiliated with the peasant 
organisation FEI, struggles had been going on for years, being especially in-
tensive at Galte where, according to Paola Sylva, the peons refused to settle 
for the allotment of poor-quality soils. Galte was the first of the large 
Guamote haciendas where the landlord was forced to give up land.88 Totorillas 

                                                 
79  Bebbington et al. 1992, p. 121; Cameron 2003, p. 170; Korovkin 2003, p. 133. 
80  Sylva 1986, p. 145. 
81  Quintero & Silva 1998, vol. 2, p. 218; Korovkin 2003, p. 134. 
82  On land redistributed in Chimborazo 1964-1988, see Sylva 1986, p. 154; Bretón 2001, p. 
158. 
83  Rodríguez 1987, p. 82; Torres 1999, p. 90. 
84  Bebbington & Perreault 2001, p. 82; Bebbington 2005, p. 6. 
85  Torres 1999, pp. 87, 92. 
86  Iturralde 1980, p. 79; see also Torres 1999, p. 90; Cameron 2003, p. 170. 
87  Botero 2001, p. 60. 
88  Sylva 1986, pp. 112, 169-71. On the struggle at Galte, see also Rodríguez 1987, pp. 105-
10; Botero 2001, p. 45. 
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was the last. On this hacienda, the local parish played the important role in 
organising the peons. When I spoke in 2003 to Julio Gortaire, the parish priest 
who turned the local church in a pro-peasant direction during the 1970s, he 
claimed that the Jesuit order, to which he belonged, had tried to persuade the 
landlords to engage in agricultural modernisation. By getting rid of land they 
did not need, the recommendation continued, they could release themselves 
from the pressure of the peons. After that, they could freely hire the people 
they needed. The owner of Totorillas initiated a process of agricultural mod-
ernisation but was not prepared to distribute land or convert himself into a 
full-blooded capitalist. Gortaire said that many peons kept on working in ex-
change for access to pasture land.89 Not until the late 1970s was land trans-
ferred to the peons. But the prediction made by the Church did not come true. 
As Sylva argues, the former huasipungueros preferred to work elsewhere, 
afraid that reconnecting with the haciendas would result in their new-won 
plots being returned to the hands of the landlords.90

 Between 1975 and 1979 Guamote was the most conflict ridden of all 
highland localities.91 Along with the pressure placed on the agrarian oligarchs 
by the state, the strong mobilisation of peons led to only one of the large haci-
endas surviving the period of the second agrarian reform and more than half 
of the land being transferred to the peons, twice as much as elsewhere in the 
highlands.92 This process ended the rule of the agrarian oligarchs in Guamote. 
It was set in motion and brought to completion by the peons, the state, the 
peasant organisation FEI and the local church. This development contrasts 
sharply with that of Alta Verapaz, where the indigenous peasantry had to face 
two decades of state hostility and military-oligarchic rule that obstructed not 
only the agrarian reform but also the major entry of rural organisers. 
 
 
The changing role of the local Catholic Church 
As in Guatemala, the Ecuadorian Church had been a prime target of the late-
nineteenth-century liberal reform. Unlike the Guatemalan Church, however, it 
managed to maintain many of its privileges in the rural highlands. Apart from 
being an ideological tool in the pursuit of creating a docile labour force, it was 
a large landowner that presided over its own huasipungueros. During the 
agrarian transformation and the agrarian reform in the 1960s, it was forced to 
abandon much of its land and its role as vigilante of a pre-capitalist order that 

                                                 
89  Gortaire, interview 2003-10-29; see also Sylva 1986, pp. 168-9, 171. According to Juan 
Goyes, functionary of the Guamote municipality (interview 2001-08-02), the lands of the 
Totorillas hacienda were divided among seven or eight communities. 
90  Sylva 1986, pp. 120-1. Siebers (1998, p. 86) identifies a similar situation among ex-
mozos colonos in Alta Verapaz. 
91  Torres 1990, p. 90. 
92  On the process, see Rodríguez 1987, p. 120; Bebbington et al. 1992, pp. 122-3; Carrasco 
1993, p. 34; Torres 1999, p. 90; Cameron 2003, p. 170; Bebbington 2005, p. 6. From 1964 
to 1988, half the provincial state-led distribution occurred in Guamote (Botero 2001, p. 50). 
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it performed in concert with the landlords and the local civil servants. As in 
Guatemala, these were the years when local branches of the Church assumed 
the role of promoters of rural development. Parts of the local clergy became 
apostles of liberation theology and took an active part in transferring land to 
the poor and convincing them of the need for organised struggle. Due to the 
former role of the Church as rural indoctrinator, historian Pablo Ospina sees 
the rise of liberation theology as a key factor behind the decline of the oligar-
chic structures.93 In comparison with Guatemala, where liberation theology 
gained vitality only in certain localities, the doctrine became an influential 
orientation in Ecuador. A reasonable speculation is that the deeper integration 
of the Ecuadorian Church into the highland oligarchic power structures forced 
the reformers to make a more serious and comprehensive divorce from the old 
order, principally since the stronger position of the Protestant Church meant a 
growing competition for souls. By the 1970s, oligarchic Chimborazo had 
evolved into a bastion of liberation theology. As head of the diocese, Monsi-
gnor Leonidas Proaño had already given proof in the 1950s of social empathy, 
which revolved around a preoccupation with the labour conditions on the ha-
ciendas – including those belonging to the Church – and the ethnic discrimina-
tion in the province. Among other things, he initiated campaigns for rural edu-
cation and literacy, both facilitated by radio broadcasts in the Quichua lan-
guage. In an interview in 2001, Reverend Carlos Vera of the Indigenous Par-
ish, a unit of the Chimborazo diocese, stated that Proaño realised at an early 
stage that the redistribution of land must be the focal point in any effort to im-
prove the well-being of the Quichuas. Vela said that the bishop stressed the 
importance of preserving collective landholdings and the internal organisation 
of the Quichua community.94 But the defence of community forms was also, 
as discussed below, an effort to stake out a foothold among groups previously 
drawn to leftist organisations. 
 
 

The rise of an indigenous-peasant movement 
Why did an indigenous-peasant movement emerge in Ecuador and in the oli-
garchic bastion of Chimborazo? This section looks into the birth of the 
Quichua federation ECUARUNARI. It relates this to the historical processes 
discussed above (the agrarian transformation, the shift towards a national-
popular order, and the changing oligarchic structures). Ethnicity is reactivated 
and reinforced when the traditional life-world of distinct identity groups 
comes under pressure. Paradoxical though it may seem, the inter-communal 
project of ECUARUNARI drew strength – at least ideologically – from what 

                                                 
93  Ospina 2005; see also Carrasco 1993, p. 37. On the rise of liberation theology in Ecua-
dor, see Botero 2001, pp. 238-9. 
94  Vera, interview 2001-07-27. On Proaño and the community-centred land struggle, see 
Rosero 1991, p. 423. For other details on the provincial Church, see Botero 2001, pp. 62-4. 
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scholars have termed an increasing comunalisation, that is, a strengthening 
and multiplication of the local communities. 
 
 
The formation of ECUARUNARI 
The inhabitants of Guamote could fall back on a long history of local rebel-
lion. Their ancestors had participated in uprisings against the colonial powers 
in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries and had provided strong sup-
port for the 1895 Liberal Revolution.95 Since the 1950s, local rebellions and 
strikes were orchestrated primarily by FEI.96 Even under state repression in 
the 1960s, its position in Guamote remained strong.97 In the 1970s, however, 
the rise of liberation theology in Chimborazo and Guamote involved the mo-
bilisation of the indigenous peasantry being increasingly taken over by the 
Catholic Church. This shift was facilitated by the state, which promoted peas-
ant organisations under the influence of the Church. 
 The transformation of the Guamote parish into an agent for liberation 
theology was spearheaded by the Jesuit priest Julio Gortaire. Arriving in 1970, 
he found, like father Marco Tulio in Tucurú, a subordinated and impoverished 
population. When I interviewed Gortaire in 2003, he said that he came across 
a situation in which the peons were treated no better than animals. With the 
landlords as the sole authorities, the peons constantly ran the risk of being 
flogged and beaten, threatened with death or even assassinated. Often, Gor-
taire claimed, murders were never solved since no pieces of evidence could be 
brought against the perpetrators. He pointed out that the parish spent the first 
five years of its mission travelling from one community to the next, sharing 
the life of the villagers. Because a strong communal organisation was already 
in place, the parish initially focused on consciousness raising. But its activities 
soon included the struggle for land. According to Gortaire, the engagement of 
the parish with land redistribution began in earnest when the leaders of five 
communities came to the church for counsel. They said that they had initiated 
a legal process for acquiring land. That is, they had agreed to claim the acre-
age that was to be granted them by law, not the larger acreage to which they 
felt entitled. Their problem, according to Gortaire, was that the lawyers they 
had hired were playing a double game; they were also receiving money from 
the landlords. This was why, Gortaire told me, the parish employed two law-
yers of its own, studied the documents of the land agency IERAC and (as FEI 
also did) discussed the legal aspects with the communities.98

 In order to coordinate its support for the indigenous peasantry and pos-
sibly also outmanoeuvre FEI and, not to forget, the expanding Protestant 
churches, the diocese of Chimborazo decided in 1972 to promote a more eth-

                                                 
95  Iturralde 1980, p. 66. 
96  Carrasco 1993, p. 32. 
97  León, interview 2001-06-24. 
98  Gortaire, interview 2003-10-29. 
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nically oriented organisation.99 Along with indigenous activists and local cate-
chists, it formed the highland Quichua federation ECUARUNARI (Ecuador 
Runacunapac Riccharimui). In comparison with the Guatemalan indigenous-
peasant organisation CONIC, the internal structure of ECUARUNARI seems 
more similar to the decentralised and non-hierarchical structure depicted in 
theories on new social movements. It took shape as a federation populated by 
participants rather than members and with leaders who rotated, usually on a 
two-year basis, and were elected from below. Another difference from 
CONIC was that the founding assembly – held on Church-owned land in the 
community of Tepeyac in Chimborazo – decided to follow the recommenda-
tion of the Church and make ECUARUNARI a federation comprised only of 
indigenous people. The decision was justified as an attempt to avoid the pa-
ternalistic and assimilationist stance of the leftist organisations.100 The dele-
gates – representatives of groups from the highland provinces, from Imbabura 
in the north to Cañar in the south – also agreed to defend ethnic markers such 
as dress, customs and vernacular languages as well as to resist the entry of 
non-indigenous agents into the communities. 
 Writing on Ecuador, sociologist Alicia Ibarra argues that the class-
based organisations of the 1970s and 1980s generally perceived the land 
struggle as economic and therefore inserted it into a larger battle against oli-
garchic and imperialist forms of oppression. Moreover, many peasant organi-
sations reasoned that the traditional community was bound to disappear with 
the deepening of capitalism. More ethnically oriented organisations, on the 
other hand, saw the land struggle as both economic and cultural. For them, 
access to land was linked to the reproduction of ethnic identities. Therefore, 
the community form had to be preserved and strengthened.101 Just as with 
CONIC in Guatemala, there is disagreement in scholarly circles as to whether 
ECUARUNARI in the 1970s and early 1980s is to be classified as a class-
based or an ethnic federation.102 As in the statutes of CONIC, the initial decla-

                                                 
99  ECUARUNARI (1998, p. 50) argues that the Church used the ethnic agenda to ‘margin-
alise the movement from national union activity’ and that it sought an ‘alternative to the 
traditional indigenous movement of FEI, controlled by the Ecuadorian Communist Party’ 
(p. 49). 
100 ECUARUNARI divorced the Church already in 1975. On the Church and the birth of 
ECUARUNARI, see León 1991, p. 392; Ibarra 1992, p. 120; Black 1999, pp. 25-7. The 
National Federation of Peasant Organisations (Federación Nacional de Organizaciones 
Campesinas, FENOC) was another organisation that emerged in the 1960s and 1970s on 
Church initiatives. It pushed for a radical agrarian reform but did not have a strong base in 
areas densely populated by indigenous people. This federation was open to both indigenous 
people and mestizos. It went from being a mainly conservative and Catholic entity to a so-
cialist one, a shift completed in 1977 (FENOCIN 1999, p. 27). On the rise of FENOC, see 
Zamosc 1993, pp. 282-3; Black 1999, pp. 19-20. 
101 Ibarra 1992, pp. 17-19. 
102 On the early class and ethnic positions of the federation, see Becker 1997, pp. 319-20; 
ECUARUNARI 1998, pp. 35, 49-50. ECUARUNARI (1998, p. 161) says that it took on a 
more ethnic agenda in the 1980s; see also Selverston 1995, pp. 138-9; Black 1999, p. 27; 
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rations of ECUARUNARI demonstrated a deep concern with ethnic rights. 
However, sociologist León Zamosc writes that its principal struggle, the one 
for land, was integrated into ‘the socialist ideals of the worker-peasant alli-
ance’ and that ECUARUNARI during these early years paid ‘little attention to 
ethnicity as an issue in itself’. The federation also decided to combat imperial-
ism, prepare for a revolutionary party and seek alliances with other exploited 
groups.103

 ECUARUNARI started off with a broader and more exclusionary eth-
nic orientation than CONIC, but it also gave voice to a leftist agenda more 
open to socialist and revolutionary ideas. In the 1970s, the search for an ideo-
logical class-ethnic synthesis had only begun, and the world-views spawned 
tensions in the federation.104 A class-oriented section was centred in the less 
Quichua-populated northern province of Pichincha (where unions had been 
strong since the 1930s) and an ethnicity-focused one had its bastion in the 
southern and central highland provinces with large Indian populations and a 
more equal presence of the peasant movement and the Catholic Church.105 But 
no matter what orientation temporarily took precedence in ECUARUNARI, 
the land struggle, which harboured the class-ethnic duality, stood at the centre 
of its agenda, at least in the 1970s and 1980s.106

 
 
ECUARUNARI and the indigenous communities 
By many accounts, the dissolution of the hacienda generated a socio-political 
void that the state was unable to fill.107 Into this power vacuum, it is argued, 
development and religious agents entered. Writing on Chimborazo, Anthony 
Bebbington and co-authors claim that it was the expansion of associational 
life in the 1970s and 1980s that led to the strong ethnic revitalisation.108 The 
alternative hypothesis relates the revitalisation to the penetration of the state. 
Political scientist Jorge León argued in an interview that Ecuador differed 
from Guatemala in that the state ensured the constitution of new rural organi-
sations.109 Prime examples of state intervention were the agrarian reforms that 

                                                                                                                                            
Botero 2001, p. 62. Some argue that in the early 1980s the federation became more class 
oriented (Santana 1995, p. 144; Peeler 2003, p. 266; Yashar 2005, p. 108). 
103 Zamosc 1993, p. 283. 
104 Ibarra 1992, p. 96. 
105 ECUARUNARI 1998, p. 56; see also León 1991, p. 393. 
106 According to Quintero & Silva (1998, vol. 3, p. 119), the indigenous people of Chim-
borazo ‘found in the struggle for land the meeting-point for their identity as Indians and 
peasants’. 
107 On the power vacuum, see Guerrero 1993, p. 105; Zamosc 1993, p. 291; Santana 1995, 
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109 León, interview 2001-06-24. 
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provided the basis for the increase of comunas and the agricultural co-
operatives, the privileged collective form for receiving expropriated land.110

 The relaxation of paternalistic labour relations in Chimborazo did not, 
as the agrarian planners would have preferred, steer the ex-peons en masse 
into agricultural co-operatives. Many opted for the comuna form.111 A reason-
able assumption is that this was due to the weak corporatist arrangements of 
the state and the way in which this weakness allowed other agents, such as the 
progressive Catholic Church, to diffuse their community-centred orientation. 
Nor should one overlook that the agrarian oligarchs had shown a colonial-like 
interest in upholding the impression of a natural ethnic hierarchy. Marc 
Thurner argues that the hacienda often was a reservoir for the ‘reproduction of 
cultural practices’ and that indigenous groups residing on its land even as-
sumed stronger traditional forms than the inhabitants of ‘free’ communities.112 
Possibly, therefore, areas with deep huasipunguero traditions (or mozo colono 
traditions in Guatemala) experienced strong processes of comunalisation.113

 These processes were important bases of ECUARUNARI.114 The fed-
eration did not oppose the co-operatives. But with its attention on the comuna 
it could claim that it supported a collective form that was arguably more con-
sistent with the historical organisation of the grassroots: the ayllu.115 Some 
scholars stress that it was the devotion to protecting and reinforcing the com-
munity that allowed ECUARUNARI (like CONIC in Guatemala) to outma-
noeuvre the class-centred organisations and take its position as the chief or-
ganiser of the Quichuas. For political scientist Tanya Korovkin, FEI ‘underes-
timated, to a certain extent, the organisational potency of the indigenous com-
munities, giving preference to organisation in unions and, later on, co-
operatives whose political and economic objectives were not always compati-
ble with the indigenous tradition’.116 Similarly, Roberto Santana argues that 
the ethnic revitalisation drew strength from the negative attitude of many in-
digenous peasants to the rigid co-operative form. For him, many Quichuas 
found the co-operative less suitable for the social reproduction of their pri-
mary groups.117

                                                 
110 Lucero 2003, p. 29; see also Botero 2001, p. 191. The number of highland co-operatives 
increased, but Santana (1995, pp. 103, 112) identifies a larger growth of registered 
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111 Carrasco 1993, p. 39. 
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 The paradox of this ‘rebirth of the communal spirit’,118 these references 
to traditional rural entities and this political strengthening of the comuna, was 
that age-old forms of rural collective forms were actually eroding. Sociologist 
Luciano Martínez takes issue with those who reason that the formation of 
comunas implied a re-composition of the traditional agrarian community. He 
points out that during the twentieth century, community-based economic deci-
sion making underwent a change towards predominantly family-based deci-
sion making, a shift that he relates to a shrinking land base and the waning 
influence of communal institutions entrusted with land distribution.119 The 
undermining of arrangements, in which local authorities allocated land on the 
basis of communal consensus, was also due to the fact that collective land-
holdings had weak status in the agrarian laws (relative to Mexico, Peru and 
Bolivia).120 The condition for accepting the comuna as a legal petitioner for 
titles to land was that the plots were then to be divided on an individual basis. 
 For Martínez, another factor that led to the decline of the traditional 
agrarian community was that the young and educated communal leadership – 
promoted by the Mission Andina, the Comuna Law and other state institutions 
that sought to alter local systems of authority – usually lacked sufficient skills 
to generate communal cohesion, a capacity that in his judgement was greater 
among traditional leaders.121 The new leaders had other qualities. Korovkin 
mentions that they had better contacts with the Catholic Church and were 
more knowledgeable about how to act in the realm of political institutions.122 
It was this new generation of leaders that redrew the boundaries of the ethnic 
identities, presided over organisations like ECUARUNARI and eventually 
occupied political posts once earmarked for the mestizo population.123

 The comunalisation may be seen as a manifestation of identity-based 
togetherness and a legal-political process to access the state.124 Víctor Bretón 
argues that the importance of the comuna as an institution was that it under-
scored the particularity of indigenous society and functioned as a legal entity 
within the channels of the state.125 In this sense, it was an appropriate base for 
a new indigenous leadership engaged in the dual process of ethnogenesis and 
political institutionalisation. At the same time, the pluralisation of rural civil 
society, the spread of rural capitalism, increasing urbanisation and migration 
and – despite land redistribution – the loss of fertile land, undermined the 
peasant economy and traditional communal organisations and authority struc-
tures. As Anthony Bebbington and co-authors argue, the indigenous commu-
nity tends to ‘lose its significance in reference to the economic area, but main-
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tains its importance as a space for the social and cultural reproduction’.126 In 
my view, the expansion of the political and cultural comuna was the product 
of an agrarian transformation that accentuated the crisis of peasant economy 
and threatened those communal bonds which had been maintained in the dia-
lectic process of grassroots resistance and oligarchic control. In the 1960s and 
1970s, this transformation was filtered through a political regime that in-
creased its penetration of rural areas, but not to such an extent that it marginal-
ised a rural Church interested in outmanoeuvring the conventional peasant 
movement. These rural organisers further provided the basis of a new indige-
nous leadership that sought political access for its class-ethnic discourses. 
 
 

Concluding remarks 
This chapter gave an historical and structural account of the rise of the Ecua-
dorian indigenous-peasant movement. What was new with this movement was 
its pursuit of forming encompassing ethnic identities. The idea that the rise of 
ethnicity occurs when the traditional cohesion of sub-national groups is put 
under pressure was a point of departure, as it is in many studies on ethnic 
movements in Latin America. A dominant argument in the literature goes as 
follows. In the post-war era, the reach of the state apparatus grew wider. The 
expansion aimed at forming the nation and promoting capitalism. These pro-
jects eventually prompted the collapse of semi-feudal modes of production 
and helped incorporate the ex-peons into the state. But at the same time that 
the classic populist regime improved labour conditions and granted land and 
social rights to some indigenous peasants, a political order was introduced that 
gave priority to sectors linked to import-substitution industrialisation and paid 
little heed to local identities. In order to access the channels of interest repre-
sentation, indigenous people had to accept being treated as a sub-category of 
the peasantry. Based on this, many studies portray the indigenous (-peasant) 
movements as critical responses to the tutelary, clientelistic and assimilationist 
practices of the interventionist and more or less developmentalist states. 
 The Ecuadorian development in the mid-twentieth century demon-
strates that certain aspects of the argument are valid. For the Quichuas, as for 
millions of other Latin American rural dwellers, the deepening of state-led 
rural capitalism provided an impetus to break loose from the hacienda. For 
some, this meant new opportunities for social climbing. For the majority, capi-
talist modernisation took its toll in terms of socio-economic security: subsis-
tence farming and traditional organisation forms and authority structures. One 
weakness of the above argument, however, is that it gives an unsatisfactory 
description of the state in rural Ecuador. To be sure, the state sought to assimi-
late and control the rural poor. But due to the political exclusion of the mass 
of the rural poor, traditional electoral clientelism never became a dominant 
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tool. Instead, the principal way to control and exploit the rural poor was to let 
the landlords maintain their autonomy. The local elite undermined the efforts 
to expand social rights. Only a minority of the indigenous people were ad-
dressed by the developmentalist programmes of the state, leaving the rest to 
the discretion of the agrarian oligarchs. 
 The cases of Ecuador and Guatemala urge us to reconsider the role of 
the mid-twentieth-century state, especially since indigenous-peasant move-
ments gathered particular strength in areas where the private fiefdoms of the 
agrarian oligarchs were long in dying. Political scientist Deborah Yashar fo-
cuses precisely on the uneven reach of the state in countries with sizeable in-
digenous populations. In her account, the corporatist and populist reforms 
succeeded in liquidating traditional power structures. But they also, uninten-
tionally, made it possible for indigenous people to preserve local identities and 
autonomous communal spaces.127 Similarly, Luis Botero refers to the unan-
ticipated effects of state reform in Ecuador and stresses that the spread of rural 
capitalism in the 1970s weakened the corporatist arrangements and gave local 
actors better opportunities to form alliances and engage in identity formation. 
Guillermo de la Peña suggests that the indigenous people took advantage of 
the legal-institutional terrain provided by the state to advance their objec-
tives.128 The development in Chimborazo in the 1970s seemingly confirms 
these arguments. By the second half of the decade, localities like Guamote 
experienced a substantial redistribution of land that generated a pluralisation 
of associational life and triggered a political and identity-based process of 
comunalisation. The latter was largely determined by the Church and a new 
indigenous leadership, albeit within the legal and institutional context of the 
agrarian reforms and the Comuna Law. Against this background, was the rise 
of an indigenous-peasant movement an unintentional effect of corporatism? 
 When the agrarian reform finally came to Chimborazo it certainly had a 
transformative impact. Especially in Guamote it liberated the peons from an 
oppressive local regime and gave them access to land, though less fertile land. 
But the formation of ECUARUNARI occurred before the enactment of the 
1973 reform and in the midst of an intense struggle by the peons against lin-
gering oligarchic power structures. The 1964 and 1973 reforms had not subor-
dinated the peons to a corporatist structure. None of the reforms had created a 
national-popular movement or redistributed comprehensive social rights to the 
rural poor. Instead, their objective was apparently to alter, not liquidate, the 
oligarchic structure of the country. According to the new formula the agrarian 
oligarchs were to become agro-industrialists. This enlarged agro-industrial 
fraction still needed a cheap, abundant and mobile labour force. Dominating 
the workforce on ethnic grounds was still useful. In my view, the rise of ethni-
cally oriented movements was not primarily a contradictory result of corpora-
tism, but of a refashioned system of oppression and an all–Latin American 
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agrarian transformation that led to the crisis of the peasant economy and ac-
centuated the demise of the traditional agricultural community. It was not an 
unanticipated result of corporatism, but of a mode of organising the rural 
workforce that preserved strong oligarchic features and continued to generate 
its own specific forms of underdevelopment. 
 Some analysts relate the rise of the indigenous (-peasant) movements to 
the waning influence of the conventional peasant movements. The repression 
against the Federation of Ecuadorian Indians (FEI) in the 1960s and 1970s 
may explain in part why some indigenous leaders opted for a more ethnic 
stance. But the validity of a ‘fear factor’ is not as striking as in the case of oli-
garchic authoritarian Guatemala. In mid-twentieth-century Ecuador, the ri-
valry between the two competing branches of the oligarchy was tempered by a 
political tradition that is customarily labelled populist but was not accompa-
nied by a national-popular movement, a strong corporatist set-up, and radical 
redistributive agrarian reforms. In this setting, leftist groups were occasionally 
repressed, but not to the same extent as in Guatemala. 
 Another argument, heard especially among new social movement theo-
rists, is that the indigenous (-peasant) movements took shape in opposition to 
the peasant movements and the leftist parties, which arguably did little or 
nothing to challenge the assimilationist state ideology.129 As the argument 
goes, the class-based agents did not embrace the specificity of the indigenous 
struggle. They had their own homogenising project, according to which the 
subordination of every subaltern class was determined by the same structures. 
The presentation of the ethnically oriented movements as the result of a shift 
away from the class-based or occupational order of the classic populist regime 
is related to the assumption that the indigenous people for the first time speak 
with their own voices. In many localities, it is held, they no longer accept be-
ing represented by agents who purport to speak for them but do not belong to 
their culture. ECUARUNARI certainly resented the assimilationist tendency 
of the peasant movement. But though it did have a strong commitment to pro-
tecting and reinforcing the ethnic identities of its participants, one should not 
jump to the conclusion that its agenda differed substantially from that of FEI. 
As Marc Becker stresses, new organisations like ECUARUNARI ‘remained 
strongly rooted in earlier traditions and continued to struggle with the same 
contradictions inherent in attempting to organise and ethnic-based population 
whose primary interests, demands, and goals remained economic in nature’.130 
FEI included a discourse on ethnic discrimination, and ECUARUNARI em-
braced an anti-imperialist and anti-oligarchic ideology and focused, like FEI, 
on land-related issues. Yet, one possible reason for the demise of the peasant 
movement was, as this chapter has argued, that it did not give priority to the 
community-centred struggle that gained ground with the combination of 
comunalisation and the crisis of traditional communal structures. 
                                                 
129 For this type of argument in relation to Ecuador, see Selverston 1995, p. 150. 
130 Becker 1997, p. 295. 



 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FROM LAND TO POLITICAL PARTICIPATION 
 
With regard to the 1980s and 1990s, there are evident differences between the 
mobilisation of the indigenous peasantry in Guatemala and Ecuador. As an 
effect of the Guatemalan military assault on the Maya population in the early 
1980s, the leading representative of the indigenous peasantry, the class-
centred organisation CUC, was almost extinct. When it reappeared on the na-
tional scene towards the end of the decade, state-peasant relations were still 
heavily polarised. During this decade, the ethnic discourse was expressed pri-
marily by a cadre of Maya intellectuals concerned with bilingual education 
and other non-economic aspects of the Maya identity. It was not until the rise 
of CONIC in 1992 that the class and ethnic perspectives came together in the 
struggle for social justice. In Ecuador during these years, ECUARUNARI 
evolved into a socio-political force of substantial national significance. The 
overwhelming majority of the indigenous peasantry was linked in one way or 
another to the federation.1 The community-centred land struggle was placed at 
the centre of its agenda. But ideas about indigenous nationalities and the de-
mand for territorial rights – which CONIC started to embrace in the twenty-
first century – were also included. These themes had initially been articulated 
by small indigenous groups in the Amazon. In 1986, these groups came to-
gether with ECUARUNARI to form the Confederation of Indigenous Nation-
alities of Ecuador (Confederación de Nacionalidades Indígenas del Ecuador, 
CONAIE). 
 With references from national and local levels, this chapter discusses 
how the coincidence of changing oligarchic power structures, democratisation 
and neo-liberal reforms affected the rural quest for social justice. It centres on 
the struggles for land carried out by ECUARUNARI, either on its own or in 
the name of CONAIE, and concentrates on the years from the return to civil-
ian rule in 1979 to the enactment of a new agricultural law in 1994. The chap-
ter begins with an account of neo-liberalism and the transformation of the oli-
garchic power structures in the 1980s. The next section deals with the re-
                                                 
1  Lucas 2001, p. 82. 
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intensification of the land struggle in the late 1980s and the Inti Raymi upris-
ing in 1990. The third section centres on the social struggle that accompanied 
the attempts by the government to push ahead a new agricultural law. It points 
to a shift within the indigenous leadership from land to political institutionali-
sation. The final section discusses this shift from the perspective of oligarchic 
structures and the politico-agrarian transformation. 
 
 

Oligarchic democratisation and neo-liberalism 
The Ecuadorian transition to democracy in 1979, after seven years of military 
rule, resembled the Guatemalan transition in that it was a military withdrawal 
agreed to by the elite. It also differed in a number of ways. Firstly, while the 
military high command in Guatemala, in league with the agrarian oligarchs, 
stepped up violence against popular groups committed to the struggle for land 
and other social rights, the Ecuadorian military commanders emerged as a 
dominant political ally of the middle classes and had a political agenda that 
combined the political marginalisation of the popular sector with the expres-
sion of developmentalist ideals. On this basis, the reformist and less coercive 
Ecuadorian juntas (including the triumvirate of 1976-1979) had less reason 
than the Guatemalan ones to fear post-authoritarian retributions. Secondly, 
while the Guatemalan transition was largely imposed from abroad, the Ecua-
dorian one was initiated primarily by domestic elite groups; this reflects the 
fact that the agro-industrial oligarchs (the dominant group in Ecuador) had a 
stronger inclination to democracy than the agrarian oligarchs (the influential 
group in Guatemala). Thirdly, in both countries, the armed forces continued 
during civilian rule to engage in business and to play a political role behind 
the scenes. But while the Ecuadorian military, in the words of John Peeler, 
functioned as ‘moderators of civilian politics’, the main task of its Guatemalan 
counterpart was to restrict political access for the guerrilla movement.2 
Fourthly, while the Guatemalan agrarian oligarchy kept much of its privilege, 
Ecuador saw the demise of this fraction and thus the obsolescence of the oli-
garchic pact. 
 In light of the growing tension between the military and the agro-
industrial oligarchs in the 1970s, the latter realised that a turn to civilian rule 
could reassert their place in the political arena.3 Their political comeback also 
had socio-economic explanations. As previously noted, oil discoveries, to-
gether with (weaker versions of) state developmentalism, had strengthened the 
bureaucrats and industrialists in Quito. In the early 1980s, the termination of 
the oil boom, the onset of the Third World debt crisis and the migration of ex-
peons to the commercial city of Guayaquil swung the pendulum back to the 

                                                 
2  Peeler 2004, p. 101. 
3  Conaghan & Espinal 1990, p. 564; see also Hagopian 1996, p. 74. 
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coast and the agro-industrial oligarchy.4 As a result, the Quito-based state in-
stitutions and the armed forces further lost their ability to mediate between the 
regions. For political scientist Jorge León, these changes restructured the po-
litical arena and the regional power balance. The highland elite, which had 
problems finding a common political platform, gravitated to the left and cen-
tre-left of the political spectrum and to parties more or less hostile to the neo-
liberal dismantling of the state. The marginal poor and the political elite of 
Guayaquil voted for parties with populist or neo-liberal programmes.5
 The turn to civilian rule was also accompanied by the extension of suf-
frage to the largely illiterate indigenous peasantry. From being treated as sub-
versive elements by the oligarchs and the anti-Communist army officers, or as 
supporting troops for a non-electoral form of populism, the indigenous peas-
ants now became an important electoral base. In 1979, the left and centre-left 
Quito-based parties were too weak to draw advantage from the expanded elec-
torate to triumph in the presidential election. The office was occupied instead 
by Jaime Roldós (1979-1981), the Guayaquil-born, populist-leaning, self-
proclaimed President of the Poor. After his death in 1981, Ecuador turned in a 
neo-liberal direction. This transition was accompanied by plummeting oil 
prices and international pressure for external debt payment. As a small oil-rich 
country, Ecuador had attracted a vast inflow of foreign credit during the 
1970s. The loans appeared valuable at the time, but with declining oil reve-
nues they turned into a severe problem. In order to surmount the crisis and 
meet the requirements of the international finance institutions, President Os-
valdo Hurtado (1981-1984) adopted Ecuador’s first adjustment package. It 
involved, among other things, a double devaluation, a cutback on welfare ex-
penditures and reduced subsidies on basic necessities such as gasoline and 
food. Among the regressive effects were rising unemployment and declining 
consumption. The austerity measures were accentuated with the swearing-in 
as president of millionaire and leading figure of the Guayaquil oligarchy León 
Febres Cordero (1984-1988). The intensity with which he and his Social 
Christian Party (Partido Social Cristiano, PSC)6 enforced the austerity pro-
gramme even inspired U.S. President Ronald Reagan to call Ecuador a model 
debtor. 
 Unlike Guatemala, where the reactionary agrarian elite fraction was the 
leading social and perhaps even political force, Ecuador in the 1980s and 
1990s was thus dominated by a closed circle consisting primarily of coastal 
dynastic families that had moved further into the finance, banking, industrial 
and agri-business sectors and based their privileges on a continued and/or his-

                                                 
4  León 2003, p. 118. Today, Guayaquil is the largest city in the country and more than half 
the population lives in the coastal area. 
5  León 2003, pp. 116-20. 
6  Formed by Andean landlords in mid-century, PSC now represented mainly coastal oli-
garchs. 
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torical possession of large tracts of land.7 For leading families in this sector, 
neo-liberalism was, just like the restricted democratic model, an appropriate 
means to defend their economic and political privileges. Liisa North and col-
leagues argue that, 
 

In addition to maintaining their grip on the most productive land, large-
estate owners were often able to diversify into commercial, financial, and 
industrial activities and to form partnerships with foreign capital, effectively 
maintaining their influence over national policymaking in general and agri-
cultural policies specifically.8

 
 Thus, in the midst of neo-liberalism and the attendant weakening of the 
state bureaucracy in Quito, the coastal oligarchy strengthened its political po-
sition. It came to dominate the influential Social Christian Party, the judiciary 
and, from time to time, the executive power. The fact that the highland politi-
cal leadership – among whom a strong rejection of neo-liberalism was found – 
was divided into a large array of small and often personalistic parties assisted 
the agro-industrial oligarchy in putting the neo-liberal economic policies in 
place.9
 Even if this segment was a key promoter of the dismantling of the de-
velopmentalist state, and even though presidents like Febres Cordero accom-
modated the international call for austerity measures, the implementation of 
the Ecuadorian market reforms has been identified as tardy and rudimentary in 
comparison with a Latin American context. Besides the resistance by groups 
in the highland political elite, observers have explained this retardation by 
pointing to the weak support for radical political and economic change among 
sectors of the dominant economic group itself. Roberto Santana relates this 
lack of interest to the fear that ‘international business and foreign capital 
would come and compete advantageously with the locals and presumably 
eject some inefficient entrepreneurs in the still captive internal market’.10 But 
again, in contrast to the backward Guatemalan oligarchy, the major part of the 
Ecuadorian oligarchy had allied with global commercial forces, thus constitut-
ing itself as a transnationalised oligarchic elite group. Another explanation for 
the slow implementation of neo-liberalism points to the weak political institu-
tions.11 It is suggested that congressional fragmentation was not only advanta-
geous but also disadvantageous for the neo-liberal project, since the govern-
ments – however pressured by the coastal transnationalised elite and the inter-
national finance institutions – were seldom able to anchor their policies in 
lasting parliamentary majorities.12  

                                                 
7  Hagopian 1996, p. 68. 
8  North et al. 2003, p. 109. 
9  On the highland opposition to neo-liberalism, see Lee Van Cott 2002, p. 61. 
10  Santana 2004. 
11  Collin 2000, p. 45; see also Peeler 2004, p. 145. 
12  See e.g. Hagopian 1996, pp. 64, 70, 76. 
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 Another and related factor to be considered is the inability of the politi-
cal elite to build popular consensus. The distance between the rulers and the 
ruled had widened through the coinciding of Structural Adjustment Pro-
grammes and enduring oligarchic power structures. This accentuated the po-
litical disillusionment of the common Ecuadorian and fed popular resistance. 
In the first half of the 1980s, the labour federation United Workers’ Front 
(Frente Unitario de Trabajadores, FUT) stood at the front line of the strug-
gles. In the latter half of the decade, the weakness of FUT became increas-
ingly evident. Not only did the administration of Febres Cordero meet opposi-
tion with severe brutality, but there was also a marked risk that militant work-
ers would be replaced on the factory floor by people from a labour reserve 
enlarged by rural-to-urban migration.13 Once again, a strong resistance against 
the ruling order depended on the mobilisation of the rural masses. During the 
oligarchic populist regime, these masses had been organised as peasants and 
would-be proletarians. In the late 1980s, the trade unions had to deal with a 
strong indigenous-peasant movement that demanded independence and recog-
nition of indigenous identities. As the movement grew stronger, it established 
new contacts with the unions and other popular groups, though on a platform 
that included themes like the pluri-national reformation of the state. Accord-
ing to sociologist Luciano Martínez, it was due largely to the repeated mobili-
sations of this movement in the 1990s that the structural adjustment pro-
grammes ‘still remained to be completed at the turn of the century – most no-
tably in the conflictive area of privatisation’.14

 
 

The formation of CONAIE 
For some social movement theorists and political scientists, a major conse-
quence of the demise of the Latin American populist, nationalist and corpora-
tist state-society set-ups was a loss of common ideological road maps. With 
the downsizing of the public welfare institutions, the struggle for social justice 
was said to have been deprived of its universal point of reference and princi-
pal arenas. The Latin American socio-political landscape was pictured as ever 
more fragmented, ideologically as well as organisationally. Others did not in-
terpret the new circumstances as a loss of social unity. They preferred a view 
in which tutelary, assimilationist and repressive regime-types had surrendered 
to a socio-political order in which individuals could freely organise around 
subjective identities, select new and appropriate sites of political struggle, di-
vorce the self-proclaimed vanguards of the subordinate classes and seek alli-
ances on more equal terms. Many of these scholars were placed within the so-
called New Left. But in rejecting the centralised forms of political mediation 

                                                 
13  Several authors point to the brutal hand of the Febres Cordero administration, among 
them Corkill & Cubitt 1987, p. 77; Lucas 2000, p. 42 n20; Selverston-Scher 2001, p. 44. 
14  Martínez 2003, p. 86. 
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and hailing the rise of issue-oriented and localised movements, their ideas 
overlapped, at least in this context, with those of the (neo-) liberal democrats. 
 Did these descriptions reflect the situations in Guatemala and Ecuador? 
In the latter part of the 1980s, traditional class-based organisations in these 
countries, such as the peasant organisation FEI and the guerrilla movement 
URNG, were no longer attracting the same support among the Quichuas and 
the Mayas. Despite a growing national and international concern with democ-
ratic institutional design and efficiency, these countries experienced new poli-
tico-institutional deficiencies. In light of their former oligarchic regime-types 
it would be misleading to claim that the distance between rulers and ruled had 
increased. But the nature of the relationship had changed. The political de-
fence of hereditary privileges continued, but a new rift had appeared between 
governments that endorsed neo-liberalism and the bulk of the electorate who 
bore the burden of these policies. The coincidence of enduring oligarchic 
power structures and market reforms added to the fragility of the political in-
stitutions and weakened former broad-based popular ideologies. 
 However, when looking particularly at the indigenous peasantry, the 
picture of a disarticulated and disorganised social sphere makes less sense. 
The commercialisation of agriculture and the opening of new venues for so-
cial mobility had certainly upset traditional communal structures by accentuat-
ing an internal differentiation in class terms. But the demise of communal co-
hesion did not produce a general fragmentation of the Quichua and Maya so-
cieties. It rather laid the basis of the indigenous-peasant movements. In the 
1980s and the early 1990s, the rise and political significance of this type of 
movement was more apparent in Ecuador than in Guatemala, where the civil 
war prevented most attempts at widespread rural mobilisation. In Guatemala, 
the transformation of the indigenous-peasant movement into a significant 
socio-political actor, spearheaded by a national level organisation, was de-
layed until the intensification of the peace process in the mid-1990s. But even 
after that, it had to operate within a Maya society divided across ideological 
and strategic lines. In Ecuador, this movement had already taken a position in 
the 1980s as a coordinated and influential societal force that drew into its orbit 
the major parts of organised indigenous society. Nationally, but also in locali-
ties like Chimborazo, the notion of an increasingly fragmented social sphere 
must be refuted. For one thing, the first mass mobilisation phase of the rural 
poor was uneven. Even if organisations like FEI brought together formerly 
isolated huasipunguero groups, the agrarian oligarchs in alliance with the 
clergy and the local civil servants hindered most attempts at creating rural or-
ganisations and inculcating into the hacienda workforce more general ideas on 
social rights. For another thing, and in relation to the remark above, the rise of 
the indigenous-peasant movement did not imply fragmentation but the emer-
gence of an organisational and ideological rural landscape where calls for so-
cial and ethnic rights were enmeshed in a mutually reinforcing symbiosis. 



 
From land to political participation    187 

 The description of weakened politico-institutional state-society linkages 
seems more accurate. It is important to add, however, that the development of 
a strong nationwide indigenous-peasant movement was accompanied by better 
opportunities to channel (some) ethnic concerns – primarily those related to 
language and education – into the legal and institutional realm of politics. 
These linkages were particularly reinforced with the formation of the Confed-
eration of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador (CONAIE) in 1986. CONAIE 
arose as the prime representative of – to use its own vocabulary – the eleven 
indigenous nationalities of the country. It brought together the three principal 
regional indigenous-based federations: the Confederation of the Indigenous 
Nationalities of the Ecuadorian Amazon (Confederación de Nacionalidades 
Indígenas de la Amazonia Ecuatoriana, CONFENAIE), the tiny Coordinator 
of Indigenous Organisations of the Ecuadorian Coast (Coordinadora de Or-
ganizaciones Indígenas de la Costa Ecuatoriana, COICE) and the highland 
ECUARUNARI. The character of CONAIE was primarily determined by the 
trajectories and ideological baggage of the Amazon and highland federations. 
Until the 1960s, the Amazon nationalities had experienced limited encroach-
ment by external agents. With the colonisation of Amazon lands and the oil 
exploration from the 1960s on, growing pressure was placed on their custom-
ary life-worlds. In relation to the entrance of the state and capitalist corpora-
tions, a process of organisation took shape that led in 1980 to CONFENAIE. 
Besides voicing its concern with the petroleum industry, the federation cen-
tred on areas like environment and territorial rights. On the basis of this 
agenda, it has usually been considered to be a more explicit ethno-nationalist 
federation than ECUARUNARI. This impression has been reinforced by the 
fact that the struggle for land – which for the major part of the century was 
defined in class terms – was almost exclusively a highland affair. 
 The Andean countryside saw an earlier entry of external agents, and 
ECUARUNARI built much of its strength on inter-communal linkages that 
had been bolstered by agents such as the peasant organisation FEI, the pro-
gressive wing of the Catholic Church and various state institutions. When 
CONAIE came into being, many of ECUARUNARI’s objectives and goals 
were similar to those of a conventional peasant organisation.15 Two significant 
differences were its strong defence of the communal land tenancy system and 
its presentation of the land struggle as a quest for la Madre Tierra or, as it is 
often phrased in the Andes, la Pachamama. According to Deborah Yashar, in 
the 1980s the federation had even strengthened the link between land, on the 
one hand, and indigenous culture and communal autonomy, on the other.16 
Due to the fact that the overwhelming majority of the Ecuadorian indigenous 
people are Andean Quichua-speakers, ECUARUNARI is by far the strongest 
and politically most important organisation of CONAIE. On this ground, I 
agree with political scientist Jorge León that CONAIE too is most accurately 
                                                 
15  Lucero 2003, p. 37. 
16  Yashar 2005, pp. 133, 139-40. 
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defined as an indigenous-peasant organisation.17 In this study, dominant de-
mands by CONAIE, such as those for land and communal autonomy, are 
viewed as emanating primarily from ECUARUNARI. 
 
 

The re-intensification of the social struggle 
This section focuses on the re-intensification of the struggle for social justice 
in the late 1980s, which occurred amidst an ongoing politico-agrarian trans-
formation towards rural commercialisation and oligarchic democracy. It cen-
tres on the land struggle and repeats that this struggle bridged the demands for 
social and ethnic rights and also had strategic value with respect to linking the 
grassroots and the national indigenous leaders. 
 
 
Structural Adjustment Programmes and the crisis of the peasant sector 
In Guatemala, the struggle of the indigenous peasantry against neo-liberalism 
was blunted by the fact that a second front was simultaneously being main-
tained against an agrarian oligarchy whose democratic credentials were highly 
questioned and whose resistance to the market reforms was high. In Ecuador, 
where the dominant classes had more favourable attitudes towards market-
oriented reforms, the anti-neo-liberal agenda of the indigenous-peasant 
movement was more pronounced. However, during the 1980s and early 1990s 
the indigenous-peasant movement maintained much of the rhetoric that had 
guided it during the struggle for land with the agrarian oligarchy. Even if the 
neo-liberal reformation was orchestrated to a large extent from the coast, the 
traditional hacienda was often still presented as the dominant cause of rural 
injustice. One may say that during the 1980s the movement carried out an 
anti-neo-liberal struggle wrapped up in a discourse that had not been alto-
gether adjusted to the new regional power balance. This struggle had started 
already in 1979, with the enactment of what was called the Agricultural De-
velopment Law (Ley de Fomento y Desarrollo Agropecuario). The law 
slowed the pace of state-led land redistribution and redirected government 
concerns from structural transformation to issues of agricultural production. 
Along with other leading peasant-based organisations, ECUARUNARI argued 
that the law favoured agri-business and the large landowners at the expense of 
the landless poor and the rural workers.18 But though the organisation showed 
a capacity for mass protest and a willingness to form common lines of resis-
tance with other organisations, its strength was not sufficient to block the 

                                                 
17  León, interview 2001-06-24. Veltmeyer & Petras (2000, p. 18) see CONAIE as an ex-
ample of a new peasant movement. In this study, the leading organisations of the indige-
nous-peasant movement are ECUARUNARI, CONAIE and the electoral unit Pachakutik. 
18  ECUARUNARI 1998, p. 27; see also Corkill & Cubitt 1988, p. 35; FENOCIN 1999, p. 
42. 
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passing of the law or, in any significant way, affect the reorientation of agri-
cultural policies. 
 The new agrarian policies and the austerity measures aggravated the 
crisis of the peasant economy. Having escaped the closed hacienda economy, 
the indigenous peasantry was more exposed to macroeconomic ups and 
downs. They had to grapple with inflation, debt crisis, falling prices on na-
tional staple crops and the strains imposed by the cuts in public social spend-
ing. ECUARUNARI was in opposition to arrangements in which ordinary 
citizens paid the cost of the austerity measures. It stressed that the policies led 
to higher costs for basic services and imported goods, and a reduction of cred-
its and other state services.19 Uneven market integration and the withdrawal of 
welfare further fed the spirit of resistance within Quichua society, as did fac-
tors such as population growth, the fragmentation of the land as younger gen-
erations inherited it from their fathers, and the steady erosion of the semi-arid 
mountainsides where most of the Quichuas had their plots. The municipality 
of Guamote in Chimborazo is a case in point. During the local implementation 
of the second agrarian reform (1975-1979), a major proportion of farmland 
was transferred to the Quichuas. But the acquisition was not a ticket to eco-
nomic prosperity. The municipality is situated at an altitude between 2,600 
and 4,500 metres. A good deal of its surface lies above 3,800 metres. These 
highland meadows are considered unsuitable for agriculture. Guamote also 
has an accentuated process of land fragmentation. The hereditary and increas-
ingly family-based distribution of land has pushed the size of the parcels be-
low the limits accepted in the agrarian laws (4.8 hectares according to the 
1973 agrarian reform) and into altitudes historically used for pasture. By the 
turn of the century, the average landholding covered less than three hectares. 
On such tiny plots, the cultivators were not able, as the custom had been on 
the haciendas, to minimise the over-exploitation of the soil by rotating cultiva-
tion.20 The scarcity of water was another major problem. There was a shortage 
of irrigation channels, and the annual precipitation varied from as little as 200 
up to 1,000 millimetres.21 Due to fragmentation and poor water supply, much 
farmland was also afflicted by erosion, which was also due to steep slopes and 
the use of chemical fertilizers that, ironically, were an initial prerequisite for 
assuring a better yield from the soils.22 This multifaceted crisis created a pro-
pensity for labour migration.23 By the end of the century, some 18 per cent of 
the Guamote population had joined the migratory labour force, travelling back 
and forth between the communities and the northern and coastal agro-
exporting estates. Others moved abroad or tried their luck in larger cities. 

                                                 
19  ECUARUNARI 1998, p. 161. 
20  Sylva 1986, pp. 122-3. 
21  Bebbington & Perreault 2001, p. 82. 
22  For these and other agricultural data on Guamote, see PPDCG 1999, pp. 31-2, 38, 94-5, 
106. 
23  PPDCG 1999, p. 35; see also León 1994, p. 84; INFOPLAN 1999; Botero 2001, p. 50. 
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 For highland Quichuas, labour migration was a poor economic substi-
tute. As the agro-exporting plantations mechanised and the labour reserve 
multiplied, unemployment grew. Given also the discriminatory nature of the 
urban labour market,24 many felt that receiving land or extending their plots 
was still the best way to counter socio-economic insecurity and to preserve the 
traditional community, the historical source for resisting ethnocide and labour 
exploitation.25 By the late 1980s, the frustration with uncertain job opportuni-
ties, rising costs of living, shrinking plots and the shortage of fertile lands was 
on the verge of causing a social explosion. 
 
 
The Inti Raymi uprising in 1990 
After seven years of austerity measures, the general elections of 1988 brought 
the social-democrat Rodrigo Borja Cevallos (1988-1992) of the Quito-based 
Democratic Left Party (Izquierda Democrática, ID) to the presidency. Borja 
had gained support in the popular sector and among Quichua people by prom-
ising the rollback of neo-liberalism, the deepening of democracy and the reac-
tivation of the agrarian reform.26 But like many other Latin American presi-
dents who took office during these years on a popular mandate and a promise 
to enhance welfare, Borja could not fulfil his declared intentions. Although he 
lessened state repression and initiated dialogues with representatives of the 
popular sector, he did not possess the strength to move firmly against the in-
ternational call for austerity policies. Liberated from the repression of Febres 
Cordero and possibly enraged by the failed expectations for agrarian reform, 
the Quichuas re-intensified the struggle for social justice.27

 Ironic as it may seem, the Borja administration had to confront the 
strongest and largest indigenous uprising in Ecuadorian history. It took place 
in 1990 and became known as the Inti Raymi rebellion, after an old Inca festi-
val in veneration of the Sun. It was an event that, in the opinion of historian 
José Bengoa, set a powerful example for other emerging indigenous-based 
movements across the continent.28 A variety of measures were employed, in-
cluding roadblocks, land seizures and occupations of local state agencies. It 
was also the first occasion since the huasipunguero march led by the peasant 
federation FEI in 1961 that an organised mass of rural residents entered the 
capital of Quito. The most spectacular event was the peaceful occupation of, 
and ten days of hunger strike in, Santo Domingo Cathedral in Quito. Like 
nothing else, this initiative activated the indigenous peasantry and drew it into 
the rebellion.29 In the end, anthropologist Erwin Frank claims, almost the en-

                                                 
24  Macas 1991, p. 21; see also Ibarra 1999. 
25  Zamosc 1993, pp. 289-90. On the hunger for land, see also León 1994, pp. 85-6. 
26  On the indigenous electoral support for Borja, see Santana 1995, p. 250. 
27  Rosero 1991, pp. 419-20. 
28  Bengoa 2000, p. 95. 
29  Selverston-Scher 2001, p. 58. 
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tire indigenous population was on its feet.30 The uprising had its centre of 
gravity in the central highlands and much of its energy emanated from Chim-
borazo.31 Political scientist Tanya Korovkin refers to estimates that as many as 
sixty thousand people marched on the streets of the provincial capital of Rio-
bamba and that 70 per cent of the rural local population was on its feet.32

 The administration of Borja and the Democratic Left had the major part 
of its electoral base among the indigenous peasantry. This probably added to 
its unwillingness to stage a repressive counter-offensive. Instead, it invited the 
umbrella confederation CONAIE to sit down and negotiate its grievances. The 
confederation accepted and brought a list of demands. In accordance with its 
ethnic orientation, it presented demands for the expansion of bilingual educa-
tion and constitutional recognition of Ecuador as a pluri-national country. But 
it was not these demands that had triggered the rebellion. More crucial were 
those associated with land and the battle against the structural adjustment pro-
grammes.33 Miguel Lluco, an influential figure in the indigenous-peasant 
movement and a member of the coordinating body of the uprising, has argued 
that the issue of land was brought into the national agenda from below. He has 
also mentioned that the plan to occupy Santo Domingo Cathedral in Quito (an 
event that revolved around land) was sketched out in Chimborazo.34 It may 
seem strange that land was a major topic in Chimborazo, considering that this 
place had been the largest recipient of expropriated land among the highland 
provinces. But as noted above, the constantly increasing land fragmentation 
and the deepening crisis of the peasant economy still made land a pressing 
necessity. At the time of the uprising, theologian Simón Espinosa estimates 
that the province had almost two hundred conflicts over land.35 Even in 
Guamote, where no hacienda had survived the 1980s, acquiring land was a 
deep concern. A Quichua leader in the municipality told me that meetings 
were held with people from other highland provinces and that the decision 
was taken to call on the government to apply the principle of redistribution in 
cases of demographic pressure.36

 Another of CONAIE’s land-related demands was the reformation of the 
Ecuadorian Institute of Agrarian Reform and Settlement (IERAC), which, ac-
cording to the confederation, had abandoned its redistributive function in fa-
vour of handing out guarantees to the large landowners that their lands would 
not be expropriated. Others were the formation of a fund to assist the indige-
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31  Zamosc 1993, p. 274. 
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nous peasantry in servicing loans taken to purchase land; a price freeze on 
incentives for improving agricultural productivity; solutions to the lack of irri-
gation; and a ban on further public attempts to privatise communal lands.37

 The Inti Raymi uprising showed that the indigenous-peasant movement 
had gained significant mobilising capacity. Its leading organisations, ECUA-
RUNARI and CONAIE, had also managed to put a large variety of topics 
(neo-liberalism, pluri-nationality, bilingual education, agricultural productiv-
ity, communal traditions, politico-institutional reform, and so on) on a com-
mon platform, and this when several observers pointed to the increasing het-
erogeneity of the rural poor. Of course, different groups in the movement pre-
ferred different focuses. We have already mentioned the divergences between 
the Amazon and the highland political agendas. Another, according to politi-
cal scientist Jorge León, was between one stream that sought to preserve an 
old survival strategy based on the collective relations of the traditional com-
munity and one that was looking for means to insert its participants into a so-
ciety characterised more and more by the open market and wage labour.38 
During the uprising, the community-centred land struggle seems to have been 
the dominant theme. Besides the fact that many grassroots people still suffered 
from scarcity of land, this struggle released the energy for mobilisation. It also 
embraced the defence of the traditional and threatened community (from 
which the highland process of ethnification derived much of its strength) and 
the call for social justice (the basis of the class discourse). The scholar Fer-
nando Rosero wrote after the uprising that the land struggle was a way to 
‘confront the economic crisis’, but that land also was ‘a basic element of the 
ethno-cultural ethnicity of the indigenous peoples, and a fundamental pillar of 
a new plurinational, democratic and participatory societal project’.39

 During the uprising, the indigenous-peasant movement brought to the 
government’s attention seventy-two unresolved highland conflicts over land. 
It has been pointed out, however, that these differed from the ones fought in 
the decades of the agrarian reforms. Most importantly, the extensive semi-
feudal hacienda (more than 500 hectares) had almost ceased to exist as a result 
of the transformation towards rural modernisation, commercialisation and lib-
eral democracy. Instead, the Andean highlands experienced a multiplication of 
small production units (less than 10 hectares) and an increase of medium-
sized properties (10-500 hectares). According to Fernando Rosero, the con-
flicts during the Inti Raymi rebellion predominantly targeted the latter cate-
gory, and Jorge León stresses that the previous confrontations between peas-
ants and hacienda owners had turned into struggles between a heterogeneous 
rural poor and a class of large landowners that included a more modern seg-
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38  León 1991, p. 385. 
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ment of entrepreneurs.40 Such observations notwithstanding, the indigenous-
peasant movement combined its attack on neo-liberalism with a terminology 
centred on liquidating the hacienda. In fact, the battle-cry of the rebellion was 
condensed in the slogan Not One More Hacienda. Perhaps the presentation of 
the uprising as a struggle against the hacienda structure was more intelligible 
for the grassroots than references to a neo-liberal order. After all, the advo-
cates of neo-liberalism were mostly found within the coastal elite whose his-
torical impact in the highlands had been of a more indirect nature. The refer-
ences to the hacienda also had the strategic and symbolic advantage of bridg-
ing past and present. For the indigenous leader Luis Macas, the land struggle 
was ultimately linked to the way indigenous people historically had been dis-
possessed of their territories.41 And since this post-Columbian push into the 
arid and steep ridges at high altitudes continued, one could hardly speak in 
terms of a new agricultural situation. Moreover, as in the past, many oligar-
chic families still considered the control of land ‘a source of wealth but also of 
social and political power’.42 Of course, the new highland landlords (the mod-
ernised agrarian oligarchs and the new capitalist entrepreneurs) no longer 
based their enterprises on indentured peons and outdated modes of production. 
But the discrepancy between over-utilised indigenous and under-utilised non-
indigenous lands remained. Whereas the indigenous peasantry in the past re-
volted against absentee landlords who let fertile soils lie idle, it now attacked a 
system that turned high-quality lands into dairy pasture and permitted a cow to 
stroll around on an expanse large enough to feed a number of poor families.43

 
 

The decline of the struggle for land redistribution 
This study asks whether the indigenous-peasant movements of Guatemala and 
Ecuador restricted their land-related grievances in order to improve their posi-
tion within the legal-institutional terrain. In this section, I argue that the late-
twentieth-century struggle for land culminated during the attempts in the early 
1990s to push back or alter the content of a market-oriented agricultural law 
proposed by the government and the agrarian elite. I suggest that the enact-
ment of the law in 1994 moderated the calls for land redistribution and initi-
ated a period marked by the political institutionalisation of the movement. 
 
 
The reformation of the agrarian code 
The new agro-industrial highland landowners opposed many of the claims 
made by the indigenous-peasant movement during the Inti Raymi uprising. 
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One demand had been for the government to end further privatisation of 
communal lands. On this issue, the Borja government responded that as long 
as applications for individual titles were based on a decision taken by all 
community members, privatisation had to proceed.44 As argued above, many 
highland landowners shared with the indigenous peasantry the sentiment that 
land was more than a commercial commodity. Nonetheless, they probably 
hoped for a stronger defence of private property. They also considered con-
centrated land-use patterns economically inefficient. Like the agrarian oli-
garchs in Guatemala, they portrayed themselves as the servants of the nation 
and pointed out that the safeguarding of communal lands, along with the ful-
filment of the other ethnic aspirations of the indigenous people, put the inte-
gration of the nation-state in jeopardy.45 Ignacio Pérez, president of the Agri-
cultural Chamber of the northern and central provinces of the Andean high-
lands (Cámara de Agricultura de la Primera Zona), which assembled large 
landowners and agro-industrial corporations, took particular issue with the 
claim to ancestral land on the ground that it did not conform to the laws and 
the constitution. He also argued that the extensive hacienda run by one indi-
vidual had ceased to exist and that the indigenous people in fact possessed 
some 60 per cent of all arable land.46 On the basis of such opinions, the Cham-
ber presented a proposal in 1992 for a new agricultural law that would replace 
the 1964 Law of Agrarian Reform and Settlement. Beyond the privatisation of 
communal lands, it included decreasing public intervention in agriculture; in-
creasing security for private property by the adoption of harsher sanctions 
against invaders; the further legalisation of titles to land; and the promotion of 
rural investments, employment and agro-industrial enterprises.47

 In 1992, Sixto Durán Ballén (1992-1996) of the Republican Union 
Party (Partido Unión Republicana), a splinter of the Guayaquil-based Social 
Christian Party, was elected president. His term marked a new turn towards 
neo-liberalism and the adoption of austerity measures. The proposal of the 
Agrarian Chamber was in accord with the ideals of the new administration. 
When the government sent its own proposal for a reformation of the agricul-
tural code to Congress in June 1993, it was basically identical to that of the 
large landowners. At this point, CONAIE and ECUARUNARI began the 
preparation of a counter-offensive. They started by convening a series of 
workshops at the grassroots level and staged a march to Congress, bringing an 
alternative proposition for agricultural law, which criticised Durán Ballén’s 
Agrarian Development Law (Ley de Desarrollo Agropecuario) as an attempt 
to place harsher sanctions on people occupying land and give more support to 
the defence of private property. The latter, the indigenous-peasant movement 
feared, would allow members of the local communities to sell their parcels to 
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non-community members. The movement urged the government to acknowl-
edge that the value of the communal land-tenure systems must be measured 
not only in economic terms, but also in terms of their social function and as a 
first line of defence for indigenous people and mestizo peasants. For Nina 
Pacari, an indigenous lawyer in CONAIE, the privatisation of communally-
held lands implied a ‘counter-agrarian reform’ that would increase the accu-
mulation of land in the hands of the few and undermine the system in which 
the community controlled the internal division of land. In her opinion, the law 
also rested on misleading figures that portrayed the indigenous people as the 
‘new landlords’.48 There were other ways of looking at the distribution of 
land. Kintto Lucas, a journalist writing on indigenous people, stated that less 
than 2 per cent of the highland farms ‘accounted for 43 percent of the land in 
1994’.49 Other figures from 1990 showed that about one-third of the rural 
highlanders were landless, one-third had less than one hectare, and one-third 
had plots of between one and five hectares.50

 CONAIE and ECUARUNARI demanded an Integrated Agrarian Re-
form that would be implemented with the cooperation of the indigenous peo-
ple and other small agriculturalists. They also called for respect for indigenous 
ways of life; recognition of indigenous territories (mainly in the Amazon); 
equitable land distribution; public assistance to insert the rural poor into the 
market; and the protection of national food security.51 As regards the last of 
these, the leader of CONAIE at the time, Luis Macas, argued that the agrarian 
policies prioritised agro-export at the expense of domestic staple production. 
This, he stressed, had a negative impact on those indigenous and peasant 
communities that produced a large share of the basic crops. In his opinion, 
these policies would lead to food shortage and elevated prices.52

 The proposal of the indigenous-peasant movement was not considered, 
and in June 1994, Congress approved a new version of the law, outlined by 
the Guayaquil-based Social Christian Party. It was sent to the president for 
ratification. Some two hundred indigenous and peasant delegates attended a 
forum in Chimborazo to discuss the situation and decided to use available le-
gal means to prevent the ratification and, if this proved insufficient, to stage a 
national manifestation. As immediate measures, the law was submitted to the 
Constitutional Court and the Supreme Court for examination, and Luis Macas 
demanded that the president veto it. But Durán Ballén did not take notice of 
the request and approved the legislation.53 And so CONAIE and ECUA-
RUNARI initiated the National Mobilisation for Life, which mobilised some 
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thirty-five hundred communities, all indigenous nationalities, and various 
popular organisations.54 From day one, roads were blocked in the highlands. 
 
 
Taking a seat at the negotiation table 
During the first week of protest, the government announced its readiness to 
have a dialogue with CONAIE, ECUARUNARI and the other peasant-based 
organisations. But since Durán Ballén insisted that he had no intention of 
withdrawing the law, the meeting that took place failed to produce results. In 
the meantime, the pressure grew in the southern and central highlands. Fifteen 
thousand indigenous people staged a march in Chimborazo and national press 
reported that the transporting of goods in the interior of the country was para-
lysed.55 By the second week, the Constitutional Court reached the verdict that 
the enactment of the new agricultural law had been inconsistent with the con-
stitution. However, the government refused to cancel the legislation, arguing 
that CONAIE, the main opponent, only took a counter-position without deliv-
ering a meaningful proposition of its own. It also stated that in any event, it 
would await the decision of the Supreme Court.56 But Durán Ballén was 
pushed into a corner by the uprising and the judgment of the Constitutional 
Court. Against this background, he convened a negotiation table. The dialogue 
took place in the presidential palace and involved CONAIE, the peasant or-
ganisations and the Agricultural Chambers. The government participated as 
mediator and the Catholic Church and Congress as witnesses. Political scien-
tist Jorge León, who served as adviser to CONAIE, told me in 2003 that the 
confederation had little time to prepare its proposal. At first, he argued, it de-
manded a return to status quo ante, that is, to the 1964 Law of Agrarian Re-
form and Settlement. In his view, this was not a feasible position. At this 
point, the spokeswoman of CONAIE at the roundtable, Nina Pacari, settled on 
a deal with the other participants to discuss one section of the Agrarian De-
velopment Law at a time. In this way, León reasons, the confederation gained 
time to prepare its proposal.57 After two weeks of hard bargaining, a new ver-
sion of the law was sent to Congress. It took effect on 15 August, 1994. 
 For Pacari and Víctor Corral, the bishop who represented the Catholic 
Church at the roundtable, the negotiation was an historic event in that 
CONAIE was recognised as an important actor. In no other country, Corral 
reasoned, had a president dedicated so much time to indigenous representa-
tives with respect to the content of an agrarian code.58 Likewise, León argues, 
it was a crucial accomplishment that indigenous people for the first time sat in 
a face-to-face discussion with the highest political authority and at the centre 
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of the political realm: the presidential palace.59 But in terms of concrete re-
sults, what did CONAIE and ECUARUNARI accomplish? Vast parts of the 
indigenous peasantry were in acute need of agricultural credits and rural assis-
tance, and to a greater extent than in the 1964 Law of Agrarian Reform and 
Settlement, the new law stipulated the need to provide recipients of land with 
agricultural subsidies. In line with the ethno-development agenda of the inter-
national finance institutions and the will of the indigenous-peasant movement, 
the law also declared that indigenous people would take part in decision mak-
ing on issues related to the development of their communities. Another ac-
complishment was that the indigenous people won representation in the Supe-
rior Council of the National Institute of Agricultural Development (Instituto 
Nacional de Desarrollo Agropecuario, INDA), the agency that now replaced 
the Ecuadorian Institute of Agrarian Reform and Settlement (IERAC). But 
though the indigenous people had entered the directorate of INDA, the agency 
had less juridical back-up than IERAC to mediate in conflicts over land. This 
was worrisome, taking into account the fact that the law stipulated harsher 
sanctions against invaders of private property. Further, even if the indigenous 
people were disgruntled with IERAC on the grounds that it had favoured the 
landlords and had been too bureaucratic and corrupt, the agency had, on pa-
per, been entrusted with the task of changing the land tenancy structure.60 So-
ciologist Luciano Martínez claims that the new law halted the state-led redis-
tribution of land. He also claims that it did not prevent the privatisation of 
communal lands. Even if such attempts now required a two-thirds majority 
vote of the communal members, Martínez argues that the law prepared for a 
neo-liberal onslaught on the collective landholdings.61 When I spoke with 
Humberto Cholango, president of ECUARUNARI, in 2003, he said that the 
agricultural elite had manipulated CONAIE, but that the law would have been 
worse had it not been for the pressure put on the government by the indige-
nous people.62

 
 
From land to political participation 
In the 1990s, many Latin American governments declared that the era of the 
redistributive agrarian reform had reached its end. Now it was time to let mar-
ket forces determine the division of land. The market would steer the country-
side into a phase characterised by agricultural efficiency and productivity. 
Even in Guatemala and Ecuador, where small oligarchic classes, more or less 
market oriented, controlled the major part of the arable land and most of na-
tional wealth, the message was frank. The market, not the state, was to deliver 
social justice. However, aware that the neo-liberal reforms would hardly be 
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allowed to pass if they went through open parliamentary and civil society de-
bates, many presidents opted for an unmediated process of ratification. This 
was the case in Guatemala. Even if the guerrilla movement was present in the 
crafting of the sub-accord on Socio-Economic Issues and the Agrarian Situa-
tion, the leading representatives of the peasant sector complained that the 
process was performed in secret and that most of their proposals were ignored. 
 Procedural swiftness and restricted national debate were also the for-
mula initially preferred by the Ecuadorian government. Nina Pacari argues 
that ‘arrogant in the face of the severe weakness of the labor movement and 
certain that its tactics would also weaken the indigenous movement’, it ‘be-
lieved that it could get away with imposing its Agrarian Development Law 
without any sort of national debate’.63 The indigenous uprising demonstrated 
that neo-liberalism by decree was not an accepted form for changing society. 
But after the approval of the law, the willingness of the indigenous leadership 
to fight the high concentration of land seemed to decline.64 The call for agri-
cultural incentives could have been inserted into a comprehensive struggle 
against the unequal distribution of national wealth. But many of the Quichuas 
had already received plots and turned the focus to issues of production, that is, 
how to improve their position on the market. Jorge León told me in 2001 that 
grassroots concerns had been reoriented towards issues like for whom, and 
under what conditions, are we producing.65 Another factor that may explain 
the decline of the land struggle is that after 1994, the indigenous leadership 
placed increasing attention on political goals (entry into the legal-institutional 
terrain). In 2003, Luis Macas, the leader of CONAIE in 1994, gave the opin-
ion that redistribution of land still ought to be a key demand but that the issue 
had presumably been too polemical to bring into the institutional arena.66 In 
this respect, the moderation of the call for a redistributive agrarian reform was 
also a strategic move by the indigenous leadership. It was a move that started 
in municipalities like Guamote. 
 
 
Guamote: The political institutionalisation of new indigenous leaders 
Unlike Tucurú, where Mayas in the late twentieth century were still fighting 
the agrarian oligarchy, the Quichuas of Guamote had seized the haciendas and 
pushed the owners out of the municipality. In an interview in 2001, Siberio 
Cocha, leader of the Indigenous Movement of Chimborazo (Movimiento 
Indígena de Chimborazo, MICH), a provincial filial to ECUARUNARI, he 
estimated that 99.5 per cent of the land in Guamote belonged to the Quich-
uas.67 But while Tucurú had some of the country’s most fertile lands, 
Guamote suffered the fragmentation and degradation of already tiny plots and 
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poor soils. These factors made it a base of the Inti Raymi uprising and the in-
digenous-peasant movement. Why, then, did national leaders after 1994 mod-
erate the claim for a redistributive agrarian reform? After all, the Quichuas, 
according to Cocha, were prepared to move in order to acquire land,68 and the 
national concentration of land in a few hands remained high. I have argued 
that the decline related to a growing concern for political institutionalisation 
and that Guamote offers an example of how this was furthered by a new local 
indigenous leadership. 
 As in Guatemala, the ascent of a young, literate and travelled indige-
nous leadership in Guamote and elsewhere in the Andes was a long process. It 
was a product of the expansion of commercial agriculture, changing oligarchic 
power structures and the entry of rural organisers like the peasant movement 
and the agents of liberation theology. It was also accompanied by the demise 
of the traditional community and its collective practices. During the 1980s and 
1990s, many collective customs prevailed, as when the Quichuas assisted each 
other during harvesting, in infrastructural works, and in organising fiestas. But 
with the entry of the ex-peons into the migratory labour force, the market re-
forms, the delegation of welfare assistance to NGOs, and the attempts by po-
litical parties to attract the expanded indigenous electorate, these practices had 
begun to erode. Sociologist Luciano Martínez argues that the indigenous 
community had been restructured to serve political purposes and to foster a 
sense of cohesion that pointed outwards rather than inwards. He also finds a 
relation between the demise of the old-style peasant community and its au-
thority structures, on the one hand, and the expansion of family-owned parcels 
of land, on the other.69 Communal relations had long been based on mixed 
individual and collective owning. But even when community councils were in 
charge of the internal distribution, the usufruct of the plots – as well as the 
organisation of farm labour and the ownership of the produce – was increas-
ingly arranged on an individual or family basis.70

 The rise of a new indigenous leadership was also linked to the rural 
penetration of the state. During the oligarchic populist regime, the state had 
sought to control the ‘free’ indigenous communities by means of the Comuna 
Law and the indigenista-inspired Andean Mission. With the agrarian reforms, 
the state turned its attention to the huasipunguero sector. In order to qualify as 
legal petitioners for state provisions, the peons had to register their collectives 
as agricultural co-operatives and comunas.71 During these years, new agents 
came to the countryside. In this increasingly plural associational realm, the ex-
peons sought coordination by forming local organisations that assembled co-
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operatives and comunas. Jatun Ayllu (Large Family) was the first organisation 
of this type in Guamote. Formed on a Church initiative, it evolved in the 
1970s and 1980s as the local representative of ECUARUNARI. During the 
redistributive phase of the agrarian reforms it played a key role in handing 
over land to the Quichuas.72 In the 1980s, it assisted them in purchasing land 
on the market and in matters of healthcare and bilingual education, commit-
ments facilitated by credits offered by the Catholic Church.73

 In the 1980s – when the agrarian reform and the indigenista policies no 
longer were state priorities – new public agents appeared in the countryside, 
and Jatun Ayllu had ambiguous relations with them. During the struggle for 
land, it had evolved into a ‘powerful and militant organisation’ that defended 
its independence by refusing legal incorporation into the state.74 But this posi-
tion did not imply a complete rejection of state cooperation. In the first half of 
the 1980s Jatun Ayllu was entrusted with the administration of resources from 
the state-orchestrated micro-credit scheme, Fund for the Development of Ru-
ral Marginal Areas (Fondo de Desarrollo Rural Marginal, FODERUMA). It 
also operated within the framework of the programme Integrated Rural De-
velopment (Desarrollo Rural Integral, DRI), the main channel through which 
the state penetrated the rural highlands in the 1980s.75

 But the functionaries of DRI had problems dealing with Jatun Ayllu. 
Probably in order to promote a new and more cooperative indigenous leader-
ship, they supported the creation in the late 1980s of another organisation, the 
Union of Peasant-Indigenous Organisations of Guamote (Unión de Organi-
zaciones Campesinas Indígenas de Guamote, UOCIG).76 Mariano Curicama, 
whom I interviewed in 2003, was the leading figure of this new leadership. In 
his own account, he grew up at the Totorillas hacienda, where he experienced 
the huasipunguero struggle in the 1970s. Later on, as a community leader, he 
joined Rodrigo Borja’s Democratic Left (Izquierda Democrática, ID). In the 
1980s, ID placed a handful of Quichuas in the local government. At first, Cu-
ricama stressed, this meant practically nothing. The urban mestizo population 
held the office of mayor and most posts in the municipal council. By late 
1980s, however, Curicama had consolidated his position between the state and 
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Febres Cordero (Navarro et al. 1996, p. 19). On Jatun Ayllu and FODERUMA, see Botero 
2001, p. 134; Bretón 2001, p. 174; Korovkin 2002, pp. 32-3; Bebbington 2005, pp. 7-8. On 
DRI, see ECUARUNARI 1998, p. 47; Bretón 1999, pp. 302-7. On DRI and Jatun Ayllu, see 
Bebbington 2005, p. 7. 
76  Korovkin 2002, p. 33. 
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the communities. He pointed out that as member of UOCIG and chauffeur in 
the DRI-project, he travelled the countryside and gained insights into how to 
run public projects.77 In 1992, on a UOCIG-ID ticket, he entered the town hall 
as the first indigenous mayor in Guamote, bringing along four Quichua coun-
cillors (concejales). The power of the mestizo minority, which had taken over 
the local government after the exodus of the agrarian oligarchs, was broken. 
 UOCIG differed from Jatun Ayllu in some important respects. Accord-
ing to Curicama, Jatun Ayllu’s members included many elders who were 
knowledgeable about ancient traditions. UOCIG, he claimed, respected these 
experiences but was primarily populated by ‘professional’ activists with a 
broader view of development.78 This reorientation must be understood in rela-
tion to the ongoing agrarian transformation. The demands of the indigenous 
peasantry were no longer the same as during the struggle for land in the 
1970s. While the Inti Raymi uprising demonstrated that references to the haci-
enda still produced strong sentiments, the lands of Guamote had been con-
quered and the landlords had moved. In pursuit of improving their economic 
situation and escaping migration, many ex-peons had instead directed their 
concerns towards productivity and access to the market. In order to acquire 
funding, many had also shifted their focus from the state to the NGOs. Among 
scholars, this development has been presented in two major ways. On the one 
hand, some focused on the continued poverty of the local population and ar-
gued that the new leaders paid too little attention to the structures that still 
placed the fertile lands and most of national wealth in the hands of the few. 
On the other hand, Guamote was regarded a successful example of participa-
tory democracy. The mass entry of NGOs and other external agents had fu-
elled the explosion of local organisations, and the Quichuas had taken control 
of the municipality.79

 The formation of UOCIG was the result of a division within the 
Guamote indigenous leadership between those who sought entrance to the po-
litical institutions and those who wanted to keep the independence of the 
movement.80 People in the first camp reasoned that the alliance between UO-
CIG and the Democratic Left had brought the Quichuas to municipal power, a 
watershed in the struggle against second-class citizenship.81 People in the sec-
ond camp feared that closeness to the state put the mobilising capacity of the 
movement at risk. In this context it is appropriate to mention that many com-
mentators on the Ecuadorian post-authoritarian political regime have criticised 
the parties and the governments for extending clientelistic practices. Espe-
cially in the highlands, clientelistic relations could calm the rural masses and 
                                                 
77  Curicama, interview 2003-10-31. 
78  Ibid. Botero (2001, p. 134) also mentions the linkage between Jatun Ayllu and traditional 
communal authority structures. 
79  By 1999, Guamote counted almost seven hundred interests groups (PPDCG 1999). 
80  Botero 2001, p. 134. Juan Cargushi, leader of Jatun Ayllu (interview 2001-08-01), ar-
gued that DRI divided the local movement by creating alternative organisations. 
81  In the 1980s, Jatun Ayllu had also tried (and failed) to enter the municipal council. 
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attract the votes of the indigenous electorate. Political scientist Tanya 
Korovkin argues that public development programmes often reached less 
troublesome rural organisations, some of which were formed by the govern-
ment itself. She also stresses that the emergence of UOCIG and the weakening 
of Jatun Ayllu accentuated the ‘clientelistic relationships between the gov-
ernment and the leaders of UCIG’.82 Curicama himself told me in 2003 that 
the Democratic Left had been a political springboard for the Quichuas but that 
it also, initially, had used him as a vehicle for gathering Quichua votes.83

 
 

Concluding remarks 
In the 1990s, the state-led redistributive agrarian reform was discontinued in 
many Latin American countries. The wave of market-oriented market reforms 
also swept Guatemala and Ecuador, but the new agrarian laws in these coun-
tries were met by different responses from the indigenous-peasant movements. 
In the case of Guatemala, the signing of the socio-economic sub-accord in 
1996 had been preceded by two nationwide manifestations headed by the in-
digenous-peasant organisation CONIC. But since the international community 
and Guatemalan society, including CONIC, wanted to see the completion of 
the peace treaty, radical political behaviours were temporarily set aside. Di-
rectly after the signing of the sub-accord, CONIC offered a truce to the gov-
ernment. As early as 1998, however, it re-intensified its contentious politics 
and mass mobilisations. It once more took on its opposition to a situation in 
which the agrarian oligarchy was refusing any attempt at land redistribution. 
On the basis of the highly skewed distribution of land, CONIC could not agree 
with the neo-liberal government that there was no more land to redistribute.  
 In the case of Ecuador, on the other hand, the enactment of the neo-
liberal agricultural law in 1994 meant that the political spaces once opened for 
claiming a fairer distribution of the agricultural surface were closed. This law 
was also followed by a decline in the struggle for a redistributive agrarian re-
form. This chapter suggested two explanations. The first pointed out that Ec-
uador – compared to Guatemala – had witnessed a more substantial transfer of 
land to the indigenous peasantry, via both state expropriation and the market. 
Still, a close look at the national distribution of land in the 1990s reveals that 
the indigenous peasantry held land that continued to shrink and where the soil 
was of poorer quality. A small number of non-indigenous people controlled 
large areas of productive lands. A large number of Quichuas were left with 
inadequate land to support themselves and had ample reason to continue the 
struggle, especially since land also was an element that united the grassroots 
and bridged the local and national levels of the movement. 
 The second explanation suggested in this chapter was that the decline 
of the land struggle was driven by political considerations. It was the price 
                                                 
82  Korovkin 2003, p. 139 and 2002, p. 33. After a few years the union was re-named UCIG. 
83  Curicama, interview 2003-10-31. 
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paid for entering the legal-institutional terrain. Or as political scientist Melina 
Selverston-Scher puts it, the political institutionalisation was made at the ex-
pense of ‘meeting the material needs of the indigenous communities’, which 
could ‘become a structural weakness and could lead to diminishing popular 
support for the movement over time’.84 But this line of reasoning does not suf-
fice. One must take into account that the political entry was the result of an 
intense struggle against five centuries of political marginalisation. It was the 
accomplishment of a movement that had learned that mobilisation in the prov-
inces and on the streets of Quito gave it an unprecedented (though still re-
stricted) political voice. The process that led to the signing of the new agricul-
tural law showed that the movement was even able to manoeuvre itself into 
the heart of the legal-institutional terrain. Social movement theorists may say 
that the movement after some initial years of radical political activity now 
embarked on an inevitable process of political institutionalisation, which nec-
essarily implied the moderation of its agenda. But is this a reasonable assump-
tion with reference to a country where persistent oligarchic structures still pre-
vent strong and legitimate political institutions? Why would the movement put 
its transformative agenda to rest and its mobilising capacity at risk? Did the 
decline of the land struggle imply the moderation of the overall struggle for 
social justice? 
 The next chapter goes further into this discussion. It claims that the in-
digenous-peasant movement from 1994 to 2003 moved in two seemingly op-
posite directions, towards a struggle that situated the campaign for social jus-
tice in a comprehensive attack on the neo-liberal reforms, on the one hand, 
and a government-approved focus on multi-culturalism, on the other. In rela-
tion to the first, I will argue that the indigenous-peasant movement during 
these years became increasingly aware of the fact that Ecuadorian society had 
undergone significant changes which in turn spurred new uncertainties. Apart 
from the double transition towards liberal democracy and neo-liberalism, the 
fall of the oligarchic popular regime had opened the way for the Guayaquil-
based and increasingly transnationalised oligarchy to reassert its economic 
dominance and political influence. I would argue that ECUARUNARI and the 
indigenous-peasant movement during the years flanked by the Inti Raymi re-
bellion in 1990 and the National Mobilisation for Life in 1994, had not yet 
adjusted its strategic repertoire to the power constellations fostered by the co-
incidence of neo-liberalism and democracy, on the one hand, and the changing 
oligarchic power structures, on the other. To a large extent, its way of ap-
proaching rural underdevelopment and indigenous subordination was still 
wrapped up in discourse centred on the community-centred land struggle and 
the necessity to liquidate the haciendas. It was a framework that presented the 
struggle for social justice as largely a highland affair. As long as the move-
ment engaged in a polemic on whether any haciendas remained to be expro-
priated and whether the Quichuas already controlled the major parts of the 
                                                 
84  Selverston-Scher 2001, p. 71. 
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highland soil, it was distracted from addressing the wider issue that neo-
liberalism posed. Just like CONIC in Guatemala, ECUARUNARI and the in-
digenous-peasant movement stood at the crossroads in the mid-1990s. But 
while CONIC had to adjust itself to a situation characterised by an increasing 
division between a transnationalised elite, on the one hand, and a powerful 
agrarian oligarchy, on the other, the challenge of ECUARUNARI was to 
break out of the confines of the highlands and confront the challenge posed by 
the dominant coastal oligarchy. 
 As far as the move towards multi-culturalism is concerned, one factor 
to keep in mind when reading the following chapter is that the increasing 
opening of ethno-political spaces after the reformation of the agrarian code in 
1994 had a stronger impact on ECUARUNARI than a similar opening had on 
CONIC in the Guatemalan case. The latter organisation was more pronounc-
edly class-oriented and reached out to the poor segments of the Maya and La-
dino populations. It certainly defended Maya culture, but it focused predomi-
nantly on traditional peasant grievances. ECUARUNARI also concentrated on 
problems shared by all subordinate classes. But after the rise of CONAIE in 
1986 it also took on the role of representative of all Quichuas, regardless of 
class. Occupying that position, it was harder to stay at arm’s length from the 
ethno-political spaces provided by the governments. 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A DECADE OF 
POLITICAL INSTITUTIONALISATION 
 
The previous chapter discussed why the struggle for land redistribution be-
came less militant after 1994. In structural terms, it stressed that the transfor-
mation to a capitalist rural market economy, which included in its initial 
stages a redistributive agrarian reform and the demise of the agrarian oligar-
chy, and in its subsequent stages an opening up of the countryside to external 
markets, pushed the indigenous peasantry into an economy ultimately steered 
by international finance institutions. This transformation altered highland 
property relations, shifted the regional power balance towards the coast and 
made the hacienda- and community-centred framework of the land struggle 
increasingly obsolete. Strategically, the moderation of the struggle for land 
redistribution was also linked to a conviction among a new cadre of indige-
nous leaders that it was time to enter firmly into the legal-institutional terrain. 
I have argued elsewhere that the political transformation of Ecuador in the last 
quarter of the twentieth century came to a halt in a limited (oligarchic) version 
of democracy. The new oligarchic democratic regime promoted the diffusion 
of universal suffrage but provided few institutional channels through which 
popular groups could move their long-standing demands for structural re-
forms. However, having experienced the 1994 negotiations in the presidential 
palace, the new indigenous leadership had realised that certain roads had been 
opened that could lead to the very centre of political decision making. This 
chapter continues the discussion of the political institutionalisation of the in-
digenous-peasant movement by arguing that it was facilitated in large part by 
a reorientation of its leaders to more ethnic concerns.1 It focuses on ethno-
politics – defined in accordance with the instrumentalist view of ethnicity as 
the strategic political use of the ethnic discourse by groups with rival claims – 
and highlights what I perceive as the three principal means by which the 

                                                 
1  Moreano 1993, p. 229. 
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movement sought access to the political institutions: party politics, spaces for 
ethno-development, and popular pressure. 
 The overriding purpose of the chapter is to explore how the political 
institutionalisation and the move to more ethnically-oriented agendas affected 
the battle of the indigenous-peasant movement for a fair distribution of na-
tional wealth. The chapter pays particular attention to local- and national-level 
developments between 1994 and 2003. These years overlapped with the UN-
declared International Decade of Indigenous Peoples. It was a period when 
resources were channelled into communal ethno-development, and many 
Latin American countries constitutionally recognised some ethnic demands of 
the indigenous people. The chapter is divided into four sections. The first dis-
cusses Pachakutik, an electoral movement closely related to CONAIE, and its 
efforts to restructure the legal-institutional terrain. The second addresses the 
political openings for ethno-development, focusing on the World Bank-funded 
Indigenous and Black Development Project of Ecuador (Proyecto de Desar-
rollo de los Pueblos Indígenas y Negros del Ecuador, PRODEPINE). The 
third goes into the last way to access the state: the formation of negotiation 
tables as a result of popular pressure in the streets. It argues that new impetus 
was given to this strategy at the close of the century when the movement had 
adapted to an agro-political reality dominated by the transnationalised coastal 
oligarchy and when parts of its leadership had come to the conclusion that 
demands for a pluri-national interest representation and a withdrawal of neo-
liberalism could not be met within the political institutions alone. At the same 
time as the movement intensified its extra-parliamentary activities, it deep-
ened its participation in the legal-institutional terrain. Prime examples of these 
seemingly opposing lines of action were a coup d’état staged in 2000 and en-
try into the government in 2003. The fourth section addresses the function of 
ethnicity in the battle for social justice. It comments on the oligarchic struc-
tures and the mobilisation-institutionalisation alternatives that underlie much 
of the debate within the indigenous-peasant movement. 
 
 

Accessing the state through party-politics 
A major issue for the Latin American indigenous peasantry is whether, to 
what extent, and in which form it would enter electoral politics. Wary of tak-
ing measures that would jeopardise the autonomy and integrity of its move-
ments, it is often reluctant to integrate or ally with the traditional political par-
ties. Many argue that no party exists that represents them in a meaningful and 
non-discriminatory manner. Given these considerations, the movements are 
left with the options of distancing themselves from party politics or entering 
the electoral races through their own parties. In Guatemala, CONIC did not 
form a party, nor make any real attempt to integrate the few left-leaning par-
ties that existed. According to Guatemalan scholar Olga Pérez, it feared that 
such engagement would force it to relinquish its social struggle and get it 
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caught in fruitless and time-consuming negotiations with the government.2 At 
some future date, Juan Tiney, president of CONIC, told me in 2003, the or-
ganisation may approach a party, but one that has emerged from below.3 
Meanwhile, it centred its efforts on local levels, in alliance with civic commit-
tees (electoral bodies). 
 Until the mid-1990s, CONAIE, the confederation of the Ecuadorian 
indigenous nationalities, shared this point of view. Luis Macas, the president 
of the confederation at the time, told me in 2003 that he had believed that the 
creation of a party would destroy the movement.4 His opinion was not unani-
mously shared within CONAIE. The Amazon groups wanted a platform from 
which to field indigenous candidates for high political posts. But his fear was 
shared by the Quichua federation ECUARUNARI. In the opinion of this fed-
eration, accessing the national political arena in party-political terms would 
expose the movement to divide-and-rule measures and jeopardise an Andean 
struggle that rested on numerical strength, alliance politics, easily mobilised 
local communities and the strategic location of the latter on important trans-
port routes between Quito and cities like Cuenca and Guayaquil. It did not 
reject electoral participation outright, but preferred to build from below, pri-
marily by capturing the office of mayor in municipalities with an indigenous 
majority.5 With this in mind, it may seem strange that in the mid-1990s the 
federation suddenly began supporting entry into the national electoral arena. 
 To understand this change, one must consider the growing commitment 
of the federation to forming broad alliances with other civil society groups. 
Previously, ECUARUNARI had sought cooperation mainly on an ad-hoc ba-
sis and in relation to national manifestations. In 1995, ECUARUNARI and the 
rest of CONAIE initiated a fruitful long-term alliance with the Coordinating 
Committee of Social Movements (Coordinadora de Movimientos Sociales, 
CMS), an umbrella network formed the same year that included, among oth-
ers, Afro-Ecuadorian groups, independent trade unions and women’s associa-
tions. The alliance took shape during the organising of protests against an im-
pending referendum on a series of neo-liberal constitutional reforms proposed 
by President Durán Ballén, among them the privatisation of the social security 
system. According to ECUARUNARI, the proposals also aimed at ‘reinforc-
ing the executive power and weakening the legislative in order to legitimate 
an authoritarian constitutional regime that would lead to an even more re-
stricted democracy’.6 Since the joint struggle by CONAIE and CMS was suc-
cessful (the proposals were turned down), the alliance continued. At about the 
same time, the Amazon federation CONFENAIE took advantage of changes 

                                                 
2  Pérez, researcher at San Carlos University, interview 2003-10-07. 
3  Tiney, interview 2003-10-06. 
4  Macas, interview 2003-11-11. 
5  For Amazonian and highland approaches to electoral participation, see Saltos Galarza 
2001; Cabascango 2002; Lee Van Cott 2005, p. 117. 
6  ECUARUNARI 1998, p. 267. 
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in the electoral laws and started forming its own political party with the inten-
tion of participating in the upcoming elections of 1996. With a proposal for 
joint participation, it approached the New Country Movement (Nuevo País, 
NP), an electoral offshoot of CMS. According to political scientist Donna Lee 
Van Cott, the rest of CONAIE was ‘faced with a fait accompli’. In order to 
maintain the unity of the movement it formed, in 1996, the electoral Pacha-
kutik Pluri-national Unity Movement (Movimiento de Unidad Plurinacional 
Pachakutik, MUPP), which immediately entered into an alliance with NP.7
 Considering its short existence, MUPP-NP did well in the presidential, 
congressional and local elections. It did not qualify for the presidential run-off 
election where Jaime Nebot of the neo-liberal Social Christian Party (Partido 
Social Cristiano, PCS) was defeated by Abdalá Bucaram of the Ecuadorian 
Roldocista Party (Partido Roldocista Ecuatoriano, PRE), a party that had 
taken on Ecuador’s populist heritage and like PCS had its base in Guayaquil. 
But the MUPP-NP candidate, journalist Fredy Ehlers, ended up in third place 
and the coalition won eight of the eighty-two seats in Congress (the fourth-
largest parliamentary force) and a large number of posts in the highland mu-
nicipalities. 
 Why did ECUARUNARI take a new course with respect to national 
party politics? Given its dominant position in CONAIE, this cannot have been 
solely the result of a desire to keep its ties with the Amazon federation. An 
additional reason was presumably that it wanted to remain a key coalition 
partner for other civil society groups, especially considering its anti-neo-
liberal struggle and its interest in pursuing a reformation of the legal-
institutional terrain. In the new political climate, the cultivation of strong rela-
tions with these groups may have required a more positive attitude towards 
national electoral politics. But these accounts do not suffice to explain why 
ECUARUNARI had a stronger inclination than the Guatemalan CONIC to 
forming an electoral movement. One likely reason that presumably convinced 
ECUARUNARI that party politics would not entail – as CONIC feared – 
fruitless bargaining with the government, was the fragmented nature of the 
party system. This fragmentation was not only an incentive for dynamic alli-
ance politics. In an interview in 2003, Jorge León argued that it also served as 
a stimulus for minority groups, since 20 per cent of the votes might suffice to 
qualify for the second ballot in the presidential races. Another factor pointed 
out by León was that the indigenous peasantry was aware that it was a con-
gressional space being contested between the highland and the coastal parties.8 
The Guatemalan political landscape differed. In the context of what seems to 
be an elite agreement to preserve the rural power balance, there was no advan-

                                                 
7  Lee Van Cott 2005, p. 121. On the formation of Pachakutik, see also Saltos Galarza 
2001. Pacha in Quichua may be translated as space, land or time, and Kutik as change or 
regression in time. Together the word-pair may allude to revolutionary change or rebirth. 
8  León, interview 2003-10-11. 
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tageous electoral middle ground to occupy for a movement centred on agrar-
ian reform. 
 A third likely factor may be that ECUARUNARI possessed a high mo-
bilisation capacity and good prospects for using this capacity for electoral 
purposes.9 These qualities made the Ecuadorian indigenous-peasant move-
ment an attractive potential ally for the increasingly weak left-leaning parties 
in Congress. The differences between ECUARUNARI and CONIC in terms 
of mobilisation and electoral capacities may be related to the ways in which 
the Ecuadorian and Guatemalan political regimes confronted the reawakened 
indigenous peasantry. In Guatemala, the massive use of force by the military-
oligarchic coalition in the late 1970s and early 1980s and the ensuing low-
intensity warfare widened the already polarised relation between the Mayas 
and the state. Even today, the high electoral abstention rates of the rural poor 
may be attributed in part to a Maya perception of the state and the party sys-
tem as components of a discriminatory and aggressive Ladino society.10 Even 
though Mayas took over several highland municipalities after the return of 
civilian rule, engagement in national politics has been less pronounced. The 
experience of CONIC in Alta Verapaz attests to the difficulty of forming an 
indigenous political movement from below. Even if the agrarian oligarchy and 
other groups associated with the oligarchic authoritarian regime had lost most 
of their means to control the Mayas by the 1990s, they were still able to gather 
votes. In Tucurú, the CONIC-friendly local government was defeated by a 
party indirectly led by the man who presided over the hard-line rural interven-
tion of the armed forces in the early 1980s. 
 In Ecuador, the military juntas enacted an agrarian reform that gave 
land to the Quichuas and forced the landlords to surrender local political 
power to the mestizos and then the Quichuas. In places like Guamote, the in-
digenous-peasant movement gained an almost hegemonic political position. 
Within such counter-hegemonic sites, an indigenous leadership emerged that 
knew how to deal with state representatives and did not recoil from entering 
the national arena of politics. In so doing, it was exposed to co-optive at-
tempts. But this did not imply that the call for structural reforms was aban-
doned. For many, the implication was a shift to a less land-centred anti-neo-
liberal agenda and demands for a reformation of the political institutions. 
 
 
The pluri-national question 
As regards the ambition of the Ecuadorian indigenous-peasant movement to 
push for a reformation of the state, one may distinguish between two domi-
nant strategies. The first centred on rapid institutional change. In this respect, 
                                                 
9  Beck & Mijeski (2001) stress how easily Pachakutik mobilised the bases in 1996. 
10  In an interview with Nobel Prize laureate and Mayanist Rigoberta Menchú in NACLA 
(1996, p. 7), she said that the ‘state is profoundly ladino, and lacks channels for indigenous 
participation’ and that ‘the municipalities are the best places to gain a foothold in the politi-
cal system’. 
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the important sites were the negotiation tables in the national legal-
institutional terrain. The other strategy was a gradual process from below. 
This included the capturing of the post of mayor in a growing number of mu-
nicipalities and the restructuring of the local legal-institutional terrain, and it 
aimed at a subsequent restructuring at provincial and then national levels. 
Pachakutik combined these two lines of action. Chief examples between 1996 
and 1998 were, in the national arena, the efforts to establish a pluri-national 
state and, in municipal politics, the creation of local forms of representation 
that drew on the consensus-driven arrangements of the local communities. 
This sub-section deals with pluri-nationalism, the next with the new local in-
stitutions. 
 Since the late 1980s, the confederation of the indigenous nationalities 
CONAIE had urged the governments to establish a constituent assembly 
where it could present its ideas on state reform. Such reform, it argued, had to 
rest on some sort of arrangement that guaranteed the self-governance of the 
Ecuadorian nationalities. This pluri-national theme emanated primarily from 
the Amazon federation. ECUARUNARI had a more ambivalent position. At 
the same time that it urged the governments to grant specific rights to the in-
digenous population, it presented itself as a federation that, regardless of eth-
nic affiliations, defended the rights of the Ecuadorian subordinate classes. As 
noted in chapter seven, this dual orientation was accepted already at the 
founding assembly in the 1970s. But with the creation of CONAIE in the mid-
1980s and the gradual demise of the struggle for land, the ethnic dimension of 
its agenda was reinforced. Or as anthropologist Guillermo de la Peña puts it, 
 

ECUARUNARI’s turn to a more explicit defence of a comprehensive ethnic 
identity was made when it united with CONFENAIE to form, nationally, 
CONAIE; from that point on the discourse on autonomy and pluri-
nationality was generalised, although the references to ‘ethnic territories’ in 
the Sierra were still quite vague.11

 
 This vagueness, which in my view also concerned the pluri-national 
issue, was due to the fact that mestizo settlements had been situated in the vi-
cinity ever since the colonial era. It made little sense for ECUARUNARI to 
struggle for the recognition of highland indigenous territories. Nor did it sup-
port an internal structure of CONAIE in which one Quichua nationality was 
outnumbered by a variety of Amazon ones. According to political scientist 
José Antonio Lucero, the federation preferred to place the lowland division 
into nationalities alongside a highland representation based on a set of com-
munity clusters, or ‘place-based collectives’.12 After the ratification of the 
1994 Agrarian Development Law, the indigenous peasant movement (includ-

                                                 
11  de la Peña 1998, p. 53. 
12  Lucero 2003, p. 38. 
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ing ECUARUNARI) placed this issue at the centre of its agenda.13 The rea-
sons may have been that ECUARUNARI wanted to strengthen its links to the 
Amazon groups and that in its competition with the class-oriented peasant or-
ganisations it benefited from a pluri-national political representation. It is im-
portant to note, however, that the pluri-nationality was placed in a broader 
framework of state reform that addressed the prospects for democracy at large. 
In this respect, the theme did not obstruct the alliances with other civil society 
groups. As long as the objective was an attack on the hereditary privileges of 
the oligarchy, these groups seemed to accept ceding political power to the in-
digenous nationalities. 
 By the mid-1990s, it was evident that the spread of universal suffrage 
did not coincide with a strengthening of those political institutions upon which 
the consolidation of democracy rested. This weakness was made conspicu-
ously manifest during the presidency of Abdalá Bucaram (1996-1997). Bu-
caram had his base of electoral support among the coastal poor and a less 
privileged layer of the Guayaquil commercial class.14 During the presidential 
race, ECUARUNARI had opposed him. Despite the fact that in the run-off 
election he ran against the candidate of the coastal oligarchy, the federation 
did not urge its participants to cast votes in his favour. The Amazon CON-
FENAIE, on the other hand, supported him, and once in office he returned the 
favour by letting Amazon leaders occupy the ministerial posts in a new minis-
try of ethnic affairs. This heightened the tensions between CONFENAIE and 
ECUARUNARI and convinced the latter that the president sought to sow dis-
sension within the movement. It also portrayed Bucaram as a demagogic and 
corrupt leader who had betrayed his promises. The basis of the accusation was 
that Bucaram had run on a platform that attacked the oligarchs and questioned 
the viability of the neo-liberal model but his statements notwithstanding had 
adopted a new round of austerity measures. The resulting mass protests in 
early 1997 were initiated by labour, student and women’s organisations and 
were then joined by ECUARUNARI. Amidst social unrest, Bucaram was im-
peached by Congress after six months in office. He was replaced by an interim 
administration led by the president of Congress, Fabián Alarcón (1997-1998). 
 The fall of Bucaram accentuated the politico-institutional crisis and the 
distrust of ordinary people towards the politicians. In this context, the indige-
nous-peasant movement and its coalition partner, the Coordinating Committee 
of Social Movements (CMS), intensified the demand for constitutional re-
forms. The government had little interest in responding to the call, but in late 
1997 a peasant march to Quito and the formation by CONAIE and CMS of an 
alternative Popular Assembly forced it to establish the National Constituent 
Assembly. It comprised the political parties, and its composition reflected the 

                                                 
13  According to highland leader Miguel Lluco (in ECUARUNARI 1998, p. 333), the pluri-
national state was a single state that ‘recognised legal pluralism in territories where we are 
situated…’. 
14  Pérez-Liñan 2003, pp. 106-7. 
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distribution of congressional seats. Pachakutik obtained a 10 per cent repre-
sentation. The assembly was entrusted with the task of preparing a new consti-
tution, which took effect in August 1998. It contained several reforms of the 
political system. The paragraphs that addressed the indigenous people drew on 
the ILO Convention No. 169 that had been ratified a few months earlier, 
pushed forward by Pachakutik in alliance with other highland leftist parties. 
The constitution underlined that the country was endowed with cultural, eth-
nic and linguistic diversity and recognised collective rights in areas such as 
bilingual education, alternative medicine, customary legal practices and ethno-
development. It also gave indigenous and Afro-Ecuadorian groups the right to 
some form of political self-determination. 
 The re-crafting of the constitution may be perceived as a great success 
for the indigenous-peasant movement. It was considered one of the most pro-
gressive legislative revisions in Latin America with respect to the political and 
ethnic rights of indigenous people. Observers also praised the strategic skills 
of Pachakutik. Not only had it presented a more coherent agenda than the 
other parties, but it had also demonstrated mastery of the art of alliance build-
ing. In the latter respect, the fragmented composition of Congress had been a 
favourable condition, as had the fact that the largest party in Congress and 
strongest opponent of Pachakutik’s agenda, the neo-liberal Guayaquil-based 
Social Christian Party, had objected to certain results of the bargaining proc-
ess and walked out of the assembly.15 But an interpretation of the constitution 
as a triumph for the indigenous people only focuses on one side of the coin. 
As in the case of the 1994 Agrarian Development Law, one may question 
whether the political establishment responded to the main demands of the 
movement. In 1994, the new agrarian legislation had abolished the redistribu-
tive agrarian reform and half-heartedly ensured the protection of the commu-
nal landholdings. In 1998, the new constitution paved the way for a pluri-
national representation in the area of ethno-development. But it did not explic-
itly define Ecuador as a pluri-national country and even less the need to estab-
lish a system of interest representation on that ground. In fact, after the ratifi-
cation of the new constitution, sociologist Pablo Dávalos argues, the political 
spaces for debating the pluri-national state were closed.16

 For much of the political establishment, it was easier to recognise the 
multi-ethnic composition of the population than to accept the existence of 
several different nationalities. Many feared that such recognition would jeop-
ardise the integrity of the state. On this issue, the oligarchic class positioned 
itself, ironically, as the standard-bearer of nationhood. When I interviewed 
Luis Macas in 2003, who at the time of the constitutional reform was the chief 
congressional delegate of Pachakutik, he said that the coastal oligarchs were 
more troubled by the political claims of the movement than by its demand for 
                                                 
15  On these and other accounts of the success of Pachakutik, see e.g. Lee Van Cott 2002, p. 
62 and 2005, p. 126; Macdonald 2002, p 185; Foweraker et al. 2003 p. 184. 
16  Dávalos 2001. 
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land.17 In the face of this increasingly visible enemy, the disputes within the 
movement over appropriate goals and means grew. Which was the efficient 
way to confront the oligarchy? Was a deeper integration into the legal-
institutional terrain worthwhile? Or was it time to place emphasis on extra-
parliamentary activities? Should its focus be on historical rights exclusive to 
the indigenous people or on ethnic demands that could not be separated from 
the class struggle? Another dispute that grew in intensity was whether the re-
structuring of the political institutions was best achieved in the bargaining 
procedures at the national level or in a gradual process from below. 
 
 
The Indigenous and Popular Parliaments 
In social movement theorising, it is often argued that movements seek politi-
cal institutionalisation primarily at the local level, where they stand a better 
chance to preserve autonomy, strengthen the links between the leaders and the 
grassroots, and have a political impact. A similar argument had stood behind 
the initial refusal of ECUARUNARI to enter the national arena of party poli-
tics. Leading voices within the federation had spoken in favour of a gradual 
bottom-up reformation of the state, which in their view would better ensure 
the integrity of the movement. This was also a strategic orientation of Pacha-
kutik. Between 1996 and 1998, few localities had a greater inclination to poli-
tico-institutional change than the Pachakutik-led municipality of Guamote. 
 In the aftermath of the Inti Raymi uprising in 1990, the distribution of 
goods through state-orchestrated development programmes reached an im-
passe, and many of the development initiatives were taken over by NGOs. 
Guamote and Chimborazo had long experience with NGOs, prime examples 
being the Andean Mission in the 1950s and 1960s and the Catholic develop-
ment agents that assisted the Quichuas in purchasing land in the 1970s and 
1980s. In the mid-1990s, the mass entry of these agents into Guamote fos-
tered an unprecedented multiplication of local organisations, all aimed at re-
ceiving external funding.18 But the influx of NGOs did little or nothing to 
lessen poverty. By the turn of the century, Guamote was still the poorest mu-
nicipality in the province and the fifth-poorest in the republic.19 One possible 
explanation, according to anthropologist Víctor Bretón, was that many local 
leaders who sought external funding were following personal agendas, a be-
haviour that in his view laid the basis of clientelism. That is, it was one thing 
to distribute resources, quite another to do it in an equitably accepted man-
ner.20 Another suggested explanation was the lack of coordination between 
the NGOs and the local political institutions.21 Juan de Dios, a local political 
                                                 
17  Macas, interview 2003-11-11. 
18  According to Bretón (2001 and 2003), Chimborazo had more NGOs than other highland 
provinces. 
19  INFOPLAN 1999; PPDCG 1999, p. 36; Bretón 2001, p. 177; Cameron 2003, p. 169. 
20  Bretón 2001, pp. 247-8. 
21  PPDCG 1999, pp. 79, 84, 87, 110. 
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leader, told me in 2003 that some NGOs preferred to work directly with the 
bases, arguing that the institutions were bureaucratic and inefficient and that 
money tended to stay in the municipality without trickling down to the 
comunas.22

 Under the leadership of Pachakutik – which had won the local elec-
tions in 1996 – efforts were made to coordinate the development work in 
Guamote. Pachakutik had taken the lead in writing a local development plan. 
This plan identified a set of strategic areas, such as political participation, 
identity issues, agricultural production, environment, education, health and 
marketing. With 1997 as the year of its launch, it covered a span of twelve 
years. The writing of the plan coincided with a series of politico-institutional 
changes. Pivotal among these was the formation in 1997 of what was called 
the Indigenous and Popular Parliament. It was composed mainly of the cabil-
dos (communal governments) and was organised in line with the procedures 
of the open communal assemblies. The parliament was the first of its kind in 
Ecuador but was soon replicated elsewhere.23 Along with the popular assem-
bly convoked by CONAIE nationally, the parliaments were basic elements in 
a project to form an alternative democratic politico-institutional realm. Be-
sides coordinating development projects between the public institutions and 
the NGOs, the purposes of the parliament were to bring ordinary people into 
decision-making processes and budgetary work and to hold the municipality 
accountable. 
 Though the population of Guamote remained impoverished and the 
parliament suffered deficiencies such as passive members, few resources and 
male dominance,24 the municipality has been credited even so with having 
evolved into a Quichua-led participatory local democracy.25 The roots of this 
achievement have been traced back to the outcome of the land struggle, a tra-
dition of rebellious leaders, strong communal spirits and the long presence of 
development agencies.26 These elements had once made Guamote into a bas-
tion of the ECUARUNARI-led indigenous-peasant movement. They had now 
made it into a stronghold of the Pachakutik-led political movement. 
 
 

Accessing the state by means of ethno-development 
Linked to the concern of the indigenous people about focusing on resistance 
or accommodation was whether to centre on ethnic or balanced class-ethnic 
agendas. The latter position was held mainly by the highland leaders. Luis 
Macas, long-time president of CONAIE and member of parliament, was one 
of those who stressed that ethnicity and class lived a reciprocal relationship. 
                                                 
22  de Dios, interview 2003-10-29. 
23  PPDCG 1999, p. 82; Cameron 2003, p. 171. 
24  Cameron 2003, p. 172. 
25  Torres 1999, p. 88. 
26  PPDCG 1999, p. 87. 
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One area has to do with reforms, cultural issues, and immediate solutions, in 
other words, concrete interests proper to this sector, based on the specific 
needs of these nations, peoples, and communities. However, the scope of 
these reforms and these immediate and concrete demands is not exclusive or 
excluding, but rather opens another line of action, with ramifications that are 
more global and aimed at contemporary social, economic, and cultural is-
sues. The struggles of the indigenous movement are always aligned to the 
larger social context. That is, these struggles always have been closely iden-
tified with the demands of other social sectors and based on common objec-
tives aimed at building a new state and society.27

 
 Another was Mariano Curicama. In 1996, he was re-elected as mayor 
of Guamote, not for the Democratic Left – that had lost Quichua support after 
its presidential term (1988-1992) – but for Pachakutik. When I interviewed 
him in 2003, he said that the shift of party had been a matter of morality: ‘I 
said, if I go with the Democratic Left (ID), I betray primarily our indigenous 
culture’. He stressed, though, that ID and Pachakutik were equally leftist and 
that his sense of being Indian coincided with a leftist orientation. He claimed 
that he sought unity between the indigenous people and the mestizo peas-
antry. The latter does not speak Quichua, he argued, but does also live in the 
countryside and wears the poncho and the sombrero.28

 These leaders were preoccupied with a tendency even within the high-
land leadership to embrace a more essentialist and primordialist notion of 
ethnicity.29 The preoccupation was not that new institutions like the Indige-
nous and Popular Parliaments were providing people in places like Guamote 
with better chances to shape development projects in line with traditional cus-
toms and values. What bothered them was an ethnification that seemed to rest 
on considerations that had little to do with fighting rural underdevelopment. 
In this respect, the opening of spaces for ethno-politics was interpreted as a 
process controlled by a political elite interested in paving the way for a mar-
ket-oriented economy. Scholars and indigenous activists argued that neo-
liberal multi-culturalism held the transformative agenda of the indigenous-
peasant movement at bay by giving concessions to ethnic demands that did 
not pose a threat to dominant economic and political power structures. Neo-
liberal multi-culturalism gained particular ascendancy after the signing of the 
1994 Agricultural Development Law. But its roots may be traced back to the 
turn to liberal democracy and the public promotion of bilingual education. 
 
 

                                                 
27  Macas, foreword to Selverston-Scher 2001, p. xiii. 
28  Curicama, interview 2003-10-31. ECUARUNARI president Cholango (interview 2003-
11-11) said that few Quichuas wanted to enter the political structures playing the ‘Indian’. 
29  This preoccupation was expressed, for instance, by Miguel Lluco, the founder of 
CONAIE and Pachakutik and leading activist in the Inti Raymi uprising (Lluco, in Lucas 
2000, p. 118); see also Lee Van Cott 2002, p. 65. 
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Institutionalising the call for bilingual education, 1979-1994 
With the extension of the franchise to illiterates, politicians realised that in the 
tight races of the fragmented party system, Indian votes could tip the scale. At 
the same time, the Roldós-Hurtado administrations (1979-1984) gave political 
space to the identity-based concerns of the indigenous people and broke with 
the philosophy of the agrarian reform, according to which the ‘Indian prob-
lem’ was defined in economic terms and subordinated to the ‘agrarian ques-
tion’. A special entity for community development – the Office for Indigenous 
Affairs – was formed and new fuel was fed to the bilingual literacy campaigns 
that were already sweeping the countryside. These campaigns paved the way 
for the indigenous-peasant movement in that they helped community members 
obtain higher education. As previously noted, Ecuador during the 1970s and 
1980s witnessed the surfacing of new indigenous cadres of intellectuals, local 
politicians and activists.30 But the movement did not wholeheartedly accept 
the ethno-political openings. Participants suspected an assimilationist strategy 
with neo-liberal overtones. At its sixth congress in 1981, ECUARUNARI de-
manded that the literacy programme must be controlled by the indigenous 
people and not serve as a tool for manipulation. 
 

The present-day bourgeoisie and imperialist forces pretend to utilise the cul-
tural claims of the indigenous people to legitimise one Ecuadorian national-
ity and one national culture. This false democracy they want to dress in pon-
cho and the sombrero, and even put Quichua and Shuar words as adorn-
ments, while, on the other hand, they daily give away more of our country 
and our resources to the transnationals.31

 
 The creation of indigenous offices and the attempts to co-opt the in-
digenous leadership followed during the term of Febres Cordero (1984-1988), 
this time coupled with efforts to weaken the movement by brute force. The 
result was the opposite: the formation of CONAIE. With the ascent to power 
of Borja (1988-1992), political spaces were opened for CONAIE to meet and 
have discussions with low-ranking cabinet members. As in Guatemala at the 
same time, most achievements in the field of ethno-politics were restricted to 
bilingual education. On this topic, CONAIE settled a deal with the govern-
ment that resulted in the National Directorate of Bilingual Intercultural Educa-
tion (Dirección Nacional de Educación Intercultural Bilingüe, DINEIB), an 
entity placed under the supervision of the Ministry of Education and Culture, 
and including members of CONAIE.32 However, some indigenous leaders still 
questioned the government’s underlying motives in supporting bilingual edu-
cation. Luis Macas, president of CONAIE at the time, accused the government 

                                                 
30  On the campaigns for bilingual education and the rise of a new indigenous leadership, 
see Selverston 1995, p. 144; de la Peña 1998, p. 53; Selverston-Scher 2001, pp. 42, 85. 
31  Document produced at the sixth national congress (in ECUARUNARI 1998, p. 108). 
32  On CONAIE and the Borja government, see Selverston-Scher 2001, pp. 44-5, 62-3. 
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of reducing ‘the indigenous problem’ to a cultural element.33 But if the gov-
ernment intended to manipulate and weaken the movement, it did not succeed, 
as was shown after the Inti Raymi uprising when the national indigenous lead-
ership, pressured by the bases, combined the lobbying for bilingual and educa-
tional reforms with the struggle for land. In the years to come, CONAIE 
worked within DINEIB and supported extra-parliamentary activities. 
 
 
Institutionalisation by means of ethno-development, 1994-2002 
By the mid-1990s, development planners more explicitly acknowledged the 
social costs of the adjustment policies. In Ecuador, where the effects fuelled 
strong popular resistance, the challenge was how to erase extreme poverty 
while preserving the basic tenets of the economic model. With this in mind, 
the reformers set about thinking in terms of social capital, local power and 
decentralisation. Ethno-development was also included in the new political 
vocabulary and was aimed explicitly at making resources available for com-
munal development and letting ethnic groups assume the role of agents of 
their economic and cultural development. Legal reforms like the Agricultural 
Development Law, the ILO Convention and a new constitution paved the way 
for ethno-development. 
 The establishment of a national structure for ethno-development de-
pended on a concerted effort by the government and the indigenous-peasant 
movement to overcome the tensions produced by the decision of Bucaram to 
have Amazon leaders occupy the important seats in the new ministry of ethnic 
affairs. In the post-Bucaram conjuncture of political crisis and social unrest, 
the movement accentuated its demand for an active role in ethno-politics. On 
this ground it settled a deal in 1997 with the interim administration of Alar-
cón. It resulted in the National Planning Council of Indigenous and Black 
People (Consejo de Pueblos Indígenas y Negros, CONPLADEIN). The coun-
cil was given the power of a ministry and incorporated the major black, in-
digenous and peasant organisations.34 In 1998, when the Afro-Ecuadorians 
began setting up their own development corporation, (Corporación de Desar-
rollo Afroecuatoriano, CODAE), CONPLADEIN was renamed the Council 
for the Development of the Nationalities and Peoples of Ecuador (Consejo de 
Desarrollo de las Nacionalidades y Pueblos del Ecuador, CODENPE). 
 The constitution of 1998 gave new impetus to ethno-development. That 
year, the Indigenous and Black Development Project of Ecuador (Proyecto de 
Desarrollo de los Pueblos Indígenas y Negros del Ecuador, PRODEPINE) 
was formed. It emerged as the executive arm of ethno-development and an 
organisation to reinforce the participation of black and indigenous peoples in 
local decision making, improve their administrative skills, and assist them in 

                                                 
33  Macas 1991, p. 28; see also Selverston-Scher 2001, p. 65. 
34  Among them, the National Federation of Peasants, Indigenous and Black Organisations 
(Federación Nacional de Organisaciones Campesinas, Indígenas y Negras, FENOCIN). 
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dealing with such issues as the purchase of land, water supply, infrastructure 
and investments. In comparison with similar projects in Latin America, its 
resources were substantial. During its first phase (1998-2002), funding from 
the World Bank (twenty-five million USD) constituted half of its budget.35 
Unlike CONPLADEIN, where representation was arranged on organisational 
grounds, CODENPE and PRODEPINE integrated the rural poor on the basis 
of nationalities (including the Afro-Ecuadorian) and Quichua peoples, a repre-
sentation that favoured CONAIE over the more class-oriented peasant organi-
sations.36

 
 
PRODEPINE 
The introduction of ethno-development was highly valued in large parts of the 
indigenous leadership. At least on paper, it responded to the historical calls for 
communal autonomy and non-assimilationist development policies. Some saw 
the creation of the ethno-development institutions as a qualitative step in the 
gradual expansion of state-Indian links. In an interview with me in 2001, 
PRODEPINE member Yupanki Kurikamak argued that PRODEPINE was a 
prolongation of a CONAIE-controlled political incorporation that came into 
play with the Directorate of Bilingual Intercultural Education in 1988 and 
continued with Pachakutik in 1996.37 These institutions opened new venues 
for political careers. A case in point is Luis Maldonado, a leading figure in 
CODENPE and PRODEPINE, who in 2001 became the Minister of Welfare, 
the first Indian cabinet member in Ecuadorian history. 
 Others were preoccupied with the fact that the most intransigent oppo-
nent of neo-liberalism had entered a structure funded by the World Bank. 
Humberto Cholango, president of ECUARUNARI, said in an interview with 
me in 2003 that the indigenous people had to avail themselves of the money 
offered by the Bank. But he stressed that the ultimate objective of the latter 
was to privatise national resources and that ‘the dynamics of the free market 
were not applicable to the dynamics of the communal economy’.38 This incon-
sistency also characterised the World Bank-promoted Agricultural Develop-
ment Law, in which land privatisation was coupled with a (modest) defence of 
communal tenure structures. The ethno-development policies were criticised 
on three interrelated accounts. Firstly, while scholars and indigenous activists 
acknowledged the need to channel resources into the communities, they criti-
cised PRODEPINE for concentrating on immediate and local needs. A strict 
focus on small-scale projects, they argued, separated people on the lower 
                                                 
35  The rest would be provided by the government (ten million) and the International Fund 
for Agricultural Development (fifteen million); see Lucero 2003, p. 35; North et al. 2003, p. 
122. 
36  PRODEPINE member Kurikamak (interview 2001-07-12) estimated that some 70 per 
cent of the functionaries in the project came from CONAIE. 
37  Kurikamak, interview 2001-07-12. 
38  Cholango, interview 2003-11-11. 
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rungs of the movement from the struggle for structural change and served to 
solidify the unequal distribution of national resources. An editorial in ICCI-
ARY Rimay, a bulletin published by indigenous leaders, argued in 2005 that 
the World Bank used PRODEPINE to weaken the nationwide projects of the 
indigenous people, which were state reform and change of the capitalist sys-
tem.39 Such objections gained ground when it was demonstrated that the pres-
ence of PRODEPINE in places like Guamote had not generated any signifi-
cant socio-economic improvement. Secondly, some saw ethno-development 
as a tool to convert ethnic demands into something harmless. They under-
scored that more concessions were made in areas such as education, ethnic 
traditions and communal development, than in relation to pluri-national repre-
sentation, territorial self-governance and land rights.40 Thirdly, even if the 
ethno-development opened channels for upward political mobility, some 
claimed that PRODEPINE was used to co-opt leaders and undermine the unity 
of the movement. It was argued that some leaders had traded their links to the 
grassroots for a partisan position in the legal-institutional terrain.41 However, 
if the intended result of ethno-development was to produce a rapid demobili-
sation and silencing of the indigenous-peasant movement, it was unsuccessful. 
Entering the new millennium, the movement persisted in rejecting the mono-
national state apparatus, rearticulated a forceful critique of the neo-liberal 
economic policies and readopted the mass mobilisation strategy. 
 
 

State access as the result of popular pressure 
In the 1990s, Ecuador gained a reputation as the country in Latin America 
where the indigenous-peasant movement most successfully entered the politi-
cal institutions.42 This integration coincided with a reorientation towards eth-
nic concerns, mainly in the form of ethno-development and calls for a pluri-
national state. By the turn of the century, there seems to have been a resuscita-
tion of the class discourse. According to political scientist Jorge León, many 
leaders, especially in ECUARUNARI, still equated ‘being an Indian’ with 
‘being a peasant’. In his opinion, a re-accentuated quest for non-
discriminatory social justice gave birth to a new ‘spirit of confrontation.’43 
Entering the new millennium, the indigenous-peasant movement was not only 
increasingly divided on class-ethnic grounds, but also on whether the best way 
to gain political influence was further involvement in the legal-institutional 
terrain or a re-adoption of protests on the streets.44 An important effect of this 

                                                 
39  Bulletin of the Quito-based Institute for Science and Indigenous Cultures, with promi-
nent indigenous leaders such as Luis Macas and Ricardo Ulcuango on the editorial council. 
40  Ibarra 1992, pp. 114-116, 163; Botero 2001, p. 147. 
41  Bretón 2001, pp. 252-3. 
42  León 2001, p. 53; Santana 2004. 
43  León 2001, p. 54 and interviews 2001-06-24 and 2003-11-10. 
44  Sieder (2002, p. 9) spoke of movement fragmentation in the ‘post-constitutional phase’. 
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division was a lower electoral turn-out for Pachakutik in the 1998 election.45 
Several elements contributed to the reorientation towards class and confronta-
tion. One was a conviction that the state and the World Bank were using 
ethno-politics as a means to divide the movement. Another was the political 
closing to the pluri-national theme. A third element, pointed out by León, was 
that the ‘ethnic opening’ that had characterised state-Indian relations since the 
approval of the Agricultural Development Law was closed. This, in turn, was 
due to the fact that the movement’s return to a confrontational stance was met 
by demands from non-indigenous groups that the movement had to act within 
the law. The pressure came primarily from the coastal oligarchy.46 By the turn 
of century, the oligarchy had begun to exert more influence on the govern-
ment.47 This was not only a response to its failure to dominate the Constitu-
tional Assembly. It also originated in the need for state protection in the face 
of an economic down-turn. In 1999, Ecuador fell into a financial crisis trig-
gered by a depreciation of the currency, plummeting international oil prices, 
high inflation, an inability to pay the foreign debt, a banana trade conflict with 
the European Union and a disruption of agricultural production due to the cli-
matic phenomenon el Niño. The oligarchy was especially troubled by the agri-
cultural crisis and the bankruptcy of five major and mostly Guayaquil-based 
banks. As matters stood, President Yamil Mahuad (1998-2000) of the centrist 
Quito-based Popular Democracy (Democracia Popular) launched an IMF-
promoted emergency package. It included austerity measures, a decision to tie 
the local currency to the value of the U.S. dollar, and a rescue operation for 
the banks. 
 Ecuador fell into a pattern where recurrent austerity measures were dis-
rupted by uprisings and strikes staged by trade unions and the indigenous-
peasant movement. Once again, the latter took on the role as the most vigor-
ous counter-force to neo-liberalism. This time, it did not place the struggle in 
a framework centred on land redistribution and fighting the hacienda. It ad-
dressed wider national concerns, attacking the tying of the currency to the dol-
lar and mounting a critique of the alliance between the political elite, the 
transnational oligarchy and the United States with respect to building an 
American free trade zone and regionalising Plan Colombia. The movement 
was especially incensed when it learned that the rescue packages for the banks 
were financed by money that was to have been spent on (ethno) develop-
ment.48 This section deals with this reawakened spirit of confrontation and 
how it related to the efforts of the movement to make further inroads into the 
legal-institutional terrain. Chief examples of these lines of action were a coup 
d’état in 2000 by a CONAIE-military coalition and the entry of Pachakutik 

                                                 
45  Foweraker et al. 2003, pp. 184-5. Pachakutik got only 7 seats in Congress (the number of 
parliamentary seats had increased from 82 to 121 following the constitutional reforms). 
46  León 2001, p. 54. 
47  Editorial in Boletín ICCI-ARY Rimay 2005. 
48  MacDonald 2002, p. 171. 
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into the government in 2003. The section argues that the tension between 
these and other ideological and strategic preferences convinced many leaders 
of the need to reconsolidate the bases and re-activate the struggle for land. 
 
 
The coup d’état and its immediate consequences 
With the taxi and bus drivers, who were troubled by rising petrol prices, the 
indigenous-peasant movement staged two large manifestations in 1999. At the 
centre of its concerns was the fact that the privatisation, deregulation and dol-
larisation of the economy would make life harder for Indian producers. View-
ing the economic crisis largely as an outcome of political mismanagement, it 
set up, together with the Coordinating Committee of Social Movements 
(CMS), an extra-institutional people’s parliament, where it demanded the res-
ignation of President Mahuad, the Supreme Court and Congress, all con-
trolled, directly or indirectly, by the coastal oligarchs.49 In January 2000, the 
coalition initiated a new uprising, the Rainbow Rebellion. Thousands of peo-
ple gathered around the legislative and presidential palaces in Quito. They 
enjoyed the support of various groups, including the trade unions and middle-
ranking officers led by Colonel Lucio Gutiérrez, and the uprising culminated 
after one week in the occupation of the legislative house and the ousting of the 
president.50 Ecuador was now ruled by the National Salvation Front, a trium-
virate composed of CONAIE president Antonio Vargas, former Supreme 
Court justice Carlos Solórzano, and Gutiérrez (who stepped down in favour of 
Chief of Staff Carlos Mendoza). However, after barely one day, United States 
and other powerful agents forced it to hand over power to Vice-President Gus-
tavo Noboa (2000-2002). 
 The decision to take a seat in the triumvirate did not enjoy unanimous 
support among the leaders of the indigenous-peasant movement. Scott Beck 
and Kenneth Mijeski argue that the events of early 2000 widened the division 
between those who preferred ‘militant tactics’ and those who sought to ‘gain 
access to traditional political power via elected and appointed opposition’.51 
The former group could point to its having taken the movement to a political 
level where no other Latin American indigenous-peasant movement had been 
before. It could also claim that the rebellion, at least before the coup, was sup-
ported by large parts of the popular sector. The second group could assert that 
the uprising had little impact in terms of economic policy change. Noboa pro-

                                                 
49  For more than a decade, the neo-liberal Guayaquil-based Social Christian Party had been 
the largest party in Congress, which gave it a strong position in influencing the presidents 
and appointing judges to the Supreme Court, the authority that controlled the impeachment 
function. 
50  As in Guatemala, the armed forces had integrated the business sector and did not favour 
privatisations. After the Inti Raymi uprising it had also emerged as a rural development in-
stitution. In that capacity it approached the indigenous communities (see Selverston 1995 p. 
148). 
51  Beck & Mijeski 2001. 
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ceeded with the rescue mission of the banks, went through with the ‘dollarisa-
tion’ and settled a new deal with the international finance institutions that in-
cluded the cutting of subsidies for petrol, cooking gas and electricity. Those 
who placed importance on an opposition centred in Congress could also allege 
that the movement had lost sympathy in the eyes of the international commu-
nity. Few could brush away the fact that political power had been taken by 
force and with the armed forces. The military may have enjoyed a better repu-
tation than other Latin American armed forces, but interference in politics was 
not tolerated. 
 Throughout Noboa’s presidency, the movement continued its attempts 
to open the legal-institutional terrain from the streets. A major effort was 
made in February 2001 when CONAIE, in the wake of a student revolt, gath-
ered the bases for a march to Quito against, among other things, another 
emergency package for the banks. It had mixed results. On the one hand, the 
government employed what was by Ecuadorian standards a high level of re-
pression. It was presumably wary of the ability of the movement to oust presi-
dents and was pressured to protect the banks and other crisis-ridden elite en-
terprises.52 On the other hand, the uprising brought more explicit results than 
the Rainbow Rebellion. Even if it did not end the constantly reappearing aus-
terity packages, a dialogue was opened with the government and Noboa de-
clared that he would make alterations in the austerity policies and allow peas-
ant and indigenous leaders to take part in future economic decision making.53

 The uprising listened to the battle-cry ‘Nothing for the Indians Alone’ 
(Nada sólo para los Indios). Ricardo Ulcuango, ex-leader of ECUARUNARI, 
claimed that the movement targeted all subordinate classes and that the upris-
ing enjoyed the support of some 80 per cent of the population.54 These were 
necessary declarations. Pablo Dávalos, sociologist and editor of the indige-
nous-led Bulletin ICCI-ARY Rimay, argued that a strict indigenous agenda, 
disconnected from the concerns of a wider popular sector, would impact nega-
tively on the political capacity and legitimacy of the movement.55 Yet some 
indigenous leaders feared that in spite of the above declarations, the move-
ment had made ‘a political retrogression in terms of its capacity to convert 
itself into a socially representative actor’.56 A central preoccupation was that 
the alliance with the Coordinating Committee of Social Movements (CMS) – 
which had helped the movement reject Durán Ballén’s constitutional proposal 
in 1995, enter Congress in 1996, write the constitution in 1998 and build the 
People’s Parliament in 2000 – had been sacrificed.57 The alliance had lost 
strength with the increasing adoption of extra-parliamentary activities, and 
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ECUARUNARI, the leading source of the ‘confrontational spirit’, had not 
taken any major initiative to restore it. Instead, in 2001, it formed a coalition 
with other indigenous-based organisations. ICCI-ARY Rimay wrote anxiously 
that the exclusion of CMS and other actors that did not ‘organise under the 
parameters of ethnicity’ might be the price paid to maintain the unity with 
other indigenous organisations.58 Thus, while ECUARUNARI declared that it 
fought on behalf of all Ecuadorians, its choice of alliance partners after the 
Rainbow Rebellion indicated a search for its rural, peasant and ethnic roots. 
 
 
Entering the government 
While ECUARUNARI intensified its extra-parliamentary activities and nar-
rowed its scope of alliance partners, Pachakutik continued working inside the 
legal-institutional terrain in cooperation with a wide array of popular allies. 
Since 1996, it had gained posts at all political levels except the national cabi-
net. In January 2003, though, growing popular discontent with the traditional 
parties brought Lucio Gutiérrez, the member of the triumvirate that ousted 
Mahuad, to the presidency. He came to power on a coalition including his 
centre-left Patriotic Society Party (Partido Sociedad Patriótica), the tiny 
Marxist Democratic Popular Movement (Movimiento Popular Democrático) 
and Pachakutik. Three members of Pachakutik were appointed as ministers: 
Luis Macas in the Ministry of Agriculture, Nina Pacari in the Ministry of the 
Exterior, and Rosa María Torres in the Ministry of Education. 
 The pre-election promises of Gutiérrez vouched for a prolongation of 
the anti-neo-liberal military-indigenous pact of the Rainbow Rebellion. But 
Gutiérrez lacked the congressional backing to translate his agenda into politi-
cal practice. To gain parliamentary support, he walked a tightrope between the 
government coalition and the largest party in Congress, the neo-liberal Social 
Christian Party (PSC), linked to the transnationalised oligarchic phalanx 
around Febres Cordero. Soon after his inauguration, Gutiérrez signed an aus-
terity programme with IMF, and in August 2003, Pachakutik left the coalition 
and joined the oppositional forces in Congress. Its coordinator, Miguel Lluco, 
said that ‘Lucio had forgotten his promise to the people and preferred León 
Febres Cordero’, and Pacari argued that the conflict was inevitable since 
Gutiérrez had allied with PSC, which in her opinion had ruled every govern-
ment directly or indirectly since 1984.59 Luis Macas said in an interview with 
me in late 2003 that the entrance into the government had been insufficiently 
anchored in the communities. As a result, the political leaders had lost credi-
bility. But time had been short, he claimed. The entry was so hastily arranged 
that Pachakutik had not even got as far as discussing a programme for govern-
ance.60 Besides this, the extra-parliamentary and parliamentary forms of oppo-
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sition had been driven to their extremes (coup d’état and presence in the gov-
ernment) without having produced desired results. The coastal oligarchy had 
rather reinforced its political position. Another problem was that the anti-neo-
liberal agenda, according to ECUARUNARI leader Humberto Cholango, had 
been a poor basis for mobilising the rank and file.61 On all these grounds, 
leaders within the movement found it necessary to reconsolidate the bases.62 
For Luis Macas, the important task was to rebuild the movement from below. 
The communities, he said, are the strength of the movement.63

 
 
Back to the bases 
Guamote by the late-1990s had turned into a stronghold of the political 
movement Pachakutik. Did this imply that Guamote no longer was the bastion 
of the ECUARUNARI-led social movement? When I conducted interviews in 
2001 and 2003, some informants argued that the people of Guamote still had 
an inclination to mobilisation and protest. I was also told that the decisions to 
join manifestations were taken within the circuit of communal assemblies and 
not among the municipal or national leaders.64 Others were more concerned. 
Juan Goyes, a local civil servant, saw a tendency among the municipal leaders 
to avoid the risks that come with mass mobilisation. In their pursuit of the 
benefit of resources distributed by the central government, he argued, munici-
pal leaders sought to maintain the impression of good political behaviour.65 
An ex-leader of the once-powerful organisation Jatun Ayllu argued that many 
leaders had lost contact with the bases. He recalled the greatness of earlier 
struggles, when Guamote gave strength to the manifestations in Chimborazo 
and provincial protests heightened the struggles at the national level.66

 Guamote was said to have evolved into a good example of an alterna-
tive form of local democracy. The establishment of the Indigenous and Popu-
lar Parliament as an arena for equal participation of communal governments 
(cabildos) apparently attested to the surge of a horizontal and participatory 
political climate. Luis Botero argues in his book on the indigenous movement 
in Chimborazo that community leaders, unlike external intermediaries, nor-
mally base authority on respect from below.67 But given the above remarks by 
Goyes and the member of Jatun Ayllu, a contrasting interpretation is that the 
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leaders were exposed to higher levels of clientelism and co-optation. It is also 
important to stress that traditional communal forms of organisation might still 
‘provide traditional authorities with the means to carve out their own fiefdoms 
without the outside checks on the exercise of that power’. In such a case, the 
preservation of communal authority structures – as in the parliaments – is a 
smokescreen behind which asymmetric relations prosper.68

 Another aspect to be considered is that Guamote was no longer mobi-
lised on the basis of one key issue (land) and by one local organisation (Jatun 
Ayllu). The focus was shattered into a multiplicity of concerns, and people 
were drawn into a large number of organisations. Some scholars and activists 
praise that development as the pluralisation of associational life. Others point 
out that the mushrooming of NGOs and local organisations makes it hard for 
national federations to reach out to the grassroots. Ex-mayor Curicama said in 
2003 that ‘if anybody calls upon us to mobilise, everyone wants to lead, eve-
ryone summons up their own people’. In the end, ‘nothing happens’.69 Others 
held that the search for NGO resources was done at the expense of an attack 
on the structural roots of subordination.70 As Rita Ramos put it, 
 

 [A]llied with entrepreneurial NGOs, indigenous societies seem to be shift-
ing their priorities: rather than joining forces for the advancement of a na-
tionwide ‘Indian cause’, they are rallying around mostly economic issues 
such as community development, which require a great deal of energy and 
money. It is not surprising to find a perceptible reduction in contestatory ac-
tivities on the part of the Indians…71

 
 In order to strengthen the links to the bases, the indigenous leaders had 
to increase their presence in localities now dominated by resourceful NGOs. 
Presumably in order to build a frame that would allow them, not the NGOs or 
PRODEPINE, to lead the communities, they placed emphasis on the need to 
re-activate the land struggle. For Macas, land remained a central issue that 
allowed ‘the continuity of our history as peoples and from land the identity-
construction and the cultural reproduction of the communities are generated’. 
But while he addressed the high concentration of land in the country, he spoke 
particularly of the need to improve the fertility of the soil and protect tradi-
tional crops. In his view, these struggles were essential for national food pro-
duction and the identity of the indigenous people.72 Similarly, Humberto 
Cholango, president of ECUARUNARI, told me in 2003 that the Quichuas 
had a high degree of access to land and had now turned to a struggle for an-
cestral territories, which in this sense referred not to large expanses of land 
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inhabited by a given ethnic group, but rather to smaller spaces in which to re-
produce traditional ways of life, systems of production and marketing.73

 During the late 1990s, ECUARUNARI did not abolish the community-
centred agenda. But due to the critique of PRODEPINE and the focuses on 
party politics, pluri-national state reform and anti-neo-liberalism, the agenda 
had lost much its former weight. As the leaders acknowledged the need to re-
consolidate the bases, they reaffirmed the importance of underscoring the par-
ticularity of indigenous society and of working from below in building the 
movement and a new set of political institutions. 
 
 

Concluding remarks 
The purpose of this chapter was to discuss how ethno-politics (the strategic 
use of the ethnic discourse for political purposes) and the political institution-
alisation of the indigenous-peasant movement affected the struggle for social 
justice. The chapter identified different ways in which the state was accessed 
between 1994 and 2003. Two were attributed to ethno-politics. The first was 
permanent dialogues within the institutions for ‘indigenous’ affairs, primarily 
the ethno-developmentalist PRODEPINE. It may be that PRODEPINE had 
been formed for the purpose of co-opting the indigenous leadership and di-
verting the attention of community members from grievances that threatened 
predominant neo-liberal and oligarchic orders. If so, PRODEPINE paved the 
way for a neo-liberal multi-cultural compromise, akin to the one between 
Maya intellectuals and transnationalised oligarchs in Guatemala. For others, 
the project answered long-standing calls for communal autonomy and non-
assimilationist development. CONAIE representatives in the project were 
likely to have an interest in elaborating a broader set of demands and may 
have realised that few concessions would be given to them beyond matters of 
culture and local needs. They are also likely to have been of the view that 
PRODEPINE was the best available means to improve the conditions of the 
rank and file. 
 Party politics was identified as another important dimension of ethno-
politics and a principal way to access the state. In Congress, ethno-politics 
manifested itself largely as in the efforts by Pachakutik to form a pluri-
national state. This guaranteed strong opposition on the part of the transna-
tionalised elite, and that presumably was why the pluri-national state never 
materialised. But merely by making it an issue at the negotiation tables, 
Pachakutik showed that there was more to ethno-politics than co-optation. 
 The ethno-political spaces must be assigned a more pre-eminent role in 
the analysis of Ecuadorian state-Indian relations than in the Guatemalan case. 
One telling example is that PRODEPINE had a much stronger position than 
the ethno-developmental Indigenous Fund of Guatemala (FODIGUA). An-

                                                 
73  Cholango, interview 2003-11-11. 



 
A decade of political institutionalisation    227 

other is the success of the Ecuadorian Quichuas in pushing for constitutional 
recognition of ethno-development and other ethnic demands, and the failure of 
the Guatemalan Mayas to do the same. In my interpretation, these differences 
relate to the diverging characteristics of the indigenous-peasant movements 
and the oligarchic power structures. In Guatemala, the organised Maya popu-
lation was divided into what Bastos and Camus identified as ethnically cen-
tred ‘Maya institutions’ and more class-centred ‘popular-indigenous organisa-
tions’. On different grounds, both groups entered the ethno-political spaces 
provided by the state. In my view, CONIC placed itself between these camps. 
The organisation also entered the ethno-political spaces, but in its capacity as 
prime representative of an agricultural population still dominated by agrarian 
oligarchs and suffering from Latin America’s most unequal distribution of 
land, it was in no position to abandon the polarised struggle for land. For this 
reason, it could not (was not allowed to) enter firmly into these spaces. The 
ethnic discourse rather was instrumental in advancing the struggle for la 
Madre Tierra and labour rights, for cutting the links with the guerrilla move-
ment URNG, and for building ties with a constituency on the verge of liberat-
ing itself from the old oligarchic structures and with many of its traditional 
world-views and organisational forms preserved. Since a large number of 
Maya peasants were struggling for land, and since the relatively weak neo-
liberal forces were still closely related to the other party in that struggle, the 
agrarian oligarchy, no one but the Maya intellectuals (and international 
agents) placed bilingual education, spirituality and ethno-development at the 
centre of the agenda. 
 In Ecuador, a major part of the organised Quichuas had joined a con-
federation that voiced ethnic as well as class-based concerns. For the indige-
nous-peasant organisations CONAIE, ECUARUNARI and Pachakutik, the 
focus on ethno-politics after the promulgation of the Agricultural Develop-
ment Law served mainly to open the legal-institutional terrain. To a greater 
extent than the Guatemalan movement, the Ecuadorian movement raised de-
mands for bilingual education and ethno-development. Why did these topics 
play a more significant role in the Ecuadorian indigenous-peasant movement? 
One possible answer is that the leaders of the movement, after the reformation 
of the agrarian code and the decline of struggle for land redistribution, sought 
new means of rallying the rank and file. Another is related to the historical 
configuration of social forces, in general, and the nature of the oligarchic 
power structures and the rural oppositional forces, in particular. In Ecuador, 
the political advance of certain ethnic demands was a preferred option of two 
otherwise opposite projects locked in a sort of stalemate. The first was a 
strong, coordinated indigenous-peasant movement that dominated the streets, 
attacked continued forms of exploitation and discrimination, and found in bi-
lingual education and ethno-development ways to enter the legal-institutional 
terrain. The second was a World Bank-oligarchic coalition that dominated the 
political institutions and saw the concession of some ethnic demands as a way 
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to divide and rule a strong opponent. In Ecuador, the promoters of ethno-
politics were, for historical and structural reasons, more powerful than their 
Guatemalan counterparts. 
 Scholars studying the indigenous-peasant movements of Guatemala and 
Ecuador at the turn of the century have identified a closure of the ethno-
political spaces. In Guatemala, this was a product of the defeat in the plebi-
scite for the Maya-based network COPMAGUA. Its demands for constitu-
tional recognition of ethnic rights had gone unanswered. Analysts have also 
pointed out that the plebiscite favoured forces associated with the former oli-
garchic authoritarian regime. Jonas wrote that it ‘brought the still-prevalent 
oligarchic worldview out of the woodwork’.74 In Ecuador, the closure was an 
outcome of the failure of Pachakutik to gain constitutional recognition of Ec-
uador’s pluri-national composition, as well as of the re-allocation of resources 
from ethno-development to the crisis-ridden banks. It was followed by a 
stronger intervention by the coastal oligarchy in economic policy and a grow-
ing hostility on its part towards the indigenous-peasant movement. In order to 
put an end to the mobilisations of the Quichuas, the government intensified its 
use of repression, as demonstrated during the uprising in February 2001. 
 In light of this, CONIC and ECUARUNARI made ideological and stra-
tegic changes. CONIC intensified its struggle against the traditional oligarchic 
structures and the neo-liberal reforms. The organisation was not directly af-
fected by the closure of the ethno-political spaces but seized the opportunity to 
embrace new ethnic topics and turn them into battle-cries in the arena of po-
litical contestation. With its proposal for a Law on Nationality and Indigenous 
Peoples, it emerged as a pressure group for, among other things, the pluri-
national reformation of the state and territorial rights for the Mayas. It said 
that the Ecuadorian Quichuas had shown ‘the track for how to proceed’.75 In 
ECUARUNARI, the old strategy of opening the doors to political bargaining 
by means of pressure in the streets took precedence over a more permanent 
position within the legal-institutional terrain. More attention was also paid to 
attacking neo-liberalism and its principal architects: the coastal oligarchy, the 
United States, and other agents of transnational capital. In comparison with 
CONIC, ECUARUNARI was more directly affected by the closure of the 
ethno-political spaces, the result of which was increasing controversy inside 
the organisation and between the organisation and representatives of CONAIE 
and Pachakutik over appropriate strategies and whether to focus on ethnicity 
(ethno-development and pluri-nationality) or class (anti-neo-liberalism). In 
order to resolve the growing divisions, highland leaders began to stress the 
need to reconsolidate the bases and give priority to orientations that had held 
the movement together during its first two decades: the local community and 
the struggle for land rights (now translated into territorial rights). In the pur-
suit of return to its roots, it also deepened its cooperation with other indige-
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nous and peasant-based groups, thereby undercutting what had been a suc-
cessful alliance with the urban popular sector. 
 The Ecuadorian case illustrates that the significance of the ethnic dis-
course changed depending on socio-political context. During the struggle for 
land in the 1970s through the early 1990s, it served the indigenous leadership 
in creating a new and independent social movement and attracting the support 
of an agricultural population that held on to many of its community-centred 
world-views. In the mid-1990s, in the midst of neo-liberal multi-culturalism 
and better opportunities to form new political parties, the discourse was pri-
marily used to enter the legal-institutional terrain, approach international 
agents and struggle for a transformation of the political regime. At the begin-
ning of the twenty-first century, ethnicity once again emerged as a tool to 
strengthen the capacity of the indigenous leadership to organise and mobilise 
the grassroots. 
 When ethnic discourses point inwards – towards safeguarding the cohe-
sion of movements – they seem to reduce the scope of the social struggle. 
Ethnic calls tend to take precedence over class-based ones, thereby turning the 
issue of social rights into something that mainly concerns indigenous people. 
However, I argue that the ethnic discourse for the most part is adopted to sup-
port wider social struggles. Protecting the communities may be the pre-
eminent concern, but this focus is ultimately related to the crisis of the peasant 
economy and the transformation towards rural capitalism. On these grounds, 
indigenous leaders attack the political and economic power structures and 
elaborate strategies broad enough to attract popular allies. In this respect, the 
turn inwards may be viewed as a recurrent attempt to consolidate the bases in 
order to stand stronger in the overall struggle for social justice. 
 Issues are complicated by the fact that ethno-politics is also used by the 
defenders of dominant power structures, not to strengthen, but to divide the 
movement. From a Mexican perspective, Díaz Polanco claims that ‘ethnicism’ 
is ‘the most effective of the political-ideological tools used by the dominant 
classes in Latin America to guarantee hegemony over the indigenous move-
ment’.76 Many accounts of neo-liberal multi-culturalism, however, underrate 
the impact of the oligarchic structures. In Guatemala and Ecuador, political 
establishments ruled by a wealthy few are unable to create solid bases of mass 
support. For the bulk of the populations, the political orders are not legitimate. 
The oligarchy may dominate the legal-institutional terrain, but it cannot estab-
lish hegemony, not even with tools like ‘ethnicism’. One reason is that the 
state cannot fall back on a strong history of rural intervention and corporatist 
absorption of oppositional forces. Neo-liberal multi-culturalism may assist in 
co-opting indigenous leaders, but it will have a difficult time pacifying the 
indigenous-peasant movements, as illustrated at the turn of the century when 
the Ecuadorian and Guatemalan movements, after a period of political institu-
tionalisation (more striking in Ecuador) resumed their confrontational stances. 
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SOCIAL JUSTICE AND ETHNO-POLITICS 
IN THE LANDS OF OLIGARCHS 
 
The dominant theme of this book has been the struggle of Latin American in-
digenous peasants for social justice, which is seen as a struggle for an equita-
ble distribution of national wealth and against second-class citizenship and 
internal colonialism. In its modern form, this struggle traces its origins to the 
nineteenth century and proceeds in different forms, scales and levels of inten-
sity, depending on structural conditions and the strategies employed by the 
indigenous peasantry, its allies and opponents. The overriding purpose of this 
book has been to explain how that battle – as fought by indigenous-peasant 
movements – was affected by changing oligarchic structures and the politici-
sation of ethnic identities. This chapter draws together the threads of the 
analysis. It commences by reintroducing some remarks and methodological 
considerations upon which the study rested. After this it discusses the ques-
tions asked in the beginning of the book. The chapter rounds off with some 
concluding remarks. 
 
 
Underlying arguments 
Underlying my purpose were four objections to how indigenous (-peasant) 
movements are usually presented and understood. The first concerned their 
emergence in the 1970s and 1980s. Many analysts associate their rise with a 
general Latin American shift from what I term a populist regime-type to a lib-
eral democratic one centred on neo-liberalism. The former took shape in the 
three decades that followed the Great Depression of 1929 and the fall of the 
primary-product export model. One of its features was a growing state in-
volvement in rural development, which in countries with large indigenous 
populations was manifested in indigenista policies and redistributive agrarian 
reforms. Even so, rural development usually had secondary importance. Most 
faith was placed in import-substitution industrialisation, and social expendi-
ture was primarily channelled to the workers in this sector. One argument is 
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thus that the movements opposed the discrepancy between public promises 
and an uneven allocation of national resources. Another is that they reacted 
against corporatist and assimilationist insertion into the nation-state. Some 
analysts zero in on the (neo) liberal democratic regimes that came into being 
in the 1980s. They stress that democratisation offered political room for iden-
tity-based demands, but also that economic liberalisation and the reduction of 
welfare deepened the crisis of the peasant economy. In the latter respect, the 
movements are said to have emerged as defenders of the populist regime that 
distributed land and other social rights, though unevenly, and, as Yashar 
claims, unintentionally assured communal autonomy. The position of this 
study came together around the idea that the rise of the indigenous-peasant 
movements was related in part to changes at the level of the political regime. 
My quarrel with the theorists who associate that birth with a passage from one 
basically anti-oligarchic regime to another was that they often pay little heed 
to the way the movements were inserted into a battle between modernising 
forces that aim for democracy and/or capitalism and ‘traditionalist’ ones that 
seek to preserve a system in which power rests on traditional status and hier-
archy. 
 This brought me to my second objection. In good part due to the influ-
ence of the new social movement approach, a large body of literature has 
identified a multiplication of rural collective actors that differ from ‘old’ peas-
ant movements in that they see identity as both means and ends, have commu-
nity-like structures and seek a positive legal recognition of ethnic difference. 
However, by placing the rise of the indigenous-peasant movements within the 
framework of not only a socio-economic agrarian transformation but also per-
sistent asymmetric rural power relations, the difference between the ‘old’ and 
the ‘new’ movements became less apparent. It was clear to me that the ‘new’ 
ones continued to fight neo-liberalism and persisting oligarchic structures very 
much on the same lines as the historical peasant movements. 
 My third objection related to the discussion of political institutionalisa-
tion, on the one hand, and autonomy and mass mobilisation, on the other. In 
my view, dominant accounts often draw on the more or less explicit assump-
tion that current nation-states, despite the withdrawal of welfare, maintain a 
capacity to co-opt large oppositional movements. My point was that in coun-
tries with strong oligarchic and weak corporatist legacies, such capacity is 
limited, which in turn enables social movements to keep much of their auton-
omy. This made me wonder whether the indigenous-peasant movements really 
are caught in a situation of suffocation and sporadic victories within the legal-
institutional terrain, on the one hand, and marginalisation and local concerns, 
on the other. My findings suggested rather that they gain considerable strength 
by combining institutionalisation and mobilisation. This made me see the need 
to reconsider not only why the movements emerged but also how they act 
within their political settings. 
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 This took me to my last objection. I agreed with the view that ethnic 
identities are reconstructed when the cohesion of primary groups is put at risk. 
I also argued that the politicisation of ethnicity ultimately is a struggle for so-
cial justice, in the sense that it is instrumental in pursuing an agenda for the 
historical social rights of the indigenous people and that it opens to engage-
ments with other popular groups. In addition, however, it is equally important 
to observe the strategies of the ruling groups and how they use indigenity for 
their own purposes. Wary of losing power and property, they may promote 
ethno-political openings in order to encourage less radical agendas (on cus-
toms and language, for instance) and divide the movements. While these 
views are represented in the literature, I argued that more attention had to be 
paid to the way in which oligarchic structures affect the strategic terrain of 
ethno-politics. 
 
 
Methodological remarks 
The study was designed in accordance with a longitudinal historical approach 
that included a focus on structural change and strategic agency. I focused on 
Guatemala and Ecuador due to their strong processes of ethnic politicisation 
and major rural struggles for social justice. Until the last quarter of the past 
century they also retained semi-feudal haciendas that preserved what I term – 
drawing on Paige – an agrarian oligarchy with privileged relations to the state. 
Its power was organised on the basis of membership in dynastic families with 
ownership of productive resources and control of the peons in alliance with 
the Catholic Church and/or the armed forces. The Ecuadorian oligarchy in-
cluded fractions with a stronger inclination to modernisation, and the two 
countries, once the politico-agrarian transformation towards democracy and 
agricultural commercialisation had gained momentum, experienced different 
reconfigurations of the oligarchic structures. In Ecuador, the agrarian oligar-
chy lost strength to a transnationalised fraction. In Guatemala, it lost some 
ability to control the peons but remained a key socio-political force. 
 My study contained a distinct local perspective. The indigenous people 
have historically had their principal sites of resistance at the local level. Par-
ticular localities have also been sources from which rural movements have 
gathered strength and ideological inspiration. But this has also been the level 
where the oligarchy has had its main sites of domination. I focused on the 
Guatemalan department of Alta Verapaz (including the municipality of Tu-
curú) and the Ecuadorian province of Chimborazo (including the municipality 
of Guamote). They are among the poorest localities in their countries and have 
large indigenous populations and long histories as fortresses of oligarchic 
power. They have also recently emerged as bastions of the indigenous-peasant 
movements. Another criterion for selecting them was that they illustrate the 
changes in the oligarchic structure referred to above. While Chimborazo in the 
1970s saw a redistribution of land that undermined the platform of the agrar-
ian oligarchy, Alta Verapaz faced a coercive military state and a continued 



 

236    Conclusions 

concentration of land in the hands of the agrarian oligarchy. For many indige-
nous peasants, land has an economic value but also a cultural value on which 
they base communal organisation and identities. Land is thus a key component 
in the struggle for social justice and contains a strong ethnic dimension. 
 
 
The why and how of the indigenous-peasant movements 
My investigation was premised on the assumption that strategies employed by 
indigenous-peasant movements were largely determined by past and present 
structural conditions. A key underlying cause is seen as the expansion of rural 
capitalism from the 1960s onwards. Across Latin America, this transformation 
was caused by the pressure of external forces as well as the combination of 
population growth, urbanisation and declining food production for the expand-
ing domestic market. In order to feed the cities, the populist, oligarchic, de-
mocratic or authoritarian regimes of the continent intensified agricultural 
mechanisation, commercialisation and diversification. For the indigenous 
peasantry, this involved the erosion of old community structures, a new short-
age of fertile soils and a deeper insertion into a migratory and casually em-
ployed labour force. It also meant the influx into the countryside of state 
agencies, peasant unions, NGOs, the Protestant Church, Catholic liberation 
theologians, and political parties with either leftist or Christian-democratic 
values. Many of these agents sought to foster a loyal mass constituency at the 
local level. In so doing, they promoted new forms of religious and ideological 
consciousness, mobilised the indigenous peasantry, helped form inter-
communal networks and started educational campaigns. From these cam-
paigns, a new indigenous leadership arose that included people concerned 
with the wider political potentials of ethnicity. 
 As a catalyst for the disintegration of oligarchic structures, the peasant 
crisis, a plural civil society and a growing differentiation in terms of class, the 
agrarian transformation is central to any attempt at explaining the rise of the 
indigenous-peasant movements. Nevertheless, a focus on country-specific 
contexts is also warranted. We need to consider how the speed and impact of 
rural modernisation were influenced by the composition and relative weight of 
social forces as well as by the specific structure of governance (the political 
regime). At the time that the agrarian transformation was accelerating in Gua-
temala and Ecuador, the countries were being ruled by what I term an oligar-
chic authoritarian and an oligarchic populist regime, respectively. 
 The Guatemalan oligarchic authoritarian regime emerged as an ex-
tended reaction to the attempt by national-popular governments in the period 
between 1944 and 1954 to redistribute land and grant social and political 
rights, resulting in what might have been the strongest Latin American peasant 
movement of the day. This transformation was fiercely resisted by an agrarian 
oligarchy of Creole and foreign origin supported by the United States. After 
the counter-revolution, a structure of governance was installed that prevented 
rural democratisation and preserved a highly unequal distribution of wealth 
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and land. In the 1960s, processes started that eventually undermined the basis 
of oligarchic authoritarianism. With falling international coffee prices, rural 
modernisation and growing labour mobility, it was difficult for the agrarian 
oligarchy to preserve rural peace by paternalistic means. Instead, it met the 
efforts by the rural poor to expand their organisations with higher levels of 
repression, which in turn required that it entrust more political power to the 
armed forces. In the late 1970s, the oligarchic fear of a broad Maya insurrec-
tion seemed to come true. In this light, the Maya heartlands were militarised 
and turned into a principal battle zone of the civil war. In the process, the mili-
tary high command assumed a more independent position, which it used to 
purchase land and move further into the economic sphere, thus challenging the 
power-sharing agreement in which the armed forces ruled the state and the 
oligarchy dominated the economy. At the same time, the ‘Third Wave of De-
mocratisation’ had begun, and the ferocity of the campaign in Alta Verapaz 
and the western highlands convinced the United States of the need to end its 
support for or toleration of the Guatemalan despots. The regime was nearing 
the end. In the 1980s, the country embarked on a path to democracy and neo-
liberalism. The process coincided with the empowerment of an oligarchic 
fraction with transnational connections, though without the strength to under-
mine the platform of the agrarian oligarchy. The latter had lost key allies but 
still played a major political and economic role. This influence, the civil war 
and widespread poverty did not offer a good setting for democratisation. 
 In mid-twentieth-century Ecuador matters were different. The oligar-
chic class was divided into two evenly influential groups, one coastal agro-
industrial fraction and one highland agrarian fraction. The oligarchic populist 
regime between the 1930s and the 1970s was the result of a pact that allowed 
the fractions to regulate their conflicts of interest. The uniting element was the 
repeated political return to the presidency of Velasco Ibarra who, in a system 
where the franchise was enjoyed only by a minority of literates, blended popu-
lism and Catholicism, on the one hand, and mild reformism, on the other. Due 
largely to this pact, Ecuador took a course between the systematic political 
exclusion of ordinary citizens that we have seen in Guatemala and the corpo-
ratist mass incorporation of workers and peasants in, for instance, Mexico. 
Under the command of the Communist Party, the rural poor were occasionally 
enabled to channel their grievances into the legal-political arena and to join 
rural organisations. But organising the indigenous peasantry was no easy mat-
ter. Many were unreachable, ‘locked in’ as they were on the estates of the 
agrarian oligarchs. Unlike their counterparts in Guatemala, these oligarchs had 
their closest ally in the Catholic Church, not the armed forces. While they too 
used coercive means, their ability to maintain control over the peons seems to 
have been less a function of state brutality than of religious indoctrination. 
 For the most part, the agro-industrial fraction and the armed forces in 
Ecuador had conflicting priorities. Yet when the agrarian transformation ac-
celerated in the 1960s, they made common cause to usher in a more rapid ru-
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ral modernisation. For the sake of promoting rational agricultural enterprises, 
an attack was mounted on the agrarian oligarchy and the landowning Church. 
A major element of the offensive was the implementation of an agrarian re-
form. It liquidated the semi-feudal hacienda, but the plots of land that were 
given to ex-peons were often located on high-altitude meadows, unsuitable for 
agriculture. As elsewhere in Latin America, rural poverty and insecurity grew. 
In the 1970s, the oil boom, the rise of a national-popular military dictatorship 
and a second agrarian reform led to some improvements, notably in Chim-
borazo, where the redistribution of land was substantial. But in the 1980s, the 
oil and debt crises and the adjustment policies meant more hardship for the 
rural poor. The key promoter of the neo-liberal policies was the coastal oligar-
chy. It had turned into a dynastic transnationalised elite group, stronger than 
its counterpart in Guatemala. Its influence was not only felt in the economic 
arena but reached far into the legal-institutional terrain. Under its command, 
Ecuador embarked on a process of democratisation marked by a chronic crisis 
of governability. 
 In explaining why indigenous-peasant movements arose, I found it im-
portant to study the manner in which the continent-wide politico-agrarian 
transformation towards rural modernisation and democratisation was filtered 
through country-specific regime-shifts and particular constellations of social 
forces. Two questions were asked in this regard: 
 

What impact have an historically repressive Guatemalan oligarchic struc-
ture and a populist Ecuadorian one had on the rise and development of the 
indigenous-peasant movements? 

 
How did the demise of these structures in Chimborazo and the maintenance 
of oligarchic dominance in Alta Verapaz affect the movements and their de-
mands for social and ethnic rights? 

 
 By identifying country-specific causes, I could also distinguish ele-
ments that the two countries have in common and that allow for a general ac-
count of the relation between the oligarchic structures and the indigenous-
peasant movements. The following question was asked: 
 

Why did the movements gain specific strength in countries and localities 
marked by deep-seated oligarchic power structures? 

 
 In terms of differences, I would like to limit the reader’s attention to the 
issues of repression and reformism, on the one hand, and the changing alliance 
structures, on the other. In Guatemala, the counter-insurgency campaign fur-
ther disintegrated the corporate community and old forms of resistance. In this 
context, Mayas sought new courses of action. Some joined the wider revolu-
tionary struggle; others turned to ethnic agendas, possibly with the partial in-
tention of avoiding repression. The escalation of the war generated also a new 
rural agenda, the characteristic feature of which was to emphasise both social 
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and ethnic rights. While the late 1970s and early 1980s failed to see the rise of 
a cohesive indigenous-peasant movement, in a looser sense a new, non-
bureaucratic collective effort emerged. A decade later it took organised forms. 
This was facilitated by democratisation and the re-entry of external organisers 
into the countryside. But more important was the disintegration of the mili-
tary-oligarchic coalition. In Tucurú, the bastion of CONIC, this split com-
pelled the agrarian oligarchy to negotiate the land situation. This is not to say 
that the oligarchy stopped intimidating the indigenous peasantry. The high-
lands remained polarised, and the Maya poor knew that real or fabricated sus-
picions of their having connections with the guerrilla would cost them dearly. 
In this light, the insistence of CONIC on promoting and defending Maya cul-
ture was probably motivated less by ideological rethinking – its local cam-
paigns and its choice of allies were fundamentally determined by the class 
struggle – than by attempts to develop an agenda that could be seen to be less 
connected to the armed conflict. It needed to defend its autonomy inside a 
popular sector dominated by the guerrilla movement. 
 As regards levels of repression and types of elite alliances, the Ecuador-
ian situation of the 1960s and 1970s differed considerably. The indigenous-
peasant movement did not arise in the midst of civil war but in a shift from 
oligarchic populism to a military dictatorship supportive of industrialisation, 
state expansion and popular nationalism. To a certain extent, the military elite 
used coercion against opposition movements, but not to reinforce landlord 
privileges. Instead, it played a decisive role in redistributing land and ending 
the traditional hacienda. In Chimborazo, the fall of the latter affected not only 
property relations but also the social organisation of local society. Some ob-
servers speak of a power vacuum within which a new indigenous leadership 
captured political posts and was able to built new local organisations. Another 
factor that distinguishes Ecuador from Guatemala was the ‘assistance’ given 
to the indigenous-peasant movement by one part of the oligarchy. In promot-
ing labour mobility, the agro-industrialists indirectly prepared the ground for 
the redrawing of ethnic identities. In the 1980s, this fraction reconstituted it-
self as a dominant elite group, moved the centre of economic activity back to 
the coast and changed the terms of politics in a neo-liberal direction. As a re-
sult, the highland-based armed forces and the state bureaucracy in Quito lost 
strength and the Andean party structure fractionalised. These changes gave the 
indigenous-peasant movement room to manoeuvre politically and created an 
opportunity for it to serve as a leading representative of the highland Left.  
 A third factor was the changing role of the Catholic Church. In Guate-
mala, the adherents of liberation theology supported the ethnic agenda and 
offered a protected arena within whose limits Mayas could organise. But this 
was not the principal posture of the leadership of the Church, which main-
tained a conservative position. In Ecuador, the demise of the landowning 
Church was a general pattern and a key element in the fall of the agrarian oli-
garchs. It was the progressive wing of the Church that founded ECUA-
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RUNARI and, more than other external organisers, turned ethnicity into a 
strategic element, possibly to side-line a peasant movement which had a more 
unbroken rural presence than its Guatemalan counterpart. 
 The different trajectories in the rise and development of the indigenous-
peasant movements in Guatemala and Ecuador can be understood in terms of 
these variations. But my ambition was also to offer a wider general perspec-
tive within which both sets of experiences would make sense. In these conclu-
sions, I have so far pointed to the importance of a continent-wide politico-
agrarian transformation. Elsewhere, I have referred to the plausible argument 
that links the rise of the movements to a new international ‘vogue’ for ethnic 
rights. But such accounts give unsatisfactory consideration to the relation be-
tween the movements and the wider transformation of local social forces. 
 The agrarian transformation hypothesis on its own fails to explain why 
Guatemala and Ecuador were the only Latin American countries that in the 
1990s developed national-level indigenous-peasant organisations and why 
ethno-politics gained such a prominent position. The transformation itself is 
likely to have been more influential elsewhere. Other generalisations are 
equally unsatisfactory. In this study, special attention was paid to attempts to 
offer an explanation in terms of the disintegration of previously dominant cor-
poratist state practices. But why did a powerful national indigenous-peasant 
movement not emerge in Mexico, where such corporatist practices were 
stronger? A related explanation associates the rise of the ‘new’ movements 
with the rejection of the assimilationist policies linked to such corporatist 
schemes. In the Guatemalan and Ecuadorian cases, the movements certainly 
resisted the call for a homogeneous citizenry. But the indigenista policies 
which sought to integrate the indigenous peasants had a much stronger posi-
tion in Mexico and Peru. In oligarchic authoritarian Guatemala, few develop-
ment programmes, whether indigenista-based or otherwise, targeted the rural 
poor. In oligarchic populist Ecuador, the official approach went from a privi-
leging of indigenista initiatives targeted on a small number of Quichuas to a 
focus on agrarian reform policies. 
 A further suggestion in the literature is that the indigenous (-peasant) 
movements emerged against traditional parties and organisations on the left 
that had so far dominated the public space of the peasant communities. It is 
true that the movements examined in this study contested, to some degree, 
what they saw as a ‘class-reductionist’ tendency of the ‘old’ actors. But I have 
also shown that the agendas of the latter were not confined to class. They also 
included the issue of ethnic discrimination. 
 It has also been suggested that the ‘new’ movements arose in opposi-
tion to neo-liberalism. While it is certainly true that the movements studied 
here have demonstrated such features, the effects of neo-liberalism are likely 
to have been greater in other countries with large indigenous populations, 
partly due to weaker indigenous-peasant movements. Similarly problematic is 
the suggestion that the new acquisition of land promoted by the agrarian re-
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forms fostered new ethnic linkages. Looking at Guamote in the 1970s and Tu-
curú in the 1990s, this idea is persuasive. The agrarian reforms in these coun-
tries, however, were limited or short-lived. If possession of land binds people 
together in encompassing identity groups, why did the major reforms in Mex-
ico and Bolivia not result in ethnic awakenings? Some have stressed the cen-
trality of collective landholding for identity-based allegiances. But Mayas and 
Quichuas normally cultivated the land on an individual basis. Collective land-
holdings enjoyed a weaker legal status in Guatemala and Ecuador than in 
countries like Mexico and Peru. If the argument was valid, one would expect 
countries with more advanced legal systems of collective rights to develop 
stronger ethnic movements. 
 The development of the indigenous-peasant movements has to be 
placed within the framework of a long-standing confrontation between mod-
ernising forces, on the one hand, and backward-looking ones, on the other. 
There is a need to consider how second-class citizenship continues to be pro-
duced by oligarchic forms of national political power and delayed processes 
towards capitalism and democracy. Strong indigenous-peasant movements 
gained initial strength in, and spread outwards from, areas marked by persist-
ing semi-feudal orders. They emerged in opposition to internal colonialism 
and the elite privileges that had been inherited from the nineteenth century. 
This, I argued, gave the movements their specific historical legitimacy in rela-
tion to other social forces that put pressure on the dynastic rulers in an effort 
to make them accept their responsibility to distribute social rights. 
 The traditional hacienda rested on an ethnic division of the workforce 
that aided the reproduction of cultural practices. Places where it endured over 
time were also places where the local population had strong attachments to 
communal identities. The politico-agrarian transformation undermined many 
of the paternalistic and coercive means of keeping a bound workforce. It al-
lowed communities that were still marked by tight kinship bonds to open up to 
the outside world. I argue that these localities were turned into bastions of the 
indigenous-peasant movements because of a peculiar combination of long-
standing oligarchic structures and strong communal identities. These struc-
tures and identities were undergoing changes when exposed to economic and 
political liberalisation. Both faced disintegrating tendencies, and oligarchs and 
Indians responded in self-defence. 
 On these grounds, I reasoned that studies of indigenous-peasant move-
ments must move beyond the shift from populist to neo-liberal regimes. In 
analysing the why and also the how of the movements, emphasis must be 
placed on the fact that they operate in the context of routes to capitalism and 
democracy that continue to retain strong oligarchic features. On this basis, the 
following question was asked: 
 

How has the coexistence of slowly changing oligarchic power structures, 
democratisation and market-oriented reforms affected the repertoires of the 
indigenous-peasant movements? 
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 This was divided into sub-questions. One concerned the division ex-
perienced in many movements over the desirability of entering the legal-
institutional terrain, and asked: 
 

Does political institutionalisation complement the mass mobilisation strat-
egy, and vice versa? If so, how? 

 
 In theories on Latin American social movements, the choice of the 
movements on whether or not to enter institutional arenas are often analysed 
in the context of a crisis of interest representation. Despite free elections and 
political openings for previously underrepresented demands, Latin America is 
said to be marked by the low receptiveness of its leaders to calls for social 
justice. One would expect mass protests. But states coming out of populist 
rule and concerned with political stability are believed to have preserved the 
skills to institutionally absorb oppositional forces. This, I argued, applies 
poorly to countries with weak corporatist traditions and where the masses had 
been subordinated by force and/or religious indoctrination. Linked as the po-
litical leaders of these countries often are to the oligarchy, and since neo-
liberalism lowers the standard of well-being, legitimacy is hard to achieve. 
 These observations further convinced me of the need to rethink domi-
nant accounts of how movements confront the crisis of interest representation. 
As early as the 1980s there was said to be a new type of movement that gave 
priority to identity formation and to escaping co-optation and clientelism by 
distancing itself – as far as possible – from the state and other traditional po-
litical agents. In my view, this characterisation did not take sufficient account 
of developments in societies where limited enforcement of the rule of law was 
the enduring and often predominant problem of the poor. In the early 1990s, 
other scholars noted that movements were still focused on accessing the legal-
institutional terrain; even if they were exposed to co-optation, this was the 
only arena in which policy outcomes could be affected. I had reservations 
about this interpretation as well. In societies burdened by oligarchic structures, 
much political bargaining tends to occur outside the domain of the state, as 
between CONIC and the landlords in Alta Verapaz. 
 In the 1990s, a further perspective emerged which emphasised that 
movements act on different arenas simultaneously, seeking autonomy as well 
as political influence. But the probabilities of success were considered slim. 
The movements were often seen as caught between co-optation and a mar-
ginal position in a fragmented social arena. Although the realisation that they 
engage in multiple arenas was certainly an advance, the expansive and well-
organised indigenous-peasant movements fitted poorly, in my view, into the 
notion of a fragmented social landscape. I arrived at an understanding where 
they maintained political influence while combining institutional and non-
institutional action and that the relative weight given to these options was de-
termined by the nature of the oligarchic structures. 
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 In Ecuador, the demise of the agrarian oligarchy, the fragmentation of 
highland parties and the transfer of power to the coast constituted the frame-
work within which the indigenous-peasant movement enhanced its mobilising 
capacity and assumed a position in the forefront of popular activity. It gained 
political influence and developed an agenda that moved away from the com-
munity-centred land struggle. It called for a pluri-national state and attacked 
the transnationalised oligarchy. Gradually, the movement evolved into the 
most significant oppositional force against neo-liberalism, into an agent that 
succeeded in combining significant mobilisation capacity with firm integra-
tion in the legal-institutional terrain. By the end of the 1990s, conditions 
changed. As a consequence of the increasing hostility between the movement 
and the coastal oligarchy and the continued primacy of neo-liberalism among 
the political leaders, tensions peaked. A key point of contention within the 
movement concerned the importance that should be attributed to formal politi-
cal bargaining as distinct from popular mass action in opposition to the pre-
vailing order. Another contentious issue was whether the leaders, in their am-
bition to make political careers, had lost contact with the bases. The munici-
pality of Guamote seemed to be a case in point. Having become a platform for 
the electoral movement Pachakutik, it had apparently lost its position as lead-
ing centre of active social resistance. In light of this, leaders of highland EC-
UARUNARI found it necessary to reconsolidate the bases. In the process, the 
organisation returned to a more community-centred and rural agenda, with 
negative consequences – at least in the short run – for its capacity to engage in 
national-level alliance politics. 
 In Guatemala, the emergence of a transnationalised oligarchic fraction 
as a relatively independent force and the intensification of the peace process 
opened the doors for a new Maya leadership and popular groups to access the 
legal-institutional terrain, doors that had been closed by the alliance between 
the agrarian oligarchy and the military. These changing conditions presented 
CONIC with a dilemma. Should it abandon its role as protest movement con-
fronting existing power relations and turn to forms of negotiation that would 
not disturb the peace process? It was a declared strategy of the organisation to 
engage in dialogues with the government. But the weight of the agrarian oli-
garchy and the continued grossly unequal distribution of land made the or-
ganisation unwilling or unable to allow itself to be fully integrated into the 
new political arena prescribed by those in control of the state. Moreover, the 
primary demands of CONIC had not been included in the peace treaty, and the 
organisation argued that the treaty failed to address the structural roots of 
landlessness and the continued power base of the agrarian oligarchy. A solid 
entry into the legal-institutional terrain was also obstructed by what seems to 
have been a collaborative partnership on rural issues between the agrarian and 
transnationalised oligarchic fractions. With the agrarian oligarchy still domi-
nating the countryside, CONIC kept to its agrarian agenda and was compelled 
to devote a lot of energy to protecting its members from the often brutal exer-



 

244    Conclusions 

cise of power. Attention was thus pushed downwards, away from national-
level alliance building and electoral politics. At the same time, this apparently 
strengthened the vertical linkages within the organisation and made it less 
subject to internal divisions over what strategies were appropriate. 
 As CONIC resumed its confrontational actions a few years after the 
signing of the peace treaty, its chances to offer leadership for a wider popular 
sector were further weakened. While its combative stance reinforced its posi-
tion among peasant-based organisations, it had difficulties in attracting strong 
support from groups more deeply integrated into the peace process, including 
a large number of Maya leaders and institutions. But the situation changed 
once again with the crisis of the peace process in the early 2000s. This crisis 
allowed CONIC to reinforce its horizontal connections and to pursue a wider 
attack on neo-liberalism as well as a stronger engagement in support of issues 
related to Maya national identities and territorial rights. 
 The cases of ECUARUNARI and CONIC demonstrate that the indige-
nous-peasant movements were not institutionally subordinated to the state nor 
reduced to insignificant positions on the fringes of the legal-institutional ter-
rain. They also show that the consolidation of a local power base often coex-
ists in a precarious manner with the effort to build national alliances. The ten-
sion between them is reinforced by the intervention of international develop-
ment agents in local communities where the people who live there are often 
obliged to seek assistance from outside the community itself. 
 However, in order to get a fuller picture of the strategic relation be-
tween institutionalisation and mobilisation, attention must also be paid to the 
crucial interplay of class and ethnicity. My next questions sought to address 
this interplay and how it was affected by democratisation and neo-liberalism 
in a context of persisting oligarchic structures. 
 

What function has ethno-politics had in the struggle for social rights, and 
more specifically, in advancing the demand of the indigenous-peasant 
movements for a redistributive agrarian reform? 

 
Have the movements restricted the land-related grievances in order to im-
prove their position within the ethno-political spaces and, more broadly, the 
legal-institutional terrain of the state? 

 
 In Guatemala, the acceleration of the peace talks, democratisation and 
the entrance of international agents were all instrumental in opening ethno-
political spaces. The culmination of institutionalised ethno-politics was the 
signing of the identity accord AIDPI and – in the immediate post-civil war 
years – the formation of commissions within which the Maya sector made 
preparations with the government for the legal-constitutional recognition of 
AIDPI. CONIC did not play a major role in this respect. It never prioritised 
the heavily cultural dimension of the accord but insisted on an approach that 
made a strong link between ethnicity and the struggle for land and social jus-
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tice. Nor did CONIC seem to adopt an ethnic discourse to facilitate access to 
the legal-institutional terrain. The usefulness of the discourse seemed to be 
that it strengthened CONIC’s ties with the grassroots and served to reduce the 
dominance of the guerrilla movement over the organised indigenous peas-
antry. 
 Given the agenda and repertoire of CONIC, much of the ethnic struggle 
in Guatemala was thus placed on the fringes of the legal-institutional terrain. 
It was part of a wider struggle for social justice involving protest action and 
confrontation. In this respect, Guatemalan ethno-politics cannot be reduced to 
‘neo-liberal multi-culturalism’. To the extent that the latter had a function, it 
was rather as a reflection of an ‘alliance’ between two agents seeking separa-
tion from the largely agrarian confrontations of the past: a transnationalised 
oligarchic fraction and a culturally oriented Maya leadership. 
 In Ecuador, the ethnic agenda of ECUARUNARI included the perspec-
tives that were held by CONIC (in the early 2000s) and the Maya intelligent-
sia. This broader outlook was rooted in, among other things, an ambition to 
embrace the preferences of the Amazon groups, address Quichuas regardless 
of class, attract international aid and integrate into the legal-institutional ter-
rain. The relative ease with which ECUARUNARI and the indigenous-peasant 
movement accessed the ethno-political spaces of the state may suggest that 
neo-liberal multi-culturalism was more influential in Ecuador than in Guate-
mala. Since the organisation embraced both a discourse where the focus was 
on educational, linguistic and spiritual concerns and one in which ethnicity 
was inseparable from the wider quest for social justice, it is clear that the or-
ganisation was more vulnerable to attempts to divide and rule. Still, Ecuador-
ian neo-liberal multi-culturalism did not acquire much manipulative strength. 
The reason was that ethno-politics, in the broader sense, was promoted by two 
strong and competing social forces. The first was a coordinated indigenous-
peasant movement that dominated the streets and was assisted by the highland 
left. The second was a transnationalised oligarchic fraction that indirectly or 
directly dominated the state and was backed by the international finance insti-
tutions. The ability of the former to escape co-optation was put in sharp focus 
in the early 2000s when, after some years of prioritising institutional politics, 
it returned to the streets and renewed its focus on social justice. 
 How then did the rise of ethno-politics affect the struggle over land? 
Indigenous-peasant movements argue that the possession of land must be 
measured not only in economic but also in socio-cultural terms. This was cer-
tainly the case in Guatemala, where CONIC kept its focus on the community-
centred land struggle even after the signing of a neo-liberally coloured peace 
accord in which the extremely limited state-led land redistribution programme 
was abolished. The organisation, which built its strength on close ties with the 
grassroots, was not prepared to sacrifice the land struggle, not even for a privi-
leged position within the legal-institutional terrain. Even in places like Tu-
curú, where significant amounts of land had been transferred to ex-peons by 
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the late 1990s and many community members had reoriented their focus to-
wards production-related services, landless and land-poor people still fought 
with the agrarian oligarchy. 
 For ECUARUNARI, on the other hand, the accentuation of ethno-
politics in the mid-1990s was accompanied by the relative decline of the land 
struggle. One likely reason was that the organisation had participated in the 
negotiation for what basically turned out to be a neo-liberal-inspired agrarian 
reform and thus shared responsibility for the results. Another was probably, as 
mentioned, that the ethnic discourse provided the organisation with greater 
scope than CONIC for entering the legal-institutional terrain. Many Quichuas 
had also received land and turned their focus to other issues, although inade-
quate soils and a high concentration of land across the country as a whole 
suggest that struggling for land continued to be a contentious issue. 
 In my discussion of the two cases, I have highlighted how the ‘ethnifi-
cation’ of rural movements and the further politicisation of ethnicity were by-
products of the economic and political transformations to democracy and 
market-oriented capitalism. But I have also suggested that the strength of the 
processes in both Guatemala and Ecuador was intimately connected with the 
persistence of oligarchic power structures. With this in mind, a final question 
that was addressed in the study read as follows: 
 

Why have countries marked by prolonged oligarchic structures experienced 
substantial openings for ethno-politics? 

 
 In both Guatemala and Ecuador, neo-liberal agencies used ethnic dis-
courses to marginalise the calls for social justice. At the same time, the oligar-
chic heritage had produced states without enough legitimacy and institutional 
resources to be able to prevent discourses based on class from being repro-
duced, especially not in the case of the indigenous-peasant movements. The 
ruling elites were unable to use ethnicity as a tool for exercising hegemonic 
control over the movements since their predecessors had built political sys-
tems in which control was based on coercion and populist-religious indoctri-
nation rather than on hegemony. At the same time, the oligarchic structures 
helped to preserve a variety of ethno-politics in which the demands for ethnic 
and social rights reinforced each other. It targeted a system of internal coloni-
alism which continued to be strong and in which ethnically defined forms of 
economic exploitation were kept alive. In the Guatemalan case, the space for a 
new type of ethno-politics that emphasises culture rather than class was in-
creasingly aborted by the turn of the century, largely because of the refusal of 
the landed elite to abandon its old power base. In the Ecuadorian case, the 
transnationalised elite with its primary basis on the coast was unable to control 
the indigenous-peasant movements within the political institutions. As a re-
sult, ethnicity was also reinforced on the fringes of the legal-institutional ter-
rain in a manner that was dysfunctional to the elite’s effort to use ethno-
politics as a means of disarming the movement politically. 
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Concluding remarks 
The rise of ethnic movements has been linked in the literature to a continent-
wide move from a ‘national-popular’ and ‘corporatist’ socio-political order 
towards political and economic liberalisation. The shift supposedly liberated 
ethnic identities that had previously been blocked because of the way in which 
indigenous communities were ‘incorporated’ and subordinated politically. 
However, this study demonstrated that the most dramatic openings for the 
politicisation of ethnicity occurred in societies where corporatism had been 
weak and where strong oligarchic features in relations over land and social 
power persisted. It has pointed to the implications of these features for the rise 
of what I have called the indigenous-peasant movements and their strategies 
for fighting ‘internal colonialism’ and social injustice. By placing the move-
ments within a shift between two presumably anti-oligarchic regimes, the 
‘populist’ with its corporatist arrangements and the ‘neo-liberal’, there is a 
tendency in the literature to brush aside the fact that the movements in many 
countries are still involved in battles with dynastic oligarchs. The latter are the 
least likely promoters of social justice, and in fighting them the indigenous-
peasant movements advance not only the cause of justice and land redistribu-
tion but also the cause of political democracy. 



 



 
 
 
 
REFERENCES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Books and articles 
Adams, Richard (1996). ‘Comunidad y Cultura en el Proceso Etnico-Estado’, in De 

la Etnia a la Nación. Guatemala, Avancso, pp. 47-71. 
_____ (1995). ‘A Report on the Political Status of the Guatemalan Maya’. In D.Lee 

Van Cott (ed.), Indigenous Peoples and Democracy in Latin America. New 
York, St Martin’s Press, pp. 155-86. 

_____ (1990). ‘Ethnic Images and Strategies in 1944’. In C.Smith (ed.), Guatemalan 
Indians and the State: 1540-1988. Austin, University of Texas Press, pp. 
141-62. 

Adams, Tani Marilena (2002). ‘Las Relaciones Interétnicas en Guatemala: Reflexio-
nes Acerca de Algunos Temas Descuidados e Invisibilizados’. In Y.Mutsuo 
& C.I.Degregori (eds.), Estados Nacionales, Etnicidad y Democracia en 
América Latina. Osaka, Japan Center for Area Studies, JCAS Symposium 
Series 15: State, Nation & Ethnic Relations IV, pp. 83-107. 

Adler Hellman, Judith (1995). ‘The Riddle of New Social Movements: Who they are 
and what they do’. In S.Halebsky & R.Harris (eds.) Capital, Power, and Ine-
quality in Latin America. Boulder, Westview Press, pp. 165-83. 

_____ (1992). ‘The Study of New Social Movements in Latin America and the 
Question of Autonomy’. In A.Escobar & S.Alvarez (eds.), The Making of So-
cial Movements in Latin America: Identity, Strategy and Democracy. Boul-
der, Colorado, Westview Press, pp. 53-61. 

Aguilar Umaña, Isabel (2000). La Mesa de Alta Verapaz: Una Alternativa de Solu-
ción a los Conflictos de Tierra en Guatemala. Guatemala, OEA/Propaz. 

Almeida, José (2003). ‘Identidades en el Ecuador. Un Balance Antropológico’. In 
S.Pachano (ed.) Ciudadanía e Identidad. Quito, Flacso, pp. 83-142. 

_____ (1993). ‘El Levantamiento Indígena como Momento Constitutivo Nacional’. 
In Sismo Etnico en el Ecuador: Varias Perspectivas. Quito, Cedime, Edicio-
nes Abya-Yala, pp. 7-28. 

Alvarez, Sonia; Dagnino, Evelina & Escobar, Arturo (1998). ‘Introduction–The Cul-
tural and the Political in Latin American Social Movements’. In Alvarez, 
Dagnino & Escobar (eds.) Cultures of Politics, Politics of Cultures: Revision-
ing Latin American Social Movements. Boulder, Colorado, Westview Press, 
pp. 1-29. 

Alvarez, Sonia & Escobar, Arturo (1992). ‘Conclusion: Theoretical and Political 
Horizons of Change in Contemporary Latin American Social Movements’. In 



 
250 

Escobar & Alvarez (eds.) The Making of Social Movements in Latin Amer-
ica: Identity, Strategy and Democracy. Boulder, Colorado, Westview Press, 
pp. 1-18. 

Anderson, Benedict (1991). Den Föreställda Gemenskapen: Reflexioner kring 
Nationalismens Ursprung of Spridning. Göteborg, Bokförlaget Daidalos. 

Andrade, Pablo (2004). ‘El Retorno del Populismo en el Pensamiento Ecuatoriano’. 
Ecuador Debate, no. 62, August. 

Arias, Arturo (1990). ‘Changing Indian Identity: Guatemala’s Violent Transition to 
Modernity’. In C.Smith (ed.), Guatemalan Indians and the State: 1540-1988. 
Austin, University of Texas Press, pp. 230-57. 

Assies, Willem (2000). ‘Indigenous peoples and reform of the State in Latin Amer-
ica’. In Assies, G.van der Haar & A.Hoekema (eds.), The Challenge of Di-
versity: Indigenous Peoples and Reform of the State in Latin America. 
Amsterdam, Thela Thesis, pp. 3-21. 

Assies, Willem; van der Haar, Gemma & Hoekema, André (2000). ‘Diversity as a 
Challenge: a Note on the Dilemma of Diversity’. In Assies, van der Haar & 
Hoekema (eds.), The Challenge of Diversity: Indigenous Peoples and Reform 
of the State in Latin America. Amsterdam, Thela Thesis, pp. 295-315. 

Barth, Fredrik (1998). ‘Introduction’. In Barth (ed.) Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: 
the Social Organization of Culture Difference. Illinois, Waveland Press, pp. 
9-38. 

Bastos, Santiago (1998). ‘Los Indios, la Nación y el Nacionalismo’. In C.Dary (ed.) 
La Construcción de la Nación y la Representación Ciudadana: en México, 
Guatemala, Perú, Ecuador y Bolivia. Guatemala, Flacso, pp. 87-157. 

Bastos, Santiago & Camus, Manuela (2003a). CONIC: 11 Años de Lucha por el 
Rescate de la Cultura Maya y la Madre Tierra. Guatemala, CONIC. 

_____ (2003b). Entre el Mecapal y el Cielo: Desarrollo del Movimiento Maya en 
Guatemala. Guatemala, Flacso & Cholsamaj. 

_____ (1996). Quebrando el Silencio: Organizaciones del Pueblo Maya y sus De-
mandas (1986-1992). Guatemala, Flacso. 

_____ (1995). Abriendo Caminos: las Organizaciones Mayas desde el Nobel hasta 
el Acuerdo de Derechos Indígenas. Guatemala, Flacso. 

Beard, Avri Gabrielle (2001). Democratic Oligarchs: Elites and Political Change in 
Guatemala and El Salvador. LASA Paper. 

 http://socrates.berkeley.edu:7001/Research/graduate/lasa2001/beard.html 
Bebbington, Anthony (2005). Los Espacios Públicos de Concertación Local y Sus 

Límites en un Municipio Indígena: Guamote, Ecuador. 
 www.lasociedadcivil.org/uploads/ciberteca/a_bebbington.pdf (2006-07-07) 
Bebbington, Anthony & Perreault, Thomas (2001). ‘Vidas Rurales y Acceso a Re-

cursos Naturals: El Caso de Guamote’. In Bebbington & H.Torres (eds.), Ca-
pital Social en los Andes. Quito, Abya-Yala, pp. 69-103. 

Bebbington, Anthony et al. (1992). Actores de una Decada Ganada. Quito, Edi-
ciones Abya-Yala and Comunidec. 

Beck, Scott & Mijeski, Kenneth (2001). ‘Barricades and Ballots: Ecuador’s Indians 
and the Pachakutik Political Movements’. Ecuadorian Studies, no. 1, Sep-
tember, www.yachana.org/ecuatorianistas/journal/1/beck/beck.htm (2006-07-
07) 

 

http://www.lasociedadcivil.org/uploads/ciberteca/a_bebbington.pdf
http://www.yachana.org/ecuatorianistas/journal/1/beck/beck.htm


 
References    251 

Becker, Marc (1997). Class and Ethnicity in the Canton of Cayambe: The Roots of 
the Modern Indian Movement. Ph.D Dissertation, University of Kansas. 

Bengoa, José (2000). La Emergencia Indígena en América Latina. Santiago de Chi-
le, Fondo de Cultura Económica. 

Biekart, Kees (1999). The Politics of Civil Society Building: European Private Aid 
Agencies and Democratic Transitions in Central America. Amsterdam, Am-
sterdam International Books. 

Black, Chad (1999). The Making of an Indigenous Movement: Culture, Ethnicity, 
and Post-Marxist Social Praxis in Ecuador. University of New Mexico, Re-
search Paper no. 32, May. 

Boletín ICCI-ARY Rimay (2005). Editorial: ‘Los Dilemas de la CONAIE’. 70, enero, 
 (http://icci.nativeweb.org). 
_____ (2002). Editorial: ‘¿Ausencia de liderazgo indígena?’ 36, marzo, 
 (http://icci.nativeweb.org). 
_____ (2001). Editorial: ‘la Coordinadora de Movimientos Sociales y el Movimien-

to Indígena Ecuatoriano’. 26, mayo. (http://icci.nativeweb.org). 
Botero, Luis Fernando (2001). Movilización Indígena, Etnicidad y Proceso de Sim-

bolización en Ecuador (El Caso del Líder Indígena Lázaro Condo). Quito, 
Abya-Yala. 

Booth, John (2001). ‘Global Forces and Regime Change: Guatemala within the Cen-
tral American Context’. In C.Chase-Dunn, S.Jonas & N.Amaro (eds.) Glob-
alization on the Ground: Postbellum Guatemalan Democracy and Develop-
ment. Lanham, Rownman & Littlefiled Publishers, pp. 21-47. 

Bretón, Víctor (2003). ‘The Contradictions of Rural Development NGOs: The Tra-
jectory of the FEPP in Chimborazo’. In L.North and J.Cameron (eds.) Rural 
Progress, Rural Decay: Neoliberal Adjustment Policies and Local Initiatives. 
Bloomfield, Kumarian Press, pp. 143-63. 

_____ (2001). Cooperación al Desarrollo y Demandas Étnias en los Andes Ecuato-
rianos, Quito, Flacso. 

_____ (2000). El ‘Desarrollo Comunitario’ como Modelo de Intervención en el Me-
dio Rural. Quito, AAP, Serie Diálogos. 

_____ (1999). ‘Del Reparto Agrario a la Modernización Excluyente: los Límites del 
Desarrollo Rural en América Latina’. In Bretón, F.García & A.Roca (eds.), 
Los Límites del Desarrollo: Modelos ‘Rotos’ y Modelos ‘por Construir’ en 
América Latina y África. Institut Català D’antropologia, pp. 269-338. 

_____ (1997). Capitalismo, Reforma Agraria y Organizacion Comunal en los An-
des: una Introducción al Caso Ecutatoriano. Universitat de Lleida, ES-
PAI/TEMPS. 

Brockett, Charles (1992). ‘Transformación Agraria y Conflicto Político en Guatema-
la, 1944-1986’. In J.C.Cambranes (ed.) 500 Años de Lucha por la Tierra. Es-
tudios sobre Propiedad Rural y Reforma Agraria en Guatemala, vol. 2. Gua-
temala, Flacso, pp. 1-38. 

_____ (1988). Land, Power and Poverty: Agrarian Transformation and Political 
Conflict in Central America. London, Allen & Unwin. 

Brubaker, Rogers & Cooper, Frederick (2000). ‘Beyond “Identity”’. Theory and 
Society: Renewal and Critique in Social Theory. vol.29/1, February. Kluwer 
Academic Publishers. 

 

http://icci.nativeweb.org/
http://icci.nativeweb.org/
http://icci.nativeweb.org/


 
252 

Brysk, Alison (1995). ‘Acting Globally: Indian Rights and International Politics in 
Latin America’. In D.Lee Van Cott (ed.), Indigenous Peoples and Democ-
racy in Latin America.” New York, St Martin’s Press, pp. 29-51. 

Bunker, Stephen (2001). ‘Coffee and the Guatemalan State’. In C.Chase-Dunn, 
S.Jonas & N.Amaro (eds.) Globalization on the Ground: Postbellum Guate-
malan Democracy and Development. Lanham, Rownman & Littlefiled Pub-
lishers, pp. 129-41. 

Bustamente, Teodore (1993). ‘Perspectivas Alternativas en Torno a la Plurinaciona-
lidad como Reivindicación Indígena en el Ecuador’. In D.Cornejo Penacho 
(ed.) Los Indios y el Estado-Pais: Pluriculturalidad y Multietnicidad en el 
Ecuador: Contribuciones al Debate. Quito, Abya-Yala, pp. 87-109. 

Burgos, Hugo (1997). Relaciones Interetnicas en Riobamba. Quito, Corporación 
Editora Nacional. 

Cabarrús, Carlos Rafael (1979). La Cosmovisión K’ekchi en Proceso de Cambio. 
San Salvador, UCA. 

Cabascango, José María (2002). ‘Participación Indígena en Procesos Electorales’. 
Boletín ICCI-ARY Rimay, 38, mayo (http://icci.nativeweb.org). 

Calderón, Fernando et al. (1992). ‘Social Movements: Actors, Theories, Expecta-
tions’. In A.Escobar & S.Alvarez (eds.) The Making of Social Movements in 
Latin America–Identity, Strategy and Democracy. Boulder, Colorado, West-
view Press, pp.19-36. 

Cameron, John (2003). ‘Municipal Democratization and Rural Development in 
Highland Ecuador’. In L.North & J.Cameron (eds.) Rural Progress, Rural 
Decay: Neoliberal Adjustment Policies and Local Initiatives. Bloomfield, 
Kumarian Press, pp. 164-86. 

Carey, David (2004). ‘Maya Perspectives on the 1999 Referendum in Guatemala’. 
Latin American Perspectives, issue 139, 6, November, pp. 69-93. 

Carrasco, Hernán (1993). ‘Democratización de los Poderes Locales y Levantamiento 
Indígena’. In Sismo Etnico en el Ecuador: Varias Perspectivas. Quito, Cedi-
me, Ediciones Abya-Yala, pp. 29-69. 

Casaus Arzú, Marta (2004). ‘La Metamorfosis del Racismo en la Elite de Poder en 
Guatemala’. In C.Arenas Bianchi, C.Hale & G.Palma Murga (eds.). ¿Racis-
mo en Guatemala? Abriendo el Debate sobre un Tema Tabú, Guatemala, 
Avancso, pp. 45-109. 

Castellanos Cambranes, Julio (1992a). ‘Democratización y Movimientos Campesi-
nos Pro-Tierras en Guatemala’. In Cambranes (ed.) 500 Años de Lucha por la 
Tierra. Estudios sobre Propiedad Rural y Reforma Agraria en Guatemala, 
vol.2. Guatemala, Flacso, pp. 39-72. 

_____ (1992b). ‘Guatemala: El Clamor por la Tierra, El Clamor por una Vida Me-
jor, El Clamor por la Reforma Agraria’. In Cambranes (ed.) 500 Años de Lu-
cha por la Tierra. Estudios sobre Propiedad Rural y Reforma Agraria en 
Guatemala, vol. 2. Guatemala, Flacso, pp. 263-347. 

_____ (1985). Coffee and Peasants in Guatemala: The Origins of the Modern Plan-
tation Economy in Guatemala, 1853-1897. Stockholm, University of Stock-
holm, Institute of Latin American Studies. 

Chalmers, Douglas; Scott, Martin & Piester, Kerianne (1997). ‘Associative Net-
works: New Structures of Representation for the Popular Sectors?’ In 
Chalmers et al. (eds.) The New Politics of Inequality in Latin America–

 

http://icci.nativeweb.org/


 
References    253 

Rethinking Participation and Representation. New York, Oxford University 
Press, pp. 543-82. 

Chase-Dunn, Christopher & Manning, Susan (2001). ‘Globalization from Below in 
Guatemala’. In Chase-Dunn, S.Jonas & N.Amaro (eds.) Globalization on the 
Ground: Postbellum Guatemalan Democracy and Development. Lanham, 
Rownman & Littlefiled Publishers, pp. 207-28. 

Chinchilla, Norma Stoltz (1992). ‘Marxism, Feminism, and the Struggle for Democ-
racy in Latin America’. In A.Escobar & S.Alvarez (eds.) The Making of So-
cial Movements in Latin America: Identity, Strategy and Democracy. Boul-
der, Colorado, Westview Press, pp. 37-51. 

Chiriboga, Manuel (2001). ‘El Levantamiento Indígena Ecuatoriano de 2001, una 
Interpelación’. Íconos, no 10. Abril, Quito, Flacso, pp. 28-33. 

Collin, Jennifer N. (2000). ‘A Sense of Possibility: Ecuador’s Indigenous Movement 
Takes Center Stage’. Nacla Report on the Americas, vol. XXXIII, no. 5, 
March/April, pp. 40-6. 

Conaghan, Catherine & Espinal, Rosario (1990). ‘Unlikely Transitions to Uncertain 
Regimes? Democracy without Compromise in the Dominican Republic and 
Ecuador’. Journal of Latin American Studies, vol. 22, no. 3, pp. 553-74. 

Conferencia Episcopal de Guatemala (1987). El Clamor por la Tierra. Carta Pasto-
ral Colectiva, Guatemala. 

Congcoop (2000). Formas Alternativas de Resolución de Tierra en Guatemala: un 
Contexto Intercultural–Aproximación desde la Experiencia de la Mesa de 
Negociación de Conflictos de Tierra de Alta Verapaz. Guatemala. 

Corkill, David & Cubitt, David (1988). Ecuador: Fragile Democracy. London, 
Latin American Bureau. 

Cucurella, Leonela (2001). ‘”…Cuando los Gobiernos No Entienden”: Entrevista a 
Ricardo Ulcuango’. In K.Lucas & Cucurella (eds.) Nada Solo Para Los Indi-
os. Quito, Ediciones Abya-Yala, pp. 13-26. 

Cueva, Agustín (1989). ‘El Velasquismo: Ensayo de Interpretación’. In F.Burbano 
& C.de la Torre (eds.). El Populismo en el Ecuador. Quito, ILDIS, pp. 113-
45. 

_____ (1982). The Process of Political Domination in Ecuador. New Jersey, New 
Brunswick. 

Cuvi, Pablo (1989). ‘¿Caudillismo o Populismo?’ In F.Burbano & C.de la Torre 
(eds.). El Populismo en el Ecuador. Quito, ILDIS, pp. 149-72. 

Dagnino, Evelina (1998). ‘Culture, Citizenship, and Democracy: Changing Dis-
courses and Practices of the Latin American Left’. In S.Alvarez, E.Dagnino 
& A.Escobar (eds.) Cultures of Politics, Politics of Cultures: Revisioning 
Latin American Social Movements. Boulder, Colorado, Westview Press, pp. 
33-63. 

Dávalos, Pablo (2001). ‘Coyuntura Política y Movimiento Indígena: Elementos para 
el Análisis’. Boletín ICCI-ARY Rimay, no. 24, (http://icci.nativeweb.org). 

Davis, Shelton (2002). ‘Indigenous Peoples, Poverty and Participatory Develop-
ment: The Experiences of the World Bank in Latin America’. In R.Sieder 
(ed.), Multiculturalism in Latin America: Indigenous Rights, Diversity and 
Democracy. New York, Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 227-51. 

Degregori, Carlos Iván (1998a). ‘Ethnicity and Democratic Governability in Latin 
America: Reflections from two Central Andean Countries’. In F.Aguero & 

 

http://icci.nativeweb.org/


 
254 

J.Stark (eds.), Fault Lines of Democracy in Post-Transition Latin America. 
Miami, North-South Center Press, pp. 203-36. 

_____ (1998b). ‘Comunidades: Tierra, Instituciones, Identidad’. In Degregori (ed.) 
Comunidades: Tierra, Instituciones, Identidad. Lima, Diakonia-CEPES-
Arariwa, pp.13-54. 

De Janvry, Alain (1981). The Agrarian Question and Reformism in Latin America. 
Baltimore and London, The John Hopkins University Press. 

de la Peña, Guillermo (2002). ‘Social Citizenship, Ethnic Minority Demands, Hu-
man Rights and Neoliberal Paradoxes: A Case Study in Western Mexico’. In 
R.Sieder (ed.) Multiculturalism in Latin America: Indigenous Rights, Diver-
sity and Democracy. New York, Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 129-56. 

_____ (1998). ‘Etnicidad, Ciudadanía y Cambio Agrario: Apuntes Comparativos 
sobre Tres Países Latinoamericanos’. In C.Dary (ed.) La Construcción de la 
Nación y la Representación Ciudana (En México, Guatemala, Perú, Ecuador 
y Bolivia). Guatemala, Flacso, pp. 27-86. 

de la Torre, Carlos (1998). ‘Populismo, Cultura Política y Vida Cotidiana en Ecua-
dor’. In F.Burbano (ed.) El Fantasma del Populismo: Aproximación a un 
Tema (Siempre) Actual. Quito, Nueva Sociedad, ILDIS & Flacso. 

Della Porta, Donatella & Diani, Mario (1999). Social Movements: An Introduction. 
Oxford, Blackwell Publishers. 

Deruyttere, Anne (2001). Pueblos Indígenas, Globalización y Desarrollo con Iden-
tidad: Algunas Reflexiones de Estrategia. 
www.iadb.org/sds/doc/Ind-ADLasaWP.pdf (2004-09-27). 

Diamond, Larry; Linz, Juan & Lipset, Seymor Martin (1989). Democracy in Devel-
oping Countries: Latin America. Boulder, Lynne Rienner Publishers. 

Díaz Polanco, Hector (1997). Indigenous Peoples in Latin America: The Quest for 
Self-Determination. Boulder, Westtview Press. 

Eckstein, Susan (1989). Power and Popular Protest Berkeley. Berkeley, University 
of California Press. 

ECUARUNARI (1998). Historia de la Nacionalidad y los Pueblos Quichuas del 
Ecuador. Quito. 

Escobar, Arturo & Alvarez, Sonia. (1992). ‘Introduction: Theory and Protest in 
Latin America Today’. In Escobar & Alvarez (eds.) The Making of Social 
Movements in Latin America: Identity, Strategy and Democracy. Boulder,  
Colorado, Westview Press, pp. 1-18. 

Espinosa, Simón (1991). ‘El Papel de la Iglesia Catolica en el Movimiento Indige-
na’. In D.Cornejo Penacho (ed.) Indios: Una Reflexión sobre el Levantamien-
to de 1990. Quito, ILDIS, El Duende & Abya-Yala, pp. 179-219. 

Esquit, Edgar & Gálvez, Víctor (1997). The Mayan Movement Today: Issues of In-
digenous Culture and Development in Guatemala. Guatemala, Flacso. 

Evers, Tilman (1985). ‘Identity: The Hidden Side of New Social Movements in 
Latin America’. In D. Slater (ed.) New Social Movements and the State in 
Latin America. Amsterdam, CEDLA publication, pp. 43-71. 

FENOCIN (1999). Hacia el Nuevo Milenio: Tierra, Desarrollo, Identidad, Vida. 
Quito, Taller Gráfico Nuevo Día. 

Fernández Fernández, José Manuel (1992). ‘Crisis Agraria, Organización del Cam-
pesinado y Conflicto Político en Guatemala’. In J.C.Cambranes (ed.) 500 

 

http://www.iadb.org/sds/doc/Ind-ADLasaWP.pdf


 
References    255 

Años de Lucha por la Tierra. Estudios sobre Propiedad Rural y Reforma 
Agraria en Guatemala, vol. 2. Guatemala, Flacso, pp. 117-202. 

_____ (1988). El Comité de Unidad Campesina: Origen y Desarrollo. Guatemala, 
Centro de Estudios Rurales Centroamericanos (CERCA), Cuaderno 2. 

Figueroa, Adolfo; Altamirando, Teofilo & Sulmont, Denis (1996). Social Exclusión 
and Inequality in Peru. Geneva, International Institute for Labour Studies, 
UN-Programme, Research Series 104. 

Findji, María Teresa (1992). ‘From Resistance to Social Movement: The Indigenous 
Authorities Movement in Colombia’. In Escobar & Alvarez (eds.) The Mak-
ing of Social Movements in Latin America: Identity, Strategy and Democ-
racy. Boulder, Colorado, Westview Press, pp. 112-33. 

Fischer, Edward (1996). ‘Induced Culture Change as a Strategy for Socio-economic 
Development: the Pan-Maya Movement in Guatemala’. In E.Fischer & 
McKenna Brown (eds.) Mayan Cultural Activism in Guatemala. Austin, 
University of Texas Press, pp. 51-73. 

Flores, Edmundo & Merrill, Tim (1991). Chapter three: ‘The Economy’. In Han-
ratty, Dennis (ed.) Ecuador: a Country Study. Washington D.C., Federal Re-
search Division, Library of Congress. 

Foweraker, Joe (1995). Theorizing Social Movements. London, Pluto Press. 
_____ (1990a). ‘Popular Movements and Political Change in Mexico’. In 

J.Foweraker & A.Craig (eds.) Popular Movements and Political Change in 
Mexico. Boulder and London, Lynne Rienner Publishers, pp. 3-20. 

_____ (1990b). ‘Popular Organization and Institutional Change’. In J.Foweraker & 
A.Craig (eds.) Popular Movements and Political Change in Mexico. Boulder 
and London, Lynne Rienner Publishers, pp. 43-58. 

Foweraker, Joe & Landmann, Todd (1997) Citizenship Rights and Social Move-
ments: a Comparative and Statistical Analysis. Oxford, Oxford University 
Press. 

Foweraker, Joe; Landmann, Todd & Harvey, Neil (2003). Governing Latin America. 
Cambridge, Polity. 

Fox, Jonathan (1997). ‘The Difficult Transition from Clientelism to Citizenship: 
Lessons from Mexico’. In D.Chalmers et al. (eds.) The New Politics of Ine-
quality in Latin America: Rethinking Participation and Representation. New 
York, Oxford University, pp. 391-420. 

Fox, Richard & Starn, Orin (1997). ‘Introduction’. In Fox & Starn (eds.) Between 
Resistance and Revolution: Cultural Politics and Social Protest. New 
Brunswick, New Jersey, Rutgers University Press, pp.1-16. 

Frank, Edwin (1991). ‘Un Proyecto Político Alternativo en el Ecuador’. In Corne-
joenacho (ed.) Indios: Una Reflexión sobre el Levantamiento de 1990. Quito, 
ILDIS, El Duende & Abya-Yala, pp. 499-527. 

Gálvez Borrell, Víctor & Gellert, Gisela (2000). Guatemala: Exclusión Social y Es-
trategias para Enfrentarla. Guatemala, Flacso. 

Gálvez Borrell, Víctor et al. (1997). ¿Qué Sociedad Queremos?–Una Mirada desde 
el Movimiento y las Organizaciones Mayas. Guatemala, Flacso. 

Garretón, Manuel A. (2003). Incomplete Democracy: Political Democratization in 
Chile and Latin America. Chapel Hill & London, University of North Caro-
lina Press. 

 



 
256 

Gledhill, John (1988). ‘Agrarian Social Movements and Forms of Consciousness’. 
Bulletin of Latin American Research, no. 2, 1988, pp. 257-76. 

Gleijeses, Piero (1992). ‘La Reforma Agraria de Arbenz’. In J.C.Cambranes (ed.) 
500 Años de Lucha por la Tierra. Estudios sobre Propiedad Rural y Reforma 
Agraria en Guatemala, vol. 1. Guatemala, Flacso, pp. 349-77. 

Gonzáles Casanova, Pablo (1996). ‘Las Etnias Coloniales y el Estado Multi-étnico’. 
In Gonzáles Casanova & M.Roitman Rosenmann (eds.), Democracia y Esta-
do Multiétnico en América Latina. México, Centro de Investigaciones Inter-
disciplinarias en Ciencias y Humanidades, pp. 23-36. 

Guamán Gualli, Julián (2001). ‘El Levantamiento Indígena del 2001’. Boletín ICCI-
ARY Rimay: no. 24, marzo (http://icci.nativeweb.org). 

Guerrero, Andrés (1994). Commentaries to Jorge León’s book, De Campesinos a 
Ciudadanos Diferentes–el Levantamiento Indígena. Quito, Cedime, Edicio-
nes Abya-Yala. 

_____ (1993). ‘La Desintegración de la Administración Etnica en el Ecuador: De 
Sujetos-Indios a Ciudadanos-Etnicos: de la Manifestación de 1961 al Levan-
tamiento Indígena de 1990’. In Sismo Etnico en el Ecuador: Varias Perspec-
tivas. Quito, Cedime, Ediciones Abya-Yala, pp. 91-112. 

Gustafson, Bret (2002). ‘Paradoxes of Liberal Indigenism: Indigenous Movements, 
State processes, and Intercultural Reform in Bolivia’. In D.Maybury-Lewis 
(ed.), The Politics of Ethnicity: Indigenous Peoples in Latin American States. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, Harvard University Press, D.Rockefeller Center 
Series on Latin American Studies, pp. 267-306. 

Hagopian, Frances (1996). ‘Tradicional Power Structures and Democratic Govern-
ance in Latin America’. In J.Domínguez & A.Lowenthal (eds.), Constructing 
Democratic Governance: Latin America and the Caribbean in the 1990s–
Themes and Issues. Baltimore, Johns Hopkins University Press, pp. 64-86. 

Hale, Charles (2004). ‘Rethinking Indigenous Politics in the Era of the “Indio Per-
mitido”’. NACLA Report on the Americas, Sep/Oct, vol. 38, no. 2, pp. 16-21, 
37. 

_____ (1994). ‘Between Che Guevara and the Pachamama: Mestizos, Indians and 
Identity Politics in the Anti-Quincentenary Campaign’. Critique of Anthro-
pology, vol. 14, no. 1, pp. 9-39. 

Handy, Jim (1990a). ‘The Corporate Community, Campesino Organizations, and 
Agrarian Reform: 1950-1954’. In C.Smith (ed.), Guatemalan Indians and the 
State: 1540-1988. Austin, University of Texas Press, pp. 163-82. 

_____ (1990b). ‘El Conflicto Étnico y la Revolución Guatemalteca, 1944-1952’. 
Anales de la Academia de Geografía e Historia de Guatemala, tomo LXIV. 
Guatemala, AGGH. 

Haney, Emil & Wava (1989). ‘The Agrarian Transition in Highland Ecuador: From 
Precapitalism to Agrarian Capitalism in Chimborazo’. In W.Thiesenhusen 
(ed.) Searching for Agrarian Reform in Latin America. London, Unwin 
Hyman, pp. 70-91. 

_____ (1987). Transformation of the Agrarian Structure in Ecuador, with Specific 
Reference to the Province of Chimborazo. University of Wisconsin-Madison, 
Land Tenure Center, Research Paper 86. 

Heater, Derek (1999). What is Citizenship? Cambridge, Polity Press. 

 



 
References    257 

Hildalgo Flor, Francisco (2001). ‘El Movimiento Indígena en el Ecuador: Sujeto 
Social que Genera un Proyecto Contrahegemónico’. In K.Lucas & 
L.Cucurella (eds.) Nada Solo Para Los Indios. Quito, Abya-Yala, pp. 57-76. 

Hobsbawn, Eric & Ranger, Terence (eds.) (2000). The Invention of Tradition. New 
York, Cambridge of University Press, Canto edition. 

Huet, Alfonso (1999). ‘Desarrollo Integral Comunitario: Un Camino para Alta Ve-
rapaz’. Desarrollo y Cultura. Alta Verapaz, Centro Bartolomé de las Casas, 
Textos Ak’ Kutan 15, pp. 51-67. 

Hurtado, Osvaldo (1980). Political Power in Ecuador. Albuquerque, University of 
New Mexico Press. 

Ibarra, Alicia (1992). Los Indígenas y el Estado en el Ecuador: La Práctica Neoin-
digenista. Quito, Ediciones Abya- Yala. 

Ibarra, Hernán (1999). ‘Intelectuales Indígenas, Neoindigenismo e Indianismo en el 
Ecuador’. Ecuador Debate, no. 48, pp. 91-94. 

_____ (1994). Commentaries to Jorge León’s book, De Campesinos a Ciudadanos 
Diferentes: el Levantamiento Indígena. Quito, Cedime & Abya-Yala. 

IDEA (1998). Democracy in Guatemala: The Misión for an Entire People. Capac-
ity-Building Series 7. 

Inforpress Centroamericana (2000). Problemática de la Tierra–Reclama Soluciones 
Efectivas. Cuadernos de Investigación Interactiva, 3, enero. 

Isaacs, Anita (1993). Military rule and Transition in Ecuador, 1972-92. Hampshire 
and London, Macmillan Press. 

Iturralde, Diego (1980). Guamote: Campesinos y Comunas. Instituto Otavaleño de 
Antropología Serie Antropología Social. 

Jelin, Elisabeth (1996). ‘Citizenship Revisited: Solidarity, Responsibility, and 
Rights’. In Jelin & E.Herschberg (eds.) Constructing Democracy–Human 
Rights, Citizenship and Society in Latin America. Boulder, Colorado, West-
view Press, pp. 101-19. 

Jonas, Susanne (2001). ‘Democratization through Peace’. In C.Chase-Dunn, S.Jonas 
& N.Amaro (eds.) Globalization on the Ground: Postbellum Guatemalan 
Democracy and Development. Lanham, Rownman & Littlefiled Publishers, 
pp. 49-81. 

_____ (2000). Of Centaurs and Doves-Guatemala’s Peace Process. Boulder, West-
view Press. 

_____ (1991). The Battle for Guatemala–Rebels, Death Squads and U.S. Power. 
Boulder, Westview Press, Latin American Perspectives, no. 5. 

Jung, Courtney (2003). ‘The Politics of Indigenous Identity: Neoliberalism, Cultural 
Rights, and the Mexican Zapatistas’. Social Research, vol. 70, no. 2, summer, 
pp. 433-62. 

Kay, Cristobál (1999). ‘Rural Development: From Agrarian Reform to Neoliberal-
ism and Beyond’. In R.Gwynne & C.Kay (eds.), Latin America Trans-
formed–Globalization and Modernity. London, Arnold, pp. 272-303. 

_____ (1995). ‘Rural Latin America: Exclusionary and Uneven Agricultural Devel-
opment’. In S.Halebsky & R.Harris (eds.) Capital, Power, and Inequality in 
Latin America. Boulder, Westview Press, pp. 21-51. 

Kearney, Michael (2001). ‘Class and Identity: The Jujitsu of Domination and Resis-
tance in Oaxacalifornia’. In D.Holland & J.Lave (eds.), History in Person: 

 



 
258 

Enduring Struggles, Contentious Practice, Intimate Identities. Santa Fe, 
School of American Research Press, pp. 247-80. 

Kearney, Michael & Varese, Stefano (1995). ‘Latin America’s Indigenous Peoples: 
Changing Identities and Forms of Resistance’. In S.Halebsky & R.Harris 
(eds.), Capital, Power and Inequality in Latin America. Boulder, Colorado, 
Westview Press, pp. 207-31. 

Kluck, Patricia (1991). ‘The Society and Its Environment’. In D.Hanratty Ecuador: 
a Country Study. Washington D.C., Federal Research Division, Library of 
Congress. 

Korovkin, Tanya (2003). ‘Agrarian Capitalism and Communal Institutional Spaces: 
Chimborazo After the Land Reform’. In L.North & J.Cameron (eds.) Rural 
Progress, Rural Decay: Neoliberal Adjustment Policies and Local Initiatives. 
Bloomfield, Kumarian Press, pp. 127-42. 

_____ (2002). Comunidades Indígenas: Economía de Mercado y Democracia en los 
Andes Ecuatorianos. Quito, Cedime, IFEA & Abya-Yala. 

Korzeniewics, Roberto (2000). ‘Rural Poverty, Women and Indigenous Groups in 
Latin America’. In R.López & A.Valdés (eds.) Rural Poverty in Latin Amer-
ica. New York, Macmillan Press, London & St Martin’s Press, pp. 49-64. 

Kurtz, Marcus (2000). ‘Understanding Peasant Revolution: From Concept to Theory 
and Case’. Theory and Society: Renewal and Critique in Social Theory, vol. 
29/1, February, pp. 93-124. 

Laclau, Ernesto (1985). ‘New Social Movements and the Plurality of the Social’. In 
D.Slater (ed.) New Social Movements and the State in Latin America. Ams-
terdam, CEDLA Publication, pp. 27-42. 

Laparra de Guzmán, Aracelly (1979). Aportaciones para un Mejor Conocimiento de 
la Verapaz. Guatemala, Universidad de San Carlos. 

Larson, Broke (2004). Trials of Nation Making: Liberalism, Race, and Ethnicity in 
the Andes, 1810-1910. New York, Cambridge University Press. 

Leal Leal, Carlos Humberto (2000). Monografía San Miguel Tucurú, Alta Verapaz. 
Tucurú, Guatemala, Centro Cultural Municipal & La Coordinación Técnica 
Administrativa del Distrito Escolar 16-06-11. 

Le Bot, Yvon (1995). La Guerra en Tierras Mayas: Comunidad, Violencia, y Mo-
dernidad en Guatemala (1970-1992). Mexico, Fondo de Cultura Económica. 

Lee Van Cott, Donna (2002). ‘Constitutional Reform in the Andes: Redefining In-
digenous-State Relations’. In R.Sieder (ed.), Multiculturalism in Latin Amer-
ica: Indigenous Rights, Diversity and Democracy. New York, Palgrave 
Macmillan, pp. 45-73. 

_____ (1995). ‘Indigenous peoples and Democracy: Issues for policymakers’. In Lee 
Van Cott (ed.), Indigenous peoples and Democracy in Latin America. New 
York, St Martin’s Press, pp. 1-27. 

Lehmann, David (1990). Democracy and Development in Latin America: Econom-
ics, Politics and Religion in the Post-War Period. Cambridge, Polity. 

León Trujillo, Jorge (2003). ‘Ecuador en Crisis: Estado, Etnicidad y Movimientos 
Sociales en la Era de la Globalización’. Socialismo y Participación, no. 96, 
pp. 103-24.  

_____ (2001). Conflicto Etnico, Democracia y Estado. Íconos no. 10, Abril, Quito, 
Flacso, pp. 48-56. 

 



 
References    259 

_____ (1994). De Campesinos a Ciudadanos Diferentes–el Levantamiento Indígena. 
Quito, Cedime, Ediciones Abya-Yala. 

_____ (1991). ‘Las Organizaciones Indígenas: Igualdad y Diferencia: la Afirmación 
de los Conquistados’. In D.Cornejo Penacho (ed.) Indios: Una Reflexión so-
bre el Levantamiento de 1990. Quito, ILDIS, El Duende & Abya-Yala, pp. 
373-417. 

Letona, Carlos (1999). ‘Agenda para el Desarrollo Sostenible del Departamento de 
Alta Verapaz’. Desarrollo y Cultura. Alta Verapaz, Centro Bartolomé de las 
Casas, Textos Ak’ Kutan 15, pp. 33-50. 

Lievesley, Geraldine (1999). Democracy in Latin America: Mobilization, Power and 
the Search for a New Politics. Manchester, Manchester University Press. 

Lluco, Miguel (1993). Interview by Jorge León in ‘Versiones de los Protagonistas: 
los Hechos Históricos y el Valor de los Testimonios Disidentes’. Sismo Etni-
co en el Ecuador: Varias Perspectivas. Quito, Cedime, Ediciones Abya-Yala, 
pp. 136-43. 

Lucas, Kintto (2001). ‘Levantamiento Indígena. De la Identidad Social a la Identi-
dad Política’. In Lucas & L.Cucurella (eds.) Nada Solo Para Los Indios. Qui-
to, Ediciones Abya-Yala, pp. 77-83. 

_____ (2000). We Will not Dance on Our Grandparents’ Tombs: Indigenous Upris-
ings in Ecuador. Quito, Abya-Yala. 

Lucero, José Antonio (2003). ‘Locating the “Indian Problem”: Community, Nation-
ality, and Contradiction in Ecuadorian Indigenous Politics’. Latin American 
Perspectives, vol. 30, no. 1, pp. 23-47. 

Luckham, Robin (1998). ‘Popular versus Liberal Democracy in Nicaragua and Tan-
zania’. Democratization, vol. 5, no. 3, autumn, pp. 92-126. 

Macas, Luis (2005). ‘En la Comuna está el Poder y la Fuerza del Movimiento Indí-
gena’. Boletín ICCI-Ary Rimay, 70, enero. (http://icci.nativeweb.org). 

_____ (2004).’La Tierra para los Pueblos Indígenas en el Ecuador’. Boletín ICCI-
Ary Rimay, 58, enero. (http://icci.nativeweb.org). 

_____ (1994). Commentaries to Jorge León’s book, De Campesinos a Ciudadanos 
Diferentes–el Levantamiento Indígena. Quito, Cedime, Abya-Yala. 

_____ (1991). ‘El Levantamiento Indígena visto por sus Protagonistas’. In 
D.Cornejo Penacho (ed.) Indios: Una Reflexión sobre el Levantamiento de 
1990. Quito, ILDIS, El Duende & Abya-Yala, pp. 17-36. 

Macdonald, Theodore (2002). ‘Ecuador’s Indian Movement: Pawn in a Short Game 
or Agent in State Reconfiguration?’ In D.Maybury-Lewis (ed.), The Politics 
of Ethnicity: Indigenous Peoples in Latin American States. Cambridge, Mas-
sachusetts, Harvard University Press, D.Rockefeller Center Series on Latin 
American Studies, pp. 169-98. 

MacLeod, Morna (1998). Poder Local: Reflexiones sobre Guatemala. United King-
dom & Ireland, Oxfam. 

Mahoney, James (2001). The Legacies of Liberalism: Path Dependence and Politi-
cal Regimes in Central America. Baltimore & London, John Hopkins Uni-
versity Press. 

Malloy, James (1977). ‘Authoritarianism and Corporatism in Latin America: The 
Modal Pattern’. In J.Malloy (ed.), Authoritarianism and Corporatism in 
Latin America. Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh University Press, pp. 3-19. 

 

http://icci.nativeweb.org/
http://icci.nativeweb.org/


 
260 

Marshall, T.H (1992). ‘Citizenship and Social Class’. In Bottomore & Marshall, 
Citizenship and Social Class. New Dehli, Interpress Magazines, pp. 3-51. 

Martínez, Luciano (2003). ‘Endogeneous Peasant Responses to Structural Adjust-
ment: Ecuador in Comparative Andean Perspective’. In L.North & 
J.Cameron (eds.) Rural Progress, Rural Decay: Neoliberal Adjustment Poli-
cies and Local Initiatives. Bloomfield, Kumarian Press, pp. 85-105. 

_____ (2002). Economía Política de las Comunidades Indígenas. Quito, Ediciones 
Abya Yala, ILDIS, Flacso & Oxfam. 

_____ (1998). ‘Comunidades y Tierra en el Ecuador’. In C.I. Degrégori (ed.) Comu-
nidades: Tierra, Instituciones, Identidad. Peru, Diakonia-CEPES-Arariwa, 
pp. 55-79. 

_____ (1987). Economía Política de las Comunidades Indígenas. Quito, Centro de 
Investigaciones de la Realidad Ecuatoriana (CIRE). 

Melucci, Alberto (1998). ‘Third World or Planetary Conflicts?’ In S.Alvarez, 
E.Dagnino & A.Escobar (eds.) Cultures of Politics, Politics of Cultures–
Revisioning Latin American Social Movements. Boulder, Colorado, West-
view Press, pp. 422-9. 

Migdal, Joel (2001). State in Society: Studying how States and Societies Transform 
and Constitute One Another. New York, Cambridge University Press. 

Montejo, Víctor (1997). ‘Pan-Mayanismo–La Pluriformidad de la Cultura Maya y el 
Proceso de Autorepresentación de los Mayas’. Mesoamérica 33, pp. 93-123. 

Moore Jr., Barrington (1966). Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy: Lord 
and Peasant in the Making of the Modern World. Harmondsworth, Penguin 
Books. 

Moreano, Alejandro (1993). ‘El Movimiento Indio y el Estado Multinacional’. In 
D.Cornejo Penacho (ed.) Los Indios y el Estado-Pais: Pluriculturalidad y 
Multietnicidad en el Ecuador: Contribuciones al Debate. Quito, Ediciones 
Abya-Yala, pp. 215-56. 

Munck, Gerardo (1990). ‘Identity and Ambiguity in Democratic Struggles’. In 
J.Foweraker & A.Craig (eds.) Popular Movements and Political Change in 
Mexico. Boulder & London, Lynne Rienner Publishers, pp. 23-42. 

Mörner, Magnus (1985). The Andean Past: Land, Societies and Conflicts. New 
York, Columbia University Press. 

Nacla Report on the Americas (1996). ‘An Interview with Rigoberta Menchú Tum’. 
Vol. XXIX, no. 6, pp. 6-10. 

Navarro, Wilson et al. (1996). Tierra para la Vida: Acceso de Campesinos Ecuato-
rianos a la Tierra: Opción y Experiencias del FEPP. Quito, FEPP. 

North, Liisa; Wade, Kit & Koep, Tobert (2003). ‘Rural Land Conflicts and Human 
Rights Violations in Ecuador’. In L.North & J.Cameron (eds.) Rural Pro-
gress, Rural Decay: Neoliberal Adjustment Policies and Local Initiatives. 
Bloomfield, Kumarian Press, pp. 106-23. 

O´Donnell, Guillermo (1994). ‘Delegative Democracy’. Journal of Democracy, vol. 
5, no. 1, Jan 1994, pp. 55-69. 

Oommen, T.K. (1997). Citizenship, Nationality and Ethnicity, Reconciling Compet-
ing Identities. Cambridge, Polity Press. 

Ortiz Crespo, Gonzalo (1992). ‘Las Tareas Inconclusas de Nuestra Historia… a Pro-
pósito de la Plurinacionalidad y el Movimiento Indígena’. In Ayala et al., 

 



 
References    261 

Pueblos Indios, Estado y Derecho. Quito, Corporación Editora Nacional, pp. 
85-128. 

_____ (1991). ‘El Problema Indígena y el Gobierno’. In D.Cornejo Penacho (ed.) 
Indios: Una Reflexión sobre el Levantamiento de 1990. Quito, ILDIS, El 
Duende & Abya-Yala, pp. 99-178. 

Ospina Peralta, Pablo (2005). ‘El Peso de la Noche: una Perspectiva Histórica de la 
Crisis Política en Ecuador’. Ecuador Debate, no. 64, April. 

_____ (2000). ‘Reflexiones sobre el Transformismo: Movilización Indígena y Ré-
gimen Político en el Ecuador (1990-1998)’. In J.Massel & M.Bonilla (eds.) 
Los Movimientos Sociales en las Democracias Andinas. Quito, Flacso & In-
stitut Francais d’Études Andines, pp. 125-46. 

Otzoy, Antonio (1996). ‘Guatemala: The Struggle for Maya Unity’. NACLA, Report 
on the Americas, vol. XXIX, no. 5, March/April, pp. 33-6. 

Oxhorn, Philip (2003). ‘Social Inequality, Civil Society and the Limits of Citizen-
ship in Latin America’. In S.Eckstein & T.Wickham-Crowley (eds.), What 
Justice? Whose Justice? Fighting for Fairness in Latin America. Los Ange-
les, London, University of California Press, pp. 35-63. 

Pacari, Nina (1996). ‘Ecuador–Taking on the Neo-liberal Agenda’. NACLA, Report 
on the Americas, vol. XXIX, no. 5, March/April, pp 23-32. 

Paige, Jeffery (1997). Coffee and Power: Revolution and the Rise of Democracy in 
Central America. Cambridge, Massachusetts, Harvard University Press. 

Palma Murga, Gustavo (1998). ‘Promised the Earth, Agrarian Reform in the Socio-
economic Agreement’. Accord, no. 2. 

Paz Cárcamo, Guillermo (1997). Guatemala: Reforma Agraria. Flacso-Guatemala  
Paoli, Maria Celia & Telles, Ver da Silva (1998). ‘Social Rights: Conflicts and Ne-

gotiations in Contemporary Brazil’. In S.Alvarez, E.Dagnino & A.Escobar 
(eds.) Cultures of Politics, Politics of Cultures–Revisioning Latin American 
Social Movements. Boulder, Colorado, Westview Press, pp. 64-92. 

Peeler, John (2004). Building Democracy in Latin America. Boulder, London, 
Lynne Rienner Publishers. 

_____ (2003). ‘Social Justice and the New Indigenous Policies: An Analysis of Gua-
temala, the Central Andes, and Chiapas’. In S.Eckstein & T.Wickham-
Crowley (eds.), What Justice? Whose Justice? Fighting for Fairness in Latin 
America. Berkeley, Los Angeles, University of California Press, pp. 257-84. 

Pérez Arteta, Ignacio (1991). ‘El Levantamiento Indígena visto por los Hacenda-
dos’. In D.Cornejo Penacho (ed.) Indios: Una Reflexión sobre el Levanta-
miento de 1990. Quito, ILDIS, El Duende & Abya-Yala, pp. 37-59. 

Pérez-Liñán, Aníbal (2003). ‘Presidential Crises and Democratic Accountability in 
Latin America, 1990-1999’. In S.Eckstein & T.Wickham-Crowley (eds.), 
What Justice? Whose Justice? Fighting for Fairness in Latin America. Los 
Angeles, University of California Press, pp. 98-129. 

Petras, James (2003). The New Development Politics: the Age of Empire Building 
and New Social Movements. Aldershot, Hampshire, Ashgate. 

Plant, Roger (2002). ‘Latin America’s Multiculturalism: Economic and Agrarian 
Dimensions’. In R.Sieder (ed.) Multiculturalism in Latin America: Indige-
nous Rights, Diversity and Democracy. New York, Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 
208-26. 

 



 
262 

_____ (2000). ‘Indigenous Rights and Latin American Multiculturalism: Lessons 
from the Guatemalan Peace Process’. In W.Assies, G.van der Haar & 
A.Hoekema (eds.), The Challenge of Diversity: Indigenous Peoples and Re-
form of the State in Latin America. Amsterdam, Thela Thesis, pp. 23-43. 

_____ (1998a). Issues of Indigenous Identity and Development. 
 http://www.iadb.org/SDS/doc/952eng.pdf (2004-09-27). 
_____ (1998b). Indigenous Peoples and Poverty Reduction: A Case Study of Gua-

temala. http://www.iadb.org/SDS/doc/IND-RPlantE.PDF (2004-09-27). 
_____ (1978). Guatemala: Unnatural Distaster. London, Latin America Bureau. 
 Przeworski, Adam et al. (1995). Sustainable Democracy. Cambridge, Cambridge 

University Press. 
Quintero, Rafeal (1989). ‘El Mito del “Populismo Velasquista” y la Consumación 

del Pacto Oligárquico’. In F.Burbano & C.de la Torre (eds.). El Populismo en 
el Ecuador. Quito, ILDIS, pp. 199-259. 

Quintero, Rafael & Silva Erica (1998). Ecuador: una Nación en Ciernes, vol. 1-3. 
Quito, Abya-Yala. 

Radcliffe, Sarah (1999). ‘Civil Society, Social Difference and Politics: Issues of 
Identity and Representation’. In R.Gwynne & C.Kay (eds.), Latin America 
Transformed–Globalization and Modernity. London, Arnold, pp. 203-23. 

Ramón, Galo (1988). ‘Economía y Comunidades Andinas Ecuatorianos: Enfoques 
Conceptuales’. In S.Escobar (ed.), El Problema Agrario en el Ecuador. Qui-
to, ILDIS, pp. 299-315. 

Ramón Gonzáles, Jorge (2004). ‘Esas Sangres No Están Limpias: Modernidad y 
Pensamiento Civilizatorio en Guatemala (1954-1977)’. In C.Arenas Bianchi, 
C.Hale & G.Palma Murga (eds.). ¿Racismo en Guatemala? Abriendo el De-
bate sobre un Tema Tabú, Guatemala, Avancso, pp. 1-44. 

Ramos, Jorge (1998). El Problema Agrario en Guatemala: Diagnóstico General: 
Instrumento Básico para el Debate y Consenso. Guatemala, COINDE. 

Remy, María Isabel (1995). ‘The indigenous Population and the Construction of 
Democracy in Peru’. In D.Lee Van Cott (ed.), Indigenous Peoples and De-
mocracy in Latin America. New York St Martin’s Press, pp. 107-30. 

Reyes Illescas, Miguel A (1998). Patrimonialismo y Participación: del Control del 
Estado a la Lucha de los Pueblos–Guatemala 1970-1998. Guatemala, Flacso. 

Rita Ramos, Alcida (2002). ‘Cutting through State and Class: Sources and Strategies 
of Self-representation in Latin America’. In K.Warren & J.Jackson (eds.) In-
digenous Movements, Self-Representation and the State in Latin America. 
Austin, University of Texas Press, pp. 251-79. 

Roberts, Kenneth (1998). Deepening Democracy? The Modern Left and Social 
Movements in Chile and Peru. California, Stanford University Press. 

Robinson, William (2003). Transnational Conflicts: Central America, Social 
Change and Globalization. London, Verso. 

_____ (2001). ‘Neoliberalism, the Global Elite, and the Guatemalan Transition’. In 
C.Chase-Dunn, S.Jonas & N.Amaro (eds.) Globalization on the Ground: 
Postbellum Guatemalan Democracy and Development. Lanham,  Rownman 
& Littlefiled Publishers, pp. 189-205. 

Rodríguez, Antonio & Martínez, Ma José (2000). ‘Neoindigenismo en Ecuador’. 
Memoria, Mexico, marzo. http://www.memoria.com.mx/133 (2004-09-26). 

 

http://www.iadb.org/SDS/doc/952eng.pdf
http://www.iadb.org/SDS/doc/IND-RPlantE.PDF
http://www.memoria.com.mx/133


 
References    263 

Rodríguez Saltos, Roberto (1987). Guamote: Ayer y Hoy. Editorial Pedagogica 
‘Freire’. Riobamba-Ecuador. 

Roitman Rosenmann, Marcos (1996). ‘Formas de Estado y Democracia Multiétnica 
en América Latina’. In P.González Casanova & M.Roitman Rosenmann 
(eds.) Democracia y Estado Multiétnico en América Latina. Mexico, UNAM, 
Centro de Investigaciones Interdisciplinarias en Ciencias y Humanidades, pp. 
37-61. 

Roper, M; Perrault, T & Wilson, P (2003). ‘Introduction’. Latin American Perspec-
tives, vol. 30, pp. 5-22. 

Ropp, Steve (2004). ‘What about Corporatism in Central America?’ In H.Wiarda 
(ed.) Authoritarianism and Corporatism in Latin America–Revisited. Univer-
sity Press of Florida, pp. 256-81. 

Rosero, Fernando (1991). ‘Defensa y Recuperación de la Tierra: Campesinado, 
Identidad Etnocultural y Nación’. In D.Cornejo Penacho (ed.) Indios: Una 
Reflexión sobre el Levantamiento de 1990. Quito, ILDIS, El Duende & Ab-
ya-Yala, pp. 419-48. 

Rueschemeyer, Dietrich; Stephens, Evelyn & Stephens, John (1992). Capitalist De-
velopment & Democracy. Chicago, University of Chicago Press. 

Saltos Galarza, Napoleón (2001). ‘Movimiento Indígena y Movimientos Sociales: 
Encuentros y Desencuentros’. Boletín ICCI-ARY Rimay, no. 27, junio. 
http://icci.nativeweb.org. 

Sánchez, R & Pita, B (1999). ‘Mapping Cultural/Political Debates in Latin Ameri-
can Studies’. Cultural Studies 13(2), pp. 319-34. 

Santana, Roberto (2004). ‘Cuando las Élites Dirigentes Giran en Redondo: el Caso 
de los Liderazgos Indígenas en Ecuador’. Ecuador Debate 61, April  

_____ (1995). Ciudadanos en la Etnicidad: Los Indios en la Política o la Política de 
los Indios. Quito, Cayambe, Ediciones Abya-Yala. 

Schmitter, Phillippe (1974) ‘Still the Century of Corporatism?’ In F.Pike & T.Stritch 
(eds.) The New Corporatism: Social-Political Structures in the Iberian 
World. Indiana, University of Notre Dame Press, pp. 85-131. 

Schackt, Jon (2000). ‘La Cultura Q’eqchi y el Asunto de la Identidad entre Indíge-
nas y Ladinos en Alta Verapaz’. In Estudios Interétnicos: Revista del Institu-
to de Estudios Interétnicos, año 8, no. 13, julio, pp. 14-20. 

Schodt, David (1987). Ecuador: An Andean Enigma. Boulder, Westview Press. 
Schumpeter, Joseph. (1976). Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy. London, Allen 

and Unwin. 
Scott, Alan (1990). Ideology and the New Social Movements. London, Unwin 

Hyman. 
Selverston, Melina (1997). ‘The Politics of Identity Reconstruction: Indians and 

Democracy in Ecuador’. In D.Chalmers et al. (eds.) The New Politics of Ine-
quality in Latin America–Rethinking Participation and Representation. New 
York, Oxford University Press, pp. 170-91. 

_____ (1995). ‘The Politics of Culture: Indigenous Peoples and the State in Ecua-
dor’. In D.Lee Van Cott (ed.), Indigenous Peoples and Democracy in Latin 
America. New York, St. Martin’s Press, pp. 131-52. 

Selverston-Scher, Melina (2001). Ethnopolitics in Ecuador. Coral Gables, Florida, 
University of Miami, North-South Center Press. 

 

http://icci.nativeweb.org/


 
264 

Shefner, Jon (1995). ‘Moving in the Wrong Direction in Social Movement Theory’. 
Theory and Society, vol. 24, no. 4, August, pp. 595-612. 

Siebers, Hans (1998). Tradición, Modernidad e Identidad en los Q’eqchi’es. Alta 
Verapaz, Centro Bartolomé de las Casas, Textos Ak’ Kutan 10. 

Sieder, Rachel (2002a). ‘Introduction’. In Sieder (ed.), Multiculturalism in Latin 
America: Indigenous Rights, Diversity and Democracy. New York, Palgrave 
Macmillan, pp. 1-23. 

_____ (2002b). ‘Recognising Indigenous Law and the Politics of State Formation in 
Mesoamerica’. In Sieder (ed.), Multiculturalism in Latin America: Indige-
nous Rights, Diversity and Democracy. New York, Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 
184-207. 

_____ (2000). ‘”Paz, Progreso, Justicia y Honradez”: Law and Citizenship in Alta 
Verapaz during the Regime of Jorge Ubico’. Bulletin of Latin American Re-
search, vol. 19, no. 3, July, pp. 285-302. 

_____ (1998a). ‘Reframing Citizenship: Indigenous rights, Local Power and the 
Peace Process in Guatemala’. Accord, no. 2. 

_____ (1998b). ‘Repensando la Democratización y la Ciudadanía: El Pluralismo 
Legal y la Reforma Institucional en Guatemala’. In C.Dary (ed.) La Cons-
trucción de la Nación y la Representación Ciudana: En México, Guatemala, 
Perú, Ecuador y Bolivia. Guatemala, Flacso, pp. 341-78. 

_____ (1996). Derecho Consuetudinario y Transición Democrática en Guatemala. 
Guatemala, Flacso. 

Smith, Carol (1993). ‘Local History in Global Context: Social and Economic Transi-
tion in Western Guatemala’. In D.Levine (ed.), Constructing Culture and 
Power in Latin America. Ann Arbor, University of Michigan Press, pp. 75-
117. 

_____ (1991). ‘Maya Nationalism’. Nacla Report on the Americas, vol. 25, no. 3, 
pp. 29-33. 

_____ (1990a). ‘Introduction: Social Relations in Guatemalan over Time and 
Space’. In C.Smith (ed.), Guatemalan Indians and the State: 1540-1988. 
Austin, University of Texas Press, pp. 1-34. 

_____ (1990b). ‘Origins of the National Question in Guatemala: A hypothesis’. In 
C.Smith (ed.), Guatemalan Indians and the State: 1540-1988. Austin, Uni-
versity of Texas Press, pp. 72-95. 

_____ (1990c). ‘Conclusion: History and Revolution in Guatemala’. In C.Smith 
(ed.), Guatemalan Indians and the State: 1540-1988. Austin, University of 
Texas Press, pp. 258-85. 

Snow, David & Benford, Robert. (1992). ‘Master Frames and Cycles of Protest’. In 
A.Morris & C.McClurg Mueller (eds.), Frontiers in Social Movement The-
ory. New Haven, Yale University Press, pp. 133-55. 

Somers, Margaret (1993). ‘Citizenship and the Place of the Public Sphere: Law, 
Community, and Political Culture in the Transition to Democracy’. American 
Sociological Review, vol. 58, October pp. 587-620. 

Stavenhagen, Rodolfo. (2002). ‘Indigenous people and the State in Latin America: 
An Ongoing Debate’. In R.Sieder (ed.), Multiculturalism in Latin America: 
Indigenous Rights, Diversity and Democracy. New York, Palgrave Macmil-
lan, pp. 24-44. 

 



 
References    265 

_____ (1996a). ‘Indigenous Rights: Some Conceptual Problems’. In E.Jelin & 
E.Herschberg (eds.) Constructing Democracy–Human Rights, Citizenship 
and Society in Latin America. Boulder, Colorado, Westview Press, pp. 141-
59. 

_____ (1996b). Ethnic Conflicts and the Nation-State. Hampshire and London, 
Macmillan Press. 

_____ (1987). ‘Ethnocide or Ethnodevelopment: The New Challenge’. Develop-
ment: Seeds of Change: 1, pp. 74-8. 

_____ (1975). Social Classes in Agrarian Societies. New York Anchor Books, Dou-
bleday. 

Stepan, Alfred (1978). The State and Society: Peru in Comparative Perspective. 
Princeton, New Jersey, Princeton University Press. 

Sylva Charvet, Paola (1986). Gamonalismo y Lucha Campesina. Quito, Abya-Yala. 
Tarrow, S (1998). Power in Movement: Social Movements & Contentious Politics. 

New York, Cambridge University Press. 
Thiesenhusen, William (1995). Broken Promises: Agrarian Reform and the Latin 

American Campesino. Boulder, San Francisco, Oxford, Westview Press. 
Thurner, Mark (2000). ‘Políticas Campesinos y Haciendas Andinas en la Transición 

hacia el Capitalismo: una Historia Etnográfica’. In A.Guerrero (ed.), Etnici-
dades. Quito, Flacso, pp, 337-96. 

_____ (1989). Hacienda Dissolution, Peasant Struggle, and Land Market in Ecua-
dor’s Central Highlands (Canton Colta, Chimborazo Province). University 
of Wisconsin-Madison, LTC Research Paper 99. 

Tilly, Charles (1978). From Mobilization to Revolution. Reading, Massachusetts, 
Addison Wesley Publishing Company. 

Tiney, Juan (2000). ‘Lucha por la Tierra’. In Maria Garcia et al. (eds.) Tierra y Espi-
ritualidad Maya. Guatemala, La Copia Fiel Impresos, pp. 5-20. 

Torres, Víctor Hugo (1999). ‘Guamote: el Proceso Indígena de Gobierno Municipal 
Participativo’. In Ciudadanías Emergentes: Experiencias Democráticas de 
Desarrollo Local. Quito, Ediciones Abya-Yala, pp. 87-112. 

Trudeau, Robert (1993). Guatemalan Politics–the Popular Struggle for Democracy. 
Boulder, Lynne Rienner. 

Tulio Recinos, Marco (1995). ‘Lucha Campesina por la Tierra en Tucurú, Alta Ve-
rapaz’. Voces del Tiempo, Abril-Junio, no. 14, pp. 50-3. 

_____. Lucha por la Tierra en San Miguel Tucurú, Alta Verapaz.  
Turner, Bryan S. (1986). Citizenship and Capitalism. London, Allen and Unwin. 
United Nations (1998). Guatemala: los Contrastes del Desarrollo Humano. 
Van den Berghe, Pierre & Primov, George (1977). Inequality in the Peruvian Andes: 

Class and Ethnicity in Cuzco. Columbia, University of Missouri Press. 
Velasco, Fernando (1983). Reforma Agraria y Movimiento Campesino Indígena de 

la Sierra. Quito, Editorial El Conejo. 
Vellinga, Menno (2004). ‘State Reform and Traditional Political Practice in Latin 

America’. In H.Wiarda (ed.) Authoritarianism and Corporatism in Latin 
America–Revisited. University Press of Florida, pp. 29-57. 

Veltmeyer, Henry & Petras, James (2000). The Dynamics of Social Change in Latin 
America. New York, St Martin’s Press. 

Vilas, Carlos (1997). ‘Participation, Inequality, and the Whereabouts of Democ-
racy’. In D.Chalmers et al. (eds.) The New Politics of Inequality in Latin 

 



 
266 

America–Rethinking Participation and Representation. New York, Oxford 
University Press, pp. 1-42. 

Wade, Peter (1997). Race and Ethnicity in Latin America. London, Pluto Press. 
Wagner, Regina (1996). Los Alemanes en Guatemala 1828-1944. Guatemala, 

Afanes S.A. 
Wallerstein, Immanuel (1991). ‘The Ideological Tensions of Capitalism: Universal-

ism versus Racism and Sexism’. In E.Balibar & Wallerstein, Race, Nation, 
Class: Ambiguous Identities. London, Verso, pp. 29-36. 

Warren Kay (2002). ‘Voting against Indigenous Rights in Guatemala: Lessons from 
the 1999 Referendum’. In Warren & J.Jackson (eds.) Indigenous Movements, 
Self-Representation and the State in Latin America. Austin, University of 
Texas Press, pp. 149-80. 

_____ (2001). ‘Pan-Mayanism and the Guatemalan Peace Process’. In C.Chase- 
Dunn, S.Jonas & N.Amaro (eds.) Globalization on the Ground: Postbellum 
Guatemalan Democracy and Development. Lanham, Rownman & Littlefiled 
Publishers, pp. 145-66. 

_____ (1998a). Indigenous movements and their critics: Pan-Maya activism in Gua-
temala. Princeton, Princeton University Press. 

_____ (1998b). ‘Indigenous Movements as a Challenge to the Unified Social Move-
ment Paradigm for Guatemala’. In S.Alvarez, E.Dagnino & A.Escobar (eds.) 
Cultures of Politics, Politics of Cultures–Revisioning Latin American Social 
Movements. Boulder, Colorado, Westview Press, pp. 165-195. 

Wiarda, Howard & Kline, Harvey (2004). An introduction to Latin American Poli-
tics and Development. Boulder, Westview Press. 

Wilson, Frank (1990) ‘Neo-corporatism and the Rise of New Social Movements’. In 
D.Russell & M.Kuechler (eds.) Challenging the Political Order: New Social 
Movements in Western Democracies. Oxford, Polity Press, pp. 67-83. 

Wilson, Richard (1999). Resurgimiento Maya en Guatemala: Experiencias 
Q’eqchi’es. Guatemala, Centro de Investigaciones de Mesoamérica. 

Woodward, Ralph Lee (1990). ‘Changes in the Nineteenth-Century Guatemalan 
State and Its Indian Policies’. In C.Smith (ed.) Guatemalan Indians and the 
State: 1540-1988. Austin, University of Texas Press, pp. 52-71. 

Wolf, Eric (1957). ‘Closed Corporate Peasant Communities in Mesoamerica and 
Central Java’. Southwestern Journal of Anthropology, no. 13(1), pp. 1-18. 

Wray, Alberto (1993). ‘El Problema Indígena y la Reforma del Estado’. In Wray et 
al. Derecho, Pueblos Indígenas y Reforma del Estado. Quito, Ediciones Ab-
ya-Yala, pp. 11-69. 

Yashar, Deborah (2005). Contesting Citizenship in Latin America: The Rise of Indi-
genous Movements and the Postliberal Challenge. New York, Cambridge 
University Press. 

_____ (1999). ‘Democracy, Indigenous Movements, and the Post-Liberal Challenge 
in Latin America’. World Politics 52:1, October, pp. 76-104. 

_____ (1998). ‘Contesting Citizenship: Indigenous Movements and Democracy in 
Latin America’. Comparative Politics, 31, no. 1, October 1998, pp. 23-42 

_____ (1997). ‘The Quetzal is Red: Military States, Popular Movements and Politi-
cal Violence in Guatemala’. In D.Chalmers et al. (eds.) The New Politics of 
Inequality in Latin America–Rethinking Participation and Representation. 
New York, Oxford University Press, pp. 239-60. 

 



 
References    267 

_____ (1996). ‘Indigenous Protest and Democracy in Latin America’. In 
J.Domínguez & A.Lowenthal (eds.) Constructing Democratic Governance: 
Latin America and the Caribbean in the 1990s: Themes and Issues. London, 
John Hopkins University Press, pp. 87-105. 

Zamosc, Leon (1993). ‘Protesta Agraria y Movimiento Indígena en la Sierra Ecuato-
riana’. In Sismo Etnico en el Ecuador: Varias Perspectivas. Quito, Cedime, 
Ediciones Abya-Yala. 

Zermeño, Sergio (1990). ‘Crisis, Neoliberalism, and Disorder’. In J.Foweraker & 
A.Craig (eds.) Popular Movements and Political Change in Mexico. Boulder 
and London, Lynne Rienner Publishers, pp. 160-82. 

Zevallos, José Vicente (1989). ‘Agrarian Reform and Structural Change: Ecuador 
since 1964’. In W.Thiesenhusen (ed.) Searching for Agrarian Reform in 
Latin America. London, Unwin Hyman, pp. 42-69. 

 
 
 
Newspapers 
Prensa Libre (Guatemala) 
 1995:  18/2, 21/2, 24/2, 23/3, 3/4, 6/4, 7/4 
 1996:  29/2, 4/3, 6/3, 11/3, 7/3, 17/3, 29/3, 17/4, 19/4, 4/5, 10/6, 12/6 
 2001:  6/5: Special Report on Multicultural Guatemala. 
 
El Comercio (Ecuador) 
 1993:  3/6, 9/6, 11/6, 12/6, 13/6, 16/6 
 1994:  3/6, 8/6, 9/6, 14/6, 18/6, 19/6, 22/6, 24/6, 7/7 
 1998:  9/3, 10/3 
 2000:  12/1, 13/1, 14/1, 15/1 
 2005:  10/8, 25/8, 29/8 
 
 
 
Other empirical documents 
Ajtikonel’. Publication of CONIC 

Año 1, No. 1, Mayo, 1997 
Año 2, No. 2, Junio, 1998 
Año 5, No. 3, Marzo, 2001 

CEH (Comisión de Esclarecimiento Histórico) (1999). Guatemala–Memory of Si-
lence (1999). Report of CEH: Conclusions and Recommendations, Guatema-
la, United Nations. 

Censo Nacional Agropecuario 1979, vol. 1, binding 1, Centro de Estudios de Pobla-
ción y Desarrollo Social) & Centros para el Control de Enfermedades. 

CIDA (Comité Interamericano para el Desarrollo Agrícola) (1965). Tenencia de la 
Tierra y Desarrollo Socio-Económico del Sector Agrícola. Washington D.C., 
Unión Panamericana. 

CNOC (1999). Memoria del Segundo Congreso Campesino Nacional, 16, 17, 18 de 
Julio 1998. Guatemala. 

 



 
268 

CNP-Tierra (2001). ‘Representación Indígena y Campesina ante la Comisión Parita-
ria sobre Derechos Relativos a la Tierra de los Pueblos Indígenas’. Documen-
to Informativo. Guatemala. 

CODEDUR, SEGEPLAN & GTZ (1996a). Plan Marco para el Desarrollo del De-
partamento de Alta Verapaz. 

_____ (1996b). Plan Marco para el Desarrollo del Departamento de Alta Verapaz. 
Anexo. 

CONIC (2002). Ley de Nacionalidad y Pueblos Indígenas de Guatemala. Propuesta 
de Ley, noviembre. 

_____. Estatuto Interno: El Rescate de la Cultura Maya y la Lucha por la Tierra, es 
la Lucha por la Vida y la Paz. 

Dirección General de Estadística y Ministerio de Economía de la República de Gua-
temala (1982). Censo Nacional Agropecuario 1979, Número y Superficie de 
Fincas y Características Principales. Vol. 1, tomo 1. Guatemala. 

INE (Instituto Nacional de Estadistica) (1994). Censos 1994. Principales Caracte-
rísticas de Población y Habitación: Departamento de Alta Verapaz. 

INFOPLAN (1999). Atlas para el Desarrollo Local. CD-ROM. Quito: ODEPLAN, 
Secretaría General de la Presidencia, CONAM y COSUDE. 

Instituto Geográfico Nacional (1980). Diccionario Geográfico de Guatemala, Tomo 
III. Guatemala. 

MINUGUA (2000). Situación de los Compromisos Relativos a la Tierra en los  
Acuerdos de Paz. Informe de Verificaciones, Mayo. 

_____ (1998a). Suplemento sobre la Verificación del Acuerdo sobre Aspectos So-
cioeconómicos y Situación Agraria. 1 de enero–31 de julio. Guatemala. 

_____ (1998b). Suplemento sobre la Verificación de los Acuerdos de Paz de Guate-
mala. Oficina Regional de Cobán y Oficinas Subregionales de Cantabal y 
Fray Bartolomé de las Casas. 1 de enero–31 de julio. Guatemala. 

Municipalidad de San Miguel Tucurú (2001). Monografía: San Miguel Tucurú, Alta 
Verapaz. Oficina de planificación Municipal. 

PPDCG (Plan Participativo de Desarrollo del Canton Guamote) (1999). 
Tzib, Juan; Maa Chaj, Marcos, et al. (2002). Notes from a reunion in Tucurú. 
 
 
 
Interviews 
Guatemala 
Edgar Esquit Historian at Instituto de Estudios Interétnicos 2001-05-02 
Rigoberto Morales Member of the Nacional Directorate of CONIC 2001-05-03 
Edgar Pape Researcher at Flacso-Guatemala   2001-05-09 
Máximo Ba Tiul Member of the Int. Red Cross in Guatemala 2001-05-14 
Santiago Bastos Researcher at Flacso-Guatemala   2001-05-16 
Otto Peralta Legal counsel to CNP-Tierra   2001-05-17 
Marciano Sucuquí M. Legal counsel to CNP-Tierra   2001-05-17 
Víctor Gálvez Borrell Researcher at Flacso    2001-05-17 
Erica Gertrudes Caal Functionary at Fondo de Tierras, Alta Verapaz 2001-05-25 
Pedro Marimán Techniqual secretary at MINUGUA  2001-05-28 
Juan Yat Requena President of the Comisión Presidencial de 
 Derechos Humanos, Alta Verapaz.  2001-05-28 

 



 
References    269 

Alfonso Huet Director of ADICI, Cobán, Alta Verapaz  2001-05-31 
Byron Peña Co-ordinator of CARE in Tucurú   2001-06-01 
Marcos Maa Chaj Local Promoter of CONIC in Tucurú  2001-06-06 
Juan Riveiro Municipal Secretary of Planification, Tucurú 2001-06-07 
Juan Tiney President of CONIC    2003-10-06 
Jorge Balsells Congressman and former mayor of Tucurú 2003-10-07 
Olga Pérez Researcher at the San Carlos University  2003-10-07 
Daniel Pascual Co-ordinator of CUC    2003-10-08 
Carlos Camacho Researcher at MINUGUA    2003-10-10 
Juan Tzib Local promoter of CONIC, Tucurú  2003-10-18 
Juan F. Balsells President of ‘Punit’, Tucurú   2003-10-20 
 
 
Ecuador 
Pedro de la Cruz President of FENOCIN    2001-06-21 
Jorge León  Director of Cedime     2001-06-24

        2003-11-10 
Luciano Martínez Researcher at Flacso    2001-06-27 
Eduardo Remache President of ECUARUNARI   2001-07-05 
Yupanki Kurikamak Co-ordinator of Land and Water, PRODEPINE 2001-07-12 
Angel García Former member of DRI-Chimborazo  2001-07 
Guillermo Terán F. Member of PRODEPINE, Chimborazo  2001-07-20 
Siberio Cocha President of MICH     2001-07 
Carlos Vera Vicar at the Indigenous Parish, Riobamba 2001-07-27 
Juan Cargushi President of Jatun Ayllu, Guamote  2001-08-01 
Juan Goyes Civil Servant, Guamote    2001-08-02 
Juan Banshuy Ex-leader of Jatun Ayllu, Guamote  2003-10-29 
Juan de Diós President of the Indigenous Popular 
 Parliament, Guamote    2003-10-29 
 Two ex-presidents of Jatun Ayllu   2003-10-29 
Julio Gortaire Local priest in Guamote    2003-10-29 
Mariano Curicama Former mayor of Guamote    2003-10-31 
Humberto Cholango President of ECUARUNARI   2003-11-11 
Luis Macas Director of Universidad Indígena   2003-11-11 

 



 



Doktorsdisputationer 
(filosofie doktorsgrad) 

 
1.  Tage Lindbom (1938) Den svenska fackföreningsrörelsens uppkomst och tidigare 

historia 1872-1900. 
2.  Lars Frykholm (1942) Studier över artikel 48 i Weimarförfattningen. 
3.  Jörgen Westerståhl (1945) Svensk fackföreningsrörelse. 
4.  Hans Thorelli (1954) The Federal Antitrust Policy. 
5.  Bruno Kalnins (1956) Der Sowjetische Propagandastaat. 
6.  Åke Thulstrup (1957) Aggressioner och allianser. Huvuddragen i europeisk storpolitik 

1935-39. 
7.  Lars Sköld (1958) Kandidatnomineringen vid andrakammarval. 
8.  Rune Tersman (1959) Statsmakterna och de statliga aktiebolagen. 
9.  Jurij Boris (1960) The Russian Communist Party and the Sovietization of the Ukraine. 
10. Per Sundberg (1961) Ministärerna Bildt och Åkerhielm. En studie i den svenska 

parlamentarismens förgårdar. 
11.  Gunnar Wallin (1961) Valrörelser och valresultat. Andrakammarvalen i Sverige 1866-

1884. 
12. Göran Lindahl (1962) Uruguay’s New Path: A Study in Politics during the First 

Colegiado, 1919-33. 
13. Elmar Nyman (1963) Indragningsmakt och tryckfrihet 1785-1810. 
14. Tomas Hammar (1964) Sverige åt svenskarna. Invandringspolitik, utlänningskontroll 

och asylrätt 1900-1932. 
15. Krister Wahlbäck (1964) Finlandsfrågan i svensk politik 1937-1940. 
16. Torsten Landelius (1965) Workers, Employers and Governments: A Comparative Study 

of Delegations and Groups at the International Labour Conference 1919-1964. 
17. Kjell Goldmann (1971) International Norms and War Between States: Three Studies in 

International Politics. 
18. Daniel Tarschys (1972) Beyond the State: The Future Polity in Classical and Soviet 

Marxism. 
19. Harald Hamrin (1975) Between Bolshevism and Revisionism: The Italian Communist 

Party 1944-1947. 
20. Birger Hagård (1976) Nils Wohlin. Konservativ centerpolitiker. 
21. Gunnar Hellström (1976) Jordbrukspolitik i industrisamhället med tyngdpunkt på 1920- 

och 30-talen. 



Stockholm Studies in Politics 
ISSN 0346-6620 

Department of Political Science 
Stockholm University 
Fax: +46 8 15 25 29

http://www.statsvet.su.se/ 
 (Those marked with * are doctoral dissertations but are not included in the series Stockholm 

Studies in Politics for various reasons) 
 
 
 

1.  Thomas G Hart (1971) The Dynamics of Revolution: A Cybernetic Theory of the 
Dynamics of Modern Social Revolution with a Study of Ideological Change and 
Organizational Dynamics in the Chinese Revolution. 9903705557 

2.  Sören Häggroth (1972) Den kommunala beslutsprocessen vid fysisk planering. 
9903658125 

3.  Gunnar Sjöstedt (1973) OECD-samarbetet: Funktioner och effekter. 9905287434 
4.  Yngve Myrman (1973) Maktkampen på arbetsmarknaden 1905-1907. En studie av de 

ickesocialistiska arbetarna som faktor i arbetsgivarpolitiken. 9900827953 
* Rolf Ejvegård (1973) Landstingsförbundet. Organisation, beslutsfattande, förhållande 

till staten. (Grafisk Reproduktion Tryckeri AB). 
5.  Lars-Erik Klason (1974) Kommunalförbund och demokrati. En studie av 

kommunikationsprocessen i kommunalförbund. 9900795474 
6.  Magnus Isberg, Anders Wettergren, Jan Wibble & Björn Wittrock (1974) Partierna 

inför väljarna. Svensk valpropaganda 1960-1966. (Allmänna förlaget) 91-38-01936-1 
7. Bengt Owe Birgersson (1975) Kommunen som serviceproducent. Kommunal service 

och serviceattityder i 36 svenska kommuner. 9901646588 
8.  G Roger Wall (1975) The Dynamics of Polarization. An Inquiry into the Process of 

Bipolarization in the International System and its Regions, 1946-1970. 990168627X 
9.  James Walch (1976) Faction and Front: Party Systems in South India. (Young Asia 

Publications: New Delhi) 9901135281 
10.  Victor Pestoff (1977) Voluntary Associations and Nordic Party Systems. A Study of 

Overlapping Memberships and Cross-Pressures in Finland, Norway and Sweden. 
9901232996 

* Chimelu S. Chime (1977) Integration and Politics Among African States. Limitations 
and horizons of mid-term theorizing. (Scandinavian Institute of African Studies). 91-
7106-103-7 

* Katarina Brodin (1977) Studiet av utrikespolitiska doktriner. 
(SSLP/Försvarsdepartementet). 

* Lars Thunell (1977) Political Risks in International Business: Investment Behavior of 
Multinational Corporations (Praeger Publishers: New York). 

11.  Harriet Lundblad (1979) Delegerad beslutanderätt inom kommunal socialvård. (Liber) 
9138-048909-4 

12.  Roland Björsne (1979) Populism och ekopolitik. Utvecklandet av en ekopolitisk 
ideologi i Norge och dess relationer till ett mångtydigt populismbegrepp. 
91-7146-039-X 

13.  Anders Mellbourn (1979) Byråkratins ansikten. Rolluppfattningar hos svenska högre 
statstjänstemän. (Liber) 91-38-04850-7 

14.  Henry Bäck (1979) Den utrikespolitiska dagordningen. Makt, protest och 
internationella frågor i svensk politik 1965-1973. 91-7146-065-9. 

15.  Rune Premfors (1980) The Politics of Higher Education in a Comparative Perspective: 
France, Sweden, United Kingdom. 91-7146-071-3 

16.  Sahin Alpay (1980) Turkar i Stockholm. En studie av invandrare, politik och samhälle. 
(Liber) 91-38-05635-6 



17.  Diane Sainsbury (1980) Swedish Democratic Ideology and Electoral Politics 
1944-1948: A Study of Functions of Party Ideology. (Almqvist & Wiksell International) 
91-22-00424-6 

18.  Roger Ko-Chi Tung (1981) Exit-Voice Catastrophes: Dilemma between Migration and 
Participation. 91-7146-160-4 

19.  Stig Munknäs (1981) Statlig eller kommunal skola? En studie av centraliserings- och 
decentraliseringsproblem inom svensk skolförvaltning. 9902487424 

20.  Bo Lindensjö (1981) Högskolereformen. En studie i offentlig reformstrategi. 
91-7146-184-1 

21.  Claes Linde (1982) Departement och verk. Om synen på den centrala 
statsförvaltningen och dess uppdelning  i en förändrad offentlig sektor. 91-7146-406-9 

* Bernt Öhman (1982) Löntagarna och kapitaltillväxten. Solidarisk lönepolitik och 
löntagarfonder. (Jernströms Offsettryck AB) 91-38-07152-5 

22.  Stefan Swärd (1984) Varför Sverige fick fri abort. Ett studium av en policyprocess. 
91-7146420-4 

23.  Bo Malmsten (1984) Bostadsbyggande i plan och verklighet. Planering och 
genomförande av kommunal bostadsförsörjning. (Statens råd för byggnadsforskning 
869:1984) 91-540-4139-2. 

24.  Bertil Nygren (1984) Fredlig samexistens: klasskamp, fred och samarbete. 
Sovjetunionens detente-doktrin. (Utrikespolitiska institutet) 91-7182-576-2 

25.  Jan Hallenberg (1984) Foreign Policy Change: United States' Foreign Policy toward 
the Soviet Union and the People's Republic of China 1961-1980. 91-7146-428-X 

26.  Jan Wallenberg (1985) Några effektivitetsproblem i statlig byråkrati. (Studentlitteratur) 
9144-23401-5 

27.  Maud Eduards (1985) Samarbete i Maghreb. Om regionalt samarbete mellan Marocko, 
Algeriet, Tunisien och Libyen 1962-1984. 91-7146-438-7 

28.  Ishtiaq Ahmed (1985) The Concept of an Islamic State: An Analysis of the Ideological 
Controversy in Pakistan. 91-7146-458-1 

29.  Michele Micheletti (1985) Organizing Interest and Organized Protest: Difficulties of 
Member Representation for the Swedish Central Organization of Salaried Employees 
(TCO). 917146-451-4 

30.  Torbjörn Larsson (1986) Regeringen och dess kansli. Samordning och byråkrati i 
maktens centrum. (Studentlitteratur) 91-44-25311-7 

31.  Ingegerd Municio (1987) Från lag till bruk. Hemspråksreformens genomförande. 
91-7146471-9 

32.  Tuija Meisaari-Polsa (1987) Ståndpunkter i UNCTAD. En analys av generaldebatterna 
1964-1979.91-7146-472-7 

33.  Virginia Capulong-Hallenberg (1987) Philippine Foreign Policy Toward the U.S. 
1972-1980: Reorientation? 91-7146-478-6 

34.  Hans Bergström (1987) Rivstar? Från opposition till regering. (Tidens förlag) 
91-550-3315-6 

35.  Agneta Bladh (1987) Decentraliserad förvaltning. Tre ämbetsverk i nya roller. 
(Studentlitteratur) 91-44-27731-8 

36.  Nils-Eric Hallström (1989) Lagen om ungdomslag i beslut och genomförande. 
91-7146-782-3 

37.  Maritta Soininen (1989) Samhällsbilder i vardande. (CEIFO) 91-87810-03-X 
38.  Stefan Lindström (1991) Hela nationens tacksamhet. Svensk forskningspolitik på 

atomenergiområdet 1945-1956. 91-7146-932-X 
39.  Yeu-Farn Wang (1991) China's Science and Technology Policy: 1949-1989. 

91-7146-953-2. 
40.  Jan Hylén (1991) Fosterlandet främst? Konservatism och liberalism i högerpartiet 

1904-1985. (Norstedts) 91-38-50086-8 
41.  Jan Johansson (1992) Det statliga kommittéväsendet. Kunskap, kontroll, konsensus. 

91-7146969-9 



42.  Janina Wiktoria Dacyl (1992) Between Compassion and Realpolitik: In Search of a 
General Model of the Responses of Recipient Countries to Large-Scale Refugee Flows 
with Reference to the South-East Asian Refugee Crisis. 91-7146-007-X 

43.  Leo Bartonek (1992) Der Topos »Nähe« - Ernst Blochs Eintrittsstelle in die 
Sozialwissenschaften. Ein Beitrag zur Ontologie der modemen Gesellschaft. 
91-7153-022-3 

44.  Jan-Gunnar Rosenblad (1992) Nation, nationalism och identitet. Sydafrika i svensk 
sekelskiftesdebatt. (Bokförlaget Nya Doxa) 91-88248-24-0 

45.  Alexa Robertson (1992) National Prisms and Perceptions of Dissent: The Euromissile 
Controversy Reflected in Opinion and the News in the UK and the FRG 1980-1983. 
91-7153-070-3 

46.  Lars Lindström (1993) Accumulation, Regulation, and Political Struggles. 
Manufacturing Workers in South Korea. 91-7153-121-1 

47.  Göran Bergström (1993) Jämlikhet och kunskap. Debatter och reformstrategier i 
socialdemokratisk skolpolitik 1975-1990. (Symposion Graduale) 91-7139-135-5 

48.  Jens Bartelson (1993) A Genealogy of Sovereignty. 91-7153-140-8 
49.  Ingvar Hjelmqvist (1994) Relationer mellan stat och kommun. 91-7153-186-6 
50.  Emmanuel Obliteifio Akwetey (1994) Trade Unions and Democratisation: A 

Comparative Study of Zambia and Ghana. 91-7153-250-1 
51.  Kristina Boréus (1994) Högervåg. Nyliberalism och kampen om språket i svensk debatt 

1969-1989. (Tidens förlag) 91-550-4129-9 
* Steve Minett (1994) Power, Politics and Participation in the Firm (Athenaeum Press 

Ltd, Newcastle) 1 85628 331 3 
52.  Michael Karlsson (1995) Partistrategi och utrikespolitik. Interna motiveringar och 

dagspressens agerande i Catalina-affären 1952 och EEC-frågan 1961/62. 
91-7153-346-X 

53.  Sun-Joon Hwang (1995) Folkrörelse eller affärsföretag. Den svenska 
konsumetkooperationen 1945-1990. 91-7153-379-6 

54.  Ulrika Mörth (1996) Vardagsintegration - La vie quotidienne - i Europa. Sverige i 
EUREKA och EUREKA i Sverige. 91-7153-460-1 

55.  Claes Wahl (1996) The State of Statistics: Conceptual and Statistical Reasoning in the 
Modern State 1870-1940. 91-7153-506-3 

56.  Peter Kjaer (1996) The Constitution of Enterprise: An Institutional History of 
Inter-firm Relations in Swedish Furniture Manufacturing. 91-7153-538-1 

57.  Eva Haldén (1997) Den Föreställda Förvaltningen. En institutionell historia om 
central skolförvaltning. 91-7153-578-0 

58.  Kristina Riegert (1998) "Nationalising" Foreign Conflict: Foreign Policy Orientation 
as a Factor in Television News Reporting. 91-7153-743-0 

59.  Peter Ehn (1998) Maktens administratörer. Ledande svenska statstjänstemäns och 
politikers syn på tjänstemannarollen i ett förändringsperspektiv. 91-7153-779-1 

60.  Magnus Norell (1998) Democracy and Dissent. The Case of an Israeli Peace 
Movement, Peace Now. 91-7153-828-3 

61.  Jan Lionel Sellberg (1998) Hur är samhället möjligt? Om den tidigmoderna 
naturrättens språkfilosofiska grunder. Brännpunkt: Samuel Pufendorf. 91-7153-825-9 

62.  Jan-Axel Swartling (1998) Ideologi och realitetsarbete. Om analys av makt och 
dominans på etnometodologisk grund. 91-7153-846-1 

63.  Magnus Ekengren (1998) Time and European Governance. The Empirical Value of 
Three Reflective Approaches. 91-7153-861-5 

64.  Peter Strandbrink (1999) Kunskap och politik. Teman i demokratisk teori och svensk 
EU-debatt. 91-7153-943-3 

65.  Jouni Reinikainen (1999) Right against Right. Membership and Justice in Post-Soviet 
Estonia. 91-7153-951-4 

66.  Eric Stern (1999) Crisis Decisionmaking: A Cognitive-Institutional Approach. 
91-7153-9936 



67.  Ulf Mörkenstam (1999) Om "Lapparnes privilegier". Föreställningar om samiskhet i 
svensk samepolitik 1883-1997. 91-7265-004-4 

68.  Cecilia Åse (2000) Makten att se. Om kropp och kvinnlighet i lagens namn. (Liber) 
91-4706080-8 

69.  Margreth Nordgren (2000) Läkarprofessionens feminisering.  Ett köns- och 
maktperspektiv. 91-7265-133-4 

70.  Charlotte Wagnsson (2000) Russian Political Language and Public Opinion on the 
West, NATO and Chechnya. Securitisation Theory Reconsidered. 91-7265-135-0 

71.  Max M. Edling (2000) A revolution in favour of government. The American 
Constitution and ideas about state formation, 1787-1788. 91-7265-130-X 

72.  Pasquale Cricenti (2000) Mellan privilegier och fattigdom. Om italiensk demokrati och 
socialpolitik ur ett välfärdsstatsperspektiv. 91-7265-179-2 

73.  Henrik Berglund (2000) Hindu Nationalism and Democracy: A Study of the Political 
Theory and Practice of the Bharatiya Janata Party. 91-7265-198-9 

74.  Magnus Reitberger (2000) Consequences of Contingency: the Pragmatism and Politics 
of Richard Rorty.91-7265-199-7  

75.  Mike Winnerstig (2001) A World Reformed? The United States and European Security 
from Reagan to Clinton.91-7265-212-8 

76.  Jonas Nordquist (2001) Domstolar i det svenska politiska systemet: Om demokrati, 
juridik och politik under 1900-talet. 91-7265-218-7 

77.  Kjell Engelbrekt (2001) Security Policy Reorientation in Peripheral Europe. A 
Perspectivist Approach. 91-7265-234-9 

78. Susanna Rabow-Edling (2001) The intellectuals and the idea of the nation in 
Slavophile thought. 91-7265-316-7 

79. Nelli Kopola (2001) The Construction of Womanhood in Algeria.  Moudjahidates, 
Aishah Radjul, Women as Others and Other Women. 91-7265-317-5 

80. Maria Jansson (2001) Livets dubbla vedermödor. Om moderskap och arbete. 91-7265-
340-X 

81. Dagmar von Walden Laing (2001) HIV/AIDS in Sweden and the United Kingdom 
Policy Networks 1982-1992. 9-7265-342-6 

82. Marika Sanne (2001) Att se till helheten. Svenska kommunalpolitiker och det 
demokratiska uppdraget. 91-7265-348-5 

83. Bror Lyckow (2001) En fråga för väljarna? Kampen om det lokala vetot 1893-1917. 
91-7265-359-0 

84. Magnus Enzell (2002) Requiem for a Constitution. Constitutionalism and Political 
Culture in Early 20th Century Sweden. 91-7265-395-7 

85. Welat Songür (2002) Välfärdsstaten, sociala rättigheter och invandrarnas 
maktresurser: En jämförande studie om äldre från Mellanöstern i Stockholm, London 
och Berlin.  91-7265-405-8 

86. Johan Lembke (2002) Defining the New Economy in Europe. A Comparative Analysis 
of EU Technology Infrastructure Policy, 1995-2001. 91-7265-417-1 

87. Maria Wendt Höjer (2002) Rädslans politik. Våld och sexualitet i den svenska 
demokratin. (Liber). 91-47-06585-0 

88. Håkan Karlsson (2002) Bureaucratic Politics and Weapons Acquisition: The Case of 
the MX ICBM Program. 91-7265-531-3 

89. Andreas Duit (2002) Tragedins institutioner. Svenskt offentligt miljöskydd under trettio 
år. 91-7265-528-3 

90. Lucas Pettersson (2002) Information och identitet. Synen på televisionens politiska roll 
i Sverige och EU. ISBN 91-7265-549-6 

91. Magnus Jedenheim Edling (2003) The Compatibility of Effective Self-Ownership and 
Joint World Ownership. 91-7265-589-5 

92. Peter Hallberg (2003) Ages of Liberty: Social Upheaval, History Writing and the New 
Public Sphere in Sweden, 1740-1792. 91-7265-629-8 

93. Linus Hagström (2003) Enigmatic Power? Relational Power Analysis and Statecraft in 
Japan’s China Policy. 91-7265-628-X 



94. Jacob Westberg (2003) Den nationella drömträdgården. Den stora berättelsen om den 
egna nationen i svensk och brittisk Europadebatt. 91-7265-681-6 

95. Eva Erman (2003) Action and Institution – contributions to a discourse theory of 
human rights. 91-7265-726-X 

96. Göran Sundström (2003) Stat på villovägar. Resultatstyrningens framväxt i ett 
historisk-institutionellt perspektiv. 91-7265-750-2 

97. Ersun Kurtulus (2004) State Sovereignty. The Concept, the Referent and the 
Ramifications. 91-7265-754-5 

98. Magdalena Kettis (2004) The Challenge of Political Risk. Exploring the Political Risk 
Management of Swedish Multinational Corporations. 91-7265-842-8 

99. Sofia Näsström (2004) The An-Archical State. Logics of Legitimacy in the Social 
Contract Tradition. 91-7265-924-6 

100. Gunilla Herolf (2004) France, Germany and the United Kingdom – Cooperation in 
Times of Turbulence. 91-7265-797-9 

101. Lena Dahlberg (2004) Welfare relationships. Voluntary organisations and local 
authorities supporting relatives of older people in Sweden. 91-7265-928-9 

102. Anette Gröjer (2004) Den utvärdera(n)de staten. Utvärderingens institutionalisering på 
den högre utbildningens område. 91-7265-939-4 

103. Malena Britz (2004) The Europeanization of Defence Industry Policy. 91-7265-916-5 
104. Hans Agné (2004) Democracy Reconsidered. The Prospects of its Theory and Practice 

during Internationalisation - Britain, France, Sweden, and the EU. 91-7265-948-3 
105. Henrik Enroth (2004) Political Science and the Concept of Politics. A Twentieth-

Century Genealogy. 91-7265-967-X 
106. Lisbeth Aggestam (2004) A European Foreign Policy? Role Conceptions and the 

Politics of Identity in Britain, France and Germany. 91-7265-964-5 
107. Catrin Andersson (2004) Tudelad trots allt – dualismens överlevnad i den svenska 

staten 1718-1987. 91-7265-978-5 
108. Johan Lantto (2005) Konflikt eller samförstånd? Management- och marknadsreformers 

konsekvenser för den kommunala demokratin. 91-7155-103-4 
109. Daniel Helldén (2005) Demokratin utmanas. Almstriden och det politiska 

etablissemanget. 
91-7155-136-0 

110.  Birgir Hermannsson (2005) Understanding Nationalism, Studies in Icelandic 
Nationalism 1800-2000. 91-7155-148-4 

111. Alexandra Segerberg (2006) Thinking Doing: The Politicisation of Thoughtless Action.  
91-7155-179-4 

112. Maria Hellman (2006) Televisual Representations of France and the UK under 
Globalization. 91-7155-219-7 

113 Åsa Vifell (2006) Enklaver i staten. Internationalisering, demokrati och den svenska 
statsförvaltningen. 91-7155-243-X 

114 Johnny Rodin (2006) Rethinking Russian Federalism. The Politics of 
Intergovernmental Relations and Federal Reforms at the Turn of the Millennium. 91-
7155-285-5 



Monograph Series 
Institute of Latin American Studies 

Stockholm University 
Fax: +46 8 15 65 82 
http://www.lai.su.se 

 
 
43 Genberg, Birgitta: The Struggle for the Hacienda. Stockholm 2004. 316 pp. 
 

42 Lalander, Richard O.: Suicide of the Elephants? Venezuelan Decentralization between 
Partyarchy and Chavismo. Stockholm 2004. 323 pp. 
 

41 Mörner, Magnus: Historia de Ocumare de la Costa en Venezuela entre 1870 y 1960. 
Stockholm 2004. 157 pp. 
 

40 Behar, Jaime & Lundahl, Mats: Half a Century in Retrospect. Celebrating the fiftieth 
anniversary of the institute of Latin American Studies in Stockholm. Stockholm 2003. 189 pp. 
 

39 Rivarola Puntigliano, Andrés: Mirrors of Change - A Study of Industry Associations in Chile 
and Uruguay. Stockholm 2003. 259 pp.  
 

38 Behar, Jaime, Ulf Jonsson & Mats Lundahl (editores): Currents of Change - Globalization and 
Institutional Reform in Latin America. Stockholm 2002. 394 pp  
 

37 Behar, Jaime, Rita Giacalone y Noemi B. Mellado (editores): Integración Regional de 
America Latina: Procesos y Actores. Stockholm 2001. 232pp 
 

36 Behar, Jaime (ed.): Inequality, Democracy and Sustainable Development in Latin America. 
Stockholm 2000. 199 pp. 
 

35 BEHAR, Jaime (ed): Twenty years of Swedish Cooperation with Latin America in Social 
Science Research. Stockholm 2000. 126 pp.  
 

34 MAGNUSSON, Åke & RYDÉN, Rune (eds): Proceedings from the Swedish - Guatemalan 
Seminar on Consensus-Building, Governance and Democracy. Stockholm 2000. 287 pp.  
 

33 BEHAR, Jaime: Cooperación y Competencia en un Mercado Común. Stockholm 1998. 171 
pp. 
 

32 JORGE, Antonio & SALAZAR-CARRILLO, Jorge (eds): Growth in Latin America in the 
1990s.1998. 70 pp. 
 

31 WIRMARK, David (ed): Democracia y Gobernabilidad. Experiencias Suecas y Desafíos 
Peruanos. Stockholm 1996. 186 pp.  
 

30 MALAKI, Akhil: Development Patterns in the Commonwealth Caribbean:Jamaica and 
Trinidad & Tobago. Stockholm 1996. 141 pp.  
 

29 WIRMARK, David (ed): Making Democracy Work: Swedish Experiences and Peruvian 
Options. Stockholm 1996. 188 pp. 
 

28 ARAGON, Luis E: The Amazon as a Study Object: Building Regional Capacity for 
Sustainable Development. Stockholm 1994. 156 pp.  
 

27 KARLSSON, Weine & MAGNUSSON, Åke (eds): Suécia - América Latina. Vínculos e 
Cooperação. Brasilia 1994. 224 pp. 


	ABSTRACT
	CONTENTS
	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
	ACRONYMS
	MAPS
	CHAPTER ONE
	INTRODUCTION
	Outline of the argument
	The indigenous peasantry and its new movement
	The agenda: Class, ethnicity, citizenship and land
	The roots of indigenous subordination
	Area focus and the organisation of the study


	I STRUCTURES AND STRATEGIES
	CHAPTER TWO
	RURAL TRANSFORMATIONAND OLIGARCHIC STRUCTURES
	Political regimes
	Populist regimes
	Oligarchic power structures and oligarchic regime-types
	The politico-agrarian transformation of the 1960s onwards
	Approaches to the rise of new indigenous movements
	Oligarchic structures and indigenous-peasant movements


	CHAPTER THREE
	INSTITUTIONALISATION,MOBILISATION AND ETHNO-POLITICS
	The political performance of social movements
	Ethno-politics
	Oligarchic power structures and movement strategies


	II GUATEMALA
	CHAPTER FOUR
	OLIGARCHIC AUTHORITARIANISMAND RURAL MOBILISATIONS
	Coffee, land and agrarian oligarchs in Alta Verapaz
	The first mass mobilisation phase of the rural poor
	The oligarchic authoritarian regime-type
	The agrarian transformation and the oligarchic structures
	A changing balance of rural forces
	Concluding remarks


	CHAPTER FIVE
	OLIGARCHIC DEMOCRACY,NEO-LIBERALISM AND CONIC
	Neo-liberalism and the oligarchic democratic regime
	The resuscitation of the indigenous-peasant movement
	Operating in the terrain of ‘legality’
	The struggle for land in the local stronghold of CONIC
	Concluding remarks


	CHAPTER SIX
	ETHNO-POLITICSAND THE LEGAL-INSTITUTIONAL TERRAIN
	The opening of spaces for ethno-politics, 1994-1999
	CONIC and the post-war struggle for land, 1996-2003
	The local-national linkages
	Concluding remarks


	III ECUADOR
	CHAPTER SEVEN
	OLIGARCHIC POPULISMAND RURAL MOBILISATIONS
	Agrarian oligarchs, clergymen and Indians in Chimborazo
	The oligarchic populist regime-type
	Agrarian transformation and agrarian reform, 1964-1972
	Changing oligarchic power structures, 1972-1979
	The rise of an indigenous-peasant movement
	Concluding remarks


	CHAPTER EIGHT
	FROM LAND TO POLITICAL PARTICIPATION
	Oligarchic democratisation and neo-liberalism
	The formation of CONAIE
	The re-intensification of the social struggle
	The decline of the struggle for land redistribution
	Concluding remarks

	CHAPTER NINE
	A DECADE OFPOLITICAL INSTITUTIONALISATION
	Accessing the state through party-politics
	Accessing the state by means of ethno-development
	State access as the result of popular pressure
	Concluding remarks


	IV CONCLUSIONS
	CHAPTER TEN
	SOCIAL JUSTICE AND ETHNO-POLITICSIN THE LANDS OF OLIGARCHS

	REFERENCES

