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It affected me greatly--the accident, the assault I experienced. They shot me. That 

affects me every minute. Believe me…I don’t like to think of it because I’m alive, 

but I almost died.  

 

     Similar to orphan experiences with trauma in adulthood, the peers generally have 

experienced little trauma as adults overall. Of the 20 peer participants, only two report 

that they have experienced trauma as adults. One of the two peers attributes it to his 

journey north. Josue (age 29) made his way to the U.S. border in 2005 and crossed 

illegally under harrowing circumstances. After successfully crossing the border, he was 

detained and held in slavery-like conditions by the men (called coyotes) who helped him 

cross.  The men had Josue locked up in the evenings over several months until he worked 

hard enough and earned enough money to pay their exorbitant “crossing” fee. Josue 

explains, 

I really wanted to go to the United States. Three years of planning went by 

figuring out what I was going to do. Suddenly, the opportunity arrived to go there. 

They advised me about it on a Thursday and the following Tuesday I left. I didn’t 

waste any time. I left and traveled quickly and traveled quickly. I went as fast as I 

could. The problem that I had was that I couldn’t pay the fee they charged me to 

cross fast enough. It was so much money that they charged. So, the people there 

[in the U.S.] had me locked up. So, they told me, “Until you finish paying, you 

aren’t leaving.” That’s what they told me. When I went, they charged forty 

thousand Quetzales
10

. Now the cost is rising to fifty thousand. So, I didn’t have 

enough money to pay that, but when I thought of my children and wife, it made 

me work even harder.   

 

     The second peer to report experiencing trauma in adulthood has had a tumultuous 

relationship with her spouse. Olivia (age 33) had four children with her husband, but her 

husband left her and their children for a mistress in a distant village after their youngest 

was born. Olivia was left with no home, few personal belongings and four children to 

                                                 
10

 At the time that Josue left for the United States in 2005, one Guatemalan Quetzal was worth roughly 

US$.13. The total cost of his passage (45,000 Guatemalan Quetzales or Q45,000) would have been 

equivalent to US$5,894. This amount was over 23 times more than the average monthly salary of Q1,891 

for individuals living in the Santa Apolonia region in 2005 (Ministerio de Trabajo y Previsión Social 2010). 
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raise on her own. The experience has been extremely distressful for her. Without 

providing details, Olivia simple answers the question regarding adult trauma by stating, 

“Well, yes, because of the problems I have had with the father of my children.”  

      Broadening the scope of questions focusing on both orphan and peer experiences with 

childhood trauma and distress overall, I next asked whether they felt that the war, or the 

period of la violencia in particular, still affects them psychologically in some way even 

today. Among the 20 orphan participants, nine answered that it does. The majority of the 

nine respondents directly link la violencia with the psychological effects of losing family 

members who perished. Others also note that losing connections with surviving family 

members is also a major factor this group of orphans was brought to live at the Hogares 

and could no longer live with their surviving family members. They also identify 

lingering fear as resulting in long-term psychological effects. Responding to the question 

about experiencing general psychological effects, several orphans answer, 

Yes, the genocide affected me indirectly…psychologically I would say… 

psychologically I was affected by the war in an indirect way, as a consequence of 

my parents’ death (Mario, age 29). 

 

Well, for the same reason, for not having my dad. In addition, for missing out on 

living together with my brothers and mom (Kike, age 28).  

 

The fear remains but little by little, it’s not that we are erasing it but that we are 

setting it aside (Sheni, age 28). 

 

     For peers, the terror of the genocide has also had lasting psychological effects on their 

lives. Of 20 peer participants, nine respond that they do believe that la violencia 

continues to affect them psychologically in some way today. Two of the nine respondents 

mention under-achievement and loss of trust in others as causes of the continued 

psychological effects on their adult lives. Seven of the peers, however, attribute persistent 
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fear caused by the genocide and state-sponsored terror as the underlying source of 

continued, long-term psychological effects even in adulthood. Several peers relate,  

Well, it’s as if it chills you. Yes, it chills you as if you were bathing in cold water. 

You tremble from fear because it frightens you (Marisol, age 29). 

 

la violencia is a scar that you can’t get rid of….I remember some of what 

happened and those older than me remember even more….I believe the memories 

are still with us (Manuel, age 30). 

 

Yes, it still does because we live in fear. We live in fear because you can’t go out 

and travel about without saying, “They are going to assault me; they are going to 

kill me” (Olivia, age 33). 

 

Yes, the fear of them killing you or being affected by la violencia still exists….I 

think what’s happening in Guatemala now is for the same reason that I told you in 

that the guerrillas, what were they going to do once the peace [accords] were 

signed? What were the soldiers who only knew how to kill going to do? All of 

these people, what were they going to be after it all? They are the ones who now 

go about as drug traffickers. All of these people that came out of the peace 

signing, they signed the peace in a book, in a notebook, a piece of paper and yet, 

the same violence continues. They are never up to anything good. You watch 

television and there are only dead people and more dead people. Nothing 

wonderful is ever televised, that somewhere something good is happening. 

Nothing! Just dead people. Yes, only blood (Dario, age 31)! 

 

     After asking orphan and peer about their own personal experiences with both 

childhood and adult trauma, and the long-term psychological effects they believe la 

violencia has had on them as individuals, I next posed the question of whether they 

thought that Guatemalan war orphans, in general, had experienced trauma as children. 

While this question may appear leading, my aim with it was ultimately to extend the 

scope of trauma inquiry by assessing how both orphans and peers perceive other 

orphaned child survivors’ experiences and reactions to the terror of the genocide. All 20 

orphans respond that they do believe that war orphans, generally-speaking, have 

experienced childhood trauma. This is particularly interesting as only 14 of 20 orphan 

participants identified themselves as having experienced childhood trauma. In essence, all 
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orphan participants perceive war orphans, in general, as experiencing childhood trauma 

even though only some identify as having experienced it themselves. This discrepancy is 

likely a result of the fact that several of the 20 orphan participants report that they were 

simply too young to remember the actual traumatic events such as the murders and 

kidnappings of their parents. A few orphans further explain,  

Yes. They feel so alone and they saw the death of their parents or their 

disappearances (Noemi, age 34).  

 

I believe that yes, it has affected them quite a lot! It affects them in part because 

they saw people die. They were there at the same moment when all the tragedy 

occurred. And they were there and they were left thinking, “I want to harm 

someone!” They are stuck with that in their minds. Death, seeing blood, seeing all 

that they had so see, sure, it remains in their minds (Cris, age 26). 

 

I would say that yes, those who were affected most were the older ones because 

the younger one were not cognizant of what was happening. It really affected 

those who saw how their parents died, how they were killed. Yes, that was so 

hard. I never wanted to go through that (Mario, age 29)! 

 

Yes, a lot! Many! My brother is one of those. It is a struggle. My brother struggles 

so much to maintain his family, but he suffers from the trauma. He falters and 

falters, but thank God, he has a wife that understands him and I have a spouse 

who understands me (Juliana, age 30). 

 

     The remaining orphans reference separation from family members, uncertainty and 

general consequences of la violencia such as other violence, exploitation and abuse as 

some of the primary underlying sources of war orphans’ general experiences with 

childhood trauma. Three orphans explain, 

Yes, the majority always thinks that the biggest trauma was being separated from 

their loved ones (Oscar, age 29).  

 

Many of them in the sense that they lived apart from their parents and suddenly 

they realize, “Goodness! I haven’t even seen my dad or mom or aunt or uncle any 

more after they left me here” and things like that. Of course, in the end, they 

accept their situation of not seeing them regularly, but yes, the pain of it remains 

(Nidia, age 27).  
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Oh, yes. I think so because they were exploited by their own parents or by some 

family member or also because they were exploited in the streets in that they were 

sent to do some odd job and then they were obliged to bring the money home. If 

they didn’t bring anything, they were beaten. It was child abuse more than 

anything. So, yes, I think so (Yohana, age 29).   

 

     Among peers, 19 respond that they do believe that war orphans, in general, 

experienced childhood trauma. The one peer who responded negatively simply answered 

“no” without further elaborating. For the 19 who answered “yes” to the question, the 

majority attributed witnessing their parents’ murders and remembering those harrowing 

events as the underlying causes of childhood trauma for war orphans. Three peers offer 

further explanation, 

Yes! Yes, because some of them have told me that they saw when their parents 

were shot or dragged away or when they cut them right there in front of 

them….Whether they want to or not, it is hard to forget it (Julietta, age 32)! 

 

Yes, many have! Especially those who saw what happened when their dads were 

kidnapped and they even saw them murdered in their own houses. They saw it all 

(Elias, age 26). 

 

Perhaps yes. Some saw and others didn’t see but perhaps the problem with them 

is that there wasn’t any protection or help. There wasn’t any moral security or 

economic security because they didn’t have parents to provide that (Otto, age 33). 

 

     The remaining peers who responded affirmatively to the question regarding war 

orphans’ general experience with childhood trauma attribute the loss of family members 

and parents, in particular, as the root causes of war orphans’ childhood trauma. Some of 

them share, 

Yes, they have experienced trauma because they don’t have parents (Melvin, age 

33). 

 

I believe so, yes. Yes, because they continue to suffer because they don’t have 

fathers or mothers (Laya, age 27). 

 

Yes, in the time of la violencia, the time of Ríos Montt, oh, how they murdered! 

Yes, trauma and because of living in an unknown place. They have trauma 
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because they are not with their families. It still hurts them at times (Fatima, age 

32). 

 

     In the final trauma-related question posed to both orphan and peer participants, I asked 

whether they thought that war orphans’ experiences with childhood trauma were different 

than that of other Guatemalan children of the same age. Of 20 orphans, 14 state that they 

believe that war orphans, in general, have had more experiences with childhood trauma 

than their peers. Orphans attribute having witnessed parents’ murders, losing close family 

members, and just living through la violencia and its aftermath as major factors that 

distinguish war orphans’ experiences with childhood trauma from that of other child 

survivors. Four orphans elaborate by stating, 

The traumas are very distinct or it’s that they have different magnitudes, more 

elevated magnitudes because it is not the same when some other person scolds 

you. Right? A strange person that isn’t your dad or your mom is not the same as 

when you have your own father. It’s very different to have someone else stay with 

you other than your dad or mom. So yes, the level of trauma is a little more 

elevated then (Oscar, age 29). 

 

Yes because those who have suffered see life in another way or they value it 

more. Those who haven’t lived through it, they believe that everything is just fine 

because it has always been fine (Kike, age 28). 

 

Yes, there was a lot of difference because we orphans don’t have anyone to help 

us get ahead in life (Medelin, age 28). 

 

It would have to be that there is a little more fear for us, but little by little, we 

have gotten beyond it (Sheni, age 28). 

 

     Interestingly, six orphans view experiences with childhood trauma for both war 

orphans and their peers as equally distressing and without distinction. This group of 

orphans reference common suffering, general violence, loss of parents and individual 

differences in taking responsibility for overcoming childhood trauma as factors that 
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negate any general distinction between orphan and peer experiences with childhood 

trauma. Two orphans explain, 

I think that not just them, not just the orphans, but all of those who lived with 

their parents as well, all of us have experienced trauma, I believe (Cris, age 28). 

 

It is the same for everybody because children that lived through the war have 

become a little intimidated, I think. Whereas normal children that had nothing 

happen to them, that haven’t lived through that type of experience, they didn’t 

experience trauma, nothing. A normal child only thinks about being treated well, 

whereas the poor children who had to flee or run away with their parents from 

place to place so that nothing would happen to them, that was horrible. It was 

terrible, the murder. So whether they want it or not, those children ended up 

worse (Yohana, age 29). 

 

     Unlike orphan participants, nearly all peers respond that they believe war orphans’ 

experiences with childhood trauma do differ from those of other Guatemalan child 

survivors of the same age. Of 20 peer participants, 17 state that war orphans have 

experienced both different and more intense levels of childhood trauma. Loss of parents, 

witnessing violent events, loss of connection to natal communities and decreased 

socialization skills were the primary reasons that the peers give to explain the difference 

in childhood experiences with trauma. For example, four peers relate,  

Yes, it was difficult because many of them lost their parents. It was difficult. They 

had to live in some other house with other people. All of it was difficult (Laya, 

age 27). 

 

Yes, because they became orphaned after all of it because here it wasn’t like in 

the hamlets where their parents were thrown into big pits
11

. Those things remain 

recorded in the mind. Thank God I didn’t have to experience that (Manuel, age 

30)! 

 

Perhaps it was a little different. It was different because if you have your parent, 

in the end, as a child you can confide in your parent. But as an orphan, who can 

you confide in? To be with a family member, a cousin or sibling just isn’t the 

same. An orphaned child does not have the love of a father, of a mother. So, there 

is a difference (Elena, age 37). 

                                                 
11

 Manuel is referencing the clandestine graves that the military used throughout the Highlands to bury 

mass numbers of victims. 



312 

 

findings and the fact that orphans grew up in a much different residential setting, I would 

have expected a higher percentage of likely PTSD among the orphan group when 

compared to their peers; however, this clearly was not the case. 

    The second psychometric instrument I selected for use in my research methodology 

was the Symptoms Checklist 90 Revised (SCL-90-R), Spanish version. The SCL-90-R is 

a widely-used assessment instrument that measures the overall psychological functioning 

and distress of a population (Bermejo-Toro and Prieto-Ursúa 2006; Güell et al. 2006; 

Pedersen and Karterud 2004; Todd, Deane and McKenna 1997). Given its popularity and 

usefulness in measuring general functioning and distress, I elected to use the Spanish 

version with my research participants in order to gauge any general symptomology that 

might not necessarily denote PTSD. The Spanish version of the SCL-90-R was created 

based on the original SCL-90-R developed by Derogatis (1977) to measure a broad range 

of general psychological distress experienced by individuals. The Spanish version of the 

SCL-90-R was translated and back-translated, and has been used among various Spanish-

speaking groups of people in Spain and the Americas since its inception. It also has been 

translated into numerous other languages and used with various diverse populations 

around the globe (e.g., Caparrós-Caparrós, Villar-Hoz, Juan-Ferrer and Iiñas-poch 2007; 

González De Rivera y Revuelta and Rodríguez Abuín 2006; Prieto Ursúa, María 
 
and 

Laura Bermejo Toro 2006; Shanahan, Anderson and Mkhize 2001; Tomioka, Shimura, 

Hidaka and Kubo 2008; and Zsolt et al. 2004, etc.).   

     The SCL-90-R Spanish version is a 90-item self-report symptom inventory that 

requires respondents to rate items on a 5-point Likert scale from 0 (nada/not at all) to 4 

(mucho/extremely) in response to the frequency of symptoms experienced in the seven 
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     While the psychological assessment instruments used in my research project validate 

participants’ experiences and provide additional insight, it is also important to recognize 

some of the limitations of the instruments. First, instruments such as the SCL-90-R 

commonly use norm groups for comparison in order to assess levels of symptomatology. 

However, because most norm groups consist of U.S. adult and adolescent populations, 

there is no current appropriate norm group for comparison with Guatemalan genocide 

survivors who are now adults. Instead, I compared orphans as a group to their peers in 

place of using a norm group. Therefore, the results culled from my research project 

provide insight into the differences between orphan and peer participants’ experiences 

with trauma and distress, but do not necessarily generalize to broader populations. 

     Second, some of the questions on the assessment instruments ask participants to rate 

their experiences with fear of public transportation or their ability to trust others. It is 

difficult to distinguish whether participants’ responses are explicitly tied to their 

childhood trauma experiences or if they reflect their reactions to the current drug-related 

violence and culture of fear that persists in Guatemala today. For example, orphans and 

peers relate that gang members with drug-trafficking affiliations often target public 

transport and passengers in order to extort money or send a message that they dominate a 

particular territory. According to my research participants, public transportation in the 

country is even more dangerous today than it has been in the past as a result. Thus, when 

asked whether they are fearful of taking public transportation, most participants respond 

affirmatively, which does not necessarily denote phobic anxiety (the symptom that the 

question is meant to probe on the SCL-90-R) as related to childhood trauma, but rather 

reflects the current state of violence in the country today.  
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     Third, although I asked participants to focus on the trauma and distress they 

experienced in childhood, there is no way of knowing if trauma or distress caused by 

events in adulthood were somehow being considered when they responded to the 

questions on the psychological assessment instruments. Trauma and distress caused by 

current events in adulthood certainly can affect the way in which participants respond to 

questions about current symptoms and emotional states associated with childhood events. 

     Fourth, when administering the assessment instruments, I asked participants to think 

about their childhood experiences with la violencia when responding to the questions. 

Answering questions retrospectively certainly yields different responses than what 

participants may have stated had the questions been asked in childhood at the time of la 

violencia. A longitudinal study of participants’ responses in childhood and now in 

adulthood would have been much more insightful regarding their experiences with 

childhood trauma and how it may or may not affect them today in adulthood. However, 

my intention is to continue this research with these particular participants on a 

longitudinal basis into the future, which will hopefully extend the scope of understanding 

their experiences and provide greater insight into how childhood trauma may or may not 

affect them later in life.  

Understanding Orphan Experiences with Genocide-Related Trauma 

     There is much to learn from Guatemalan child survivors about overcoming the tragedy 

and trauma caused by genocide. Both orphans and their peers were forced to endure 

childhood hardships, distress and loss that many people cannot even begin to fathom. 

Orphans, in particular, faced even greater adversity because they lost one or both of their 

parents and were brought to live in a permanent residential home for orphaned children 
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located in an unfamiliar environment far away from surviving family members and their 

natal communities. Orphans and peers recognize that growing up amidst the chaos of 

genocide, terror and a persistent culture of fear brought about complex challenges that 

were further exacerbated for orphans because of their orphan status. Yet, as both the 

ethnographic and quantitative data above reveal, orphans and their peers have managed to 

face childhood trauma in a way that seems to have prevented them from suffering 

extreme levels of debilitation or psychopathology in adulthood. This is especially 

apparent and poignant for war orphans as they have not only overcome the trauma of 

their childhoods both in the short- and long-term but also perceive those experiences as 

having contributed to their own personal growth and adaptability to life challenges now 

in adulthood. The ability to overcome such horrendous experiences with childhood 

trauma and to become positive, well-adjusted adults despite having lost their parents, 

homes, families and community ties—which is demonstrated in the ethnographic data 

presented above—is a remarkable testament to orphans’ internal strength and resiliency. 

     In Chapter 3, I defined resiliency based on the work of Bonanno (2004) as the ability 

to return to and maintain psychological and physical equilibrium following a traumatic 

event or events. However, orphan participants’ experiences with childhood trauma 

presented in this present chapter and their abilities to generally overcome that trauma in 

adulthood necessitate expanding the definition of resiliency to further reflect these 

orphans’ particular life experiences. Thus, for Guatemala’s war orphans, their abilities to 

effectively engage in resilient behaviors means that they have the “capacity for adapting 

successfully and functioning competently despite experiencing chronic adversity or 

following exposure to prolonged or severe trauma” (Cicchetti 2010:524; see also Masten, 



327 

 

Best and Garmezy 1990). This definition of trauma reflects more than just a “return to 

equilibrium” by recognizing that individuals respond to traumatic circumstances and 

events often by establishing positive, creative and constructive ways in which to adapt 

and function. The orphans’ capacity to adapt and function competently is evident in their 

ability to simultaneously recognize the childhood trauma they faced and to put the 

associated memories aside in order to move forward in life in a positive, constructive 

manner. This sentiment is reflected in Sheni’s response presented above in which she 

states that she and her fellow orphans are not “erasing” what happened in their early 

childhoods, but rather are “setting it aside.” Sheni’s statement demonstrates that orphan 

participants’ general aim is not to forget or to erase what has happened in their earlier 

childhoods, but rather to focus on their potential and on their abilities to mobilize their 

resilient capacities in constructive ways in order to become well-adapted adults despite 

their traumatic and distressing pasts.  

     Guatemala’s war orphans are not alone in their remarkable ability to not only 

overcome the effects of severe childhood trauma associated with the terror of genocide 

but also to grow in positive, constructive ways from it. This underlying theme of 

resiliency strongly resonates with other anthropological research conducted with 

Guatemalan victims and survivors of the genocide as well. For example, anthropologist 

Ricardo Falla’s early 1980s work with Mayan survivors living in refugee camps in 

Mexico and in resistance groups in hiding in Guatemala highlights the debilitating effects 

of the terror of the genocide on these communities and individual members, while 

simultaneously demonstrating that survivors are also “psychologically resourceful 

agents” who cannot be portrayed as mere victims (1994:192). Falla notes,  
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Although the scars from the experience of mass terror will not fade from the 

collective memory soon, Indian communities displayed a remarkable resilience, 

finding ways not only to survive but to actively resist, escape, and readjust. The 

military remains dominant, operating with impunity; the Indians remain 

vulnerable, living in fear, but the survival and internal strength of Indian 

communities itself represents a triumph [1994:192]. 

 

     In a similar vein, anthropologist Victor Montejo, himself a Jakaltek Maya survivor 

from Guatemala, found resilience and hope among the Jakaltek refugees he worked with 

in Mexico. Having experienced la violencia first-hand and similarly forced to live in 

exile, Montejo shows that despite the devastating and persistent negative effects of la 

violencia and of living in the harsh conditions of exile in refugee camps, the refugees he 

worked with managed to adapt to their situations and to develop a strong sense of 

community that is testament to their resilience. Montejo reflects,  

Throughout my research I have been heartened and fortified by the persistence 

and courage of the refugees. Their determination and endurance are a testimony to 

the strength of our culture. Their adaptation under conditions of unutterable 

hardship and their transformation of that culture under duress give me hope for 

our future [1999:25]. 

 

     Anthropological research conducted with war widows in Guatemala similarly 

elucidates encouraging signs of hope and resilience among a particular population of 

survivors who were especially devastated during la violencia and in the aftermath that 

followed. Judith Zur used anthropological methods in her work with Maya widows in 

order to explore how they talked about and explained their experiences with violence and 

the persistent culture of fear that has infiltrated their daily lives. Zur found that widows 

have utilized creative survival strategies in order to reconstruct their lives on both a 

physical and psychological level. Despite ongoing physical and psychological suffering, 

the widows in Chajul have actively formed social groups and cooperatives within their 

communities in order to construct a sense of themselves as widows, daughters, and 
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mothers of the dead and disappeared (Zur 1998:179). By sharing their painful memories 

of the violence and “remembering” in these social groups and cooperatives, the women 

have found new possibilities for action, for reworking their identities and for asserting 

new positions in society. Thus, through their participation in development projects and 

community organizing with other widows, war widows have taken an active and public 

stance in dealing with the negative consequences of the genocide, in forming strong 

social ties with other widows and in calling for justice by prosecuting the brutal crimes 

committed against them, their families and their communities. The war widows’ 

participation in the social groups and cooperatives demonstrates their abilities to actively 

engage in resilient behaviors that address the horrific events and conditions in which they 

have been forced to live (Zur 1998). Highlighting the widows’ resilience, Zur contends, 

Yet surviving widows should not be seen as passive beings, completely controlled 

and moulded by the various institution and symbolic processes of revictimization, 

whilst vulnerable, they are not so defenseless. They have learnt to adapt, to 

survive; some have begun to ‘work’ for justice...[1998: 30]. 

 

     Anthropologist Linda Green also found resilient practices among a group of Maya war 

widows. Working with indigenous war widows in an undisclosed area of the Highlands, 

Green revealed that the women similarly used the creative practice of coming together 

under the auspices of development projects in order to share experiences and raise their 

awareness of the ways in which their suffering had been shaped by gender, class and 

ethnicity. Finding a niche within development projects, the widows came to rework their 

identities in order to incorporate their experiences as widows and Maya women, and to 

forge new identities that have allowed them to call greater attention to and in some cases, 

confront their marginal positions as Maya indigenous women in post-war Guatemalan 

society (Green 1999:108). Green’s research demonstrates that despite living on the 



330 

 

economic and social margins of their impoverished communities while continuing to 

experience trauma engendered by la violencia, the widows have come together in new 

ways to creatively rework their sense of identity and community. They have also found 

much needed emotional respite from the “culture of fear” that continues to plague 

Guatemala even today. Identifying and recognizing the underlying sense of resiliency 

found among even the most physically, psychologically and economically devastated of 

survivors, Green reflects, 

Within a climate of fear and militarization some widows reworked spaces to 

reaffirm social relations and cultural values in which they regarded survival as a 

collective enterprise, even as the development projects there to assist them 

ignored their knowledge and creativity. Some widows of Xe’caj constructed 

alternative forms of community in the midst of their suffering that speak 

powerfully to the resiliency of the human spirit. They used the space of 

development projects, their own bodies, and those of evangelical worship to 

reinvigorate community and kin networks by pushing the limits of permissible 

spaces in a militarized society. As such, Mayan widows have rewoven their 

‘traditions’ – their ‘Mayaness’-out of the fabric of violence [1999:171]. 

 

     Resilience has become so evident an underlying theme in the life experiences of 

survivors of la violencia that it has also been highlighted in the recent truth reports. Both 

the REMHI (1998) and CEH (1999) reports fully explore the negative consequences and 

suffering caused by la violencia, but they also explicitly underscore survivors’ own 

creative and resilient responses to the terror of the genocide. Both reports emphasize that 

survivors have actively participated in forms of resistance to and coping with the terror 

that has infused their daily lives. For example, the REMHI report states, “The strategies 

people have used to cope with the effects of violence are an important facet of their 

experience. Many individuals and groups assumed a very active posture despite the risk 

involved” (1999:51). According to the testimonies collected in both reports, the primarily 

indigenous Highlands populations made bold moves by creating and participating in 
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organizations, movements and activities designed to legally denounce human rights 

violations, to search for the disappeared, to report massacres and other acts of violence, 

and to create support networks for survivors. Therefore, the rural activist organizations 

and the activities conducted by survivors of la violencia demonstrate that Highland 

inhabitants were not just passive, vulnerable victims of the genocide who have been left 

to wither away and disintegrate into the backdrop of the horrid aftermath of la violencia. 

Instead, survivors have become active, resilient and well-adapted individuals who 

continue to work diligently to reconstruct their lives, to restore their dignity and human 

rights, and to repair the social fabrics that have bound their families and communities 

together for centuries. This is not to say that the genocide has not left indelible emotional 

and physical scars in the lives of survivors. Rather, the REMHI and CEH reports further 

corroborate that the creative, resilient ways in which survivors have responded to trauma 

and distress must be brought to light in order to more fully understand the complexities of  

survivors’ life experiences with and responses to the genocide and state-sponsored terror 

(CEH 1999; REMHI 1998). 

    While war orphans who participated in my research project were too young to engage 

in activist organizations and community activities in their early childhoods, they 

nonetheless formed a strong sense of resiliency that has allowed them to adapt to life as 

orphans and to function competently despite living without the moral and social support 

of one or both parents. Most orphans I interviewed acknowledge having experienced 

childhood trauma and yet, not one of them identifies their childhood trauma as causing 

life-long debilitating or pathological effects in their life experiences. Consistent with the 

life experiences of the five orphans featured in Chapter 3, the remaining 15 orphans also 
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focus primarily on positive events and aspects in their lives rather than solely on the 

negative, long-term consequences of la violencia or its equally challenging aftermath. 

This is particularly evident in the PTGI results, which indicate that orphans view 

themselves as having benefitted and subsequently grown emotionally from their 

experiences with childhood trauma in a way that is significantly greater than that of their 

peers. As a result, orphans tend to concentrate on their personal growth and their resilient 

capabilities to adapt in life instead of portraying their lives as permanently devastated and 

destroyed by their early traumatic experiences. Thus, instead of hopelessness and 

permanent debilitation, orphans assert mobilizing both internal and external sources to 

help them deal with the long-term effects of childhood trauma—effects that are not 

forgotten but are essentially “set aside” so that orphans can live healthy, well-adapted 

lives. I believe the combination of occasional psychological support offered at the 

Hogares and the emotional support orphans enrolled in the home offered each other at the 

time helped facilitate orphans’ overall resilience and abilities to overcome genocide-

related childhood trauma, which I hope to explore more fully in future research. 

Conclusion 

     In this chapter, I have demonstrated that children, as a social group, comprised a major 

portion of the victims and survivors of la violencia in Guatemala. For war orphans, in 

particular, the genocide has left emotional and psychological scars that will remain with 

them for the rest of their lives. Having witnessed their parents’ deaths and 

disappearances, their villages obliterated and their daily lives turned into chaotic 

instability, war orphans have faced some of the most challenging emotional and 

psychological circumstances imaginable. Those too young to recall such traumatic events 
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faced equally traumatizing situations by being raised in a violent culture of fear in which 

remaining parents desperately struggled to keep them alive. Transitioning to living at a 

permanent residential home for orphaned children also had its emotional challenges for 

the overwhelming majority of orphans who participated in my research project. Leaving 

their familial homes and their surviving family members and instead to grow up in a new 

environment was not easy for most of the 20 orphans who participated in my research 

project. Yet, despite all of the emotionally difficult situations that this group of orphans 

faced, they have become resilient adults. Orphans’ abilities to not only adapt but also to 

grow emotionally despite facing extremely harsh childhood hardships, distress and 

struggles is remarkable and clearly demonstrates the orphans’ keen abilities to respond to 

their life challenges in creative, constructive ways. In the following chapter, I expand 

upon this theme of resiliency and growth by next examining the overwhelming economic 

loss orphan participants have experienced and continue to face as a consequence of their 

orphan status and by revealing how orphans’ dedication to formal and higher education, 

among other creative strategies, has become another constructive means by which this 

group of orphans has begun to positively overcome the long-term consequences of la 

violencia in adulthood. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Economic Loss and Education 

 

 

“With economic self-sufficiency and appropriate higher  

education, indigenous people can shatter the ethnic  

tension and prejudice against them” (Montejo 2005:xiii). 

 

 

     Guatemalan war orphans and their families experienced major economic loss as a 

consequence of la violencia. As demonstrated in the Chapter 3, the destruction of 

material property, lost access to subsistence agricultural land, and severed ties with 

families and communities resulting from the genocide had severe economic repercussions 

that made survival even more precarious by forcing orphans and their surviving family 

members deeper into extreme poverty. Orphans who participated in my research project 

are well aware of the economic losses that their surviving family members had to endure 

because of the genocide and recognize that it was the economic devastation that 

ultimately led to their enrollment in the Hogares. At the same time, however, orphans 

realize that their enrollment in the home meant an immediate reprieve from the economic 

destitution in which they had been living. Yet, the consequences of the economic loss 

wrought by la violencia soon resurfaced in orphans’ lives once they left the Hogares and 

transitioned into early adulthood. With no familial support, no familial homes to which to 

return and no community connections to help economically support them, orphans faced 

adulthood on their own financially with nothing more than the education they received 

via the Hogares and their desire to make something of their lives.  

     In this chapter, I explore the long-tern economic consequences of the genocide on the 

lives of war orphans. My aim is to show that orphan participants have not only 
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confronted the long-term economic consequences in positive, constructive ways but also 

have begun to overcome them altogether at this stage of adulthood. To achieve this aim, I 

begin this chapter by summarizing the economic precursors that led up to la violencia and 

that had placed the majority indigenous population in an already precarious economic 

position amidst a backdrop of increasing poverty and deteriorating national economic 

conditions. I next discuss the general economic loss and devastation that resulted directly 

from la violencia and illustrate how subsequent economic destitution persisted for the 

masses for years to follow. I continue by exploring the specific long-term economic 

consequences of la violencia on the particular lives of orphans who participated in my 

research project and compare their experiences with those of their peers from Santa 

Apolonia. I then demonstrate how this group of orphans has not only confronted but also 

has have begun to overcome the economic consequences in adulthood, using their peers’ 

current experiences and situations as a further point of reference. I conclude this chapter 

by presenting orphans’ and peers’ perceptions of the long-term negative economic 

consequences of la violencia and discuss how they view the economic future for 

themselves, their families and the Guatemalan nation-state.  

Economic Precursors Leading up to la violencia 

     The economic consequences of la violencia were preceded by two decades of 

intensifying poverty and government corruption that drastically widened the income 

disparity between a small group of extremely wealthy elite and the majority (primarily 

indigenous) poor population. Despite unprecedented national economic growth and the 

expanding international trade of the 1950s and early 1960s, the rapidly increasing 

majority population found itself in disproportionately deteriorating economic conditions 
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well before la violencia began (Barry 1992; Davis 1988; Frank and Wheaton 1984; 

Handy 1984; Manz 1988). In fact, by 1970 an estimated 46.5 percent of the total national 

income went to the wealthiest fifth of the population, while a minute 4.8 percent went to 

the nation’s poorest fifth, which resulted in 70% of rural households falling well below 

the poverty line
1
 (Booth, Wade and Walker 2010:139; Graber 1980:16).  

     Making matters worse, rapid population growth, proliferating landlessness and a 

drastic shift from agricultural subsistence farming to dependence on a capitalist market 

made daily life an increasingly difficult economic struggle for the majority of 

Guatemalans. At the same time, improvements in the area of public health produced a 

population growth of over three percent annually from 1950 to 1970, causing the 

population to nearly double in less than 25 years (Dirección General de Estadística 1973, 

1950; Garrard-Burnett 2010). Rapid population growth coupled with already limited 

access to land meant that by the 1970s exponentially fewer people had access to 

agricultural land, forcing most subsistence farmers into wage-labor (Booth, Wade and 

Walker 2010; Calvert 1985; Manz 1988; May 2001). The major shift from subsistence 

farming to wage-labor signified that by the 1970s, all campesino (or rural farmer) 

households were at least partially connected to the capitalist market (May 2001). Thus, 

scores of Guatemalans were forced to shift to wage-labor employment; yet, there were 

not enough jobs available to satisfy the burgeoning demand for employment and for the 

few jobs that did exist, wages were simply too low to sustain workers’ families. Handy 

notes that by 1971, “well over 660,000 people were unemployed while over one million 

more of the economically active population was chronically underemployed” (1984:210).   

                                                 
1
 The Guatemalan government defines falling below the poverty line as earning insufficient income to 

satisfy the most basic basket of goods and services needed to survive (Graber 1980:16). 
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   The economic situation for Guatemala’s majority population continued to rapidly 

deteriorate and by mid-1970s due to the 1973 national economic recession and the 1976 

earthquake. The severe 1973 economic recession was driven by the international oil crisis 

and virulent, reactionary national inflation (Barry 1992; World Bank 1978). The 

recession resulted in weakened international trade, escalating national rates of inflation, 

skyrocketing prices of consumer goods and drastically declining wages, which placed 

most Guatemalans in an even more precarious economic position (Ayau Cordón 1989; 

González del Valle and Porras 1976:26-27; OFDA1981). The 1973 economic crisis and 

ensuing decline of the national economy were also particularly devastating for the 

majority population living in the interior of the country, making their already bleak 

economic conditions even more severe (Arias 1990; Garrard-Burnett 2010; Soto, Sevilla 

and Frank 1982).  

     The 1976 earthquake—the worst earthquake in national recorded history and that 

registered 7.5 on the Richter scale—disproportionately devastated the poor (mostly 

indigenous) residents of the interior rural Highlands as well (Arias 1990:243; Garrard-

Burnett 2010; Johnston and Low 1995:15). Such grave destruction and homelessness 

mostly among the poor resulted in what scholars term a “class earthquake” (Morrison and 

May 1994:118). While international aid poured into the country to help the victims of the 

earthquake, the army immediately monopolized all of it and resold what that they did not 

keep for themselves to others for a profit (Arias 1990; Saavedra 2001; Woodward 2008). 

Consequently, the army quickly amassed great wealth, while the majority poor were left 

with no access to any aid whatsoever to help them deal with the aftermath of the severe 

natural disaster (Garrard-Burnett 2010; Woodward 2008; Soto, Sevilla and Frank 1982).  
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     Growing awareness among the masses regarding the massive and enlarging national 

income gap in the face of unprecedented national economic growth and the army’s 

monopolization of international aid intended for earthquake victims became fertile 

ground for burgeoning class-consciousness and popular organization by the mid-1970s 

(Barry 1992; CEH 1999; REMHI 1998). Popular organization, however, was perceived 

as a direct threat against the powerful, wealthy elite. Therefore, the military was 

determined to subjugate the masses in order to prevent an uprising and to disable growing 

popular organization altogether. The military aimed to achieve these goals by intensifying 

its ruthless counterinsurgency campaign in 1978, which initiated the brutal period of la 

violencia. La violencia not only attached popular organization at its roots but also led to 

even more severe economic loss and unprecedented economic destruction for the 

majority indigenous population (Arias 1990; Garrard-Burnett 2010; Manz 1988). 

 Economic Loss and Devastation Resulting from la violencia 

 

     On the heels of the 1976 earthquake and amid a plummeting national economy, the 

economic loss and devastation wrought by la violencia plunged most rural Highland 

families even deeper into extreme poverty. Countless material losses, lost access to land, 

unemployment, and lost sources of economic sustenance destroyed families and 

communities (CEH 1999; REMHI 1998). Economic devastation was, indeed, one of the  

Guatemalan military’s counter-insurgency deliberate strategies designed to destroy and 

permanently subjugate the “water” (the rural Maya population) (CEH 1999; Green 1999; 

Manz 1988; Molina Mejia 1984; Montejo 1999; REMHI 1998; Warren 1993). 

Unfortunately, the military strategies specifically aimed at economic devastation not only 

had immediate economic repercussions but also have had long-term economic 
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consequences that persist in the lives of survivors to this day and will likely continue to 

challenge their livelihoods well into the future. In both of the recently published truth 

reports, survivors of la violencia frequently state that they fear not being able to recoup, 

even in the future, what was lost economically during the genocide (CEH 1999; REMHI 

1998). The REMHI report specifically asserts,     

Many people feel that their economic sacrifices, the struggles and work of 

generations, have been lost, and that these losses are not only detrimental to them 

personally but also affect future generations. For example, it will not be easy to 

continue the traditional system of inheritance in indigenous communities 

[1999:41]. 

 

     To further understand both the immediate and long-term economic consequences that 

have persisted in the lives of Guatemala’s genocide survivors in general and war orphans 

in particular, I now examine the general magnitude of economic loss and devastation 

caused by la violencia and the desolation it brought to the already impoverished and 

economically devastated indigenous majority population. In particular, I discuss 

survivors’ loss of property, familial land, primary household wage-earner, community 

ties and the ability to economically sustain one’s family during and following la violencia 

as the primary long-term economic consequences reported by survivors. 

     The most immediate and visible economic loss that occurred during la violencia was 

the destruction of property such as homes and material goods. Military soldiers and civil 

patrollers commonly burned down civilians’ homes as a means of destroying whole 

communities and eliminating any potential for a guerrilla support base in the Highlands 

(Arias 1990; CEH 1999; Green 1999; Manz 1988; May 2001; REMHI 1998). Material 

property contained within the homes was also destroyed or, more commonly, was looted 

by soldiers and civil patrollers. Household goods, small foodstuffs, clothing and domestic 
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tools were just some of the items commonly plundered by soldiers and civil patrollers 

(Green 1999; May 2001; Zur 1998). Often the looting would take place in already 

depopulated villages that had been abandoned by residents who were forced to flee. Other 

times it would precede or follow military incursions and mass killings (May 2001:66; 

REMHI 1999:124). May describes one such example of looting that followed a massacre,  

The army entered San Francisco at about eleven o’clock on a Saturday morning. 

They called a meeting of all the inhabitants in the main plaza. After the 

campesinos had peacefully assembled, the soldiers separated them into groups, 

according to gender and age. The army then looted the homes of the detained 

inhabitants. After the looting, the military officials isolated the campesinos in 

smaller groups; they raped the women and systematically killed the campesinos, 

one by one [2001:66]. 

 

     In addition to homes and material possessions, soldiers and civil patrollers also 

frequently destroyed or stole villagers’ livestock and crops. Domestic livestock were 

commonly slaughtered during raids and massacres as a deliberate means of exacerbating 

villagers’ economic devastation (Arias 1990; CEH 1999; Manz 1988; REMHI 1998). 

Larger, more valuable livestock such as cattle, however, were routinely pilfered by 

soldiers who transported them to army bases or to their own personal agricultural land 

(REMHI 1999:41). Planted crops and recently stored harvests were similarly destroyed 

by fire or were simply looted by soldiers and civil patrollers for their own consumption or 

to sell to others for profit (CEH 1999; Green 1999; REMHI 1999). The destruction and 

looting of both livestock and crops left thousands of villagers in the Highlands devoid of 

even the most basic nutritional resources needed for daily survival (CEH 1998; Green 

1999; Manz 1988; May 2001; REMHI 1998; Zur 1998).  

     The extent of the economic loss and devastation of homes, material possessions, 

livestock and crops via burning and looting was detrimental to massive numbers of 
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Highland villagers. Many testimonies and eye-witness accounts of events that occurred 

during the genocide frequently include the recounting of the loss of property. In fact, the 

REMHI report notes that many survivors can still itemize today the items that were 

destroyed or plundered during la violencia (1999:41). Already suffering from a 

plummeting national economy, years of widening income disparity and the devastating 

effects of the 1976 earthquake, the economic loss of survivors’ properties and material 

goods during the period of la violencia not only further impoverished families but also 

left them with a defeating sense of disrepair (REMHI 1998a). Replacing what was lost 

during this period would prove to be difficult if not impossible for many Guatemalans 

and was only made more difficult by the added economic devastation caused by the loss 

of familial land (CEH 1999a-c; Green 1999; Manz 1988; REMHI 1998a-d; Zur 1998). 

     Access to sufficient land for housing and agriculture has long been a central issue in 

Guatemala, particularly in the 20
th

 century. In fact, it is the land issue that sparked such 

major political upheavals as the counterrevolution of 1954 and mass popular organization 

in the 1970s (Barry 1992; Manz 1988; Reyes Illescas 1984; Stern 2005). Rapid national 

population growth since the 1950s also intensified the land issue as there were more 

people living per square kilometer, causing the landholdings for the average person to 

dramatically decline by the 1970s and ushered in an era of even greater land scarcity.  

     It was the mounting land scarcity and issue of legal titles to land that ultimately fueled 

the 1978 uprising in Panzós, which marked the beginning of la violencia (Calvert 1985; 

Carlsen 1997; CEH 1999; Davis 1988; Ekern 2008; Falla 2001; Manz 2004; REMHI 

1998; Sanford 2008; Smith 1984). Facing an already dramatic decline in access to land 

because of continuous population growth and skewed ownership—with the large majority 
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of landholdings disproportionately in the hands of the small group of wealthy elite—

Guatemala´s majority population suffered serious economic repercussions and 

consequences during the genocide because of the additional loss of land that ensued. 

Land was lost during the genocide primarily through forced abandonment, severance of 

inheritance rights and pressure to sell land in order to move to urban centers in search of 

desperately needed wage-labor employment. 

     Thousands of individuals and families in the Highlands lost land during la violencia 

that had been in their families for generations. Land was lost because many rural 

Highland residents were forced to flee and therefore, had to abandon their familial plots 

on either a short- or long-term basis. Some families fled their homes and land during 

military raids and massacres, attempting to return months or even a year or two later 

when it was deemed safe to return. Others left individually for their own safety when they 

received word that they were on the military “black list” but also tried to return to their 

land some time later. However, as many as 500,000 Guatemalans were forced to flee the 

country altogether, while scores of others were among the one million people who had 

been internally displaced during la violencia (CEH 1999; Davis 1988; Jonas 2009; 

REMHI 1998; Smith and Boyer 1987).  

     The countless numbers of people forced to abandon their land, whether for a short or 

long period, had little recourse for re-obtaining rights to their land once they did return. 

In many cases, the land is still abandoned today (CEH 1999; Manz 1988; REMHI 1998). 

However, most individuals who attempted to recoup their land simply could not recover 

it because the military had immediately repopulated their land with families from other 

regions when the original residents were forced out. The individuals currently living on 
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the land refuse to return it. In many other instances, community members or relatives 

simply took over the land of those who fled, claiming the land was prestado (loaned) to 

them in the interim. However, many of these individuals refused to cede the land back to 

the original occupants once they had returned to the community (Barry 1992; CEH 1999; 

Manz 1988; REMHI 1998; Stolen 2007).  

     Compounding the land situation is the fact that many families did not have legal title 

or recourse to recover their land. Scores of families simply had no legal titles to their land 

because land had simply been passed down through the generations without legal 

recognition of the land transference or inheritance (Barry 1992; Manz 1988). Others were 

given legal titles through the National Agrarian Transformation Institute (INTA), but the 

titles were often contested and ultimately were ineffective in helping individuals reclaim 

their land (Barry 1992:208). Lastly, many other families did have legitimate legal titles to 

their land; however, records of those titles were often destroyed when the military burned 

or bombed government buildings (Manz 1988:55). Thus, the loss of land due to 

abandonment and the inability to recover it due to lack of legal title or records signified 

that hundreds of thousands of Guatemalans no longer had access to even the tiny parcels 

of land on which they had previously subsisted. 

    Land loss also occurred during la violencia when inheritance rights were severed 

following the kidnapping and murder of many male heads-of-household in the Highlands. 

The severance of land inheritance rights was particularly detrimental to women who were 

widowed during the genocide. Traditional rules of inheritance in the Highlands stipulate 

that land is passed down predominantly to male children from one generation to the next. 

In some areas, only male children inherit their fathers’ land (Fundación Arias 1993; 
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Hawkins 1984; Wagley 1957; Zur 1998). In other communities, female children may 

inherit land, but the parcels they receive are typically much smaller and less desirable 

than the parcels given to their male siblings (Fischer and Hendrickson 2003). Given the 

patrilineal system of inheritance, patterns of residence in the majority indigenous 

Highlands are patrilocal in that women move to their husbands’ familial land when they 

marry. The newly-wed couple then lives in the home of the husband’s parents (if the 

husband is the eldest son) or they construct a simple home of their own on a portion of 

the land belonging to the husband’s parents (Brintnall 1979:83). In this pattern of male-

privileged inheritance and residence, both the house and the land are considered property 

solely of the husband, and the wife is merely a dependent (Barry 1992; Brintnall 1979; 

Fundación Arias 1993; Green 1999; Wagley 1957). 

     With the death and disappearance of vast numbers of indigenous men in the Highlands 

throughout the genocide, many newly-widowed women often immediately lost their 

property rights to their home and land because only their husbands were considered 

entitled to the property. As a result, widows were commonly forced off their husbands’ 

lands by their husbands’ families. Garrard-Burnett explains, 

In making the transition from wife to widow, women lost their status vis-à-vis that 

of their husbands. They often also lost their places within the local hierarchies of 

kinship, which complicated issues of patrilineal land inheritance and exacerbated 

legal difficulties tied to women’s ownership of land titles [2010:105]. 

 

     With no legal title and no surviving husbands to stake a claim on the land for their 

wives and children, countless widows were forced out of their homes and off their land 

with no recourse whatsoever with which to recover the land or home they had worked 

hard to establish with their husbands (Brintnall 1979; CEH 1999; Fundación Arias 1993; 

REMHI 1998; Stern 2005; Zur 1999).  
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     Many other widows were forced to abandon their land because of military raids, 

massacres or death threats to the family. Unfortunately, most widows who had abandoned 

their land were unlikely to reclaim it upon return to their village. Lack of legal title 

altogether or the inability to prove ownership because titles are registered in the 

husbands’ names kept numerous widows from recouping their husbands’ land. Widows 

were also frequently unable to prove that their husbands were dead because the bodies 

were never recovered. Therefore, widows could not process a change in the deed for the 

land without legal proof of their husbands’ deaths (CEH 1999; Stern 2005; Zur 1998). 

Being forced off their familial land and having no legal recourse to recover it, thousands 

of families in the Highlands (consisting mainly of indigenous widows and their children) 

suffered increased economic insecurity and destitution that unfortunately became all too 

commonplace both during and in the wake of la violencia (Brintnall 1979; Fundación 

Arias 1993; REMHI 1998; Stern 2005). With no resources or property, thousands of war 

widows joined the mass number of survivors who were pressured to move to urban 

centers in search of wage-labor opportunities. 

    The final manner in which genocide survivors lost access to valuable agricultural land 

was by being forced to sell their small parcels of land—parcels that were just too small to 

provide sufficient food for their families—in order to move to urban centers in search of 

wage-labor employment. The major shift from subsistence to wage-labor subsequently 

spurred the massive migration of rural campesinos to urban centers. Consequently, many 

campesinos sold their land to finance the move and their new urban housing 

arrangements, only to find that the profit they earned was insufficient to meet the 

exceedingly high costs of urban living (Barry 1992; Fundación Arias 1993; Manz 1988; 
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Zur 1998). Yet, the dramatic shift to wage-labor and resulting sale of land to support 

urban migration was most abrupt and challenging for women widow during la violencia. 

     Without the physical labor of their husbands and other male relatives who had been 

murdered or disappeared in the genocide, many widows and their children who were able 

to maintain rights to their familial lands were left to work their fields alone. The amount 

of time, labor and resources (e.g., money needed to purchase seeds or fertilizer, etc.) 

proved too demanding for many women who simultaneously had to balance their new 

agricultural responsibilities with their traditional household duties. Unable to continue to 

support their children off of subsistence alone, many widows who remained living on 

their deceased husbands’ lands also were pressured to sell their small parcels in order to 

move to urban centers in search of wage-earning opportunities that they desperately 

needed in order to ensure the survival of their children (Arias 1990; CEH 1999; 

Fundación Arias 1993; Garrard-Burnett 2010; REMHI 1998; Zur).  

     The murder and disappearance of so many men who were the sole primary household 

wage-earners had detrimental economic consequences for hundreds of thousands of rural 

(mostly indigenous) families in the Highlands during and following la violencia. Female 

headed households had rarely existed in the Highlands before the genocide, but they 

quickly became commonplace throughout the region after 1978 (CEH 1999; Garrard-

Burnett 2010; REMHI 1998; Zur 1998). Zur reports that women widowed during the 

genocide, on average, outnumber widowers four to one and that this ratio is even higher 

in areas of heavier military counterinsurgency strikes (1998:141). The loss of such large 

portions of men meant that the mostly poor, indigenous war widows were left to provide 

for their families on their own and as mentioned above, were forced to take on a new role 
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as the primary household wage-earner—a role that traditionally belonged to the male 

heads-of-household only (CEH 1999; Garrard-Burnett 2010; Green 1999; Manz 1988; 

REMHI 1998; Zur 1998). 

     Most widows found the sudden, unforeseen task of looking for wage-earning 

employment or finding a way to get involved in other income-generating economic 

activities (such as selling artisan goods) to be onerous and discouraging. Many of the 

widows who had been left to fend for themselves and their children had little if any 

formal education, spoke little if any Spanish, and had few marketable skills with which to 

obtain even the most meager wage-earning jobs (Barry 1992; CEH 1999; Green 1999; 

Manz 1988; REMHI 1998). With fewer marketable skills than their male counterparts 

and thus, even lower earning potential overall, most widows were relegated to working in 

lower-paid, agricultural positions that did not generate enough income to support their 

families at the most basic level (Barry 1992; Green 1999; Zur 1999). The bleak economic 

situation of most widows’ families, therefore, required that their oldest children 

(especially males) enter the labor-market as well. Most children who sought wage-labor 

opportunities were also relegated to working in the fields and were commonly exploited. 

The low wages paid to children, as well as to widows, were often only a small portion of 

what was paid to male laborers who worked in the same positions even though the work 

required the same amount of skills, time and effort (Barry 1992; CEH 1999; Manz 1988; 

REMHI 1998; Zur 1999). 

     Despite their best efforts to take on the new role of primary wage-earner and sole 

provider for their families—with the added help of the wages earned by their oldest 

children in some cases—war widows and their families became even more deeply 
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entrenched in economic hardship and extreme poverty as a direct consequence of the 

genocide. Data collected from the Highlands frequently report that the poorest families in 

the region during and following la violencia were headed by widows who simply did not 

have the resources or marketable skills to single-handedly pull their families out of the 

economic devastation that had been exacerbated by the murders and disappearances of 

their husbands (Carlsen 1997; CEH 1999; Green 1999; REMHI 1998; Zur 1998).  

     The precarious economic position of widows and their children was further 

compounded by the fact that widows could not count on the additional economic support 

or labor of extended family or other community members (CEH 1999; Green 1999; 

REMHI 1998; Zur 1998). Zur notes that male family members, in particular, often 

refused to help their widowed kin for fear of being associated with a “wife of the 

guerrilla” (1998:134). Community members were similarly skeptical of helping someone 

identified by the military or civil patrollers as a potential “subversive,” which could bring 

increased danger to their own families. The most common reason for the lack of support 

from family and community members, however, was the fact that many women were 

forced to relocate to urban centers in search of employment (CEH 1999; Green 1999; 

REMHI 1998; Zur 1998). The upheaval and consequent migration of women and 

children (as well as thousands of other survivors) out of their communities caused many 

survivors to lose important social and economic ties to their communities, which 

constitutes another major area of economic loss and devastation caused by la violencia. 

     The loss of communal ties also had serious economic repercussions for survivors 

during and well after the period of la violencia. For generations, subsistence farming 

communities in the Highlands have played an important role in the lives of indigenous 
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peoples in particular. Highland communities have long served as a locus of social and 

economic support for its members, as well as a source of influence on the formation of 

identity and sense of place (Little 2004: Offit 2008; Zur 1998). Highland communities 

“can serve multiple functions, such as a place of refuge from the dominant society, a base 

for some types of collective identity, a vantage point from which one can understand the 

world…” (Little 2004:202). Therefore, communities in Highland Guatemala—based on 

long-standing Maya indigenous principles of reciprocity and obligation—are primary 

centers of socialization and enculturation that influence its members’ perceptions of 

identity, belonging and survival.  

     Survivors of the genocide who had to abandon their land, who were run off of their 

dead husbands’ land or who were forced to sell their land in order to move to urban 

centers in search of wage-labor opportunities immediately lost ties to their communities 

the moment they moved away from them. The lost community ties had devastating social 

and economic consequences that persist even today (CEH 1999; Garrard-Burnett 2010; 

Green 1999; REMHI1998; Zur 1998). In his work with Kaqchikel Maya vendors, Little 

validates the importance of Highland community ties and how fragile these ties are when 

one does not remain living in the community. He asserts, “If a person does not maintain 

his or her connection to the place and the people who live in the place on a regular basis, 

then that person is not a member of the community” (2004:188). Survivors who were 

forced to leave their communities no longer had a natal community on which to rely for 

their social and economic support. Even those survivors who eventually returned to their 

land and communities found themselves estranged from other villagers and family 

members who had remained in the community during the survivors’ absences. Severed 
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community ties and the disintegration of whole communities themselves meant that 

survivors no longer had access to key social and economic support from their 

communities, which had been vital to their general existence prior to la violencia (CEH 

1999; Green 1999; REMHI 1998; Zur 1998). Without the support of their communities, 

survivors of Guatemala’s genocide were left to fend for themselves and consequently, 

found themselves and their families in dire economic conditions that seriously eroded 

their abilities to economically maintain their families not only during la violencia but also 

in the years that followed. The lost ability to economically sustain one’s family is the 

final major area of economic loss wrought by la violencia. 

     The severe economic loss and devastation that occurred during the genocide further 

compounded the majority population’s dire economic conditions and resulted in soaring 

rates of abject poverty. By 1980, 79% of the national population was classified as living 

in poverty (i.e., they were barely able to satisfy the most basic nutritional and material 

needs of their families), while 52% of the population was considered living in “extreme 

poverty” (i.e., they were not even able to meet their families most basic daily nutritional 

requirements) (CEG 1995:13; CEPAL 1982:20-21; CITGUA 1987a:44; Reyes Illescas 

1984:35-36). The climbing rates of both general and extreme poverty during the early 

1980s gave rise to mass malnutrition, especially in rural areas. More than 80% of rural 

children five years and younger at the time suffered from malnutrition and 81 of every 

1,000 children born during the same period died in their first year of life (Reyes Illescas 

1984:35-36). The majority of those deaths were caused by digestive tract and respiratory 

problems that normally would not cause death in a healthy child, which demonstrates just 

how horrific the economic conditions were for most rural families at the time. 
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Unfortunately, children and their families continued to suffer economic destitution as the 

levels of poverty continued to increase at an average annual rate of 2.8 percent 

throughout the 1980s (Barry 1992; CEH 1999; Manz 1988; REMHI 1998; Tierney 1997). 

     Persistent population growth, increased numbers of unskilled women in the workforce 

and a drastic decline in the national economy in the early 1980s further intensified 

families’ economic destitution. Wage-earning jobs became scarce and the subsequent 

soaring rates of unemployment seriously undermined families’ remaining abilities to 

economically sustain themselves. Guatemala’s population grew at over three percent per 

year at the start of the 1980s, with urban population increasing by over 8 percent annually 

due to massive rural migration to urban centers (Calvert 1985; Tierney 1997). The 

massive numbers of people migrating to the urban centers in search of employment 

during this period placed unprecedented pressure on an already declining job market that 

had been directly affected by yet another economic downturn in the early 1980s.  

     Large scores of women entering the work force also contributed to Guatemala’s 

growing job scarcity in this period (Barry 1992; Garrard-Burnett 2010). Women who 

were widowed during la violencia and were suddenly the primary household wage-

earners for their families sought wage-labor opportunities in growing numbers. Other 

women who were not widowed also moved to urban centers with their families in search 

of wage-earning employment in order to financially contribute to their families. Thus, the 

number of women in the work force nearly doubled between in the 1980s, with one in 

every four workers a woman by 1989 (Barry 1992:166). In Guatemala City alone, 38 

percent of the economically active population was female by the end of the 1980s (Barry 

1992:166). Proliferating numbers of women entering the labor market for the first time in 
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the nation’s history exacerbated the already plummeting job market because there were 

simply too few jobs in proportion to the massive increase in the number of job seekers. 

With so few jobs available to meet the escalating demand for wage-earning positions, 

scores of survivors were unemployed and unable to adequately provide for their families. 

     A weak national economy and the counterinsurgency campaign contributed to a sharp 

economic downturn by 1980 that further atrophied the national labor market (Barry 1992; 

Calvert 1985; Green 1999; Menéndez 2002; Tierney 1997). Guatemala’s Social Security 

Institute (Instituto Guatemalteco de Seguridad Social, or IGSS) estimated that 220,000 

jobs were lost in the country between 1981 and 1985 alone due to the national economic 

recession (Inforpress Centroamericano 1987:33). In addition to job loss, wages continued 

to decline by over 15 percent during this period, leaving agricultural workers to earn in 

1986 only 57 percent of the minimum salary they received in 1980 (Tierney 1997:7-8). 

The massive influx of people entering the urban labor market, the major job loss due to 

the plummeting economy and the drastic drop in wages left thousands of survivors 

unemployed or underemployed at best (Menéndez 2002; Tierney 1997). Neither able to 

continue subsistence agriculture nor to secure gainful employment, many adult survivors 

found that they had altogether lost the ability to sustain their families at even the most 

basic level required to survive (Barry 1992; CEH 1999; Tierney 1997; REMHI 1998). 

     The economic loss and devastation caused by la violencia was vast and far-reaching 

for hundreds of thousands of survivors (Barry 1992; CEH 1999; REMHI 1998; Tierney 

1997; Zur 1998). Those who did not perish in the counterinsurgency campaign were 

forced to live in unfathomable economic misery while simultaneously having to deal with 

the trauma and psychological pain of the loss of murdered and disappeared loved ones. 
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The loss of property, land, primary wage-laborers, community ties and the ability to 

economically sustain their families persistently placed survivors in a precarious and 

onerous economic position within an already faltering national economy. The 

implications of such enormous economic loss and devastation would prove to be long-

lasting for survivors whose economic hardships were not eased when la violencia ended 

in 1983. Instead, the end of la violencia coincided with an even worse national economic 

crisis than had occurred during the late 1970s (Green 1999; Jonas 1991; Manz 1988).  

Persistence of Economic Destitution in the Wake of la violencia 

     A slump in the world market in the late 1970s brought about a worldwide economic 

recession that by the early 1980s had severely weakened the national economy, which 

continued to erode throughout the remainder of the decade. Guatemala was especially 

hard hit by the worldwide recession because of its dependence on world market 

commodity prices for its agricultural export crops, especially coffee, sugar and cotton 

(Barry 1992; Green 1999; Handy 1984). Low prices and slumping demand for export 

crops resulted in a drastic drop in exports. Fewer exports, along with poor governmental 

structure, little internal investment and persistent civil unrest, led Guatemala into its 

worst economic depression since the 1930s (Manz 1988). Handy explains,  

During the early 1980s the worldwide recession had reduced the demand for and 

price of Guatemala’s exports….The Guatemalan economy was particularly hard 

hit because of an archaic tax structure that was completely inadequate to meet the 

needs of the government, an elite that invested large amounts of wealth outside of 

the country and so deprived Guatemala of much-needed investment capital, and 

political unrest that had virtually destroyed the important tourist industry and 

damaged many other productive sectors. Most importantly, the international 

recession hit Guatemala especially hard because the poverty of the majority of the 

populace meant that there was very little internal market, and Guatemala had 

remained entirely dependent on sales of its agricultural products on the world 

market [1984:267]. 
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     The worldwide recession in the early 1980s had devastating consequences for the 

national economy. From 1980 to 1986, the country experienced negative economic 

growth nearly every year. Manz points out, “In 1986 gross domestic product per capita 

slid back to the level of 1971, eroding half of the growth achieved since 1950” (1988:47). 

Prices of consumer goods (especially the most basic items) more than quadrupled since 

the mid-1970s, while wages dropped significantly (Barry 1992:97; Jonas 1991:179). The 

disparity between the rising costs of basic goods and the declining level of wages 

seriously eroded individual purchasing power, further weakening the national economy. 

Making matters worse, some estimate that by 1984 unemployment had reached 45% and 

underemployment was over 34% (CEG 1995:63). Soaring levels of unemployment and 

underemployment caused even greater numbers of people to slide deeper into relentless 

poverty during the 1980s. Jonas asserts, “The percentage of the population living below 

the poverty line jumped from 79 percent in 1980 to 87 percent in 1987” (1991:177). 

These figures indicate that more than four of every five Guatemalans were living below 

the poverty line at the time. With even more people living in poverty after than during la 

violencia, the years immediately following the end of the most brutal period of the 

genocide brought no economic relief to survivors.  

     The genocide and the economic crisis of the 1980s disrupted survivors’ families, 

communities and lifeways in ways that would prove to have long-term negative economic 

consequences not only for the survivors themselves but also for their children well into 

the future (CEH 1999; Garrard-Burnett 2010; Green 1999; INE 1989; Manz 1988; 

REMHI 1998; Zur 1998). Both truth reports on the genocide recognize that the economic 

hardships and overload of responsibilities placed on survivors because of the human and 
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economic losses the genocide brought about have persisted in the lives of survivors even 

to this day (CEH 1999, v.1: 80; REMHI 1999:6). The REMHI report, in particular, 

asserts, “For every two testimonies that described a responsibility overload and economic 

hardship at the time of the events, one reports that these problems persist…” (1999:6).  

     Orphans who participated in my research project and their families were among the 

hundreds of thousands of survivors who were most devastated by la violencia and by the 

economic recession of the 1980s. Having lost family members, homes, property, land and 

the ability to survive off of subsistence agriculture as many rural (primarily indigenous) 

Highland families did, surviving family members found themselves in extreme poverty 

and were no longer able to sustain their orphaned children. The inability to economically 

provide for orphaned children following the genocide became the primary reason that 

orphans were brought to and enrolled in the Hogares despite the hardships that the 

separation would have on both the children and their family members. While the Hogares 

would provide orphans with much more than just their basic nutritional needs throughout 

their remaining childhoods, the negative economic consequences of la violencia would 

prove to be pervasive in their lives, especially when orphans entered adulthood and were 

living on their own. In order to more fully understand the economic repercussions of la 

violencia that war orphans in my project have had to face not only in childhood but also 

in adulthood, I now discuss the long-term negative economic consequences la violencia 

has had on the particular lives of the 20 orphans who participated in my research project. 

The Long-Term Negative Economic Consequences of la violencia for War Orphans 

     War orphans are fully aware of the prolonged economic devastation wrought by the 

military’s overt strategies of economic destruction carried out during la violencia. 
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Orphans and their surviving family members were among those most economically 

devastated by la violencia as they lost their most valuable and often only resources such 

as their homes, land, primary wage-earners and community ties. These losses brought 

about negative economic consequences that were not only experienced immediately by 

war orphans and their families but also developed into long-lasting economic challenges 

that orphans continue to face even today as adults. In the following section, I present an 

overview of these long-term negative economic consequences and how they have 

affected the war orphans throughout their lives by comparing their particular experiences 

with those of their peers from Santa Apolonia.  

Economic Loss and Devastation Experienced Prior to Living in the Hogares 

     War orphans often witnessed and experienced immediate economic destruction during 

the genocide when the soldiers and civil patrollers burned their homes and destroyed their 

belongings. The majority of orphans who participated in my research project lost their 

familial homes and the material items contained within them during their early 

childhoods. Consequently, orphans experienced continuous housing instability prior to 

enrollment in the Hogares. Not only did orphans’ families lose their familial homes but 

the majority also lost the land upon which the homes were built. Loss of land was even 

more detrimental. It meant that the families would have no claim to property on which to 

rebuild their homes. With the land shortage that existed at the time of and immediately 

following the genocide, purchasing land was a near financial impossibility (Arias 1990; 

Calvert 1985; Herbenar Bossen 1984; Tierney 1997). As a result, landless families 

desperately searched for some other place to live such as with relatives or on property of 

an employer or benefactor (e.g., the case of Juana’s family presented in the Chapter 3). 
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However, the extreme poverty that permeated the Highlands during the genocide made it 

difficult for family members or others to take in landless relatives, frequently forcing 

families to live in make-shift camps in the mountains or in the streets of larger villages 

(e.g., the case of Debora’s family presented in Chapter 3). The majority of orphans also 

lost their primary household wage-earners (mainly their fathers) in la violencia, leaving 

them to live with a single parent. In most cases, this parent was their biological mother 

who had neither the formal education nor the vocational skills necessary to secure gainful 

employment. This resulted in substandard living conditions that severely compromised 

their children’s physical health and prohibited access to formal education. With few 

economic options, many war widows and other surviving family members had no choice 

but to seek an alternative form of care for their orphaned children. 

     The plight of orphans in my research project differs markedly from that of their peers, 

the majority of whom experienced little economic loss as a result of la violencia. 

Whereas the majority of orphans lost their homes, land and primary household wage-

earners, virtually none of the peers from Santa Apolonia experienced economic loss as a 

result of the genocide. For the peers, their families’ abilities to maintain familial homes, 

land and primary wage-earners meant that they were in a better position to economically 

maintain and provide for their children both during and following la violencia. 

Consequently, none of the 20 peers were subject to the extreme poverty experienced by 

orphans. Therefore, peers neither suffered from poor physical health nor lack of access to 

formal education in the way that orphans did, placing them at a greater advantage both 

educationally and economically early on in their childhoods. In the following sections, I 
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present data that clearly demonstrate the marked disparity in economic loss experienced 

by orphans when compared to their peers.  

     Of the 20 orphans who participated in my research project, 13 report experiencing the 

immediate destruction or loss of their familial home and material goods as a result of the 

military’s counter-insurgency campaign. In eight of these 13 cases, the military or civil 

patrollers ransacked and burned their familial homes. In the case of Debora (presented in 

Chapter 3), her surviving father lost their home (which was subsequently taken over by 

other villagers) because they were forced to flee and could not return to their familial 

home for fear of her father being kidnapped and murdered. In four of the 13 cases, 

relatives simply took over the family home after one or both parents were either 

murdered or died of illnesses (e.g., the case of Esteban presented in Chapter 3) and 

refused to return it to orphans’ surviving parent or siblings. In addition to these 13 

orphans, one (Lina) was abandoned by her parents, rendering her home situation 

unknown. However, the Catholic sisters at the Hogares believe that Lina’s parents likely 

lost everything and were under threat, pressuring them to abandon Lina at a local hospital 

in order to save her life. The remaining six orphans who did not lose their homes and 

material possessions were able to continue living in their familial homes throughout la 

violencia up until the time they were enrolled in the Hogares. 

     In contrast, 14 of the 20 peers who participated in my research project lived without 

interruption in their original familial homes during and following the period of la 

violencia. Of the remaining six peers, four relocated to the town of Santa Apolonia in 

order to live in what their parents deemed a safer environment. Only two of the 20 peers 

actually lost their familial home when it was burned down by local civil patrollers during 
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la violencia. In the case of these two peers (who are brothers), their family moved to a 

plot of land more centrally-located within the town of Santa Apolonia for safety reasons 

and constructed a new home there. While their housing was disrupted, these two peers 

were able to live in new familial homes within a short period of time and consequently, 

experienced less disruption and instability in housing than the majority of orphans. 

     Of the 20 orphans, the same 13 who had lost familial homes had also lost familial 

land. In eight of the 13 cases, the orphans’ mothers were widowed during la violencia 

and with their homes destroyed, they were no longer entitled either legally or informally 

to their husbands’ inherited lands. In four of the 13 cases, the relatives of orphans’ 

parents permanently took over the familial land when the orphans’ parents had died, 

abandoned their children or fled with their children from their home. In the final case, 

both of the orphan’s parents died, leaving her (especially as a female) with no inheritance 

rights to her father’s familial land. In addition to these 13 orphans, one (Lina) has no 

knowledge of whether her parents had land or whether it was lost. The remaining six 

orphans did not experience immediate loss of familial land during or shortly following la 

violencia, which allowed them and their surviving family members to remain living on 

their familial land without disruption. In contrast, none of 20 peers reported losing 

familial land during or immediately following la violencia. The six (30%) whose families 

chose to relocate to Santa Apolonia simply relocated and did not lose land in the process, 

although two did report having their home destroyed by the military or civil patrollers. 

     The status of surviving caregivers also has factored into the disparity in economic loss 

experienced by orphans when compared to their peers. Table 3 provides a summary of 

the adults who were the primary caregivers for orphans in my research project at the time 
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just prior to their enrollment in the Hogares compared to the primary caregivers of their 

peers during that same general time period in the early to mid-1980s,  

 

Table 3: Adult Caregiver Responsible for Child between 1983-1985 

Adult(s) Responsible # of Orphans # of Peers 

Both Parents 

Widowed Mother 

Widowed Father 

Abandoned Mother 

Abandoned Father 

Older Siblings 

Extended Family Members 

Foster/Adoptive Mother 

Adoptive Parents 

State Agency 

Total 

0 

9 

2 

1 

2 

1 

3 

1 

0 

1 

20 

14 

2 

1 

2 

0 

0 

0 

0 

1 

0 

20 

 

 

     Table 3 reveals that none of the 20 orphans were being cared for and financially 

supported by both parents prior to their enrollment in the Hogares. In fact, 11 were being 

cared for by a single adult woman (either their widowed, abandoned or foster mothers). 

The majority of these widowed, abandoned and adoptive women were Maya indigenous 

women with limited to no formal education, little to no access to land and no family 

members who were in a financial position to economically support them and their 

children during this period. In contrast, 14 of the 20 peers were still living with and were 

economically supported by both parents in this time period. The remaining six peers 

continued to live with a surviving single or adoptive parent.  

     Furthermore, nine of the 20 orphans in my research project had older siblings who 

were not enrolled with them in the Hogares because their older siblings remained with 

the surviving caregivers in order to engage in wage-earning labor to help financially 

support their families. This was evidenced in the cases of Mario and Juliana as presented 

in Chapter 3. Both had older siblings who remained at home because they were old 
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enough to work. For the remaining orphans, nine were enrolled with all of their siblings 

(none of whom were yet old enough to work) and two have no information on whether or 

not they had any siblings whatsoever prior to their enrollment. In contrast, all 20 peers 

remained living with their biological or adoptive parents and their siblings, leaving their 

families mostly intact during this period of the early to mid-1980s. 

     The more precarious conditions that orphans were living in with surviving family 

members prior to living in the Hogares was evident in their physical conditions at the 

time of enrollment. While many inconsistencies in early recordkeeping of the Hogares 

make it more challenging to determine the exact physical condition of each orphan upon 

enrollment in the first five years the home was operating, two of the initial files 

specifically state that the children were malnourished and had open sores at the time of 

their arrival. However, the Catholic sisters confirm that parasites, amoebas, worms, 

infected sores, chronic diarrhea and low body weight were common among orphans at the 

time of enrollment. In contrast, none of the 20 peers reported being in poor physical 

health during their early childhood years or recalled their families suffering physically 

from extreme levels of poverty. 

     Formal education was another factor that reflects the disparity in economic loss 

between orphans and peers. Of the 20 orphans, 12 had absolutely no formal education 

prior to their enrollment at the Hogares even though they were school-age at the time—

they ranged in age from 5 to 13 years. The Guatemalan educational system begins 

formally educating children as early as the age of 5 in what is termed “párvulos” or pre-

school. Two additional orphans only completed the first grade of elementary school, but 

had to quit school because their families could no longer afford to pay for the enrollment 
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fees and basic school supplies. Accessing formal education proved to be difficult even for 

the remaining eight orphans who were formally enrolled in school. The growing cost of 

education and increasing poverty experienced by orphans’ families made providing 

orphans with formal education a near impossibility. Concerned that they could not send 

their children to school, surviving family members sought help from the Hogares where 

they would be assured that orphans would receive food, clothing and formal education.  

     In contrast, 18 of the 20 peers were enrolled in elementary school as soon as they 

became school age—eight were enrolled as early as párvulos and 10 started school in the 

first grade
2
. These 18 remained in school through at least the sixth grade, thereby 

completing elementary school by the average age of 12. Only two peers were not enrolled 

in school because of family financial constraints or because their families did not value 

educating the girls in the family, which was not uncommon among poor, rural Highland 

families at the time. Figure 7 compares the total number of orphans (prior to their 

enrollment in the Hogares) and the number of peers who were formally enrolled in 

school by their families or caregivers when they first became school-aged.  

                                                 
2
 According to orphan and peer participants in my research project, Guatemalan children during the 1970s 

and 1980s could officially begin formal education as early as 5 years of age. However, it was common for 

parents in the Highlands and in rural areas, in particular, to wait to enroll their children in school until the 

first grade in order to reduce their overall family educational costs as they typically had more than one 

child enrolled in school at the time. 
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Figure 7: Level of Access to Formal Education when School-Aged 

 

     Guatemala’s war orphans not only experienced the long-term negative economic 

consequences of the genocide first-hand but they are also intimately aware that it was 

their surviving family members’ economic loss and devastation that ultimately led to 

their enrollment in the Hogares. This is evidenced in Chapter 3 in which Mario speaks of 

his older brother’s limited economic resources to provide him with a formal education, 

Juliana reflects on how much her mother struggled to work and maintain her children, 

Debora and Esteban recall living in the streets, and Juana recounts her mother’s distress 

in trying to financially support her children as an underemployed war widow. The five 

orphans featured in the Chapter 3 are not alone in recognizing that economic devastation 

and extreme poverty were the primary factors leading to their enrollment in the Hogares. 

Of the 20 orphans who participated in my project, 19 openly state that they were enrolled 

in the Hogares because of economic devastation and extreme poverty, which they 

perceive as a direct consequence of the genocide. For example, when explicitly asked 

why they were enrolled in the Hogares, three orphans explain, 
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We lived in poverty. My grandma always had to go out looking for work and 

when we came home from school, there was nothing to eat and no one to prepare 

it (Nidia, age 27).  

 

It was because of the economic [situation]. We were living with my mom’s 

family…and they were poor too (Sheni, age 28)! 

 

Well, for my dad it was supposedly very difficult to care for us. So, it was 

because of financial resources [that we were enrolled]. Also, my grandparents 

couldn’t maintain us either because of the lack of financial resources (Medelin, 

age 28). 

 

     Most orphans indicate that they understand that their families simply did not have the 

financial means to provide them with adequate food, housing, clothing or formal 

education in their early childhoods. The only orphan participant in this study who did not 

state that she was enrolled in the Hogares because of economic loss and devastation was 

Lina (age 28), who was abandoned and has no information regarding her parents’ 

economic backgrounds, situations or reasons for abandoning her. For all orphans, 

however, the shift to living at the Hogares provided an immediate reprieve from living in 

extreme poverty and afforded instant access to a multitude of resources and opportunities 

that surviving family members simply could not offer them. 

Mitigating Negative Economic Consequences by Enrolling in the Hogares  

     As demonstrated in the two previous chapters, the transition to living at the Hogares 

was emotionally difficult for most of the children who were enrolled. While three of the 

20 orphans interviewed report the transition as being a happy one, the remaining 17 

orphans state that leaving their natal communities to live in a strange place far from their 

familial homes without their surviving adult family members was extremely distressing. 

Yet despite the emotional distress of transitioning to life at the Hogares, all 20 orphans 

recognize the instant economic advantages that life at the Hogares entailed such as: food, 
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clothing and shelter; healthcare services; key religious and cultural traditions; and 

vocational and formal education.  

     Having come from extremely impoverished families, the 20 orphans’ enrollment in 

the Hogares signified that they would have immediate access to sufficient food, clothing 

and shelter. At the home, orphans received three nutritionally-balanced meals each day. 

Meals included common staple food items such as black beans, thick corn tortillas and 

rice, as well as items orphans had never seen before they came to live at the Hogares 

such as lentils and pasta. For example, Nidia (age 27) reflects, “Yes, I remember 

perfectly the first day I arrived. I had lentils for lunch…I had never eaten lentils before 

and I liked them very much. I also remember that the other children didn’t like them.”  

Juana (age 27) similarly notes that on her first day of living at the home she found the 

food fascinating. Juana shares, “[W]ell, the food—I liked the food because it was all so 

different.” In addition to new foods, orphans also were given access to a wide array of 

fruits and vegetables at mealtimes and often during morning and afternoon snacks. Many 

of the vegetables were grown on the Hogares’ agricultural land or purchased from the 

weekly market in the nearby town of Tecpán. Fruits and meat were also purchased at the 

weekly market. While fruit was provided daily, meat (a more expensive food item) was 

provided only three times a week for lunch and consisted primarily of beef or chicken. 

For many orphans, the consistent weekly consumption of meat was a first-time 

occurrence as their families simply could not afford to raise animals for consumption or 

purchase meat in the market. Subsequently, many orphans recall merely subsisting off of 

a basic diet of beans and corn tortillas before living in the Hogares. 



366 

 

     Having more than one set of tattered clothing was also an immediate economic 

advantage of enrolling in the Hogares. Most of the children arrived with only the clothes 

they were wearing at the time. Poverty and in particular, increased prices of traditional 

traje mainly used by girls and women, made attaining a second set of clothing financially 

impossible for orphans and their family members. Once at the Hogares, however, the 

children received new shoes, sandals, undergarments, a set of pajamas, sweaters, a coat, 

socks, pants, shirts, skirts and blouses. A second set of traje was also given to the 

indigenous girls who still used traje at the time. The Catholic sisters who founded the 

home made deliberate efforts to purchase traje from the various natal villages of the 

indigenous orphan girls since each village and hamlet has a specific traje design. 

Therefore, in order to maintain the girls’ tradition of utilizing their natal village designs, 

special trips were made to purchase the girls’ village-specific traje whenever possible. 

None of the orphan boys were using traditional traje at the time that they arrived at the 

Hogares, which was not uncommon for most boys and young men in the Highlands in the 

1980s (Fischer and Hendrickson 2003). Because they did not use traditional traje, the 

boys received several sets of pants and shirts that were either donated or sewn at the 

Hogares itself. Receiving new clothing and shoes from the home upon enrollment (as 

well as throughout their enrollment at the Hogares) was considered a tremendous 

economic benefit by many of orphans and their family members who simply did not have 

the resources to provide even the most basic clothing for their children. Figure 8 shows 

three orphans on the day they arrived at the Hogares with nothing more than just the 

clothes they were wearing at the time.    

 



367 

 

  
Figure 8: Arriving for the First Time at the Hogares.  (Left to right) Esteban (age 7), José 

(age 8) and Juliana (age 10). Both Esteban and José arrived without shoes. 

 

     Another immediate economic advantage for orphans enrolled in the Hogares was 

access to secure, comfortable housing. The eight small homes that constituted the 

Hogares were made of adobe floors, tin roofs and solid walls made with a 3-foot cement 

block foundation and a remaining span of wooden planks. Each home was heated with a 

fireplace and the central pollo (or kitchen cooking hearth) that is pictured in Figure 9. 

 
Figure 9: Homes at the Hogares. House 1 (left) was the first of eight homes built at the 

Hogares, which is pictured here at the time of construction in 1985. Each house was 

equipped with a pollo, or central brick cooking hearth (right), in the kitchen that was used 

both for cooking and heating the homes. 
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     Many orphans grew up in simple family homes consisting of dirt floors, walls of corn 

stalks tied together and palm-thatched roofs. Other than a rustic central pollo, most of the 

homes in the rural Highlands had no fireplace or heating and lacked any form of 

plumbing whatsoever. For several orphans, even these types of simple homes were 

nonexistent in their early childhoods as they were forced to live in the streets with no 

consistent form of shelter as was demonstrated in the cases of both Esteban and Debora 

in Chapter 3. Hence, living in the warm, secure homes of the Hogares where orphans had 

their own bunk bed and dresser for clothing was considered an incredible luxury by 

orphans and their families.  

     With their basic needs of food, clothing and shelter met as soon as they arrived, 

orphans continued to benefit from the economic advantages of living at the Hogares by 

immediately receiving access to healthcare, which had been nearly absent in most of their 

early childhoods. Within days of enrolling, each orphan was brought to a local doctor for 

a formal medical examination. For many orphans, this was the first time they had ever 

been to a doctor. In addition to the visit with a local doctor, one of the six Catholic sisters 

working at the homes was a nurse by training and provided daily healthcare services such 

as: dispensing vitamins and medication when prescribed to orphans with particular health 

conditions; taking monthly height and weight measurements for orphans’ medical 

records; and offering first aid for things such as bruises, cuts, scrapes and slivers when 

necessary. Orphans also received occasional health checkups from visiting medical 

groups that arrived from the United States once a year to provide free medical care to 

both the Hogares staff and children, as well as to the residents of the town of Santa 

Apolonia. Therefore, because of their enrollment at the Hogares, orphans received some 
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of the best and most consistent medical care available in the rural Highlands at the time, 

which was still in the wake of the genocide. 

     In addition to medical care, orphans also received immediate dental care. For all 

orphans, dental care was an economic impossibility when they lived with their surviving 

family members because the levels of extreme poverty they experienced left no resources 

for non-critical services such as dental care. In addition, dental services were not 

commonly available in the more rural and remote areas at the time (Antonarakis 2011; 

Beltrán and Gillespie 1977; Hunter 1995; Lee 2007). Thus, the transition to living at the 

Hogares allowed each orphan to access regular dental care that was unheard of for most 

Highland residents at the time.  

     In the early years of the Hogares, the children had to be taken to various dentists in 

larger nearby towns for bi-annual dental checkups and for any additional dental 

procedures. In 1994, however, a benefactor from the United States (who is a dentist 

himself) donated dental equipment to set up a small on-site dental clinic located right at 

the Hogares. The dental clinic has been staffed by a permanent dental assistant, Carmen, 

who has worked for the home nearly since the dental clinic’s inception and by rotating 

dental students from the University of San Carlos who are assigned for a one-year period 

at the Hogares dental clinic in order to satisfy their dentistry practicum requirements 

before receiving their licenses to practice. Thus, the dental practicum program at the 

Hogares has offered university dental students hands-on experience, while concurrently 
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providing patients from both the home and town of Santa Apolonia
3
 with free or reduced-

rate dental care for the past 17 years.  

     The last form of healthcare that became an immediate benefit and thus, economic 

advantage for orphans enrolled in the Hogares was psychological counseling offered on-

site by University of San Carlos psychology intern students. Similar to the dental 

practicum program, the Hogares also became a practicum site for university psychology 

students who were required to complete a one-year practicum before receiving a license 

in counseling. Each student lived at the home and provided psychological counseling 

Monday through Friday from February through October (the approximate length of the 

university’s academic year in Guatemala). The psychology interns worked both 

individually and in groups with orphans to discuss issues of self-esteem, childhood 

trauma, grieving the loss of family members and feelings of abandonment, among many 

other topics orphans identified as important to them at the time. While the counseling 

services the student interns offered were not considered intensive psychological therapy, 

they did allow orphans, at the very least, to discuss their problems and to work with an 

adult on developing further coping skills and solutions to overcoming the emotional 

distress and problems they faced. Accessing mental healthcare in the rural Guatemala 

Highlands was not even an option for most people living in the region at that time 

because that type of health service hardly existed and most people simply could not 

afford the limited services that did exist (Godoy-Paiz 2005; Rodriguez et al. 2007; WHO 

2005). Consequently, orphans’ access to mental health services located directly at the 

                                                 
3
 The Hogares dental clinic was established to serve both orphans and all staff of the homes, as well as 

offering dental services on a sliding-fee scale for the residents of the town of Santa Apolonia and its 

adjoining hamlets. 
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Hogares itself was an exceptional benefit that orphans probably would never have 

received had they remained living with their surviving family members. 

     The economic advantage of living at the Hogares also meant that orphans could 

participate in and celebrate what the Catholic sisters deemed key religious and cultural 

traditions. Because the Hogares was a project established and operated by Catholic 

sisters, all orphans were raised as practicing Catholics and participated in traditional 

Catholic customs and rites such as receiving the sacraments of baptism, first communion 

and confirmation. The majority of orphans came from families who were practicing 

Catholics; however, their families’ impoverished status typically prevented orphans from 

participating in sacramental rites such as first communion or confirmation before living 

in the Hogares because family members simply could not afford to buy the required 

clothing and materials for the rites or typical food prepared for the fiestas (or parties) that 

typically followed. When orphans were enrolled in the Hogares, however, they were 

often immediately placed in a religious formation class according to the stage they were 

in for receiving the various sacraments. For example, older orphans who had not yet been 

baptized in the Catholic Church began preparations for baptism, while older orphans who 

had already been baptized and received their first communion were placed in 

confirmation preparation classes. Once orphans were prepared to receive the various 

sacraments, the Hogares provided the materials and appropriate clothing (e.g., special 

candles, first communion dresses and veils, first communion suits for the boys, etc.) 

required for the event. The photographs presented in Figure10 show some of the special 

clothing and candles the Hogares provided for orphans celebrating their First 

Communion. 
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Figure 10: Orphans and Religious Traditions. Orphans celebrating their First Communion 

in 1995 (left) and another group of orphans being baptized into the Catholic Church in 1994 

(right). 

 

The Hogares also provided special food and desserts for the fiestas that followed each 

Catholic mass in which the sacraments were received. These celebrations occurred at 

various times throughout each year in accordance with the Catholic Church annual 

schedule. Surviving family members were always invited to attend these special events 

over the years and were encouraged to stay overnight at the Hogares in order to facilitate 

their participation with their orphaned children in these types of special events. 

     In addition to the various religious sacraments and celebrations, the Hogares also had 

the economic resources to celebrate the Quinceañera (or 15
th

 birthday coming of age 

celebration) of each orphan girl. Rather than holding a single, independent event for each 

girl on the day they turned 15, the home staff organized an annual Quinceañera 

celebration for all of the girls turning 15 in a given year. The Hogares provided the girls 

with either a beautiful dress sewn at the home itself (for the girls who self-identified as 

ladina) or with more elaborate traditional traje trimmed with lace that was purchased at 

the local market (for the girls who self-identified as indigenous). Each annual 
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Quinceañera celebration included a Catholic mass honoring the girls, which was 

followed by a special lunch at the Hogares that often included traditional foods and 

birthday cake. The celebration typically continued with various activities such as skits, a 

talent show and a dance to either traditional marimba music or to music played on a 

sound system. Figure 11 presents images from a past Quinceañera celebration at the 

Hogares in 1993. 

 

 
Figure 11: Celebrating quinceañeras. (Left) Quinceañera celebration of two of the orphan 

girls (second and fourth from the left) in 1993 pictured with two of the tías (or caretakers) 

from the homes and a relative (on the far right). (Right) The party following this 

Quinceañera Catholic mass in 1993 with some orphan boys enjoying cake and fruit punch.  
 

     Of all the economic advantages the Hogares afforded, however, orphans identify the 

vocational and formal education they received while enrolled as the greatest economic 

advantage of all. Shortly after founding the home, the Catholic sisters initiated a 

vocational educational program that still operates today. The aim of this program has 

been to develop orphans’ skills in a particular vocational trade in order to help them 

secure gainful employment once they leave the home at the age of 18 or after completing 

high school (for those who are still in high school at the age of 18 because of a delayed 

start to their formal education). In the vocational program, orphans around the age of 12 


