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Introduction

BECAUSE EVERYONE HAS FORGOTTEN

A general uneasiness lay over the crowd of women as they walked down Sexta Avenida in Guatemala City.1 They were marching in the annual parade made mandatory by dictator Jorge Ubico to celebrate their teaching profession and the nation’s educational system. Dressed entirely in black, this somber group of several hundred women was anything but celebratory as they moved silently arm in arm through the empty street. Over the prior several months, public life in the capital city had become increasingly tense as mounting opposition to Ubico’s presidency emerged from both the university and the middle-class ladino population. As they reached the corner of Seventeenth Street, soldiers on horseback rushed out upon the marchers, indiscriminately shooting into the columns of women.2 Several young women went down as the rest ran in panic. One woman, María Chinchilla Recinos, was shot with her mother standing by her side. As she hovered over the body of her slain daughter, María’s mother looked up at the soldier and pleaded with him to kill her as well. Four other women were injured in the shooting, including Aída Sándoval, Hilda Balaños, Esperanza Barrientos, and Julieta Castro de Rólz Bennett, in an event that shocked the capital city (see fig. 3.1).3 The military blocked ambulances and medical aid for the injured women, many of whom were members of the Catholic Teacher’s Association, the Asociación de Maestras Católicas de Guatemala.4 It was Sunday, June 25, 1944, and middle-class teachers had been gunned down in the streets. The Guatemalan revolution had begun, and women had died for a nation that did not consider them to be citizens.

Julia Urrutia and her mother, Ester de Urrutia, were among the hundreds of women at the June 25 march. Just twenty years old, Julia witnessed the murder of María Chinchilla Recinos and the agony of her mother. For the next four months until the decisive overthrow of Ubico on October 22, 1944, Julia and Ester threw themselves into the burgeoning revolutionary movement, founding new political parties and participating in the emergent suffrage movement. Although Ubico resigned from his office on July 1 in response to intense citywide protests following the murder of Chinchilla Recinos, he left a puppet administration composed of a triumvirate of generals.5 The promised elections never materialized, and by September the capital city was in sociopolitical limbo. On October 1, assassins directly linked to Ubico’s administration murdered the outspoken anti-Ubico newspaper editor of El Imparcial, Alejandro Córdova. Outrage at this political murder erupted throughout the city, and thousands attended his public funeral. As a representative of the female affiliate of the Renovación Nacional, one of the newly formed pro-revolutionary political parties, Ester de Urrutia spoke at his funeral of Córdova’s courage and the senselessness of his death.

By October, the capital city was becoming increasingly mutinous, and during the night of October 20 a revolt from within the Guatemalan army broke out, soon joined by students, teachers, workers, and residents, that unified the capital’s population across class and ethnic lines. Like many other capitaliños, Ester de Urrutia opened up her home to families fleeing the fighting and even to defecting soldiers, many of whom were hungry and terrified. Against their mother’s wishes, Julia and her brother Edmundo left the house and witnessed the battle between Ubico loyalists and revolutionary forces, many of whom were civilians anxious for political change.6 Julia’s fourteen-year-old brother Oscar left to join the revolutionaries from their home close to the center of historic Zone One.7 Just two days later, on October 22, the revolutionaries defeated the remnants of the military loyal to Ubico, and a new political era dawned for Guatemala.

For the next ten years, Julia Urrutia and Ester de Urrutia participated in a wide array of sociopolitical activities designed to improve the lives of all Guatemalans. Both women actively campaigned for suffrage during the months leading up to the new constitution of March 1945, with Julia speaking publicly in at least one of the national rallies. As an educator, Julia felt a special affiliation with the first revolutionary president Juan José Arévalo’s educational reforms and volunteered to build and teach in the experimental rural community of Poptún in northern Guatemala.8 Following the presidential election of Jacobo Árbenz in 1951, Ester increased her activism, joining and eventually becoming secretary general of the Alianza Femenina Guatemalteca, a pro-revolutionary women’s association designed to address the systemic inequality of both ladinas and indigenous women. As the Árbenz administration introduced political and economic reforms designed for Guatemala’s most disenfranchised citizens, Ester de Urrutia kept pace, calling for fundamental structural changes specifically for rural and indigenous women. She attended several international conferences, representing Guatemalan women in transnational dialogues regarding poverty, working-class women, world peace, and race relations. Ester also led the Alianza in their challenge to Guatemala’s middle and upper classes by highlighting the economic and physical abuse of domestic workers.

In the chaotic months following the overthrow of Jacobo Árbenz in June 1954, the Urrutia family sought refuge in the Argentine embassy and then exile in Argentina. Ester and her husband, Manuel Urrutia, returned several years later, and until her death in 1963 Ester remained committed to the social and political ideals established during the revolution. Through the repressive decades of the 1960s–1980s, the Urrutia family continued to struggle for social change. Reminiscent of her grandmother’s struggle for social justice, Ester de Urrutia’s granddaughter, Maritza Urrutia, joined the revolutionary group the Guerrilla Army of the Poor (EGP) during the 1980s. On July 23, 1992, Maritza was kidnapped and held at a secret prison known as La Isla, within the military police headquarters compound. Her captivity and release is well documented in Dan Saxon’s To Save Her Life. Maritza’s aunt, Julia Urrutia, continues to work in the field of education, adamantly believing that access to education and to reproductive options remain critical challenges for Guatemalan feminists and women in general.

I first met Julia Urrutia in the summer of 2004. Given her name by Guatemalan historian Ana Silvia Monzón, I called Julia. At the age of eighty-three, her voice was warm and youthful, and her response to my request for an interview was “como no,” why not? When I arrived at the Urrutia home, she came to the gate to unlock it. As she worked the lock, I asked her the one question on my mind: “Why did you agree to meet with me? I am a complete stranger, and yet you are welcoming me into your home.” As the gate opened, she turned to me with eyes filled with tears and said, “because everyone has forgotten us.”


Gender, Race, and Nation

Julia Urrutia’s frank response to my question, “because everyone has forgotten,” reflects the pain experienced by her family and thousands of other Guatemalans in the aftermath of the Guatemalan revolution (1944–1954). However, her response also speaks to the broader absence of ladinas from the historical record, who have been essentially erased by the dual machinations of a dictatorial Guatemalan state aligned with embedded hierarchical sociopolitical structures. Since the ascendancy of Liberalism in 1871, the authoritarian nature of the Guatemalan state has consistently relied upon the political tools of terror and silence to rule with impunity. A series of dictators, including Justo Rufino Barrios (1873–1885), Manuel Estrada Cabrera (1898–1920), and Jorge Ubico (1931–1944), severely limited democratic practices, and few outside of the tiny circle of economic and political elites could influence the state, excluding the vast majority of the Guatemalan population. This political transformation envisioned by the Liberal state, which political leaders referred to as “modernization,” was an inherently masculine project, dominated by an ideology of “order and progress,” a perspective emphasized within the historical narratives of the era. Although ladinas actively engaged the state in a variety of sociopolitical associations during the revolutionary decade such as education, health care, and legal status, their actions were interpreted as apolitical and therefore not significant for the nation writ large. When high-profile, politically affiliated groups like the Alianza Femenina Guatemalteca assumed an overtly political stance, they were relegated to the historical margins as pawns of a communist agenda or as mere “female associations” of national political parties, and little effort has gone into understanding their ideals, which frequently conflicted with those of their male counterparts. The subsequent historiography by all pro- and antirevolutionary men has uniformly ignored or dismissed ladina contributions.

A series of devastating political military dictatorships and a civil war following the overthrow of Jacobo Árbenz in 1954 have garnered most academic attention in recent decades. Initiated by disaffected supporters of the 1944–1954 revolution, the thirty-six-year conflict had cataclysmic results for millions of Guatemalans. Urban ladinos and ladinas were the initial targets of this violence as the state attempted to neutralize the power of labor unions, university organizations, and human rights associations. The highland indigenous communities, however, became the victims of genocidal levels of violence during the early 1980s. Since the publication of the groundbreaking I, Rigoberta Menchú: An Indian Woman in Guatemala in 1983, academics and activists alike have chronicled this devastating period known as la violencia, creating a sophisticated body of work, much of it from an anthropological and ethnohistorical perspective.9

The state of the archives reflects Guatemala’s disruptive twentieth-century sociopolitical history. Following the June 1954 overthrow of democratically elected President Árbenz, thousands of Guatemalans like the Urrutia family went into exile. However, in the process of protecting themselves against the anticommunist backlash, they destroyed personal records related to their work during the 1944–1954 era. In addition, the US State Department gathered a wide array of documents related to any active groups organized by urban ladinas in an attempt to indict the Árbenz administration of communist sympathies. In the ensuing political and social chaos, thousands of primary sources were brought to the United States, many of which are currently held in the Library of Congress in an archive known as the Guatemalan Documents. Consequently, Guatemalans have little access to their own historical records, further obscuring the pre-1954 era. Valiant Guatemalan scholars such as Marta Elena Casaús Arzú, Ana Silvia Monzón, Ana Lorena Carrillo Padilla, and Ana Cofiño are working to bridge this profound gap, and this study is highly indebted to their work.

The very identity of “ladina” has been another critical factor in obscuring the activism of urban women. Ethnicity is an important signifier of opportunity and social status in Guatemala, a country deeply divided by race and class. Most observers agree that the terms “ladino” and “ladina” are cultural rather than biological constructions whose meaning has been affected by economic, political, and social factors over the past two hundred years. Anthropologist Carol A. Smith notes that the use of the term “ladino” remains unique in Guatemala, having been replaced by “mestizo” in the rest of Central America by the early twentieth century. She notes that what distinguishes “ladina” from “indigenous” is based upon “a changing system of social classification, based on ideologies of race, class, language, and culture,” created during the emergence of the coffee economy in the western highlands.10 Guatemalan scholar Arturo Taracena Arriola expands on this by noting that, following the Liberal ascent to power after 1871 and the expansion of the coffee economy, the state solidified ethnic identity due to its need for indigenous labor, which was forcibly elicited under the mandamiento.11 In so doing, the Liberal state contributed to a rhetorical formation of a strict binary between indigenous people and ladinos. This constructed divide has been further solidified by marked class differences, creating a series of binaries including urban/rural, elite/poor, and indigenous/ladino, none of which is particularly enlightening for ladina history.

During the period under study, more than half of Guatemala’s population identified as indigenous Maya, speaking more than twenty-one separate languages and maintaining cultural practices distinct from the European Hispanic roots of the ladino and ladina population. A majority of scholarship on Guatemala has focused on the coercive and frequently brutal nature of both the colonial and the modern state toward Maya indigenous communities. As Cecilia Menjívar notes, the “concentration on the indigenous Maya has resulted in a lopsided production of knowledge” evidenced by an impressive body of work.12 There has been, however, little study on ladinos and ladinas, who constitute the other half of the population.13 In contrast to the extensive analysis of the social, economic, political, and gender implications of the histories between the Guatemalan state and indigenous peoples, the political and social roles of ladinos and ladinas have not been well examined, and even less is understood regarding their relationship to the state.14

In its simplest form, to be ladina or ladino is to be Spanish speaking, not to identify with a specific indigenous language or community, and not to wear indigenous clothing known as traje.15 The implications of the term, however, are far more complex and fluid, as evidenced by an inability of both scholars and Guatemalans themselves to arrive at a definition. Diane Nelson goes so far as to suggest that the term cannot withstand analysis at all and “decomposes under the pressure of analysis into myriad terms that mark class, distinction, color, and history.”16 As Claudia Dary Fuentes notes, this definition is characterized by what ladino and ladina are not rather than by what they are, creating the misperception of a “homogenous group forgotten by anthropologists and historians.”17 Menjívar’s definitions are helpful for this study, as she identifies ladino and ladina as a place in between the elite Spanish-speaking state and the indigenous communities.18 While the elite discriminate against the ladino, the latter in turn discriminate against indigenous groups, thereby belonging to neither group and representing both nationals and foreigners within their own country.19 For a majority of the period under examination here, ladinas did not benefit from the state, and therefore this binary that aligns them with it does not disclose their lived reality. As Nelson asserts: “Casual references to a ‘ladino state’ ignore the enormous costs borne by the majority of ladinos who are not represented there.”20 This “place in between” characterizes much of the ladina experience in which they enjoyed some limited mobility and developed symbiotic relationships with the state when beneficial. This study reveals that ladinas occupied a multiplicity of sociopolitical positions that found them aligned with the state to advocate for inclusion, such as regarding the educational system, while at other times in opposition to it in order to advocate for legal and civil reforms. At times, ladinas joined political movements designed to overthrow the state. Therefore, identifying the location ladinas occupied is essential and can only be successful if it eschews the binary between the indigenous and the state.

The majority of evidence left by urban ladinas is silent on the question of ethnic identity, an absence for which several explanations are possible. Their literature consistently references other Guatemalan women through economic indicators such as whether they are working-class women, domestic workers, market women, or simply the poor, rather than through specific ethnic identities. Most of their writings express deep concern for women in poverty, or for mothers struggling to raise their children. Within all the material surveyed for this project, ladina writers described other women as indigenous only three times, an indication of the country’s deep class and racial divisions. It is also likely that the cultural marker of ethnic identity was so ubiquitous with poverty and low social standing that class indicators played a more critical role in their sociopolitical imaginations. For some urban ladinas, the lives and social conditions of indigenous women no doubt elicited little concern.21 Journalist Luz Valle publicly discussed indigenous women more than any other writer, raising concerns over their economic vulnerability and lack of access to education, chastising her peers for their poor treatment of domestic servants and market women. While no conclusions should be drawn from these brief examples, there appears to have been a thread of consciousness among urban intellectuals influenced by J. Fernando Juárez Muñoz and the Generación del 1898.22



An Answer for Julia Urrutia

This study is a response to Julia Urrutia’s indictment of the historical record and begins the recovery of ladina histories in Guatemala City between 1871 and 1954. More specifically, it tracks the emergence of their associations designed to address sociopolitical issues during a series of Liberal dictatorships in which all manner of activity was severely curtailed. Although it was subsumed by limited political and social spaces, an examination of ladina activism reveals a well-connected community with a cohesive woman-centered consciousness. While it is tempting to interpret all pre-1944 activities as instigators of the revolution, sources clearly establish that the rhetorical and theoretical groundwork for maternal feminism was developed during the years leading up to the revolution. As the first full-length monograph on urban ladinas in Guatemala City prior to the 1970s, this book follows a chronological narrative identifying those women involved in a wide range of political and social associations designed to address their sociopolitical status as women. This emphasis on women’s history goes against current trends that focus on gender analysis, an approach that historian Sandra McGee Deutsch notes “is not a compensatory exercise. Without basic knowledge of women’s familial, political, professional, and associational roles, it is difficult to write gender history, or indeed any kind of history.”23 This study begins to outline the primary trajectory of ladina history in Guatemala City, which is why as many individual names as possible have been recorded within the narrative. When the number of names interrupts the overall narrative, they have been recorded in the endnotes and in appendix A. While many of the women noted in this book deserve biographies of their own, that is not possible within the scope of this project.

The histories uncovered here have been shaped by reoccurring political dictatorships that flourished between 1870 and 1944. The brief expansions of social and political opportunities followed by intense and sometimes violent contractions played an influential role in shaping urban women’s movements. Much of their story remains hidden in the shadows of dictatorial censorship, only emerging for brief periods in which they maintained a frenetic pace in order to accomplish their goals. These ruptures in movements and the need for continuous negotiation with a series of repressive political systems resulted in a fragmented feminist or woman-centered ideology. Three significant transitional aperturas, or openings, between periods of repression provided the sociopolitical space in which women could act: the rise of Liberalism beginning in 1871, the moderate period of reform following the 1920 revolution, and then finally the 1944 revolution, which created a singular era of political democracy in Guatemalan history. Jane Jaquette suggests that these periods of transition from military dictatorship to democratic government are not politics as usual. Rather, they offer new opportunities that reflect a general willingness to rethink the basis of social consensus.24 This study clearly establishes that these political moments offered women the space in which to act upon their ideals, disrupting existing notions of gender to mobilize, even if just temporarily. These fleeting opportunities, in which women seized the moment to exert their own authority to affect civil and political change, shine through the historical record. Within a consistently oppressive political milieu, these aperturas always closed again under the next military regime.

In a political landscape characterized by dictatorships, it is not simply the spaces between authoritarian regimes that defined Guatemalan feminism and women’s activities, but the dictatorships themselves. Building on Joan Wallach Scott’s assertion that gender is one of the recurrent references by which political power has been conceived, legitimated, and criticized, this work begins with the premise that the Guatemalan Liberal state was constructed and remained dependent upon clearly established notions of ethnicity, class, and gender.25 This has been well documented by a variety of Latin American scholars as a pattern throughout the region.26 Gender analysis of Guatemalan dictatorships suggests that while dictators believed men to be either political allies or enemies, and thereby severely curtailed their movements, the same dictators believed women to be politically neutral. This specific gender structure identified women as essentially apolitical actors, thereby allowing them to write and even publicly organize during the most repressive political periods. Therefore, literature and journals became the avenue through which ladinas processed their sociopolitical ideas, revealing how they navigated strictly patriarchal and politically repressive parameters. Not all dictators were alike, however, and this study follows the women’s work through three distinct periods of oppression. Few studies on Latin American women have explored gender under dictatorships.27

While the overall goal here is to write urban ladinas back into Guatemalan history, the subsequent gender analysis of their story fundamentally alters current interpretations of the modern Guatemalan state. Although scholars have uniformly concluded that the urban ladino and ladina community benefited the most from the revolutionary decade of 1944–1954, ladinas soon realized that they were not the equal recipients of its benefits. While they participated in the overthrow of Jorge Ubico and the democratization of society, they were not invited to share in its democratic bounty. Consequently, ladinas engaged in a second revolutionary struggle, one alongside of and frequently in opposition to that of their male counterparts, whose gender ideals did not include women in the practice of political power and social influence.

This work is indebted to a small but growing body of work on urban Guatemalan women, and to contemporary ladinas who pioneered the first histories of urban ladinas. Guatemalan historians Marta Elena Casaús Arzú and Ana Silvia Monzón have produced several critical studies on the intellectual and revolutionary circles that were active during the first half of the twentieth century. A piece on the Sociedad Gabriela Mistral during the 1920s by Casaús Arzú locates the first self-identified feminist movement in the intellectual circles of the period, identifies the various members of the Generación del 20, and elucidates the role of journalist Luz Valle within this movement.28 In 2002, Monzón identified some of the most prominent women during the revolutionary decade, identifying the relationships and professional linkages between women’s associations.29 Ladinas frequently aligned themselves with working-class women, using their journals to highlight their labor, educational, and legal struggles, and this book is influenced by several studies on working-class ladina and indigenous women in and around Guatemala City. Norma Stoltz Chinchilla’s 1977 “Industrialization, Monopoly Capitalism, and Women’s Work in Guatemala,” and Lorena Carrillo Padilla’s Luchas de las guatemaltecas del siglo XX, provide theoretical models regarding women and industrialization, arguing that working-class women retained their historical influence within the artisan sector due to Guatemala’s relative lack of industrialization. The extent of their social influence can be seen in the 1920 revolution and the narrowly lost bid for suffrage.30

This study begins to bridge the histories of women in Guatemala City early in the twentieth century with contemporary women’s movements. Three recent works have highlighted various aspects of ladinas’ lived experiences from the 1980s through the first two decades of the twenty-first century. Norma Stoltz Chinchilla and Ana Lorena Carrillo focus on the role of revolutionary and civil organizations in which rural and urban, ladina and indigenous women began to work together. Their work surveys an array of women’s movements and the creation of the first interethnic organizations, which they call a “transcendent break in Guatemalan women’s history.”31 They have begun the complex process of analyzing the ways in which both indigenous women and ladinas in rural and urban spaces have navigated the violence of recent decades, creating women’s movements and feminist circles that include both indigenous women and ladinas. Susan Berger’s 2006 Guatemaltecas also focuses on recent women’s associations, analyzing the relationship between globalization and neoliberal democratization. As women have attempted to work with the state, Berger concludes that this has drawn Guatemalan women away from their protest position. Within this process, however, women continue to define their own feminist ideals within localized contexts. Cecilia Menjívar’s Enduring Violence: Ladina Women’s Lives in Guatemala moves the spotlight from institutional violence to the intimate experience of social violence and poverty in the daily lives of ladinas in eastern Guatemala.32 This pivotal monograph sheds new light on the lived experiences of violence and socioeconomic inequalities that constitute life for the vast majority of Guatemalan women.

This study is also indebted to David Carey’s I Ask for Justice, a valuable critical addition to the historiography of Guatemalan women. Utilizing court records, Carey sensitively analyzes Maya women’s use of the justice system to determine how they negotiated for themselves. Although Carey focuses on the experiences of Kaqchikel Maya women, his findings as to how they navigated a seemingly impenetrable system to defend their rights parallel and support this study. Although ladinas in Guatemala City enjoyed benefits specific to their class and ethnicity far beyond those in Carey’s study, all of these women lived under the same Liberal patriarchal state. Therefore, his gendered analysis of the state provides critical theoretical background for this work.



Ladina Feminisms

Building on these studies, the foundational inquiry for this work has been a deceptively simple question: Where were the women? The answer has been a decisive one. The evidence is incontrovertible that, following the rise of Liberalism in 1871, women participated or attempted to participate in every aspect of sociopolitical life in Guatemala City, maintaining a feminist consciousness even during the most difficult of political circumstances. The existence of Guatemalan feminism prior to 1954, however, has been shrouded in silence, a silence so pronounced that Chicana historian Vicki Ruiz has concluded that it was relegated to “self-expression and creativity rather than political action.”33 Ruiz’s hypothesis is confirmed by this study, which has identified poetry, literature, and journalism as the roots of feminist ideology within the urban ladina community. Grounded in a Liberal authoritarian political context, proto-feminists utilized its ideology to point out the state’s failings both for women in a most general sense and for poor and indigenous women in particular. The early ladina movements mirrored the lack of political diversity in the Guatemalan state during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a characteristic that distinguishes them from other Latin American feminisms, which aligned themselves with a variety of political ideologies including liberal and conservative, Marxist and Catholic. As Christine Ehrick emphasizes, although feminism is an international movement, it is fundamentally shaped by local and national realities.34 With little political diversity possible, Guatemalan feminisms remained fundamentally uniform and Liberal oriented in nature until 1944.35

Given the politically complex nature of the Guatemalan state, the question arises as to whether feminism can exist within such a context. Several theorists offer ideological solutions helpful to the Guatemalan context. Patricia Mohammed identifies feminism as the embodiment of “two simultaneous processes: a consciousness of the subordinate position in which women are viewed in society; and the actions which those who regard themselves as feminist take to redefine this unequal position.”36 Although Guatemalan women could seldom act on their ideals, employing Mohammed’s theory, ladinas clearly articulated an awareness of their sociopolitical inequality. Temma Kaplan further differentiates the element of consciousness, distinguishing female from feminist. Kaplan identifies the first as a “recognition of what a particular class, culture, and historical period expect from women[,] [which] creates a sense of rights and obligations that provides motivation for action.”37 Implementing theories from both Mohammed and Kaplan, the ladinas in this study can be identified as having a feminist consciousness, expressing a clear awareness of their gendered sociopolitical context in their journals. During the political apertures, they acted upon a highly developed feminist consciousness to form feminist- and woman-centered associations to effect change.

Determining how ladinas with this feminist consciousness precisely navigated their complex political landscape broadens our notions of feminism and feminist activism. From its inception, the Guatemalan Liberal national project was conceived of, or imagined if you will, as a masculine endeavor. This is not unusual, as Cynthia Enloe points out, since nationalisms are typically sprung from masculinized memory, masculinized humiliations, and masculinized hopes, and here again Guatemala is no exception.38 Taking into account Deniz Kandiyoti’s perspective that women “strategize within a set of concrete constraints that reveal and define the blueprint of what [Kandiyoti] term[s] the patriarchal bargain of any given society, which may exhibit variations according to class, caste and ethnicity,” the actions of Guatemalan ladinas become clearer.39 Eager to participate in Liberalism’s new ideology focused on progress and modernization, urban ladinas challenged its patriarchal constructs and postulated new visions that included all Guatemalans, at times even the poorest and most marginalized in their society. With few political options at their disposal, the ladinas in Guatemala City employed a complex set of negotiations with the Guatemalan state in which they contested, challenged, and expanded the boundaries of patriarchal restrictions.40 They explored and challenged the nature of the Liberal state, published histories and contributions of women, created and sustained both educational and social reform institutions, and at times even reflected upon their own privilege in a national context of extreme poverty and marginalization. Examining the intellectual contributions of these women reveals another version of Guatemalan nationalism, one born out of an alternative worldview emerging simultaneously alongside the masculinized Liberal project.41 Although their ideals were marginalized to the point that they could only imagine a place for themselves, their sociopolitical imaginings do not emerge from a static and disempowered position. Rather, their imaginings were active and engaged with contemporary reality, bearing the potential to become socially and politically disruptive.

This potential was realized by the advent of the Guatemalan revolution, an era of such significance for urban ladinas that it is difficult to overemphasize its impact. The ten years of social democracy provided them with the opportunity to transform ideology into social action, and hundreds of women like Julia and Ester de Urrutia moved from a world of imagination to one of action. Forming political parties and civil associations, they advocated for health care and education, changes in the civil code, and suffrage, which was granted to literate women in 1945. Their political ideology remained relatively unified during the first several years of the revolution, and journalist Luz Valle celebrated all efforts to participate in public life no matter their political affiliation. The most visible activists institutionally identified with the nutrition and daycare centers, a maternalism that had dominated ladina circles since the 1880s.42 Although these efforts were frequently dismissed as apolitical, the associations created to address economic and social inequality were in fact highly political, injecting the revolutionary state into the daily lives of thousands of women and children. The opportunity to develop latent political ideas during the decade of democracy also revealed the political diversity in the urban ladina community. During the second revolutionary administration of Jacobo Árbenz (1951–1954), another form of feminism emerged with the Alianza Femenina Guatemalteca. Merging the dominant maternal feminism with an overtly political agenda, the Alianza employed gender, class, and ethnic analysis to critique Guatemalan society from a socialist perspective, challenging the very foundations of Guatemala’s social, economic, and political system.

Although the enfranchisement of literate women in 1945 represented a significant achievement, it was only one of many sociopolitical ideals held within the urban ladina community. Consequently, during the ten years of democracy, a wide variety of reform movements and political activism emerged, reflecting genuine political diversity in Guatemala City. The existing hypotheses assume that feminist activity dwindled in the aftermath of suffrage, but a closer analysis demonstrates that the achievement of suffrage marked the beginning of intense political engagement. As ladina political activity establishes, the ability to exercise their political rights as citizens also attracted previously apolitical actors such as antifeminists and antirevolutionary women of all social classes. As will be discussed in the last chapter of this book, their presence played a pivotal role in the eventual resignation of democratically elected President Árbenz. Therefore, this study demonstrates the need for further examination of women’s political activism beyond the granting of suffrage, and the development of new activist patterns for Latin American historiography.

This study is indebted to the extensive scholarship on the Guatemalan revolution. Early historiography focused primarily on revolutionary political factors and particularly the influence of US foreign policy.43 The intellectual shift to place Guatemalans at the center of scholarly analysis has contributed new social histories that have begun to document the revolutionary experiences of many more Guatemalans.44 While the 1944–1954 decade is believed to be an era of revolutionary social and political change led by middle-class urban ladinos, influential historians such as Jim Handy, Cindy Forster, and Greg Grandin expose the fragility of this assumption by describing a country deeply influenced by race and class.45 As Forster argues: “Among the most difficult obstacles to revolutionary transformation was the exclusion of that majority by many Ladino revolutionaries.”46 This study extends their analysis and interpretations to argue that the revolution ignored another majority within the population. Rural and urban, ladina and indigenous women were uniformly dismissed as potential revolutionary actors, an attitude that Forster aptly concludes came back to haunt the revolutionary state.47 Integrating the presence and activities of ladinas in Guatemala City builds upon the existing historiography, disrupting the highly masculinized story of the revolution’s emergence and successes, and reveals a more complex set of social and political dynamics.48

Elaborating on Forster’s conclusion that women were largely ignored as political actors directly addresses another long-standing historiographic conversation. In light of the revolution’s brief but remarkable success, analysts have long grappled with its downfall in 1954. Here again, Handy, Forster, and Grandin point to a variety of possible factors including the inability or unwillingness of the country’s leadership to fully incorporate the majority rural indigenous population in a meaningful way. This work affirms how women’s participation was largely ignored by revolutionary leaders, particularly in their failure to include illiterate women through suffrage (roughly 70 percent of ladinas and 96 percent of indigenous women). In contrast, the Catholic hierarchy and the revolutionary opposition identified the potential political power of newly enfranchised female voters and the social power of demonstrations. They recruited urban women of all social classes, creating a symbolically powerful antirevolutionary movement that aligned with broader global Cold War affiliations. As a result, this work contributes to a small but growing body of scholarship that focuses on right-wing women who actively sought to remove progressive politicians from office, such as Margaret Power’s Right-Wing Women in Chile, Sandra McGee Deutsch’s Las Derechas, and Victoria González and Karen Kampwirth’s Radical Women in Latin America.49

The integration of urban ladinas into analyses of the Cold War expands and complicates the relationship between the Guatemalan revolution and the US State Department. Despite the moderate tenor of the Arévalo administration, by 1947 the State Department had become increasingly hostile over Guatemala’s refusal to sign the Inter-American Treaty of Reciprocal Assistance, or Rio Pact.50 In the midst of growing tensions between the two countries, Guatemalan women hosted an interhemispheric gathering in August 1947 called the First Inter-American Congress of Women. Female delegates from across the Americas discussed a broad range of topics, frequently contradicting the State Department’s positions on international politics, women’s equality, and particularly economic reforms. The Guatemalan delegates to the congress came under international criticism before and after the event for their suspected “communist sympathies.” The role played by Guatemalan delegates and by the congress in general supports recent assertions that “the most important aspects of the Cold War were neither military nor strategic, nor Europe-centered, but connected to political and social development in the Third World.”51 Gender analysis of the 1947 congress, a burgeoning Cold War narrative, and urban ladinas contribute to another understudied element of Cold War historiography, namely the role of Latin American women.



Ladinas in the Capital

The geographic focus for this book is La Nueva Guatemala de la Asunción, or Guatemala City, the economic and administrative capital of the country. Guatemala City became the capital of the colonial audiencia in 1775, following an earthquake that destroyed the old capital of Antigua. In 1821, the city became the focal point of independence from Spain and served as the capital of the United Provinces of Central America for a brief period. Located in the south-central part of the country in the Valle de la Ermita, it became the largest city in Central America.

The modernization so desired by the Liberals following their rise to power in 1871 helped develop Guatemala City into a dynamic economic and literary center. Normal schools for both men and women were established here, and the city operated as a literary hub where a wide variety of journals and newspapers were published and distributed across the isthmus, giving the city the highest literacy rate in Guatemala.52 The Liberal quest for modernization attracted business entrepreneurs from across the Western Hemisphere, particularly following the introduction of transportation and communication technologies by Manuel Estrada Cabrera. While desiring modernization and integration into the North Atlantic capitalist system, the nineteenth-century Liberal state did not seek to industrialize Guatemala as did other Latin American nations, and rather became dependent upon coffee as the primary agricultural product.53 This created a reinvigoration and expansion of precapitalist forms of labor control and exploitation, in the words of historian David McCreery.54 In turn, this led to socioeconomic instability in rural areas, producing a flood of migrants into Guatemala City. Here, women found stable if poorly paid employment opportunities, and the city emerged as an iconic space where opportunity and repression, modernization and elements of colonialism, coexisted, though often uneasily.55 Consequently, while the political and economic transformation of Guatemala City was conceived as a highly masculinized and modern project, the capital city itself became a rather feminine space, numerically dominated by women seeking social and economic opportunities.56

Modernization offered intriguing and contradictory possibilities for all women, ladina and indigenous, middle and working class. Middle-class ladinas, who represent the majority of educators and writers in this study, occupied historic Zone One, the core of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Guatemala City. Here, they lived and worked, surrounded by the poorer barrios in which working-class women were employed in a variety of occupations in the formal and informal economy. Poor ladina and indigenous women, already active in family agriculture, domestic labor, and community markets, dominated a number of artisan-based industries including pottery, ceramics, bakeries, textiles, and the production of alcohol upon their arrival in Guatemala City. They also retained a monopoly in the tobacco industry.57 Although data for the period is not definitive, McCreery estimates that close to one-third of all women in Guatemala City labored as domestics and in cottage industries.

By the end of the nineteenth century, the capital had become a highly stratified city, its success dependent upon economic inequality. As Catherine Komisaruk notes, the presence of poorly paid migrant women provided for the essential daily needs of the middle and upper classes. By freeing ladinas from household chores, “servant women thereby made possible the work of the growing ladino labor force in an array of industries and government functions.”58 Domestic help became a ubiquitous element in the middle-class ladina household. Living on the furthest margins of opportunity and social acceptability, these women occupied spaces outside of Guatemala City itself, traveling daily into its center to work in the homes and markets scattered throughout the capital. In a system based upon unpaid or poorly paid labor designed to benefit the few, education and health-care opportunities remained elusive for the working class. Children were needed to support the household income, and few were able to take advantage of education. With little or no access to health care, childbirth and child-rearing remained perilous activities for poor women, who more often than not were also the economic heads of their households. Liberal-era society became economically dependent upon enforced labor drafts and the labor of poor women, and yet these women remained metaphorically and practically invisible to the ruling elite and urban middle classes.

Despite its incontrovertible role as a dynamic national and Central American center, Guatemala City has only recently enjoyed scholarly attention. A welcome group of studies have emerged documenting the contemporary crisis created by unprecedented levels of social violence and economic instability since the signing of the 1996 peace accords. As this instability continues to unfold in devastating ripples throughout the city’s sociopolitical infrastructure, a series of thoughtful social histories shed new light on individual lives ranging from religious practitioners to street children, gangs, and labor unions.59 Two particular studies that highlight the contradictions inherent in the Liberal quest for modernity provide significant insight for this study on ladinas. J. T. Way’s The Mayan in the Mall tracks both the lived experiences of indigenous and poor people in the capital city as well as their place in the imaginations of the state and ladino intellectual circles. Highlighting the numerous contradictions inherent in contemporary Guatemala City, Way argues for coherence within the chaos, the natural by-product of the Liberal modernization project. The second newly minted study on modernity and Guatemala City is Michael Kirkpatrick’s “Optics and the Culture of Modernity in Guatemala City since the Liberal Reforms.” In this brilliant study, Kirkpatrick tracks the culture of modernity devised by Liberal reformers who succeeded in creating the aesthetics of modernity if not the economic foundation necessary to realize it. His particular insight of cultura de esperar—the culture of waiting, hoping, and expecting—aligns particularly well with ladina experiences of imagining identified in the present study. Ladinas in Guatemala City identified with the Liberal modern project, eagerly believing that they were its intended targets. However, their rapid marginalization from its potential benefits relegated their ideas and activism to a site of imagining rather than reality. This study draws upon Kirkpatrick’s analysis of the Liberal state and Guatemala City, both of which remain understudied fields in Guatemala.



Chapter Descriptions

The women whose stories are recovered in this work left compelling evidence of their ideals and visions. These documents, however, have survived only sporadically, and in order to re-create elements of ladina history in Guatemala City, I have depended upon a wide range of primary sources including national newspapers representative of both radical and conservative political ideologies, periodicals published by women, Catholic papers and pastoral letters, records of the Jefatura Política in Guatemala City, labor journals, political party records, papers of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, national census data, and US State Department records. A loose collection of broadsides and street literature held in the Library of Congress, the University of Texas at Austin, and the Archivo General de Centro América in Guatemala City provide invaluable information. Although this project is not interdisciplinary, it utilizes interdisciplinary secondary sources on Latin American women as a methodological necessity. Therefore, theories on women from political science, anthropology, and religious studies along with historical accounts have been incorporated into the analysis. A number of oral testimonies from Guatemalan women and men who were eyewitnesses to historical events throughout the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s have also been integrated into this study. Their stories provide the most compelling element of this exciting and complex historical period. By integrating their living memories into documentary evidence, a more nuanced and sophisticated analysis is possible.

An examination of urban women in Guatemala City between 1871 and 1954 establishes that their activities in fact place them firmly within a wide range of debates contemporary to their period. Often considered to be outside the mainstream women’s movements, Guatemalan women, as confirmed by this study, were not only aware of these broader conversations but integrated these ideas into their own ideologies. Frequently politically repressed and isolated from their transnational peers, these women nevertheless engaged with international philosophies regarding society and gender within their own context. As a result, this work addresses and engages with larger Latin American historiographies on feminism, suffrage, social reform, child welfare movements, the Cold War, revolutionary movements, education, and politics. While the following chapters address a wide range of subjects, what ties them together is the focus on ladinas in Guatemala City. The final chapter on the antirevolutionary movement integrates the activities of poor and working-class women. These historical actors made up a small network that engaged with one another until 1954 despite holding a variety of sociopolitical ideals, and each chapter that follows introduces new dimensions of their activism.

The first chapter focuses on the rise of a proto-feminist consciousness between 1871 and 1930. Evidence of feminism during this era can be found primarily in the literary contributions of ladina educators and prominent literary figures centered in the capital, Guatemala City, rather than in formal organizations and political activity. Writing women back into history during the 1880s, sisters Vicenta Laparra de la Cerda and Jesús Laparra published two journals for women. La Voz de la Mujer and El Ideal exposed the fragility of the Liberal government’s quest for modernization and in some cases its very fallacy by challenging the state to follow through on its promises of “order and progress.” Although neither the legal nor the civil status of women was affected by the work of the Laparra sisters, they actively refuted the notion of Guatemalan women as weak, unintelligent, and untrustworthy. Perhaps, most significantly, the Laparras created an ideological and literary legacy for another generation of women who resurfaced during the 1920s. The brief period of reform that emerged following the 1920 revolution gave women the opportunity to organize around issues of gender equality, health care, education, and labor regulations. A small group of middle-class and elite writers and poets formed Guatemala’s first feminist organization, the Sociedad Gabriela Mistral. In essence, their work wrote women back into history.

Although publishing during the Jorge Ubico dictatorship (1931–1944) was a dangerous business, Luz Valle and Gloria Menéndez Mina launched two journals, Nosotras and Azul, exclusively for women. In order to manage their public profile, Valle and Menéndez Mina were required to walk a fine line between presenting their own ideas while remaining within the tight parameters established by an oppressive regime. Chapter 2 explores the nature of the feminism they projected and its impact on the circle of literary women and educators for whom the journals were published, providing the intellectual preparation necessary for the revolutionary decade that followed.

In contrast to the previous seventy years, the decade between 1944 and 1954 stands alone as an era of political and social freedom in Guatemala. During this revolutionary period, women participated as active agents in the process of nation building and contributed to the variety of visions put forth for a new country. Women moved from the fringes of society and politics to take center stage, actively shaping the character of the revolution. Political and social organizations emerged designed to address women’s suffrage, staggering illiteracy rates, rural poverty, and class and racial inequality. Chapter 3 identifies women’s participation in the military engagements of June and October 1944 and examines the rise of the institutionalization of a maternal feminism. Particular attention is paid to the feminist ideals introduced by Elisa Martínez de Arévalo, the wife of president Juan José Arévalo.

Chapter 4 focuses on the campaign for suffrage that unified the urban ladina community. Granted suffrage in 1945, literate women immediately created female affiliations with existing political parties representative of an array of ideologies. While their numbers remained small, women’s voting power was significant, as evidenced by the attention garnered during both municipal and national political campaigns. The archbishop of Guatemala became an active participant in the electoral process in order to conscript thousands of literate women to elect antirevolutionary candidates, despite direct constitutional directives that forbade political interference by a religious body. Historians such as Susanne Jonas and Cindy Forster have suggested that one of the revolution’s failings was its negligence of this new voting block, and this chapter explores the critical juncture between women’s political affiliations and the nature of political campaigns in order to ascertain the validity of this heretofore untested hypothesis.60 Chapter 4 refers to broadsides and the Hojas Sueltas along with political campaign ads in the national newspapers.61

The First Inter-American Congress of Women is the subject of chapter 5. Attended by representatives from nineteen nations across the Americas, the 1947 congress represents a significant watershed for Guatemalan women’s movements, transnational organizing, and the birth of the Cold War. For Guatemalans, the presence of politically and socially conscious women from across the continent provided important moral support during a period of nation building. In Guatemala City, these women created an inter-American mandate that drew its ideologies from the 1945 Chapultepec resolutions and directly confronted the militarization advocated by the Rio Pact written during the same month of August in Brazil. These resolutions directly confronted US hemispheric hegemony and drew a firestorm of national and international criticism, creating a schism within an otherwise unified Guatemalan women’s movement.

In November 1950, political power passed peacefully from one president to another for the first time in Guatemalan history.62 Jacobo Árbenz came to power with more than 60 percent of the vote. Embracing the maternalism of the Arévalo feminists, the women of the Alianza Femenina Guatemalteca expanded the boundaries of women’s political activity. Chapter 6 explores the Alianza’s gender analysis, directly confronting the revolution’s unwillingness to incorporate women in a meaningful way. Discontented with the results, they crossed both race and class lines to align themselves with poor and indigenous women. The women of the Alianza stood alone in their analysis, revealing how the very foundations upon which the modern state was created simultaneously privileged men and disenfranchised women. Their role in the final days of the revolution contributes to a growing body of work that emphasizes the significance of internal factors to the revolution’s demise.

The seventh and final chapter focuses on the relationship between the Catholic Church, Archbishop Mariano Rossell y Arellano, and the urban women who supported his antirevolutionary movement. Opposition to the revolution emerged from many sectors of Guatemala City, including from some of the very women who had helped to overthrow Jorge Ubico in 1944 and who represented a broader transnational transition from an antifascist to an anticommunist political position by the 1950s. However, the most public and successful leader of the opposition was the Catholic archbishop Rossell y Arellano, who, despite his initial approval of the revolutionary government, soon became one of the leading opponents of the enacted social reforms, particularly agrarian reform. Under his tacit approval, innumerable demonstrations and protests contributed to the destabilization of Guatemalan society, undermining the revolution during its critical and fragile transition. This chapter will explore how women who had participated in the revolution in 1944 also became critical instruments of its demise in 1954.





One

WRITING WOMEN INTO HISTORY, 1871–1930


A woman is a very unhappy creature. Study the female existence, from birth to the grave, and you will be convinced that we are not lying.

—Vicenta Laparra de la Cerda, La Voz de la Mujer, August 22, 1885




As we can see, women are still chained by ignorance: her emancipation is necessary, and feminism will provide awareness and understanding of the true value of life.

—Rosa Rodríguez López, El Imparcial, November 21, 1925




If the nineteenth century was the human rights of men, then the twentieth century will be the regaining of rights for women.

—José de Prado, El Imparcial, December 25, 1926



The embryo of Guatemalan feminism emerged within a rapidly shifting political landscape. As the triumphant ideology following decades of struggle with Conservative forces, Liberalism offered women the rhetorical possibility for inclusion, citizenship, and education while simultaneously reinforcing patriarchal privilege. This hypocrisy was not lost on the pioneers of feminism, and they employed a variety of strategies both to argue for political inclusion and to point out Liberalism’s contradictions. The effectiveness of their ideas, however, was severely limited by a generalized political repression, with the state tolerating little political diversity. Although at times it appeared that these women existed in a state of suspended intellectual animation, writing out their political and civil resistance merely to one another, they nevertheless created a cohesive communal identity bound by a clear feminine and even feminist consciousness.

Following its rise to power in 1871, the Liberal state modernized the country, transforming Guatemala’s economic, social, and political realms. The foundation for this national renovation was the escalation of coffee production, and, to that end, coastal ports, the rail lines, and communication systems were all designed to facilitate coffee exports and the import of goods from the North Atlantic industrial nations such as the United States, Great Britain, and France. Modernization also brought new social ideas regarding women, gender, and education, which the country’s leaders were far less eager to embrace. Therefore, women, the working class, and indigenous communities were not integrated into the national project as equal partners but marginalized as objects to be used by modernization as labor, whether it be in coffee fincas, markets, or homes. Urban ladinas identified this contradiction in their journals, creating social and political spaces in which they proclaimed their unequal legal and social status.1 Their gender and class analysis was incorporated into the burgeoning education system, creating a generational legacy. Despite intense challenges, by the 1920s small groups of women had successfully initiated campaigns on women’s legal and social rights, some groups openly identifying themselves as feminist. Therefore, while Liberal male reformers were actively reconfiguring Guatemala’s sociopolitical and economic landscape, a small group of ladinas was also reimagining all aspects of Guatemalan society that acknowledged and celebrated their contributions.

Dictatorial regimes dominated the political era between 1871 and 1930, which required these women to develop unique strategies to speak and act on their own behalf. Although they took full advantage of the political transitions between dictatorships, most of their intellectual development occurred during periods of repression and even terror under political dictatorships. The first decades of Liberal rule offered one such transitional period as the political elite solidified its power to create a stable nation-state. Although issues of national inclusion were not resolved during the late nineteenth century, the Liberals created rhetorical opportunities, however muted.2 Following the overthrow of Manuel Estrada Cabrera in 1920, another aperture formed, allowing a broad range of political and social ideals to flourish. Urban ladinas took advantage of this freedom to enact social reforms in child care, education, and working-class labor. While these political transitions offered women the possibility for change, they became agents of change on their own terms through educational and social reforms. Consequently, although the presidencies of General José María Orellana (1921–1926) and Lázaro Chacón González (1926–1930) brought back more repressive political regimes, the nature of Guatemalan political society had fundamentally shifted and offered city residents the opportunity to engage socially and politically on an unprecedented scale.3

Several types of movements emerged during this sixty-year gestational period, at times forming temporary cross-class associations. The first urban movement formed around the sisters Vicenta and Jesús Laparra, whose journals for women La Voz de la Mujer and El Ideal exposed the contradictions inherent in Guatemalan Liberalism. While the literary women and educators attracted to their message were unable to act politically, they directed their reform efforts at the education system. During the 1920s, another literary group, the Sociedad Gabriela Mistral, expanded upon these nascent ideas, adopting an overtly feminist perspective on education and civic equality while avoiding a direct campaign for suffrage. The efforts of working-class women surfaced with the Partido Unionista movement, an eclectic group who successfully overthrew dictator Estrada Cabrera and held power for eighteen months during 1920 and 1921. Although they left little evidence of their ideas, they drew upon their labor networks to argue for their rights as citizens through male union colleagues, narrowly losing a bid for women’s suffrage in 1920–1921. The Sociedad Protectora del Niño, a child-care center in Guatemala City, became the most concrete social reform movement of the era, created through a network of associations and individuals, shortly after the overthrow of Estrada Cabrera. Unlike their peers across Latin America, these organizations did not perpetuate a variety of political ideologies or feminist ideals. Constrained by political circumstances, their efforts were winnowed down to the most essential elements of women’s equality, namely education, civil and legal status, and, sporadically, working-class women’s rights. The question of reproductive rights is absent from any of these movements, and, with only modest industrialization in Guatemala at the time, no broad-based initiatives around working women’s health, labor rights, or child welfare emerged. Except for a brief period around the 1920 revolution, urban ladinas rarely bridged the deep chasms of ethnicity and class to create associations with indigenous women.

The scholarship available for the period under investigation here analyzes the political, economic, and labor policies of the era, focusing on the coercive laws imposed upon indigenous communities to ensure the production of coffee.4 A few biographies and fictionalized parodies offer glimpses into the long dictatorship of Estrada Cabrera (1898–1920), such as Miguel Ángel Asturias’s novel El Señor Presidente.5 Gender analysis through the lens of literary women, teachers, and journalists, however, reveals this to be a highly dynamic era despite their muted activism. Viewing Guatemala City as a highly feminized space exposes the politically astute women who created and supported emergent civil institutions. Although their destiny was frequently affected by dictatorial political whims, these pioneers of ladina activism provide a more complex portrait of the early Liberal period in Guatemala City, underscoring the accomplishments of and challenges faced by all urban women.


The Liberal State, Gender, and the Catholic Church

During the late nineteenth century, liberalism became the organizing principle for the newly triumphant oligarchic elite, an ideology that touched off a series of reforms transforming almost all aspects of social, political, and economic life. Throwing off the last Conservative president, Vicente Cerna, in 1871, the Liberal presidencies of Miguel García Granados (1871–1873) and Justo Rufino Barrios (1873–1885) initiated an era known as La Reforma. Envisioning an aristocratic, modern republic based upon Enlightenment liberties and a diversified economy, the group of elite coffee planters who formed the core of the Liberal Party became infatuated with all aspects of progress, including technology, community, and transportation.6 Although rhetorically directed at all Guatemalans, these reforms were designed to benefit the elite. To support such an enterprise, the Liberals developed a strong state that actively intervened in the economy and society to facilitate and promote export production. To make this possible, the triumphant coffee elites needed cheap land and labor as well as access to overseas markets. Consequently, they developed a series of institutions designed to bring Guatemala’s diverse population under state control such as a modern police force, an expanded prison system, a recodification of civil law, and a uniform system of public administration. Aligned with the state, coffee planters designed a series of laws to coerce indigenous communities into providing cyclic periods of labor, known as the mandamiento. Enforced in 1877, it allowed the governor of each department to grant planters’ requests for agricultural labor drafts from the indigenous communities not unlike the repartimientos of the eighteenth century. Consequently, Guatemala entered the modern global capitalist system as a supplier of raw materials and a buyer of manufactured goods, without undergoing industrialization.

Liberals governed through the authority of wealthy elite males, whose presumption of social superiority entrenched their political privilege as a natural right. A highly masculinized project, the Liberal state created a legal apparatus designed to bolster patriarchy and class hierarchy. Political scientist Nikki Craske argues that relations of power are either supported or undermined by gender relations.7 The two pieces of legislation Liberals enacted during this formative period clarified women’s subordinate position amid a myriad of far-reaching reforms. First, the 1879 constitution solidified the foundation of a strictly patriarchal and hierarchical society, determining that only literate men over twenty-one years of age were eligible for citizenship and political participation. While this law maintained the historical exclusion of women and illiterate men, Guatemalan Liberals created a critical caveat. As historian Wade Kit points out, under this constitution illiterate men including indigenous men were eligible to vote, but not in secret like their literate counterparts. This proviso had two critical and contradictory results. First, it provided Liberals with a functioning democracy, albeit a potentially coercive and limited one, establishing literacy as a critical component for citizenship.8 Second, in imbuing indigenous illiterate men with political personality, they established a hierarchy of citizenship, placing illiterate men above literate women. Ladinas seized upon this codified discrepancy to advocate for their political rights over the following decades. This tension, however, remained unresolved right through the 1944–1954 revolutionary decade in practice if not in theory because male politicians continued to see illiterate and indigenous men as more natural political allies than ladinas or indigenous women.

The second and far more invasive reform reaffirmed the colonial civil familial structure known as Patria Potestad. Approved under president Barrios in 1877, Patria Potestad guaranteed men full authority and control over their families, including wives and daughters. Article 46 of the civil code decreed that women had no legal identity outside of marriage and could not speak for themselves without the written authority of their husbands.9 Laws protecting women’s right to inherit family property established during the colonial era were also removed, further reinforcing their subordination to patriarchal authority. In contrast
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FIGURE 1.1 Rosa Rodríguez López. Studium, 1921.
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TABLE 1.1 National Literacy Rates in 19401
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TABLE 1.2 Occupational Profile for Women1
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