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HOMILY 

In March 2019, the father of a close friend asked me to preach ‘the homily’ 
at Catholic Mass in Vorselaar, a Belgian village in the Campine [De 
Kempen] region where I grew up. Every year during the Lenten Season, 
the pastor of Vorselaar dedicates a Eucharist to promoting international 
solidarity amongst his parishioners. This year, I was invited to share some 
of my experiences with Guatemalan peasant communities and their on-
going fight for land and water after previous decades of internal armed 
conflict. Since I hardly ever go to church, I had no idea what a homily was 
though. After some online research, with a grin I concluded that this form 
of preaching could be seen as the activist part of the service.  

The homily is a commentary on a deliberately chosen Bible passage, 
a kind of moralizing lecture with a core message and clear intention like 
encouraging, confronting or inciting auditors. Being part of the ‘Liturgy 
of the Word’, the homily is supposed to bring the Scripture to life by 
translating its meaning into a contemporary context. ‘Good preaching’, I 
learned, ‘travels back and forth between the old story and the story of the 
people now’.1  

This hands-on lecture and appropriation of biblical stories sounded 
very familiar. Since the beginning of my research I regularly met with Raf 
Allaert who had left for Guatemala in 1972 as a Flemish missionary from 
the Congregation of the Immaculate Heart of Mary. Together with his 
Flemish compañero2  Serge Berten, he was part of a new generation of 
socially committed pastoral workers who preferred not to stand in front of 
the altar anymore but instead decided to put their Christian inspiration to 
practical use. Inspired by the growing liberation theology of Gustavo 
Gutiérrez and Paulo Freire's Pedagogy of the Oppressed, in so-called 
Christian Base Communities Raf ‘translated the Bible into the reality of 
agricultural and seasonal workers’. In his own words, this contextualized 
re-reading of the Bible was supposed to ‘give the workers insight into their 

 
 
1 Marc Steen, ‘Geestelijk Voedsel Bereiden. Over de Voorbereiding van de Homilie’, Tijdschrift 
Voor Liturgie 96 (2012): 242–51. 
2 Spanish for friend, companion or comrade. 
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situation’ and ultimately ‘give rise to their political involvement’. During 
one of our conversations, Raf told me that 

the roots of liberation theology lie with the Exodus; the story of 
the Jewish people, who escaped from a life of slavery in Egypt and 
had to travel through the desert – a period of frustration, suffering 
and poverty (…). For me personally, liberation theology involves 
‘updating’ the Bible and acknowledging the human dignity of those 
repudiated by the world. 

The story of a people liberating itself from oppression and their subsequent 
journey to the Promised Land, inspired radical Catholics all over Latin 
America to join forces with Marxist guerrilla movements during the 
second half of the twentieth century. Especially in Central America, 
liberationist priests and catequistas3 decided that the only way of liberating 
‘the poor’ from structural oppression was by choosing the path of armed 
resistance. Or as Camilo Torres, one of Latin America’s first ‘revolutionary 
priests’, famously declared after joining the National Liberation Army 
(ELN) in Colombia: ‘If Jesus were alive today, He would be a guerrillero’.4 

According to the Swiss theatre- and filmmaker Milo Rau, in twenty-first-
century Europe, Jesus is a Cameroonian. In the impoverished South of 
Italy where the tomato harvest largely revolves around modern slavery, half 
a million African migrants languish in ghetto’s and refugee camps. In these 
camps and against the historical film decor of Matera where Pasolini and 
Mel Gibson shot their Jesus movies, Rau has been re-producing the 
Passion Story. The protagonists of this ‘New Gospel’ are migrants, small 
farmers and activists. The son of God is played by Yvan Sagnet, a former 
plantation worker from Cameroon who is leading a resistance movement 
against the Italian agro-industry since 2011. According to Rau, ‘Jesus was 
a social revolutionary figure’ who fought for the poor, the oppressed and 
the displaced. He was also a refugee. Similar to good preaching, Rau’s 
artistic (co-)productions are always characterized by a theatrical balancing 
act in which human reality takes over the script while the script gets a hold 
on reality. Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem is at once a protest march 

 
 
3 Catholic lay leader at a community level. Someone who has studied the Bible and contributes to 
the formation and consciousness-raising of other community members. 
4 Garrard-Burnett, 131. 
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towards the Piazza Duomo where hundreds of migrants are calling for 
‘lavoro, diritti e dignità’: work, rights and dignity.5 

I don’t know who Jezus is, but I have met more than one Mozes 
during my fieldwork in Guatemala. It therefore did not take long for me 
to decide on which particular Bible passage to focus in preparation of my 
very first homily. I also don’t know what the fortyish mostly older people 
in the church of Vorselaar have gotten out of it, but for me as an academic, 
performing this moralizing lecture was kind of a liberating experience. It 
has probably also been the weirdest experiment in the valorization of my 
research that I have ever ventured into.  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
  

 
 
5 Milo Rau, ‘Milo Rau verfilmt het Nieuwe Testament: “Jezus versus Salvini, gerechtigheid versus 
uitbuiting”’, De Standaard, accessed 8 June 2020, 
https://www.standaard.be/cnt/dmf20190908_04597875; Kasper Goethals and foto’s Kristof 
Vadino, ‘In Zuid-Italië is Jezus zwart’, De Standaard, 5 October 2019, 
https://www.standaard.be/cnt/dmf20191003_04643279. 
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Fig. 1 Yves Sagnet as Jesus, surrounded by his apostles calling for work, rights and 

dignity. 

Fig. 2 According to Milo Rau, ‘Jesus is a Cameroonian’. 
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I 

GENESIS 

1. INDIGENOUS PEOPLE, LAND & CONFLICT 

Between 1960 and 1996, Guatemala was torn apart by one of the longest 
and deadliest armed confrontations on the Latin American continent 
during the 20th century which was triggered by unequal land distribution, 
structural injustice, political exclusion and racism.6 The conflict saw the 
violent state repression of indigenous people, Catholics, leftist 
organizations and guerrilla groups who had been involved in social protest 
and, in some cases, armed resistance against the military governments and 
national plantation economy. The birth of the Guatemalan guerrilla 
movement in 1962 sparked a growing militarization of the country and 
increased persecution of real or perceived state opponents. 7  From the 
1970s onwards, the Marxist-Leninist Guerrilla Army of the Poor (EGP) 
found enthusiastic support in the rural highlands and the new agricultural 
frontiers in the tropical lowlands of El Quiché that already had a decades 

 
 
6 CEH, ‘Guatemala Memory of Silence - Report of the Commission for Historical Clarification, 
Conclusions and Recommendations’. 
7 Finn Stepputat, ‘Politics of Displacement in Guatemala’, Journal of Historical Sociology 12, no. 1 
(1999): 58. 
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long tradition of indigenous land struggle and collective organization.8 
The rise of liberation theology or the ‘Church of the Poor’ in rural 
Guatemala during the second half of the twentieth century further 
stimulated the confluence between indigenous and revolutionary struggle.9  

From 1981-1983, Guatemala’s military regime responded to the 
advance of the guerrilla and its growing social support bases through an 
unprecedented counterinsurgency offensive. In addition to the ongoing 
elimination of leaders of the opposition, military state forces and related 
paramilitary groups now also targeted the entire rural population as a 
potential source of insurgency; soldiers burned hundreds of communities 
to the ground, slaughtered its inhabitants, raped women, destroyed crops 
and killed livestock.10  

In 1996, UN-facilitated Peace Agreements between the government 
and the Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity (URNG) guerrilla 
umbrella organization eventually ended thirty-six years of violence.11 A 
few years later, a UN-sponsored Commission for Historical Clarification 
(CEH) revealed that during the entire conflict over 200,000 people were 
killed and 45,000 enforcedly disappeared. The CEH also documented 669 
separate massacres that were mostly carried out by military state forces and 
related paramilitary groups.12 83% of the victims belonged to indigenous 
Maya groups which moreover led the Commission to conclude that ‘agents 
of the state committed acts of genocide’. 13  Mass violence also led to 
massive displacement: 1,5 million people were internally displaced and up 
to 400,000 people sought refuge abroad, many of them in Mexico and the 
US.14 

 
 
8 Pablo Ceto, ‘Rebelión Indígena, Lucha Campesina y Movimiento Revolutionario Guerrillero. 
Reflexiones y Testimonio.’, in Guatemala, La Infinita Historia de Las Resistencias, ed. Manolo E. 
Vela Castaneda, 1st ed. (Guatemala: Magna Terra Editores, 2011), 235. 
9 Garrard-Burnett, 125. 
10 Sieder, ‘War, Peace, and Memory Politics in Central America’, 164. 
11 Sanford, 14. 
12 The CEH defined a massacre as ‘the execution of five or more people, in the same place, as part 
of the same operation and whose victims were in an indefensible state.’ Cited in: Anika Oettler, 
‘Guatemala: The State of Research’, SciencesPro. Violence de masse et Résistance - Réseau de 
recherche, 20 January 2016, https://www.sciencespo.fr/mass-violence-war-massacre-
resistance/fr/document/guatemala-state-research.html. 
13 CEH, ‘Guatemala Memory of Silence - Report of the Commission for Historical Clarification, 
Conclusions and Recommendations’, 1999, 
https://www.aaas.org/sites/default/files/migrate/uploads/mos_en.pdf. 
14 Stepputat, ‘Politics of Displacement in Guatemala’, 54; Viaene, Voices from the Shadows, 14. 
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Two decades after the signing of peace, at the time of writing, a new 
wave of violence is sweeping through indigenous communities. 
Guatemala’s transition to a formal democracy has, in reality, translated 
into neoliberal reforms opening the door for extractive industries. 15 
Ongoing extreme land inequality16 and institutionalized racism are a root 
cause of escalating forced evictions and extrajudicial killings of indigenous 
people who have been defending their territory against appropriation by 
mining, hydroelectric and palm oil industries.17  

This book grapples with the interplay between Guatemala’s violent 
past and violent present. The present study focuses on the politics of 
history after the internal armed conflict, exploring this phenomenon in a 
contemporary context of socio-environmental conflict and the defense of 
indigenous territories. Its main concern is the collective production and 
mobilization of historical narratives in Copal AA La Esperanza, a 
community of returned refugees defending its territory against the possible 
construction of a hydroelectric dam. More specifically, this study offers a 
performative ethnography of collective narrative capacity (CNC) by means 
of participatory filmmaking. I put forward the concept of CNC as my 
original contribution to historiography and post-conflict studies. At the 
same time, the dissertation also exposes a broader search for innovative 
participatory, visual and performative methods to empirically study 
collective narrative production and mobilization in (post-)conflict settings. 
Finally, as a form of participatory action research, this investigation also 
explores the synergy between research ethics and epistemics and seeks to 
move beyond a research-activism binary. Participatory and ethnographic 
filmmaking eventually led to the collaborative and professional production 
of ‘Los Retornados’; a short film by Belgian filmmaker Pieter De Vos and 

 
 
15 Patrick Illmer, ‘The Defence of Territory and Local Struggle for More Democracy in Post-War 
Guatemala’, Democratization 25, no. 5 (4 July 2018): 4; Joshua Wayland and Matthew Kuniholm, 
‘Legacies of Conflict and Natural Resource Resistance in Guatemala’, The Extractive Industries 
and Society 3, no. 2 (2016): 395. 
16 80% of the fertile land today is still owned by only 5% of the population. Rural areas that were 
most affected by past violence continue to be disproportionately affected by extreme poverty. In: 
Minority Rights Group International, ‘State of the World’s Minorities and Indigenous Peoples 
2013 - Guatemala’, Refworld, 2013, http://www.refworld.org/docid/526fb749b.html. 
17  Victoria Tauli-Corpuz, ‘Opinion | Guatemala Needs to Do More to Stop the Killings of 
Indigenous Activists’, The Washington Post, 23 May 2018, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-opinions/wp/2018/05/23/guatemala-needs-to-
do-more-to-stop-the-killings-of-indigenous-activists/. 



I GENESIS 

 

 

 
 

18 

myself in collaboration with the ‘return community’ of Copal AA La 
Esperanza. Together with other types of video-materials included in this 
book, ‘Los Retornados’ is an equivalent part of the dissertation.  
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Fig. 1 Copal AA La Esperanza in 2018 (top) and in 1996 (down) 

Sources: screenshot from ‘Los Retornados’ (top) + community archive 

Copal AA La Esperanza (down) 
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2. THE RETURNEES FROM COPAL AA LA ESPERANZA 

The first time I visited the community of Copal AA La Esperanza was 
somewhere in May 2015, after a three-and-a-half-hour sweltering 
minibus ride and a 50-minute walk. From the city of Cobán in the Central 
Highlands of Guatemala, two buses per day head in the direction of Copal 
AA. After one hour of paved road, up until the crossing of the market 
village of Cubilhuitz, you should be prepared for another two and a half 
hours of dirt road straight into the jungle and into indigenous Q’eqchi’ 
territory – one of Guatemala’s twenty-two ethnic Maya groups. 18 After 
passing Cubilhuitz, the state of the unpaved road gradually deteriorated. 
‘This is as far as the Coaster19 goes’, the man next to me said, as the driver 
slowly maneuvered his minibus in the opposite direction. A young 
Copalero20 was waiting for me at El Rancho, a Q’eqchi’ community from 
where the dirt road changed into a rocky path only accessible by 
motorcycles and pickup trucks. My companion complained about the bad 
road conditions, telling me that municipal authorities were always 
promising construction works that never happened. Together, we walked 
to Copal AA La Esperanza, the very last community on this route. 
Entering Copal AA, we passed a huge wooden sign21: 
  

 
 
18 Together with Bolivia, Guatemala is the only other Latin American country where indigenous 
groups make up the majority – sixty per cent – of the total population. Guatemala’s indigenous 
groups consist of the Maya, Xinka and Garifuna. The Maya are by far the largest indigenous 
population comprising 22 different ethnic groups, all speaking a different Maya language, for 
example Q’eqchi’. In: Lieselotte Viaene, ‘Visiones Indígenas Sobre El Impacto Del Proyecto de 
La Represa Xalalá a Los Derechos Humanos de Los Pueblos Indígenas En Guatemala’, Revista 
(In) Justicias Hídricas, Resistencias y Alternativas En América Latina 2 (2015): 22–24. 
19 A type of Toyota minibus used for public transportation in rural Alta Verapaz. 
20 An inhabitant of Copal AA La Esperanza. 
21 English translation from the original Spanish text: ‘Stop: Warning. Welcome. Copal AA La 
Esperanza. We reject the construction of the Xalalá Dam. Yes to life.’ Sources: screenshot from 
the short movie ‘Los Retornados’ (2020) + edited pictures from the community archive of Copal 
AA La Esperanza (1996). 
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Copal AA is a campesino22 community located in the isolated jungle of the 
Alta Verapaz department, in the micro-region of Nimlajacoc at the shores 
of the Chixoy River (see fig. 1). As we speak, the community is taking the 
lead in a regional opposition movement against the construction of the 
Xalalá Hydroelectric Dam that would displace thousands of people, mostly 
indigenous Q’eqchi’. Alta Verapaz has recently become one of the centers 
of land conflict in the face of natural resource extraction in indigenous 
territories.23 It is not the first time, however, that these green hills have 
become the scenery of land grabbing and rural resistance. Alta Verapaz is 
one of the rural departments that suffered most from the massacres and 
military state repression during the internal armed conflict with a total of 
61 massacres and a hundred villages wiped off the map.24 Hence, most 
regional Q’eqchi’ communities are composed of victim-survivors with a 
history of internal displacement.25    

During initial fieldwork with the Q’eqchi’ in 2015, I heard stories 
about a community called ‘Copal AA La Esperanza’; that people there are 
‘different’ because they are ‘returnees’ [retornados]. The historical and 
political trajectories of the Copaleros indeed diverge in many ways from 
their Q’eqchi’ neighbors. Copal AA consists of a mix of three different 
majoritarian ethnic groups: Mam, Q’anjobal and Q’eqchi’. Most of these 
families do not originate from Alta Verapaz but from different rural 
communities in the Western Highlands, mainly from the department of 
Huehuetenango. Together with more than 45,000 others, at the height of 
the conflict in the early 1980s, they or their parents fled to Mexican refugee 
camps under registration and protection of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).26  

 
 
22 Campesinos are mostly indigenous peasants living in rural communities. In Guatemala, the term 
is very politicized due to a history of land conflict, racial inequality and indigenous-peasant 
movements and protest. 
23 Intercontinental.Cry, ‘Indigenous Community Wins Land Rights Victory in Guatemala After 
200 Years of Struggle’, Intercontinental Cry, 12 August 2015, 
https://intercontinentalcry.org/indigenous-community-wins-land-rights-victory-in-guatemala-
after-200-years-of-struggle/. 
24  Richard Wilson, Resurgimiento Maya En Guatemala: Experiencias Q’eqchi’es (Centro de 
investigaciones Regionales de Mesoamérica-CIRMA, 1999), 165. 
25 Lieselotte Viaene, ‘La Hidroeléctrica Xalalá En Territorio Maya q’eqchi’ de Guatemala. ¿Qué 
Pasará Con Nuestra Tierra y Agua Sagradas? Un Análisis Antropológico-Jurídico de Los 
Derechos Humanos Amenazados.’ (Municipalidad de Herent / Centro de Derechos Humanos, 
Universidad de Gante, 2015), 76. 
26 Stepputat, ‘Politics of Displacement in Guatemala’, 73. 
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Past experiences of state terror and ten years of exile in 
internationally assisted camps resulted in the emergence of new forms of 
political organization and collective identity among the refugees in 
Mexico.27 In 1993, 2,500 refugees organized themselves and collectively 
returned to Guatemala. Crossing the border with dozens of buses, ‘the 
returnees’ [los retornados] carried the movement’s slogan ‘Return is 
Struggle, Not Resignation’ [Retorno es lucha, no es resignación].28  After 
a three-week, cross-country tour, different groups of returnees went their 
separate ways. On 12 January 1996, 86 families celebrated the foundation 
of the ‘return community’ of Copal AA La Esperanza in the Alta Verapaz 
jungle.29 

By 2016, Copal AA had grown to 124 families, a total of 570 
‘pluricultural’ and ‘multilingual’ inhabitants. The first part of the 
community’s symbolic name celebrates the returnees’ shared indigenous 
identity. ‘Copal’ refers to ‘Protium Copal’; the scientific name of the Pom 
tree whose roots produce a type of incense that is used during Mayan 
ceremonies. ‘AA’ means ‘abundant water’ in both Mam, Q’anjobal and 
Q’eqchi’ and highlights the returnees’ different ethnic backgrounds as well 
as the community’s geographic location at the shores of the Chixoy River 
and in between the smaller Copala River and Pacaya creek. ‘La Esperanza’, 
finally, means ‘hope’ in Spanish and envisions a common future of 
prosperity and wellbeing for the Copaleros and the next generations.30  

Two decades after the foundation of Copal AA La Esperanza, however, 
its inhabitants find their abundant water and common future endangered. 
At the moment of writing, the returnees are taking the lead in a regional 
opposition movement against the possible construction of the Xalalá 
Hydroelectric Dam; the second biggest dam ever planned by Guatemala’s 
National Electrification Institute (INDE). The Guatemalan government 
already designed the project in the 1970s, but then suspended its 

 
 
27 Stepputat, 73. 
28 Megan Bradley, Refugee Repatriation: Justice, Responsibility and Redress (Cambridge University 
Press, 2013), 104–6. 
29 Instituto Básico Nuevo Amanecer (IBNA), ‘Planificación Estratégica 2009-2016. Resumen 
Histórico, Contexto Geográfico y Social Del Centro de Formación Integral Instituto Básico 
Nuevo Amanecer - IBNA’ (IBNA, 2009), 1, Personal archive of the author. 
30  COCODE and ADECO-UNZ, ‘Plan Estrategico de La Comunidad de Copal AA La 
Esperanza Cobán, Alta Verapaz, Guatemala, 2016-2020’, 2016, 14–15, Personal archive of the 
author. 
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construction at the height of the internal armed conflict, until it was put 
back on the agenda in 2004.31 The Copaleros have no reason to believe that 
this project will contribute to their prosperity and wellbeing: in 1982, the 
construction of the infamous Chixoy Dam a hundred kilometers south on 
the same river, resulted in the forced displacement of thousands of people 
and the massacre of over 440 Maya Achí from the Río Negro 
community.32 

In Copal AA, histories of exile and return did not only ‘take place’ 
but have been mobilized continuously to ‘make place’, to claim and defend 
lands and territory. The possible construction of the Xalalá Dam re-
opened a discursive space where historical narratives are being renegotiated 
and rearticulated to make sense of ongoing injustice and to mobilize the 
new generations as well as international solidarity. The returnees 
unexpectedly recruited me, a Belgian historian, to ‘make’ the history [hacer 
historia] of their community by co-creating a documentary about their past 
and present struggle. To tackle this seeming tension between research and 
activism, I gradually developed a participatory, filmmaking-based 
approach. Starting off as a side project and a way of ‘giving back’, 
filmmaking came to redefine my entire research project and revealed itself 
as a full-fledged research method with the returnees and with the ambition 
to generate social impact. 

3. INITIAL FIELDWORK EXPERIENCES 

This dissertation is rather experimental and its set-up atypical, as was my 
research trajectory. Between 2014 and 2018, I conducted a total of nine 
months of ethnographic fieldwork in the Alta Verapaz department, two 
months of which were only spent in Copal AA.33 Before I started ‘making 
history’ with the returnees in 2015, I conducted a different kind of 
fieldwork with Q’eqchi’ and Poqomchi’ survivors searching for and 

 
 
31  Viaene, ‘Visiones Indígenas Sobre El Impacto Del Proyecto de La Represa Xalalá a Los 
Derechos Humanos de Los Pueblos Indígenas En Guatemala’, 22–24. 
32  Lea Temper, Daniela del Bene, and Joan Martinez-Alier, ‘Chixoy Dam and Rio Negro 
Massacre, Guatemala | EJAtlas’, Environmental Justice Atlas, 2019, 
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/chixoy-dam-guatemala. 
33 Fieldwork in Copal AA was split up into three different periods in 2015, 2016 and 2018. 
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reburying their enforcedly disappeared family members. While my initial 
fieldwork experiences did not become part of the dissertation, they 
nevertheless fundamentally shaped my eventual research design.34 

As a historian, I have always been most interested in how societies 
or groups of people engage with and remember a particular kind of past 
that, especially in post-conflict settings, does not seem to pass: the ‘present 
past’.35 The aim of my initial fieldwork was to explore how indigenous 
survivors in Alta Verapaz deal with the country’s violent past in relation to 
(inter)national transitional justice (TJ) discourses and practices.36 In 2014, 
I first entered the field with a focus on reburial ceremonies of victims of 
forced disappearance within the frameworks of the Guatemalan National 
Reparations Program (PNR) and exhumations carried out in the former 
Military Zone 21. In the city outskirts of Cobán, the Guatemalan Forensic 
Anthropology Foundation (FAFG) has unearthed some of the largest mass 
graves of the country. 37  The site is currently known as the UN 
peacekeeper-training base CREOMPAZ (Regional Training Command for 
Peacekeeping Operations). During the internal armed conflict, 
CREOMPAZ used to serve as a regional detention and clandestine 

 
 
34 I limit myself to a brief impression of these initial fieldwork experiences insofar as they are 
relevant to understand the genesis of my eventual research design. 
35  Berber Bevernage, History, Memory, and State-Sponsored Violence, 1 edition (New York: 
Routledge, 2013); Luc Huyse, All Things Pass, Except the Past (AWEPA, 2009). 
36 Transitional justice refers to the manifold ways that countries seek to address the legacies of 
conflict and large-scale human rights abuses in order to ensure accountability and 
acknowledgement, achieve reconciliation and prevent violations from happening again. Over the 
past ten years, a growing number of TJ practitioners and scholars have been calling for more 
culturally and locally sensitive, context-bound, ‘victim-centric’ and participatory approaches as 
well as their continuous scrutiny through empirical research. In: ICTJ, ‘What Is Transitional 
Justice? | ICTJ’, International Center for Transitional Justice, 22 February 2011, 
https://www.ictj.org/about/transitional-justice; Eva Willems, ‘Open Secrets & Hidden Heroes : 
Violence, Citizenship and Transitional Justice in (Post-)Conflict Peru’ (dissertation, Gent, Ghent 
University, 2019); Tine Destrooper, ‘Why We Need More Empirical Research on Victim 
Participation in Transitional Justice’, Human Rights Centre Blog (blog), 29 September 2019, 
https://hrc.ugent.be/why-we-need-more-empirical-research-on-victim-participation-in-
transitional-justice/; Lieselotte Viaene, Voices from the Shadows: The Role of Cultural Contexts in 
Transitional Justice Processes : Maya Q’eqchi’perspectives from Post-Conflict Guatamala (Ghent: 
Ghent University, Department of Public Law, 2010); Simon Robins and Erik Wilson, 
‘Participatory Methodologies with Victims: An Emancipatory Approach to Transitional Justice 
Research’, Canadian Journal of Law & Society / La Revue Canadienne Droit et Société 30, no. Special 
Issue 02 (August 2015): 219–236, https://doi.org/10.1017/cls.2015.17. 
37 Jo-Marie Burt and Paulo Estrada, ‘Guatemala’s Congress Debates Amnesty Bill as Maya Achí 
Sexual Violence Case Suffers Delays’, International Justice Monitor, 20 February 2019, 
https://www.ijmonitor.org/2019/02/guatemalas-congress-debates-amnesty-bill-as-maya-achi-
sexual-violence-case-suffers-delays/. 
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execution center. Between 2012 and 2014, FAFG exhumed the remains 
of 558 victims from 85 different graves. After being exhumed and 
identified through DNA analysis, FAFG returns the remains back to their 
relatives who can then rebury their loved ones after more than thirty years 
of being ‘disappeared’.38 

Between 2014 and 2016, I conducted a total of seven months of 
ethnographic fieldwork in different municipalities of Alta Verapaz from 
where people had been taken to the Military Zone during the conflict.39 I 
did participant observation during a dozen reburial ceremonies and 
conducted thirty-four semi-structured interviews with both Q’eqchi’ and 
Poqomchi’ survivors.40 I interviewed people who were either still looking 
for their enforcedly disappeared family members or had already reburied 
them after being exhumed and identified at CREOMPAZ.41 During the 
interviews, I tried to learn more about life before, during and after ‘the 
Violence’ [la Violencia]; about the interviewee’s personal experiences, 
family and community history. 42  I also inquired into people’s desire, 
inability, fear, indifference or discomfort to remember or raise memorials; 
the meaning of justice; and the perceived relation between past, present 
and future.43  
 
  

 
 
38 Jo-Marie Burt and Paulo Estrada, ‘Guatemala’s Congress Debates Amnesty Bill as Maya Achí 
Sexual Violence Case Suffers Delays’, International Justice Monitor, 20 February 2019, 
https://www.ijmonitor.org/2019/02/guatemalas-congress-debates-amnesty-bill-as-maya-achi-
sexual-violence-case-suffers-delays/. 
39 The city of Cobán was my operating base where I lived and from where I travelled around the 
municipalities of Cobán, San Cristóbal Verapaz, Santa Cruz Verapaz, Tactic and Chisec. 
40 The Poqomchi’ are one of Guatemala’s 22 different ethnic Maya groups. Compared to the 
Q’eqchi’, they make up a minority in the Alta Verapaz department and mainly live in the 
municipalities of San Cristóbal Verapaz and Santa Cruz Verapaz. Next to participant observation 
during reburial ceremonies and semi-structured interviews, I also attended numerous activities 
such as commemoration ceremonies, cultural and educational activities, victim-survivor meetings 
and public manifestations related to the aftermath of the internal armed conflict in the 
department. 
41 Elin Skaar, Jemima Garcia-Godos, and Cath Collins, eds., Transitional Justice in Latin America: 
The Uneven Road from Impunity towards Accountability (Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon ; New 
York, NY: Routledge, 2016). 
42 ‘The Violence’ is commonly used to refer to the military counterinsurgency offensive and the 
massacres at the height of the internal armed conflict in the early 1980s. 
43 All of these interviews were recorded and have been fully transcribed and translated into Spanish 
whenever the interview was conducted in Q’eqchi’ or Poqomchi’. I also complemented the 
recordings with extensive fieldnotes. 
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Fig. 2 María was three years old when her father was ‘disappeared’ in 

1987. Forensic anthropologists found his remains in a mass grave at 

CREOMPAZ. María and her daughter reburied him in 2014.  

Source: author (San Cristóbal Verapaz, 2015) 

Fig. 3 After being exhumed, identified remains are brought back to 

family members, who can rebury their loved ones after more than thirty 

years of being ‘disappeared’.  

Source: author (Santa Cruz Verapaz, 2016) 
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Listening to and processing experiences of war and violence, I increasingly 
felt out of place as a Belgian historian. I started doubting the societal 
relevance and possible impact – both positive and negative – of the kind of 
ethnographic fieldwork I was doing with survivors of war living in 
precarious socio-economic conditions. Most of the people I interviewed 
had already ‘given testimony’ [dar testimonio] to (international) NGOs, 
victim organizations or PNR in search of the ‘disappeared’, in preparation 
of court cases, in return for economic reparations or in the context of 
psychosocial support programs. What was my role in this particular ‘post-
conflict’ setting and what was I able to ‘give back’? I invited myself into 
people’s houses and always found it hard to explain why I wanted to ‘have’ 
this conversation – literally record it and take it with me – and what I was 
about to do with the information they ‘gave’ me. The answer that I was 
writing an academic book in English based on our conversation, usually 
felt like a confession and was unsatisfying for both the interviewee and for 
myself.  

At this point during my research trajectory, I received increasingly 
alarming messages from friends in the micro-region of Nimlajacoc, where 
Q’eqchi’ communities were resisting the possible construction of the 
Xalalá Hydroelectric Dam. I had been to the area several times before, 
visiting the impressive cross of Saha’kok; a monument raised on top of a 
hill to commemorate 900 victims of the internal armed conflict from 28 
different regional communities.44  The same survivor communities that 
suffered most from the army’s counterinsurgency offensive in the early 
1980s, now saw their lands, livelihoods and culture threatened once again 
by the invasion of extractive industries. I decided to broaden my empirical 
investigation of the ‘present past’ in ‘post-conflict’ Guatemala beyond a 
traditional transitional justice framework. At the end of my first long-term 
field stay in 2015, I headed for the jungle of Nimlajacoc to explore the 
politics of history in a context of contemporary socio-environmental 
conflict and the defense of indigenous territories. I will nevertheless 
reconnect with this field of study in the conclusion of the dissertation, as I 
believe that this research project in the end did deliver up a few elements 
to enrich and broaden the classical TJ framework in terms of more 

 
 
44 Sieder, 186. 
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transformative and social forms of justice seeking and the participation of 
victim-survivors in these post-conflict processes. 

4. FROM ‘SEDUCTION’ TO EXPERIMENTAL & VISUAL ETHNOGRAPHY 

I visited Copal AA for the first time in May 2015 because community 
authorities invited me. It had come to their attention that a Belgian 
historian was roaming around the region, looking for survivor 
communities to participate in a research project. At that time, I was still 
unaware of the Copaleros’ diverging historical and political trajectories 
compared to other regional communities. Furthermore, I had no idea why 
they were so eager to invite a historian. From my previous fieldwork, I was 
rather used to reluctance or even distrust towards ‘outsiders’ and a general 
restraint to publicly talk about the past. I had also been confronted 
multiple times with cynicism or frustrations towards (foreign) academics. 
Doing fieldwork with the returnees from Copal AA was about to become 
an entirely different experience.  

Days in advance, people had been notified about the visit of ‘the 
historian’ [la historiadora]. During a first community council, local 
authorities clarified that they ‘already started this work some time ago’ and 
that I would come and help ‘to make the history’ of their community’. 
They insisted that, if I wanted to conduct any interviews, I should record 
them and then turn everything into a ‘documentary’ about Copal AA’s past 
and present struggle. It was explicitly mentioned that they wanted to use 
this video as a political tool in their fight against the Xalalá Dam. As a 
historian, the idea to ‘make’ community history first made me feel 
uncomfortable. After all, historians collaborating in the production of 
official histories are often criticized for merely executing political agendas 
and for being less ‘scientific’. As an activist, and considering my previous 
fieldwork experiences, however, the opportunity to tap into an on-going 
community initiative and generate research with a social impact was very 
appealing to me.  

The suggestion to record history did not come from thin air. I 
quickly noticed that the returnees were armed with smartphones and 
cameras at all times to record and stage their everyday resistance. From 
roadblocks to protest marches: it all seemed to have an online afterlife. 
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Filmmaking practices subsequently emerged from the returnees’ historical 
and political trajectories as well as from the pragmatics of their everyday 
community resistance. Once I agreed to participate in their history 
initiative, the returnees took charge of the project. They adopted a tightly 
coordinated yet participatory approach, collectively debated a kind of 
storyboard and effectively distributed narrative labor on a community scale 
among different participants, including myself as ‘la historiadora’; the 
historian facilitating the production process. The kind of knowledge that 
the returnees were looking for in order to make their community history, 
was lived experience, which was at the same time publicly recognized as 
being shared on a community level. Furthermore, creating a ‘shared history’ 
was not only meant to be a collective sense-making effort, but also an 
action-oriented and collectivizing community process captured in the 
returnees’ rearticulated slogan ‘Return is struggle, not resignation’.  

 I was immediately struck by the difference between the returnees and 
other regional survivor groups in the way they publicly and collectively 
engaged with the past. From previous fieldwork, I was used to carefully 
ask questions about the kind of violence people had faced and how this 
affected their everyday lives. Former respondents had tended to avoid 
certain questions through the recurring answer: ‘Who knows!’ [Saber!]. 
Also, during and after interviews I always tried to shy away from too much 
emotional involvement. In Copal AA, on the other hand, talking about 
the past happened spontaneously and overwhelmingly and, somehow, I 
hung on every word of it. 

From the start, I was captivated by the tragic-romantic tale the 
returnees wanted me to record; the story of an eternal search for land, the 
struggle of a people displaced several times, that went into exile, returned, 
founded a new community together… and was now threatened by a 
hydroelectric dam. The returnees drew on biblical imaginaries, comparing 
their own past trajectories with Exodus and invoking the idea of Copal 
AA as the Promised Land. Their epic story of exile and return appealed to 
my imagination and ‘seduced’ me somehow. Soon, it was not only the 
returnees who wanted to collaborate with me but at least as much the other 
way around.  

Starting off as a side-project and a way of ‘giving-back’, filmmaking 
unexpectedly became a way of knowing; a participatory and visual research 



I GENESIS 

 

 

 
 

31 

method to explore the collective production and mobilization of historical 
narratives. A specific kind of knowledge came to the surface, as the project 
turned into a community venture that I did not only facilitate but also 
actively took part in. Participatory filmmaking gradually revealed the 
returnees’ capacity to collectively distribute narrative labor, but also to 
speak with a collective voice by drawing from a shared repertoire of 
historical accounts, standardized formulations and narrative techniques. 
From intuitive understanding, I moved to empirical concept formation. 
Participatory filmmaking pushed me to coin the concept of collective 
narrative capacity (CNC) as the capacity of a social group or community 
to deploy a number of strategies and techniques in the collective 
production and mobilization of a shared narrative. Throughout this book, 
I put forward the CNC concept as my original contribution to 
historiography and post-conflict studies.  

Once participatory filmmaking turned out to be a way of exploring 
the returnees’ CNC, I decided to do an ethnography of the film production 
process.45 I consider this an example of what Johannes Fabian calls a shift 
from ‘informative’ to ‘performative’ ethnography; ‘the kind where the 
ethnographer does not call the tune but plays along’.46 This way of doing 
research considers the co-production of shared knowledge through action 
(making history) as opposed to ethnographic data ‘collection’ by 
researchers, or unilateral information ‘transfer’ and even ‘extraction’ from 
research ‘objects’.47 

5. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

By 2017, the unlikely story of the Copaleros had captivated or ‘seduced’ me 
to such an extent that I radically changed course and chose to, from then 

 
 
45 An van. Dienderen, ‘Performing Urban Collectivity. Ethnography of the Production Process of 
a Community-Based Film Project in Brussels’, in Visual Interventions: Applied Visual Anthropology, 
ed. Sarah Pink (Berghahn Books, 2009), 247–72. 
46 Johannes Fabian, Power and Performance: Ethnographic Explorations through Proverbial Wisdom 
and Theater in Shaba, Zaire, Paper edition edition (Madison, Wis: University of Wisconsin Press, 
1990), 18. 
47  Boaventura de Sousa Santos, The End of the Cognitive Empire: The Coming of Age of 
Epistemologies of the South (Durham: Duke University Press Books, 2018), 14; Fabian, Power and 
Performance, 11. 
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on, solely focus on the Copal AA case. I decided to turn my growing 
fascination with the returnees’ particular capacity to tell and retell one 
shared story into the main subject of my research. The returnees’ ongoing 
history project as well as their community resistance ended up redefining 
my entire research design. I therefore situate my approach within the field 
of participatory action research (PAR), where sustainable and meaningful 
research practice and design emerge from within concrete community 
realities and challenges.  

The central research questions underpinning this dissertation can be 
situated in three interrelated areas. First of all, through participatory 
filmmaking I have gained insight into the collective production and 
mobilization of Copal AA’s ‘shared history’. My first central research 
question was raised by the returnees’ themselves at the beginning of our 
research alliance: how to ‘make’ a community history of Copal AA La 
Esperanza in times of contemporary socio-environmental conflict? 
Despite the returnees’ distinctive historical and political trajectories as a 
return community, negotiating and articulating a shared history is not self-
evident because of the varying generational, ethnic and experiential 
backgrounds of individual community members and families. Sub 
questions therefore inquire into the exact meaning of a ‘shared history’ or 
‘community narrative’. What is the kind of history that the returnees 
desired and how can it be produced and mobilized in a collective but also 
effective way? This also raises questions about how to manage internal 
community diversity and power relations. But also: how did the returnees 
mediate my role in the making of their history? How did they enable me 
to tell one story while preventing me from telling ‘another’ one?  

The returnees’ story of exile and return instantly captivated me, but 
the way in which it was collectively told by the community was also 
particularly convincing to me. Through participatory filmmaking I came 
to define the concept of collective narrative capacity (CNC) and elaborate 
this notion as a central research focus and scientific contribution. The 
second central research question of this book is: what exactly defines a 
community’s capacity to produce and mobilize shared narratives – 
historical narratives to be more specific? How is it possible that Copal 
AA’s ‘shared history’ can be collectively, coherently and convincingly told 
and retold, both within the community itself and towards outsiders? 
Informed by my previous fieldwork experiences, one early hypothesis was 
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that a community’s CNC is deeply influenced by the political and 
historical trajectories of its inhabitants.  

A first sub question inquires into the specific narrative strategies and 
techniques that the returnees deploy in the collective production and 
mobilization of their shared history. Additionally, participating in the 
filmmaking process myself, I started gaining insight into my own role as a 
researcher in co-producing the narrative that, at the same time, I was also 
studying. A second sub question therefore is: How did the return 
community mobilize its narrative capacity to mobilize me? And how did 
I, at the same time, influence the community’s narrative capacity, as a 
Belgian historian?  

Through participatory filmmaking, I thus gained an understanding 
of collective narrative production and mobilization. Building on that, my 
third and final central research question is: what are possible ways to 
empirically study this phenomenon? While participatory filmmaking 
unexpectedly resulted in a study of CNC, studying CNC also pushed me 
to refine my participatory, filmmaking-based methodology, combining 
insights from participatory action research (PAR)48, visual ethnography49, 
indigenous media activism 50  and Johannes Fabian’s notion of 
‘performative ethnography’.51 While this would have been an interesting 
route to explore, at the same time I have considered a dialogue with the 
broad field of ‘decolonial studies’ and ongoing debates about ‘decolonizing 
research methods’ beyond the scope of this dissertation. 

In sum, this book testifies about how participatory filmmaking has 
challenged my general view on ethnographic research methods, knowledge 
production and ethics. Sub questions in this third area are: How can we 
move towards doing research with instead of on or for people? What 
different types of knowledge were (co-)produced while ‘making history’ 

 
 
48  Orlando Fals-Borda and Mohammad Anisur Rahman, Action and Knowledge: Breaking the 
Monopoly With Participatory Action Research (New York; London: Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, 1991); Stephen Kemmis, Robin McTaggart, and Rhonda Nixon, The Action Research 
Planner: Doing Critical Participatory Action Research (Springer Singapore, 2014). 
49 Sarah Pink, Doing Visual Ethnography, Third edition (Los Angeles: SAGE Publications Ltd, 
2013); Aline Gubrium and Krista Harper, Participatory Visual and Digital Methods (Routledge, 
2016). 
50 Freya Schiwy, ‘Decolonization and Collaborative Media: A Latin American Perspective’, in The 
Oxford Encyclopedia of Communication and Critical Cultural Studies 1st Edition, ed. Dana Cloud, 
1st edition (Oxford, 2019), 2131. 
51 Fabian, Power and Performance. 
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with the returnees? What are the possibilities but also, importantly, the 
limitations and challenges of my participatory, filmmaking-based 
approach? As for the latter, the dissertation particularly highlights the 
challenge of dealing with community power relations in a context of 
participatory action research. 

6. OUTLINE OF THE BOOK 

This book can be roughly divided into two parts. Before empirically 
exploring the collective production and mobilization of historical 
narratives in Copal AA La Esperanza, Part I (chapters two and three) sets 
out the historical and relational context in and from which these narratives 
are being articulated. At the same time, this is also the context from which 
my participatory, filmmaking-based research methodology emerged. The 
dissertation has an atypical construction in only highlighting research 
methodology and theoretical research design at the beginning of the 
second part of the book as they organically emerged from the specific 
research context. Part II (chapters four to seven) of the dissertation presents 
a performative ethnography of collective narrative capacity (CNC) by 
means of participatory filmmaking. It reconstructs the making of Copal 
AA’s shared history from both a methodological (chapter four) and a 
narrative perspective (chapters five to seven). As said, methodological 
experimentation resulted in an ethnography of CNC, while the empirical 
study of CNC led to further methodological experimentation. The 
chapters in Part II are thus intertwined in presenting mutually constitutive 
aspects of the same participatory and performative research trajectory.  

After this introductory chapter, Chapter two takes off by highlighting the 
historical connections between indigenous people, land and conflict in 
Guatemala from a national perspective. I start with the late 19th century 
liberal land reforms, followed by the CIA-organized overthrow of the 
‘Democratic Spring’ (1944-1954); two decisive moments in Guatemalan 
history that sowed the seeds of future conflict. The defeat of the 1944 
October Revolution triggered the birth of the Guatemalan guerrilla 
movement in the early 1960s. In the third part of the chapter, I document 
the merging of this growing revolutionary movement with a decade’s long 
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tradition of indigenous struggle through the general rise of liberation 
theology in Latin America.  

After focusing on the roots of the Guatemalan internal armed 
conflict, I continue with an overview of the escalating conflict itself (1960-
1996), the growing militarization of rural indigenous areas and different 
forms of military state violence. UN-facilitated peace negotiations between 
the Guatemalan government and the URNG eventually ended thirty-six 
years of violence in. Part five unravels the eleven-year peace process up to 
the signing of the ‘Firm and Lasting Peace’ in 1996. Next, I move on to a 
discussion of the way Guatemalan society has sought to come to terms 
with the legacies of mass human rights violations. Here, I briefly outline 
the most important so-called ‘transitional justice’ measures that a variety 
of state and non-state actors have, or have not, taken in the effort to build 
peace.  

Finally, the last part of this chapter illustrates that ‘peace’ in 
Guatemala has been neither firm nor lasting. Here, I highlight two fairly 
recent and intertwined developments: the fight against corruption and 
what has become widely known as the ‘defense of indigenous territory’. I 
end this chapter, however, not only by highlighting the continuation from 
violent past into violent present but also by emphasizing enduring 
indigenous and rural resistance in an evolving ‘post-agreement’ landscape.  

Chapter three zooms in on conflict and resistance in the department of Alta 
Verapaz, but also on the diverging paths of the returnees from Copal AA 
la Esperanza. Its aim is to situate the returnees’ particular historical and 
political trajectories in a regional ‘post-conflict’ landscape and in relation 
to the regional defense of territory. In many ways, the returnees are 
‘different’ from their Q’eqchi’ neighbors. However, the challenges they 
face in the escalating fight for land and water are mostly the same.  

In the first part of this chapter, I elaborate on the particular history 
of the Alta Verapaz Department and the trajectories of violence and 
internal displacement of its rural Q’eqchi’ communities – especially those 
in the micro-region of Nimlajacoc where Copal AA is also situated. I set 
out how the Q’eqchi’ have been recurrently displaced throughout history: 
during the colonial period, the liberal period, the internal armed conflict 
and, most recently, during neoliberal times. The root causes of the internal 
armed conflict, especially unequal land distribution, are particularly 
present in this department. At the same time, however, I will also reveal 
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that the isolated Q’eqchi’ communities did not go through the same 
historical process of rural organization, religious consciousness-raising and 
political radicalization as other indigenous groups.  

In the second part of the chapter, I subsequently explore what sets 
the multi-ethnic return community of Copal AA La Esperanza apart from 
the rest of the Q’eqchi’ region. Copal AA’s founding families can be 
roughly divided into three different groups based on their ethnicity, region 
of origin and migration background. Based on this rough categorization, I 
unravel how the returnees’ historical and political trajectories as a 
community deviate from their Q’eqchi’ neighbors on at least four different 
levels: 1) experiences of seasonal migration to the Pacific South Coast 
before the 1960s; 2) the colonization of the Ixcán region in the North of 
El Quiché and experiences of cooperative and religious organization and 
consciousness-raising in the 1960s and 70s; 3) political radicalization and 
guerrilla oriented training and collective organization between the 1960s 
and 80s; and finally 4) life in exile in Mexican refugee camps from the early 
1980s onwards and participation in the First Organized and Collective 
Return in 1993.  

In the final part of this chapter, I relate Copal AA’s contemporary 
community struggle to other rural nodes of resistance. I start with a brief 
overview of the defense of territory in Alta Verapaz and then add specific 
‘post-conflict’ dynamics to my understanding of this particular regional 
setting. Considering the complex ‘post-conflict’ landscape of Alta Verapaz 
and the returnees’ diverging historical and political trajectories, I then 
conclude by evaluating Copal AA’s potential role in the regional defense 
of territory.  

As said, Part II (chapters four to seven) of the dissertation presents a 
performative ethnography of collective narrative capacity (CNC) by means 
of participatory filmmaking. Chapter four focuses on the making of Copal 
AA’s shared history from a methodological perspective. Its aim is to reflect 
on how and why I gradually developed a participatory, filmmaking-based 
methodology and why I consider this an example of participatory action 
research (PAR). What happens if historians start co-producing the 
narratives that, at the same time, they are also studying? The chapter 
focuses on four interrelated levels: filmmaking, participation, knowledge 
production and action.  
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In the first part, I reconstruct how the returnees invited me to 
participate in an ongoing community initiative and how they negotiated 
filmmaking to match my research agenda with community media activism. 
The idea to record Copal AA’s history did not appear out of thin air but 
made a lot of sense considering the community’s particular engagement 
with a national trend of audiovisual and web-based activism. I will 
moreover demonstrate how this national trend, in turn, is rooted in a 
broader history of anti-colonial militancy and a recent wave of indigenous 
media in Latin America.  

Similar to history- and filmmaking, my participatory approach was 
also grounded in an existing community reality. In the second part of this 
chapter, I explore participation and the production of ‘shared history’ in 
relation to Copal AA organization and governance. Present-day 
community organization and governance practices result from the 
returnees’ historical and political trajectories through a fusion of 
indigenous consensus governance, cooperativism, participatory democracy 
and democratic centralism. I will explore how these grassroots practices 
came to define the meaning of ‘participation’ during the filmmaking 
project as a ‘coordinated act of consensus’.  

In the third part, I focus on the epistemological significance of my 
approach. Starting off as a side-project and a way of ‘giving-back’, 
participatory filmmaking became a community-based investigative tool to 
explore the collective production and mobilization of historical narratives.  
Firstly, I expand on the specific kind of knowledge that came from 
‘making’ history with the returnees, and on how participatory filmmaking 
came to redefine my research design. From intuitive understanding, I 
moved to empirical concept formation. Participatory filmmaking pushed 
me to coin the concept of collective narrative capacity (CNC) and elaborate 
this notion as a central research focus. While I will already introduce the 
CNC concept in this chapter, as it emerged rather intuitively from the 
research context of this part, I will reserve its empirical exploration and 
theoretical elaboration for chapter five. I subsequently argue why I 
consider my approach to be a shift from ‘informative’ to ‘performative 
ethnography’ according to Johannes Fabian.  

Apart from being a collective sense-making effort, a collectivizing 
community process and a form of participatory filmmaking-based 
research, the project was also meant to be action-oriented by forging 
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(inter)national solidarity and visibility. At a certain point during the 
filmmaking process, my participatory and experimental approach in that 
sense showed its limits. The returnees and I therefore decided to involve a 
professional filmmaker. To conclude this chapter, I reconstruct how 
participatory and ethnographic filmmaking eventually led to the collaborative 
and professional production of ‘Los Retornados’ (2020); a short film by 
Belgian filmmaker Pieter De Vos and myself in collaboration with the 
community of Copal AA La Esperanza (cfr. mov 1).  

 
While chapter 4 focuses on the making of Copal AA’s shared history from 
a methodological perspective, the remaining chapters of this thesis continue 
to explore the same collective production and mobilization process on a 
narrative level. Chapter five serves as a theoretical and operational bridge 
between chapter four and six. Its aim is twofold: providing the necessary 
theoretical foundations for the emerging CNC concept, and 
operationalizing my participatory, filmmaking-based approach for the 
empirical study of collective narrative capacity (CNC) with regard to the 
final two chapters of the dissertation.  

Chapter five contains three parts. Before we get into a narrative 
reconstruction of participatory filmmaking in the final parts of this book, 
this chapter starts by outlining the most basic characteristics of a story or 
a ‘narrative’. As we further get into chapter 6 and 7, I will gradually expand 
on more narrative features directly applied to the making of shared history 
in Copal AA. After exploring what a narrative is, in the second part of the 
chapter I delve into its function: why do people tell stories, especially about 
the past? To answer this question, I present an overview of the history and 
narrative debate between Louis Mink and David Carr about the relation 
between narratives and lived reality. The discussion between Louis Mink 
and David Carr has greatly inspired my take on the making of shared 
history in Copal AA and on the relation between community storytelling 
and the lived reality of their community resistance. The aim of these first 
two parts is to outline my understanding of narrativity as it theoretically 
underpins the concept of collective narrative capacity.  

After establishing the theoretical foundations for the emerging CNC 
concept, I conclude this chapter by operationalizing my participatory, 
filmmaking-based approach for the empirical study of collective narrative 
production and mobilization. I argue that the empirical study of narrative 
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production and mobilization requires a process- and performance-oriented 
approach. This is why I decided to structure the final two chapters of this 
book as ‘the Story of the Story’; a performative ethnography of a film 
production process. I therefore end chapter five with an overview of the 
different phases of the participatory filmmaking process and a 
classification of different kinds of ethnographic source materials or ‘texts’ 
that were (co-)produced during this process and that I will make use of in 
the final empirical part of the dissertation. This operational part is thus 
not only the tailpiece of this chapter, it simultaneously acts as a practical 
transition towards the subsequent empirical analysis of different aspects of 
the returnees’ CNC in the remainder of this book. 

The final two chapters of the dissertation explore the making of Copal 
AA’s ‘shared history’ on a narrative level and empirically continue with the 
theoretical insights and operationalization developed in chapter five. I will 
already introduce the concept of collective narrative capacity (CNC) in 
chapter four as it emerged rather intuitively from the specific research 
context and the practice of participatory filmmaking. The aim of chapter 
six and seven is to offer an in-depth empirical exploration and further 
elaboration of different aspects of the returnees’ CNC. Along the lines of 
‘the story of the story’, I will use a reconstruction of participatory 
filmmaking as an investigative device to further explore the returnees’ 
capacity to deploy a number of narrative strategies and techniques in the 
collective production and mobilization of their ‘shared history’. 

Chapter six presents a reconstruction of phase 1 of the participatory 
filmmaking process during which a ‘shared storyboard’ emerged during my 
first fieldwork period in Copal AA. The chapter contains three parts 
during which I subsequently focus on the run-up to the first community 
council, the first community council, and then finally its direct aftermath 
when the community authorities took charge of the project. I will combine 
different types of (co-)created ethnographic materials or ‘texts’ to 
exemplify the emergence of a rough storyboard, a basic narrative structure 
and a series of central narrative themes and story protagonists through 
what I will explain as a ‘coordinated act of consensus’. As I will reveal, this 
narrative activity is grounded in three community storytelling dynamics 
defining the returnees’ collective narrative capacity: repetition & rehearsal, 
coordinating-participating and sharing-distributing. 
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The final chapter of this book presents the second part of ‘the story 
of the story’; a performative ethnography of a participatory filmmaking 
process. In this seventh chapter, I continue to use a reconstruction of 
participatory filmmaking as an investigative device to further explore the 
returnees’ CNC. The chapter presents a reconstruction of phase 2 and 3 
of the filmmaking process: the making of ‘the rough cuts’ after my first 
fieldwork period. It also represents a shift in my role as a ‘facilitating’ 
historian towards a more active co-producer or co-author of the returnees’ 
shared history. 

Chapter seven contains four parts. In the first part, I explain my 
modus operandi during the making of the rough cuts. In the second part, 
I continue exemplifying the status of the rough cuts as an investigative 
device and performative tool to explore different aspects of the returnees’ 
CNC. A reconstruction of the making of the rough cuts will reveal the 
returnees’ capacity to speak with ‘a collective voice’ by drawing from a 
shared repertoire of historical accounts, standardized formulations and 
narrative techniques. More specifically, I will identify the existence of a 
shared narrative template as a concrete narrative tool and a crucial aspect 
of the returnees’ CNC. In part three, then, I analyze how the narrative 
template underlying Copal AA’s shared history is grounded in the 
returnees’ particular historical and political trajectories in the sense that it 
is characteristic for refugee narratives. It moreover implicitly testifies of the 
returnees’ particular historical engagement with liberation theology by 
echoing the biblical Exodus story. The template does not only denounce 
the possible construction of the Xalalá Dam as a form of historical injustice 
but also celebrates the returnees’ community resistance as a continuation 
of their historical ‘struggle’.  

I conclude this chapter by adding one final aspect to the returnees’ 
CNC which I will define as ‘narrative flexibility’; the capacity to 
retrospectively and strategically adapt or ‘remediate’ their shared history to 
changing circumstances and different audiences. In sum, chapter seven will 
further expose how and why the returnees are capable of collectively, 
coherently and convincingly telling and retelling their shared history, both 
within the community itself and towards outsiders.   
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7. Trailer ‘Los Retornados’ and QR-Code Guidelines 

To conclude this chapter and as a bridge to the rest of the dissertation, I 
already present the trailer of ‘Los Retornados’ here, which was launched in 
2018 (see mov. 1 below). As said, together with other types of video-
materials included in this book, ‘Los Retornados’ is an equivalent part of 
the dissertation. Video-materials are presented in chapter four, six and 
seven and can be recognized by the indication ‘mov.’ accompanied by a QR 
code and a URL.  

Depending on the form or the way you are reading or looking at this 
book, you may choose to access these videos differently. This might also 
depend on the type of video you want to have a look at: new media content 
is often perfectly visible via a quick QR scan on your smartphone, whereas 
the trailer below, for example, demands a larger screen for an optimal 
viewing experience. To scan the QR codes, you can either download one 
of the freely available QR reader apps on your smartphone, or directly scan 
the QR code with your smartphone camera – depending on the type of 
smartphone. If you are reading the digital version of this book, instead of 
scanning the QR-codes with your smartphone, you can also just click on 
the URL’s accompanying the QR-codes. 

It is important to note that the dissertation contains two different 
types of video-materials with different viewing priorities according to 
their status as an inherent part of this research project and its participatory 
filmmaking methodology. The most important type are video materials 
that were (co-)produced during different stages of the participatory 
filmmaking process and are thus part of the ‘making’ of Copal AA’s shared 
history (type 1). An additional and more ‘illustrative’ type involves social 
media content and audio-visual materials from the community archive of 
Copal AA La Esperaza (type 2). Type 2 videos have the same status as any 
other source reference included in the bibliography or illustrative images. 
Type 1 videos can be recognized through a centralized QR-code in the 
middle of a separate page on a flashy background like mov.1 one below. 
Type 2 videos can be recognized by a video screenshot with a smaller QR-
code in its bottom right corner (see for example mov. 1 in chapter 4). 
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HTTPS://VIMEO.COM/342252852 
Mov. 2 Trailer ‘Los Retornados’. 

 

HTTPS://VIMEO.COM/342252852 
Mov. 1 Trailer ‘Los Retornados’. 

 

HTTPS://VIMEO.COM/342252852   
Mov. 1 Trailer ‘Los Retornados’. 

 



 

 43 

 

II  

FROM VIOLENT PAST  

TO VIOLENT PRESENT 

This is a dissertation about stories of exile, return, violence and resistance. 
By contrast, most books on Guatemala’s recent past are full of numbers 
instead of stories.52 Of course, numbers give some idea of the scale of what 
is one of the longest and deadliest armed confrontations on the Latin 
American continent during the 21st century. Between 1960 and 1996, 
Guatemala was torn apart by an internal armed conflict which saw the 
violent state repression of citizens, indigenous people, leftist organizations 
and guerrilla groups who had been involved in social protest and, in some 
cases, armed resistance. UN-facilitated peace agreements between the 
government and the Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity (URNG) 
guerrilla organization took 11 years but eventually ended thirty-six years 
of violence. 53  In 1999, a UN-sponsored Commission for Historical 
Clarification (CEH) revealed that over 200,000 people were killed and 
45,000 enforcedly disappeared. 83% of the victims were indigenous Maya 
and 93% of the documented violations were carried out by military state 
forces and related paramilitary groups. The CEH named unequal land 
distribution, structural injustice, political exclusion and racism as the 

 
 
52 Victoria Sanford, Buried Secrets: Truth and Human Rights in Guatemala (Palgrave Macmillan, 
2003), 14. 
53 Sanford, 14. 



II FROM VIOLENT PAST TO VIOLENT PRESENT 

 

 

 
 
44 

underlying causes of the conflict. The commission’s most remarkable 
conclusion, however, was that ‘agents of the state committed acts of 
genocide [emphasis added] against groups of Mayan people’ during a spike 
in violence between 1981-1983.54  

In ‘The Last Colonial Massacre’, Greg Grandin says that what 
happened in Guatemala ‘could understandably be considered history in 
extremis – singular in its viciousness and devastation – except that it so 
closely parallels and even propels much of the history of Latin America in 
the second half of the twentieth century.’55 Debates on the ‘uniqueness’ of 
historical events are always delicate, but we should note that, in 
comparison to other armed confrontations during the Latin American 
Cold War, the Guatemalan conflict had a particularly outspoken ethnic 
dimension. Together with Bolivia, Guatemala is the only other Latin 
American country where indigenous groups make up the majority of the 
total population.56 But, even though more than 60 per cent of Guatemalan 
inhabitants are indigenous, the dominant culture is that of the ladinos. The 
term ladino stems from the colonial period and refers to ‘people who 
identify themselves as non-indigenous, Spanish speaking and strongly 
US/Europe oriented’.57 The indigenous population on the other hand, 
consists of the Maya, Xinka and Garifuna ethnic groups. Of these the 
Maya are by far the largest comprising 22 different ethnic subgroups, all 
with their own Maya language (see map 2). The majority of the indigenous 
population lives in the western and central highlands in the rural 
departments Totonicapán (98% indigenous), Sololá (97%), Alta Verapaz 
(96%), Quiché (95%), Chimaltenango (79%) and Huehuetenango 
(70%).58 It was in these mountainous and jungle landscapes that some of 

 
 
54 CEH, ‘Guatemala Memory of Silence - Report of the Commission for Historical Clarification, 
Conclusions and Recommendations’, 1999, 
https://www.aaas.org/sites/default/files/migrate/uploads/mos_en.pdf. 
55 Greg Grandin, The Last Colonial Massacre: Latin America in the Cold War, Updated Edition 
(Chicago ; London: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 4. 
56 89% of indigenous people in Latin America and the Caribbean live in Bolivia, Guatemala, Peru, 
Ecuador and Mexico. In: Raul A. Montenegro and Caroline Stephens, ‘Indigenous Health in 
Latin America and the Caribbean’, The Lancet, Indigenous Health 2, 367 (2016): 1860. 
57 Lieselotte Viaene, Voices from the Shadows: The Role of Cultural Contexts in Transitional Justice 
Processes : Maya Q’eqchi’perspectives from Post-Conflict Guatamala (Ghent: Ghent University, 
Department of Public Law, 2010), 13. 
58 Sistema de las Naciones Unidas, ‘Guatemala: Análisis de La Situación de País 1998-2008’ 
(Guatemala, 2009), 28. 
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the worst human rights violations of the 20th century took place (see map 
1 and 3). 

Two decades after the signing of the 1996 Peace Agreements, at the 
time of writing, a new wave of violence is sweeping through indigenous 
communities. Guatemala’s transition into a formal democracy has, in 
reality, resulted in power falling into the hands of criminal elite factions 
while the country has been subjected to neoliberal reforms opening the 
door for extractive industries. 59  Ongoing extreme land inequality and 
institutionalized racism are a root cause of escalating forced evictions and 
extrajudicial killings of indigenous people who have been defending their 
territory against appropriation by mining, hydroelectric and palm oil 
industries. 60  In short, the historical patterns of state repression and 
expropriation are contenting to the present day. To borrow an expression 
from William Faulkner we could say that ‘the past is never dead, it is not 
even past’ - especially not in the indigenous highlands.61 

This chapter traces the historical connections between indigenous 
people, land and conflict in Guatemala. I first explain the roots of the 
internal armed conflict before giving an overview of the conflict itself 
(1960-1996). Next, I move on to a discussion of the way Guatemalan 
society has sought to come to terms with the legacies of mass human rights 
violations after the signing of the ‘Firm and Lasting Peace’. Here, I briefly 
outline the most important measures that a variety of state and non-state 
actors have, or have not, taken in the effort to build peace. Finally, the last 
part of this chapter illustrates that the ‘peace’ in Guatemala has been 
neither firm nor lasting. I highlight some recent shifts and tendencies in 
Guatemala’s ‘post-conflict’ landscape that are particularly manifest in the 
fight against corruption and the defense of indigenous territories.   

 
 
59 Patrick Illmer, ‘The Defence of Territory and Local Struggle for More Democracy in Post-War 
Guatemala’, Democratization 25, no. 5 (4 July 2018): 4; Joshua Wayland and Matthew Kuniholm, 
‘Legacies of Conflict and Natural Resource Resistance in Guatemala’, The Extractive Industries 
and Society 3, no. 2 (2016): 395. 
60  Victoria Tauli-Corpuz, ‘Opinion | Guatemala Needs to Do More to Stop the Killings of 
Indigenous Activists’, The Washington Post, 23 May 2018, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-opinions/wp/2018/05/23/guatemala-needs-to-
do-more-to-stop-the-killings-of-indigenous-activists/. 
61 William Faulkner, Requiem for a Nun (Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, 2011), 80. 
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Map 1 Physical Map of Guatemala 

(Source: Wikipedia + demarcations by author) 
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Map 2 Guatemalan linguistic communities 

Source: CEH 
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Map 3 Number of massacres per department  

committed by state forces between 1962-1996  

(Source: CEH) 
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1. FROM LIBERAL LAND REFORM TO OCTOBER REVOLUTION  

Long before the official outbreak of the conflict in 1962, Guatemala had 
a long history as a military-dominated counterinsurgency state.62 To fully 
understand the motives of the actors involved in the subsequent armed 
confrontation, we need to explain the late 19th century liberal land reform 
that sowed the seeds of future conflict. In 1821, Guatemala proclaimed its 
independence from Spain as part of the United Provinces of Central America 
and later became an independent republic in 1847.63 A century and a half 
later, the Commission of Historical Clarification (CEH) would look back at 
this moment as lying at the origin of the recent conflict. In the 
commissions words, the proclamation of independence was ’an event 
prompted by the country’s elite’ and was accompanied by ‘the creation of 
an authoritarian State which excluded the majority of the population, was 
racist in its precepts and practices, and served to protect the economic 
interests of the privileged minority’.64  

In 1871, a liberal revolution put an end to Guatemala’s initial decades 
of conservative rule. Successive post-revolutionary liberal governments 
attempted to modernize the country through national construction works, 
foreign investment, a national army and economic development through 
the cultivation of coffee, a new cash crop. By 1900, the lucrative coffee 
trade counted made up no less than 85 per cent of the country’s exports. 
In order to maintain this agro-export model, the government undertook 
far-reaching land restructuring which involved the privatization of 
indigenous communal lands.65 Richard Wilson notes that around 1850, 
thousands of campesino communities still controlled more than 70% of the 
country’s land. 66  The liberal governments, however, declared 404,687 

 
 
62 Rachel Sieder, ‘War, Peace, and Memory Politics in Central America’, in The Politics of Memory: 
Transitional Justice in Democratizing Societies, ed. Alexandra Barahona De Brito, Carmen 
Gonzalez Enriquez, and Paloma Aguilar (OUP Oxford, 2001), 163–64. 
63 The United Provinces or the Federal Republic of Central America was a sovereign state between 
1923-1941 consisting of the present-day countries of Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, 
Honduras, and Nicaragua, and the southern Mexican state of Chiapas. 
64 CEH, ‘Guatemala Memory of Silence - Report of the Commission for Historical Clarification, 
Conclusions and Recommendations’. 
65 John A. Booth, Christine J. Wade, and Thomas W. Walker, Understanding Central America: 
Global Forces, Rebellion, and Change (Hachette UK, 2014), 135. 
66  Richard Wilson, Resurgimiento Maya En Guatemala: Experiencias Q’eqchi’es (Centro de 
investigaciones Regionales de Mesoamérica-CIRMA, 1999), 42-43. 
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hectares as baldías, ‘wastelands’ or ‘no-man’s lands’. These were quickly 
and cheaply bought up by the so-called, latifundistas, large landowners.67 
The liberal land reforms effectively instituted a plantation economy or 
finca68 system in which a small elite of finqueros made their profits from 
the exploitation of indigenous workers, the so-called mozos.  

According to Finn Stepputat, the enclosure and privatization of 
indigenous land had the effect of producing a mass of poor, landless 
peasantry who were mostly from indigenous groups. This peasant class 
became dependent on seasonal migration and casual agricultural labor on 
the southern coastal plantations for their economic survival. The situation 
of these peasants was made even more precarious by the fact that these 
liberal reforms excluded the indigenous population from effective 
citizenship. Stepputat speaks of ‘a quasi apartheid regime’ in which a class 
of ladinos ‘achieved a privileged position as middlemen between the Indian 
population on the one side and the plantations and the state-apparatus on 
the other.’69 Landownership was thus concentrated in the hands of the 
finqueros who gradually took over Guatemalan economics and politics. 
Moreover, from the late 19th century, a new railroad was constructed to the 
Atlantic coast, paving the way for the infiltration of the banana export 
industry which would be dominated by the corporate empire of the US-
based United Fruit Company (UFCO). Liberal development plans 
continued through the early 20th century, giving free rein to big coffee and 
banana plantations, many of them owned by foreign companies 
expropriating and exploiting indigenous peasants against the background 
of this ‘semi-colonial economy’.70  

The crash of the world economy in 1929 damaged the Guatemalan 
export-based plantation economy and provoked social unrest among the 
urban industrial workers. This created an opportunity for General Jorge 
Ubico to assume dictatorial power in 1931. During his presidency, Ubico 
gave massive concessions to the UFCO. At a certain point, mozos started 
fleeing from the fincas into the jungle in search of their own ‘free’ land to 
cultivate. To prevent a shortage of workers and in order to keep the export-

 
 
67  Alfonso Huet, Nos salvó la sagrada selva: la memoria de veinte comunidades Q’eqchi’es que 
sobrevivieron al genocidio (ADICI Wakliiqo, 2008), 20. 
68 Large land property owned by a finquero or large landowner. 
69 Finn Stepputat, ‘Politics of Displacement in Guatemala’, Journal of Historical Sociology 12, no. 1 
(1999): 58. 
70 Booth, Wade, and Walker, Understanding Central America, 136. 
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based system going, Ubico introduced the Vagrancy Act that criminalized 
landless peasants and punished them by forced labor. Indigenous peasants 
or campesinos71 who did not own a minimum amount of land themselves – 
and, because of the liberal land reforms, most did not – were obliged to 
work for a landlord or contribute at least 150 days of labor per year to 
public construction works.72  

Ubico’s repressive politics led to widespread popular resistance. 
Protestors called for for freedom of association, free elections and social 
reform. 73  Eventually, in October 1944, a coup lead by a progressive 
collective of military, political, social and intellectual forces took power and 
called for democratic elections. The ‘October Revolution’ was the 
beginning of what came to be known as the ‘Ten Years of Democratic 
Spring’ with the successive presidencies of the social democrats Juan José 
Arévalo (1945-1951) and Jacobo Arbenz (1951-1954). The revolutionary 
decade was a period of unprecedented social and political reform. The 
‘revolutionary governments’ – the first ones to be democratically elected in 
Guatemalan history – put an end to forced labor, legalized unions and 
facilitated access to land for the campesinos. According to Greg Grandin, 
the Guatemalan Spring was ‘one of the brightest stars in a larger, albeit 
fragile, democratic firmament that took shape throughout Latin America 
between 1944 and 1946’.74  

In 1947, Arévalo issued the Labor Code allowing Guatemalan 
workers to organize and protest. The UFCO immediately denounced the 
Labor Code as ‘communist’. The company was backed by a U.S. State 
Department that was keen to fight communism around the world in the 
context of the Cold War. Allegations of Communism increased after 
Arbenz’ democratic election in 1951. These allegations were overblown 
however because, despite the president’s close relationship with members 

 
 
71 Campesinos are mostly indigenous peasants living in rural communities. In Guatemala, the term 
is very politicized due to a history of land conflict, racial inequality and indigenous-peasant 
movements and protest. 
72 Huet, Nos salvó la sagrada selva, 27. 
73 Booth, Wade, and Walker, Understanding Central America, 136. 
74 Grandin, The Last Colonial Massacre, 4. 
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of the Guatemalan Labor Party (PGT), communists had only limited 
power in the Arbenz government.75 

Advised by the PGT leaders, Arbenz also initiated a controversial 
agrarian reform process that was intended to structurally alter Guatemala’s 
property and production system. The aim of the agrarian reform was 
double: First, to reduce social inequality and second, to modernize 
Guatemala’s economy by transforming the feudal power relations that 
dominated the agro-export economy.76 Probably the most controversial 
part of the reform process was Decree 900, issuing the expropriation and 
redistribution of uncultivated lands from latifundistas. Decree 900 gave 
indigenous communities the opportunity to regain communal lands they 
had lost during the liberal period. Around 500,000 people or 100,000 
families out of 3 million inhabitants benefitted from the Decree.77  

Arbenz’ agrarian reform sparked unprecedented political and 
economic participation for Guatemalan campesinos. Already from 1944 
onwards, plantation workers from the Pacific South Coast to the Western 
Highlands had started forming unions.78 After the issuance of Decree 900, 
about 3000 local agrarian committees were set up, with indigenous 
communities taking part in governmental decision-making for the very 
first time. A wind of political change and grassroots participation swept 
through the country. In the cities as well as in the countryside, new 
political spaces emerged as people massively mobilized.79 However, the 
‘Democratic Spring’ and the politization and organization of the 
indigenous peasant population threatened traditional forms of power 
based on ethnicity and landownership. Two years after Arbenz had issued 
Decree 900, a US-assisted ‘anti-communist’ military coup cancelled and 
reversed the reform process.80   

 
 
75 The PGT was founded in 1949. In: Chris J. Magoc, Imperialism and Expansionism in American 
History: A Social, Political, and Cultural Encyclopedia and Document Collection [4 Volumes] (ABC-
CLIO, 2015), 1103. 
76 Arturo Taracena Arriola, Etnicidad, estado y nación en Guatemala, 1944-1985, vol. II, Porqué 
estamos como estamos? (Antigua Guatemala: CIRMA, Centro de Investigaciones Regionales de 
Mesoamérica, 2004), 331. 
77 Arriola, II:333. 
78  Cindy Forster, The Time of Freedom: Campesino Workers in Guatemala’s October Revolution 
(University of Pittsburgh Press, 2001), 4. 
79 Sanford, Buried Secrets, 57; Arriola, Etnicidad, estado y nación en Guatemala, 1944-1985, II:335. 
80 Arriola, Etnicidad, estado y nación en Guatemala, 1944-1985, II:333. 
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2. A CRUSHED REVOLUTION AND ITS ‘AFTERBURN’ 

In 1954 colonel Carlos Castillo Armas, assisted by the CIA, founded the 
National Liberation Army and invaded Guatemala from neighboring 
Honduras overthrowing the democratic government .81 The defeat of the 
Guatemalan Democratic Spring inaugurated  a culture of violence that 
would eventually escalate into the human rights tragedy of the early 
1980s. 82  Castillo Armas reinstalled and advanced a restrictive and 
exclusionary political system. 83  He outlawed all leftist political parties, 
labor unions and campesino organizations. He also created the National 
Committee of Defense Against Communism (CDNCC) leading to the mass 
arrest of peasants and workers all over the country. 84  Moreover, he 
immediately annulled Arbenz’ agrarian reform and returned expropriated 
lands to the large landowners. 85 	However, because the democratic 
governments had expelled many German finqueros from Guatemala after 
1944, the coup of 1954 left the door open for high-ranking military 
officers to fill the void, and they quickly grabbed the newly expropriated 
lands from the campesinos. Especially in the resource-rich indigenous areas, 
the exit of the Germans opened the way for a growing alliance between 
economic elites and the National Army.86 

Finn Stepputat calls the 1954 CIA-organized coup the second most 
decisive moment in Guatemalan history after the late 19th century liberal 
land reforms. The coup is important, he says, not only because it ended 10 
years of Guatemalan Spring but also because it crushed the persuasion of 
an entire generation of ‘radicals’ who thought that  social change was 
possible through peaceful and legal means.87 As such, the defeat of the 
revolution would trigger the birth of the Guatemalan guerrilla movement 
a few years later. Grandin confirms that although the 1954 coup enjoyed 

 
 
81 CEH, ‘Guatemala Memory of Silence - Report of the Commission for Historical Clarification, 
Conclusions and Recommendations’. 
82 Forster, The Time of Freedom, 2. 
83 CEH, ‘Guatemala Memory of Silence - Report of the Commission for Historical Clarification, 
Conclusions and Recommendations’. 
84 Stephen M. Streeter, Managing the Counterrevolution: The United States and Guatemala, 1954-
1961 (Ohio University Press, 2000), 37 and 58. 
85 Frederick W. Marks, ‘The CIA and Castillo Armas in Guatemala, 1954: New Clues to an Old 
Puzzle’, Diplomatic History 14, no. 1 (1990): 68. 
86 Huet, Nos salvó la sagrada selva, 31. 
87 Stepputat, ‘Politics of Displacement in Guatemala’, 58. 
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a quick success, ‘the October Revolution’s afterburn was not so easily put 
out’; ‘aborted hopes and frustrated reforms created a social democratic vista 
that inspired successive generations of activists and revolutionaries.’88  

The CEH would later conclude that the Cold War also played an 
important role in Guatemala’s move towards militarization and 
polarization. The anti-communist US-government tried to keep its 
southern backyard out of the Marxist sphere of influence and, in line with 
its National Security Doctrine (NSD), actively supported numerous Latin-
American governments in securing ‘internal order’. 89  The systematic 
toppling of US political enemies started in Guatemala in 1954 and then 
spread throughout the rest of the continent. Many would argue that this 
pattern of US foreign policy continued well after the Cold War until the 
present day. One of the ways in which the US facilitated this project was 
through military aid and training. The US military’s School of the 
Americas started teaching counterinsurgency methods to Latin American 
forces – methods the US army had developed in Algeria and Vietnam.90 
The concept of ‘the internal enemy’ became a central feature of the US 
counterrevolutionary project. It defined the civilian population as a 
potential revolutionary threat. According to the CEH, after the 1954 coup 
the introduction of the concept of the internal enemy to Guatemalan 
politics was ‘the departure point for the annihilation of social 
organizations’.91  

In 1956, one of the members of the presidential guard murdered 
Castillo Armas. Official investigations assisted by the Eisenhower 
administration never succeeded in determining who was behind the 
assassination. Nevertheless, a US Senator publicly declared the murder of 
Armas as ‘communist controlled and inspired, whatever may be said to the 
contrary’.92 After a period of electoral crisis, General Miguel Ydígoras 
Fuentes took office to continue Castillo Armas’ counterrevolutionary 

 
 
88 Grandin, The Last Colonial Massacre, 4. 
89 CEH, ‘Guatemala Memory of Silence - Report of the Commission for Historical Clarification, 
Conclusions and Recommendations’. 
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project. In 1958, then, Fuentes informed US Vice President Richard M. 
Nixon that Armas had succeeded in ‘trimming the communist inroads’ but 
that ‘the problem would now have to be attacked at its roots’, referring to 
‘the Indians’.93 

From the 1960s onwards, Guatemala saw a period of rapid economic 
growth and industrialization. At the same time however, the CEH notes 
that state social spending and taxation were the lowest in Central America 
and that the majority of the rural indigenous population continued to be 
subjected to the finca system. 94  Meanwhile, urbanization, 
industrialization, and population growth led to the emergence of a urban 
middle and working class. Through the 1960s, these groups gradually 
forged a progressive coalition with students, intellectuals and militant 
campesinos. Growing social protest and popular mobilization openly 
challenged the military government.95  

3. THE RISE OF THE GUATEMALAN GUERRILLA  

In the early 1960s, inspired by the Cuban Revolution, a group of young 
ladino officers started a revolt against president Miguel Ydígoras Fuentes. 
They found allies in the urban PGT and in radical student organizations, 
which led to the foundation of the revolutionary Rebel Armed Forces (FAR) 
in 1962. This moment is generally considered the official beginning of the 
Guatemalan internal armed conflict. The birth of the Guatemalan 
guerrilla movement sparked a growing militarization of the country and 
increased repression against real or perceived state opponents. From the 
1960s onwards, Guatemala was an institutionalized counterinsurgency 
state and saw the emergence of the first death squads and forced 
disappearances of the continent.96 

The guerrilla was defeated for the first time in 1971, but its survivors 
reorganized in new guerrilla groups and adapted their political and military 
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strategies. In the 1960s, the FAR mainly operated in Petén and in the non-
indigenous eastern departments of Zacapa and Izabal (see map 4), 
provoking armed encounters with landlords, state-representatives and the 
military. In the 1970s, the new guerrilla groups, especially the Marxist-
Leninist Guerrilla Army of the Poor (EGP), moved their action radius to 
the indigenous highlands and the new agricultural frontiers in the tropical 
lowlands of El Quiché. They realized that the possible success of a 
Guatemalan revolutionary project would largely depend on the support 
and participation of the indigenous communities.97 Stepputat confirms 
how the guerrilla started developing ‘a long-term strategy of silently 
building up political and logistical support among the Indian population, 
who were expected to become a new revolutionary subject.’98   
 Luckily for the reorganizing guerrilleros, their revolutionary project 
found enthusiastic support in the mountainous and jungle regions that had 
a decades long tradition of indigenous struggle and organization. A rural 
countermovement had gradually emerged in the countryside to contest the 
late 19th century liberal land reforms and the privatization of indigenous 
communal lands. Moreover, the Democratic Spring, despite its defeat, had 
left behind a patchwork of agrarian committees with which the guerrilla 
could easily connect.99 Stepputat notes that the expanding guerrilla fronts 
resonated well with a ‘multifaceted Indian movement for change’ including 
Catholic catechists, community leaders, peasant unions and campesinos 
organized in cooperatives for the titling and purchase of land.100 The EGP 
which was active in most indigenous regions was especially  successful in 
combining the indigenous struggle and the revolutionary movement.101 

The EGP would become the most effective and feared politico-military 
front with bases mostly in El Quiché, Huehuetenango, Alta Verapaz and 
eventually also in the center of the country. 102  Meanwhile, the FAR 
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continued to be active in el Petén and the Organization of the People in Arms 
(ORPA) concentrated in San Marcos and Sololá. While the guerrilla 
engaged in armed resistance, the PGT focused on doing politics, even 
though the communist Labor Party also had some armed presence in the 
South of the country.103  
  

 
 
103 Deonandan and Close, 44–45. 
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Map 4 Number of total deaths per department and guerrilla presence 

between 1962-1997. The CEH concluded that state forces and related 

paramilitary troops committed 93% of the documented violations and 

held guerrilla groups responsible for 3%.  

(Source: Katherine Aguirre Tobón, 2013) 
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To understand how the revolutionary movement and indigenous struggle 
were merged, it is crucial to take into account the rise of liberation theology 
in Latin America during the second half of the 20th century. The roots of 
liberation theology are to be found in the Second Vatican Council (1962-
1965), when bishops from all over the world came together to discuss the 
social position of a new, progressive Church in a modern world.104 Later, 
in 1968 during its Second General Conference in Medellin, Colombia, the 
Latin America Council of Bishops (CELAM) debated the application of 
Vatican II to the continent. The bishops in Medellin redefined the role of 
the Latin American Church in response to structural inequality and came 
to articulate the Church’s ‘preferential option for the poor’. ‘In little more 
than a decade’, says Virginia Garrard-Burnett, ‘the Catholic Church in 
Central America and elsewhere in Latin America was transforming itself 
from a conservative institution allied with the rich and powerful into a 
“Church of the poor”.’105 Vatican II and Medellin initiated a dramatic shift 
from traditional Catholic social thought to a new Christian paradigm of 
social justice.106 The Church of the poor gradually switched its focus from 
charity, humbleness and social order to the liberation of the poor and the 
oppressed – from preaching sobriety as a Christian value to fighting 
poverty and oppression as a ‘structural sin’.107  

The term ‘liberation theology’ was coined in 1972 by the Peruvian 
theologian Gustavo Gutierrez and came to embody a synthesis of 
Christian theology and socio-economic analysis drawn from dependency 
theory and strands of Marxism. More than theological and political 
reflections, however, liberation theology proposed a new way of doing 
theology; a pastoral movement guided by the ‘See-Judge-Act’ principle.108 
The Church of the poor called on its clergy to turn the altar around and to 
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live and work among the people in the barrios 109  and remote rural 
communities. Liberationist priests founded Christian Base Communities 
(CEBs) where they and locally recruited catequistas110, joined ‘the poor’ in 
their struggle for social justice.111 At the heart of liberation theology was a 
contextual ‘re-reading’ of the Bible and its interpretation ‘in terms of its 
actual historical situation’. Re-reading, interpreting and ‘updating’ the 
Bible according to their everyday lives and struggle, was supposed to bring 
campesinos and workers to an informed understanding of their situation. 
‘Biblically based conscientización (conciseness-raising)’, then, was 
eventually expected to empower the poor and the oppressed into taking 
control over their own lives and fight for social justice.112 

Garrard-Burnett explains how a shared understanding of the roots 
of injustice and inequality, ‘would eventually make radical Catholics and 
Marxist guerrillas very strange bedfellows in Central America’. 113  Yet, 
despite the clear direction that the Latin American Church had taken after 
Medellin, it was not very clear from the beginning how to put this 
‘preferential option for the poor’ into practice. In fact, it was up to the local 
clergy to figure out how exactly to engage with liberation theology and 
fight ‘the structural sin’ of the ruling oligarchy.114 Living and working 
among the poor, some liberationist priests and catequistas subsequently 
developed a radical perspective and started interpreting the Church’s new 
social mandate through a militant lens. Especially in Central America, 
some of them decided that the only way of liberating the poor from 
structural oppression and exclusion was by using violence and choosing the 
path of armed resistance.115  

Historically speaking, the conservative Guatemalan Church was all but 
revolutionary. 116  Archbishop Mario Casariego (1968-1983) was even 

 
 
109 Urban district or neighbourhood with a relatively high poverty level. 
110 Catequistas are Catholic lay leaders at a community level, people who have studied the Bible 
and contribute to the formation and consciousness-raising of other community members.  
111 Garrard-Burnett, ‘Church Responses to Political Violence in Central America.’, 126. 
112 Garrard-Burnett, ‘Church Responses to Political Violence in Central America.’, 124. 
113 Garrard-Burnett, 125. 
114 Garrard-Burnett, 127. 
115 Garrard-Burnett, 124. 
116  Mariano Rossel, who served as an archbishop from 1938 until 1962, had been an 
ultraconservative opponent of the Arbenz regime. Also, at the Second Vatican Council (1962-
1965), the Guatemalan bishops had voted as a conservative bloc against the reforms that would 
later come to define Latin American liberation theology. 
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elevated to the rank of cardinal thanks to his enthusiastic support for the 
military. Garrard-Burnet nevertheless emphasizes that Guatemalan 
catholic clergy became involved ‘early and deeply’ with liberation theology. 
The Church of the poor came to Guatemala already in the early 1960s 
through priests from the Sacred Heart and Maryknoll religious orders 
from Europe and the United States, who organized campesinos in 
cooperatives and other kinds of peasant organizations for the petitioning 
of land rights.117 In 1966, no less than 85 per cent of Guatemalan clergy 
were foreign missionaries. Through their work liberation theology 
penetrated deeply in the indigenous highlands and along the South Coast. 
In 1967, the so-called Melville affaire became a milestone in the growing 
conflict between liberationist clergy and the military government. Three 
US Maryknoll missionaries were found to be guerrilla members. Since that 
incident, the military government considered the Catholic Church as 
‘breeding ground for subversion’ and labeled all Catholics seeking to 
promote social change as ‘communists’.118 

Being conventional Marxists, the Guatemalan guerrilla commanders 
were initially reluctant to incorporate Catholic clergy and catequistas into 
their ranks. However, the revolutionaries came to observe how many 
liberationist Catholics moved from promoting agrarian reform according 
to a developmental paradigm towards more radical political 
engagement.119 Also, the guerrilla groups from the 1970s were in need of 
rural support bases. The grassroots Catholic Church, in turn, controlled 
the best-organized and most extensive social networks in the countryside. 
Moreover, a substantial part of the people moving in these networks was 
already ‘predisposed to change’.120 Eventually, the revolutionaries came to 

 
 
117 For more details about the Maryknoll cooperative movement, see chapter 3. 
118 Virginia Garrard-Burnett, Terror in the Land of the Holy Spirit: Guatemala Under General Efrain 
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the Land of the Holy Spirit: Guatemala Under General Efrain Rios Montt 1982-1983 (Oxford: 
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understand that ‘a true Christian can only be a revolutionary in our 
country’, as the EGP stated in a 1977 pamphlet.121  

Thanks to this crucial encounter between the revolutionary and the radical 
Catholic movement, the second wave Guerrilla fronts in the 1970s were 
deeply rooted in both urban as well as in rural areas. Mass movements 
provided a large social support base for recruitment, infrastructure and 
logistics.122 At its height, the Guatemalan guerrilla counted 6,000 full time 
combatants and a popular support base of around 250,000 people. 
Moreover, the guerrilla established fronts in at least 11 departments. A few 
municipalities in the northwestern indigenous highlands ‘were in a state of 
permanent insurrection, beyond government control’.123  

In 1982, the different Guatemalan guerrilla movements established 
a unified coordination through the Guatemalan National Revolutionary 
Unity (URNG). The military responded to this fierce advance of the 
guerrilla through an unprecedented counterinsurgency campaign in 
different parts of the country. Despite the guerrilla’s rapid expansion, the 
CEH found that repressive response to the insurgency was ‘totally 
disproportionate’ and concludes that: 

the State deliberately magnified the military threat of the 
insurgency, a practice justified by the concept of the internal 
enemy. The inclusion of all opponents under one banner, 
democratic or otherwise, pacifist or guerrilla, legal or illegal, 
communist or noncommunist, served to justify numerous and 
serious crimes.124  

4. TECHNIQUES OF REPRESSION & MASS HUMAN RIGHTS VIOLATIONS 

From 1963 to 1985, successive military governments ruled Guatemala. 
They were challenged by a growing guerrilla movement and by growing 
social protest and popular mobilization, especially after 1973. But these 
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movements were met with increased state repression. Until 1981, state 
violence was rather ‘selective’ and specifically targeted community leaders, 
leaders of popular organizations, representatives of the Catholic Church 
and others who the army considered to be linked to the guerrillas. The 
army tried to control the situation by using threats, forced disappearances, 
torture and killings.125   

In 1978, General Fernándo Romeo Lucas García won the 
presidential election despite accusations of fraud.126 One year later, the 
Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) triumphed in Nicaragua and 
the US became increasingly involved in Guatemala’s counterinsurgency 
war. By then, the guerrilla controlled the larger part of the highlands and 
threatened to cut of the Inter-American highway connecting the capital 
with Mexico. 1981, then, became a tipping point in the escalating conflict 
when President Lucas García decided to launch an unprecedented 
counterinsurgency offensive that later continued under President Efraín 
Ríos Montt (1982-1983). The military’s strategy changed from 
eliminating the leaders of the opposition to targeting the entire civilian 
population as a potential source of insurgence - especially the indigenous 
population in EGP territory. 127  In addition to ‘selective violence’, the 
military now also turned to bloody military crusades, massacres, the 
destruction of entire villages and mass displacement through scorched 
earth campaigns. 128  The US-backed military offensive first hit urban 
popular movements and guerrilla hideouts in Guatemala City in July 1981. 
The army then continued attacking the central highlands from October 
1981, the north of Huehuetenango and Quiché from December 1981 until 
they covered most EGP-controlled territory by 1982.129 The CEH has 
ascertained that  

in the majority of cases, the identification of Mayan communities 
with the insurgency was intentionally exaggerated by the State, 
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which, based on traditional racist prejudices, used this 
identification to eliminate any present or future possibilities of the 
people providing help for, or joining, an insurgent project.130 

In order to accomplish these new generalized forms of repression, 
clandestine death squads no longer sufficed. From the early 1980s 
onwards, the entire rural population became massively involved in the 
army’s counterinsurgency strategy through the imposition of Civil Defense 
Patrols (PACs). PACs were paramilitary entities responding to higher 
military authorities. They were either forcefully or voluntarily formed by 
adult men in every rural community.131 PACs were ostensibly set up in 
order to help indigenous communities protect themselves against guerrilla 
aggression. But, according to Lieselotte Viaene, in reality they served as 
‘the ears and eyes of the army’. They were instructed to detect and 
persecute subversive suspects.132 

The PACs became a highly effective tool in gaining control over the 
indigenous communities. At their height, in de mid-1980s, an estimated 
1,000,000 to 1,300,000 men belonged to the PAC, making them ‘the 
personification of the militarisation of rural indigenous areas’.	133 Rachel 
Sieder calls the mass involvement of the rural population in the 
counterinsurgency campaign one of the most destructive elements of the 
conflict. She concludes that ‘in Guatemala, state violence effectively 
divided the civilian population against itself.’134 The fact that the mass 
human rights abuses took place on a local level has led Viaene to speak of 
a ‘micro reality’ of ‘intimate crime.’135 The CEH documented that PACs 
committed 18% of a total of 93% of human rights violations carried out by 
military state forces and related paramilitary groups. During the entire 
Guatemalan internal armed conflict over two hundred thouasand people 
were killed or disappeared. Most of them were indigenous people. The 

 
 
130 CEH, ‘Guatemala Memory of Silence - Report of the Commission for Historical Clarification, 
Conclusions and Recommendations’. 
131 Sieder, ‘War, Peace, and Memory Politics in Central America’, 165. 
132 Lieselotte Viaene, Voices from the Shadows: The Role of Cultural Contexts in Transitional Justice 
Processes : Maya Q’eqchi’perspectives from Post-Conflict Guatamala (Ghent: Ghent University, 
Department of Public Law, 2010), 15. 
133 Viaene, Voices from the Shadows, 15. 
134 Sieder, ‘War, Peace, and Memory Politics in Central America’, 165. 
135 Viaene, Voices from the Shadows, 15. 



II FROM VIOLENT PAST TO VIOLENT PRESENT 

 

 

 
 

65 

CEH counted 626 separate massacres136 and over 400 destroyed villages, 
mostly situated in the rural indigenous highlands (see map 2).137  

Mass violence lead to massive displacement: 1,5 million people were 
internally displaced and up to 400,000 people sought refuge abroad, many 
of them in Mexico and the US.138 During the military’s counterinsurgency 
offensive, from the second half of 1981 onwards, the majority of the 
indigenous population living in the rural highlands was targeted by a 
deliberate ‘politics of space’. As the massacres increased, the military made 
it impossible for people to stay neutral in conflict areas. They were given 
two options: surrendering to the control of the army in so-called ‘model 
villages’ [aldeas modelo] or seeking refuge in the jungle, inhabited by 
presumed guerrilla supporters.139 In addition to the establishment of the 
PACs, these model villages were another important aspect of the army’s 
strategy to gain control over rural areas. Internally displaced people (IDPs) 
that surrendered to the military were relocated to these new villages that 
were constructed according to a ‘nuclear’ or ‘concentrated’ plan facilitating 
their surveillance and defense. Every model village was ensured with a 
sufficient number of adult men to install an effective PAC.140 Stepputat 
explains how the counterinsurgency offensive deliberately established ‘a 
spatialized dichotomy between those in the [model] village and those in 
the wilderness, el monte’, who automatically turned into subversive targets 
once they fled into the jungle.141 The model villages had a strategic military 
purpose, but also served as ideological reeducation bases for the civil 
population.142 

Those who survived the massacres fled en masse into remote 
mountain and jungle areas where the guerrilla had its military strongholds. 
Some of these displaced groups organized allied with guerrilla troops and 
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received tactical advice, survival instructions and armed accompaniment in 
exchange, but many did not. The internal refugees lived a nomadic life and 
were constantly on the run from military persecution and aerial 
bombardments. Displaced groups varied in size and composition and 
survived for several months up to more than ten years in the jungle.143  

Special cases of IDPs were the self-proclaimed Popular Communities 
in Resistance (CPR). As the army’s counterinsurgency offensive took off in 
the early 1980s, tens of thousands survivors organized themselves in the 
jungle and in the mountains of the northern Quiché Department where 
they stayed hidden for about ten years and refused to surrender to army 
control.144 Apart from the internally displaced population, 45,000 people 
fled to Mexico into more than 100 border settlements under registration 
and protection of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR).145  

5. THE GUATEMALAN PEACE PROCESS  

Domestic events were greatly influenced by regional developments. On-
going armed confrontations in El Salvador and Nicaragua also threatened 
Central America’s stability.146  In the mid-1980s, all Central American 
presidents came together in Esquipulas (Guatemala) to launch a regional 
peace initiative supported by U.S. representatives, international NGOs, 
the UN and other Latin American governments. They signed agreements 
about economic cooperation, conflict resolution, demilitarization, national 
reconciliation and democratization. 147  Esquipulas provided the 
international context for Guatemala to enact a new constitution and install 
a civil government. However, while Guatemala’s transition to democracy 
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took off in 1985, the armed confrontation was still ongoing. 148  The 
Esquipulas I (1986) and Esquipulas II (1987) meetings nevertheless set 
the stage for a national peace process to take off.  

Guatemalan Peace Negotiations dragged on for almost a decade 
(1986-1996).149 In 1986, President Vinicio Cerezo Arévalo first suggested 
a dialogue with the guerrilla. However, it would take numerous meetings 
between the URNG, the government, social and religious movements, the 
corporate sector and political parties to close the deal. Meanwhile, military 
actions continued throughout the peace process. The situation would only 
really deescalate after 1994 when the UN intervened in order to moderate 
the peace talks. After the UN Verification Mission in Guatemala 
(MINUGUA) was set up,  the peace process moved on from mere 
consultation rounds to signing agreements.150 Finally, on 29 December 
1996, the Guatemalan state and the URNG signed the ‘Agreement on a 
Firm and Lasting Peace’.151 The final accord set forth guarantees of reform 
to address the conflict’s underlying social and structural issues. The 
agreement was divided into sub-accords on human rights; the resettlement 
of refugees and displaced populations; the establishment of a truth 
commission; indigenous people’s rights and identity; socio-economic 
issues and the agrarian situation; strengthening civilian power and the role 
of the army in a democratic society; a definitive ceasefire; constitutional 
and electoral reforms; and the legal integration of the URNG.152  

In 2002, Enrique Alvarez and Tania Palencia Prado concluded that 
‘despite the potential in the accords, it has proven exceedingly difficult to 
consolidate the process’ and that ‘implementation has been either slow or 
blocked’.153 The Guatemalan peace deal was never enacted in the country’s 
constitution and therefore lacks the legal backing that would ensure its 
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compliance. 154  The biggest setback in the implementation of the 
Agreements was the defeat of a 1999 referendum to amend the 
constitution.155 Constitutional amendments were a prerequisite to be able 
to reform the army and the judiciary and to implement important 
provisions of the indigenous rights accords.156 Moreover, the industrial 
and agro-export sector blocked tax reforms that were crucial to finance and 
implement many of the accords, especially the socio-economic 
provisions.157 As a result, more than two decades after the signing of the 
Peace treaty many of the  key agreements remain unfulfilled and the old 
military and economic structures remain largely untouched.  

The accord sought to address the deep-seated historical grievances 
about land distribution and racism that were amongst the root causes of 
the internal armed conflict.158 The Agreement on the Identity and Rights 
of Indigenous People touched upon ‘Rights relating to land’ including 
both ‘the communal or collective and the individual tenure of land’ and 
‘the use of natural resources for the benefit of the communities’. The 
Agreement clearly states that ‘legislative and administrative measures must 
be developed to ensure recognition, the awarding of title, protection, 
recovery, restitution and compensation for those rights’. 159  Up to the 
present day, however, the issue of indigenous land rights remains 
fundamentally unaddressed.160  
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The Agreement on Socio-Economic Issues and the Agrarian 
Situation pointed out the need for agrarian reform and rural development 
‘in order to overcome the poverty, extreme poverty, discrimination and 
social and political marginalization’ that led to the outburst of violence. 
The Agreement called for ‘the transformation of the structure of land use 
and ownership’. 161  According to Gustavo Palma Murga, however, the 
Agreement did not contain a strategic, long-term vision for Guatemala’s 
economic and rural development. Instead, he reads ‘market-driven 
proposals’ that ‘do not begin to address the economic injustice and 
inefficiency and the deep historical grievances which are the root causes of 
past and ongoing rural conflict’.162 Indeed, 80% of the fertile land today is 
still owned by only 5% of the population. Rural areas that were most 
affected by past violence continue to be disproportionately affected by 
extreme poverty. In 2010, only 4 out of every 100 indigenous families had 
electricity compared to 94 per cent of all urban households. In 2012, less 
than six per cent of indigenous communities had access to drinkable 
water. 163  Ever since the 1954 overthrow of the democratically elected 
Arbenz government, economic, military and political elites have been 
blocking any further attempts at agrarian reform.  

Despite the minimal implementation of the Agreements, however, 
the Peace Process laid the groundwork for groups outside the established 
elite to voice their centre-left demands after decades of repression.164 In 
1997, one year after the signing of Peace, Jeremy Armon, Rachel Sieder 
and Richard Wilson observed that ‘it is clear that the formal end to the 
war has reflected and reinforced a remarkable transformation of 
Guatemalan political society’. 165  Especially the indigenous Maya 
population, victim-survivors of the conflict and Catholic organizations had 
gained confidence throughout the Peace Negotiations. Backed up by the 
international community, they organized themselves to deal with the 
legacies of the conflict and push a transitional justice agenda.  
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6. ‘TRANSITIONAL’ GUATEMALA 

During the 20th century many countries in Latin America were governed 
by authoritarian regimes that systematically used violence, repression and 
forced disappearances. Countries emerging from periods of mass violence 
and human rights violations face difficult choices in dealing with the 
legacies of conflict. All over the world and from the end of the 20th century 
onwards, a wide range of ‘transitional justice’ (TJ) strategies has been 
developed to help countries overcome the legacies of mass violence and 
deal with post-conflict dilemmas.166 According to the International Centre 
for Transitional Justice (ICTJ),  

transitional justice refers to the ways countries emerging from 
periods of conflict and repression address large-scale or systematic 
human rights violations so numerous and so serious that the 
normal justice system will not be able to provide an adequate 
response. (…) Finding legitimate responses to massive violations 
under these real constraints of scale and societal fragility is what 
defines transitional justice and distinguishes it from human rights 
promotion and defense in general. (…) The aims of transitional 
justice will vary depending on the context but these features are 
constant: the recognition of the dignity of individuals, the redress 
and acknowledgment of violations, and the aim to prevent them 
from happening again.167 

TJ consists of both judicial and non-judicial mechanisms and processes 
and its key components are usually considered to be criminal prosecutions, 
truth seeking and memorialization efforts, reparations and institutional 
and judicial reform.168  

In Guatemala, successive post-conflict governments never fully 
adopted a transitional justice policy. Instead a TJ agenda has been pushed 
by national and international human rights organizations (HROs) and 
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167 ICTJ, ‘What Is Transitional Justice? | ICTJ’, International Center for Transitional Justice, 22 
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victim organizations. 169  Viaene observes that the result of this is ‘a 
patchwork of not clearly connected official and non-official efforts’ to deal 
with the legacies of the conflict.170 In Guatemala, unofficial truth and 
justice initiatives lead by civil society have played a key role in challenging 
traditional power structures, building a culture of citizenship and sparking 
processes of social and political change. I will now briefly outline the most 
important measures that a variety of both state and non-state actors have 
– and have not – been taking in an effort to come to terms with the 
country’s internal armed conflict. I touch upon each of the aforementioned 
TJ mechanisms, except for institutional reform that I will explore in the 
final part of this chapter. 

Truth Seeking & Memory Work 

Two major national truth-seeking initiatives have been instituted in 
Guatemala: the official UN-sponsored Commission for Historical 
Clarification (CEH) and the unofficial Recovery of Historical Memory 
(REMHI) project lead by the Catholic Church. After two years of military 
opposition during the Peace Negotiations, the Guatemalan government 
and the URNG signed an agreement to establish the CEH. 171  The 
Commission was asked  to ‘investigate violations committed during the 
armed conflict, clarify the causes and consequences of that conflict, and 
formulate specific recommendations to prevent future abuses of human 
rights.’ 172  Human rights groups, however, criticized the accord for 
establishing that none of the Commission’s results would be of any legal 
value and could not be used to prosecute perpetrators of past violence.173 
The CEH had a total budget of 11 million US dollars – with financial 
support mostly coming from the United States, Norwegian, Dutch, 

 
 
169 Viaene, Voices from the Shadows, 26. 
170 Viaene, 16. 
171 It took a lot of pressure from the Catholic Church, local human rights organizations (HROs) 
and the UN to secure the commission’s mandate. By then, the guerrilla was almost defeated and 
the military, considering itself victor of the war, repeatedly tried to block the negotiations. 
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Swedish, Danish and Japanese governments – to organize 14 field offices 
and employ 200 staff members.174  

In 1999 after 18 months of investigation, the CEH published its 
final report ‘Guatemala: Memory of Silence’, based on over 8,000 
testimonies.175 As I already mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, the 
Commission estimated that the total number of people killed was over 
200,000 and documented 669 separate massacres. The rural and 
indigenous departments of El Quiché (327), Huehuetenango (83), 
Chimaltenango (63) and Alta Verapaz (56) suffered most massacres (see 
map 2). In line with its mandate, the CEH held institutions instead of 
individuals responsible. 93% of the documented violations were attributed 
to the State and 3% to the URNG.176 Financial support from the Clinton 
administration did not prevent the Commission from noting US 
government and CIA involvement in supporting the Guatemalan 
counterinsurgency campaign.177  

The Commission also concluded that 83% of the documented 
victims were indigenous Maya. Despite its limited mandate in naming 
individual perpetrators of violence, the CEH included one unexpectedly 
strong conclusion saying that ‘agents of the State of Guatemala, within the 
framework of counterinsurgency operations carried out between 1981 and 
1983, committed acts of genocide against groups of Mayan people’. The 
report clarified that  

the massacres, scorched earth operations, forced disappearances 
and executions of Mayan authorities, leaders and spiritual guides, 
were not only an attempt to destroy the social base of the guerrillas, 
but above all, to destroy the cultural values that ensured cohesion 
and collective action in Mayan communities.178 
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In addition to these conclusions, the CEH also proposed measures to 
compensate victims and preserve their memory, to foster a culture of 
mutual respect and observance of human rights, to strengthen the 
democratic process and to promote peace and national harmony. The 
measures that were recommenced to preserve the memory of the victims 
included the designation of a National Day of Dignity for the Victims of 
Violence, the construction of monuments and the naming of buildings and 
streets in honor of the victims of the armed confrontation.179 

The report caused controversy and was criticized by right-wing 
sectors, but neither the government nor the military openly questioned its 
conclusions in 1999. In fact, even before its publication, then-President 
Álvaro Arzú (1996-2000) had publicly acknowledged state participation 
in past ‘excesses’.180 In 1999, during a state visit to Guatemala, president 
Bill Clinton set an important precedent expressing regret for the US 
government’s role in the Guatemalan internal armed conflict.181 A few 
days later, the URNG also asked for forgiveness from the victims, their 
relatives and the affected communities.182  

The government took much longer to apologize however. In 2001, 
President Alfonso Portillo (2000-2004) – a member of the Guatemalan 
Republican Front (FRG), the party of former dictator Efraín Ríos Montt 
(1982-1983) – expressed only a very limited apology during an official 
commemoration ceremony. It was only in 2008 that President Álvaro 
Colom (2008-2012) – the first left-wing head of state since Jacobo Árbenz 
(1951-1954) – issued a public apology that victim groups and civil society 
generally accepted.183  

 In 2013 at the start of the historical genocide trial against Ríos 
Montt (see infra), public acknowledgement of the CEH report took 
another turn. At the time of the trial, then-President Otto Pérez Molina 
(2012-2015) denied that genocide had occurred in Guatemala and 
proclaimed that the trial threatened the country’s ‘Firm and Lasting 
Peace’. Pérez Molina is himself a retired military officer who commanded 
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a counterinsurgency team in 1982 in the indigenous Quiché department. 
Human rights defenders have denounced his involvement in the scorched 
earth campaigns under Ríos Montt and accused him of torture, 
extrajudicial killings and the ordering of massacres and the destruction of 
villages. 184  With Pérez Molina in the presidential palace, a period of 
remilitarization of the country’s legal and political institutions began. In 
2015, former comedian Jimmy Morales – known for his racist humor and 
use of blackface – won the presidential elections thanks to military support. 
Ex-military officials dominate his National Convergence Front (FNC) 
party. 185  On public television, Morales denied that genocide ever 
happened in Guatemala.186  

The official UN-sponsored CEH was not the only TJ mission in 
Guatemala. In fact, the Human Rights Office of the Catholic Archdiocese of 
Guatemala (ODHAG) carried out the first extensive investigation into the 
country’s recent past. During its three-year Recovery of Historical Memory 
(REMHI) project, 6,000 testimonies were gathered in parishes all over the 
country.187 The Catholic Church set up the REMHI project to enforce the 
limited CEH mandate but also because state violence had specifically 
targeted Catholic priests and catequistas. After campesino political leaders, 
religious leaders constituted the second largest group of victims killed 
during the conflict.188 REMHI was not part of any official Peace Accord 
between the State and the URNG but was a proper grassroots and civil 
society initiative. The project could fall back on the extensive and well-
organized network of the Catholic Church in rural Guatemala which gave 
REMHI direct access to a reservoir of lived experience and crucial 
information about the conflict.189  
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The ODHAG presented its final REMHI report ‘Guatemala: Never 
Again’ in 1998, one year before the publication of the final CEH report. 
REMHI contained similar conclusions to the CEH report, holding the 
Guatemalan state (the army, the national police, the PACs, military 
commissioners and death squads) responsible for 90,53% of the human 
rights violations and documenting 422 massacres.190 Two days after the 
official presentation of the REMHI report, the project’s main organizer, 
bishop Monsignor Juan Gerardi, was bludgeoned to death in his garage in 
Guatemala City. Monsignor Gerardi was the bishop of the Diocese of El 
Quiché where most massacres of the country had taken place during the 
conflict.191  

Initial investigations into the murder of Gerardi during the 
presidency of Álvaro Arzú (1996-2000) were highly problematic and 
betrayed a lack of political will to get to the bottom of the case. Finally in 
2001, three army officers were eventually convicted of Gerardi’s death and 
sentenced to 30 years in prison.192 The conviction was a steppingstone for 
justice in Guatemala marking the first time in national history that 
members of the military were tried in a civilian court.193 Still, in his 2007 
book ‘The Art of Political Murder: Who Killed the Bishop?’ Francisco 
Goldman suggests that the mastermind of the murder went free. 194 
According to Goldman, former president Otto Pérez Molina was involved 
in the 1998 murder conspiracy.195 In 2017, María Aguilar wrote in the 
Guatemalan newspaper El Periódico that the Gerardi case demonstrates 
how the military continue pulling the strings of Guatemala’s ‘post-conflict’ 
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elected civilian governments. The intellectual murderers of Gerardi ‘not 
only walk freely’, she wrote, ‘they even rule the country’.196  

While many Central American countries have had TJ processes, the case 
of the ODHAG shows that in Guatemala, numerous bottom-up and grass 
roots politics of memory and unofficial justice initiatives sprang up in 
response to limited state efforts. Rachel Sieder points out that ‘the 
widespread involvement of civil society in truth seeking and in memory 
work is perhaps the most distinguishing feature of the Guatemalan truth 
telling process’.197 By 1983, the URNG was largely defeated except for 
some isolated guerrilla groups who continued operating in different parts 
of the country.198 When the Peace Negotiations took off in 1986, the 
guerrilla came to the negotiation table in a weaker position than the 
Guatemalan army who considered itself the victor of the war.199 After the 
URNG had officially laid down its arms in 1996, the former guerrilla 
organization tried to impact early democratization by transforming itself 
into a legal left-wing political party: URNG-MAIZ. Internal division, a 
lack of political base and unfavorable electoral rules, however, meant that 
the party was politically insignificant.200 This is different from El Salvador, 
for example, where the guerrilla umbrella organization turned into a strong 
political party. The weak position of the URNG left indigenous, 
campesino, Catholic and human rights organizations to take over 
Guatemala’s transitional justice process. In 1984, the Mutual Support 
Group (GAM) was founded, followed by the National Coordination of 
Guatemalan Widows (CONAVIGUA) in 1988, the National Council of 
Displaced Persons of Guatemala (CONDEG) in 1988 and the Permanent 
Commissions of Refugees (CCPP) in 1989.201 Rachel Sieder points out that  
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if memory politics in El Salvador was a party-driven process, in 
Guatemala it has been led by a broad range of civil society 
organizations increasingly independent from the former 
revolutionary left and supported by international NGOs and the 
UN mission in Guatemala (MINUGUA).202  

Apart from these national organizations, local communities in rural areas 
have been undertaking their own grassroots truth seeking and 
memorialization initiatives. Already from the 1980s onwards, local 
communities supported by HROs and the Catholic Church started 
searching for the remains of their disappeared relatives, exhuming 
massacre sites and building monuments to commemorate and dignify 
those who were killed during the conflict.203  Mass graves of massacre 
victims are often referred to as ‘clandestine cemeteries’. A cemetery is 
usually understood as a sacred place where the remains of the deceased are 
visibly entombed, and relatives are allowed to mourn in public. 
Clandestine cemeteries, however, are mass graves and massacre sites that 
are publicly silenced and officially denied even though most community 
members know where they are. Despite imposed silence and fear, local 
communities have tried to unearth and pay respects to their lost family 
members. Exhumations have been a crucial step in opening up community 
spaces for local healing and social reconstruction, truth seeking, 
memorialization and in some cases also the pursuit of legal justice.204   

With the establishment of the Guatemalan Forensic Anthropology 
Foundation (FAFG) in 1992, spontaneous and unofficial exhumations 
turned into a systematic, scientific and later also legal practice. 205 
According to Viaene, exhumations ‘play a crucial role in uncovering the 
truth and restoring the dignity of those who died during the conflict’.206 
Since the early 1990s, international HROs and forensic anthropologists 
have played a major role in supporting local exhumation initiatives, 
especially FAFG, the Centre for Forensic Analysis and Applied Science 
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(CAFCA) and the Human Rights Office of the Catholic Archdiocese 
(ODHAG). By 2014, FAFG conducted more than 1,513 exhumations 
and uncovered over 7,000 human remains. By 2006, only 8 out of 700 
FAFG exhumations led to the legal prosecution of perpetrators of past 
violence.207  

Sieder argues that these grassroots memory politics have played a 
central role in ‘the search for new collective identities in the postwar 
dispensation’. According to Sieder, grassroots memory politics formulate 
‘a new understanding of rights and justice’ and have ‘prompted the 
formation of new transregional communities of survivors, across regions 
and ethno-linguistic barriers’. 208  She continues that ‘through local 
initiatives in memory, and with the support of international observers, 
many rural Mayans have come to reject military domination and to 
demand their rights to more autonomous, peaceful, and culturally 
appropriate forms of development’. At the same time, however, 
challenging traditional power structures and advocating for social change 
also exposes local communities to old and new forms of violence and 
repression, as we will see in the final part of this chapter.209 

Criminal justice 

Accountability through criminal justice is another key component of 
transitional justice alongside truth seeking and memorialization. In 1994, 
the Guatemalan government and the URNG already agreed that the 
results of the CEH would not be used to prosecute perpetrators of past 
violence. Moreover, the negotiating parties of the 1996 Peace Agreements, 
agreed on the ‘Law of National Reconciliation’ which declared that all 
perpetrators of ‘political crimes’ or ‘publicly motivated common crimes’ 
related to the armed conflict were to be given immunity from criminal 
prosecution. General amnesty, however, did not apply for those who were 
found guilty of crimes against humanity such as torture, genocide or forced 
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disappearance.210 Despite heavy opposition and lobbying by HROs, the 
Law of National Reconciliation was approved at the negotiation table.211  

In 1999, the final CEH report called for the prosecution of 
perpetrators of non-amnestied crimes in its recommendations.212 These 
calls, however, have mostly gone unheeded. The road to justice in 
Guatemala has been extremely difficult in part because the political and 
legal institutions are still dominated by the military, the judicial system is 
permeated with corruption, judicial operators are threatened or even 
assassinated and a fundamental lack of political will impedes the 
investigation of past atrocities.213  It is no surprise therefore that, until 
recently, nobody had been held accountable for crimes against humanity 
committed during the conflict. In 2009, the Inter-American Commission on 
Human Rights (IACHR) noted that there has been ‘near-total’ impunity 
for crimes committed in Guatemala.214  

In 2010, however, things changed radically when Claudia Paz y Paz 
became Guatemala’s first female Attorney General leading the Public 
Prosecutor’s Office. Paz y Paz used to work for the Catholic REMHI 
project in the early 1990s. Taking up her mandate as Public Prosecutor, 
she declared that she would implement institutional reform, bring down 
the number of murders – especially against women – and demand justice 
for the victims of the internal armed conflict. At the beginning of her term, 
prosecutions were limited and mainly targeted low-level soldiers or 
paramilitaries instead of their commanders. Still, she managed to convict 
about thirty of them for forced disappearances and other crimes against 
humanity.215 A few years later however, Paz y Paz became internationally 
renowned for her attempt to prosecute former General Efraín Ríos Montt 
for genocide and crimes against humanity.  For her efforts, she was 
eventually removed from her position. 

 The public trial of Rios Montt started in March 2013 and 
culminated in a guilty verdict two months later. The trial marked a turning 
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point for transitional justice in Guatemala but was also the first time in 
global history that a former head of state was convicted of genocide by a 
national court. Ten days after the conviction, however, the sentence was 
overruled based on technicality and Ríos Montt was returned to house 
arrest. Several retrials followed behind closed-doors and without the 
presence of the former general who was diagnosed with dementia. 216 
Eventually in April 2018, Ríos Montt died of a heart attack at the age of 
91. Claudia Paz y Paz tweeted that ‘he died facing justice’.217  

While Ríos Montt could eventually escape justice, the military from Sepur 
Zarco could not. During the conflict, in a small rural community in the 
Polochic Valley in the Alta Verapaz Department, indigenous women were 
systematically raped and enslaved by soldiers from the nearby Sepur Zarco 
outpost. When the outpost was set up, community members were seeking 
legal titles to their land. According to UN Women, ‘the military retaliated 
with forced disappearance, torture and killing of indigenous men, and rape 
and slavery of the women.’ From 2011 until 2016, fifteen survivors who 
became known as ‘the Grandmothers of Sepur Zarco’ took their case to 
the highest court of Guatemala. Their fight for justice resulted in the 
conviction of two former military officers for crimes against humanity, 
another stepping-stone for criminal justice in the country.218  

Another case, already discussed in Chapter 1, is also worth 
mentioning here because of its size and impact on a national as well as 
international level. Between 2012 and 2014, FAFG exhumed the remains 
of 558 victims at the former Military Zone 21 in Cobán, currently known 
as the UN peacekeeper-training base CREOMPAZ (Regional Training 
Command for Peacekeeping Operations). During the internal armed conflict, 
CREOMPAZ used to serve as a detention and clandestine execution 
center. Seven years ago, FAFG started unearthing some of the largest mass 
graves of the country in this former military zone. Most of the human 
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remains showed clear signs of torture and were found with ropes and 
chains around their ankles and necks. 90 bodies belonged to children. 
Partly based on forensic evidence from FAFG, fourteen former military 
officers were arrested in 2016 for the largest case of forced disappearance 
in Latin American history. Eventually, a judge found enough evidence to 
send eight of them to public trial. However, the CREOMPAZ case has 
been delayed for more than two years now and the senior military officers 
are still awaiting trial.219 
 
These cases show that the pursuit of justice and accountability for massive 
human rights violations in Guatemala has been extremely slow and 
difficult, but some progress has been made since the signing of the Peace 
Agreements. By the beginning of 2019, a total of 33 military officers, 
military commissioners and paramilitaries had been convicted for a series 
of human rights violations and one guerrilla leader for a 1988 massacre. 
However, decades of struggle and the persistent efforts of victim-survivors 
and their defenders are, at the time of writing, about to be undone by a 
proposed new amnesty law that is currently being deliberated by the 
Guatemalan Congress. The so-called ‘Legislative Proposal 5377’ would 
free all convicted military officers and more than a dozen others awaiting 
trial. Moreover, the law would prohibit all future investigations into the 
country’s violent past.220 Jo-Marie Burt warns that  

should this bill pass, not only would it undo decades of work to 
provide justice to victims of wartime atrocities, it would represent 
an unequivocal return to the reign of impunity long sought by the 
powerful, military-backed networks.221 

The Guatemalan Constitutional Court is currently trying to suspend 
congressional deliberation of this blanket amnesty. In response, several 
Congressional leaders are trying to impeach anti-amnesty magistrates 
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from the Constitutional Court.222 Burt concludes that ‘there’s no clearer 
sign that rule of law in Guatemala in undergoing a slow, ugly collapse.’223 

Reparations 

Truth seeking, memory work and legal justice can all be considered forms 
of reparation for victim-survivors and their relatives. But the Peace 
Agreements specifically underlined the State’s humanitarian obligation to 
erect ‘a state entity in charge of a public compensation policy and/or 
assistance to victims of human rights violations’.224 The Peace Agreements 
and the final CEH report called for the installation of a national reparation 
program.225 The path to designing and implementing such a program, 
however, has been long and full of controversy.226  

In 1999, the presidential candidate of the FRG party Alfonso 
Portillo promised to pay former civil patrollers (PACs) ‘for defending the 
country and private property against communism’. Civil society and 
human rights groups vigorously opposed Portillo’s election – which he won 
with a great margin – and argued that that ‘the victims’ should be the first 
ones to be paid. Viaene points out that, paradoxically, the ex-PAC 
demands for payment created the necessary political space for the further 
negotiation and eventual installation of a National Compensation Program 
(PNR) in 2003.227 Since its inception, however, the program has been 
subject to the influences of party politics and governmental change. 

The program aims at the ‘individual and/or collective compensation 
of the victims of human rights violations, carried out during the internal 
armed confrontation.’ These violations and crimes include forced 
disappearance, extrajudicial execution, torture, forced recruitment of 
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minors, rape, violations against children and displacement. To compensate 
victims, PNR aims to push five different measures: 

1. Honoring the victims by supporting exhumations, 
reburials and truth and memory initiatives; 

2. Cultural remedies; 
3. Psychosocial Reparation and Rehabilitation;  
4. Material restitution of housing, land, legal land security 

and productive investment; 
5. Economic compensation.228 

From the beginning, the program prioritized individual economic 
compensation because this proved to be the ‘easiest’ of all measures to 
implement and because it has been a central demand of victim 
organizations.229  

The implementation of the National Compensation Program has 
been criticized for various reasons. First of all, some victim groups and 
beneficiaries have complained about the relatively small compensation 
awarded. Each family unit can only register a maximum of two violations 
for which to receive compensation. Beneficiaries receive 24,000 
Guatemalan Quetzal (3,094 USD or 2,805 EUR) for a first deceased 
family member, an additional 20,000 Quetzal (2,578 USD or 2,338 EUR) 
for a second deceased relative and/or 10,000-20,000 Quetzal for sexual 
assault and/or torture.230 Others have criticized the program for its lack of 
cultural and local sensitivity. Viaene found that accepting monetary 
payments generates strong feelings of guilt amongst some indigenous 
groups. Meanwhile, people living in poor and isolated areas often lack the 
necessary resources to access regional PNR offices in order to apply for 
compensation. Some survivors, according to Viaene, even end up with 
debts after completing the compensation process. The largest obstacle, 
however, is the survivors’ general lack of official identity cards and birth 
and death certificates. Finally, many applicants also face racism and 
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discrimination, as most of the regional PNR staff does not speak local 
indigenous languages. Viaene therefore concludes that 

Instead of facilitating the process for those already in a vulnerable 
position, economically and legally, the PNR complicates things. 
With its strict bureaucratic requirements, the program is 
revictimizing the victims instead of executing its intention of 
redressing the past and healing wounds.231  

7. POST-AGREEMENT SHIFTS & TENDENCIES (2003-PRESENT) 

Two decades after the signing of the ‘Firm and Lasting Peace’, Guatemala 
is going through a period of remilitarization, the country is living its most 
profound political crisis since the formal ending of the conflict and a new 
wave of violence is sweeping indigenous rural communities. To conclude 
this chapter’s birds-eye view from past to present violence and resistance, 
I want to highlight two fairly recent and intertwined developments: the 
fight against corruption and the defense of indigenous territories. Through 
these developments I will identify some recent shifts and tendencies 
characterizing Guatemala’s ‘post-conflict’ landscape. 

The Fight Against Corruption and ‘State Capture’  

Guatemala’s transition to formal democracy coincided with its insertion 
into a globalized economy. Patrick Illmer analyses how the military 
centralization of previous years was gradually replaced by ‘down-scaling 
the role of the state, privatizing some of its key functions and promoting 
neoliberal market policies.’ Far from causing a rupture with previous 
authoritarian patterns and modes of elite control over the institutional 
framework, the post-agreement neoliberal turn actually consolidated 
power in the hands of elites. Neoliberalism led to more refined and 
complex mechanisms of ‘state capture’ masked by electoral contests and a 
formal democratic constitution. Illmer borrows the term ‘state capture’ 
from the Colombian scholars Garay and Salcedo-Albarán to ‘highlight 
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patterns in which individuals and groups use an array of lawful and 
unlawful mechanisms to modify political regimes as well as influence key 
decision and law-making procedures.’232  

According to Illmer, there was a post-agreement shift in power 
towards regional actors who often had a background in counterinsurgency 
and the capacity to influence municipal politics. Moreover, during the 
process of downscaling and decentralizing the Guatemalan State, complex 
elite factions emerged These elite factions were made up of traditional 
economic and military powers who were connected to lawful and unlawful 
actors at different levels of society. Individuals within as well as outside the 
institutional framework sought mutual benefits by joining forces. These 
complex alliances of elected politicians, financial and industrial leaders, 
military and ex-military, municipal administrators and paramilitary actors 
are capable of mobilizing an array of judicial and extrajudicial strategies to 
promote determined economic and political interests. 233  Moreover, 
because these criminal networks have ‘captured’ the state at all levels, they 
operate with nearly total impunity.  

To combat these criminal factions and strengthen the country’s rule 
of law, the Guatemalan state and the UN signed a bilateral agreement in 
2007 about the establishment of the International Commission Against 
Impunity in Guatemala (CICIG). CICIG was tasked ‘to support, 
strengthen and assist institutions of the State of Guatemala’ in 
investigating, prosecuting and ultimately dismantling ‘illegal security 
forces and clandestine security organizations’.234 The Commission went 
after ‘criminal groups believed to have infiltrated state institutions, 
fostering impunity and undermining democratic gains in Guatemala since 
the end of the country’s armed conflict.’ 235  CICIG did not directly 
prosecute perpetrators of past human rights violations, but the criminal 
groups that were the subject of its investigations had their roots in military 
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intelligence and counterinsurgency structures established during the 
conflict. 236  In this sense we might  also consider CICIG to be a TJ 
mechanism. 

The Commission Against Impunity has been operational for the past 
twelve years with its initial two-year mandate renewed several times. 
Between 2008-2019, CICIG has investigated more than 1540 individuals 
and revealed more than 70 highly complex criminal structures. The 
Commission prosecuted more than 660 people containing 120 high-
impact cases of subjects with significant economic, political and media 
power.237 Since 2015, however, CICIG went straight after the country’s 
most powerful criminal elite factions, exposing influential political, 
business and military leaders all the way to the presidential palace (see 
below).  

In August 2018 and with a corruption investigation hanging over his 
head, president Jimmy Morales announced that he would not renew 
CICIG’s mandate. A few days later, he also called CICIG commissioner 
Iván Velásquez ‘a public security threat’ and banned him from the country. 
Hard-line military, right wing parties and conservative elites supported the 
president’s move. Adam Isacson writes that ‘as Morales moved against the 
CICIG, the armed forces sided not with the prosecutors trying to clean up 
the political system, but with the corrupt sectors mounting a vicious 
backlash against it’. When Morales publicly announced CICIG’s exit, he 
was flanked by dozens of high-ranked military officers (see fig. 2). At the 
same time, military vehicles pulled up outside CICIG’s headquarters in 
Guatemala City, outside the embassies of CICIG-supporting countries 
and near the homes and offices of prominent human rights defenders. This 
blatant show of military force resurrected ghosts from the country’s violent 
past. Morales’ press conference instantly recalled images of General Efraín 
Ríos Montt’s infamous 1982 military coup during one of the bloodiest 
episodes of Guatemalan history (see fig. 1).238  
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Fig. 1 General Efraín Ríos Montt - first row, third from the left – during 

his 1982 military coup. Source: CC 

Fig. 2 August 2018, President Jimmy Morales announcing the exit of 

CICIG flanked by dozens of high-ranking military officers. Source: AP 

Photo/Oliver de Ros 
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One of the most important achievements of the CICIG before its 
unconstitutional dismantling was the exposure of the ‘La Línea’ corruption 
network in April 2015; a finding that was unprecedented in terms of its 
scale and societal impact. Guatemalan prosecutors arrested nearly two-
dozen politicians from the administration of then-president Otto Pérez 
Molina and high-ranking officers from the tax and customs 
administration. The La Línea tax scheme soon appeared to be only the tip 
of the iceberg and the first in a chain of high-level fraud cases shaking the 
nation between April and June 2015.239  

The scandals prompted a series of mass protests in the capital and 
other cities around the country with people demanding the resignation of 
Pérez Molina and his vice-president Roxanna Baldetti. Through social 
media, protesters mobilized under #RenunciaYa [Resignation Now] and 
#YoNoTengoPresidente [I Don’t Have a President]. 15,000 people gathered 
in the capital on April 25, 60,000 flood the streets on May 16 and an 
absolutely historical concentration of over 100,000 Guatemalans occupied 
the main Constitution Square during the August 27 national strike.240 On 
May 8, vice-president Roxanna Baldetti resigned. In September then, 
none other than president Pérez Molina himself was accused of overseeing 
the network’s operations, stripped of his immunity and arrested together 
with his former vice-president.241  

Even though the protests saw a record number of people on the 
streets and led to the overthrow and arrest of the Republic’s president, they 
have remained outbursts of civic dissent failing to establish sustainable 
links between urban and rural spaces of protest and collective action.242 
#RenunciaYa was said to ‘unite the country like never before’, forging an 
uncommon alliance between social organizations, university students, 
urban middle class, indigenous campesino communities, the church and 
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even financial and industrial associations.243 It takes more than a common 
hashtag, though, to unite a historically divided country. Rather than 
uniting the country, different #RenunciaYa portests in different 
departments revealed friction between rural/urban and ladino/indigenous 
protest. After the first wave of demonstrations in April, a national 
assembly of 72 indigenous communities reacted with the following public 
statement: 

We reaffirm that what has now been denounced is what we have 
been saying for years: the political system in Guatemala operates 
on the basis of networks of corruption and impunity. (…) the theft 
of taxes from Guatemalans is part of the theft and historical 
depredation of the workers’ labor, of water, land, natural resources 
and Mother Nature.244 

In sum, the indigenous communities did join the #RenunciaYa movement, 
but not without trying to change the game by reframing anti-corruption 
discourses into historical and environmental injustice claims.  

The Defense of Indigenous Territories 

Along with state decentralization and expanding patterns of state capture, 
Guatemala’s transition into a formal democracy also translated into 
neoliberal reforms that opened the door for natural resource extraction.245 
Meanwhile, two decades after the signing of the Peace Agreements, a new 
wave of violence and land grabbing is sweeping rural areas. 
Institutionalized racism and a persistent lack of agrarian reform are at the 
root of the escalating incidents of forced evictions and extrajudicial killings 
of indigenous people defending their territory against the invasion of 
mining, hydroelectric or palm oil industries.246 Communities have publicly 
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denounced government pressure and threats on their leaders. 
Unannounced military presence in their territory and bribing attempts to 
accept these so-called ‘megaprojects’ in return for electrification and road 
construction works.247  

Between 2004 and 2007, 72 communities have been violently evicted 
with 44 evictions in 2007 alone.248 In 2017, the Human Rights Defenders 
Unit of Guatemala (UDEFEGUA) documented 483 attacks against people 
defending their lands. Recently, threats have turned into the actual killing 
of campesino leaders. During the first half of 2018, more than 300 evictions 
were already registered, and 18 activists killed. 249 Most of these crimes are 
orchestrated by powerful criminal elite factions with an interest in 
extractive projects and therefore remain unpunished. Instead, indigenous 
leaders and land defenders are being criminalized and prosecuted, which 
has led to an alarming number of political prisoners.250  

Many extractive projects (especially hydroelectric dams) are either 
operational or planned for the Northern Transversal Strip (FTN), a 
resource-rich geographical area reaching from the North of 
Huehuetenango until the North of Izabal.251 The National Institute for 
Agrarian Transformation (INTA) created the FTN in the 1960s as an 
‘agrarian development zone’ with various underlying and evolving 
purposes. While the creation of the FTN was initially meant to open up 
the region for the strategic exploitation of natural resources, the strip 
became increasingly used to facilitate the further colonization of 
indigenous territories as part of the government’s counterrevolutionary 
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agenda.252 A closer look at the FTN thus reveals the historical connection 
between indigenous people, land and conflict in Guatemala; the resource-
rich belt connects the poorest, most rural areas with a high concentration 
of indigenous people, contemporary land conflict and former massacre 
sites (see map 5). Or to conclude with Illmer: ‘This has revealed the link 
between the present penetration of economic interests and the previous 
pursuit of strategies of accumulation embedded in the counter-insurgent 
campaign’.253 
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Map 5 Past and present conflict areas: number of massacres per department 

committed by state forces between 1962-1996 + Northern Transversal Strip, 

area of concentrated natural resource extraction 

Source: author, CEH, Segeplan 
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Despite the declaration of ‘Firm and Lasting Peace’, Guatemala still faces 
extreme inequality in land distribution and indigenous land rights remain 
fundamentally unaddressed. According to the Inter-American Commission 
on Human Rights (IACHR), ‘the inequality in land tenure preserves 
characteristics similar to those that gave rise to social and political conflicts 
in the past’.254 IACHR maintains that the situation of indigenous property 
rights is marked by ‘the failure to recognize historic rights to the land; the 
lack of legal certainty and guarantees such as titling, delimitation, and 
demarcation; the failure to resolve long-standing legal action relating to 
the land; involuntary losses of lands due to causes associated with the 
armed conflict’ and most recently also by ‘evictions and forced 
displacements associated with development projects’.255 

I conclude that this long-standing concentration of land and power 
with military and private sector ladino elites goes back to the 19th century 
Liberal land reforms. During the second half of the twentieth century, 
then, the internal armed conflict led to the irregular appropriation of lands 
‘abandoned’ by displaced communities in favor of latifundistas and military 
officers. Ever since the 1954 overthrow of Arbenz, Guatemala’s economic, 
military and political elites have been blocking any further attempt at 
agrarian reform. The 1996 Peace Agreements equally failed to establish 
legal mechanisms to enforce the recognition and protection of the 
collective or community nature of indigenous lands and territories based 
on their historical occupation.256  

However, I want to end this chapter not only by highlighting the 
continuation from violent past into violent present but also by emphasizing 
enduring indigenous and rural resistance in an evolving ‘post-agreement’ 
landscape. Despite the minimal implementation of the Agreements, the 
Peace Process laid the groundwork for groups outside the established elite 
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to gain confidence and raise their voices after years of state repression. 
Even though the Guatemalan State never really adopted a transitional 
justice policy, unofficial truth and justice initiatives lead by civil society 
have played a key role in challenging traditional power structures and in 
sparking processes of social and political change. In the most recent ‘post-
agreement’ context of expanding patterns of state capture and the 
commodification of natural resources, a shift is taking place in Guatemala’s 
landscape of collective action.  

During the peace process and in its immediately afterwards, 
expressions of collective action were mainly directed at the negotiation and 
implementation of the 1996 accords. Based in Guatemala City, broad 
indigenous, campesino and human rights organizations dominated 
organizational processes.257 Since 2003, however, expressions of collective 
action have shifted from focusing on the peace process and transitional 
justice issues to what has generally become known as the ‘defense of 
territory’ [la defensa del territorio]. Patrick Illmer argues that, during the 
last decade, community driven resistance and rural agency have come to 
overshadow previously dominant broad and mainly urban social activism. 
Parallel to the post-agreement downscaling of the state, local areas (again) 
moved to the forefront of collective action. Rather than being broad urban-
based social movements or alliances with national political parties, 
indigenous communities emerged as the driving force behind ‘rural nodes 
of resistance’ defending what they claim as their territory against extractive 
projects. 258  Decades of organized struggle inform the campesinos’ 
contemptary community resistance. 

Illmer observes that in the wake of growing state capture and elite 
control over formal national and regional spaces, organizational efforts to 
promote democratization are more sustainable when they are rooted in the 
local level.259 Beyond engaging in oppositional strategies, these forms of 
rural agency articulate their own understandings of land and 
development.260 The ‘defense of territory’ discourse suggests the historical 
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attachment of people to specific places. Moreover, it reflects a cultural and 
socio-political understanding of ‘place making’ and ‘being in place’.261 The 
territory concept is embedded in the Mayan cosmovision, the holistic 
‘worldview’ shared by all 22 Mayan ethnic groups in Guatemala. 
According to Viaene, the notions of interconnectedness and relationality 
are central to the indigenous worldview; there is no clear distinction 
between the social, natural and sacred spheres constituting the cosmos.262 
The territory concept as embedded in the indigenous cosmovision 
therefore represents not only one’s physical surroundings but also the 
environmental, social, political and historical relationships within specific 
spaces. 263 

Illmer further highlights that the territory concept not only 
transcends the difference between ‘men’ and ‘nature’ but also implies 
interconnectedness between the ‘individual’ and the ‘collective’ 
dimension.264 In some war-torn communities, he argues, the defense of 
territory has re-elevated internal cohesion. The expansion of extractive 
projects has triggered the construction of shared demands and identities in 
the wake of collectively perceived threats and injustices.265 Rachel Sieder 
argued a similar thing in the immediate aftermath of the conflict; that the 
post-war dispensation and grassroots memory politics triggered the search 
for new collective identities to challenge traditional power structures. This 
dissertation brings together both processes: the politics of memory and the 
defense of territory, or the interplay between the violent past and the 
violent present. We continue this exploration in the middle of the FTN in 
the jungle of Alta Verapaz, where the former refugees of the ‘return 
community’ of Copal AA La Esperanza are defending their territory 
against the possible construction of a hydroelectric dam.

 
 
261 Patrick Illmer, ‘The Defence of Territory and Local Struggle for More Democracy in Post-
War Guatemala’, Democratization 25, no. 5 (4 July 2018): 6. 
262 Lieselotte Viaene, Voices from the Shadows: The Role of Cultural Contexts in Transitional Justice 
Processes : Maya Q’eqchi’perspectives from Post-Conflict Guatamala (Ghent: Ghent University, 
Department of Public Law, 2010), 13–14. 
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 96 

 
 



 

  97 

III 

‘RETURN IS STRUGGLE,  

NOT RESIGNATION’ 

The first thing I heard when entering the ‘return community’ of Copal AA 
La Esperanza, was Mexican ranchera266 music coming from a 14-year old 
boy’s smartphone while he greeted a friend shouting ‘¿Qué onda, wey?’ 
[What’s up dude?]267 Apart from the occasional use of Mexican slang by 
youngsters, the general use of Spanish instead of Q’eqchi’ – the regional 
Maya language – also caught my attention immediately. Moreover, most 
women walked around in jeans and T-shirts instead of the typical Q’eqchi’ 
cortes and huipiles that women from other regional communities always 
wore.268  

I was immediately invited for lunch at the house of Doña Ofelia and 
Don Simón. The family talked to me in fluent Spanish but addressed each 
other and their children and grandchildren in Mam; a Maya language that 
I had never heard anyone speak before. When Don Simón served us all 
homegrown Cardamom coffee, the rain suddenly started pouring down. 
‘Looks like God put us under this roof for a reason’, said the 58-year old 
catequista who told me he was born in the Western Highlands of 
Huehuetenango before he and his family had fled to Mexico in the early 

 
 
266 A genre of traditional Mexican music. 
267 Mexican slang for ‘What’s up dude?’ 
268 A huipil is a traditional square-cut and woven Maya blouse, mostly heavily decorated with 
colourful designs. A corte is a traditional woven Maya skirt. Together, the huipil and corte make 
up the indigenous female traje or dress. Every ethnic group or even specific region has its own 
weaving pattern or way of wearing the traje.  
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1980’s.269 I learned that he had declined the ‘opportunity’ [oportunidad] to 
fight with the guerrilla because he had a ‘different role’ [otro papel] to fulfil: 
leading the Guatemalan refugees on their journey back to Guatemala.  

That afternoon, a tropical rain shower came with a first introduction 
to Copal AA as a ‘community of struggle’ [comunidad de lucha]. Don 
Simón assured me that ‘if you want to live here, you have to fight’.270 ‘We 
are already in another war’, he said, ‘it is time to unite people again’, 
referring to the invasion of extractive industries in the region.271 While the 
rain clattered on the laminas272, Don Simón commented that ‘evangelism 
only looks up, whereas Jesus did not only come to win souls but to cure the 
disease of poverty’.273 One day, someone told him that God banished the 
people of Israel from Egypt. Don Simón, however, strongly disagreed and 
blamed the Pharaoh for the Exodus, ‘just like Ríos Montt [Guatemala’s 
former dictator red.] in Guatemala’.274 

Copal AA is a campesino community located in the jungle of Alta Verapaz 
at the shores of the Chixoy River. As we speak, the community is taking 
the lead in a regional opposition movement against the construction of the 
Xalalá Hydroelectric Dam that would displace thousands of people, mostly 
indigenous Q’eqchi’. Alta Verapaz has recently become one of the centres 
of land conflict in the face of natural resource extraction in indigenous 
territories. However, it is not the first time that these green hills have 
become the scenery of land grabbing and rural resistance. Alta Verapaz is 
one of the departments that suffered most from the massacres during 
Guatemala’s internal armed conflict (1960-1996). Hence, most regional 
Q’eqchi’ communities are composed of victim-survivors with a history of 
internal displacement.  

During initial fieldwork with the Q’eqchi’ in 2015, I heard stories 
about a community called ‘Copal AA La Esperanza’; that people there are 
‘different’ because they are ‘returnees’ [retornados]. Most Copaleros were not 

 
 
269 ‘Parece que Dios tenía sus razones para ponernos bajo este techo’. 
270 ‘Si quieres vivir aquí, hay que luchar.’ 
271 ‘Ya estamos en otra guerra’, ‘ya es tiempo para unir a la gente’, ‘reactivar nuestro compromiso 
social’ 
272 Corrugated iron roof plates 
273 ‘El evangelismo solo mira arriba, pero Jezús no solo vino para ganar almas, pero para curar la 
enfermedad de la pobreza’. 
274 ‘Igual como Ríos Montt en Guatemala’. In: ‘Conversation with Don Simón (Pseudonym), 
Copal AA La Esperanza, Fieldnotes, 25.05.2015’, n.d.  
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born in this region but originate from Mam and Q’anjobal communities 
in the Western Highlands. At the height of the internal armed conflict, 
they or their parents fled to Mexico and lived in UN refugee camps for 
more than 10 years. During the peace negotiations in 1993, they 
collectively returned and founded a new, multi-ethnic ‘return community’ 
in the micro-region of Nimlajacoc in the Alta Verapaz department. Two 
decades later, the returnees’ common future is endangered by the possible 
construction of the Xalalá Dam. Fearing new violence and displacement, 
the Copaleros resist the imposition of any megaproject in the region.   

The previous chapter took a bird’s-eye view from violent past to violent 
present on a national scale. This chapter zooms in on conflict and 
resistance in Alta Verapaz, but also on the returnees’ diverging paths. Its 
aim is to situate the returnees’ specific historical and political trajectories 
in a regional ‘post-conflict’ landscape and in relation to the regional 
defense of territory. In many ways, the returnees are indeed ‘different’ from 
their Q’eqchi’ neighbors. However, the challenges they face in the 
escalating fight for land and water are the same. 

Before exploring the collective production and mobilization of 
historical narratives in Copal AA in the next two chapters, it is necessary 
to understand the historical and relational context in and from which these 
narratives are being articulated. In this chapter, I will first zoom in on the 
particular history of the Alta Verapaz Department and the trajectories of 
violence and internal displacement of its rural Q’eqchi’ communities. 
Subsequently, I will focus on the diverging historical and political 
trajectories of the returnees from Copal AA La Esperanza, and how they 
eventually founded a ‘multi-ethnic’ and ‘pluricultural’ community amongst 
the Q’eqchi’ of Alta Verapaz. I will do so by highlighting different times, 
places and experiences defining the composition and differentiating 
characteristics of the Copaleros as a return community.275 In the final part, I 
present an overview of the regional fight for land and water and evaluate 
the returnees’ potential role in this complex ‘post-conflict’ landscape.  

 
 
 

  

 
 
275 The internal politics of Copal AA la Esperanza I reserve for the remaining two chapters. 
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Map. 1 Copal AA La Esperanza is situated in the Cobán Municipality 

of the Alta Verapaz Department. 

Source: author. 
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1. LAND OF WAR & PERMANENT DISPLACEMENT 

The department of Alta Verapaz has a population of around 1,2 million, 
on a total of 15,4 million Guatemalans. According to the latest census, 
89,7% of the people in Alta Verapaz identify as indigenous. The dominant 
Maya language  is Q’eqchi’. 276  Furthermore, the department is 
predominantly rural, with a vast majority (76,9%) of its people living in 
rural areas.277  In 2011, 78,2% of the departmental population lived in 
poverty, and 37,7% in extreme poverty.278 Copal AA is located in the West 
of Alta Verapaz, in the municipality of Cobán, bordering the El Quiché 
Department. The highland city of Cobán, with an estimated 259,997 
inhabitants, is the departmental capital (see map 1).279  

Regional expert and Belgian legal anthropologist Lieselotte Viaene 
argues that the Q’eqchi’ from Alta Verapaz live in ‘a state of permanent 
displacement’, an expression she borrowed from sociologist and legal 
scholar Boaventura de Sousa Santos. Viaene showed how the Q’eqchi’ 
have been recurrently displaced throughout history: during the colonial 
period, the liberal period, the internal armed conflict and, most recently, 
during neoliberal times.280 The root causes of the internal armed conflict, 
especially unequal land distribution, are particularly present in this 
department. However, as we will see in this chapter, the isolated Q’eqchi’ 

 
 
276  Ministerio de Educación - MINEDUC, ‘Dirección General de Educación Bilingüe 
Intercultural’, Mapa Lingüistico, 2009, 
https://www.mineduc.gob.gt/DIGEBI/mapaLinguistico.html. 
277  Rubén Narciso et al., ‘Caracterización Departamental Alta Verapaz 2013’ (Guatemala: 
Instituto Nacional de Estadistica - INE, diciembre 2014), 14. 
278 Guatemala’s National Institute for Statistics (INE) defines ‘extreme poverty’ as the level of 
poverty in which people are not able to cover the cost of minimum food consumption. INE 
estimates this minimum cost at 3,206 Quetzales per person per year, which equals 406 US Dollars 
or 366 Euros. ‘Poverty’ is defined as the level in which people are able to cover the cost of 
minimum food consumption, but not the additional minimum cost calculated for other basic 
needs and services. INE estimates this additional minimum coast at 6,574 per person per year, 
which equals 833 US Dollars or 750 Euros. In: Narciso et al., 25; Instituto Nacional de Estadística 
Guatemala - INE, ‘Cómo Estamos Viviendo? Encuesta Nacional de Condiciones de Vida. 
Principales Resultados 2006.’ (Guatemala, 2006), 
https://www.ine.gob.gt/sistema/uploads/2014/01/16/ToW94hMmUnfPw6hGAnGmb2AA7iG
w5R8a.pdf. 
279 Instituto Nacional de Estadística Guatemala - INE, ‘Monografía Cobán’ (Cobán, 2015), 1. 
280 Lieselotte Viaene, ‘La Hidroeléctrica Xalalá En Territorio Maya q’eqchi’ de Guatemala. ¿Qué 
Pasará Con Nuestra Tierra y Agua Sagradas? Un Análisis Antropológico-Jurídico de Los 
Derechos Humanos Amenazados.’ (Municipalidad de Herent / Centro de Derechos Humanos, 
Universidad de Gante, 2015), 76. 
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communities did not go through the same historical process of rural 
organization, religious consciousness-raising and political radicalization as 
other indigenous groups. 

1.1 Coffee & The Military 

Alta Verapaz used to be called Tezulutlán or ‘land of war’, because 
indigenous people here had long resisted the Spanish military conquest.281 
Colonial sources refer to the ‘obstinacy’ of the Q’eqchi’, who lived 
dispersed in the mountainous landscape and used its hills and slopes to 
escape from colonial violence and exploitation.282 Rural migration into the 
mountains became a systematic practice of resistance which the Q’eqchi’ 
fall back on up until the present day.283 However, in much the same way 
as the other indigenous regions, the Q’eqchi’ communities went through a 
process of evangelization which resulted in a religious ‘syncretism’; ‘a 
juxtaposition of elements of Maya and peasant spirituality with elements 
of popular catholic religion from the Iberian Peninsula.’284 

In the first centuries of the colonization, the Q’eqchi’ were able to 
protect parts of their isolated communal lands from the conquistadores. 
During the late 19th century, however, they were displaced and 
dispossessed on a massive scale as a result of Liberal land reforms. The 
Liberal governments implemented far-reaching land restructuring 
measures that turned  Alta Verapaz into Guatemala’s main coffee 
producer.285 While in the 1860’s the Q’eqchi’ still controlled most of the 
departmental lands, after the liberal revolution in 1871, no land was left 
without a private property title, and the landless Q’eqchi’ were forced into 
a semi-feudal and racist plantation system. These regional plantations 

 
 
281 Lieselotte Viaene, Voices from the Shadows: The Role of Cultural Contexts in Transitional Justice 
Processes : Maya Q’eqchi’perspectives from Post-Conflict Guatamala (Ghent: Ghent University, 
Department of Public Law, 2010), 52. 
282  Richard Wilson, Resurgimiento Maya En Guatemala: Experiencias Q’eqchi’es (Centro de 
investigaciones Regionales de Mesoamérica-CIRMA, 1999), 41. 
283 Viaene, ‘La Hidroeléctrica Xalalá En Territorio Maya q’eqchi’ de Guatemala. ¿Qué Pasará Con 
Nuestra Tierra y Agua Sagradas? Un Análisis Antropológico-Jurídico de Los Derechos Humanos 
Amenazados.’, 25. 
284  Alfonso Huet, Nos salvó la sagrada selva: la memoria de veinte comunidades Q’eqchi’es que 
sobrevivieron al genocidio (ADICI Wakliiqo, 2008), 15. 
285 Viaene, Voices from the Shadows, 53. 
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were dominated by German finqueros building ‘a coffee exporting 
imperium on Q’eqchi’ land and labor’.286  

During the reformist ‘Democratic Spring’ of Juan José Arévalo and 
Jacobo Arbenz (1944-1954), Alta Verapaz was among the regions with the 
highest number of expropriated and redistributed land surface.287 Hence, 
the 1954 ‘anti-communist’ coup and reversal of Arbenz’ agrarian reform 
had a particularly strong impact on the Q’eqchi'. Moreover, because of the 
exit of the German finqueros in 1944, the coup paved the way for the 
military to take control of the region. With the defeat of the Democratic 
Spring, high-ranking military officers grabbed all the land they could get 
from the newly expropriated campesinos.288  

In the 1960’s, this growing alliance between economic elites and the 
National Army region intensified through the creation of the Northern 
Transversal Strip (FTN), which included the larger upper part of Alta 
Verapaz. The FTN opened up the region for strategic exploitation of 
natural resources.289 With the subsequent discovery of large oil and nickel 
deposits, land grabbing and violence against the Q’eqchi’ increased 
further.290 In the late 1970s, the Alta Verapaz’ part of the Strip became 
known as ‘the zone of the generals’, because of the extreme concentration 
of land in the hands of a group of generals and businessmen closely linked 
to the dictatorship of General Romeo Lucas García.291  

In 1979, 1.5% of landowners controlled 73% of the department’s 
productive territory. On the other hand, 97.5% of all properties measured 
less than 20.5 hectares and covered only 25% of the department’s 

 
 
286  Richard Wilson, Resurgimiento Maya En Guatemala: Experiencias Q’eqchi’es (Centro de 
investigaciones Regionales de Mesoamérica-CIRMA, 1999), 42–43. 
287 Arturo Taracena Arriola, Etnicidad, estado y nación en Guatemala, 1944-1985, vol. II, Porqué 
estamos como estamos? (Antigua Guatemala: CIRMA, Centro de Investigaciones Regionales de 
Mesoamérica, 2004), 333–34. 
288 Stephen M. Streeter, Managing the Counterrevolution: The United States and Guatemala, 1954-
1961 (Ohio University Press, 2000), 58. 
289 Lieselotte Viaene, ‘La Hidroeléctrica Xalalá En Territorio Maya q’eqchi’ de Guatemala. ¿Qué 
Pasará Con Nuestra Tierra y Agua Sagradas? Un Análisis Antropológico-Jurídico de Los 
Derechos Humanos Amenazados.’ (Municipalidad de Herent / Centro de Derechos Humanos, 
Universidad de Gante, 2015), 26. 
290  Marlise Simons, ‘Guatemala: Peasant Massacre’, NACLA, 25 September 2007, 
https://nacla.org/article/guatemala-peasant-massacre. 
291 Lieselotte Viaene, ‘La Hidroeléctrica Xalalá En Territorio Maya q’eqchi’ de Guatemala. ¿Qué 
Pasará Con Nuestra Tierra y Agua Sagradas? Un Análisis Antropológico-Jurídico de Los 
Derechos Humanos Amenazados.’ (Municipalidad de Herent / Centro de Derechos Humanos, 
Universidad de Gante, 2015), 26. 
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productive area. Moreover, around 1983, an estimated 60% of 
departmental land was owned by the military.292 As such, the root causes 
of the internal armed conflict are particularly entrenched in Alta Verapaz. 
Together with El Quiché, Huehuetenango and Chimaltenango, the 
department suffered most from the mass murders during the conflict.293 
Moreover, the very first massacre was committed in Alta Verapaz. 

On May 29, 1978, hundreds of Q’eqchi’ marched to the plaza294 of 
Panzós, a riverside town in the fertile Polochic Valley in the East of Alta 
Verapaz. At the front of the demonstration was Mamá Maquín, a 
community leader and land rights advocate. 295 The campesinos wanted to 
petition their land rights with the mayor of Panzós and find out what had 
happened to three of their leaders who had been kidnapped a few weeks 
earlier.296 A group of local finqueros waited for the demonstrators at the 
plaza, supported by about one hundred soldiers. Survivors remember ‘the 
sudden and loud crack of machine gun fire’, slaughtering Mamá Maquín 
together with 34 other Q’eqchi’ men, women and children.297 According 
to Richard Wilson, the army had already been digging pits with excavating 
machines three days before the mass killing. 298  Panzós was the first 
massacre in what came to be known as La Violencia, the most violent years 
of the internal armed conflict.299 

1.2 ‘Bad Revolutionary Material’ 

From the 1970s onwards, the Marxist-Leninist Guerrilla Army of the Poor 
(EGP) moved its range of action to the Western Highlands, where the 
revolutionary project fell on fertile soil after decades of rural organization 
and indigenous struggle. However, contrary to other indigenous regions, 

 
 
292 Huet, Nos salvó la sagrada selva, 31. 
293 CEH, ‘Guatemala Memory of Silence - Report of the Commission for Historical Clarification, 
Conclusions and Recommendations’, 1999, 
https://www.aaas.org/sites/default/files/migrate/uploads/mos_en.pdf. 
294 A public square or open space usually located in the center of a town or village. 
295 Victoria Sanford, Buried Secrets: Truth and Human Rights in Guatemala (Palgrave Macmillan, 
2003), 56. 
296 Simons, ‘Guatemala: Peasant Massacre’. 
297 Sanford, Buried Secrets, 56. 
298 Wilson, Resurgimiento Maya En Guatemala, 164. 
299 Victoria Sanford, Buried Secrets: Truth and Human Rights in Guatemala (Palgrave Macmillan, 
2003), 82–83. 
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the EGP did not instantly connect with the Q’eqchi’, mainly because the 
isolated jungle region had little experience with political formation, rural 
organization or international development initiatives. In 1983, EGP 
leader Mario Payeras noted that the Q’eqchi’ were bad ‘revolutionary 
material’. He described them as ‘obstinate’ people who did not say much 
and were ‘indifferent’ to the revolutionary project.300 According to Wilson, 
during the 1970s, the guerrilla was indeed more successful in organizing 
the Mam, Ixil and K’iche’. Only after building sufficient political and 
logistical support in El Quiché, Huehuetenango and San Marcos could 
the EGP expand its activity into Alta Verapaz.301  

Hence, only from the early 1980s onwards did the revolutionaries get 
a foothold in the department, being present  in the south of Cobán and to 
the west in Chamá, Salacium, Chisec and the Polochic Valley.302 The 
EGP had a hard time mobilizing the Alta Verapaz communities because 
the department did not have the same historical legacy of political 
radicalization as El Quiche, Huehuetenango or San Marcos, where the 
rural indigenous population was more experienced in setting up trade 
unions, cooperatives, political parties or development initiatives. 303 
Moreover, international development organizations had always ignored 
Alta Verapaz in favor of more accessible territories. Furthermore, in 
contrast to indigenous communities in the Western Highlands, the 
Q’eqchi’ almost never travelled to the south coast for seasonal labor at the 
coastal plantations. They were much more controlled by the finca system 
and therefore remained highly isolated. Regional expert and theologian-
anthropologist Alfonso Huet explained how other indigenous groups 
experienced different socioeconomic, cultural and organizational realities 
due to internal labor migration. The Q’eqchi’, on the other hand, were far 
less conscious about their ethnicity and social class. The few who did have 

 
 
300 Mario Payeras, Days of the Jungle: The Testimony of a Guatemalan Guerrillero 1972-1976 (New 
York: Monthly Review, 1983), 39-40. Cited in: Richard Wilson, Resurgimiento Maya En 
Guatemala: Experiencias Q’eqchi’es (Centro de investigaciones Regionales de Mesoamérica-
CIRMA, 1999), 158. 
301 K. Deonandan and D. Close, From Revolutionary Movements to Political Parties: Cases from 
Latin America and Africa (Springer, 2007), 45. 
302 Lieselotte Viaene, Voices from the Shadows: The Role of Cultural Contexts in Transitional Justice 
Processes : Maya Q’eqchi’perspectives from Post-Conflict Guatamala (Ghent: Ghent University, 
Department of Public Law, 2010), 54. 
303 Lieselotte Viaene, Voices from the Shadows: The Role of Cultural Contexts in Transitional Justice 
Processes : Maya Q’eqchi’perspectives from Post-Conflict Guatamala (Ghent: Ghent University, 
Department of Public Law, 2010), 54. 
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the experience of working in the south coast ‘were the most awake, the 
most dynamic’ people in the rural Alta Verapaz communities.304 Finally, 
and related to their isolation, the Q’eqchi’ had a particularly strong 
community-centered identity which obstructed ‘the creation of broader 
membership bases’. 305 In sum, while the ranks of the guerrilla grew in El 
Quiché and in the Western Highlands, the EGP did not succeed in 
building a similar popular base with the Alta Verapaz communities. 

Mostly thanks to local catequistas inspired by liberation theology, the EGP 
eventually succeeded in establishing its presence in the region. In 1972, 
the Benedict religious order inaugurated a center in the city of Cobán and 
started the formation of Catholic lay leaders from regional communities. 
Next, in 1976, the Catholic Radio Tezulutlán went on air. Both initiatives 
sparked the religious and cultural renovation of pastoral work in the 
Verapaz Diocese by building on the nexus between Catholicism and 
indigenous culture. Training regional Q’eqchi’ staff and providing Q’eqchi’ 
Bible translations proved to be crucial for the eventual emergence of a rural 
catequist movement, and for the introduction of liberation theology in Alta 
Verapaz. 306 In small community chapels scattered throughout the jungle, 
catequistas gradually started raising the first ‘supracommunity’ 
consciousness among the Q’eqchi’ - ‘not only for belonging to the Church, 
but also as a social class’.307 

From the early 1980s onwards, this emerging rural network of 
Catholic lay leaders eventually granted the EGP access to local Q’eqchi’ 
communities. Catequistas played a decisive role, not only as community 
leaders but also by ‘translating the doctrine of the political revolution into 
local terms’. They were capable of reformulating the guerrilla’s class 
analysis into a ‘community ideology’. As Richard Wilson, ‘issues of social 
change were clearly analyzed from a religious point of view and the actions 
of people in the villages were better legitimated from the perspective of the 
prophet Isaiah than from Marx’.308 However, even at that time, there were 

 
 
304 Huet, Nos salvó la sagrada selva, 42. 
305  Richard Wilson, Resurgimiento Maya En Guatemala: Experiencias Q’eqchi’es (Centro de 
investigaciones Regionales de Mesoamérica-CIRMA, 1999), 159. 
306 Huet, Nos salvó la sagrada selva, 36. 
307  Alfonso Huet, Nos salvó la sagrada selva: la memoria de veinte comunidades Q’eqchi’es que 
sobrevivieron al genocidio (ADICI Wakliiqo, 2008), 38. 
308 Richard Wilson, Resurgimiento Maya En Guatemala: Experiencias Q’eqchi’es (Centro de 
investigaciones Regionales de Mesoamérica-CIRMA, 1999), 162. 
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still many regions in the department where the Catholic Church did not 
have any structural presence.  

Most Q’eqchi’ only came into contact with the guerrilla once they had fled 
for their lives into the mountain forest. Once there, various displaced 
groups constantly had to be on the move to escape persecution from the 
army and the locally recruited paramilitary Civil Defense Patrols (PACs). 
Some only survived several months, while others were up in the mountains 
for up to six years, staying there long after the EGP had withdrawn from 
Alta Verapaz in 1983. Viaene emphasized that these internally displaced 
populations (IDPs) did not really organize themselves collectively in the 
mountains or received much ideological and political training from the 
guerrilla forces. 309  As we will see, this was different from what other 
indigenous groups experienced in other parts of the country. 

The majority of the Q’eqchi’ who had fled to the mountains ended 
up in military camps and strategic model villages as early as 1982, after 
Ríos Montt offered general amnesty to IDPs who returned from the 
mountains and subjected themselves to military control and ideological ‘re-
education’. When in the late 1980’s the military camps closed, its 
inhabitants were relocated and reintegrated into the region, either by 
returning them to their old villages, integrating them in other settlements, 
or by constructing new ones. This (re-)integration process caused tension 
and deep mistrust between those ‘from the mountains’ – aj rub’el pim in 
Q’eqchi’, which also means ‘guerrilleros’ – and those who had never left 
their village – including PACs and military commissioners.310 Tension and 
mistrust prevail up to the present day, both among inhabitants of the same 
village and among different regional villages whose composition and 
history differ.   

Despite the guerrilla’s difficulties to establish popular bases with the 
Q’eqchi’, Alta Verapaz is one of the departments that suffered most from 
the massacres during Guatemala’s internal armed conflict. By 1981, 
selective repression against community leaders and catequistas turned into 
indiscriminate massacres and scorched earth campaigns against the rural 

 
 
309 Lieselotte Viaene, Voices from the Shadows: The Role of Cultural Contexts in Transitional Justice 
Processes : Maya Q’eqchi’perspectives from Post-Conflict Guatamala (Ghent: Ghent University, 
Department of Public Law, 2010), 54-55. 
310 Viaene, 169. 
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Q’eqchi’ population. In the entire department, a total of 61 massacres took 
place. 311  The army’s national counter-insurgency offensive destroyed 
between 90 and 100 Q’eqchi’ villages.312 The municipalities most affected 
by state violence were Cobán, Chisec and San Cristobal. This violence 
provoked massive internal displacement either into the mountains or into 
military-controlled bases and model villages.313  At the former Military 
Zone 21 in Cobán – a former detention and clandestine execution center 
– the Guatemalan Forensic Anthropology Foundation (FAFG) has unearthed 
some of the largest mass graves of the country, which provided  forensic 
evidence for the largest case of forced disappearance in Latin America until 
today (see chapter 2).314 In the Cobán municipality alone, 40 indigenous 
communities were burned to the ground. Most of these destroyed 
communities were located in the micro-region of Nimlajacoc, where Copal 
AA La Esperanza was later founded (see map 2).315  

 
 
311 The CEH registered 344 massacres in El Quiché. In: CEH, ‘Guatemala Memory of Silence - 
Report of the Commission for Historical Clarification, Conclusions and Recommendations’. 
312  Richard Wilson, Resurgimiento Maya En Guatemala: Experiencias Q’eqchi’es (Centro de 
investigaciones Regionales de Mesoamérica-CIRMA, 1999), 165. 
313 Wilson specifies that 80% of the people of El Quiché, Huehuetenango, Chimalteango and Alta 
Verapaz were displaced at some point. In: Richard Wilson, Resurgimiento Maya En Guatemala: 
Experiencias Q’eqchi’es (Centro de investigaciones Regionales de Mesoamérica-CIRMA, 1999), 
164-165. 
314 Jo-Marie Burt and Paulo Estrada, ‘Guatemala’s Congress Debates Amnesty Bill as Maya Achí 
Sexual Violence Case Suffers Delays’, International Justice Monitor, 20 February 2019, 
https://www.ijmonitor.org/2019/02/guatemalas-congress-debates-amnesty-bill-as-maya-achi-
sexual-violence-case-suffers-delays/. 
315 Huet, Nos salvó la sagrada selva, 343. 
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Map. 2 Copal AA La Esperanza is situated in the Nimlajacoc micro-region 

with most destroyed communities of the Cobán Municipality.  

Source: Alfonso Huet (2008) + marcations by author. 
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1.3 Post-Conflict Reconstruction & Memorialization 

While other parts of the country, such as the communities in the Quiché 
department, received strong national and international attention during 
and after the Peace Process, the Q’eqchi’ from Alta Verapaz remained 
largely under the radar. Viaene confirms that ‘social reconstruction in the 
region proceeded slowly, due to no aid from the government and little aid 
from national or international organisations’, a situation which largely 
prevails until today. In the immediate aftermath of the conflict, the 
Catholic Church played the most significant role in local social 
reconstruction through the Pastoral Social in Cobán. Moreover, in 1995, 
the Human Rights Office of the Catholic Archdiocese of Guatemala (ODHAG) 
set up a regional office in Cobán and trained more than 40 local 
investigators for its Recovery of Historical Memory (REMHI) project.316  

Already in 1994, a first grassroots initiative arose in the Nimlajacoc 
micro-region to come to terms with its specific history of political violence 
and advance local reconciliation. A few Q’eqchi’ elders from the village of 
Saha’kok started visiting neighboring communities in order to collect 
testimonies and list the names of those who had died and disappeared. 
They were supported by a Belgian Catholic cooperant, Bernard Dumoulin, 
who had been living in the region since 1988. The initiative of the elders 
eventually culminated into the inauguration of a memorial on the hill of 
El Filo in 1995, located next to the contemporary Nimlajacoc regional 
center (see below). 317  The monument consists of a huge white cross, 
accompanied by two marble plaques engraved with the names of more than 
900 victims from 28 different communities that lay to rest across the green 
hills of the Alta Verapaz region (see fig. 1). 318  

The monument is the remarkable result of a locally driven process 
and commemorates a mix of displaced people and PACs. Ever since its 
inauguration, regional communities remember their lost relatives several 
times per year during a Mayan offering-sacrifice ceremony (mayejak) and 
through community celebration next to the cross. However, Viaene points 
out that, participation in these ceremonies has recently declined because 

 
 
316 Viaene, Voices from the Shadows, 166–67. 
317 Viaene, 168–72. 
318 Sieder, 186. 



III ‘RETURN IS STRUGGLE, NOT RESIGNATION’ 

  111 

of the proliferation of the Evangelic Churches in the region. 319 Moreover, 
new post-conflict generations which are less focused on the preservation 
of historical memory are now starting to assume regional leadership 
positions, which leads to a further decline in participation in these 
commemorative activities. 

In Chapter 2, I have already emphasized that Guatemala is especially 
known for its many bottom-up and grass roots politics of memory and 
unofficial justice initiatives in response to limited state efforts. Rachel 
Sieder argues that these grassroots memory politics played a central role in 
‘the search for new collective identities in the postwar dispensation’ and in 
the formation of ‘new transregional communities of survivors’.320 As we 
have seen, among the Q’eqchi’,  the formation of a rural network of 
catequistas in the 1970s raised the first ‘supracommunity’ consciousness on 
a departmental level. As for the Nimlajacoc micro-region, the building of 
the Saha’kok monument certainly contributed to the formation of a 
regional Q’eqchi’ network and identity. From 2001 to 2009, an in-depth 
research project was carried out by the Belgian cooperant and theologian-
anthropologist Alfonso Huet, who was working in the region for the 
Catholic Church since 1980. Huet collected the memories of violence and 
resistance of twenty regional Q’eqchi’ communities in his study named 
‘The Sacred Mountain Saved Us’ which, importantly, was originally 
published in Q’eqchi’ and then translated into Spanish.321 The publication 
of Huet’s book triggered the foundation (in 2007) of the Resistance 
Committee of Q’eqchi’ Survivors (CORESQ) by members of the 
participating communities from the Cobán municipality with a focus on 
the regional dissemination of historical memory.322  

Up to the present day, Belgian presence in the region continues to 
play a significant role in supracommunity Q’eqchi’ organization and 
identity. Since 2013, the Belgian community of Herent has been officially 
partnered with the micro-region of Nimlajacoc. The former Belgian 
Catholic cooperant Bernard Dumoulin (see above) has been the driving 
force behind this partnership ever since he moved back to Belgium. 

 
 
319 Lieselotte Viaene, Voices from the Shadows: The Role of Cultural Contexts in Transitional Justice 
Processes : Maya Q’eqchi’perspectives from Post-Conflict Guatamala (Ghent: Ghent University, 
Department of Public Law, 2010), 171-172. 
320 Sieder, 186-187. 
321 Huet, Nos salvó la sagrada selva. 
322 Viaene, Voices from the Shadows, 175. 
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Together with regional Q’eqchi’ community leaders, the Council for 
Development Cooperation of Herent focuses on strengthening regional 
organization and governance, political formation, and sustainable 
economic initiatives.323  

Among the spearheads of this partnership was the construction of a 
regional center and Q’eqchi’ radio station in the community of Nimlajacoc. 
Nimlajacoc is the main community of the corresponding micro-region; it 
is the place from where neighboring Q’eqchi’ communities participate in 
the regional indigenous council and the seat of Radio Nimlajacoc. The 
Peace Agreements promised frequencies to community radio stations, but 
Radio Nimlajacoc still has not been able to obtain a legal frequency from 
the Guatemalan State. 324  Moreover, the Cobán municipality has been 
neglecting the rural area for years now. With international support, the 
Nimlajacoc regional council and radio station are now trying to organize 
all 44 neighboring communities into an autonomous and independent 
region.325  

On a departmental level, Q’eqchi’ victim-survivors have been organizing 
themselves in the Network of Survivors of the Internal Armed Conflict of Alta 
Verapaz (COSAI) and the Network of Victims of Alta Verapaz (CODEVI). 
These networks are most active in the municipalities of Cobán and Chisec 
respectively, and generally focus on historical memory, reparations and 
justice seeking.326 The start of exhumations at the former Military Zone 
21 in Cobán from 2012 onwards introduced a new organizational dynamic 
in those parts of the region closest to the departmental capital. Recently, 
the ‘discovery’ of some of the country’s largest mass graves has succeeded 
in bringing national and international attention to Alta Verapaz after all. 
However, the presence of some of the main urban victim-survivor 

 
 
323 Bernard Dumoulin and Thomas Peeters, ‘Herent – Nimlaha’kok / Nimlasachal 2014 – 2016 : 
Een Nieuw Hoofdstuk in de Stedenband’ (Herent: Noord-Zuiddienst Gemeente Herent, 2014), 
13–16, 
https://www.herent.be/file/download/524/9B46B17AD22E08FB3445D5A8261CCDE6. 
324  Avexnim Cojti, ‘Organized by Indigenous Values: Radio Nimlajacoc’, 2016, 
https://www.culturalsurvival.org/news/organized-indigenous-values-radio-nimlajacoc. 
325 Inge Hatse, ‘Beknopte Beschrijving van de Politieke, Sociale En Economische Context van de 
Herentse Partnerregio’s Nimlaha’kok En Nimlasachal’ (Gemeentelijke Raad voor 
Ontwikkelingssamenwerking (GROSH), s.d.), 
https://www.herent.be/file/download/521/C920721FFB838573097EAA18E6052652. 
326 ‘Conversation with Alfonso Huet, Pambach, Audio Recording, 15 April’, 2016. 
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organizations327 and an array of national and international NGOs328 is 
specifically related to the search for the disappeared in the immediate 
surroundings of Cobán. During my fieldwork between 2015 and 2018 I 
generally concluded that the arrival of these actors did not fundamentally 
change the historical isolation and structural socio-economic and cultural 
violence that most of the Q’eqchi’ from Alta Verapaz still face on a daily 
basis.329  

Departmental continuity between past and present further takes 
shape in enduring land inequality and conflict. Ten years after the signing 
of the Firm and Lasting Peace in 1996, the green hills of Alta Verapaz 
once again became a scene of land grabbing, forced displacement and rural 
resistance. In the third part of this chapter, I will explain how Tezulutlán 
– ‘Land of War’ and ‘Zone of the Generals’ – has recently become one of 
the centers of land conflict in the face of the extraction of natural resources 
in indigenous territories. However, before focusing on the defense of 
territory in Alta Verapaz, I first want to unravel the atypical historical and 
political trajectories of the inhabitants of one regional community in 
particular: Copal AA La Esperanza. 

 
 

  

 
 
327 Such as Families of the Detained-Disppeared of Guatemala (FAMDEGUA). 
328 Such as Families of the Detained-Disppeared of Guatemala (FAMDEGUA). 
329  General conclusion based on 9 months of ethnographic fieldwork with victim-survivor 
communities in Alta Verapaz between 2015-2018. 
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Fig. 1 Commemoration ceremony at the monument in Saha’kok during fieldwork in 

2014. Source: Bram Paulussen 
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2. DIVERGING TRAJECTORIES: COPAL AA LA ESPERANZA 

As said, during initial fieldwork with the Q’eqchi’, I heard stories about 
‘the returnees’ from a community called ‘Copal AA La Esperanza’. Back 
then, I was already familiar with the Q’eqchi’ and their micro-regional 
history of internal displacement. However, I had little knowledge about 
the thousands of refugees who had gone into exile to Mexico. In fact, I did 
not really know what a ‘returnee’ was, why the Q’eqchi’ thought of the 
Copaleros as ‘different’, and how the returnees’ historical and political 
trajectories deviated from their Q’eqchi’ neighbors. 

On 12 January 1996, 86 Guatemalan families returned from 
Mexican refugee camps and founded the ‘return community’ of Copal AA 
La Esperanza in the isolated Alta Verapaz jungle.330 The new community 
consisted of three different ethnic groups: Mam, Q’anjobal and Q’eqchi’. 
Most families did not originate from Alta Verapaz, but from the Western 
Highlands. Yet, a closer look at people’s migration background reveals that 
most had already left their regions of origin in the 1960s and 70s. In search 
of land, they pioneered the colonization of largely uninhabited rainforest 
in the Ixcán region in the north of El Quiché where, years later, the largest 
number of massacres of the entire country took place during the internal 
armed conflict. 

Copal AA’s founding families can be roughly divided into three 
different groups based on their ethnicity, region of origin and trajectory of 
migration (see map 3): 
  

 
 
330 Instituto Básico Nuevo Amanecer (IBNA), ‘Planificación Estratégica 2009-2016. Resumen 
Histórico, Contexto Geográfico y Social Del Centro de Formación Integral Instituto Básico 
Nuevo Amanecer - IBNA’ (IBNA, 2009), 1, Personal archive of the author. 
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1. Western Highlands à Ixcán à México  
The largest group of founding families originate from various rural 
communities in the Western Highlands, mostly from the 
department of Huehuetenango. Most speak Mam as their mother 
tongue, but there are also Q’anjobal speakers. This group of 
founding families resettled in the Ixcán region in the 1960s and 
70s. At the beginning of the military counterinsurgency offensive 
in the early 1980s, they fled to Mexican refugee camps across the 
Ixcán border.  

2. Western Highlands à México  
A smaller group of founding families originate from the same rural 
areas in the Western Highlands as group 1. Hence, they also speak 
either Mam or Q’anjobal as their mother tongue. However, these 
families only left their region of origin in the early 1980s, when 
they fled north into Mexican refugee camps across the 
Huehuetenango border. Group 1 and 2 are interconnected through 
family relationships and places of origin. 

3. Alta Verapaz/El Quiché à Ixcán à México  
The smallest group of founding families originates from rural 
communities in Alta Verapaz or El Quiché. They speak Q’eqchi’ 
as their mother tongue. They colonized Ixcán in the 1960s and 70s 
and fled into Mexican refugee camps across the Ixcán border in the 
early 1980s. Group 1 and 3 thus share the experience of migrating 
to Ixcán before going into exile.331 

 
  

 
 
331  Classification based on 28 formal individual and collective interviews, numerous informal 
conversations with different Copaleros and the collection of written documents and audio-visual 
materials during 9 months of ethnographic fieldwork between 2015-2018. This classification is 
confirmed by the German anthropologist Frank Garbers who conducted 18 months of empirical 
research in Guatemala between 1996-1997. A lot has been published on the Guatemalan refugees 
in general (see below), but as far as I know, Garbers wrote the only in-depth ethnography of Copal 
AA La Esperanza which he published in 2002. See: Frank Garbers, Geschichte, Identität und 
Gemeinschaft im Rückkehrprozeß guatemaltekischer Kriegsflüchtlinge (LIT Verlag Münster, 2002), 
178-181. 
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Map. 3 Migration trajectories of Copal AA’s founding families before the foundation 

of the return community in 1996. 

Source: Author 
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2.1 Survival & Resistance at the Coastal Plantations 

The overall majority of Copal AA’s founding families come from 
Highland communities in Huehuetenango. Like other indigenous groups, 
the Mam and Q’anjobal from the rural Highlands suffered from 
exploitation and discrimination through the finca system from 1871 
onwards. However, they differed from the Q’eqchi’ of Alta Verapaz in that 
many highland campesinos also migrated to the Pacific South Coast to work 
on seasonal crops of coffee, sugarcane and corn. Timothy Steigenga and 
Sandra Lazo de la Vega wrote that, although the highlanders were forced 
into coastal labor during the colonial period, ‘the system of seasonal 
migration to the coast became a standard survival strategy for highland 
farmers facing a shortage of land and poor crops’.332  

Experiences of seasonal migration are a first characteristic element 
of the Copaleros. Contrary to the isolated Q’eqchi’, campesinos from the 
Highland communities became familiar with a variety of socioeconomic, 
cultural and organizational realities, which made them more conscious 
about their own ethnicity and social class. 333  Guatemalan Jesuit and 
Anthropologist Ricardo Falla writes that at the coastal plantations, 
‘experiences of exploitation and discrimination went hand in hand (…) 
with learning new ways to defend oneself, with the practice of the Spanish 
language, with knowledge of the oppressive system and its weaknesses and 
with a growing consciousness of one’s own dignity’. Strategies of survival 
and resistance varied from sabotaging plantation infrastructure and 
moving away to other plantations with better wages, to claiming fair 
payments by forming groups. Some plantation workers even found their 
way to the capital and were able to connect with local campesino leagues 
and unions. Falla emphasizes that not all highlanders went through the 
same forms of exploitation and discrimination or acted against the 
agroexport system in the same way. Together, however, these experiences 
formed a ‘collective treasure’, which a few thousand campesinos eventually 
took with them from the Highlands to Ixcán.334 
  

 
 
332 Timothy J. Steigenga and Sandra Lazo de la Vega, ‘Guatemalan Immigrants’, in Multicultural 
America: An Encyclopedia of the Newest Americans, ed. Ronald H. Bayor (ABC-CLIO, 2011), 802. 
333 Huet, Nos salvó la sagrada selva, 42. 
334 Ricardo Falla, Ixcán. El campesino indígena se levanta. Guatemala 1966-1982, 1st edition, vol. 3, 
Al atardecer de la vida... Escritos de Ricardo Falla, sj (Guatemala: Avancso, 2015), 32. 
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Map. 4 Areas of agricultural colonization in Ixcán before 1982. Project Ixcán 

Grande was enclosed between the Ixcán River and the Xalbal River 

belonging partly to El Quiché and partly to Huehuetenango. 

Source: Denise Dousant-Rosenfeld  
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Map. 5 Migration flows to and from Ixcán Grande. 
Source: Denise Dousant 
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2.2 Cooperative & Religious Organization in Ixcán 

The Ixcán region covers most of the upper north of the El Quiché 
Department, but also the northeastern corner of Huehuetenango. It 
directly borders the Mexican State of Chiapas (see map 3). Up until 1966, 
the jungle region was almost entirely uninhabited and very difficult to 
access. Ixcán is enclosed by the Cuchmatanes and Chamá mountains in 
the south, demarcated from the west by the Ixcán River, and from the east 
by the Chixoy River (see map 4 and 5). Together with the Xalbal River, 
these big waters flow in from the southern mountains and dramatically 
throw themselves into the lowland jungle, descending from 3000 to 300 
meters above sea level. 335  

In the 1960s, Guatemala’s National Institute for Agrarian 
Transformation (INTA) declared Ixcán an ‘agrarian development zone’ as 
part of the Northern Transversal Strip (FTN) (see above). The FTN Ixcán 
sector was divided into four areas of agricultural colonization: ‘Project 
Ixcán Grande’, led by the Catholic Church, ‘Project Ixcán Chiquito’ or 
‘Zona Reina’, led by autonomous colonizers, and ‘Project AID-520’, led 
by the US International Development Agency (AID) (see map 4).336 We 
will focus on Project Ixcán Grande since this is the area were most of the 
Copaleros resettled.  

Ixcán Grande is enclosed between the Ixcán River and the Xalbal River. It 
belongs partly to El Quiché and partly to Huehuetenango. In 1966, INTA 
entrusted the colonization and ‘development’ of the uninhabited jungle 
area to priests from the North American Catholic Maryknoll order, with 
the help from the Diocese of Huehuetenango.337 In search of land and a 
better future, 1500 mostly indigenous families from the Western 
Highlands decided to participate in the open Maryknoll project; they left 
their communities of origin, received 17 hectares per family, and united in 
the Ixcán Grande cooperative. The most important population areas of the 
project symbolically called Los Ángeles (The Angels), Cuarto Pueblo (Fourth 

 
 
335 Falla, 3:21. 
336 Denise Douzant-Rosenfeld, ‘Dinámica Del Espacio Fronterizo En El Norte de Guatemala: El 
Frente Pionero de Ixcán Entre 1966 y 1996’, in Las Fronteras Del Istmo : Fronteras y Sociedades 
Entre El Sur de Mexico y America Central, ed. Philippe Bovin, Geografía, Sociología y Ciencias 
Políticas (Mexico: Centro de estudios mexicanos y centroamericanos, 2013), paras 12–15, 
http://books.openedition.org/cemca/692. 
337 Falla, Ixcán. El campesino indígena se levanta., 3:24. 
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Town), La Resurrección (Resurrection) or Pueblo Nuevo (New Town), 
Mayalán (Maya land) and Xalbal (see map 5). In 1970, through mediation 
by the church, the colonizers obtained collective land titles.338  

By 1982, Ixcán Grande reached 20,000 inhabitants. Ricardo Falla 
estimates that 42% of the first colonizers in the entire Ixcán region were 
previously landless while 46% were poor and owned between 0 and 1.7 
hectares. 339  Moreover, 91% of the migrants that came to Ixcán were 
indigenous, and a majority (62%) spoke Mam as its native tongue. 
However, there was also a 23% Q’anjobal presence, 6% Chuj and 9% 
Spanish. A final important observation is that, by 1969, 99% of the Ixcán 
inhabitants originated from the department of Huehuetenango. The 
majority came from the municipalities of Todos Santos, San Idelfonso 
Ixtahuacán, Chiantla and later also from Barillas.340  

This newly composed concentration of mostly landless, poor and 
indigenous campesinos signified two important shifts for most Ixcán 
settlers. First of all, the region turned into an interethnic mosaic where 
different indigenous groups were living in a place that was governed as a 
single area. However, at the same time, people’s identification with their 
region of origin remained very strong. Secondly, indigenous campesinos 
who used to be dominated by a ladino class of latifundistas, now suddenly 
became equal members of a cooperative. 341  Finally, the overwhelming 
majority of poor, indigenous immigrants from the highlands of 
Huehuetenango resulted in the injection of a ‘collective treasure’ of survival 
and resistance mechanisms and experiences from Coastal migration into 
the cooperative (see above).342 

Falla writes that,  apart from an initial focus on land and material 
development, the missionaries became increasingly concerned with the 

 
 
338 Douzant-Rosenfeld, ‘Dinámica Del Espacio Fronterizo En El Norte de Guatemala’, paras 12–
13. 
339 A minority of 12% belonged to middle- and high-class families who already owned over 1.8 
hectares. 
340  Ricardo Falla, Ixcán. El campesino indígena se levanta. Guatemala 1966-1982, 1st edition 
(Guatemala: Avancso, 2015), 28-29. 
341 Falla, 3:28–29. 
342 It is also significant to mention that 46% of the men in Ixcán older than 15 could read and 
write – compared to 16% of the women – and 16% had more than four years of education – 
compared to only 4% of the women. The leaders of the cooperative emerged from these two 
groups and were mostly men.  Ricardo Falla, Ixcán. El campesino indígena se levanta. Guatemala 
1966-1982, 1st edition (Guatemala: Avancso, 2015), 32.  
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liberation of the campesino population from economic exploitation and 
political oppression – especially of the indigenous campesinos.343 In the 
Ixcán Grande Cooperative, the colonizers did not only become familiar 
with new modes of organization and production, but also with the Church 
of the Poor. The foreign Maryknoll priests did not only organize the 
campesinos to petition their land rights, but also introduced the colonizers 
to a new religious and economic ethics of ‘equality, justice and 
development’.344 While the Church of the Poor only became significant in 
neighboring Alta Verapaz from 1975 onwards through the emergence of 
a rural catequist movement, Ixcán became a hotbed of liberation theology 
as early as the late 1960s.345 In addition to seasonal migration to the South 
Coast, the colonization of Ixcán and experiences of cooperative and 
religious organization and consciousness-raising form a second element 
differentiating the Copaleros from neighboring Q’eqchi’ communities in 
Alta Verapaz. 

2.3 Political Radicalization & Revolutionary Struggle 

The settlers’ relative prosperity was short-lived, as the emerging 
Guatemalan Army of the Poor (EGP) chose Ixcán as its main zone of 
operation in the early 1970s, which led to the growing militarization of the 
area towards the 1980s.346 The EGP designated the tropical lowlands as a 
first strategic hideout to start organizing popular support bases. The main 
reasons were the region’s direct access to the Mexican jungle of Chiapas, 
its geographically hidden and enclosed location, and, not in the least, its 
already organized and conscious campesino population.347 Moreover, the 

 
 
343 Falla, 3:168. 
344 Kristi Anne Stolen, ‘The Reconstruction of Community and Identity among Guatemalan 
Refugees’, European Review of Latin American and Carribean Studies 77 (2004): 4. 
345 Moreover, many highlanders already picked up some of these ideas before they migrated to 
Ixcán through liberational formation centers in Huehuetenango or because they organized 
themselves through Acción Católica (AC), an organization of catequistas promoting social justice. 
For more information on the religous dynamics in the Ixcán Grande Cooperative, see chapter 4 
in: Falla, Ixcán. El campesino indígena se levanta. 
346 Brian Egan, ‘“Somos de La Tierra”: Land and the Guatemalan Refugee Return’, in Journeys of 
Fear: Refugee Return and National Transformation in Guatemala, ed. Liisa North and Alan B. 
Simmons (McGill-Queen’s Press - MQUP, 1999), 97–98. 
347 Denise Douzant-Rosenfeld, ‘Dinámica Del Espacio Fronterizo En El Norte de Guatemala: El 
Frente Pionero de Ixcán Entre 1966 y 1996’, in Las Fronteras Del Istmo : Fronteras y Sociedades 
Entre El Sur de Mexico y America Central, ed. Philippe Bovin, Geografía, Sociología y Ciencias 
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ethnic mosaic of Ixcán facilitated the creation of broader membership 
bases, as opposed to the strong community-centered identity of the 
Q’eqchi’ from Alta Verapaz.348  

Initial EGP presence in a few Ixcán communities triggered a first 
wave of selective state violence against the Catholic Church and 
cooperative leaders.349 In the Diocese of El Quiché, 143 catequistas were 
kidnapped and killed in a single year, between 1976 and 1977.350 However, 
by 1980, the EGP had still not found broad support with the settlers; 
people first tried to adjust differently to a situation they deemed only 
temporary, but also feared military retaliation.351 Moreover, as the guerrilla 
organization amplified, pre-existing tensions between Mayan Catholics 
and Evangelists, but also among the catholic majority itself, resulted in a 
divided loyalty towards, and support for, the revolutionaries.352  

However, in 1979, the Sandinista victory in Nicaragua gave the 
Guatemalan revolutionaries a popular boost.353  Still, it was only when 
military repression escalated and the first massacres started taking place in 
the early 1980s, that the EGP gained widespread popular support among 
the Ixcán communities. 354  Despite earlier internal divisionism, the 
cooperative organization proved to be a favorable resort to get the 
clandestine organization of the Ixcán campesinos going, but also to mediate 
religious motivations in favor of the guerrilla. 355  Richard Wilson 
emphasizes that it was not the growing political consciousness and 
organization of the campesinos, but rather the violent repression of these 

 
 
Políticas (Mexico: Centro de estudios mexicanos y centroamericanos, 2013), para. 4, 
http://books.openedition.org/cemca/692. 
348  Richard Wilson, Resurgimiento Maya En Guatemala: Experiencias Q’eqchi’es (Centro de 
investigaciones Regionales de Mesoamérica-CIRMA, 1999), 159. 
349 Falla, Ixcán. El campesino indígena se levanta., 3:281–82. 
350 Virginia Garrard-Burnett, Terror in the Land of the Holy Spirit: Guatemala Under General Efrain 
Rios Montt 1982-1983 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 126. 
351 Kristi Anne Stølen, ‘Place and Identity among Guatemalan Returnees’, Forum for Development 
Studies 36, no. 1 (1 January 2009): 80–81. 
352 I use the term ‘catholic’ here as the outcome of a historical process of religious syncretism since 
the Spanish colonization (see above) Falla, Ixcán. El campesino indígena se levanta., 3:206. 
353 Falla, 3:535–36. 
354 Ricardo Falla, Ixcán. El campesino indígena se levanta. Guatemala 1966-1982, 1st edition, vol. 3, 
Al atardecer de la vida... Escritos de Ricardo Falla, sj (Guatemala: Avancso, 2015), 195. 
355  There was internal divisionism in the Ixcán Cooperative between Mayan Catholics and 
Evangelists but also between members of the cooperative with different ideas about the project’s 
cooperative model. In: Ricardo Falla, Ixcán. El campesino indígena se levanta. Guatemala 1966-
1982, 1st edition, vol. 3, Al atardecer de la vida... Escritos de Ricardo Falla, sj (Guatemala: 
Avancso, 2015), 547-48. 
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forms of organization and their leaders that cultivated rural support to the 
insurgency.356 On the other hand, Guatemalan sociologist Sergio Palencia 
insists that the State’s counterinsurgency campaign should not be 
understood as being directed solely against a growing revolutionary 
movement, but rather as a panic reaction of the finca elite state against the 
potential and actual ‘confluence of indigenous rebelliousness and 
guerrillas’, which threatened the further expansion of plantation 
production and military governments. Palencia argues against the 
interpretation of the State’s counterinsurgency campaign as ‘a dichotomy 
of war between guerrilla and a national army’ but also against a generalized 
framing of the indigenous population as being trapped ‘between two fires’. 
Instead, he sees the military repression ‘as a process traced in the 
historically violent relationship between State and communities’.357 

The military responded to the growing presence of the EGP with an 
unprecedented rural counterinsurgency campaign which hit the tropical 
lowlands from February 1982 onwards. From East to West, the Ixcán 
offensive took off with the intention of annihilating the indigenous 
population358: soldiers burned communities to the ground, slaughtered 

 
 
356  Richard Wilson, Resurgimiento Maya En Guatemala: Experiencias Q’eqchi’es (Centro de 
investigaciones Regionales de Mesoamérica-CIRMA, 1999), 159. 
357 Sergio Guillermo Palencia-Frener, ‘Rebelión Social y Contrainsurgencia En Guatemala, 1981-
1983: Conformación Estatal y Potencialidad Revolucionaria’, LiminaR 12, no. 1 (June 2014): 161 
+ 174. 
358 Guatemala and genocide expert Victoria Sanford concludes that both during the last twelve 
months of General Lucas García’s regime (March 1981-1982) and during the first twelve months 
of General Ríos Montt’s regime (March 1982-1982) ‘massacres were a systematic and strategic 
campaign of the army as an institution’. She continues that Ríos Montt further systematized the 
campaign of massacres begun by Lucas García. In the Ixil and Ixcán areas in the North of El 
Quiché, according to the CEH, the army carried out a total of 77 massacres with a total of 3,102 
victims. While Lucas García is responsible for 45 massacres (1,678 victims), Ríos Montt is held 
accountable for 32 (1,424 victims). However, the number of victims per massacre increased by 
18% during the regime of Ríos Montt from an average of 37 to 45. Sanford explains that this 
increase is due to ‘the systematic inclusion of women, children, and elderly in the slaughter’. She 
claims that this increase indicates ‘a more systematic genocidal policy which sought “efficiency” in 
killing ever larger numbers of people in each massacre’. Moreover, Sanford highlights that 
‘genocide is a gendered atrocity’. The destruction of an entire cultural group does not only entail 
attacking its material culture, but also its reproductive capacity. Women and children are therefore 
‘prime genocidal targets’. In the region of Rabinal in El Quiché, for example, in 1981, 14 per cent 
of the massacre victims was female compared to 42 per cent by 1982. Stanford notes that increased 
efficiency of the army’s strategy to target the indigenous population was not ‘the coincidental 
outcome of rogue commanders in the field’. It was the calculated result of the army’s 
implementation of the infamous ‘Victory Campaign Plan 82’. Declassified military documents 
from Plan Victoria reveal the Guatemalan army’s intention to ‘eliminate’, ‘annihilate’, and 
‘exterminate’ the ‘enemy’. In: Victoria Sanford, ‘Violence and Genocide in Guatemala’, Genocide 
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villagers, raped women, destroyed crops and killed livestock.359 Between 
March 14 and 23, 1982, soldiers attacked Cuarto Pueblo and massacred 
350 people; one of the largest and most devastating massacres of the 
internal armed conflict in Guatemala. Massacre survivors fled North across 
the nearby border into the Mexican jungle.360 

Between February and October 1982, the army gradually established 
a permanent presence in Ixcán by installing model villages, PACs and 
military camps. 361 Meanwhile, mass violence and repression resulted in 
broad rural support for the EGP, as the Ixcán communities increasingly 
turned to the revolutionaries to orient their self-defense system, such as 
installing guard posts, developing a communication system and planning 
evacuation strategies. 362  Guerrilla warfare largely came to focus on 
defending the civil population, while the self-defense mechanisms of the 
civil population turned into guerrilla tactics as people learned how to 
increase their mobility, set up traps and provisional camps, and  reorganize 
their lives under a permanent military threat.363 Apart from those who 
actually decided to join the guerrilla as permanent combatants364, Ricardo 
Falla distinguishes three different levels of civil participation in the 
revolutionary movement: a) members of the community’s proper Local 
Irregular Forces (FIL), who occasionally participated in EGP squads, b) 
clandestine members, who were integrated in the cooperative centers and 
villages, c) and ‘organized’ campesinos, who collaborated with the EGP in 

 
 
Studies Program Yale University, s.d., https://gsp.yale.edu/case-studies/guatemala/violence-and-
genocide-guatemala. 
359 The army first swept the northern Quiché area from the Chixoy River until the Xalbal River 
and then headed for the Ixcán Grande communities. In: Douzant-Rosenfeld, ‘Dinámica Del 
Espacio Fronterizo En El Norte de Guatemala’, para. 21. 
360 A few days later, a delegation of survivors returned to Cuarto Pueblo to burry what was left of 
the dead with smoke still rising from the houses turned into ashes. Survivors, interviewed in a 
Mexican refugee camp by Ricardo Falla in 1983, recall a trail of bones and piles of burned corpses, 
dismembered or half-eaten by wild animals. In: Ricardo Falla, Ixcán, masacres y sobrevivencia, 
Guatemala 1982, 1st edition, vol. 4, Al atardecer de la vida... Escritos de Ricardo Falla, sj 
(AVANCSO, 2016), 95 + 182. 
361 Ricardo Falla, Ixcán, masacres y sobrevivencia, Guatemala 1982, 1st edition, vol. 4, Al atardecer 
de la vida... Escritos de Ricardo Falla, sj (AVANCSO, 2016), 612. 
362 In general, those communities who organized their self-defense and trusted in the EGP-
orientation escaped better from the massacres than those who did not or those who were internally 
divided. In: Ricardo Falla, Ixcán, masacres y sobrevivencia, Guatemala 1982, 1st edition, vol. 4, Al 
atardecer de la vida... Escritos de Ricardo Falla, sj (AVANCSO, 2016), 651 + 655. 
363 Ricardo Falla, Ixcán, masacres y sobrevivencia, Guatemala 1982, 1st edition, vol. 4, Al atardecer 
de la vida... Escritos de Ricardo Falla, sj (AVANCSO, 2016), 652. 
364 In March 1982, a peleton of 25 permanent combatants was operational in the entire zone of 
Ixcán, divided into three squads. 
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a variety of ways, from fabricating traps to preparing food for the 
combatants.365 

From October 1982 onwards; we can identify a shift from ‘open’ to 
‘clandestine’ population in Ixcán, when tens of thousands of survivors 
decided to organize themselves in the Communities of Population in 
Resistance (CPR), rather than flee to Mexico.366 The CPR was a network 
of camps hidden in the jungle of Ixcán, each consisting of about 25 families 
who had fled from different cooperative communities.367 The CPR was 
democratic, self-governing, and insisted on its non-combatant status as 
civilians living in conflict areas.368 Despite their civilian status, the CPR 
did maintain a relation of mutual benefit with the EGP. The CEH 
concluded that 

the guerrilla acted as a guide in times of flight, guided self-defense, 
at certain times it supplied the villages and did organizational and 
recruitment work within those communities. Part of the displaced 
people were involved in the guerrilla’s political-organizational 
structures even if they were not regular combatants. The 
communities nevertheless maintained autonomous organizational 
processes, and despite the geographical proximity of the guerrilla 
camps and the CPR settlements, they were clearly separated.369 

The CPR refused to participate in the PACs or contribute to the army’s 
counterinsurgency plan. But even though their resistance was not armed, 
they still posed a threat to the army’s attempt to control the rural 
population.370 Hence, the CPR became a military target of high priority 
and suffered relentless persecution for more than 10 years.371 The CPR 
was further defined by its collective mode of production and its strong 
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capacity for collective action. 372  Furthermore, and rooted in people’s 
experiences of violence and displacement, the Church of the Poor 
flourished in these clandestine camps like never before. 373  The CPR 
remained hidden as clandestine population until 1991, when they 
published a public communiqué confirming their existence and calling for 
national and international support and for the recognition of their civilian 
status and rights.374 

Like Alta Verapaz, El Quiché was among the departments most affected 
by Guatemala’s internal armed conflict. While the CEH estimated a 
number 56 massacres in Alta Verapaz, in El Quiché the commission 
counted a staggering number of 327; a devastating national record. 375 
While the revolutionaries only got a foothold in Alta Verapaz in the early 
1980s, the EGP had already established its presence in Ixcán in the early 
1970s. Furthermore, while most Q’eqchi’ only came into contact with the 
guerrilla once they fled into the mountains, most Ixcán settlers already 
became familiar with the revolutionary organization during the 1970s, 
when their cooperative and religious organization gradually revealed its 
revolutionary potential under growing military repression. Moreover, the 
majority of the Q’eqchi’ who fled to the mountains quickly ended up in 
military camps and model villages, whereas indiscriminate massacres 
pushed the settlers in Ixcán to organize their self-defense with a growing 
EGP-orientation. Finally, the relatively small number of internally 
displaced Q’eqchi’ who stayed hidden in the mountains for a longer period 
of time did not opt for collective resistance, like many Ixcán survivors did 
in the CPR. In sum, considering that the majority of the founding 
members of Copal AA belonged to the Ixcán Grande cooperative from the 
1960s until the early 1980s, political radicalization and EGP-oriented 
training and collective organization are a third element that differentiates 
the historical and political trajectories of the Copaleros compared to their 
Q’eqchi’ neighbors.  
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2.4  ‘El Refugio’: Life in Exile 

Between 1960 and 1996, mass violence led to the internal displacement of 
1,5 million Guatemalans, and to up to 400,000 people fleeing the country 
altogether.376 In the early 1980s, a total of 45,000 people fled to Mexico 
into more than 100 border camps under registration and protection of the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the Mexican 
Commission for Refugee Assistance (COMAR). 377  Most of them fled 
collectively, in groups of several families up to entire communities. The 
first refugee camps were often located just a few hundred meters from the 
Guatemalan border and gave shelter to anywhere between a few dozen and 
a few thousand people. They can be grouped into three areas, all located 
in the Mexican state of Chiapas (see map 3): 1) a first major area bordering 
the North of Ixcán that produced more refugees than any other 
Guatemalan municipality, 2) a second bordering the North of 
Huehuetenango, 3) and a smaller third one bordering the West of 
Huehuetenango.378 

Most Mexican border camps were located in the middle of the 
Chiapas jungle and therefore difficult to reach for aid organizations.379 To 
overcome this initial state of emergency, the refugees appointed their 
COMAR and UNHCR representatives, camp coordinators and so-called 
promotores or people responsible for food, medicine, communal work, 
safety, communication, etc.380 From improvised provisional housing made 
from plastic plates, the border camps soon turned into villages with huts, 
roads, public buildings and sometimes even an airstrip. German 
anthropologist Frank Garbers writes that, ‘already at this early stage’, the 
refugee population demonstrated its most distinguishing characteristics: 

 
 
376 Finn Stepputat, ‘Politics of Displacement in Guatemala’, Journal of Historical Sociology 12, no. 
1 (1999): 54; Viaene, Voices from the Shadows, 14. 
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‘Politics of Displacement in Guatemala’, 73. 
378  Frank Garbers, Geschichte, Identität und Gemeinschaft im Rückkehrprozeß guatemaltekischer 
Kriegsflüchtlinge (LIT Verlag Münster, 2002), 137-38. 
379 In general, the Mexican Diocese of San Cristobal and the local Mexican population offered 
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weeks to get there. In: Frank Garbers, Geschichte, Identität und Gemeinschaft im Rückkehrprozeß 
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‘unity, solidarity and the ability of self-organization’.381 Still, these features 
should be understood in continuity with the refugees’ historical, political 
and migration trajectories – especially concerning the majority of refugees 
from Ixcán. After all, it was not the first time that many of these people 
resettled and colonized an isolated jungle area and self-organized into 
newly composed multi-ethnic communities.382 

Most of Copal AA’s founding members, almost all of whom were 
former Mexican refugees, fled into zone 1 bordering Ixcán in the early 
1980s. However, a smaller group that never left its highland communities 
fled into zone 2 or 3 bordering Huehuetenango. Moreover, a significant 
group of founding members first resided with the CPR in Ixcán and only 
went into exile later on. Furthermore, some of Copal AA’s founding 
members – both male and female – were permanent EGP combatants, 
although most of them also went into exile at some point. A few founding 
members, however, stayed with the EGP or CPR during the entire 
conflict, and only joined the Guatemalan refugees during the return 
process from 1993 onwards.383  

While UNHCR only registered 2000 refugees in 1981, the number 
exploded to 36,000 by December 1982, divided over 56 Mexican border 
camps.384 This exodus was partly the result of a general EGP decision on 
the level of Ixcán to move thousands of IDPs across the border.385 Sending 
people into Mexican refugee camps was at the same time a self-defense 
mechanism for the growing clandestine population and a strategic 
maneuver to sustain the EGP’s popular support.386 The CEH confirms the 
strong cross-border links between the Mexican refugee camps, 
Guatemalan EGP bases and the CPR. Border crossing happened for a 
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number of reasons, such as provisioning, family visits, pregnancy of female 
combatants, information transfer, illness or injuries, etc.387 As a Jesuit and 
anthropologist, Falla secretly resided with the CPR, but also with the 
Guatemalan refugees, where he combined pastoral work with 
ethnographic research. He notes that, back then, he could not write that 
the refugee population actively collaborated with the Guatemalan 
guerrilla:  

In the camp of Puerto Rico, where I secretly lived for a few weeks, 
there were about five thousand people, many of them covertly 
organized to support the fight in Guatemala.388 

In 1984, the Guatemalan army signaled that the refugees had been 
converted into ‘the human reserve of the insurgency that has even used 
these camps as logistical bridges to bring materials into Guatemala.’389 
Consequently, the military regularly entered Mexico and tried to push the 
refugees further inland through constant raids, attacks and even 
bombardments, killing both Guatemalan refugees and Mexican 
campesinos. 390  Hence, in 1984, the Mexican government decided to 
forcefully relocate 20,000 refugees away from the border into the states of 
Campeche and Quintana Roo (see map 6). The Guatemalan refugees were 
not only relocated to reduce cross-border violence and EGP-collaboration, 
but also to prevent them from inciting growing social unrest in Chiapas, 
one of the poorest Mexican states with increasing land conflict. The forced 
relocation of Guatemalan refugees from Chiapas, however, did not inhibit 
the exchange of organizational experiences with Mexican rebels who 
would come to lead the 1994 Zapatista uprising.391 

However, since many people refused to leave, the Mexican army 
surrounded the camps, set houses on fire, destroyed livestock and used 
violence against refugees. One year later, the Mexican Government 
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decided to abort the mission following increasing pressure from HROs. 
By then, 40% of the border camps had been relocated and the Ixcán border 
area had already been ‘cleared out’.392  Refugee groups were torn apart 
during the relocation process, but generally regrouped in Campeche, 
Quintana Roo or Chiapas. As such, even after 1984, Mexican refugee 
camps continued being organized into groups and subgroups according to 
ethnicity, region of origin and migration trajectory. As for Copal AA’s 
founding families, most were able to avoid relocation further inland by 
repeatedly integrating in other border camps.393 

2.5 The First Organized & Collective Return 

In 1986, the Guatemalan government and the Guatemalan National 
Revolutionary Unit (URNG) started peace talks, and a Special Commission 
to Aid Repatriates (CEAR) was established. The commission was closely 
linked to different government members, supported by UNHCR, but 
equally tied to the Guatemalan military. The CEAR developed ‘an 
integrated plan’ for the return of the Guatemalan refugee population, 
promising the exiles restitution of property and amnesty for their 
presumed sympathies with the guerilla movement. 394  However, as 
Stepputat indicates, after having been interrogated by army officials, many 
returnees were sent to military controlled camps or model villages. 395 

Because the so-called repatriados were all considered to be subversive, they 
also received ideological talks, referred to by the CEAR as ‘civic 
education’.396  

Only one in ten refugees chose to take part in the institutional 
repatriation program from 1987 to 1992. 397  According to Stepputat, 
URNG encouraged the refugees to act against the army’s and the 
government’s ‘rituals of reinclusion and the implicit acceptance of the 
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existing hegemony herein.’398 Instead, in 1987, the refugees established a 
network of Permanent Commissions of Guatemalan Refugees (CCPP); a 
unified political body of 70 elected representatives to negotiate return 
conditions with the Guatemalan government.399 The CCPP’s alternative 
return policy explicitly opposed the official repatriation program by 
demanding the right to return collectively and voluntarily, the right to 
organize and to move freely, and to be accompanied by international 
organizations. The CCPP further claimed remedial rights and access to 
land and exemption from military service.400 Those who participated in the 
collective return movement became known as ‘returnees’ or retornados and 
‘distinguished themselves morally, politically and socially from the 
repatriados’.401  

In addition to the repatriados and the retornados, there was also a 
third group of Guatemalan refugees that decided to stay in Mexico. Many 
people refused to return to a conflict area in fear of continuing military 
repression. Ruiz Lagier notes that, after the birth of the CCPP, the 
Mexican refugee camps became internally divided along political and 
ideological lines between ‘those who promoted the return to Guatemala 
and the continuation of the political struggle in their country’ and ‘those 
who chose to definitely break with the revolutionary movement and chose 
to naturalize themselves as Mexicans’. 402  This interpretation of the 
collective return as a continuation of political struggle is confirmed by the 
movement’s slogan: ‘Return is Struggle, not Resignation’.403  

On October 8, 1992, after five years of negotiations, the CCPP and the 
Guatemalan government reached an historic agreement, setting the stage 
for what came to be known as the ‘First Organized and Collective Return’ 
[El Primer Retorno Organizado y Colectivo].404 Bradley writes that, ‘in spite 
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of army hardliners’, the October Accord was ‘a critical public recognition 
by the state (…) of the peaceful, civilian character of the refugee 
population’.405 However, at the same time the CCPP’s elected leaders were 
closely linked to the URNG.406 The CCPP consisted of three autonomous 
branches or vertientes, covering different return areas that coincided with 
the operational zones of the three most significant Guatemalan guerrilla 
organizations: the northwestern branch organized collective returns to 
Quiché and Huehuetenango (EGP territory), the northern branch to the 
Petén jungle (FAR territory) and a third branch focused on the southern 
coast (ORPA territory) (see map 6).407  

The northwestern branch was in charge of the ‘First Organized and 
Collective Return’ bound for Ixcán in 1993, after which subsequent ‘return 
blocks’ [bloques de retorno], with decreasing international visibility and 
numbers, continued into different areas of return. By 1999, a total of 
22,905 people had collectively returned to Guatemala, with a total of 8,146 
people resettling in Ixcán as one of the main return areas.408 With a few 
exceptions, all of Copal AA’s founding members are retornados who 
participated in the First Organized and Collective Return to Ixcán. 
Moreover, several are former CCPP leaders and people who have played 
an active role in the negotiation and organization of the collective return.409 

Garbers clarifies that the role of the URNG in the political 
mobilization of the refugees used to be a very sensitive question. Hence, 
for some years, the topic was lacking in empirical research because of its 
political and methodological consequences. It was only after the Peace 
Agreements in 1996 that various authors started publishing about the 
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relation between the guerrilla and the refugees in terms of a ‘historical’ 
and/or ‘strategic alliance’. Ricardo Falla, however, has been one of the few 
to conduct empirical research on the topic during the conflict years. In his 
most recently published work (2015), he confirms the impossibility to 
publish on the relation between the EGP, the CPR and the refugees at the 
time of the conflict. Falla himself was exiled to Honduras in 1992 because 
of a critical study on the military’s scorched earth campaign. His work has 
been closely related to the research of the Guatemalan anthropologist and 
sociologist Myrna Mack who conducted fieldwork with internally displaced 
people (IDPs) in Huehuetenango and El Quiché. Mack was murdered by 
a member of the Presidential Military Staff in September 1990 ‘as a 
counterinsurgency operation against someone suspected of having had 
contact with the guerrillas’.  

The relation between the refugees, the CPR and the EGP during 
the internal armed conflict remains a sensitive issue up to the present day, 
especially in a context of intensifying socio-environmental conflict and the 
criminalization of social protest and rural organization (see chapter 2 and 
below). As an ethnographer, it is one of my basic ethical principles to ‘do 
no harm’ to the people I do research with.410 In the upcoming ethnography 
of participatory filmmaking with the returnees of Copal AA in the second 
part of the dissertation (chapters 4 to 7), I will therefore ‘leave some stones 
unturned’, as Liisa Malkki puts it in her investigation of the experiences of 
Hutu refugees in Tanzania.411 In chapter 4, I will come back to how this 
ethical issue has impacted my empirical research on the production and 
mobilization of historical narratives. 
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Map. 6 Location of Mexican refugee camps and relocated settlements / 
Guatemalan returnee areas  
Source: North & Simmons 
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The CCPP planned the first collective return to Ixcán straight into a 
conflict area near the CPR communities who had gone public since 1991 
(see above).412 The CCPP’s strategy was ‘to interfere with and denounce 
the continuing counter-insurgency methods’ used by the Guatemalan 
military by bringing the presence and protection of international agencies 
into Ixcán.413 Also, whereas the government wanted to disperse and re-
integrate the returnees among the rest of the population, the returnees 
themselves insisted on a number of segregated, multi-ethnic return 
settlements inspired by the Salvadoran repatriation movement.414 

Moreover, while the government and UNHCR proposed a direct 
route from Mexico to Ixcán, the returnees instead forged ‘a three-week, 
cross-country caravan’, a ‘grand tour’ with dozens of buses, accompanied 
by international observers.415 The caravan of 2,500 returnees crossed the 
border on January 20, 1993, carrying the movement’s slogan ‘Return is 
Struggle, Not Resignation’. Apart from reassuring their visibility and 
international protection, the tour was also a political act emphasizing ‘the 
symbolic reappropriation of citizenship’.416  

Some of the returnees were landless, but a majority used to live in 
the Ixcán cooperatives with collective land titles.417 However, since the 
Ixcán offensive in 1982, the military had declared these lands ‘abandoned’, 
and strategically repopulated the area. 418  According to the October 
Accord, if the Guatemalan government failed to negotiate restitution with 
these new settlers, the returnees could claim other lands – although in 
reality they were only able to obtain these by applying legal or other kinds 
of pressure mechanisms to bring their cases to national and international 
attention.419 Landless adult returnees also gained access to a ‘revolving 
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413 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, ‘Refworld | Guatemala: Displacement, 
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415 Bradley, Refugee Repatriation, 106. 
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30 per cent of collective returnees regained their lands in this way, while the rest obtained new 
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credit scheme’ in which they did not have to repay land purchase loans to 
the state, but instead to a ‘community development fund’. While the 
returnees celebrated this measure as a form of historical justice, ‘far from a 
coherent attempt at land reform, the land acquisition programs avoided 
the sensitive question of large-scale land redistribution.’420 Still, in their 
struggle for land access after the conflict, the organized returnees could 
mobilize the October Accord, whereas many Guatemalan IDP’s returned 
to their former communities or resettled without being able to make land 
claims.  

Many authors have argued that communal experiences of persecution, 
resistance and life in exile resulted in a ‘body of shared practices’, a high 
degree of solidarity, ‘new forms of political organization’ and the creation 
of a collective identity among the multi-ethnic refugee population.421 I 
would like to add two interrelated considerations to this academic 
consensus. On the one hand, we should not forget the continuity between 
these ‘new’ collective or shared subjectivities, practices and identities, and 
many of the refugees’ historical and political trajectories. On the other 
hand, however, we should also take into account the diversity and divisions 
among and between Guatemalan refugees. According to cultural historian 
and philosopher Roman Krznaric, the internal politics of the returnees has 
been ‘largely ignored’ in favor of a focus on ‘cohesion and solidarity’.422 
Falla confirms this lack of research on the ‘political and ideological’ 
tensions between and among various returnee groups, especially at the time 
of the 1998 guerrilla demobilization and civil reintegration.423 Moreover, 
Garbers notes that the demobilization process caused deep divisions in 
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several return communities around the continuing link with the URNG, 
which transformed itself into a legal left-wing political party in 1998.424 As 
I will argue further on, much of the internal tensions among the returnee 
population partly developed around the exact meaning and 
operationalization of the movement’s slogan ‘Return is Struggle, Not 
Resignation’. Moreover, with the gradual depolarization of the 
Guatemalan political climate during the final years of the Peace Process, 
internal power struggles between the CCPP and other community 
organizations increased. 425  In chapter 6 and 7, I empirically explore 
internal diversity in the return community of Copal AA La Esperanza 
through a narrative lens. More specifically, I will show how the returnees 
continue debating the meaning of the movement’s slogan ‘Return is 
Struggle’ in the context of their contemporary community resistance. 

Despite the internal politics of returnee communities, I argue that 
life in exile and participation in the First Organized and Collective Return 
is a fourth and final element defining the Copaleros’ historical and political 
trajectories. Despite their ongoing suffering, life in Mexico gave the 
returnees a ‘break’ from military repression.426 Garbers describes life in 
exile as ‘a political free space in which civilian opposition began to 
reorganize.’427 In this particular case, there were several interrelated aspects 
characterizing this ‘free space’ of exile and return. First of all, the returnees 
became highly skilled in negotiating, diplomacy and pacifist resistance 
strategies through their constant interaction with the Mexican and (later) 
the Guatemalan government.428 Secondly, international organizations and 
NGOs accompanied the refugees for more than ten years. As a result, the 
returnees gained access to a transnational political space and appropriated 
a ‘new language of rights’.429  Moreover, in a 1999 UNHCR evaluation 
report, Central American migration expert Paula Worby signaled that 
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another positive contribution of the returning refugees includes the 
capability to speak out. Unlike most of Guatemala’s population 
that, after years of violence and militarism, tended to cover-up or 
under play their real experiences with war and repression, the 
returning refugees had been in an environment where free 
expression had flourished. 

When in 1994 the Guatemalan government and the URNG signed the 
agreement on the establishment of the UN-sponsored Commission for 
Historical Clarification (CEH), the returnees were already sharing their 
experiences widely.430 In the upcoming chapters of this thesis, we will see 
how the returnees of Copal AA are still exemplary of the remarkable 
‘capability to speak out’ that Worby refers to. 

Furthermore, the returnees came to understand that unity and 
collective organization were their main weapons against the constant fear 
of being manipulated, torn apart and repatriated under government and 
military control.431 In relation to this, participating in the collective return 
resulted in the emergence of new political identities among the refugees.432 
Life in exile led to a growing national consciousness, as many people began 
to reflect on themselves as ‘Guatemalan refugees’. From a concrete return 
to their ‘places of origin’, the refugees moved towards ‘a more abstract 
conception of return as a political act in the national arena, an act of 
conquering the right to active national citizenship’.433 Life in exile also led 
to a growing class awareness and identity as campesinos, emphasizing the 
right to land access.434 At the same time, and despite camp settlement 
patterns, ethnic identity became less important in ‘the birth of an 
organized and politicized refugee community’. 435  However, for many 
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refugees, ethnic differences were already partly blurred due to their 
previous settler experience in Ixcán. Only this time, cohabitation with 
different ethnic groups did not only lead to a growing national 
consciousness, but also to an emerging collective identity as indigenous 
people or Maya’s.436 

In addition to this, the concept of Castellanización denotes a shift 
towards the generalized use of Spanish as a lingua franca in everyday camp 
communication, without obstructing use of indigenous languages among 
ethnic sub-groups.437  Moreover, this process of castellanización also relates 
to the refugees’ efforts to organize camp education, which resulted in a 
general alphabetization of the refugee population.438 Gabriela Torres also 
points out that ‘material changes in the way of life in exile further fueled 
the conceptual re-thinking of gender relations.’ Male dominance in 
agricultural production was overturned by food distribution and an 
international aid culture in which female refugees gained influence ‘as 
mediators between nongovernmental aid institutions and their 
communities’. Growing female leadership sparked the formation of 
women’s organizations in the camps, such as Mamá Maquín.439 

Finally, together with organizations like Guatemalan Christian Action 
(ACG), the Church of the Poor was banished to Mexico as well. ACG 
catequistas and promotores were among the driving forces behind education, 
social organization and political mobilization in the refugee camps.440 Falla 
describes how most of the refugees’ Catholic faith further evolved in 
Mexico as a way of giving meaning to experiences of exile and return:  

The refugee’s image of God is more man (Jesus Christ) than God, 
(...) more son than father, (…) more of resistance than of 
immediate and glorious liberation, more of effort than of gratitude, 
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a God who is more biased than universal, someone who rather 
punishes evil instead of pardoning the innocent sinner, a God who 
is more of the future than of the past, more dialectic (persecuted 
and resurrected) than unambiguous (the greatest), more of 
resurrection and light than of darkness and proof of death.441 

Chapters 6 and 7 demonstrate how their historical relation with liberation 
theology, for the returnees of Copal AA, not only continues to be a way of 
giving meaning to experiences of exile and return but also to experiences 
of new violence and possible displacement. 

2.6 Copal AA La Esperanza 

After their three-week national tour in February 1993, 600 families from 
different ethnic groups reached the so-called ‘Polígono 14’ farm in the 
north of Ixcán. On 4,500 hectares of obtained state land, the returnees 
constructed Victoria 20 de Enero (Victory January 20); the very first 
collective return settlement proudly named after the day that the return 
caravan had crossed the Guatemalan-Mexican border. 442  Victoria was 
founded in the middle of an isolated conflict area where the returnees were 
facing health problems, a lack of adequate food and a shortage of land to 
make every family self-sufficient. Hence, the first return settlement 
became a ‘transitional base’ relying on humanitarian aid from where groups 
of returnees organized themselves to continue their search for land.443 

Around the first anniversary of Victoria in January 1994, 300 families 
split off and founded the multi-ethnic return community of Aurora 8 de 
Octubre (Dawn October 8) in the Chisec municipality of Alta Verapaz. 
The returnees named their community after the 1992 October Accords 
between the CCPP and the Guatemalan government.444 Exactly one year 
later, a military patrol of 26 soldiers violated the Accords by physically 
approaching the return settlement. After a subsequent verbal 
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confrontation between soldiers and returnees, the situation escalated, and 
the military murdered 11 returnees and injured 28 people.445  

The so-called Xamán massacre caused a boost of solidarity and unity 
among Aurora inhabitants, but even this could not prevent the community 
from falling apart eventually. Aurora was organized according to a 
cooperative model, combining collective land titles with collective modes 
of production and centralist decision-making practices.446 However, a sub-
group of former Ixcán Grande cooperativistas originating from 
Huehuetenango had gradually come to reject the economic and political-
administrative project of Aurora. Already before the Xamán massacre, 86 
families, led by the so-called ‘Zaculeu core group’ [Núcleo Zaculeu], had 
started organizing themselves in the cooperative-alike Association for 
Community Development New Zaculeu (ADECO-UNZ) to facilitate their 
subsequent search for new land. 447  After occupying the offices of the 
CEAR and the Fund for the Productive Insertion of Repatriates 
(FORELAP) in July 1995, this group of returnees obtained access to a 
government-supported land purchase program.448 On January 12, 1996 – 
a few months before the signing of Guatemala’s Firm and Lasting Peace 
– they celebrated the foundation of the return community of Copal AA La 
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Esperanza (Copal AA The Hope)449 in the Nimlajacoc micro-region in 
Alta Verapaz.450  

Copal AA La Esperanza was constructed on the lands of the former ‘finca 
Copala’ along a former airstrip connecting the return community with the 
Q’eqchi’ settlement of El Rosario. El Rosario had been a military camp and 
model village where the army concentrated IDPs from different regional 
communities up until the 1980’s.451 During its construction phase in 1996, 
Frank Garbers travelled to Copal AA with a small one-motor plane from 
Cobán to Playa Grande, followed by a four-hour boat trip across the 
Chixoy River. Garbers describes that, as he flew over Copal AA, brand-
new laminas were sparkling in the sunlight, in contrast to the shabby roofs 
of El Rosario, where a dozen Q’eqchi’ families had resettled. Next, as he 
walked into Copal AA, he felt like ‘entering an EU enclave’. The EU logo 
appeared on almost every public construction: the provisional school, the 
clinic, etc. While the isolated Q’eqchi’ remained mostly in isolation during 
and after the Peace Process, Copal AA arose from the Alta Verapaz jungle 
with substantial national and international aid.452 

Unlike the homogenous Q’eqchi’ communities in the region, Copal 
AA consisted of different ethnic groups. In 1996, the return community 
counted 62 Mam families who mostly originated from the municipality of 
San Idelfonso Ixtahuacán in the Huehuetenango Department. The second 
largest group was composed of 20 Q’anjobal families, mostly originating 
from the municipality of Santa Eulalia, which is also situated in 
Huehuetenango. The smallest group consisted of 8 Q’eqchi’ families who 
used to live in the Cobán region. One of these Q’eqchi’ families consisted 
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of IDPs that integrated in the return community at the time of its 
foundation.453  

By 2016, Copal AA had grown to approximately 130 families, or a 
total of 700 ‘pluricultural’ and ‘multilingual’ inhabitants speaking Mam, 
Q’anjobal, Q’eqchi’, K’iche’ and Spanish.454 The return community is still 
economically organized in the cooperative-alike ADECO-UNZ 
‘association’, with members having 7,8 hectares of land at their disposal, 
aside from community land for collective work and reforestation. Copal 
AA’s main economic activity is subsistence and commercial farming. Its 
inhabitants cultivate cardamom, beans, corn, bananas and various fruits, as 
well as honey and handicrafts.455  

The Copaleros’ different areas of origin are still clearly reflected in 
community settlement patterns (see map 7). The Q’anjobal and the 
Q’eqchi’ have their lotes or living space at the West side of the community 
along the former airstrip, while the Mam live East of the community. Both 
neighborhoods are separated by a hill where local authorities and 
ADECO-UNZ have their offices. Also located in the center of the 
community is a marketplace and public buildings such as the clinic and 
educational infrastructure. Settlement patterns according to ethnicity and 
region of origin are flexible and pragmatic, as there are several multi-ethnic 
families by now. Moreover, while the Mam neighborhood is rather 
homogenic, the Q’eqchi’ and Q’anjobal form a more mixed 
neighborhood.456  
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Map. 7 Settlement patterns and public infrastructure in Copal AA La 

Esperanza. Source: Author 
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Apart from ethnicity and place of origin, family’s pre-conflict migration 
trajectories are another internally differentiating element in Copal AA; the 
large majority of the founding families had already resettled in the Ixcán 
cooperatives in the 1960s and 70s, while others have only left their places 
of origin in the early 1980s. Moreover, it is important to note that, even if 
the majority of the Copaleros was born in the municipality of Ixtahuacán, 
founding families did not necessarily know each other already, since 
Ixtahuacán consisted of 22 different villages.457 The same goes for the 
families who migrated from the highlands to Ixcán: they did not 
necessarily end up in the same cooperative center. Again, this is also true 
for the refugees who lived in different Mexican camps.  

While most founding families went through similar trajectories of 
political radicalization and EGP-oriented training and collective 
organization, this is equally another internally differentiating element in 
Copal AA which is reflected in contemporary community organization 
and governance (see chapter 4). I have already indicated that a significant 
group of Copal AA’s founding members during the 1980s took it one step 
further and joined the Communities of Population in Resistance (CPR) in 
Ixcán before fleeing to Mexico later on. Moreover, various Copaleros – both 
male and female – were permanent EGP-combatants, although most of 
them also went into exile at some point. A few founding members, 
however, stayed with the EGP or the CPR during the entire conflict, and 
only joined the Guatemalan refugees during the return process from 1993 
onwards. Especially those founding members with an EGP-background 
and training assumed leading roles in the 1996 foundation and subsequent 
organization of Copal AA La Esperanza. As we will see in chapter 4, EGP 
legacies continue to impact internal power relations in Copal AA.  

The founding families living in Copal AA thus generally came to know 
each other either in their birthplaces, in one of the Ixcán cooperatives, in 
the CPR, in one of the Mexican refugee camps, or during the return 
process. Today, apart from the three ‘foundational’ groups (see above), 
Copal AA comprises two other important groups, composed according to 
their time and place of birth: the dual nationals born in Mexican refugee 
camps and those who were born in Copal AA after its foundation. 
According to Garbers, more than 60% of the ca. 400 Copaleros were only 
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20 years old or younger when the community was founded. A large group 
of around 150 young inhabitants was born in Mexico. 458  Moreover, 
between 1996 and 2016, Copal AA has grown from 86 to approximately 
130 families, with  a total of 700 inhabitants. 459  Some of these new 
inhabitants integrated in Copal AA are the result of intergroup marriages, 
but much of this population growth is also the result of births: a growing 
group of Copaleros was born in Copal AA. Furthermore, both of these 
generational groups also relate to one of the three foundational groups 
through their families. 

As said, the aim of this part was to explore what differentiates Copal 
AA from neighboring Q’eqchi’ communities in Alta Verapaz, and more 
specifically in the Nimlajacoc micro-region. In sum, the returnees’ 
historical and political trajectories as a community differ on at least four 
different levels:  
 

1. Seasonal migration to the South Coast and exposure to different 
socioeconomic, cultural and organizational realities; 

2. The colonization of Ixcán in the 1960s and 70s and experiences 
of cooperative and religious organization and consciousness-
raising; 

3. Political radicalization and EGP-oriented training and collective 
organization in the 1970s and early 1980s; 

4. Life in exile and active participation in the First Organized and 
Collective Return in 1993, resulting in exposure to a 
transnational and multi-cultural political ‘free space’ in which 
civilian, indigenous and religious opposition began to reorganize 
and in which new shared practices and collective identities 
emerged.   

 
 
458 Garbers, 179. 
459  COCODE and ADECO-UNZ, ‘Plan Estrategico de La Comunidad de Copal AA La 
Esperanza Cobán, Alta Verapaz, Guatemala, 2016-2020’, 5. 
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3. THE DEFENSE OF TERRITORY IN ALTA VERAPAZ 

Today, two decades after the foundation of Copal AA La Esperanza, the 
returnees are defending their territory against the construction of the 
Xalalá Hydroelectric Dam. Despite their ‘otherness’, the Copaleros are not 
alone in this regional fight for land and water.  

3.1 The Regional Fight for Land & Water  

By 2015, Alta Verapaz had become one of the centers of land conflict in 
the face of natural resource extraction in indigenous territories.460 In 2013, 
the Guatemalan Ministry of Energy and Mines (MEM) calculated that the 
country was only generating 2700 megawatts (MW), all while having a 
national hydroelectric potential of 6000 MW. However, the national 
demand was estimated at only 1500 MW, meaning that the MEM 
planned on further expanding Guatemala’s role as the principal exporter 
of energy in Central America. Bearing the on-going increase of 
hydroelectric projects in Alta Verapaz in mind, it is ironic that hardly 
34,5% of the departmental households has access to electricity.461  

In 2014 alone, six regional communities made way for 
megaprojects. 462  The violent eviction of hundreds of Q’eqchi’ families 
from the communities 9 de Febrero and Monte Olivo, between August 14 
and 16, became a regional landmark in the defense of indigenous 
territories. Monte Olivo was leading the peaceful resistance against the 
construction of the Santa Rita hydroelectric dam on the Dolores River. 
Over a thousand National Civil Police (PNC) and military forces 
dismantled the peaceful community blockage, used tear gas and destroyed 

 
 
460 For an introduction on the post-conflict proliferation of extractive industries and the defense 
of indigenous territories in Guatemala, see Chapter 2. 
461 Viaene, ‘La Hidroeléctrica Xalalá En Territorio Maya q’eqchi’ de Guatemala. ¿Qué Pasará Con 
Nuestra Tierra y Agua Sagradas? Un Análisis Antropológico-Jurídico de Los Derechos Humanos 
Amenazados.’, 1–2. 
462 Intercontinental.Cry, ‘Indigenous Community Wins Land Rights Victory in Guatemala After 
200 Years of Struggle’, Intercontinental Cry, 12 August 2015, 
https://intercontinentalcry.org/indigenous-community-wins-land-rights-victory-in-guatemala-
after-200-years-of-struggle/. 

Tessa Boeykens
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houses.463 This repressive operation resulted in three deaths, fifteen injured 
people, and thirty arrests.464  

The Santa Rita project is but one of four mayor socio-environmental 
conflicts mapped by the Environmental Justice Atlas (EJA) initiative in the 
surroundings of the departmental capital of Cobán.465 All of these conflicts 
are related to hydroelectric energy projects on indigenous territories (see 
map 8). North of Cobán, there is the ongoing construction of the Santa 
Rita Dam since 2010.466 South of Cobán,, EJA reports how in 1982 the 
construction of the infamous Chixoy Dam during the internal armed 
conflict resulted in the forced displacement of thousands of people and the 
massacre of over 440 Maya Achí from the Rio Negro community. Only in 
2014, after years of struggle, the victim-survivors of Rio Negro obtained 
official state recognition and received their first compensation checks in 
2015.467  East of Cobán, the Atlas registers Q’eqchi’ communities near the 
Cahabón River who have been mobilizing since 2013 against the further 
expansion of the Renace hydroelectric complex and the additional Oxec 
project.468 Finally, northwest of Cobán, more than 50 communities from 

 
 
463 ‘Santa Rita – Large Hydro Power Project, Guatemala’, Carbon Market Watch (blog), 14 April 
2014, https://carbonmarketwatch.org/2014/04/14/santa-rita-large-hydro-power-project-
guatemala-2/. 
464 ‘Closing a (Violent) Chapter: Santa Rita Hydro Dam Project Officially Cancelled’, Carbon 
Market Watch (blog), 30 November 2017, https://carbonmarketwatch.org/2017/11/30/closing-
violent-chapter-santa-rita-hydro-dam-project-officially-cancelled/. 
465 Lea Temper, Daniela del Bene, and Joan Martinez-Alier, ‘Mapping the Frontiers and Front 
Lines of Global Environmental Justice: The EJAtlas’, Journal of Political Ecology 22 (2015): 255–
78. 
466 The Environmental Justice Atlas is a collaborative online teaching, networking and advocacy 
resource mapping worldwide social conflict around environmental issues. It contains 2770 
reported conflicts. The EJatlas is co-created by hundreds of ‘collaborators’ from the academy, 
concerned citizens, informal committees, NGOs and other activist groups. The Atlas is 
moderated, reviewed and directed at ICTA-UAB by Leah Temper and Joan Martinez Alier and 
coordinated by Daniela Del Bene, at the Institute of Environmental Science and Technology 
(ICTA) at the Universitat Autonoma de Barcelona. In: Lea Temper, Daniela del Bene, and Joan 
Martinez-Alier, ‘Hidroeléctrica Santa Rita S.A. in Monte Olivo, Guatemala | EJAtlas’, 
Environmental Justice Atlas, accessed 16 April 2019, https://ejatlas.org/conflict/hidro-santa-rita-
monte-olivo-guatemala. 
467  Lea Temper, Daniela del Bene, and Joan Martinez-Alier, ‘Chixoy Dam and Rio Negro 
Massacre, Guatemala | EJAtlas’, Environmental Justice Atlas, 2019, 
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/chixoy-dam-guatemala. 
468 Lea Temper, Daniela del Bene, and Joan Martinez-Alier, ‘Hidroeléctricas Renace y Oxec , 
Empresa de Florentino Pérez, Guatemala | EJAtlas’, Environmental Justice Atlas, accessed 16 
April 2019, https://ejatlas.org/conflict/hidroelectrica-renace-embresa-de-florentino-perez-
guatemala. 
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the municipalities of Cobán, Uspantán and Ixcán resist the possible 
construction of the Xalalá Dam.469  

 
 
469 Network in Solidarity with the People of Guatemala, ‘Water Is Life: How to Stop a Dam 
through Indigenous Resistance’, NISGUA (blog), 1, accessed 3 September 2018, 
https://nisgua.org/portfolio-items/water-is-life/. 
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Map. 8 Socio-environmental conflict in Alta Verapaz 

Source: Author 
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Copal AA La Esperanza is one of the indigenous communities taking the 
lead in a regional opposition movement against the Xalalá project, named 
after its envisioned construction site at the convergence of the Chixoy and 
the Copón rivers.470 The second biggest dam ever planned by Guatemala’s 
National Electrification Institute (INDE) would affect 220-230 campesino 
communities by changes to water flow and biodiversity, flood the lands of 
58 communities, and displace thousands of Q’eqchi’ living on the border 
of the departments of Alta Verapaz and El Quiché. The Guatemalan 
government had already designed the project in the 1970’s, as part of the 
Northern Transversal Strip (FTN), but then suspended its construction 
during the internal armed conflict. Since 2004, successive governments 
have put the dam back on the agenda in the light of Guatemala’s ‘post-
agreement’ neoliberal turn and integration into a globalized economy (see 
chapter 2).471  

The Guatemalan government promotes hydroelectricity as green 
energy and as an instrument for sustainable local development. Still, in 
2007, almost 90% of the more than 21,000 inhabitants of the Ixcán 
municipality voted against the construction of the Xalalá Dam in a legally 
binding referendum or so-called popular consultation [consulta popular]. In 
2010, more than 90% of the Uspantán inhabitants also rejected the 
hydroelectric project.472 Possibly affected communities criticize the lack of 
information, transparent communication and consultation by INDE and 
invoke their right to Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) about 
decisions that affect their indigenous rights and identity as ratified in the 
Peace Agreements under ILO Convention no. 169. Viaene stresses that 
the Q’eqchi’ in the dam’s zone of influence are victim-survivors of the 
internal armed conflict: ‘they perceive this project as another nimla rahilal, 

 
 
470  NISGUA, ‘Xalalá Geological Feasibility Studies, an Emergency Contract?’, Network in 
Solidarity with the People of Guatemala (blog), 6 January 2014, https://nisgua.org/xalala-geological-
feasibility-studies-an-emergency-contract/. 
471 Lieselotte Viaene, ‘Visiones Indígenas Sobre El Impacto Del Proyecto de La Represa Xalalá a 
Los Derechos Humanos de Los Pueblos Indígenas En Guatemala’, Revista (In) Justicias Hídricas, 
Resistencias y Alternativas En América Latina 2 (2015): 22–24. 
472 NISGUA, ‘Guatemalan Government Restarts Xalalá Hydroelectric Dam Project in Spite of 
Community Opposition’, Network in Solidarity with the People of Guatemala (blog), 14 January 
2013, https://nisgua.org/guatemalan-government-restarts-xalala-hydroelectric-dam-project-in-
spite-of-community-opposition/. 
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an expression they normally use to refer to the violence they suffered 
during the internal armed conflict.’473  

The Guatemalan government ignored the results of the Ixcán and 
Uspantán consultations and reopened the bidding process for the 
construction of the Dam in 2013. However, after the 2007 Ixcán 
referendum, a grassroots coalition of 53 communities from the three 
affected municipalities organized itself in the Association of Communities for 
Development and in Defense of Territory and Natural Resources 
(ACODET).474 Copal AA La Esperanza is one of the communities taking 
the lead in this regional opposition movement which, after a decade of 
successful community organization and international mobilization, has 
now succeeded in putting the project on hold. 475  However, regional 
communities, continue to express their opposition to any megaproject on 
their territory and are currently in a state of high alert due to a recent wave 
of rural violence against community leaders (see chapter 2).  

3.2 Regional Post-Conflict Dynamics 

Despite the strong coercive impact of the internal armed conflict, the 
current defense of territory has re-elevated internal cohesion in various 
war-torn communities.476 According to Illmer, the expansion of extractive 
projects in El Quiché, for example, triggered the construction of shared 
demands and identities in the wake of collectively perceived threats and 
injustices.477 This ‘coercive process’, he says, translates into the articulation 
of a shared sense of belonging and provides incentives to resist together as 

 
 
473  Viaene, ‘Visiones Indígenas Sobre El Impacto Del Proyecto de La Represa Xalalá a Los 
Derechos Humanos de Los Pueblos Indígenas En Guatemala’, 25. 
474 NISGUA, ‘Guatemalan Government Restarts Xalalá Hydroelectric Dam Project in Spite of 
Community Opposition’. 
475 Communities successfully hinder the bidding process by engaging in legal and collective action. 
They mobilize their right to Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC); forge national and 
international solidarity networks; organize roadblocks and controll access to their territory. They 
also use online and visual media to denounce the violation of their rights on an international level 
(see chapter 4), organize street protests and engage in artistic interventions. In: Viaene, ‘La 
Hidroeléctrica Xalalá En Territorio Maya q’eqchi’ de Guatemala. ¿Qué Pasará Con Nuestra 
Tierra y Agua Sagradas? Un Análisis Antropológico-Jurídico de Los Derechos Humanos 
Amenazados.’, 18; Network in Solidarity with the People of Guatemala, ‘Water Is Life: How to 
Stop a Dam through Indigenous Resistance’. 
476 Patrick Illmer studied the municipalities of Nebaj, Chajul, Cotzal, Cunén and Sacapulas. 
477 Patrick Illmer, ‘The Defence of Territory and Local Struggle for More Democracy in Post-
War Guatemala’, Democratization 25, no. 5 (4 July 2018): 9. 
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a community. Illmer concludes that ‘in many places the current struggles 
to defend local territory have translated into a revitalization of this evolving 
collective signifier of the “community”’.478 Because of the Quiché region’s 
‘history of resistance and social struggles’, the defense of territory has also 
reactivated ‘latent networks of grass-root and community based 
organization’. 479  

However,  Illmer also emphasizes that the Quiché communities 
should not be seen as idyllic social units and that the legacy of 36 years of 
armed conflict also results in continuing imbalances of power and internal 
divisions.480 This also true for the socio-environmental conflict in Alta 
Verapaz. 481 In addition to solidarity and organizational stimuli, I have also 
observed rising divisions and social conflict rooted into the department’s 
specific post-conflict landscape during my fieldwork.  

To conclude this chapter, I will now add a few ‘post-conflict’ 
dynamics to our understanding of the contemporary socio-environmental 
conflict in Alta Verapaz. 

First of all, the returnees from Copal AA La Esperanza live in a 
department where the root causes of the internal armed conflict are 
particularly embedded. This results in the highest number of land conflict 
in the country. Moreover, they are living in the micro-region with the most 
destroyed communities of the municipality of Cobán. Contrary to the 
returnees, the Q’eqchi’ are victim-survivors with a history of internal 
displacement. Hence, 80% of them cannot make any juridical land 

 
 
478 Illmer, 10. 
479 Patrick Illmer, ‘The Defence of Territory and Local Struggle for More Democracy in Post-
War Guatemala’, Democratization 25, no. 5 (4 July 2018): 7-8. 
480 Patrick Illmer, ‘The Defence of Territory and Local Struggle for More Democracy in Post-
War Guatemala’, Democratization 25, no. 5 (4 July 2018): 8. 
481 Although the El Quiché municipalities of Ixcán and Uspantán are also potentially affected by 
the Xalalá Dam, I will limit my further analysis to Alta Verapaz and the municipality of Cobán in 
particular. The reason is that this geographical area is the returnees’ main organizational space of 
interaction, decision-making and mobilization. Finally, I also want to emphasize that there are a 
few other return communities in Alta Verapaz, one of which– Samox – is also situated in the 
Cobán municipality. However, at no point during my fieldwork have I come across alliances or 
exchanges between Copal AA and other departmental return communities concerning the 
regional defense of territory. A general analysis of returnee networks at the level of Alta Verapaz 
or even at a national level is an opportunity for future research beyond the scope of this thesis.  
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claims.482 As a result, the region is especially vulnerable for land grabbing, 
forced displacement and the criminalization of social protest.  

Secondly, during the conflict, most of the Q’eqchi’ were living under 
permanent military control in a ‘micro-reality’ of ‘intimate crime’. People’s 
complex and often contradictory roles in this political, social and 
psychological ‘grey zone’ resulted in a difficult social reconstruction process 
and fragile ‘post-conflict’ arrangements of co-existence between (resettled) 
inhabitants of the same community, but also between (displaced) 
communities of the same region.483 Today, criminal elite networks with an 
interest in extractive industries can easily tap into prevailing community 
tensions and consciously use divide-and-conquer strategies. As I explained 
in chapter 2, these elite factions have the capacity to mobilize local actors 
with a counter-insurgency past and re-activate ex-PAC ‘to pave the way 
for transnationals’, to ‘act as testa-ferros (frontment) to acquire plots of 
land’ or to ‘provide security for the companies’ operation’; i.e. to serve as 
clandestine intimidation and death squads eliminating indigenous’ 
opposition to megaprojects.484 The former refugees from Copal AA La 
Esperanza, on the other hand, lived in a political ‘free space’ for more than 
ten years, resulting in new forms of collective identity as multi-ethnic 
returnees. However, several also have a history as former EGP combatants 
and lived ‘the grey zone’ and ‘micro-reality’ of ‘intimate crime’ that 
characterized the internal armed conflict.  

Furthermore, the Q’eqchi’ from Alta Verapaz did not go through a 
structural process of religious consciousness-raising, rural organization and 
political radicalization. Consequently, they generally cannot mobilize the 
same latent experiences, practices and networks in the defense of their 
territory as the returnees from Copal AA. 485  Moreover, the region 

 
 
482 Viaene, ‘La Hidroeléctrica Xalalá En Territorio Maya q’eqchi’ de Guatemala. ¿Qué Pasará Con 
Nuestra Tierra y Agua Sagradas? Un Análisis Antropológico-Jurídico de Los Derechos Humanos 
Amenazados.’, 24. 
483 Viaene, Voices from the Shadows, 15. 
484 Patrick Illmer, ‘The Defence of Territory and Local Struggle for More Democracy in Post-
War Guatemala’, Democratization 25, no. 5 (4 July 2018): 8. 
485  I believe that, in combination with the above-mentioned local potential for post-conflict 
divisionism, this might be one of the reasons why communities of the Cobán municipality have 
not yet organized a consulta popular about the construction of the Xalalá Dam, contrary to those 
from Ixcán and Uspantán. A comparative analysis of community organization in the municipalities 
of Ixcán, Uspantan and Cobán is beyond the scope of this thesis that focuses on community 
resistance in Copal AA la Esperanza in a departmental context of Alta Verapaz and, more 



III ‘RETURN IS STRUGGLE, NOT RESIGNATION’ 

  157 

continues to suffer from a leadership vacuum since a generation of 
community leaders was largely swept away during the conflict.486 Finally, 
Alta Verapaz counts staggering rates of poverty and has been historically 
neglected by both international and state development initiatives. 
Consequently, community and regional unity and cohesion are fragile, as 
people are easily bribed to accept megaprojects in exchange for 
electrification or infrastructural works. Copal AA la Esperanza, in turn, 
still has an above average access to national and international development 
initiatives and solidarity networks, which makes the return community 
relatively less susceptible to bribes. As an important nuance to this 
overview of ‘post-conflict’ dynamics in the regional defense of territory, 
Viaene argues that simply portraying the Q’eqchi’ as unorganized as 
opposed to, for example, indigenous communities in the Western 
Highlands or in El Quiché, is a ‘modern political myth’. She describes how 
‘the absence of internal vertical organization on a regional and 
departmental level, is perceived by external actors as an organizational 
weakness’. Viaene, in turn, reveals that Q’eqchi’ communities are 
organized according to ‘a highly egalitarian social ethic’ that ‘strengthens 
the development of a strong sense of community’.487  

Moreover, the Q’eqchi’ have a particular spiritual relationship with 
their land and collectively identify as r’al ch’och or ‘Children of the Earth’. 
They therefore identify more with their place of origin or their ‘sacred local 
land’ than as part of the same ethnic group.488 Despite the region’s high 
potential for social conflict and divisionism, both of Viaene’s arguments 
reveal an equal ability to boost community and regional unity in defense 
of territory. Moreover, a collective identity centered on a specific territory 
also opens up the possibility of forging a regional alliance and including 
the multi-ethnic returnees who inhabit and seek to protect the same sacred 
lands.  

 
 
specifically, the Nimlajacoc micro-region. I suggest the role of the Ixcán returnees in the defense 
of territory in El Quiché as an interesting route for further research. 
486 ‘Conversation with Bernard Dumoulin, Herent, Fieldnotes, 9 August’, 2018. 
487 Viaene, ‘La Hidroeléctrica Xalalá En Territorio Maya q’eqchi’ de Guatemala. ¿Qué Pasará Con 
Nuestra Tierra y Agua Sagradas? Un Análisis Antropológico-Jurídico de Los Derechos Humanos 
Amenazados.’, 88. 
488 An in-depth analysis of Q’eqchi’ community and political organization is beyond the scope of 
this thesis. For more information, see the extensive work of Lieselotte Viaene on this topic. 
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In uniting the region against the possible construction of the Xalalá Dam, 
the Nimlajacoc regional center is one of the main organizational spaces of 
interaction, decision-making and mobilization (see above). From 2014-
2017, one of Copal AA’s community leaders was appointed as coordinator 
of the regional center. As such, during the time of my fieldwork with the 
Copaleros, the return community occupied a strategic and influential 
position in the region. As I already mentioned, Copal AA is also one of 
the driving forces behind the community-based organization of 
ACODET (see above). But the returnees also play a significant role in the 
regional and departmental organization and mobilization of rural 
communities beyond the Xalalá project’s zone of influence. For example, 
in 2014, the Copaleros mobilized other regional communities to prevent 
the violent eviction of the community of Monte Olivo that was leading the 
peaceful resistance against the Santa Rita Dam (see above). The returnees 
blocked the regional entranceway at the market village Cubilhuitz and 
prevented the free passage of hundreds of police forces.489  

To conclude, due to their specific historical and political trajectories, 
the returnees from Copal AA La Esperanza partly fill in an organizational 
and leadership vacuum in a complex ‘post-conflict’ landscape where the 
regional fight for land and water both unites and divides regional 
communities. It is against the background of this historical and relational 
context that Don Simón spoke of ‘another war’, expressed the urgency ‘to 
unite people again’, and defined Copal AA as ‘a community of struggle’. 
However, in order to take the lead and unite other regional communities, 
the Copaleros must first and foremost succeed in maintaining their own 
internal cohesion. In the second part of this thesis, I will explore how the 
returnees seek to liberate themselves from historical injustices by 
producing and mobilizing a shared community history.

 
 
489 In chapter 5, I analyze how the returnees position themselves as ‘a community of struggle’ on a 
regional stage and how they claim a role as a ‘vanguard community’ in the defense of territory. 
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IV 

SHARED HISTORY, 

THE MAKING OF 

In Copal AA, histories of exile and return did not only ‘take place’ but have 
been mobilized continuously to ‘make place’, to claim and defend lands 
and territory. 490  The returnees unexpectedly recruited me, a Belgian 
historian, to ‘make’ the history of their community by producing a 
documentary about Copal AA’s past and present struggle. When I first 
arrived in 2015, Héctor Fernández 491 , head of the local authorities, 
clarified the reason of my presence through a microphone in front of the 
community council, and in front of me [my emphasis]: 

So, I remind you that this work [trabajo] is going to take a lot of 
patience, a lot of time – above all, a lot of dedication. Although, as 
we said, we already started this a while ago, but that work is not 
organized [arreglado] yet - everything [is] scattered [disperso]. So, 
that is our objective now. Our companion [compañera] will come 
and help us to systematize [sistematizar] the - how to make the 
history [hacer la historia] of our community. […] So, that is why we 
are having this conversation so that we won’t have doubts: Well, 

 
 
490  For more information on history and ‘place-making’ see: Katie Vasey, ‘Place-Making, 
Provisional Return, and Well-Being: Iraqi Refugee Women in Australia’, Refuge: Canada’s Journal 
on Refugees 28, no. 1 (2011): 25–36; Talja Blokland, ‘Celebrating Local Histories and Defining 
Neighbourhood Communities: Place-Making in a Gentrified Neighbourhood’, Urban Studies 46, 
no. 8 (1 July 2009): 1593–1610; Philip J. Ethington, ‘Placing the Past: “Groundwork” for a Spatial 
Theory of History’, Rethinking History 11, no. 4 (1 December 2007): 465–93. 
491 Pseudonym. 
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who is that woman, where does she come from? Or: What is she 
doing in our community? So that we can all give testimony, 
information - without a problem let’s say. So that we don’t have to 
doubt why this is useful for us [para qué va a servir].492 

As a historian, the idea to ‘make’ community history first made me feel 
uncomfortable. After all, historians collaborating in the production of 
official histories – especially state-sponsored ones – are often criticized for 
merely executing political agendas. It is often assumed that they put their 
academic freedom at risk, which means that their work is less ‘scientific’.493  
Generally, speaking, the Western public also still believes that  the role of 
the historian is to reveal or discover the past, not to ‘make’ history 
herself. 494  However, as an activist, the opportunity to generate 
community-based research with a social impact was very appealing  to me. 
To tackle this seeming tension between research and activism, I developed 
a participatory, filmmaking-based methodology, combining insights from 

 
 
492 My translation of original citation: ‘Entonces, recuerdo de que este trabajo va a querer de mucha 
paciencia, de mucho tiempo – sobre todo mucha dedicación a este. Aunque, como decíamos, ya 
hace rato empezamos, pero todavía el trabajo no está arreglado – todo disperso. Entonces, eso es 
el objetivo ahora. La compañera viene y nos va a ayudar para sistematizar el – como hacer la 
historia de nuestra comunidad. […] Entonces, por eso estamos hablando para que no tengamos 
dudas: Bueno, ¿quién será esa mujer, de dónde viene? O: ¿Qué está haciendo en nuestra 
comunidad? Para dar una testimonio, una información así sin problema por decirlo. Para no estar 
dudando para qué va a servir’. Through the rest of the dissertation, you will notice that the 
returnees’ Spanish is characterized by grammatical errors. This is because Spanish is only the 
second language of most of the Copaleros who speak either Mam, Q’anjobal, Q’eqchi’ or Acoteca 
as their mother tongue. As I explained in chapter 3, many Copaleros learned to speak and write 
Spanish in Mexican refugee camps or with the Communities of Population in Resistance (CPR) 
during the internal armed conflict. Spanish was used as a lingua franca in everyday camp or 
community communication without overriding the simultaneous use of indigenous languages 
among different ethnic sub-groups. This is also the reason why the older generations in Copal 
AA speak the language better than those in other regional communities. This is particularly true 
for the often monolingual Q’eqchi’ elders. In: ‘Field Recordings, Community Council, Copal AA 
La Esperanza’, 26 May 2015. 
493 Berber Bevernage and Nico Wouters, however, have argued that ‘the modern state’ can only 
function by partly delegating the writing of (national) history to ‘public-private partnerships’ that 
are not necessarily state personnel. Next to ‘restraining’ or ‘disabling’ aspects of state-sponsored 
history, such as censorship, they equally point out ‘constructive’ and ‘enabling’ aspects like access 
to logistics, funding or authority. In: Berber Bevernage and Nico Wouters, eds., The Palgrave 
Handbook of State-Sponsored History After 1945 (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 2–3. 
494 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Beacon Press, 
1995), 28. 
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participatory action research (PAR)495, visual ethnography496, indigenous 
media activism 497  and Johannes Fabian’s notion of ‘performative 
ethnography’.498  

While ‘co-creation’ and ‘co-learning’ are central features in most 
participatory research, disciplinary and academic boundaries often prevent 
practitioners from speaking to each other. Although this has changed 
somewhat since the 1990’s, there is still a lot of disciplinary and academic 
‘sequestering’ in participatory and/or action research, participatory video 
(PV), as well as in communications, (indigenous) media, art and film 
studies. With my research I aim to transcend these boundaries. I have been 
inspired to do so by the work of sociologist Nicola Mai, who explored 
experiences and representations of migrants working in the sex industry 
through participative ethnographic filmmaking.499 Political scientist and 
criminologist Maarten Hendriks moreover demonstrated how the making 
of a fiction movie with gangs in Goma (DRCongo) turned into an 
ethnography of political performance.500 Filmmaker An van Dienderen 
further stressed the collective nature of applied visual arts projects. 501 
Finally, media activist Mark Saunders and anthropologist Michele de 
Laurentiis from Spectacle Productions pushed me to consider the politics 
and ethics of participatory and community-led media.502  

 
 
495 Orlando Fals-Borda and Mohammad Anisur Rahman, Action and Knowledge: Breaking the 
Monopoly With Participatory Action Research (New York; London: Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, 1991); Stephen Kemmis, Robin McTaggart, and Rhonda Nixon, The Action Research 
Planner: Doing Critical Participatory Action Research (Springer Singapore, 2014). 
496 Sarah Pink, Doing Visual Ethnography, Third edition (Los Angeles: SAGE Publications Ltd, 
2013); Aline Gubrium and Krista Harper, Participatory Visual and Digital Methods (Routledge, 
2016). 
497 Freya Schiwy, ‘Decolonization and Collaborative Media: A Latin American Perspective’, in 
The Oxford Encyclopedia of Communication and Critical Cultural Studies 1st Edition, ed. Dana 
Cloud, 1st edition (Oxford, 2019), 2131. 
498 Johannes Fabian, Power and Performance: Ethnographic Explorations through Proverbial Wisdom 
and Theater in Shaba, Zaire, Paper edition edition (Madison, Wis: University of Wisconsin Press, 
1990). 
499  Nicola Mai, ‘Assembling Samira: Understanding Sexual Humanitarianism through 
Experimental Filmmaking’, AntiAtlas Journal (Online) 1 (13 April 2016), http://www.antiatlas-
journal.net/01-assembling-samira-understanding-sexual-humanitarianism-through-
experimental-filmmaking. 
500  Maarten Hendriks, ‘“My Life Is Like a Movie”: Making a Fiction Film as a Route to 
Knowledge Production on Gang Political Performances in Goma, DR Congo’, Journal of Extreme 
Anthropology, 2019, 57–76. 
501 An van. Dienderen, ‘Performing Urban Collectivity. Ethnography of the Production Process 
of a Community-Based Film Project in Brussels’, in Visual Interventions: Applied Visual 
Anthropology, ed. Sarah Pink (Berghahn Books, 2009), 247–72. 
502 Spectacle, ‘Spectacle Projects’, 2019, http://www.spectacle.co.uk/projects.php. 
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The aim of this chapter is to reflect on how and why I gradually engaged 
with participatory filmmaking. I focus on four interrelated levels: 
filmmaking, participation, knowledge production and action. Throughout the 
chapter, I will define my approach as the co-creation of ‘shared knowledge’ 
at the intersection of community and research interests.503 My focus on 
‘filmmaking’ rather than ‘video’ emphasizes the co-creative process and the 
‘mediated interactions’ between various participants.504 Moreover, I will 
define ‘participation’ as a coordinated act of consensus on various levels and 
during various stages of the filmmaking process. Starting off as a side-
project and a way of ‘giving-back’, filmmaking became a community-based 
investigative tool; a way of exploring the returnees’ capacity to collectively 
produce and mobilize historical narratives. To ensure the project’s action-
compound or ‘usefulness’, participatory ethnographic filmmaking 
eventually turned into the collaborative and professional production of ‘Los 
Retornados’; a short documentary by myself and Belgian filmmaker Pieter 
De Vos in collaboration with the community of Copal AA La Esperanza 
(see fig. 1). 

This chapter has four parts. The first two unravel how my 
participatory visual approach emerged from the community’s historical and 
political trajectories (see chapter 3). In the first part, I explain how the 
returnees invited me to participate in an ongoing community initiative and 
how they negotiated filmmaking to match my research agenda with 
community media activism. Secondly, I explore participation and the 
production of ‘shared history’ in relation to Copal AA’s community 
organization and governance practices. In the third part I focus on the 
epistemological significance of my approach as a way to study the collective 
production and mobilization of historical narratives. I will do so through 
a lens of collective narrative capacity (CNC), a concept I have coined to 
describe the capacity of a social group or community to deploy a number 

 
 
503 I do not want to suggest an a priori separation or hierarchy between community and research 
interests. On the contrary: responding to community challenges, for example, is one of the core 
principles of the longstanding tradition of participatory action research (PAR) which I will 
extensively engage with throughout this chapter. Moreover, I fully consider a recent academic 
tendency towards ‘engaged’ science and ‘social impact planning’. By mentioning research and 
community interests separately, I just want to say that it is not self-evident that the two intersect 
or that the kind of knowledge that is being produced during research projects is directly ‘useful’ 
for local communities. 
504 van. Dienderen, ‘Performing Urban Collectivity. Ethnography of the Production Process of a 
Community-Based Film Project in Brussels’, 249. 
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of strategies and techniques in the collective production and mobilization 
of a shared narrative. Firstly, I expand on the specific kind of knowledge 
that came from ‘making’ history with the returnees, and on how 
participatory filmmaking came to redefine my research design. I 
subsequently argue why I consider my approach to be a shift from 
informative to performative ethnography.505 I conclude this chapter with 
reflections on the eventual production of ‘Los Retornados’ (2020); the 
provisional ending of a five-year-long community-based research 
trajectory. 

I would like to emphasize that this chapter focuses on the making of 
Copal AA’s shared history from a methodological perspective. The next 
three chapters, in turn, explore the same collective production and 
mobilization process on a narrative level. While I will introduce the CNC 
concept in this chapter, as it emerged rather intuitively from the research 
context of this part, I will reserve its empirical exploration and theoretical 
elaboration for the next part of this book. 

 
 
  

 
 
505 Fabian, Power and Performance, 18. 
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Fig. 1 Screenshots from trailer ‘Los Retornados’  

(To watch the full trailer, see mov.1 in chapter 1) 
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1. FILMMAKING & COMMUNITY MEDIA ACTIVISM 

The Invitation 

The first time I visited Copal AA La Esperanza was in May 2015 when I 
was invited by community authorities. This happened after I had presented 
my ongoing research at a general assembly of indigenous authorities from 
the Nimlajacoc micro-region. I obtained access to the assembly through 
the Belgian community of Herent and its official partnership with the 
Guatemalan micro-region. The construction of the Xalalá Dam was 
threatening several of the communities represented at this gathering. I 
introduced myself as a historian from Ghent University looking for 
regional victim-survivor communities to participate in my research on 
historical memory processes. During my talk, I explicitly related past 
violence and displacement to ongoing land conflict in the light of natural 
resource extraction.506 I also positioned myself as an activist and possible 
ally in the defense of indigenous territories. Present authorities from Copal 
AA, better known as the Community Development Council (COCODE), 
immediately expressed their interest in collaborating and invited me to 
their community.507 At that time, I was still unaware of the Copaleros’ 
diverging historical and political trajectories compared to the other 
regional Q’eqchi’ communities (see chapter 3). Furthermore, I had no idea 
why the returnees were so eager to invite a historian.  

Upon my arrival in Copal AA, the COCODE asked me to present 
my research project for the approval of the community. The community 
council took place in ‘the gallery’ [la galera]; an open space with wooden 
benches under a roof of laminas at the heart of the village (see map 7, 
chapter 3). Days in advance, local authorities had informed people about 
the arrival of ‘the historian’ [la historiadora]. In his opening speech, 
president Héctor Fernández reminded everyone that they had ‘already 
started this work some time ago’ and that I would come and help ‘to make 
the history’ of their community (see above). I learned that the Copaleros 
were expecting several things from me as a historian. First of all, they 

 
 
506  ‘Fieldnotes, Preparation General Assembly Community Authorities Nimlajacoc Micro-
Region, Nimlajacoc’, 8 May 2015. 
507  ‘Fieldnotes, General Assembly Community Authorities Nimlajacoc Micro-Region, 
Nimlajacoc’, 9 May 2015. 
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invited me to join and continue an on-going community initiative. They 
also asked me to systematize and organize ‘scattered’ pieces into some sort 
of whole. Finally, this ‘work’ – which was referred to as ‘making history’ - 
had to be ‘useful’. Another community member reasserted the idea of 
history as a work in progress and my accompanying role in this community 
enterprise: 

[…] Copal AA has been dreaming about having its history for 
several years now and therefore, well – we did not know how to 
wrap things up [aterrizar] or find more counsel [asesoría]. But 
really, thanks to a companion who, well, could come to get to know 
us – [get to know] the community - they [the COCODE] invited 
her, they [the COCODE] proposed her the initiative we had as a 
community – well now, here she is.508 

After this introductory part of the meeting, I presented a rough outline of 
my research on historical memory and transitional justice. Subsequently, 
the returnees started negotiating with me about working methods and 
research output. As one of the first points of discussion, someone proposed 
that, in addition to a written account, each ‘testimony’ [testimonio] should 
also be ‘recorded in the form of video’ [grabado en forma de video]. Others 
approved, and started referring to it as ‘the documentary’ [el documental]. 
Furthermore, it was also the time of the year when people had to weed out 
their cornfields. Various community members therefore proposed that the 
women would testify in the morning and the men in the afternoon, after 
returning from their fields, ‘so that we have the opportunity to speak and 
enough time to express ourselves’.509  

Council members did not only speak of ‘making history’ [hacer 
historia] but equally referred to this project in Spanish as ‘el historial de la 
comunidad’. This can be translated as ‘community history’ but also has a 
more specific meaning as ‘community biography’ or ‘path of life’. The 
Copaleros discussed that different generations should testify, everyone who 
‘knew’ [saber] because she or he ‘lived’ [vivir] and experienced ‘that time’ 

 
 
508 My translation of original citation: ‘[…] Copal AA ha venido sonando tener su historia desde 
ya varios años y por lo tanto, pues – no hemos tenido la idea como aterrizar o encontrar mas 
asesoría. Pero gracias de verdad a una compañera que, pues, pudo venir a conocernos – a la 
comunidad – se le invitó, se le propuso la iniciativa que teníamos como comunidad – pues ahí está 
presente.’ In: ‘‘Field Recordings, Community Council, Copal AA La Esperanza’. 
509 My translation of original citation: ‘para que así tengamos oportunidad de hablar y suficiente 
tiempo para expresarnos.’ In: ‘‘Field Recordings, Community Council, Copal AA La Esperanza’. 
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[ese tiempo]. They seemed to agree that the periodization of their 
community history should start when ‘the exploitation’ [la explotación] and 
‘oppression’ [la opresión] first began, referring to Guatemala’s late 19th 
century liberal land reforms and semi-feudal finca system (see chapter 2). 

510 About where it was supposed to end, Héctor initiated the conversation: 
‘I believe [this] history doesn’t end but - let’s go see where we are going to 
stop’.511 The community council finally reached a consensus to focus on 
both Copal AA’s past and present ‘struggle’ [lucha] including their 
contemporary resistance against the Xalalá Dam. Or as Héctor put it [my 
emphasis]:  

[…] we returned from refuge [refugio], arrived in our community 
and saw that there is a need to continue fighting [seguir luchando]. 
We are fighting, against the Xalalá Dam, against megaprojects 
[…]. From the 80’s onwards they wanted to fight us with bullets – 
the army was massacring our families, our people. […] Now that 
we’re back, although they’re not going to kill us in that way 
anymore, they’re going to end us in another way – as in, well, taking 
away our land or screwing up our environment. […] we already 
started the fight [la lucha] here as well. Therefore, that is also part 
of our history – that we have not kept quiet. We did not just say: 
Alright, let the government do whatever it wants to do with us. In 
sum, it is a struggle - we have understood and realized why we are 
going to continue fighting [my emphasis].512  

The day before, the community council, another member of the 
COCODE had told me something similar: ‘We went because of the army. 

 
 
510 As said, in chapter 5 I further analyse the collective production and mobilization of Copal AA’s 
community history on a narrative level. In:  ‘‘Field Recordings, Community Council, Copal AA 
La Esperanza’. 
511 My translation of original citation: ‘[…] creo que la historia no termina pero – vamos ir viendo 
donde vamos a parar.’ In: ‘‘Field Recordings, Community Council, Copal AA La Esperanza’. 
512 My translation of original citation: ‘[…] regresamos del refugio, llegamos en nuestra comunidad 
y vimos que hay necesidad de seguir luchando – estamos luchando, contra ya la represa Xalalá, 
contra los megaproyectos […]  - si del 80 en adelante nos querían combatir con balas – […] el 
ejército estaba masacrando a nuestras familias, a nuestra gente. […] Ahora que ya regresamos, 
aunque ya no nos van a matar de esa manera, nos van a acabar de otra manera – entonces, o sea 
quitándonos la tierra, o jodiendo nuestro medio ambiente. […]  ya hemos empezado con la lucha 
también aquí. Entonces, es parte también de nuestra historia. Que nosotros no hemos quedado 
callado. No hemos quedado decir: Bueno, que haga el gobierno lo que quiere hacer con nosotros. 
Entonces, es una lucha – lo hemos entendido y lo hemos comprendido, para que vamos a seguir 
luchando. In: ‘‘Field Recordings, Community Council, Copal AA La Esperanza’. 
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The time we have left we are going to continue fighting’.513 During later 
fieldwork, the returnees would often voice this continuity between past 
and present through the common expression ‘la lucha sigue’; the struggle 
continues.  

The following weeks, it became clear how the Copaleros thought of 
‘making history’ as ‘useful’. Or as one of the community’s teachers 
understood the recording of people’s testimonies: ‘whatever it is we are 
doing, it is politics’.514 Ever since the foundation of the multi-ethnic return 
community, its inhabitants have been very concerned with history; who are 
we, where do we come from and where are we going as a community, as 
returnees? The possible construction of the Xalalá Dam opened a discursive 
space in which historical narratives are being renegotiated and 
rearticulated. Facing new displacement and destruction of their 
livelihoods, the returnees started updating their collective return identity 
and community history to make sense of ongoing injustice and violence, 
but also to strategically counter the state’s divide-and-conquer strategy. 
With my research, I was able to tap into this ongoing community process, 
unexpectedly turning my research into a participatory filmmaking project. 
Incidentally, the process I went through, moving away from externally led 
interventions and responding to community challenges, has been coined 
as one of the core principles of participatory action research (PAR).515 

Community Media & Post-Colonial Struggle 

The COCODE had already mentioned using video to me before it came 
up at the community council. The idea to record Copal AA’s history did 
not appear out of thin air. It made a lot of sense considering the 
community’s particular engagement with a national trend of audiovisual 
and web-based activism. In turn, this national trend is rooted in a broader 
history of collaborative and community media in Latin America. 

 
 
513 My translation of original citation: ‘Nos fuimos por el ejército. El tiempo que nos queda nos 
vamos a seguir luchando.’ In: ‘Fieldnotes, COCODE Meeting, Copal AA La Esperanza’, 25 May 
2015. 
514 My translation of original citation: ‘[…] de todos modos lo que hacemos es política.’ In: 
‘Fieldnotes, COCODE Meeting, Copal AA La Esperanza’. 
515 Anna Colom, ‘How to … Avoid Pitfalls in Participatory Development’, The Guardian - Global 
Development Professionals Network, 2013, sec. Working in development, 
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2013/apr/04/how-to-
design-participatory-projects; Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon, The Action Research Planner, 2. 
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First of all, Copal AA has a partnership with Red Tz’ikin, a national 
network of independent [indigenous] community video makers516, whose 
aim is  to ‘decentralize, democratize and decolonize audio-visual means of 
production’ in Guatemala.517  Years before my arrival, several Copaleros 
formed a ‘video group’ and received community filmmaking training as 
members of the national network. Since 2012, Red Tz’ikin organizes 
yearly community film screenings in various regions across the country 
under the name ‘Cinema in Defense of Life and Territory’. In 2014 and 
2016, screenings were held in Copal AA. In 2014, and with the support 
of Red Tz’ikin, the Copal AA community band also produced a video clip 
that turned their song ‘If it is for love’ [Si es por amor] into a regional hit 
(see mov. 1). The protest song celebrates the community’s resistance 
against the Xalalá Dam project.  
  

 
 
516 According to Maya spirituality, Tz’ikin refers to one of the nahuales - energies or spirits - central 
to the Maya calendar. Tz’ikin is the nahual of energy, the communicator, the messenger and the 
guardian bird of Mayan territories. 
517 My translation of original citation: ‘[…] descentralizar, democratizar y descolonizar los medios 
de producción audiovisual’. In: ‘Red Tz’ikin, ‘Quiénes Somos’, accessed 27 November 2018, 
http://realizadorestzikin.org/red-tz-ikin/quienes-somos. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9ZPLlpZc25g&t=14s  
Mov. 1 Videoclip ‘Si es Por Amor’ by the Copal AA community band 
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Apart from Copal AA’s alliance with Red Tz’ikin, the returnees also 
engage in broader media activism to express their identity, denounce 
megaprojects and advocate environmental protection. The Copaleros not 
only seem to share most of what happens to them online, they also make 
things happen to be able to post about them on social media through 
individual as well as community accounts. During my fieldwork in 2015, 
teachers and students organized a march during the community’s yearly 
Environment Festival. Everyone dressed up in self-made costumes and 
carried slogans calling for environmental protection. At first, I found it 
bizarre; this loud and colorful mass of people marching in and their own 
community. Then, however, I realized that part of the march was actually 
being held online. People publicly shared and liked photographs and 
videos of the event. It was shared not only by the returnees themselves, but 
also their regional network of friends and (inter)national solidarity 
organizations, including me.518  

Similar illustrations of community media activism are individual and 
community posts from the commemoration in 2018 of the 1944 October 
Revolution and agrarian reform movement (see fig. 2), or the 2015 
women’s march. Pictures of slogans such as ‘revolutions don’t just happen 
[no llegan], they are made [se hacen]’ or ‘as long as there is no justice for the 
people, there will be no peace for the government’ were shared online.519 
Moreover, when three military vehicles unexpectedly showed up on Copal 
AA territory in 2017, various community members shared smartphone 
videos of how they collectively blocked the community entrance and forced 
the twenty-headed patrol to turn back (see mov. 2).520  
  

 
 
518 I only refer to or include references to (audio-)visual materials on social media that are publicly 
shared with ‘everyone’ and not just with ‘friends’ or ‘friends and contacts’. 
519 Festivales Solidarios and Ibna Copala, ‘Facebookpost from Festivales Solidarios, Reposted 
Photo Reportage from Copal AA’s Community School Page.’, 21 October 2018, 
https://www.facebook.com/search/top/?q=festivales%20solidarios%20copal%20aa&epa=SEAR
CH_BOX; ‘Facebook Post, Women’s March Copal AA La Esperanza, Community Page Copala 
La Esperanza’, 8 March 2015. 
520 Anonymous, Facebook Video ‘FUERTE CONTINGENTE DE EL EJERCITO INGRESA A 
LA REGIÓN...’, 2017, 
https://www.facebook.com/joel.alvarado.12139/videos/vb.100003074183554/127756737902238
9/?type=3. 
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Fig. 2 Copal AA march in commemoration of the 1944 October Revolution (2018). Picture 
shared on Facebook by Festivales Solidarios, a national solidarity collective focusing on the 
defense of territory and historical memory. 
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https://www.facebook.com/joel.alvarado.12139/videos/vb.1000030
74183554/1277567379022389/?type=3 

Mov. 2 Facebook video denouncing military presence on Copal AA territory 
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Another example of the returnees’ usage of new media strategies is the 
frequent online sharing of pictures and video-statements denouncing the 
deplorable condition of the road from Nimlajacoc to Copal AA, due to 
years of state abandonment. 521  The returnees also criticize regional 
communities for being bribed into accepting megaprojects in return for 
electrification or road construction works. In 2017, one of Copal AA’s 
leaders testified on the regional online Ixcán TV about the ‘violation’ of 
their ‘fundamental rights’ as ‘Guatemalan citizens’: 

The problem is that this area is marked – they mark it as a red zone. 
In fact, this is an area in which a lot of the internal armed conflict 
took place – and they definitely labelled us as if we are against 
development […] basically because part of this region – or basically 
our community – we oppose the construction of big hydroelectrics 
from transnational [corporations]. […] We think it is because of 
this position that the municipality, as a form of repudiation, has 
abandoned the communities of this region.522 

Thus, the returnees also use new media strategies to connect with 
neighboring communities and voice their demands towards municipal 
authorities. It is important to emphasize that, in their use of media 
activism, the inhabitants of Copal AA are not that different from their 
Q’eqchi’ neighbors. The existence of Red Tz’ikin since 2015, but also the 
foundation in 2012 of Prensa Comunitaria [Community Press] is indicative 
of a national, (rural) indigenous trend. Prensa Comunitaria (PC) is an 
online media platform that came into being after the recent expansion of 
extractive projects in indigenous territories. PC engages in community 
‘investigation’ and ‘communication’ to ‘accompany and document the 
struggle and resistance of the [indigenous] peoples’ all over the country. 
The agency promotes ‘info activism’ [infoactivismo] and presents itself as a 

 
 
521 Red Tz’ikin and Copal AA Community Video Group, Nuestras Historias Carretera Copal AA, 
2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RKxObGMR6dQ. 
522 My translation from original citation: ‘La problema es que esta región está tildada – lo tildan 
como zona roja. De hecho, es un área donde se ha cumplido mucho del conflicto armado interno 
– y definitivamente se han tildado que somos en contra de desarrollo […] prácticamente [porque] 
parte de la región – o prácticamente nuestra comunidad – nos oponemos a la construcción de 
grandes hydroelectricas de [empresas] transnacionales […]. Y creemos nosotros que es por esa 
postura que la municipalidad en términos de rechazo ha abandonado las comunidades de esa 
región.’ In: Anonymous, ‘Facebook Video without Title’, Ixcán TV (Copal AA La Esperanza, 
2016), https://www.facebook.com/joel.alvarado.12139/videos/1224839797628481/. 
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‘community of people looking to narrate reality [narrar la realidad] from 
our own perspective, with our own voices’ using ‘word, sound and 
image’.523 PC spreads contributions from local community reporters and 
investigators, social science researchers, radio and television reporters, 
photographers and filmmakers.524 According to statistics from the online 
marketing platform Socialbakers, the Facebook account of Prensa 
Comunitaria is one of the fastest-growing community pages in 
Guatemala.525  

The PC website groups news items into four main geographical 
categories and provides a separate label for the municipality of Cobán. As 
such, Prensa Comunitaria provides online spaces where otherwise isolated 
communities connect with each other. Similarly, PC also connects rural 
communities with national and international solidarity movements and 
counts with financial support from NGOs in Guatemala and abroad. Ever 
since its foundation, Prensa Comunitaria has become a digital archive of 
community struggle and resistance in Guatemala.526 As an information 
and mobilization platform, PC plays a crucial role in mapping and publicly 
denouncing socio-environmental and land conflict.  

Hence, community and indigenous media activism are a national trend. 
Still, the returnees do seem to be producing online posts more frequently, 
more explicitly political, and with a stronger sense of 
community.527Compared to other regional communities, the returnees 
from Copal AA also have above-average access to online platforms such as 
Prensa Comunitaria. One of PC’s most recognized regional community 
reporters, photographer and filmmaker Mario Rivera, is an inhabitant of 
Copal AA. 528  Apart from fulltime reporter Mario, various other 
‘community communicators’ occasionally share audiovisual materials or 

 
 
523 Prensa Comunitaria has a website, a Twitter and Instagram account, a YouTube and a Vimeo 
video channel, a textual-visual storytelling account on Medium and a Facebook page with 136,537 
followers. 
524  Prensa Comunitaria, ‘Prensa Comunitaria. Investigación - Comunicación Comunitaria’, 
http://www.prensacomunitaria.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/PrensaComunitaria20151.pdf. 
525  Socialbakers, ‘Facebook Stats of Popular Community Pages in Guatemala’, Socialbakers, 
accessed 8 May 2019, 
https://www.socialbakers.com/statistics/facebook/pages/total/guatemala/community/. 
526  Prensa Comunitaria, ‘Sobre Nosotros’, 2019, 
https://www.prensacomunitaria.org/prensacomunitaria/. 
527 Moreover, further in this chapter I show that the returnees also have a particular (historical) 
relation with audio-visual documentation. 
528 Pseudonym. Mario is also the son in law of an important community leader. 
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blog posts on the PC website or Facebook. Most are trained by Red Tz’ikin 
as members of the community video group (see above). 

Copal AA’s particular affinity with community and new media seems 
to be a recurring feature in at least a few other Guatemalan return 
communities as well. Santiago Botón, for example, an influential national 
TV reporter, is an inhabitant of the return community of Santa María 
Tzejá in Ixcán, El Quiché. 529 In 1999, migration expert Paula Worby 
already signaled that the Guatemalan returnees demonstrated a 
remarkable ‘capability to speak out’ (see chapter 3). While the returnees 
were widely sharing their stories, other indigenous communities tended to 
‘cover-up’ or ‘underplay’ their experiences of violence and militarism. 
According to Worby 

much of the urban population, including government officials, 
learned for the first time of the extent of the war’s destruction in 
the countryside through contact with returnees and press coverage 
of their stories.530  

It seems that the returnees, due to their particular historical and political 
trajectories, maintain a significant position in today’s regional and national 
media landscape.531  

In addition to being a national trend, Copal AA’s use of media tactics is 
also rooted in a continental history of anti-colonial militancy and in a 
recent wave of indigenous media. Freya Schiwy explains how ‘New Latin 
American Cinema’ and the more global and militant ‘third cinema’ of the 
1960’s and 70’s denounced ‘internal colonialism – the extension of a neo-
imperial logic of racism, exploitation, and dispossession – and was 
informed by a Marxist and anticolonial analysis of global capital.’ Latin 

 
 
529  Santiago Botón is a national correspondent for the alternative Latin-American channel 
TeleSUR. 
In: Clark Taylor, Seeds of Freedom: Liberating Education in Guatemala (Routledge, 2015). 
530  Paula Worby, ‘Lessons Learned from UNHCR’s Involvement in the Guatemala Refugee 
Repatriation and Reintegration Programme (1987-1999)’, UNHCR external evaluation report, 
1999, 5, 
http://cidbimena.desastres.hn/docum/crid/Julio2006/CD2/pdf/eng/doc13135/doc13135-a.pdf. 
531 I have not conducted comparative research between Copal AA and other Guatemalan return 
communities. Hence, I can only formulate this idea as a hypothesis. I do suggest the influence of 
the Guatemalan returnees on the national media landscape as an interesting path for further 
research. 
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American militant cinema ended in the late 1980’s because many 
filmmakers went into exile or were enforcedly disappeared.532 

The contemporary rise of indigenous media activism has been 
explained in terms of increasing global citizenship 533  and cultural 
activism 534 . It was also  linked to developments in the field of visual 
anthropology ‘reversing the colonial gaze’ as an ‘antidote to the crisis of 
representation’ since the 1960’s. 535  However, Schiwy, stresses the 
continuity between contemporary indigenous media and the vanguard 
revolutionary cinema of the 60’s and 70’s, even though 21st century media 
activism has been ideologically broader and different in style. She argues 
that, instead of understanding indigenous media as ‘citizen’s media’536, 
critical scholarship should move beyond a liberal democratic focus and 
engage with post-colonial debates. Schiwy states that ‘critical work on 
digital media has rarely engaged with post- and settler colonial histories’ 
or addressed the convergence between Marxism and indigenous struggle. 
Media activism from the Zapatistas in Chiapas, Mexico, is probably the 
most conspicuous example of this hybrid blending between the militancy 
of the 60s and 70s and new indigenous media – or, in other words, between 
indigenous and revolutionary movements.537 

 
 
532 Schiwy, ‘Decolonization and Collaborative Media’. 
533 See: Clemencia Rodríguez and Dorothy Kidd, ‘Making Our Media: Global Initiatives Toward 
a Democratic Public Sphere’, in Making Our Media: Global Initiatives Toward a Democratic Public 
Sphere, ed. Clemencia Rodríguez, Dorothy Kidd, and Laura Stein, vol. 1, Creating new 
communication spaces (New York: Hampton Press, 2009), 1–22. 
534  See: Juan Francisco Salazar and Amalia Córdova, ‘Imperfect Media and the Poetics of 
Indigenous Video in Latin America’, in Global Indigenous Media: Cultures, Poetics, and Politics, ed. 
Pamela Wilson and Michelle Stewart (Durham: Duke University Press Books, 2008), 39–57. 
535 Pamela Wilson and Michelle Stewart, ‘Introduction’, in Global Indigenous Media: Cultures, 
Poetics, and Politics, ed. Pamela Wilson and Michelle Stewart (Durham: Duke University Press 
Books, 2008), 3–4. 
536  See: Clemencia Rodriguez, Citizens’ Media against Armed Conflict: Disrupting Violence in 
Colombia, 1 edition (Minneapolis: University Of Minnesota Press, 2011). 
537 Another paradigmatic example of indigenous media linking with third cinema was the 1996 
creation of what later came to be known as the Plurinational Communication System of the 
Indigenous, First Nation and Intercultural Peoples of Bolivia [Sistema Plurinacional de 
Comunicación Indígena Originaria]. According to Schiwy, this multi-ethnic communication 
network by independent filmmakers and media activists contributed to the writing of a new 
constitution with indigenous participation. In: Schiwy, ‘Decolonization and Collaborative Media’. 
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From ‘Giving-Back’ to Participatory Research 

The returnees’ invitation to ‘make history’ allowed me to tap into an 
ongoing community initiative. Moreover, engaging with audiovisual 
media equally matched the local research and community context. 
However, the returnees’ request to record their history of exile and return 
also fitted into my personal trajectory as a researcher. I had no filmmaking 
experience, and initially thought of making this ‘documentary’ as an 
opportunity to get access to the community. Furthermore, I saw 
filmmaking in terms of reciprocity; to be able to ‘give something back’. I 
had been struggling with this during previous fieldwork in other regional 
communities. When people asked me what I wanted to do with their 
recorded interview, I answered that I was writing an academic book in 
English with the information they gave me. Usually, the answer felt like a 
confession and was unsatisfying for both the interviewee and myself (see 
chapter 1).  

Aside from ‘giving back’, the filmmaking process also seemed an 
opportunity to gather empirical data for my research on local post-conflict 
memory processes. I imagined that a video ‘side project’ would allow me 
to ask the questions I wanted to ask in order to empirically test the meta-
historical concepts I had in mind back then, which were mostly related to 
the fields of memory studies and transitional justice.538 Filming individual 
interviews, I thought, could lead to a database of transcriptions for further 
analysis and interpretation.  

However, from being a side project, a matter of reciprocity and a data 
collection technique, filmmaking unexpectedly turned into an investigative 
tool of its own to explore the collective production and mobilization of 

 
 
538 At the beginning of my fieldwork in 2015, I was still broadly interested in the notion of 
‘historical memory’ in relation to the field of ‘transitional justice’. Some of the meta-historical 
concepts I wanted to ‘test empirically’ included ‘presence’ (Runia, Lorenz), ‘present past’ 
(Bevernage), ‘regimes of historicity’ (Hartog), ‘distance’ (Phillips) and ‘historical wounds’ 
(Chakrabarty). See: Eelco Runia, ‘Burying the Dead, Creating the Past’, History and Theory 46, 
no. 3 (2007): 313–325; Chris Lorenz, ‘Unstuck in Time. Or: The Sudden Presence of the Past’, 
in Performing the Past: Memory, History, and Identity in Modern Europe, ed. Karin Tilmans, Frank 
van Vree, and Jay Winter (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2010), 67–105; Berber 
Bevernage, History, Memory, and State-Sponsored Violence, 1 edition (New York: Routledge, 2013); 
François Hartog, Regimes of Historicity: Presentism and Experiences of Time (Columbia University 
Press, 2015); Mark Salber Phillips, ‘Rethinking Historical Distance: From Doctrine to Heuristic’, 
History and Theory 50, no. 4 (2011): 11–23; Dipesh Chakrabarty, ‘History and the Politics of 
Recognition’, in Manifestos for History, ed. Sue Morgan, Keith Jenkins, and Alun Munslow 
(Taylor & Francis, 2007). 
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historical narratives. However, in order to understand the epistemological 
significance of my approach we first need to consider its participatory 
nature. Instead of doing research on or for people, my approach 
transformed into doing research with people, or as Boaventura de Sousa 
Santos puts it: ‘knowing-with’ rather than ‘knowing-about’.539 To varying 
degrees, this principle characterizes most participatory research, 
privileging ‘subject-subject’ rather than ‘subject-object’ relations. 540 
However, in this case, unlike many so-called participatory video (PV) 
projects, participation did not entail handing over ‘cameras to the people’ 
to reclaim local histories in a framework of technical capacity building.541 
Instead, the returnees gave their proverbial camera to me in order to 
produce ‘useful’ and effective historical narratives by mobilizing my 
academic and international legitimacy, network and resources.  

2. PARTICIPATION & THE MAKING OF SHARED HISTORY 

In addition to history- and filmmaking, my participatory approach was 
also grounded in an existing community reality. Copal AA’s community 
organization and governance practices are inspired by a mix of indigenous 
consensus governance, cooperativism, participatory democracy and democratic 
centralism. This is the outcome of some of the returnees’ historical and 
political trajectories discussed in chapter 3. In the second part of this 
chapter, I will first reconnect with some of these trajectories to explain 
present-day Copal AA organization and governance. Subsequently, I will 
explore how these grassroots practices came to define the meaning of 
participation during the filmmaking project as a coordinated act of consensus. 

 
 
539  Boaventura de Sousa Santos, The End of the Cognitive Empire: The Coming of Age of 
Epistemologies of the South (Durham: Duke University Press Books, 2018), 14. 
540 Santos, 261–62; Gubrium and Harper, Participatory Visual and Digital Methods, 12. 
541 Iokiñe Rodriguez and Mirna Inturias, ‘Cameras to the People: Reclaiming Local Histories and 
Restoring Environmental Justice in Community Based Forest Management through Participatory 
Video’, Alternautas 3, no. 1 (2016): 44; Jackie Shaw and Clive Robertson, Participatory Video: A 
Practical Approach to Using Video Creatively in Group Development Work: A Practical Approach to 
Using Video Creatively in Group Developmental Work, 1 edition (London ; New York: Routledge, 
1997). 
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Community Organization & Governance 

As a first characteristic, Copal AA community governance is partly rooted 
in indigenous consensus governance where ‘consensus’ entails at the same 
time ‘a given arrangement’ and ‘a process of dissent’. Even though Copal 
AA consists of four different ethnic sub-groups, Schiwy points out that 
integrating opposites is characteristic for all Maya languages where 
‘consensus and dissensus appear as two sides of the same coin’.542 As such, 
indigenous consensus differs from unanimity, but also from plurality by 
votes. Rather than counting community member’s votes, decisions are 
made through deliberation and continuous interaction between rotating 
authorities, delegates and the community assembly. While liberal 
democracy is based on individual rights, consensus governance is subjected 
to community interests.543  

Secondly, Copal AA is also characterized by a strong cooperative-like 
organizational form. I have already argued (in chapter 3) that the 
colonization of Ixcán and experiences of cooperative organization during 
the 1960s and 70s differentiate the Copaleros from neighboring Q’eqchi’ 
communities in Alta Verapaz. Moreover, Copal AA’s founding families 
continued experimenting with cooperativism after the First Organized and 
Collective Return in 1993. As such, they have also come to differentiate 
themselves from other Guatemalan return communities.  

From the first return settlement Victoria 20 de Enero in Ixcán, Copal 
AA’s founding families moved to the return community Aurora 8 de 
Octubre in Chisec, Alta Verapaz.544 Aurora was organized according to a 
cooperative model, combining collective land titles with collective modes 
of production and rather centralist decision-making practices. The same 
cooperative structure integrated and controlled both the economic and 
political-administrative organization of the community. The Directive 
Board [Junta Directiva] of the cooperative thus functioned as the highest 
community authority. However, a subgroup of future Copaleros, gradually 

 
 
542 Freya Schiwy, ‘Making Visible What Had No Business Being Seen. Community Media and 
the Question of the Political’, in Resolutions 3: Global Networks of Video, ed. Ming-Yuen S. Ma 
and Erika Suderburg, 1 edition (Minneapolis: Univ Of Minnesota Press, 2012), 86. 
543 Schiwy, 88. 
544 Brian Egan, ‘“Somos de La Tierra”: Land and the Guatemalan Refugee Return’, in Journeys of 
Fear: Refugee Return and National Transformation in Guatemala, ed. Liisa North and Alan B. 
Simmons (McGill-Queen’s Press - MQUP, 1999), 5. 
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rejected the way in which Aurora was organized and governed. After 
petitioning the parceling of community land, they also started denouncing 
what Frank Garbers describes as Aurora’s ‘communication and 
participation deficit’.545 

Rising internal divisions led to the eventual downfall of the Aurora 
cooperative project. 86 families split off and formed the cooperative-like 
Association for Community Development New Zaculeu (ADECO-UNZ). In 
1996, they founded their own return community; Copal AA La 
Esperanza. 546  According to Garbers, Copal AA was an innovative 
economic and political-administrative project built on the principles of 
‘participation’ and ‘community development’. Members of the Association 
[socios] have their own parcel of 7,8 hectares each. 547  Contrary to the 
previous Aurora model, in Copal AA there are almost no collective forms 
of ownership except for a certain amount of community land for collective 
work and reforestation purposes. The Copaleros also do not manage any 
large-scale collective modes of production, although they do collectively 
process and market their products.548 Finally, compared to Aurora, Copal 
AA’s political-administrative organization is less centralist and more 
disconnected from the community’s economic branch. The Directive 
Board of ADECO-UNZ is but one of the two highest community 
authorities and mainly deals with land issues and part of the community’s 
higher education system. The overall political-administrative organization 
of Copal AA, on the other hand, falls under the authority of a different 
community council (see below).549  

 
 
545  Frank Garbers, Geschichte, Identität und Gemeinschaft im Rückkehrprozeß guatemaltekischer 
Kriegsflüchtlinge (LIT Verlag Münster, 2002), 252–57. 
546  Zaculeu is a pre-Colombian Maya archeological site in the Huehuetenango Department; 
former territory of the Postclassic Mam kingdom. COCODE and ADECO-UNZ, ‘Plan 
Estrategico de La Comunidad de Copal AA La Esperanza Cobán, Alta Verapaz, Guatemala, 
2016-2020’, 2016, 10, Personal archive of the author; Garbers, Geschichte, Identität und 
Gemeinschaft im Rückkehrprozeß guatemaltekischer Kriegsflüchtlinge, 257. 
547  COCODE and ADECO-UNZ, ‘Plan Estrategico de La Comunidad de Copal AA La 
Esperanza Cobán, Alta Verapaz, Guatemala, 2016-2020’. 
548  Garbers, Geschichte, Identität und Gemeinschaft im Rückkehrprozeß guatemaltekischer 
Kriegsflüchtlinge, 259. 
549 ADECO-UNZ is governed through a directive board [Junta Directiva] of about 4 Copaleros 
who are elected every two years by all the members of the Association. Everything concerning the 
issue of land falls under the authority of the Association. Moreover, ADECO-UNZ manages and 
organizes part of the community’s alternative education system through the community’s New 
Awakening Middle School (IBNA). 
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Thirdly, the returnees also appropriated some of the language and 
practices of participatory democracy during life in exile between 1981-
1993. Mexican refugee camps were a space of participation where refugees 
were trained by international aid workers and learned new techniques of 
democratic governance. 550  In addition to the elected Permanent 
Commissions of Guatemalan Refugees (CCPP), the refugees also organized 
themselves in so-called ‘sectors’ [sectores] in the different camps in order to 
stimulate more direct participation in the preparation of the collective 
return. These sectors were organized as committees per part of the 
constituency, such as the women, the youth, health promoters, the elders, 
the educators, etc.551 Today, Copal AA continues this rotating delegate 
system with 14 different sectors and a dozen additional committees.552 The 
total amount of sector and committee members is about one fourth of the 
entire community. This means that a large number of inhabitants is 
directly involved in the day-to-day organization and governance of the 
community. Additionally, all adult Copaleros participate in the General 
Community Assembly and gather in the galera (see above) on a regular 
basis.553 

In addition to the Directive Board of ADECO-UNZ, the other 
highest community authority is the COCODE, the Community 
Development Council [Consejo Comunitario de Desarrollo]. The 
COCODE consists of five Copaleros – including a president and a vice-
president – elected every two years by the Community Assembly. While 
ADECO-UNZ focuses on economic organization, the COCODE 

 
 
550 Kristi Anne Stolen, ‘The Reconstruction of Community and Identity among Guatemalan 
Refugees’, European Review of Latin American and Carribean Studies 77 (2004): 5 and 20. 
551 Stolen, 8. 
552 The sectors consist of the Women’s Committee, the Supreme Ancestral Council, the Catholic 
Church Committee, the Basic and Diversified Education Committee, the Educational Parental 
Committee of Primary Level, the Committee for the Defence of Natural Resources, the Evangelic 
Church Committee, the Water Committee, the Youth Committee, the Bookkeepers, the 
Community General Health Facilitators, the Oral Health Committee, the Midwives, the Human 
Rights Committee, etc. In: COCODE and ADECO-UNZ, ‘Plan Estrategico de La Comunidad 
de Copal AA La Esperanza Cobán, Alta Verapaz, Guatemala, 2016-2020’, 20–21. 
553 Sector candidates mostly volunteer, but are also sometimes nominated by the authorities. Every 
adult community member is expected to take up a community ‘commitment’ [compromiso] at 
some point. Sectors ideally consist of an intergenerational mix to ensure a certain amount of 
experience, the possibility for participatory learning. However, intergenerational mixing can also 
be seen as a way to ensure ideological continuity with Copal AA’s foundational returnee project 
as ‘the new generations’ are starting to assume leading roles in the community. In: Video 
Recordings, Presentation Sectors, Copal AA La Esperanza, 2015. 
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manages Copal AA’s political-administrative organization. Council 
members also act as community delegates on a regional level, towards 
municipal and national state authorities and other external 
organizations.554  

The office of the COCODE is located next to that of ADECO-
UNZ, on a central hill overlooking the community (see map 7 in chapter 
3). There is a high level of activity within, and interaction among, the 
COCODE, ADECO-UNZ and the sectors. Every weekday around 4 pm, 
the authorities climb the hill.555 They bring out tables and chairs in front 
of their offices to have meetings and receive people until after dark. Spread 
over a few strategic spots in the community, megaphones are fixed on trees 
or poles. The speakers are connected to a broadcasting system operating 
from the hill. Once the authorities show up, a non-stop stream of 
announcements and calls starts echoing through the streets and half-open 
houses of Copal AA: 

BUENO – this is an announcement for all the sectors of the 
community! Tomorrow at 4 pm there will be a meeting of high 
importance about territory defense! I repeat; we invite all sectors to 
participate in the meeting tomorrow at 4 in the afternoon in the 
community kitchen; we will be dealing with territory defense! 
 
BUENO - BUENO - to the entire community: you are all warmly 
invited to come to the community gallery at 3 pm where we will be 
having cultural activities from different sectors! One more time; 
the entire community is warmly invited to gather in the gallery at 
3 pm where there will be cultural activities from the different 
sectors!  
 
BUENO BUENOOOOO – sound team, pay attention! Rafael 
Jiménez, could you please do us the favor of moving the stereo to 
the community gallery please? Like we coordinated yesterday. This 
is urgent – we don’t want more delay in the activity – people are 
arriving, and we don’t have any sound. So please, Rafael, make sure 
you move the stereo to the galera!556 

 
 
554 Video Recordings, Collective Interview with the COCODE, Copal AA La Esperanza (Copal AA 
La Esperanza, 2015). 
555 Except for Sundays. 
556 Fieldrecordings, COCODE Announcements, Copal AA La Esperanza, 2018. 
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Only after the last meeting around 10 pm, when someone turns of the 
electricity generator, silence descends upon the village again, and the 
Copaleros stop ‘organizing’ [organizar] and ‘coordinating’ [coordinar] 
everything. 

In chapter 3, I have argued that life in exile was characterized by a growing 
female leadership and the formation of women’s organizations such as 
Mamá Maquín. In the Mexican camps, the male predominance in 
agricultural production was overturned as a result of  food distribution, 
through which women gained influence as ‘mediators’ between refugees 
and aid organizations. 557  Stimulated by NGOs and UNHCR, female 
refugees also played a crucial role in the return movement and during the 
subsequent emergency phase of Guatemalan return communities.  

However, according to Kristi Anne Stølen, women’s participation 
declined once these communities were established and life went back to 
‘normal’ in the campesino households.558 This was also the case in Copal 
AA, where labor is almost strictly gender specific, as it is in other regional 
campesino communities. Women are confined to their house and family. 
This requires permanent presence in the home and limits their 
opportunities for community participation. At the time of my fieldwork 
between 2015-2018, adults of various ages were fairly equally represented 
in community institutions. Women, however, were not. Moreover, several 
members of the Women’s Committee felt that the male-dominated 
community institutions did not take them sufficiently into account.559 

Gender equality and women’s participation were central features of 
the Return movement. While these principles are still articulated as the 
cornerstones of Copal AA’s community development project, they are not 
always put into practice. 560  However, traditional gender patterns are 

 
 
557 M. Gabriela Torres, ‘The Unexpected Consequences of Violence: Rethinking Gender Roles 
and Ethnicity’, in Journeys of Fear: Refugee Return and National Transformation in Guatemala, ed. 
Liisa North and Alan B. Simmons (London: McGill-Queen’s Press - MQUP, 1999), 166. 
558 Stolen, ‘The Reconstruction of Community and Identity among Guatemalan Refugees’, 9. 
559 ‘Fieldnotes, Conversation with Maria (Pseudonym), Member of the Women’s Committee, 
Copal AA La Esperanza’, 7 July 2015; ‘Fieldnotes, Conversation with Cristina (Pseudonym), 
Member of the Women’s Committee, Copal AA La Esperanza’, 9 July 2015. 
560  COCODE and ADECO-UNZ, ‘Plan Estrategico de La Comunidad de Copal AA La 
Esperanza Cobán, Alta Verapaz, Guatemala, 2016-2020’, 15; Instituto Básico Nuevo Amanecer 
(IBNA), ‘Planificación Estratégica 2009-2016. Resumen Histórico, Contexto Geográfico y Social 
Del Centro de Formación Integral Instituto Básico Nuevo Amanecer - IBNA’ (IBNA, 2009), 9, 
Personal archive of the author. 
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changing.  Since 2015, the number of women participating in public 
institutions has increased significantly. In 2017-2018, the Copaleros elected 
a female COCODE vice-president. In January 2019, the community 
Facebook page even announced ‘a new era’ for Copal AA, when the first 
female COCODE president accepted her two-year mandate, 
accompanied by a female vice-president.561 

Unlike Copal AA’s sector or cooperative system, most regional Q’eqchi’ 
communities also have a COCODE; an entity which was widely 
implemented in rural areas after the peace process.562 Moreover, various 
community COCODE’s have organized themselves on a regional level in 
the so-called ‘second level COCODE’.563 The returnees, however, have a 
particular centralist interpretation of their COCODE’s operation and 
function. This final characteristic of the community’s organization and 
governance practices relates to the returnees’ historical trajectories of 
political radicalization and EGP-oriented training.  

During the conflict, there were strong cross-border links between the 
Mexican refugee camps, the Communities of Population in Resistance (CPR) 
and the Guerrilla Army of the Poor (EGP). EGP-bases were organized 
according to an appropriated version of the Marxist-Leninist decision-
making practice and disciplinary policy of democratic centralism. In a 
political pamphlet from 1902, Lenin called for the organization of a 
revolutionary workers’ party through ‘unity of action, freedom of 
discussion and criticism’. 564  By combining two seemingly opposed 
approaches – democracy and central control – his idea was to ensure free 
and open discussion as well as unity and discipline. Lenin envisioned a 

 
 
561 ‘Facebook Post (Public), “Nueva Era Para Copal AA La Esperanza”, Copal AA La Esperanza 
Facebook Page’, 1 January 2019, 
https://www.facebook.com/1146572325370142/photos/a.1148363528524355/23769210423352
58/?type=3&theater. 
562 Every Guatemalan community of more than 250 inhabitants older than 18 has a COCODE 
as part of the constitutional National System of Guatemalan Development Councils. Other 
regional communities do tend to have sector-alike committees, but they are rarely as elaborated 
and active as the sectors in Copal AA. In: Jeff Abbott, ‘20 Years of “Peace” in Guatemala’, 
NACLA, 2017, https://nacla.org/news/2017/01/04/20-years-
%E2%80%9Cpeace%E2%80%9D-guatemala. 
563 Before the COCODE of Copal AA invited me to their community, I presented my research 
for the second level COCODE of the Nimlajacoc micro-region (see above).  
564 Thank you, Pieter De Vos, for our numerous conversations about this topic and for sharing 
your insights during our fieldwork and the production of ‘Los Retornados’ in 2018. In: V.I. Lenin, 
Collected Works of V.I. Lenin, Volume 11, June 1906-January 1907 (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 
1972), 320. 
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‘vanguard’ party capable of leading the revolution by stimulating new ideas 
from below while at the same time maintaining discipline and tight 
organization to prevent intraparty disagreements. Free discussion by all 
party members was supposed to be encouraged up to the point when the 
vote was taken. From that moment onwards, all members were bound by 
the decision of the majority. However, bureaucratism, dogmatism and 
authoritarianism increasingly distorted the application of democratic 
centralism by the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) between 
1917-1991.565 

While Lenin envisioned democratic centralism as a party 
organizational structure, the Guatemalan EGP adapted the principle to a 
context of guerrilla-warfare. The revolutionaries combined democratic 
base discussion with central and strong leadership to accomplish 
coordinated, effective and swift action under a permanent military 
threat.566 A large group of Copal AA’s founding members first resided 
with the EGP-oriented CPR before going into exile in the early 1980s. 
Moreover, various Copaleros were permanent EGP-combatants at some 
point during the conflict. Especially those with an EGP-background and 
training assumed leading roles in the foundation (in 1996) and subsequent 
organization of Copal AA La Esperanza.567  

In their contemporary engagement with democratic centralism, the 
returnees departed from authoritarian and bureaucratic soviet centralism 
as well as from the revolutionary EGP context. Instead, they translated 
this collective decision-making and action strategy into a framework of 
‘pacifist territory defense’ and ‘community resistance’. 568  Community 

 
 
565 Terence Ball, Richard Dagger, and Daniel I. O’Neill, Political Ideologies and the Democratic Ideal 
(Routledge, 2015), 190+334; Terence Ball and Richard Dagger, ‘Democratic Centralism | 
Politics’, Encyclopedia Britannica, accessed 10 December 2018, 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/democratic-centralism. 
566 ‘Conversation with a Community Leader Who Is Also a Former EGP Combatant, Copal AA 
La Esperanza, Fieldnotes, 13 July’, 2018; ‘Conversation with a Copalero Who Is Also a Former 
EGP Combatant, Copal AA La Esperanza, Fieldnotes, 9 July’, 2018; Marta Harnecker, ‘¿Hay 
Que Rechazar El Centralismo Burocrático y Practicar Sólo El Consenso?’, Rebelión, Ideas para la 
lucha, no. 4 (2003): 10. 
567  ‘Conversation with a Copalero Who Is Also a Former EGP Combatant, Copal AA La 
Esperanza, Fieldnotes, 9 July’. 
568 ‘Meeting with the COCODE and the Directive Board of ADECO-UNZ, Copal AA La 
Esperanza, Fieldnotes, 14 July’, 2018; ‘Conversation with a Copalero Who Is Also a Former EGP 
Combatant, Copal AA La Esperanza, Fieldnotes, 9 July’; ‘Conversation with a Copalero Who Is 
Also a Former EGP Combatant, Copal AA La Esperanza, Fieldnotes, 1 July’, 2018; 
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organization and governance is based on transparency and continuous 
debate through the sectors and the general community assembly, 
combined with a strong, centralized leadership by the COCODE and the 
directive board of ADECO-UNZ. 

A result of the particular historical and political trajectories of its founding 
members, Copal AA did not only develop participatory governance and 
organizational practices but also a strong capacity for coordinated and 
collective action. Community governance and organization are defined by 
a fusion of indigenous consensus governance, cooperativism, participatory 
democracy and central leadership by the COCODE, mandated by and in 
service of the community. Consensus and participatory processes are 
efficiently ‘coordinated’ and ‘organized’ so that participation would not 
obstruct collective action.  

Avoiding this kind of obstruction can actually also be articulated in 
the general context of participatory action research. PAR is characterized 
by a constant interplay, and sometimes tension, between shared decision-
making and knowledge production on the one hand, and a striving for 
social justice and change on the other.569 Participation can also become a 
‘new tyranny’ and lead to group inertia and a dysfunctional action-
compound.570  Hence, it is important to keep the returnees’ grassroots 
organizations and governance practices in mind to understand the 
emergence of specific participatory practices during the filmmaking 
process. 

Participatory Filmmaking: A Coordinated Act of Consensus 

From the very start of the filmmaking project, the returnees adopted a 
coordinated yet participatory approach and effectively distributed narrative 
labor on a community scale among different participants, including myself. 
Once I had agreed to participate in the making of a documentary, the 
authorities took charge of the project. During this first phase of fieldwork 

 
 
‘Conversation with a Community Leader Who Is Also a Former EGP Combatant, Copal AA La 
Esperanza, Fieldnotes, 13 July’. 
569  Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon, The Action Research Planner; Peter Reason and Hilary 
Bradbury, Handbook of Action Research: Participative Inquiry and Practice (Sage Publications, 2008); 
Fals-Borda and Rahman, Action and Knowledge. 
570 Bill Cooke and Uma Kothari, Participation: The New Tyranny? (Zed Books, 2001). 
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in Copal AA, from May to June 2015, the COCODE, together with two 
respected teachers and community leaders ‘organized’ and ‘coordinated’ 
everything.571 Hence, I will call them co-directors. Together, we continued 
considering the periodization and central themes of Copal AA’s history on 
which consensus was reached during the first community council. I have 
already pointed out that especially those founding members with an EGP-
background and training assumed leading roles in the foundation and 
subsequent organization of Copal AA. Related to that observation, I 
would equally like to note the remarkable presence of ex-combatants in 
the co-directors’ team.  

Mandated by the community council, the co-directors nominated a 
group of about 30 community members to become documentary 
participants, the main characters of the film to be interviewed (see fig. 3 
and 4).572 Some of these participants had already volunteered during the 
community council, but the co-directors also nominated several people 
who had not. Next to the individual documentary participants, they also 
introduced 6 collective characters: the community’s two highest authorities 
(the COCODE and the Directive Board of ADECO-UNZ), the sectors, 
the future generation, the ancestral council, the community branch of the 
Association of Communities for Development and in Defense of Territory and 
Natural Resources (ACODET)573, the teachers and the community music 
band.574 The co-directors nominated participants based on age differences 
or their assumed knowledge about the themes and events that had emerged 
from the community council. After some initial meetings, we concluded 
with a rough timeline - a storyboard if you will - including themes and 

 
 
571 During my PhD trajectory, I conducted 9 months of fieldwork in regional victim-survivor 
communities between 2014-2018, 2 months of which were spent in Copal AA (see chapter 1). 
Fieldwork in Copal AA was split up into three different periods in 2015, 2016 and 2018. Because 
of the community’s high organizational capacity, the nature of this kind of fieldwork was different 
from my other regional experiences; it was very intense, and an above average density of 
ethnographic data was co-created in a relative short period of time.  
572  Eventually, eight of them could not be interviewed due to practical reasons like weather 
circumstances, people’s personal availability, continuous changes in our working schedule, etc. 
573 A grassroots coalition of 53 communities from the municipalities of Ixcán, Cobán an Uspantán 
resisting the construction of the Xalalá Dam (see chapter 3). 
574 Co-Directors and Tessa Boeykens, ‘Plan de Trabajo Entrevistas Comunitarias, Copal AA La 
Esperanza’, 26 May 2015, Personal archive of the author. 
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events that the co-directors assigned to specific age groups, and then to 
specific characters.575   

The co-directors decided on four different age categories: the elders 
(70-90 years old), the adults (50-70 years old), the young adults (20-50 
years old) and the future generation (younger than 20 years old). As for 
the future generation, they called on the director of the community’s 
independent New Dawn Middle School (IBNA) to mobilize its students.576 
Mirroring community organization and governance practices, the various 
generations were fairly equally represented among the documentary 
participants. Nominated participants also represented Copal AA’s 
different foundational groups according to their community presence; a 
Mam majority followed by a Q’anjobal and Q’eqchi’ minority.577  

However, the gendered division of labor in Copal AA also came to 
the surface in the division of narrative labor at the beginning of the 
filmmaking process. First of all, the co-directors were exclusively men.578 
Secondly, only one third of all nominated participants were women. A 
significant shortage of women in the elder category can partly be attributed 
to the health conditions of some female elders, but mostly to their lower 
presence in the community compared to male elders. The adult category 
seemed more gender-balanced in numbers. However, two adult women 
were proposed as part of a ‘couple’ interview together with their husbands. 
At first, I thought of this family or relational dynamic as a logical, 

 
 
575  Chapter 5 presents a detailed analysis of the making of this storyboard from a narrative 
perspective. 
576 The Insituto Básico Nuevo Amanecer (IBNA) was founded in 2004 as a community response to 
the structural lack of education opportunities in the region. Many regional communities do not 
even have a primary school. In the existing rural schools, commuting teachers from the cities 
mostly do not speak the local Maya language. According to a 2010 IBNA vision text, urban ladino 
teachers use a ‘traditional pedagogy’ that only ‘rarely touches upon the themes that are important 
for the Maya youth in rural areas’. According to the Institute, ‘because of their experiences in the 
refugee camps, the parents [from Copal AA] place a high value on education’. With the help of 
international solidarity – mostly from US educational partner institutions – IBNA organizes 
alternative education in Copal AA, but equally receives students from eight surrounding villages. 
IBNA’s curriculum is based on ‘student participation, community development, Maya language 
and culture, human rights, reforestation and environmental protection’. In: Instituto Básico Nuevo 
Amanecer (IBNA), ‘Pensum IBNA’, 2010, 1–2, Personal archive of the author. 
577  Co-Directors and Boeykens, ‘Plan de Trabajo Entrevistas Comunitarias, Copal AA La 
Esperanza’,. 
578 In the next chapter, I further explore the personal political and historical trajectories of the co-
directors and their influence on the collective production and mobilization of Copal AA’s 
community history. 
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interesting and even crucial perspective to include. In practice however, it 
turned out that the husbands verbally dominated these interviews.  

From my position as a female Belgian historian, I tried to stimulate 
women’s participation during the selection of the documentary 
participants in various ways. First of all, I incessantly and publicly shared 
my point of view on the importance of women’s participation in the 
project. Secondly, along the way I have actively suggested the participation 
of a few young adult women with whom I had developed a closer 
relationship as a result of my own age and gender. Moreover, after 
observing the power dynamics in the couple interviews, I decided to 
interview one of these women individually. At no point during the entire 
filmmaking process did the co-directors or other community members – 
male or female – openly disliked my initiative in this area. As a result, I 
had a significant influence on the final selection of 21 individual 
documentary participants, 8 of whom were women. The collective 
characters, in turn, reproduced the existing male dominance in existing 
community institutions and structures. However, the issue of women’s 
participation did develop as a specific concern during the course of the 
filmmaking process. 

The kind of knowledge the co-directors expected from the nominated 
participants, was lived experience, which was at the same time publicly 
recognized as being shared on a community level; not necessarily because 
the entire community experienced something together as a group (the 
collective return, the foundation of the community, resisting the Xalalá 
Dam, etc.) but first and foremost because different community members 
had gone through similar experiences or at least could identify with this 
experience as part of their family’s intergenerational trajectory 
(discrimination, collective organization, resettlement, displacement, life in 
exile, etc.). Moreover, the co-directors did not only see knowledge as 
something to be shared retrospectively, but also regard it in a practical and 
anticipatory sense – with hindsight as it were (community resistance, 
territory defense). 579  Creating a  shared history was not only meant to be 
a collective sense-making effort, but also an action-oriented and 

 
 
579 David Carr, ‘Narrative and the Real World: An Argument for Continuity’, History and Theory 
25, no. 2 (1986): 126. 
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collectivizing community process captured in the returnees’ rearticulated 
slogan ‘Return is struggle, not resignation’.  

Before every interview, the co-directors and I refined the key themes 
to be addressed with specific characters, and loosely prepared some basic 
interview questions. The community considered me to be ‘la historiadora’, 
the historian facilitating the filmmaking process. I visited documentary 
participants and conducted the semi-structured interviews while filming 
them. Notwithstanding the co-directors’ coordinating function and 
preparation of the interviews documentary participants definitely had 
agency in the making of the community history. In chapter 6 and 7, I will 
explore people’s techniques and strategies of co-authoring the film and 
fitting their individual life stories into the community narrative. 

The recording of the interviews can be compared with a standard 
semi-structural interview situation between ethnographer and interviewee. 
Only this time, I – the ethnographer – was ‘coordinated’ by the co-
directors instead of following my own research agenda and questionnaires. 
Moreover, during the interviews, and according to a rotating system, one 
member of the COCODE or a member of the community video group 
always accompanied me to show the way and provide technical assistance, 
but also to report daily to the authorities and keep an eye on the 
filmmaking process.  

Furthermore, I was not only asked to facilitate the recording of the 
interviews. The community also entrusted me with the final montage and 
editing of ‘the documentary’. As Héctor mentioned in his opening speech, 
my job was to ‘systematize’ all the separate interviews and string them 
together ‘to make the history’ of Copal AA according to a kind of 
‘storyboard’ that was co-creatively developed during different phases of the 
filmmaking process (see chapter 5). 580  Finally, the sectors participated 
through repeated feedback sessions (see below) and the co-directors and 
myself consulted the community assembly at the beginning and end of 
each of my three fieldwork periods between 2015 and 2018.  

I conclude that filmmaking revealed two interesting storytelling dynamics 
among the COCODE, the sectors, the community assembly and ‘the 
historian’: a dynamic between ‘coordination’ and ‘participation’ but also 
between ‘sharing’ and ‘distributing’. I consider Copal AA’s community 

 
 
580 In chapter 5, I present a narrative analysis of the collective production of this ‘storyboard’. 
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history to be ‘shared’ because it was told collectively by distributing narrative 
labor, not necessarily because all community members were capable of 
telling the entire story from their own lived experience. I also categorize 
this history as ‘shared’ because it was publicly recognized as such over the 
course of the filmmaking process, which does not exclude the independent 
existence of individual and family narratives. Hence, in this specific 
research and community setting, participation came to signify a coordinated 
act of consensus: it required both the community’s participation in a research 
project and the researcher’s participation in a community project.  

Participatory filmmaking practices emerged from the returnees’ 
political and historical trajectories as well as from the pragmatics of their 
everyday community resistance. Kemmis, McTaggart and Nixon argue 
that only participatory research is able to create ‘the conditions for 
practitioners to understand and develop the ways in which practices are 
conducted “from within” the practice traditions that inform and orient 
them’. 581  I interpret this understanding ‘from within’ as a critical 
engagement with a community’s political and historical trajectory. In a 
Latin-American context, this is in line with Schiwy’s call to employ post-
colonial histories and the convergence between indigenous struggle and 
Marxism (see above).  

Kemmis, Mc Taggart and Nixon, however, equally emphasize that 
in a context of participatory research ‘we also need to recognize that 
communicative spaces are frequently distorted by power, reputation and 
status.’ They importantly note that ‘those with the power, reputation and 
status dominate the space’.582 I am well aware that participatory methods 
risk aggravating internal power imbalances and dysfunctional group 
consensus, as is equally put forward by Lykes and Coquillon from their 
understanding of feminist community-based research. 583  This is 
nevertheless one of the issues I have struggled with most during this 

 
 
581 Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon, The Action Research Planner, 5. 
582  Stephen Kemmis, Robin McTaggart, and Rhonda Nixon, The Action 
Research Planner: Doing Critical Participatory Action Research (Springer 
Singapore, 2014), 44. 
583  M.B. Lykes and E.D. Coquillon, ‘Theoretical and Methodological 
Challenges in Participatory Community-Based Research’, in Handbook of 
Diversity in Feminist Psychology, ed. Hope Landrine PhD and Nancy Felipe 
Russo PhD (New York: Springer Publishing Company, 2009), 60–61. 
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research project. First of all, I have earlier explained how the gendered 
division of labor in Copal AA came to the surface in the division of 
narrative labor at the beginning of the filmmaking process. At the same 
time, however, from my position as a female Belgian historian, I have 
always openly tried to stimulate women’s participation and actively 
intervened during different moments of the filmmaking process. I 
nevertheless must conclude that my approach has mainly reproduced the 
existing male dominance in community institutions and structures.  

Additionally, I have equally pointed at the remarkable presence of 
ex-combatants in the co-directors’ team. I have already repeatedly noted 
that especially those founding members with an EGP-background and 
training assumed leading roles in the foundation and subsequent 
organization of Copal AA. On the one hand, my participatory 
filmmaking-based approach might have amplified the discourse and status 
of this community sub-group. On the other hand, and considering the 
pragmatics of the returnees’ community resistance, I generally relate the 
(mandated) leadership of EGP-oriented founding members to the 
returnees’ remarkable capacity for coordinated and collective action, rather 
than to dysfunctional community consensus. In chapter 6 and 7, I will 
further explore community power relations through a narrative lens. 

Despite the above limitations or pitfalls of my approach, I argue that 
participatory methods should first and foremost depart from community 
realities instead of being overwritten by preconceived academic, Western 
or liberal-democratic practices.584  Rather than shifting power relations 
between researchers and local communities, participatory research can at 
the same time become a masque perpetuating externally led interventions 
and ‘subject-object’ relations. 585  Participation should therefore not be 
reduced to a set of pre-fixed formulas and techniques such as Participatory 
Video (PV), Photovoice, Digital Storytelling, Theatre of the Oppressed, 
Participatory Mapping, etc.586 Only through a dialogical, experimental, 
practical and emic approach can ‘hybrid’ understandings or ‘cultural and 

 
 
584 Cooke and Kothari, 38. 
585 Colom, ‘How to … Avoid Pitfalls in Participatory Development’. 
586 For more information on these standard approaches, see: Pink, Doing Visual Ethnography; Ph 
D. Milne, Claudia Mitchell, and Naydene de Lange, Handbook of Participatory Video (AltaMira 
Press, 2012); Gubrium and Harper, Participatory Visual and Digital Methods; Kemmis, 
McTaggart, and Nixon, The Action Research Planner. 
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conceptual mestizajes’ 587  emerge at the intersection of community and 
research interests.588 As such, participatory research can also contribute to 
the ‘decolonization’ of research methodologies. While this would have 
been an interesting route to explore, however, I consider a dialogue with 
the field of Decolonial Studies and ongoing debates about ‘decolonizing 
research methods’ beyond the scope of this dissertation.589 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

  

 
 
587 A ‘mestizo’ in Latin America is someone from mixed indigenous and non-indigenous descent. 
A ‘mestizaje’, in turn, signifies a mixture of different understandings and practices. 
588 Santos, The End of the Cognitive Empire, 11. 
589  For more information about ‘decolonizing research methods’, see: Linda Tuhiwai Smith, 
Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (Otago University Press, 2012); 
Shannon Speed and Xochitl Leyva Solano, ‘Hacia la investigación decolonizada: nuestra 
experiencia de co-labor’, in Gobernar (en) la diversidad: experiencias indígenas desde América Latina : 
hacia la investigación de co-labor, ed. Xochitl Leyva Solano, Aracely Burguete Cal y Mayor, and 
Shannon Speed (Mexico: CIESAS, 2008), 65–107; Santiago Castro-Gómez, ‘Deconolizar la 
universidad. La hybris del punto cero y el dialogo de saberes’, in El giro decolonial: reflexiones para 
una diversidad epistémica más allá del capitalismo global, ed. Santiago Castro-Gómez and Ramón 
Grosfoguel (Bogotá: Siglo del Hombre Editores, 2007), 79–92; Walter D. Mignolo and 
Catherine E. Walsh, On Decoloniality: Concepts, Analytics, Praxis (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2018). 
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Fig. 3 The docum
entary participants, 2015, Copal AA La Esperanza 
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       Fig. 4 The docum
entary participants, 2015, Copal AA La Esperanza 
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3. PARTICIPATORY FILMMAKING AS A WAY OF KNOWING 

Filmmaking and participation, the two first pillars of my community-
based approach, gradually came to define its third keystone: the production 
of shared knowledge. In this part of the chapter, I expand on the 
epistemological significance of my approach as a way to study the collective 
production and mobilization of historical narratives through a lens of 
collective narrative capacity (CNC). I initially thought of making a film as 
a way of getting access to the field, a way of ‘giving back’ and a side project 
enabling me to collect empirical data. Gradually, however, participatory 
filmmaking came to redefine my research design and turned into a full-
fledged research method with the returnees and with the ambition to 
generate social impact.  

Revealing Collective Narrative Capacity  

In the course of the filmmaking process, a specific kind of knowledge 
unexpectedly came to the surface as the project turned into a community 
venture that I did not only facilitate but also actively took part in. From 
previous fieldwork, I was used to carefully ask questions about the kind of 
violence to which informants had been exposed and how this affected their 
everyday lives. Also, during and after interviews I always tried to shy away 
from too much emotional involvement. In Copal AA however, talking 
about the past happened spontaneously and overwhelmingly. Once we 
started filming, it dawned on me what a great tragic and romantic tale this 
shared history really was; the story of an eternal search for land, the 
struggle of a people displaced several times, that went into exile, returned, 
founded a new community together… and was now threatened by a 
hydroelectric dam.  

The returnees drew on epic biblical imaginaries, comparing their 
own past trajectories with Exodus and invoking the idea of Copal AA as 
the Promised Land; a little piece of paradise to be defended against the 
next plague.590 The story of exile and return appealed to my imagination, 
its plot resonated with similar stories of David and Goliath and made me 

 
 
590 In chapter 5, I specifically elaborate on the returnees’ use of the Exodus narrative ‘template’ in 
the making of their shared history. 
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sympathize instantly with the returnees. As I understood afterwards, this 
was part of what researchers have called ethnographic seduction ‘to denote 
ways in which interviewees influence the understanding and research 
results of their interviewers’.591  I specify this phenomenon as narrative 
seduction because it was precisely as a result of Copal AA’s capacity to 
deploy various narrative strategies and techniques (see chapter 5) that I 
developed an empathic response and got engaged with the returnees’ cause.  

At first, me being ‘seduced’ seemed to be an obstruction to my 
ethnographic understanding. For example, when I first presented 
preliminary research results to my Doctoral Guidance Committee (DBC) 
committee members cautioned me to not become too ‘involved’. They 
pointed out that I needed to take ‘more distance’ from my ‘informants’ and 
avoid being ‘instrumentalized’ as a researcher.592 Nicola Mai, however, has 
demonstrated the analytical value of a systematic exploration of the 
researcher’s personal experience through his participatory, 
‘autoethnographic’ approach. 593 In the same vein, I chose to be transparent 
and self-reflexive about my own role in the filmmaking process and in the 
making of shared history. As such, I learned to transform a seeming 
obstruction – ‘narrative seduction’ and my close ‘involvement’ – into a 
deeper understanding of collective narrative production and mobilization.  

The Copaleros not only seduced me with a great story; collectively told, it 
was also surprisingly coherent and therefore convincing. No one seemed to 
contradict each other, and most life-stories fitted nicely into, or started 
from, the documentary storyboard. I was looking for public 
counternarratives, but they were almost impossible to find. As I explained 
earlier, participatory filmmaking revealed a community storytelling 
dynamic between ‘coordination’ and ‘participation’, but also between 
‘sharing’ and ‘distributing’. Despite the internal diversity of the community 
– different indigenous groups, generations, gender perspectives, 
experiences, etc. – the returnees were capable of collectively telling and 

 
 
591  Antonius C. G. M. Robben, ‘Ethnographic Seduction, Transference, and Resistance in 
Dialogues about Terror and Violence in Argentina’, Ethos 24, no. 1 (1996): 72. 
592 ‘Report Meeting Doctoral Guidance Committee, Ghent, 21 January’, 2016, Personal archive 
of the author. 
593  Mai, ‘Assembling Samira: Understanding Sexual Humanitarianism through Experimental 
Filmmaking’; Nicola Mai, Mobile Orientations: An Intimate Autoethnography of Migration, Sex 
Work, and Humanitarian Borders (University of Chicago Press, 2018). 
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retelling their community history by distributing narrative labor through a 
coordinated act of consensus.  

What made the story even more engaging was that various 
documentary participants brought photographs, personal diaries and even 
video images to support their testimony. I discovered that historical 
trajectories of international accompaniment in the Mexican refugee camps 
did not only affect the returnees’ capacity for coordinated and collective 
action, but also resulted in an exceptional community archive. Unlike 
conflict experiences of internal displacement in other regional 
communities, life in exile and the First Organized and Collective Return 
were particularly well-documented. NGO’s accompanied the returnees 
until the foundation of Copal AA La Esperanza and left behind copies of 
these photographs and videos in the community (see fig. 5). During the 
filmmaking process, community members would suddenly show up at the 
door of the lodge [el hospedaje] where I was offered a bed and a table to 
work. They came to drop off pictures they considered of use in the making 
of Copal AA’s history. According to a rotating system I also visited seven 
different households per week, as the community had decided to share 
three meals per day with me. Stories about the past were put on the table 
as easily as tortillas and black beans – occasionally complemented with 
pictures or carefully kept diaries with meticulous handwritings, and 
sometimes even drawings (see fig 6 and 7). Piece by piece, Copal AA’s 
historical archive, scattered through the community, gradually found its 
way to me. 
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Fig. 5 Pieces from Copal AA’s ‘community archive’ 
Top left: Mexican refugee camp with international accompaniment by Witness for 
Peace.                                                                                           
Top right: the First Organized and Collective Return.  
Bottom: the foundation of Copal AA La Esperanza in the jungle of Alta Verapaz.                                                                                                       
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Fig. 6 A returnee’s diary: ‘Stories by first-hand experience. Year 1982. Repression by 

the armed forces of the State through scorched earth campaigns. Taking away the 

water from the fish.’ 
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Fig. 7 A returnee’s diary: ‘The First Organized and Collective Return’  
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I ascertained how ‘shared’ Copal AA’s history really was after my first 
fieldwork period, when I became aware of what Liisa Malkki calls ‘the 
sense of a collective voice’. Malkki has been working on violence and 
memory with Hutu refugees in Tanzania. She described how a refugee 
camp in Mishamo unexpectedly ‘turned out to be a site that was enabling 
and nurturing an elaborate and self-conscious historicity among its refugee 
inhabitants’.594 Just like the returnees from Copal AA, Hutu camp refugees 
were engaged in a constant construction and reconstruction of a collective 
past: 

In virtually all aspects of contemporary social life in the Mishamo 
camp, the Hutu refugees made reference to a shared body of 
knowledge about their past in Burundi. Everyday events, processes, 
and relationships in the camp were spontaneously and consistently 
interpreted and acted upon by evoking this collective past as a 
charter and blueprint. (…) it was unmistakable that history had 
seized center stage in everyday thought and social action in the 
camp.595 

History had also seized center stage in Copal AA, where people were 
constantly referring to ‘a shared body of knowledge’ about historical 
violence, resistance, exile and return. The past proved to be present at the 
heart of community education, development, organization and resistance 
practices. In addition to compelling, complementary and coherent stories, 
talking about the past often took the form of standardized, ‘almost 
formulaic historical accounts’ that were told and retold with a strong feel 
for ‘repetition and thematic unity’ 596  and according to a consistent 
narrative structure. Participatory filmmaking thus did not only reveal 
Copal AA’s capacity to collectively distribute narrative labor through a 
coordinated act of consensus. The returnees were also capable of speaking 
with a collective voice by drawing from a shared repertoire of historical 
accounts, standardized formulations and narrative techniques (see chapter 
6 and 7).  

 
 
594 Liisa H. Malkki, Purity and Exile: Violence, Memory, and National Cosmology Among Hutu 
Refugees in Tanzania (University of Chicago Press, 1995), 52–53. 
595 Malkki, 52–53. 
596 Malkki, 56. 

Tessa Boeykens




IV SHARED HISTORY, THE MAKING OF 

 
 

204 

In sum, participatory filmmaking increasingly revealed itself as a research 
methodology and a way of knowing. I had initially entered the community 
with the aim of empirically testing a preconceived set of meta-historical 
concepts (see above). However, the returnees’ ongoing history project as 
well as their community resistance ended up redefining my research 
agenda. Again, this situates my approach well within the field of PAR, 
where sustainable and meaningful research practice and design emerges 
from within concrete community realities and challenges.597 

The central research questions that emerged from this specific 
research context, can be situated in three interrelated areas of investigation. 
My first central research question was raised by the returnees’ themselves 
at the beginning of our research alliance: how to ‘make’ a community 
history of Copal AA La Esperanza in times of contemporary socio-
environmental conflict? Despite the returnees’ distinctive historical and 
political trajectories as a return community, negotiating and articulating a 
shared history is not self-evident because of the varying generational, 
ethnic and experiential backgrounds of individual community members 
and families. Sub questions therefore came to inquire into the exact 
meaning of a ‘shared history’ or ‘community narrative’. What is the kind 
of history that the returnees desired and how can it be produced and 
mobilized in a collective but also effective way? This also raised questions 
about how to manage internal community diversity and power relations. 
But also: how did the returnees mediate my role in the making of their 
history? How did they enable me to tell one story while preventing me 
from telling ‘another’ one?   

As explained in Chapter 1, from the start I was struck by the 
difference between the returnees and other regional victim-survivor 
communities in the way they publicly and collectively engaged with the 
past. The returnees’ story of exile and return instantly captivated me, but 
the way in which it was collectively told by the community was also 
particularly convincing to me. Through participatory filmmaking I came 
to define the concept of collective narrative capacity (CNC) and elaborate 
this notion as a central research focus and scientific contribution. I have 
come to outline CNC as the capacity of a social group or community to 
deploy a number of strategies and techniques in the collective production 
and mobilization of a shared narrative. As a second central research 

 
 
597 Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon, The Action Research Planner, 77. 
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question, I thus started exploring what exactly defines a community’s 
capacity to produce and mobilize shared narratives – historical narratives 
to be more specific. How is it possible that Copal AA’s ‘shared history’ can 
be collectively, coherently and convincingly told and retold, both within 
the community itself and towards outsiders? Informed by my previous 
fieldwork experiences, one early hypothesis was that a community’s CNC 
is deeply influenced by the political and historical trajectories of its 
inhabitants.  

As a first sub question, I started investigating what specific narrative 
strategies and techniques the returnees deploy in the collective production 
and mobilization of their shared history. Additionally, participating in the 
filmmaking process myself, I started gaining insight into my own role as a 
researcher in co-producing the narrative that, at the same time, I was also 
studying. A second sub question therefore emerged: How did the return 
community mobilize its narrative capacity to mobilize me? And how did 
I, at the same time, influence the community’s narrative capacity, as a 
Belgian historian?  

Through participatory filmmaking, I thus gained a deeper 
understanding of collective narrative production and mobilization. 
Related to that, my third central research question became: what are 
possible ways to empirically study this phenomenon? While participatory 
filmmaking unexpectedly resulted in a study of CNC, studying CNC also 
pushed me to refine my participatory, filmmaking-based methodology. 
This process has challenged my general view on ethnographic research 
methods. More specifically, as a historian I developed a critical and 
practical perspective on engaging with PAR in post-conflict settings. How 
can we move towards doing research with instead of on or for people? What 
different types of knowledge were (co-)produced while ‘making history’ 
with the returnees? What are the possibilities but also, importantly, the 
limitations and challenges of my participatory, filmmaking-based 
approach?  

From Informative to Performative Ethnography  

Once participatory filmmaking turned out to be a way of exploring the 
returnees’ narrative capacity, I decided to do an ethnography of the film 
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production process. 598  Inspired by political ethnographer Maarten 
Hendriks, I consider this an example of what Johannes Fabian calls a shift 
from ‘informative’ to ‘performative’ ethnography. 599  An informative 
ethnography, Fabian argues, is the kind where the ethnographer asks 
questions and hopes to obtain knowledge from his ‘informants’. 600 
According to Fabian however: 

Performance seemed to be a more adequate description both of the 
ways people realize their culture and of the method by which an 
ethnographer produces knowledge about that culture.601 

Fabian claims that there is a kind of knowledge that cannot be found out 
by asking: 

This sort of knowledge can be represented - made present - only 
through action, enactment or performance. (…) The 
ethnographer’s role, then, is no longer that of a questioner; he or 
she is but a provider of occasions, a catalyst in the weakest sense, 
and a producer (…) in the strongest.602 

Fabian emphasizes that performance ‘is not what they do and we observe; 
we are both engaged in it’. Moreover, a performative ethnography is ‘the 
kind where the ethnographer does not call the tune but plays along’.603 In 
essence, Fabian understands the notion of performance as the act of ‘giving 
form’ to human reality. Performance then, is no mere synonym for 
‘enacting’ a pre-existing social or cultural script, but involves a specific kind 
of social, coordinated action in which something new is created, fashioned 
or made as ‘the result of a multitude of actors working together to give 
form to experiences, ideas, feelings, projects’ – or, in the case of my 
research; shared history.604 

Fabian’s concept is related to participatory action research in the sense that 
it considers the co-production of shared knowledge through action as 
opposed to ethnographic data ‘collection’ by researchers, or unilateral 

 
 
598 van. Dienderen, ‘Performing Urban Collectivity. Ethnography of the Production Process of a 
Community-Based Film Project in Brussels’. 
599 Hendriks, ‘“My Life Is Like a Movie”’. 
600 Fabian, Power and Performance, 11. 
601 Fabian, 18. 
602 Fabian, 18. 
603 Fabian, 18. 
604 Fabian, 11–13. 
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information ‘transfer’ and even ‘extraction’ from research ‘objects’. Both 
epistemological perspectives are in line with Santos’ argument for 
‘nonextractivist methodologies’ and for ‘knowing-with’ rather than 
‘knowing-about’.605 Moreover, both Fabian and PAR focus on the process 
rather than the product, and push the researcher to get ‘involved’ at the 
research site. For Fabian, however, getting involved is first and foremost 
an epistemological concern, whereas PAR emphasizes ethical arguments. 
Fabian primarily wants to understand human reality through collaborative 
action, whereas PAR prioritizes the transformation of human reality 
through collaborative knowledge production.  

Santos, in turn, bridges epistemology and ethics by stating that there 
is no ‘social justice’ without ‘epistemic justice’. 606  He follows Miranda 
Fricker, who coined the concept of ‘epistemic injustice’ to reveal ‘the 
ethical and political aspects of our epistemic conduct’.607 Santos also adds 
a ‘decolonizing’ perspective: the kind of ‘shared’ or ‘lived’ knowledge 
realized through performance is not only characteristic of most indigenous 
epistemologies, but also of their social and political struggle ‘which often 
does not have an individualized subject’.608 Linda Tuhiwau Smith adds 
that shared knowledge is ‘a process which is responsive to the marginalized 
contexts in which indigenous communities exist’ because ‘sharing contains 
views about knowledge being a collective benefit and knowledge being a 
form of resistance’. 609  I would therefore like to emphasize that my 
understanding of ‘shared knowledge’ here does not reflect a romanticized 
vision on ‘the collective’ or ‘the community’, but rather the pragmatics of 
the returnees’ everyday community resistance and the role of CNC in this 
process. 

A reorientation from informative to performative ethnography is a very 
good description of why I turned to participatory filmmaking, which was 
for both epistemological and ethical reasons. Not only did participatory 

 
 
605 As I see it, data ‘collection’, ‘transfer’ or even ‘extraction’ can still be imagined as part of a 
performative ethnography or PAR project, but only in a multi-directional way; as part of a strategic 
alliance or a win-win situation for different concerned actors/stakeholders with shared as well as 
different agendas. In: Santos, The End of the Cognitive Empire, 14. 
606 Santos, 6. 
607  Miranda Fricker, Epistemic Injustice: Power and the Ethics of Knowing, 1 edition (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, USA, 2009), 2. 
608 Santos, The End of the Cognitive Empire, 3. 
609 Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, 160–61. 

Tessa Boeykens
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filmmaking become a route to knowledge about the collective production 
and mobilization of historical narratives and the returnees’ CNC, it was 
also a way to co-produce Copal AA’s shared history in a context of 
contemporary community resistance. 

Considering the visual nature of my research, it is important to 
emphasize that I do not use the concept of performance to refer to ‘the 
documentary’ as an artistic genre or an audio-visual product, but rather to 
the entire filmmaking and history-making process. Furthermore, the idea of 
performance should not be limited to communities participating in 
research projects; researchers can equally participate in ongoing 
community projects without compromising ‘scientific’ knowledge 
production.  

Moreover, a performative ethnography can produce ‘hybrid forms 
and complementary ways of knowing’ capable of entering broader political 
agendas.610 For example, part of my role as a Belgian historian was to make 
sure that the returnees’ story of struggle and resistance would resonate 
within international solidarity movements. The returnees strategically 
mobilized my academic legitimacy, visibility and resources. Minimizing 
power imbalances in the field is generally invoked by ethnographers as an 
ethical thing to do. However, I argue that this does not necessarily entail 
abandoning the role difference between the ethnographer and research 
participants, as Fabian claims. During the filmmaking process, I found 
myself taking different roles at the same time, or at different moments; I 
have been a researcher, an activist, an outsider, an insider, a participant-
observer, an observing participant and an observed participant.  

Instead of abandoning role differences in the field and regarding all 
research participants as ‘co-researchers’, I therefore relate more to Santos’ 
notion of ‘diatopical identities’; ‘accepting [the interpenetration of] the 
dichotomies but not the hierarchies’ between different knowledge (co-
)producers.611 During a PAR trajectory, different types of knowledge can 
be (co-)created, that have a different meaning or value for different 
participants or ‘stakeholders’ involved in the process. Unlike some PAR 
practitioners, I am not critical a priori, of the notion of the external or 
facilitating researcher. Depending on the research context, role difference 

 
 
610 Santos, The End of the Cognitive Empire, 11. 
611 Santos, 251. 
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might be encapsulated in participation and strategic mobilization.612 In 
sum, I like to think of PAR as a research alliance or synergy, a win-win 
situation in which different agendas are meaningfully as well as 
pragmatically put together. 

Repetition & Rehearsal  

A performative ethnography of participatory filmmaking revealed the 
community storytelling dynamics of coordination/participation and 
sharing/distributing as two intertwined axes shaping the returnees’ 
collective narrative capacity. Over time, especially after subsequent periods 
of fieldwork, a third dynamics disclosed itself and refined my outline of 
the concept of CNC: repetition/rehearsal. As said, with my research, I was 
able to tap into an ongoing community process while the Copaleros 
increasingly proved to be drawing from a shared body of knowledge and 
narrative techniques. Participatory filmmaking exposed the making of 
Copal AA’s shared history as a repetitive and dynamic process of telling 
and retelling that started at the very foundation of the return community. 

The revelation of this third storytelling dynamics is quite compatible 
with Fabian’s idea of performance, a process of giving form to human 
reality through continuous ‘repetition and rehearsal’. To describe this 
process, Fabian uses the metaphor of an iceberg, where performance is but 
the visible tip and repetition/rehearsal the ‘submerged body’: ‘The tip of 
the iceberg does not represent its submerged part’, rehearsal carries the 
performance which is but a moment of a larger process.613 Part of this 
‘submerged body’ became tangible in 2015, when local authorities shared 
with me eight videotapes from community storytelling sessions that they 
themselves had organized half a year before my arrival. The eight-hour 
recordings show some of the co-directors coordinating the sessions and 
many of the documentary participants sharing their life stories (see mov. 
3).614 These storytelling tapes are illustrative of Héctor’s opening speech, 
in which he said that they ‘already started this some time ago, but that 
work is not organized yet – everything is scattered’.  
 

 
 
612 Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon, The Action Research Planner, 9. 
613 Fabian, Power and Performance, 12. 
614 Storytelling Tapes, Copal AA La Esperanza, vol. 1-8, 8 vols, 2015. 
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https://youtu.be/1W-l8LMTbl0 
Mov. 3 Impression of the storytelling tapes (2015), montage by the author 
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Fabian’s notion of performance not only explains how people fashion their 
everyday realities, but also the ways in which ethnographers try to 
understand this process by ‘playing along’. My job was to ‘make’ 
community history by forging ‘scattered’ pieces into a documentary about 
the returnees’ past and present struggle. Experimenting with ways to 
‘make’ Copal AA’s shared history, my strategy came to reflect and co-
produce the ongoing community process of repetition and rehearsal.  

My first fieldwork period in 2015 resulted in the (co-)production of 
a diverse body of ethnographic data: video-interviews with the 
documentary participants; recordings from meetings with the co-directors, 
the sectors and the community council; fieldnotes from informal 
conversations with community members; (audio-)visual materials and 
written documents from the ‘community archive’; etc (see below). After 
this first period of fieldwork, and with a growing insight into the kind of 
‘shared’ and ‘lived’ history the returnees desired, I performed a first round 
of data coding. In doing so, I identified recurring themes, events and 
places; standardized accounts or expressions and overall periodization, 
protagonists and narrative structure (see chapter 5). As a next step, I turned 
my analysis into an advanced storyboard and subsequently into a rough 
montage of six chronological chapters which I call the rough cuts (see mov. 
4): 

1. The Fincas [Las Fincas] (7:45 min) 
2. People Organize Themselves [El Pueblo se Organiza] (6:02 

min) 
3. The Internal Armed Conflict [El Conflicto Armado Interno] 

(7:14 min) 
4. The Refuge [El Refugio] (7:35 min) 
5. The Return [El Retorno] (10:37 min)  
6. The Struggle Continues [La Lucha Sigue] (13:05 min) 
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https://youtu.be/W2dU88ugBdY  
Mov. 4 Impression from the rough cuts (2016), montage by the author. 
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In May 2016, I returned to Copal AA for a second period of fieldwork, 
during which I organized two screenings of the rough cuts; one with the 
co-directors alone, and one with the co-directors, the sectors and the 
documentary participants. I also discussed the rough cuts individually with 
several community leaders. My preliminary interpretations of the shared 
narrative were then picked up by the community and collectively discussed 
for further adaptation. I therefore consider these rough cuts to be repetition 
and rehearsal material. As a performative tool, these feedback sessions 
contributed to the co-creation of shared knowledge about Copal AA’s past 
and present struggle. At the same time, as an investigative device, the 
feedback sessions also enhanced my understanding of the community’s 
narrative capacity and the making of shared history. 615  Moreover, 
producing and discussing the rough cuts increased my understanding of 
visual participatory methodologies and my own role as a historian in the 
filmmaking and community resistance project. All of this will be dealt with 
in greater detail and form a narrative perspective in chapter 7. 

However, apart from being a collective sense-making effort, a 
collectivizing community process and a form of participatory filmmaking-
based research, the project was also meant to be action-oriented by forging 
(inter)national solidarity and visibility. At this point, I encountered some 
of the restrains of participatory ethnographic filmmaking. Due to my 
limited filmmaking skills, the returnees and I agreed that the rough cuts 
were slightly boring to watch. Despite their richness in terms of content, 
the visual montage consisted of long stretches of static talking heads. One 
of the few variations to these portrait shots was the limited mounting of 
(audio-)visual material from the community archive in the rough cuts on 
‘The Refuge’ and ‘The Return’. I also assembled some footage from the 
Chixoy River and a self-made video clip from the community band with 
various images from Copal AA in the rough cut on ‘The Struggle 
Continues’. During one of these screenings, the community nevertheless 
decided that these ‘images’ [imágenes] were inadequate. One of the 
documentary participants therefore suggested using additional archival 
material:   

 
 
615 van. Dienderen, ‘Performing Urban Collectivity. Ethnography of the Production Process of a 
Community-Based Film Project in Brussels’, 254. 
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Just a small detail, as I noticed during the testimonies – (…) maybe 
what is missing here is the inclusion of other related photographs. 
So, I propose – I don’t know – that the local authorities make a 
collection of photographs at the community level. I know that 
there are families who have photographs of the return, the refuge, 
… So, we could collect these and then include everything during 
the testimonies so that it doesn’t become boring, right?616 

The Copaleros also asked for the visualization of their agricultural labor 
activities taking place on parcels outside the community on an average 
walking distance of 1,5 hours: ‘We are peasants – how do we work?’617 In 
addition to taking the camera ‘into the field’ [al campo], the co-directors 
also wanted to organize a boat ride to include recordings of the endangered 
Chixoy River. Finally, one sector member proposed taking aerial 
panorama shots of Copal AA from well-known lookouts in the hills 
surrounding the community:  

That would be good – because if we only stick to interviews… So 
that it becomes a bit more impressive and interesting.618 

In sum, the returnees wanted less interviews and more ‘cinema’. Moreover, 
due to the project’s participatory approach, and despite the co-directors’ 
tight coordination, the rough cuts had an overload of characters, which 
meant running the risk of confusing or disengaging potential viewers. 
However, when I asked for community instructions on how to shorten the 
montage and sharpen the storyline, no clear consensus could be reached. 
On the contrary, various community members started proposing even 
more documentary participants and narrative themes. As a Belgian 
historian, I felt capable and well-placed to contribute to the making of 
Copal AA’s shared history. However, by the end of my second fieldwork 

 
 
616 My translation from original citation: ‘Un pequeño detalle, como yo vi durante los testimonios 
(…), tal vez lo que hace falta es incorporar otros fotografías relacionados a la misma. Entonces yo 
propongo – no sé – de parte de las autoridades locales de hacer como una colección de fotografías 
a nivel comunitaria. Yo sé que hay familias que tienen fotografías relacionado al retorno, al refugio 
– entonces podríamos hacer una colección. Y luego se incorporaría toda esa fotografía durante los 
testimonios para no aburrir a lo mismo verdad.’ In: ‘Field Recordings, Screening Rough Cuts, 
Copal AA La Esperanza’, 20 April 2016, Personal archive Tessa Boeykens. 
617  My translation from original citation: ‘Somos agricultores – cómo se trabaja?’ In: ‘Field 
Recordings, Screening Rough Cuts, Copal AA La Esperanza’. 
618  My translation from original citation: ‘Así estaría bueno – porque si solo se queda con 
entrevistas… Entonces ya para que quede un poco mas impactante y mas interesante.’ In: ‘Field 
Recordings, Screening Rough Cuts, Copal AA La Esperanza’. 
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period in 2016 I realized that making an appealing documentary for an 
international audience was beyond my skills and expertise. The community 
and I therefore decided to involve a professional filmmaker – a recruitment 
task for which I took responsibility as part of our research alliance and 
transaction in return for community access. 

4. ACTION: FROM ROUGH CUTS TO ‘LOS RETORNADOS’ 

Participatory and ethnographic filmmaking eventually led to the 
collaborative and professional production of ‘Los Retornados’; a short film 
by Belgian filmmaker Pieter De Vos and myself in collaboration with the 
community of Copal AA La Esperanza. The making of ‘Los Retornados’ 
was first of all a way to ensure the project’s action-compound and produce 
effective cinema in a context of community resistance. However, compared 
to previous filmmaking with the returnees, the meaning of participation 
changed once a professional filmmaker was put in charge of the subsequent 
production process. While envisioning an action-oriented tool, the making 
of ‘Los Retornados’ became less effective as an investigative device to 
explore collective narrative production and mobilization.  

Pre-Production (2016-2018) 

During the pre-production phase, from September 2016 until April 2018, 
I first obtained an operational grant from the University Development 
Cooperation Unit to set up a professional film production as part of my 
PhD trajectory.619 With secured funding and a community mandate, I 
started looking for a filmmaker who spoke Spanish, was willing to step 
into an ongoing participatory process, and saw the mobilizing potential of 
filmmaking and community media in terms of social justice. In March 
2018, I met with Pieter De Vos, head of the Belgian production platform 
Docwerkers vzw. Pieter was born in Nicaragua and specialized in socially 

 
 
619 Until October 2017, I had access to bench fees and additional operational grants through my 
PhD fellowship with the Research Foundation Flanders (FWO) to cover the basic costs of my 
fieldwork and the filmmaking project.  
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committed filmmaking for non-profit organizations.620 Moreover, he was 
experienced in working with ethnographers through the visual research of 
Maarten Hendriks with ‘anti-gangs’ in the DR Congo.621 In short, he 
seemed to be a perfect fit for the Copal AA project, so I showed him the 
rough cuts and pitched the broad strokes of the returnees’ shared history:  

From 1960-1996, Guatemala was torn apart by an internal armed 
conflict; over 200,000 people were killed and genocide was 
committed against the indigenous Maya population. Mass state 
violence caused 150,000 people to flee the border into Mexico. (…) 
After 11 years of ‘exile’, they [the Copaleros] organized themselves, 
(…) returned to Guatemala and founded a new community (…). 
Today, however, the community is threatened by the construction 
of a hydroelectric dam (…) and people are facing new 
displacement.622 

In addition to the rough cuts, I also sent him a methodological trailer I 
had been working on together with Maud Seuntjens, a Belgian audio and 
documentary filmmaker (see mov. 5). After two periods of fieldwork, I had 
started experimenting with the audio-visual representation of research 
methods and fieldwork experiences for an academic/student, non-
academic, and potential funding audience. This is not a trailer of the rough 
cuts but a trailer of the making of the rough cuts with the aim of giving 
viewers a sense of process and performance.623  
  

 
 
620  Pieter’s previous work, amongst other things, concerned documentaries on the history of 
feminism in South African farms and the international climate movement Extinction Rebellion; 
video campaigns promoting associations of the socialist national trade union federation in Belgium 
and organizations working in sustainable development cooperation; information videos for the 
alternative online media platform DeWereldMorgen; etc. 
621 For more information, see: Hendriks, ‘“My Life Is Like a Movie”’. 
622 ‘E-Mail from Tessa Boeykens to Pieter De Vos, “Video-Project Guatemala”’, 5 March 2018. 
623 So far, I have screened this video a few times in the context of academic lectures or expositions 
about my research project. I also used it to apply for additional project funding and to contact 
Pieter. Copal AA’s authorities agreed on re-using the project’s video-materials in this new context 
with the aim of securing more funding and visibility for the project. I would be very interested in 
further experimenting with the possibilities of this genre of ethnographic filmmaking in different 
contexts. 
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https://youtu.be/yI2uQKskE9Y 
Mov. 5 Methodological trailer 
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I used this video to engage Pieter in the past participatory research 
trajectory and concluded with a request for collaboration:  

The assignment I would like to present to you, consists of 
finishing/reworking this film [the rough cuts red.], in the closest 
possible consultation with the people of Copal AA. If needed, the 
thematic-chronological concept may be overturned. The most 
important thing is that the community approves of the end result 
and that I can equally defend the movie as part of my PhD. Part of 
the assignment is to return to Copal AA with me one more time, 
to gain insight into the local context and to dialogue with the 
inhabitants, next to the making of additional visual material.624 

Pieter instantly expressed his enthusiasm for this ‘extremely cool’ story and 
Docwerkers vzw was willing to put its expertise, infrastructure, personnel 
and additional resources at the disposal of the project.625 Since 2015, the 
returnees had successfully recruited me to take up a facilitating role in the 
making of their shared history. After a three-year research alliance, I had 
also turned into a community ambassador capable of telling and retelling 
their story to attract other (international) allies and complementary 
resources. I sent the authorities of Copal AA a description of Pieter’s 
profile together with information on his production platform Docwerkers 
vzw, after which we received an official community invitation: 

(…) All we have left to say is that you are very welcome and that 
soon you will be in our community to do the pending video work 
(…). When the moment is there, and you are here with us we will 
agree on the work that needs to be done as well as on the minimum 
content of the video.626 

  

 
 
624 ‘E-Mail from Tessa Boeykens to Pieter De Vos, “Video-Project Guatemala”’, 5 March 2018. 
625 ‘E-Mail from Pieter De Vos to Tessa Boeykens, “Re: Video-Project Guatemala”’, 9 March 
2018. 
626 My translation from original citation: ‘(…) no nos resta más que decirle que usted es bienvenida 
y pronto acá en nuestra comunidad para realizar el trabajo pendiente del video (…). En su 
momento en cuanto usted este acá con nosotros nos pondremos de acuerdo de los trabajos a 
realizar tanto como el contenido mínimo del video.’ In: Comunidad Copal AA La Esperanza, 
‘Official Letter from the Community of Copal AA La Esperanza to the Author’, 4 April 2018. 
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Fig. 8 Discussing the filming plan with members of the CC, the COCODE and one of the movie 
protagonists 
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Fig. 10 Interviewing Mateo, one of the movie protagonists 

Fig. 9 Shooting the river scene with Pascual, one of the movie protagonists 
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Fig. 11 The film crew 
  

Fig. 12 The community council 
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Production (2018) 

During the production phase (June-July 2018), Pieter and I travelled to 
Copal AA for two and a half weeks. On the first day of our stay, Pieter 
presented himself as a movie director and cameraman during a meeting 
with the community authorities and representatives of the different 
sectors. Similar to how I was first presented in 2015, Pieter positioned 
himself as an activist and a political ally of the community. After an open 
Q&A, the community council then reconfirmed our mandate to turn the 
rough cuts into ‘proper cinema’ (see fig. 12).  

At this point, the returnees pragmatically reconfigured their 
community storytelling as the need for action took over from our previous 
focus on community participation. Narrative labor was redistributed; 
instead of maintaining control over the process, the returnees were now 
asking a professional film director to take charge of the production. As a 
Belgian filmmaker, Pieter’s job was to create and distribute a film with 
international resonance and impact. As a Belgian historian the returnees 
entrusted me with retelling and co-authoring Copal AA’s shared history, 
in line with our previous participatory trajectory. Moreover, they came to 
see me as an ally and mediator between the interests of the community and 
those of the filmmaker.  

During the production of ‘Los Retornados’, the co-directors of the 
rough cuts were no longer members of the COCODE, but continued to 
lead the return community through the Directive Board of ADECO-
UNZ (see above). Nevertheless, the returnees – led by a younger and more 
gender-balanced COCODE – put the practical coordination and 
supervision of this part of the filmmaking process back into their hands. 
Since they no longer played a role as co-directors during the making of 
‘Los Retornados’, I will from this point onwards refer to this group of key 
founders and community leaders as the Collaborative Committee (CC) [my 
own terminology]. The CC’s job was to ensure that the director’s 
interventions never jeopardized ‘the minimum content of the video’ (see 
above). Similar to my previous fieldwork in Copal AA, a different member 
of the COCODE or the CC would accompany our film crew every day. 
At Pieter’s request, the community also selected two young Copaleros with 
an interest in filmmaking to join us for technical and logistical assistance 
(see fig. 11).  
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Before we travelled to Copal AA, I had walked Pieter through the 
ethnographic materials and coding system that were the result of my first 
two field periods in 2015 and 2016. ‘Los Retornados’ eventually originated 
from the rough cuts that Pieter and I fully came to consider as repetition 
and rehearsal material. After two initial days of introduction and dialogue, 
Pieter and I proposed a two-week filming plan to the CC, based on a 
selection of characters and scenes on key locations such as the agricultural 
field, the jungle, the river, the family household, the community market 
and the IBNA school building. We decided to build on the original 
concept, rework the original scenario and redo all the filming instead of 
‘complementing’ the original footage. Contrary to my previous 
chronological and linear editing of Copal AA’s shared history through 
static talking heads, Pieter thoroughly reworked the scenario into thematic 
scenes. He also suggested starting from what was originally the final 
chapter ‘The Struggle Continues’ and use the returnees’ everyday 
community resistance as a point of entry to introduce the most significant 
aspects of their shared history. During our stay in Copal AA, Pieter and I 
continuously kept discussing the filming plan with the CC and adapting 
it according to changing circumstances (see fig. 8). 

From the original group of 21 individual documentary participants, 
and in dialogue with the CC, Pieter and I casted three protagonists; 
Mateo, Pascual and Myrna.627 Our casting was based on their ability to tell 
stories and their layered profile, which gave us access to a broad spectrum 
of lived and shared knowledge. Being trained in telling and retelling the 
returnees’ story, and having developed rapport with the protagonists since 
2015, I conducted the interviews while Pieter did the filming and directing 
(see fig. 9 and 10). Apart from the protagonists, some of the original 
collective characters also re-appear in ‘Los Retornados’, such as the 
COCODE, the sectors, the future generation, the ancestral council, the 
community branch of ACODET and the community music band.  

Compared to my previous filmmaking with the returnees, involving a 
professional filmmaker in the process changed the meaning of 
‘participation’. Up until now, the returnees had been mostly in charge of 
the production process, and I had ‘played along’ as a facilitator in the 
making of their shared history (see above). As I have shown, this is exactly 

 
 
627 Pseudonyms.  
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where my participatory, filmmaking-based approach revealed its potential 
as a research method; a way to study collective narrative production and 
mobilization through a lens of CNC in its capacity to co-produce shared 
knowledge through action and performance. However, because 
participatory filmmaking had failed to provide the returnees with an 
effective tool for community resistance, Pieter was put in charge as the 
movie’s director. Furthermore, because of our limited time and budget, 
Pieter and I also opted for a more centralized approach. Despite the 
community’s high capacity for collective action (see above), two and a half 
weeks of shooting simply did not allow a more participatory approach.  

Because of the shift from participatory and experimental towards 
collaborative and professional film production, the making of ‘Los 
Retornados’ became less interesting as an investigative and performative 
device to explore the returnees’ CNC. However, ‘Los Retornados’ did 
originate from the rough cuts, and is still part of the same participatory 
research trajectory that had started in 2015 when Héctor Fernandez 
reminded the returnees why history was ‘useful’ to them. In this sense, the 
process has still led to progressive insight into the returnees’ CNC. 
However, this kind of knowledge mostly revealed itself through repetition 
and rehearsal over different fieldwork periods of which the production 
phase of ‘Los Retornados’ was one, and less because of the specifics of 
professional and collaborative filmmaking. I will briefly mention some of 
these insights. 

Let me start with the casting of Mateo, Pascual and Myrna. I had 
been drawn to these three protagonists already in 2015. Hence, they 
feature very prominently in the rough cuts. During the production phase 
of ‘Los Retornados’, I observed how they also succeeded in ‘seducing’ our 
movie director who similarly developed an emphatic response and found 
himself more and more engaged with the project and the returnees cause. 
Moreover, mandated by the sectors and the COCODE, one of the male 
protagonists volunteered to take part in the production before Pieter and 
I even had the chance to nominate him. A quick look at the audiovisual 
material I have been collecting and (co-)producing since 2015 reveals why 
these three particular Copaleros made it into the cast of ‘Los Retornados’. 
Mateo and Pascual already played a starring role on the storytelling tapes 
the co-directors shared with me at the beginning of the filmmaking 
project. Unlike some other community members during these recorded 
sessions, Mateo and Pascual visibly succeed in entertaining their audience 
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and maintaining everyone's attention.628 Moreover, all three protagonists 
appear in various videos on social media in which they act as community 
representatives and spokespersons. Hence, the making of ‘Los Retornados’ 
once again confirmed that the returnees are capable of collectively 
distributing narrative labor on a community scale and of walking the line 
between coordination-participation and sharing-distributing in the 
production and mobilization of community narratives. They also proved 
to be capable of strategically adapting their community storytelling 
dynamics to the external demands of professional cinema, which generally 
works with a limited cast to avoid confusion and maximize the audience’s 
engagement with the movie characters.  

Secondly, it seemed that after years of repetition and rehearsal, the 
community disposed of a team of professional storytellers who had 
mastered Copal AA’s shared history unlike anyone else (see fig. 13, 14 and 
15). During the course of a series of interviews of Mateo, Pascual and 
Myrna in 2015, 2016 and 2018, I gained a deeper understanding of the 
returnees’ capacity to speak with a collective voice and draw from a shared 
repertoire of historical accounts, standardized formulations and narrative 
techniques. Moreover, the three protagonists also demonstrated their 
capacity to adapt to the reconfigured division of narrative labor and speak 
as returnees instead of merely sharing their personal life stories from a 
personal perspective. 

Finally, the making of ‘Los Retornados’ has also proven the 
returnees’ capacity to strategically adapt their shared history according to 
changing socio-political circumstances as well as shifting target 
audiences.629 At the beginning of my fieldwork, Alta Verapaz had already 
become one of the centers of land conflict in the face of natural resource 
extraction. However, by 2018, the regional fight for land and water 
escalated into the extrajudicial killing of campesino leaders (see chapter 3). 
Discussing with the CC about the filming plan of ‘Los Retornados’ and 
comparing the material from 2018 to the rough cuts of 2015 and 2016, 
allowed me to observe their response to this evolving community context. 
At a certain point, the CC suggested organizing a kind of re-enactment of 
life with the EGP in the mountains during the internal armed conflict. 
For practical and pragmatic reasons, this did not take place. Several 

 
 
628 Storytelling Tapes, Copal AA La Esperanza, vol. 1-8, 8 vols, 2015. 
629 I will further explore this phenomenon as ‘narrative flexibility’ in chapter 5. 
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members of the CC, however, did insist on reconstructing a camp in the 
jungle surrounding Copal AA where we could then do one of the 
interviews. From my perspective as a researcher, it was interesting to see 
how the CC – the former co-director of the rough cuts – now suddenly 
emphasized the returnees’ revolutionary past, whereas these narrative 
themes were much more scarcely employed during the previous years.  In 
sum, through repetition and rehearsal, the making of ‘Los Retornados’ 
allowed me to observe the impact of intensifying contemporary struggle 
on the telling and retelling of Copal AA’s shared history.   
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Fig. 13 Copal AA spokesperson and professional storyteller M
ateo. Screenshots dem

onstrating 

repetition and rehearsal from
 the top dow

n: the storytelling tapes (2015), the rough cuts (2016), 

YouTube testim
ony com

pilation (2018) and ‘Los Retornados’ (2020). 
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Fig. 14 Copal AA spokesperson and professional storyteller M
yrna. Screenshots dem

onstrating repetition 

and rehearsal from
 the top dow

n: the rough cuts (2016), Facebook video about Copal AA (2018), YouTube 

testim
ony com

pilation (2018) and ‘Los Retornados’ (2020). 
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Fig. 15 Copal AA spokesperson and professional storyteller Pascual. Screenshots dem
onstrating 

repetition and rehearsal from
 the top dow

n: the storytelling tapes (2015), interview
 Ixcán tv (2015), 

the rough cuts (2016), and ‘Los Retornados’ (2020). 
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Post-Production (2019-2020) 

The post-production phase of ‘Los Retornados’ took place from February 
2019 until May 2020 in Belgium at the studio of Docwerkers vzw. Until 
then, the returnees still maintained a relatively strong grip on the 
production of the film. During post-production, however, Pieter was fully 
in charge of the editing, and we did not organize any further feedback 
sessions with the returnees. I myself regularly visited the studio to discuss 
progress, take shared decisions and contribute to the writing of the final 
scenario and overall creative process. 

Mandated by the returnees to turn the rough cuts into ‘proper 
cinema’, we took a few drastic decisions, both from an artistic and from an 
activist perspective. Starting from the returnees’ contemporary struggle, we 
dropped all the complex details of their shared past. To maximize the 
movie’s potential for national and international resonance and impact, we 
also put the story of the Copaleros in a broader perspective of historical 
injustice, land conflict and community resistance. However, ‘Los 
Retornados’ still maintained the foundation of Copal AA’s shared history 
and gives a clear picture of what it means to be a returnee.  

The transition from participatory and ethnographic towards 
professional and collaborative filmmaking has been very challenging and 
full of tensions. This was especially true during post-production, when 
Pieter as the director gained more control over the final product and an 
additional editor from Docwerkers vzw became involved. Even though 
‘Los Retornados’ originated from the rough cuts, towards the end of my 
research trajectory ‘the documentary’ [el documental] and Copal AA’s 
ongoing history project [el historial] gradually diverged. On the one hand, 
as a Belgian historian I was co-producing Copal AA’s shared history with 
the returnees. On the other hand, I was co-producing a documentary about 
the returnees’ past and present struggle with Pieter. This was very 
confusing, and it took me a while to somewhat separate the two. 

Eventually, I have come to understand the making of Copal AA’s 
shared history in the course of the entire filmmaking process (2015-2020) 
as a collective sense-making effort, a collectivizing community process and 
a co-created resource of shared and lived knowledge for the new and future 
generations. From my perspective as a researcher, making shared history 
through participatory filmmaking (2015 & 2016) has been a performative 
tool to explore the returnees’ CNC. The eventual production of ‘Los 
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Retornados’ (2018-2020) on the other hand, even though I see it as part 
of the overall participatory process, should rather be seen as a concrete and 
activist tool meant to forge (inter)national solidarity and visibility in times 
of intensifying socio-environmental conflict. As I have shown above, this 
does not alter the fact that knowledge about the returnees CNC continued 
to reveal itself through repetition and rehearsal during the making of ‘Los 
Retornados’. 

This dissertation presents a performative ethnography of a participatory 
filmmaking process as a way to explore the collective production and 
mobilization of historical narratives in Copal AA La Esperanza. Just like 
the making of the rough cuts, the making of ‘Los Retornados’ is part of 
this ethnography because it is part of the same participatory process that 
started in 2015 (see mov. 6). The distribution, reception and impact of 
‘Los Retornados’, on the other hand, is beyond the scope of this 
investigation for the simple reason that this phase has not yet taken place. 
For a number of reasons, the post-production phase has been taking longer 
than expected. In order to be able to give the returnees something of use 
in anticipation of the final film, Pieter and I released a trailer in July 2019, 
which many returnees immediately spread through social media (see 
chapter 1, mov. 1). One of Copal AA’s communicators also shared the 
trailer of ‘Los Retornados’ via the Prensa Comunitaria Facebook page in 
July 2019, which was shared over 300 times. The official release of ‘Los 
Retornados’ was scheduled for the autumn of 2020 but, at the moment of 
writing, had to be further postponed until the end of 2020/beginning of 
2021 due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The original plan was to first 
organize a community screening in Copal AA, and then, with the approval 
of the community, organize the movie’s official première at an 
international film festival. After that, ‘Los Retornados’ would be freely 
accessible online. However, at the time of writing Pieter and I are looking 
for alternative distribution strategies due to the global COVID-19 crisis. 

Finally, just like Copal AA’s shared history, the rough cuts are still 
‘in the making’. I plan on discussing their further use and meaning with 
the returnees once I go back to Copal AA to organize a community 
screening of ‘Los Retornados’. My role as a historian in their future 
production depends on new (academic or non-academic) funding 
opportunities. It is important to know that, for now, I have not only shared 
the rough cuts with the community, but also all the original video 
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interviews as well as their full transcriptions. Hence, the returnees can 
freely use and re-use these co-created materials as they see fit.  

‘Los Retornados’: the Movie (2020) 

See mov. 6 on the next page. The final version of ‘Los Retornados’ will be 
available on this think from 16 November 2020 onwards. At the moment 
of submitting the dissertation to the Faculty Board on 4 November 2020, 
a preliminary version of the film is available on the same link. While 
already containing the final montage, this preliminary version, however, 
still lacks color grading, sound mix, definite font, definite text, definite 
credits and definite English subtitling. I would therefore like to ask the 
members of the jury, to only view the film after 16 November if this is 
possible. This link is for private screening only by the members of the jury. 
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https://vimeo.com/458507852  
PASSWORD: wakanda 

Mov. 6 ‘Los Retornados’: the Movie (2020 
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V 

Living & Telling Historical 

(In)Justices: Narrative Theory & 

Empirical Approach 

In chapter 4, I have focused on the making of Copal AA’s shared history 
from a methodological perspective. The remaining chapters of this thesis (5-
7) continue to explore the same collective production and mobilization 
process on a narrative level. Methodological experimentation resulted in a 
performative ethnography of collective narrative capacity (CNC), while 
the empirical study of CNC led to further methodological 
experimentation. Chapters 4 to 7 (Part II of the dissertation) are thus 
intertwined in presenting mutually constitutive aspects of the same 
participatory and performative research trajectory. I have already 
introduced the CNC concept in chapter 4 as it emerged rather intuitively 
from the specific research context and the practice of participatory 
filmmaking. Chapters 6 and 7 will offer an in-depth empirical exploration 
and further elaboration of different aspects of the returnees’ CNC through 
a reconstruction of participatory filmmaking and by telling you ‘the story 
of the story’. This fifth chapter serves as a theoretical and operational 
bridge between chapter 4 and 6. Its aim is twofold: providing the necessary 
theoretical foundations for the emerging CNC concept, and operationalizing 
my participatory, filmmaking-based approach for the empirical study of CNC 
with regard to the final two chapters of the dissertation.  
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The chapter contains three parts. Before we get into a reconstruction 
of participatory filmmaking in the final parts of this book, this chapter 
starts by outlining the most basic characteristics of a story or a ‘narrative’. 
As we further get into chapter 6 and 7, I will gradually expand on more 
narrative features directly applied to the making of shared history in Copal 
AA. After exploring what a narrative is, in the second part of the chapter 
I delve into its function: why do people tell stories, especially about the 
past? To answer this question, I present an overview of the history and 
narrative debate between Louis Mink and David Carr about the relation 
between narratives and lived reality. The aim of the first two parts is to 
outline my understanding of narrativity as it theoretically underpins the 
concept of collective narrative capacity. After establishing the theoretical 
foundations for the emerging CNC concept, I conclude this chapter by 
operationalizing my participatory, filmmaking-based approach for the 
empirical study of collective narrative production and mobilization. This 
operational part is not only the tailpiece of this chapter, it simultaneously 
acts as a practical transition towards the empirical analysis of different 
aspects of the returnees’ CNC in chapter 6 and 7.  

1. BASIC NARRATIVE FEATURES 

In July 2011, Anders Breivik killed eight people by exploding a bomb in 
Oslo and shot another 69 people on the island of Utøya where a Labor 
Party youth camp was taking place. In the aftermath of the events, people 
tried to make sense of this seemingly ‘senseless’ act by placing it within a 
framework of longer-term developments. For some, Breivik’s actions were 
the result of an individual pathology, while others interpreted the slaughter 
as part of a growing right-wing European movement. It also turned out 
that Breivik himself had imagined his actions as the final episode of an 
ongoing European crusade against Islam.630  

Literary scholar Ann Rigney uses this case to demonstrate that 
‘telling stories about events, both retrospectively and prospectively, is 

 
 
630 Ann Rigney, ‘History as Text: Narrative Theory and History’, in The SAGE Handbook of 
Historical Theory, ed. Nancy Partner and Sarah Foot (London: SAGE Publications Ltd, 2013), 
183. 
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integral to the way in which people make sense of them.’ 631  Donald 
Polkinghorn, in turn, calls stories or narratives ‘the primary form by which 
human experience is made meaningful’.632 It has even been argued that the 
compulsion to storify everything around us, is what essentially ‘makes us 
human’.633 The way in which people tell stories has greatly changed over 
time; from cave drawings to oral traditions, to written, printed or typed 
words. In recent times, digital technologies have turned storytelling into 
an ‘all-encompassing experience’ through photographs, sound- and video-
recordings, the internet and social media platforms.634 But what exactly 
defines a story or a narrative as a distinct type of discourse?  

While the term ‘story’ is commonly associated with fiction and 
fantasy, I use it to refer to any narrative production without limiting its 
meaning to the ‘unreal’ or imagined realm.635 I also use the terms ‘story’ 
and ‘narrative’ interchangeably. Conceptualizations of narrative vary, but 
usually depart from the same core meaning or basic understanding about 
which there is an academic consensus.636 In The Cambridge Introduction to 
Narrative, H. Porter Abbot identifies as ‘the bare minimum’ to talk about 
a narrative: 

the representation of an event or a series of events. ‘Event’ is the 
key word here, though some people prefer the word ‘action’. 
Without an event or an action, you may have ‘a description,’ an 
‘exposition,’ an ‘argument,’ a ‘lyric,’ some combination of these or 
something else altogether, but you won’t have a narrative.637  

William Labov, in turn, says that a minimal narrative requires at least two 
subsequent events which are ‘temporarily ordered’. David Carr similarly 

 
 
631 Rigney, 183. 
632 Donald Polkinghorne, Narrative Knowing and the Human Sciences (SUNY Press, 1988), 1. 
633 Herman David, however, ascertains that people are no unique ‘storytelling animals’ but has 
studied ‘narratology beyond the human’ in a context of inter-species entanglements and human-
animal relationships. In: Jonathan Gottschall, The Storytelling Animal: How Stories Make Us 
Human, n.d.; Herman David, Narratology beyond the Human: Storytelling and Animal Life (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2018). 
634  Melissa Mendoza, ‘The Evolution of Storytelling’, Reporter, 1 May 2015, 
https://reporter.rit.edu/tech/evolution-storytelling. 
635 Polkinghorne, Narrative Knowing and the Human Sciences, 14. 
636 Narrative theorists like Roland Barthes, Northrop Frye, Vladimir Propp and Hayden White, 
for example, agree that all stories share a common narrative grammar. In: Rigney, ‘History as 
Text’, 184; Polkinghorne, Narrative Knowing and the Human Sciences, 5. 
637 H. Porter Abbott, The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative (Cambridge University Press, 2008), 
13. 
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writes that a story recounts ‘a sequence of events, experiences, or actions 
which unfold in time.’638  

In connecting a series of events, a minimal narrative has three parts 
or ‘clauses’; a beginning, a middle and an end. The more advanced the type 
of narrative, the more complex (sub-)elements may develop as part of this 
basic three-fold structure.639  In his standard work on narrative syntax, 
Labov says that a complete narrative begins with an orientation which 
identifies a particular time, place, persons and their activity or the situation 
in which they find themselves (see fig. 1). 640  The function of the 
orientation is to ‘set the stage’ and introduce the main characters and the 
so-called ‘setting’ in which the story is about to take place (‘who, when, 
what, where?’).641 The narrative then generally proceeds to a complicating 
action (‘then what happened?’); an unfolding challenge, conflict or 
predicament that the main characters get to deal with as tension rises and 
the story reaches its climax. 642  The story eventually concludes with a 
‘resolution’ or ‘result’ in which the narrator indicates that a final action has 
occurred and the sequence of events is put to an end (‘what finally 
happened?’).643  

Labov’s model, however, further complicates the basic beginning-
middle-end structure by adding two more potential narrative elements. 
After the resolution, he still identifies the coda that brings the listener back 
to the present or to the point from which the narrative departed. The coda 
bridges the gap between the moment of time in which the narrative 
concludes, and the present from which the story is told, for example: ‘And 
you know, that women who saved me? She still lives in the region and I 
see her every now and then’. The coda might also indicate the ongoing 
effects of the events on the narrator or one of the characters.644 

 
 
638 Rigney, ‘History as Text’, 184; David Carr, Experience and History: Phenomenological Perspectives 
on the Historical World (Oxford University Press, 2014), 108–9. 
639 Carr, Experience and History, 108–9; William Labov, ‘The Transformation of Experience in 
Narrative Syntax’, in Language in the Inner City: Studies in the Black English Vernacular 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1973), 362–63. 
640 Labov’s 1972 model of narrative structure is based on the analysis of narratives of personal 
experience. In: Labov, ‘The Transformation of Experience in Narrative Syntax’, 364. 
641  Julia Chaitin, ‘Narratives and Story-Telling | Beyond Intractability’, 2003, 
http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/narratives. 
642 Carr, Experience and History, 109; Labov, ‘The Transformation of Experience in Narrative 
Syntax’, 363. 
643 Labov, ‘The Transformation of Experience in Narrative Syntax’, 370. 
644 Labov, 365. 



  V LIVING & TELLING HISTORICAL (IN)JUSTICES  

 
 

239 

A final element in Labov’s narrative structure – ‘perhaps the most 
important aspect of narrative besides the basic narrative clause’ – is the 
evaluation. The evaluation conveys the very point of the story, why it was 
told and what the narrator is getting at (‘so what?’).645 Evaluative features 
are meant to demonstrate that a certain action or event is truly outrageous, 
unjust, hilarious, wild or wonderful and therefore worth narrating. 
Evaluation can be an explicit (meta-)comment from the narrator that 
interrupts the course of events, but it can also be more implicitly embedded 
in the story itself.646 According to Labov, the evaluation of the narrative 
forms ‘a secondary structure’ that should be understood as ‘waves of 
evaluation’ that ‘penetrate the narrative’ in different forms and during 
different moments in the story.647  

Related to Labov’s notion of evaluation, the sociologist Margaret 
Somers moreover highlights that narratives can never be all-inclusive. 
Another basic narrative feature therefore is ‘selective appropriation’ from a 
bottomless reservoir of actions to be told. Selective appropriation always 
happens through evaluative and normative criteria that render meaning to 
the narrative and define its ‘success’ or impact.648 Finally, according to 
Carr, a story also involves the existence of ‘three distinguishable points of 
view on those events: those of story-teller, audience, and characters.’649  
  

 
 
645 Labov, 366. 
646 Labov, 370–75. 
647 Labov, 369. 
648 Margaret R. Somers, ‘The Narrative Constitution of Identity: A Relational and Network 
Approach’, Theory and Society 23, no. 5 (1994): 616. 
649 David Carr, “Narrative and the Real World: An Argument for Continuity,” History and Theory 
25, no. 2 (1986): 122–124. 
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Fig. 1 Labov’s narrative model 
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Everything above indicates that a beginning-middle-end structure alone is 
not enough to compose a narrative. To unify or weave these three parts 
together into one story, they need to be assembled into a so-called ‘plot’. 
According to Nadim Khoury, plot is the most important element of any 
narrative grammar: ‘it is an organizing principle, the literary equivalent of 
a soul.’ Without emplotment650, different narrative components ‘crumble 
into a disparate sequence of events’ and the story loses its essence. 651 
Polkinghorn describes it as an ‘organizational scheme’, a ‘meaning 
structure’ or ‘a lens through which the apparently independent and 
disconnected elements of existence are seen as related parts of a whole’.652 
A plot is a closed system or meta-template unifying different actions and 
determining the meaning of one event in relation to other events, and 
because of its impact on the development and outcome of the story. A 
narrative is therefore different from a chronological listing or temporal 
sequence like a chronicle. Through emplotment, narrative is not only a 
temporal but also a causal arrangement of events, a cycle of action-reaction 
and cause-effect.653 Or as David Carr puts it:  

(…) events get their place or their “meaning” within a story because 
of their significance for later events; and the same can be said in 
reverse: Events recounted later refer back to what has happened 
before. The end gives closure to the sequence of events, not merely 
in the temporal sense but rather in the sense that it typically 
represents a resolution or response to a complication, conflict, or 
predicament which develops in the middle of the story. (…) The 
beginning is more than the temporal inauguration of the action: It 
sets the stage, introduces the characters, and describes the situation 
into which the complication or predicament is introduced.654  

Carr concludes that narrative is not a temporal sequence but ‘a temporal 
configuration whose parts and relations point back and forward.’ This is 
also the reason why the development of a plot or storyline has often been 

 
 
650 The assembly of a series of events or actions into a narrative with a plot. 
651 Khoury echoes Aristoteles who already called plot ‘the soul of tragedy’ in his Poetics (384-322 
BC). In: Nadim Khoury, ‘Plotting Stories after War: Toward a Methodology for Negotiating 
Identity’, European Journal of International Relations, 2017, 5. 
652 Polkinghorne, Narrative Knowing and the Human Sciences, 14-15 + 37. 
653 Polkinghorne, 18. 
654 Carr, Experience and History, 109. 
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compared with musical structure: ‘departure and arrival, departure and 
return, suspension and resolution’.655 

According to Hayden White, ‘emplotment is the way by which a 
sequence of events fashioned into a story is gradually revealed to be a story 
of a particular kind’. 656  In his magnum opus Metahistory (1973), he 
identifies four ‘archetypal story forms’ or plot types: romance, satire, 
tragedy and comedy. 657  Romantic plots typically come with stories of 
heroes embarking on a mission to conquer evil while facing a villain or 
two. Despite a usual series of obstacles and challenges to overcome, 
romantic stories clearly show a sense of progression and are ‘teleologically 
driven to culminate in the triumph of the hero’.658 Satire, then, is the 
opposite of the romantic tale of redemption and renewal. White describes 
satiric emplotment as ‘a drama of diremption, a drama dominated by the 
apprehension that man is ultimately a captive of the world rather than its 
master’.659 The protagonists here do not triumph but are hopeless victims 
of larger forces beyond their own will or human consciousness.660  

Unlike satire, in tragedy or comedy there is still a bit of hope left for 
men’s salvation ‘from the condition of the Fall’, if only partially or 
provisionally. 661  Tragedies are regressive stories that might start 
progressively but always turn out more terrible than the situation at the 
beginning of the story. In tragedy, the protagonist’s ignorance or arrogance 
inevitably leads to his or her own downfall. The tragic plot typically 
climaxes when the protagonist recognizes wrongdoing and becomes aware 
of his or her condition as the ‘tragic hero’. However, despite this gain in 
consciousness which sets tragedy apart from satire, mistakes cannot be 
undone, and the tragic ending is always somber.662 In comedy, finally, the 
protagonists equally make mistakes and get into trouble. Comic stories, 
however, always end in harmony, unity and reconciliation between men 
and their social or natural worlds. Comedies are less somber than tragedies, 

 
 
655 Carr, 109. 
656 Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (JHU 
Press, 1973), 7. 
657 White follows an earlier typology by the literary critic Northrop Frye, who already classified 
these four basic plot models in his 1957 Anatomy of Criticism. The term ‘plot’, however, goes way 
back to Aristoteles’ Poetics (ca. 335 BC). In: Khoury, ‘Plotting Stories after War’, 5. 
658 Khoury, 6. 
659 White, Metahistory, 9. 
660 Khoury, ‘Plotting Stories after War’, 13–14. 
661 White, Metahistory, 9. 
662 Khoury, ‘Plotting Stories after War’, 9. 
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but also less heroic or progressive than romances. Comic plots do not turn 
protagonists into infallible heroes, but in vulnerable and emotional human 
beings who make bad moves, learn from them and then try to make things 
right.663  

Tragedy and satire, according to White, are rather ‘synchronic’ or 
‘static’ narratives representing an ‘eternal return of the Same in the 
Different’. Romance and comedy, on the other hand, are more ‘diachronic’ 
or ‘processionary’ modes of emplotment in which there is a sense of 
structural transformation and new forces or conditions emerge as the story 
develops.664 In the introduction of Metahistory, White recognizes that his 
typology is simplistic and restricted in only summing up the four most 
basic and archetypal plot models as they were of use for his study of 19th 
century European historical writing. His classification therefore does not 
exclude the existence of different plot types as indicated by other authors, 
nor the possibility of mixing different modes or the use of different 
subplots.665 William Foster Harris (1959), for example, has suggested that 
the three possible plots types are ‘the happy ending’, ‘the unhappy ending’, 
and ‘tragedy’.666  The French writer Georges Polti (1895), in turn, has 
categorized ‘thirty-six dramatic situations’ that can occur in a story, 
including ‘mistaken jealousy’, ‘daring enterprise’ and ‘involuntary crimes of 
love’.667 More recently then, Christopher Booker (2004) identified seven 
basic plots: ‘Overcoming the Monster’, ‘Rags to Riches’, ‘The Quest’, 
‘Voyage and Return’, ‘Comedy’, ‘Tragedy and ‘Rebirth’.668  

These, of course, are all Western (male) authors. A lot has been debated 
about whether the basic features of narrative, such as plot models, are 
universal or not. On the one hand, it has been argued that storytelling is 
what essentially ‘makes us human’.669 On the other hand, narrative scholars 
like Jerome Bruner ascertain that human culture is characterized ‘by the 
narrative models it makes available for describing the course of a life’ and 
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grounded in a distinctive ‘cultural tool kit’.670 As often, the answer thus lies 
somewhere in the middle.  

Christopher Booker writes that in the second half of the nineteenth 
century, anthropologists and ethnologists ‘discovered’ the ‘extent to which 
the same themes and motifs appeared through the myths and folktales of 
the entire world’. Well over 1000 versions of the ‘Cinderella story’ have 
been found in different guises from Europe to China, Africa or with North 
American Indians. (9-10) Booker emphasizes that ‘the spreading of tales 
through cultural contact has been far more complex process through 
history than might at first seem conceivable’: 

Stories told to the Grimm brothers by German peasants in the 
early nineteenth century, for instance, have been traced back to 
Indian sources dating from well over a thousand years before, 
having entered Europe via trading routes or at the time of the 
Crusades, and been endlessly reworked by countless different 
storytellers in between.671  

At the same time, 

stories collected in Africa and Asia in modern times as ‘indigenous 
folk tales’ have been traced back in turn to the Grimms, having 
been passed on by missionaries (…).672 

Anthropologists and ethnologists have despaired in finding any theory or 
‘universal’ human psychological characteristic to account for the origin of 
these tales and their recurring features, but also to explain their continuing 
appeal through many generations and by people from significantly 
different cultural backgrounds.673 
 

Of particular relevance for this dissertation is Chen Ning’s 
description of the Popol Vuh – the famous mytho-history of the Mayas 
from Central-America – as a ‘mestizo’ of two cultures: ‘not only the Indian 
and the European cultural mixture, but also the official religion mix with 
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the popular tales.’674At the same time, however, indigenous storytelling has 
also been studied as a distinctive (oral) practice. Susana Caxaj, for example, 
argues that many of the narrative features that I have discussed earlier, 
‘reveal basic aspects of a Western school of thought – that is, assumptions 
about the world and the nature of knowledge that originate in 
settler/colonial practices.’ She continues that, in mainstream Western 
academia, storytelling is primarily understood as ‘an expression or process 
of self-individual discovery and meaning-making’. Western narrative 
scholars tend to emphasize personal agency and the authority of the 
individual storyteller. Caxaj claims that Western narratives in various ways 
may be at odds with indigenous forms of storytelling because they are 
characterized by ‘a detachment of human agents from their natural 
environment or land’ and because their plot structures and temporalities 
‘may be incompatible with Indigenous lenses that view reality as both 
cyclical and rooted in local spaces and environment’ that might bring the 
past into the present. 675 Indigenous ways of storytelling, in turn, are rooted 
in ‘protocols and practices for mutuality, powersharing, and reciprocity’. 
Indigenous stories are finally embedded in indigenous ontologies and 
epistemologies, such as the assumption of embodied knowledge, 
knowledge through experience and knowing through multiplicity. They 
generally champion interconnectedness, ‘the negotiation of shared 
narrative unity’, relational aspects of the universe and holism.676 Caxaj 
concludes that the definition of a narrative or the meaning of storytelling 
must be developed collaboratively if one wants to develop a study that can 
be of relevance to indigenous partners or ‘articulate storied principles that 
are complementary to Indigenous worldviews’.677 

I believe this is exactly what I have done through participatory 
filmmaking. As I demonstrate throughout this book, my performative and 
co-creative approach allowed for the emergence of ‘hybrid’ understandings 
of narrative or ‘cultural and conceptual mestizajes at the intersection of 
community and research interests.678 I thus argue against fixed, essentialist 
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or universal typologies. I submit that we should study every narrative 
production in its historical and relational context and recognize shared as 
well as distinctive narratives features among different 
cultural/historical/social groups.  

2. THE HISTORY & NARRATIVE DEBATE 

From the 1960s onwards, the development of the interdisciplinary subfield 
of ‘narratology’ or ‘narrative theory’ in cultural studies, triggered a 
preoccupation with ‘narrative’ across a wide range of disciplines. While 
partly intersecting with discussions in narratology, different debates took 
shape along the lines of distinctive disciplinary concerns and priorities. 
While historical theorists became mainly interested with the function of 
narrative in the production of historical knowledge, for example, literary 
theorists tended to be more concerned with cultural representations and 
the nature of narrative. 679  The traditional role of narrative in 
historiographical practice had always been taken for granted. Discussions 
in the emerging field of narratology, however, incited historians and 
philosophers of history to start theorizing and questioning narrative’s self-
evident status. Ann Rigney summarizes emerging discussions on the role 
of narrative in historiography into four disciplinary issues that have shaped 
the so-called ‘history and narrative’ debate up to the present day: 

(1) Should historians focus on structures or events? (2) Does 
narrative offer a distinct form of knowledge? (3) Are there 
alternatives to it? (4) Does narrative turn history into literature, and 
is this a bad thing? (…) 5) What happened to historical narrative 
in a digitized world?680 

The overarching question ‘whether the discipline of history is essentially a 
narrative mode of knowing, understanding, explaining and reconstructing 
the past’, has been called one of the most important debates in the 
contemporary philosophy of history.681 Traditional narrative history was 
initially dismissed as ‘less scientific’ by a then predominant 
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historiographical trend of structuralist and analytic history. Through the 
1960s and 1970s, however, narrative was increasingly regarded as an 
alternative but equally legitimate form of historical explanation, different 
from and displacing social science models, quantitative methods or 
‘covering-law’ explanation of actions and events’. 682  American 
philosophers Morton White and Arthur Danto, were among the first to 
defend narration as a form of historical explanation by tracing the 
connection and causality of past events. Historians, they argued, use stories 
not merely to describe what happened in the past but also to reflect on the 
why and the how. Today, most historians would agree about narrative’s 
essential and legitimate role in historiographical practice. During the early 
days of the history and narrative debate, however, narrativists themselves 
became divided about the relation between narrative and historical reality. 
Two philosophers of history in particular have set the agenda of the history 
and narrative debate during the 1970s and 80s: Louis Mink and David 
Carr. The discussion between them has greatly inspired my take on the 
collective production and mobilization of historical narratives in Copal 
AA.  

2.1 Louis Mink (1921-1983) 

Louis Mink’s ideas were very much in line with those of Morton White 
and Arthur Danto. Mink similarly considered narrative a mode of 
explanation, helping historians to understand why and how something 
happened in the past. For Mink, narrative was ‘a primary cognitive 
instrument (…) making the flux of experience comprehensible’.683 The 
cognitive function of narrative, he said, is more than merely relating 
different succeeding events; its goal is ‘to body forth an ensemble of 
interrelationships of many different kinds as a single whole’. 684  Mink 
insisted that narrative is not just ‘a technical problem for writers and critics 
but a primary and irreducible form of human comprehension, an article in 

 
 
682 Louis O. Mink, ‘Narrative Form as a Cognitive Instrument’, in The History and Narrative 
Reader, ed. Geoffrey Roberts (London: Routledge, 2001), 214. Mink already published this article 
in 1978 in R.H. Canary and H. Kozicki, The Writing of History: Literary Form and Historical 
Understanding (London: University of Wisconsin Press, 1978), 165 p. 
683 Mink, 213. 
684 Mink, 218. 



  V LIVING & TELLING HISTORICAL (IN)JUSTICES  

 
 

248 

the constitution of common sense’.685 He was not the first one, however, 
to consider the cognitive function of narrative. The British philosopher 
R.G. Collingwood and his notion of historical inquiry inspired Mink’s 
take on narrative as ‘a critical process of questions and answers’.686  

But Mink also distinguished himself from Morton White and 
Arthur Danto by saying that narrative is ‘a product of imaginative 
construction, which cannot defend its claim to truth’. 687  It is an 
imaginative construction that can never be ‘true’ because, as Mink has 
extensively argued, the structure of narrative is different from the structure 
of historical reality. As a consequence, narrative history can never truly 
represent the past, only present aspects of it:  

Historical actuality has, we may presume, its own complex 
structure (or lack of it); narrative has another… It could be no more 
than a lucky accident if the structure of the narrative ever 
successfully represented the structure of historical actuality; but even 
worse, no one could possibly know whether it did, since to do so 
would require comparing the two and thus would require knowing 
the structure of historical actuality in itself independently of any 
representation of it. But this is impossible.688 

Mink obtained an eminent position in the history and narrative debate 
with his famous argument that ‘stories are not lived but told’: 

Life has no beginnings, middles, or ends; there are meetings, but 
the start of an affair belongs to the story we tell ourselves later, and 
there are partings, but final partings only in the story. There are 
hopes, plans, battles and ideas, but only in retrospective stories are 
hopes unfulfilled, plans miscarried, battles decisive, and ideas 
seminal. (…) We do not dream or remember in narrative, I think, 
but tell stories which weave together the separate images of 
recollection.689 
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To prove his discontinuity theory, Mink’s strategy was to ask 
uncomfortable questions to unveil and then disprove some presuppositions 
about narrative form and historical actuality. Firstly, he wondered how 
narratives relate to each other. Can they be combined into a bigger and 
more complex narrative? According to Mink, historical narratives should 
be compatible if they want to make truth-claims. If they are not 
compatible, they should be able to displace each other. Mink noted that 
this presupposes the idea of a ‘Universal History’ that can be discovered - 
picked up as it were - and told by historians in ‘the right way’. This 
assumption also suggests the possibility of historical ‘objectivity’, 
considering ‘history-as-it-is-lived’ an ‘untold story’. Mink however, said 
that the idea of past actuality as ‘a single and determinate realm’ collides 
with the incomparability of imaginative stories. Every narrative, according 
to its most basic definition, has a unity of its own and must have a 
beginning, middle and end. As such, you cannot simply combine two 
narratives because the beginning would no longer be that beginning, the 
end not that end. Every story creates its own imaginative space and 
therefore cannot displace other stories or depend on them. Mink therefore 
decided that ‘narrative histories should be aggregative, insofar as they are 
histories, but cannot be, insofar as they are narratives’.690  

Secondly, Mink also reflected about the sense in which historical 
narratives may be true or false – that is, narrative as a complex and coherent 
unity (narrative truth), not merely as a chronological conjunction of 
individual factual statements like a chronicle (see above).691 Next to the 
implicit belief that history is an untold story, Mink also pointed at the 
common sense assumption that history and fiction are two different things: 
while both are stories about human actions or events, it is generally 
accepted that history aspires to be a truthful representation of past 
actuality, whereas fiction does not.692 At the same time, just like in fiction, 
narrative form in history is an ‘artifice’; the product of the historian’s 
individual imagination. Consequently, Mink stumbled upon a second 
paradox about historical narrative:  

as historical it claims to represent, through its form, part of the real 
complexity of the past, but as narrative it is a product of imaginative 
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construction, which cannot defend its claim to truth by any 
accepted procedure or argument of authentication.693  

This inability of narrative to make truth-claims, seems to be problematic 
at first sight. If no truth-claims can be made, then what is the difference 
between history and fiction? Mink mobilized his take on narrative as a 
cognitive instrument to solve this paradox. The difference between history 
and fiction, he argued, ‘is less a matter of truth than of evidence’, more 
specifically the statement of evidence by using narrative as a mode of 
comprehension.694 The ultimate goal of the historian is therefore not to 
produce a truthful representation of past actuality: historical narrative is 
not a story supported by historical evidence, but ‘the statement of the 
evidence itself, organized in narrative form’ so that is gives a unique answer 
to questions like what, why, how and who.695  

As a closing argument for his discontinuity theory, Mink has claimed 
that the notion of an historical narrative is incompatible with the concept 
of ‘event’ – even though a minimal narrative is mostly defined as a sequence 
of unfolding events (see above). The idea of a ‘narrative of events’ assumes 
that events are the ‘the raw material’ with which narratives are constructed. 
It is precisely this common-sense definition of narrative, however, from 
which Mink again concluded that there is indeed a general implicit belief 
in history as un untold story; as if part of the historian’s task is to ‘pick up’ 
past events. Mink, in turn, responded that an event can only exist ‘under a 
description’ and not as such; it cannot be ‘discovered’ and simply 
communicated by historians. Uncertainty about the maximal or minimal 
reach of an event, seemed to prove Mink’s point: what can be considered 
an event, the Renaissance or a kid losing a shoe? According to Mink, 
events are not lived or experienced as such; they are retrospective narrative 
constructs themselves.696  

He therefore concluded that history is not an untold story and that 
‘our experience of life does not itself necessarily have the form of narrative, 
except as we give it that form by making it the subject of stories’.697 People 
are not capable of knowing past actuality through shared experience – 
because they lived it – but because this is only knowable in a retrospective 
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way through the construction of ‘a shared conceptual framework’.698 In 
short: the structure of past actuality is indeed different form the structure 
of a narrative and ‘stories are not lived but told’.699 

2.2 David Carr (°1940)  

From the late 1970’s onwards, David Carr started disputing Louis Mink’s 
discontinuity theory about narrative and (past) human reality. Most of 
Carr’s research and teaching has been devoted to phenomenology with a 
specific interest in the philosophy of history. Phenomenology differs from 
other closely related philosophical currents by the kind of questions it asks 
[emphasis added]:  

Metaphysics asks what exists, how it exists, and sometimes whether 
it exists (God, nature, human beings, universals, etc.), and 
epistemology asks how we know what exists. Phenomenology is 
more likely to ask, of anything that exists or may exist, how it is 
given, how it enters our experience, and what our experience of it is 
like.700 

A phenomenology of history does not ask what history is or how we can 
know it, but rather explores history as a phenomenon and examines how 
we experience the historical. Or as Carr himself puts it: ‘How does history 
present itself to us, how does it enter our lives, and what are the forms of 
experience in which it does so?’.701  

Carr did not think of narrative as a cognitive instrument or a mode 
of explanation, but believed that stories reflect history as it is lived and 
experienced. In Time, Narrative and History (1986), he introduced the 
notion of ‘practical narrativity’, arguing that ‘humans perceive time, 
experience life, and act in the world in a narratively structured way’.702 ‘In 
this sense’, he wrote, ‘the narrative activity I am referring to is practical 
before it becomes cognitive or aesthetic in history and fiction.’703 Reality 
as it is lived or perceived, according to Carr, has beginnings, middles and 
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ends, just like narratives do. In other words: stories are lived as well as they 
are told.704 Carr thus believed in the continuity between narrative and lived 
reality. Even more, he has argued that lived reality has a narrative structure.  

To prove his point, Carr has claimed that proponents of the 
discontinuity theory are mistaken about the constitution of reality. The 
discontinuity view, which suggests that ‘reality’ is being distorted by 
narrative, seems to refer to physical reality and is considered to be ‘random 
and haphazard’ or ‘indifferent to human concerns’. Carr, on the other 
hand, thought that narrative should be measured against human reality, 
which has a different structure. To dispute that human reality is a 
meaningless and random sequence, Carr referred to Edmund Husserl’s 
work about the human experience of the passage of time. Husserl argued 
that people are psychologically capable to project and to remember, but 
also asserted that ‘we cannot even experience anything as happening, as 
present, except against the background of what it succeeds and what we 
anticipate will succeed it.’ Carr therefore concluded that ‘our very capacity 
to experience (…) spans future and past’ and that narrative is a 
precondition for human time-experience.705 He adds that ‘narration is not 
only constitutive of action and experience but also of the self which acts 
and experiences’.706 

Of course, sceptics might reason that human reality indeed might 
have a structure, but not necessarily a narrative one. Carr anticipated this 
argument by turning to the relation between narrative and human action. 
He explored the continuity between the means-end structure of action and 
the beginning-middle-end structure and the plot of a narrative, to 
conclude that the narrative structure of action is compatible with ‘life’: 

Thus the events of life are anything but a mere sequence; they 
constitute rather a complex structure of temporal configurations 
that interlock and receive their definition and their meaning from 
within the action itself. To be sure, the structure of action may not 
be tidy. Things do not always work out as planned, but this only 
adds an element of the same contingency and suspense to life that 
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we find in stories. It hardly justifies claiming that ordinary action 
is a chaos of unrelated items.707  

Carr also tried to anticipate other possible critiques against his view. Next 
to emphasizing the human constitution of reality, he additionally tried to 
defend his continuity view by going back to other features of the ‘story’ 
concept. As I mentioned already, a minimal narrative does not only need 
a beginning-middle-end structure and a plot, but also the existence of 
three distinguishable points of view on the narrated events: the storyteller, 
the characters and the audience to whom the story is told. The absence in 
life of an omniscient storyteller with superior knowledge and the benefit 
of hindsight, on the one hand, rather endorses Mink’s theses about the 
non-narrative character of human reality. In a good story, all ‘extraneous 
noise and static is cut out’. Life, on the contrary, is assumed to be full of 
noise. Also, the act of deleting noise form a story – also known as ‘selective 
appropriation’ (see above) – is only possible because the storyteller or the 
narrative voice is omniscient. The storyteller already knows the plot, has 
authority and can even take an ironic stance for knowing ‘the real as well 
as the intended consequences of the characters’ action’. Moreover, the 
storyteller can only be ironic because he/she has the advantage of hindsight 
and speaks from ‘the ex post position’ that is closed to participants in the 
events themselves or the so-called ‘characters’ of the story. This is what 
Mink refers to as ‘a standpoint outside or above the events’ and makes 
possible the use of flashbacks and flash-forwards by the storyteller.708  

Carr, however, returns to his emphasis on the human constitution of 
reality. According to him, proponents of the discontinuity theory neglect 
some of the most important features of ‘real life’ and have a wrong sense 
of what it means to ‘be in the present’. Human action, he repeats, has a 
teleological and future-oriented character: ‘our acts and movements, 
present and past, derive their sense from the projected end they serve’ and 
past and present mutually ‘figure in our experience as a function of what 
will be’.709 Every deliberative activity then, or ‘being in the present’, is an 
act of anticipating the future. He continues that this act of anticipation 
involves an act of selection, pushing all noise to the background that does 
not seem to help us in our anticipation process. Of course, one could say 
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that the future in real life is only an ‘envisaged or projected future’ and that 
the storyteller can only benefit from ‘quasi-hindsight’ and ‘as-if 
retrospection’. But what Carr is trying reveal here, is that it is not only 
historians and novelists who give meaning to individual events in terms of 
their relation to other events: ‘we all do it all the time, in everyday life. (…) 
we are constantly striving, with more or less success, to occupy the story-
tellers’ position with respect to our own lives.’ 710  Carr concludes by 
contradicting Mink’s famous quote that ‘stories are not lived but told’: 

They are told in being lived and lived in being told. The actions 
and sufferings of life can be viewed as a process of telling ourselves 
stories, listening to those stories, acting them out, or living them 
through. (…) Sometimes we must change the story to 
accommodate the events; sometimes we change the events, by 
acting, to accommodate the story. (…) The retrospective view of 
the narrator, with its capacity for seeing the whole in all its irony, 
is not in irreconcilable opposition to the agent’s view but is an 
extension and refinement of a viewpoint inherent in action itself.711 

Carr published his original argument for continuity in the 1980s. In his 
recent work Experience and History (2014), however, he notes that original 
focus ‘might have been too narrow’ and expresses a more nuanced take on 
his notion of ‘practical narrativity’. Instead of radically claiming that 
human reality has a narrative structure, he now suggests that ‘some basic 
features of human life or experience might find themselves expressed in 
narrative form’. He has changed his focus from a narrative conception of 
lived reality and human experience to ‘a phenomenological conception of 
narrative’. Instead of wondering whether lived reality has a narrative 
structure, he turned the question around: ‘How may narrative structures 
be said to constitute a “meta-physics of everyday life” in the sense that they 
contain basic features of human life and experience?’ His original idea of 
life as a temporal configuration, however, is still partly present:   

Our own actions are events spread across time, and we don’t just 
live through or observe them, we perform them. In action we 
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envisage the future, consult the past, and arrange the present as the 
passage between the two.712 

The discussion between Louis Mink and David Carr has greatly inspired 
my take on the making of shared history in Copal AA and on the relation 
between community storytelling and the lived reality of their community 
resistance. I am not so much interested in the epistemological arguments 
in this debate; whether or not historical narratives can ever defend their 
claim to ‘truth’ because of their formal or structural (dis)continuity with 
lived reality. What interests me, is the relation between narrative and 
human action or experience. The upcoming empirical analysis of the 
returnees’ collective narrative capacity (CNC) in chapter 6 and 7 reflects 
my own nuanced understanding of 'practical narrativity' and continuity 
vision, in the sense that I submit that narrative is constitutive of human 
action and experience. However, I also take into account a certain politics 
of history in which the returnees retrospectively 'impose' negotiated shared 
narrative structures on the past in order to articulate and mobilize certain 
experiences and events as 'shared' and within a meaningful configuration.  

3. AN ETHNOGRAPHY OF PROCESS & PERFORMANCE 

Now that we have established the theoretical foundations for the emerging 
CNC concept, I want to conclude this chapter by operationalizing my 
participatory, filmmaking-based approach for the empirical study of 
collective narrative production and mobilization. This operational part is 
not only the tailpiece of this chapter, it simultaneously acts as a practical 
transition towards the empirical analysis of different aspects of the 
returnees’ CNC in chapter 6 and 7.  

3.1 The Empirical Study of Narrative Production & Mobilization 

A lot has been written already about collective and historical narratives. 
Only few scholars, however, have tried to explore how their production 
and negotiation between members of a community or a social group 
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actually occurs.713 How and why are the returnees engaged in the making 
of a shared history? What defines Copal AA’s capacity to produce and 
mobilize historical narratives? And what are possible narrative strategies 
and techniques to do so? To answer these questions, I have argued that we 
need to go beyond regular ethnographic data collection techniques and 
focus on the narrative (co-)production and mobilization process. 
Moreover, as researchers are often part of this process, we need 
methodologies that do not assume ‘distance’ between the researcher and 
the communities or groups we do research with. As I concluded in chapter 
4, the empirical study of narrative production and mobilization thus 
requires a process- and performance-oriented approach. This is also why I 
decided to structure the final two chapters of this book as ‘the Story of the 
Story’; a performative ethnography of a film production process. I will use 
a reconstruction of participatory filmmaking as an investigative device to 
further reveal the returnees’ capacity to deploy a number of narrative 
strategies and techniques in the collective production and mobilization of 
their community history.  

The Story of the Story approach, however, will not only reveal more 
aspects of the returnees’ CNC, it is also one way of getting to know Copal 
AA’s shared history. As I have equally argued in chapter 4, the shared 
history is not a fixed or static text but a continuous process of repetition 
and rehearsal, telling and retelling. The story of the Copaleros has been in 
the making since the foundation of the community and will continue to be 
told and retold long after the filmmaking project. In sum, Copal AA’s 
shared history is ‘knowable’ through its making of, through its collective 
production and mobilization and thus by telling you the story of the story.  

Related to that, I repeat that my interest lies in the production and 
mobilization of Copal AA’s shared history – in its telling and retelling – 
not in grasping a final or authoritative version of it. I want to emphasize 
that none of my writings or video (co-)productions pretend or aim to do 
so. By no means do I suggest that the making of the ‘rough cuts’ (see 
chapter 4 and 7), ‘Los Retornados’ or any of the upcoming schematic 
narrative representations in chapter 6 and 7, put an end to this continuous 
process of repetition and rehearsal.  
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Finally, by taking a process- and performance-oriented approach, I 
want to avoid being misunderstood as the primary author of Copal AA’s 
shared history – even though the returnees literally asked me to ‘make’ 
their history. My participatory approach is defined by the co-production 
of shared knowledge; ‘knowing-with’ rather than ‘knowing-about’. 
Chapter 6 and 7 will allow me to further reveal the actual co-creation of the 
shared narrative and the various stages and dimensions of this process.  

3.2 Research Phases & the (Co-)Creation of Ethnographic Data 

To guide the reader through ‘the story of the story’ in chapter 6 and 7, I 
present a schematic overview of the participatory filmmaking process 
between 2015-2020 (see table 1), followed by a classification of different 
kinds of ethnographic source materials or ‘texts’ that were (co-)produced 
during this process (see table 2). Following my methodological analysis in 
chapter 4, the overall filmmaking process can be divided into seven phases 
described in Table 1 below.714 
  

 
 
714 As I already explained in chapter 4, just like the making of the rough cuts, the making of ‘Los 
Retornados’ is part of this ethnography because it is part of the same participatory process that 
started in 2015. The distribution, reception and impact of ‘Los Retornados’, on the other hand, is 
beyond the scope of this investigation. 
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Phase 1 5-6/2015 Set-up filmmaking project + 
interviews 
1st field period in Copal AA  

Phase 2 8/2015 – 6/2016 Narrative analysis + making the rough 
cuts 
Ghent 

Phase 3 5-6/2016 Repetition & rehearsal  
2nd field period in Copal AA  

Phase 4 7/2016 – 6/2018 Narrative analysis + pre-production 
‘Los Retornados’   
Ghent 

Phase 5 6-7/2018 Production of ‘Los Retornados’ 
3rd field period in Copal AA  

Phase 6 7/2018-9/2020 Post-production ‘Los Retornados’ + 
final narrative analysis 
Ghent 

Table 1. Overview of the participatory filmmaking process  

Whatever history was made during these different phases of the 
filmmaking process, it was made through action and performance, 
repetition and rehearsal – not by merely collecting and systematizing 
information. I have already explained that I therefore structure the 
upcoming chapters 6 and 7 according to the concept of ‘the story of the 
story’. The question that remains, however, is what kind of ethnographic 
source material is able to reveal process and performance and allows for the 
empirical study of collective narrative production and mobilization? I 
classify the ethnographic sources that I will use to reconstruct the making 
of Copal AA’s ‘shared history’ into five different ‘text groups’ (see below). 
In isolation from each other, these different types of source material only 
show limited traces of process and performance. In other words, these texts 
in and of themselves are no route to knowledge about the collective 
production and mobilization of historical narratives. One way of revealing 
process and performance, however, is to combine different types of source 
material from different ‘text groups’ that were (co-)produced during 
different phases of the filmmaking process.  

I classify text group A as ‘coordinating texts’. These are texts or 
audio(-visual) recordings authored in name of the community, by specific 
community members, or even by outsiders that (try to) give some sort of 
‘unified’ account of Copal AA’s history as a whole at a particular moment 
in time, for a specific audience and with a specific function. Importantly, 
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these texts were not produced in the context of the filmmaking process, 
but already existed before my arrival in May 2015. Text group A includes 
the community’s strategic plan, educational plans and materials 
(PowerPoints f.e.) from Copal AA’s New Dawn Middle School (IBNA), 
but also ‘the storytelling tapes’. 715  The fact that the co-directors 
intentionally brought me these texts, confirms their ‘coordinating’ 
function: they were given to me as background information, to familiarize 
me with the basics of Copal AA’s history, but also to lead me in my role 
as a ‘facilitating historian’. An exceptional subgroup here is (audio-visual) 
material from Copal AA’s community archive that found its way to me 
during the filmmaking project. This subgroup is exceptional in the sense 
that some of these materials were not authored by the Copaleros but by 
outsiders such as (inter)national ‘observers’ or solidarity and religious 
groups. 

Text group B, then, can be classified as ‘discussion texts’. Group B 
consists of recordings, transcriptions and personal field notes produced in 
the context of meetings and feedback sessions I had with the co-directors 
(or the later ‘Collaborative Committee’ during phase 5), documentary 
participants, the sectors and/or the community council during different 
phases of the filmmaking process including the making of ‘Los 
Retornados’. These texts reveal coordinative actions by the co-directors, 
various degrees and instances of community participation as well as my 
own active role in the returnees’ on-going community history project. 
Recordings, transcriptions and field notes from the two 2016 feedback 
sessions and rough-cut screenings (see chapter 4) are also part of this text 
group, as are interview preparations between the co-directors and myself. 
I consider texts from group B to be co-created by different filmmaking 
actors, including myself.  

Then there is text group C, which I consider as the ‘interview texts’. 
This group contains different texts that were (co-)produced in the context 
of interviewing documentary participants during phase 1 and 3 of the 
filmmaking process. I split group C into subgroups C1 and C2. Subgroup 
C1 are recordings and transcriptions of the interviews of all individual and 
collective documentary characters. These texts were explicitly made in 

 
 
715 The storytelling tapes, as I have explained in chapter 4, are eight videotapes from community 
storytelling sessions that the returnees themselves had organized half a year before my arrival in 
May 2015. For an impression of the storytelling tapes, see chapter 4. 
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function of the community’s shared history. I consider C1 texts to be co-
created, in the sense that – as I have already explained in the previous 
chapter - a coordinated act of consensus underlies the making of these 
interviews. Subgroup C2, then, consists of personal field notes that I made 
during the interviews. My fieldnotes contain information on the 
interviewee, the interview setting and preparation, interactions between all 
people who were present during the interview, a summary of central 
narrative themes and expressions, extra linguistic cues like tonal emphasis, 
speaking rate and emotions, etc.  

Text group D then consist of the rough cuts. My first fieldwork 
period in 2015 (= phase 1 of the filmmaking process) resulted in the (co-
)production of a diverse body of ethnographic data belonging to the 
different texts groups discussed above. As I already explained in chapter 4, 
it was my job to ‘make’ history by forging ‘scattered’ pieces into a 
documentary about the returnees’ past and present struggle. After my first 
period of fieldwork, I performed a first round of data coding and 
subsequently turned this narrative analysis into a rough montage of six 
chronological chapters which I have called the rough cuts (see chapter 4). 
As I will further explain in part X, the rough cuts are a self-made narrative 
configuration of selected audio-visual fragments from text subgroup C1, 
complemented with a selection of audio-visual materials from the 
community archive from text group A. Text group D consists of the rough 
cuts’ audio-visual montage as well as its text-based ‘paper edit’. The making 
of the rough cuts represents a shift in my role as a ‘facilitating historian’ 
towards a more active co-producer or co-author of the returnees’ shared 
history. I nevertheless still consider text group D to be co-created 
considering its particular genesis that I will further unravel throughout the 
rest of this chapter. 

Finally, there is text group E: recordings and transcriptions that 
Pieter and I produced together during the production phase of ‘Los 
Retornados’, in collaboration with the returnees. Text group E contains 
recordings from individual interviews with the movie protagonists, as well 
as recordings from community scenes with various characters. In chapter 
4, I explained why I consider the making of ‘Los Retornados’ as a shift 
from participatory and ethnographic, towards professional and 
collaborative filmmaking. While text group E was produced as part of the 
overall participatory filmmaking trajectory, I consider them as 
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‘collaboratively’ rather than ‘co-creatively’ produced. They thus have a 
different statute than the interview texts from group C. 

Table 2 below presents an overview of my ethnographic source 
material and the different ‘text groups’ discussed above. The text groups 
reflect different phases of the filmmaking process from 2015-2018 (see 
table 1). I repeat that none of these text groups in itself reveals signs of 
process or can be used as a route to knowledge about collective narrative 
capacity or the making of a shared narrative. Together however, they do. 
 

Group A. 
Coordinating 
texts 

Pre-existing texts mostly authored by (some of) the 
returnees that were given to me during the filmmaking 
process.  
 

Group B.  
Discussion texts 

Texts co-created during community meetings or 
feedback sessions during the filmmaking process. 
 

Group C.  
Interview texts 

Texts (co-)created during documentary interviews 
during phase 1 and 3 of the filmmaking process 
C1. Co-created interview recordings and transcriptions  
C2. Personal fieldnotes 

Group D.  
The Rough Cuts 

Co-created rough cuts: audio-visual montage + ‘paper 
edit’ 

Group E. 
Repetition texts 

Texts created by Pieter and myself during the making of 
Los Retornados, in collaboration with the returnees 

 
Table 2.  Overview different types of ethnographic source material or ‘text groups’ 

3.3 Conclusion  

The aim of this chapter was twofold: providing the necessary theoretical 
foundations for the emerging CNC concept, and operationalizing my 
participatory, filmmaking-based approach for the empirical study of 
collective narrative production and mobilization. I started by outlining the 
most basic narrative characteristics such as its minimal beginning-middle-
end structure and underlying emplotment. According to Labov, a 
complete narrative begins with an orientation, proceeds to a complicating 
action, concludes with a resolution, and also contains a coda and an 
evaluation. Narratives can moreover never be all-inclusive and ‘selectively 
appropriate’ events from a bottomless reservoir of actions to be told. Stories 
moreover involve the existence of three distinguishable points of view on 
the recounted events; those of the story-teller, audience and characters. 
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Following David Carr, I have defined narrative as a ‘temporal configuration 
whose parts and relations point back and forward’.716 As we further get 
into chapter 6 and 7, I will gradually expand on more narrative features 
directly applied to the making of shared history in Copal AA. 

To further outline my understanding of narrativity as it underlies the 
emerging CNC concept, I subsequently turned to the history and narrative 
debate between Louis Mink and David Carr about the relation between 
narratives and lived reality. As a proponent of the ‘discontinuity theory’, 
Mink has maintained that narrative is ‘a primary cognitive instrument’ and 
that the structure of narrative is different from the structure of historical 
reality. According to Mink, people are not capable of knowing past 
actuality through shared experience – because they lived it – but because 
this is only knowable in a retrospective way through the construction of ‘a 
shared conceptual framework’.717 Mink obtained an eminent position in 
the history and narrative debate with his famous argument that ‘stories are 
not lived but told’.718  

As a proponent of the ‘continuity theory’, David Carr, in turn, has 
argued that human reality as it is lived or perceived, has beginnings, 
middles and ends, just like narratives do. Amongst other things, Carr 
explored the continuity between the means-end structure of action and the 
beginning-middle-end structure and the plot of a narrative, to conclude 
that the narrative structure of action is compatible with ‘life’. He has 
moreover maintained that people are constantly striving to occupy the 
story-teller’s position with respect to their own lives. In sum, Carr has 
contradicted Mink by claiming that stories ‘are told in being lived and lived 
in being told’.719  

The discussion between Louis Mink and David Carr has greatly 
inspired my take on the making of shared history in Copal AA and on the 
relation between community storytelling and the lived reality of their 
community resistance. The upcoming empirical analysis of the returnees’ 
CNC in chapter 6 and 7 reflects my own nuanced understanding of Carr’s 
notion of 'practical narrativity' in the sense that I submit that narrative is 
constitutive of human action and experience. However, I will also take into 
account a certain politics of history in which the returnees retrospectively 

 
 
716 Carr, Experience and History, 109. 
717 Mink, ‘Narrative Form as a Cognitive Instrument’, 211. 
718 Mink, 220. 
719 Carr, ‘Narrative and the Real World’, 126. 
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'impose' negotiated shared narrative structures on the past in order to 
articulate and mobilize certain experiences and events as 'shared' and 
within a meaningful configuration.  

After establishing the theoretical foundations of the emerging CNC 
concept, I conclude this chapter by operationalizing my participatory, 
filmmaking-based approach for the empirical study of collective narrative 
production and mobilization. A lot has been written already about 
collective and historical narratives, but only few scholars have tried to 
explore their collective production and mobilization. I have argued that 
the empirical study of narrative production and mobilization requires a 
process- and performance-oriented approach. This is why I decided to 
structure the final two chapters of this book as ‘the Story of the Story’; a 
performative ethnography of a film production process. I ended this part 
with an overview of the different phases of the participatory filmmaking 
process and a classification of different kinds of ethnographic source 
materials or ‘texts’ that were (co-)produced during this process. To 
conclude, I have argued that, in order to study collective narrative 
production and mobilization, these different ‘text groups’ must be 
combined in order to reveal process and performance and study the 
returnees’ CNC. As said, this chapter serves as a theoretical and 
operational bridge between chapter 4 and 6. I hope that it has provided 
the reader with enough tools and orientation to now finally get started with 
the story of the story in the remainder of this book.
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VI 

THE STORY OF THE STORY  

PART I: MISE-EN-SCENE 

In chapter 4, I have focused on the making of Copal AA’s shared history 
from a methodological perspective. The final two chapters of this 
dissertation, in turn, explore the same collective production and 
mobilization process on a narrative level and empirically continue with the 
theoretical insights and operationalization developed in chapter 5. I have 
already introduced the concept of collective narrative capacity (CNC) in 
chapter 4 as it emerged rather intuitively from the specific research context 
and the practice of participatory filmmaking. The aim of the two 
upcoming final chapters is to offer an in-depth empirical exploration and 
further elaboration of different aspects of the returnees’ CNC.  

So far, I have come to describe CNC as the capacity of a social group 
or community to deploy a number of strategies and techniques in the 
collective production and mobilization of a shared narrative. Participatory 
filmmaking revealed the community storytelling dynamics of 
coordination/participation, sharing/distributing and repetition/rehearsal as 
three intertwined axes outlining the emerging CNC concept. Each of 
these dynamics is rooted in the returnees’ particular historical and political 
trajectories. There are undoubtedly other dynamics that can define a 
community’s narrative capacity, but these are the ones that most clearly 
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came out of the research context in Copal AA.720 In the upcoming two 
chapters, I will continue to illustrate and empirically elaborate on these 
community storytelling dynamics.  

In the previous chapter, I have explained the functioning of chapter 
6 and 7 as ‘the story of the story’; a performative ethnography of a 
participatory filmmaking process. I have argued that the empirical study 
of narrative production and mobilization requires a process- and 
performance-oriented approach. I will therefore use a reconstruction of 
participatory filmmaking as an investigative device to further explore the 
returnees’ capacity to deploy a number of narrative strategies and 
techniques in the collective production and mobilization of their ‘shared 
history’. During this exercise I will reconnect with my main research 
questions: 

What exactly defines a community’s capacity to produce and mobilize 
shared narratives – historical narratives to be more specific? What are 
possible narrative strategies and techniques to do so? How is it possible 
that Copal AA’s ‘shared history’ can be collectively, coherently and 
convincingly told and retold, both within the community itself and 
towards outsiders? But also: how did the returnees mediate my role in 
the making of their history?  

Despite the returnees’ distinctive historical and political trajectories as a 
return community, negotiating a shared history is not self-evident because 
of the varying generational, ethnic and experiential backgrounds of 
individual community members. A reconstruction of participatory 
filmmaking will first of all demonstrate how the co-directors have tried to 
coordinate the history-making process on a narrative level, but equally how 
both the documentary participants and I myself as a historian, have played 
an active role in this. This analysis of ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ strategies 
will also reveal internal community power dynamics through a narrative 
lens.  

Secondly, I will further explore the making of shared history as an 
on-going community process of repetition and rehearsal. For example, I 
will demonstrate that the returnees had already taken a few important steps 
in this negotiation process during previous narrative activities, such as 

 
 
720 I suggest the further empirical exploration of the CNC concept with other social groups and 
grassroots communities as an interesting route for further research.  
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those that were recorded before my arrival on ‘the storytelling tapes’ (see 
also chapter 4) or written down in the form of educational power point 
presentations and official community documents. At the same time, 
however, I will also explore this storytelling dynamic of repetition and 
rehearsal throughout the different phases of the filmmaking process. 
Finally, a reconstruction of participatory filmmaking will also further 
reveal the existence of a ‘shared body of knowledge’ on a community level, 
as well as internal community diversity. In other words, I will highlight 
what narrative strategies and techniques allow the returnees to balance 
between sharing and distributing different narrated experiences and 
different narrative elements.  

Chapter 6 presents a reconstruction of phase 1 of the participatory 
filmmaking process during which a ‘shared storyboard’ emerged during my 
first fieldwork period in Copal AA. In chapter 7, I continue with a 
reconstruction of phase 2 and 3 of the filmmaking process: the making of 
‘the rough cuts’ after my first fieldwork period. The making of the rough 
cuts represents a shift in my role as a ‘facilitating’ historian towards a more 
active co-producer or co-author of the returnees’ shared history.  

This chapter contains three parts during which I subsequently focus 
on 1) the run-up to the first community council, 2) the first community 
council as a ‘coordinated act of consensus’, and then finally 3) its direct 
aftermath when the co-directors took charge of the project and started 
‘organizing’ and ‘coordinating’ everything. I will use a combination of 
coordinating and discussion texts (text groups A and B, see table 2 in chapter 
5) to exemplify the emergence of a rough storyboard, a basic narrative 
structure and a series of central narrative themes and story protagonists 
through a ‘coordinated act of consensus’ (see also chapter 4). As I will 
reveal, this narrative activity is grounded in an on-going community 
process of repetition and rehearsal but equally characterized by the other 
two storytelling dynamics of coordinating-participating and sharing-
distributing. 

1. FLASH-BACK: ONCE UPON A TIME IN ALTA VERAPAZ 

Let us rewind to May 2015, one day before my first community council in 
Copal AA La Esperanza. After being invited for lunch at the house of 
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Doña Ofelia and Don Simón (see chapter 3), I had an official introductory 
meeting with the local authorities, better known as the Community 
Development Council or ‘the COCODE’. They expected me in their office 
on the central hill overlooking the community (chapter 3). For the 
occasion, the president of the COCODE, Héctor Fernandez, had also 
invited the Directive Board of the Association for Community Development 
New Zaculeu (ADECO-UNZ), two teachers and representatives from the 
community’s independent New Dawn Middle School (IBNA), and two 
‘community communicators’, one of which was also a member of the 
community ‘video group’. Days before my arrival, the community council 
had mandated this group of people to receive ‘the historian’ [la 
historiadora]. During phase 1 of the filmmaking process, they would take 
charge of the project and become the co-directors who ‘organized’ and 
‘coordinated’ everything (see chapter 4). One of them, an elder from the 
directive board of ADECO-UNZ named Raul Oxom, welcomed me in 
the name of the community and got straight to the point: 

Extract 1 (Raul) 
 
Thank you for being here with us. I gave testimony in the Río 
Negro case for the Dam and the exhumations. (…) We are 
different affected families if the government authorizes this [the 
construction of the Xalalá Dam red.]. If they start, we are going to 
be in trouble. I have seen everything that happened.721 

Raul opens with a personal flashback to the 1982 construction of the 
infamous Chixoy Dam during the internal armed conflict, which resulted 
in the forced displacement of thousands of people and the massacre of over 
440 Maya Achí from the Rio Negro community (see chapter 3).722 His 
flashback is directly followed by a flashforward to the possible construction 
of the Xalalá Dam on the same river as the Chixoy Dam. Raul adopts ‘a 
future-retrospective view on the present’ by suggesting that he has already 
seen what is about to happen to the different families living in Copal AA. 

 
 
721 ‘Fieldnotes, First Meeting Community Authorities, Copal AA La Esperanza’, 25 May 2015. 
722  Raul was born in 1952 in the department of Huehuetenango. He participated in the 
exhumation of 65 people from the massacre in Rio Negro, which is situated south of Cobán near 
the border of the Alta Verapaz and Baja Verapaz departments. Only in 2014, after years of 
struggle, the victim-survivors of Rio Negro obtained official state recognition and received their 
first compensation checks in 2015. 
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He is trying to foresee and anticipate future violence and displacement by 
establishing a meaningful link between two events: the past construction 
of the Chixoy Dam and the possible construction of the Xalalá Dam in the 
near future.723  

While telling me about the situation in which the returnees find 
themselves and based on his past experiences, he claims the benefit of 
hindsight on a future that is yet to come. The underlying message of Raul’s 
opening statements is that the past will repeat itself if the Copaleros do not 
stop the proliferation of extractive industries on their territory. He 
subsequently gives away why he thinks of the construction of the Xalalá 
Dam as particularly outrageous, but also why he thinks that the returnees 
have a good chance to stop this from happening: because ‘the history of 
Copal AA is very different’.724  

As I explained in chapter 3, the Q’eqchi’ from neighboring communities 
equally refer to the returnees as ‘different’. At this point, however, I was 
still unaware of the Copaleros’ particular historical and political trajectories. 
The next day, a few hours before my first community council, I sat in front 
of the COCODE office with Héctor, Raul and Santiago Jimenez725, one 
of the IBNA teachers. Together, they took me through glimpses of their 
community’s history that, indeed, seemed pretty exceptional. I learned that 
they returned to this place from Mexico and ‘there was nothing, only 
animals’. They had to organize a demonstration in front of a government 
office in Guatemala City in order to finally obtain the necessary credits for 
buying this land – ‘only thanks to our struggle!’ [por pura lucha!]. Before 
arriving in Copal AA – ‘We have a large history!’ [Temenos una larga 
historia!] – apparently one of the boats transferring the returnees’ 
belongings, sank all the way to the bottom of the Chixoy River. This 
setback, however, did not seem to have hindered their determination or 
perseverance: ‘With hands only’ [a puro mano], the returnees built this 
place from scratch to give home to three different indigenous groups. This 
is why, as Hector proudly emphasized, they decided to include ‘AA’ in 

 
 
723 David Carr, ‘Narrative and the Real World: An Argument for Continuity’, History and Theory 
25, no. 2 (1986): 125. 
724 ‘Fieldnotes, First Meeting Community Authorities, Copal AA La Esperanza’. 
725 Pseudonym 
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their community name, which means ‘abundant water’ in both Mam, 
Q’anjobal and Q’eqchi’.726 

When they first arrived, Santiago continued, nearby communities 
feared ‘the returnees’; ‘they thought we were guerrillas and we talked only 
Spanish’. Now things are different, and Copal AA is ‘infecting’ 
[contagiando] other communities with its way of thinking, Héctor said 
with a chuckle. He told me massacres happened right here on this spot. 
Raul confirmed this by saying that he had found a body with a strap around 
its neck during the construction phase of Copal AA. Apparently, the hill 
we were sitting on outside the COCODE office had been a military 
encampment watching over the downhill constructed model village of ‘El 
Rosario’. As for the historical memory project I wanted to initiate in their 
community, Raul concluded: ‘We went because of the army. The time we 
have left we are going to continue fighting.’ For these three community 
leaders, history had clearly something to do with that fight.727 

I was immediately charmed by what indeed seemed to be ‘a different 
history’ than the stories about the past I had heard in other regional victim-
survivor communities. Hector, Raul and Santiago moreover expressed 
themselves with a significant feel for drama and seemed particularly 
attuned to each other while telling me about the foundation of the 
community. Their complementary statements melted into a heroic 
account about the people of Copal AA, who, after conquering a series of 
challenges and obstacles, had finally succeeded in obtaining their own 
piece of land to build a new community. I was not only charmed by the 
story’s collective protagonist (the returnees from Copal AA), but equally 
felt a deep indignation because of the story’s underlying evaluative 
statement: not only were the returnees’ livelihoods threatened by the 
construction of a hydroelectric dam, this seemed particularly unfair 
because it was not the first time that they were facing forced displacement. 
It therefore seemed more than obvious to me why they were ‘going to 
continue fighting’. The conversation on the hill with Hector, Raul and 
Santiago was only a foretaste of the returnees’ ‘large’ shared history and 
collective narrative capacity that would reveal itself to me in the weeks that 
followed.  

 
 
726 ‘Fieldnotes, Hill Conversation with Community Authorities, Copal AA La Esperanza’, 26 
May 2015. 
727 ‘Fieldnotes, Hill Conversation with Community Authorities, Copal AA La Esperanza’. 
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2. THE FIRST COMMUNITY COUNCIL: THE EMERGENCE OF A SHARED 

STORYBOARD 

2.1 Hector’s opening statement 

A few hours later, the community council gathered in ‘the gallery’ [la 
galera]; an open space with wooden benches under a roof of laminas728 at 
the heart of the village. As the president of the Community Development 
Council (COCODE), Héctor Fernández opened the meeting by 
reminding his fellow community members that they ‘already started this a 
while ago’. ‘That work’, however, was ‘not organized yet – everything is 
scattered’ which is why I, the historian, would ‘come and help (…) to make 
the history of our community’.729 As I explained already in chapter 4, the 
council first reached a consensus to record every ‘testimony’ [testimonio] ‘in 
the form of video’ [en forma de video], which people subsequently started 
referring to as ‘the documentary’ [el documental] or ‘the community 
history’ [el historial de la comunidad]. Once I agreed to participate in the 
making of their community history, the returnees among themselves 
started debating its periodization and central elements in order to decide 
upon the kind of testimonies that were needed.  

Héctor announced that they would start ‘working with volunteers’: 
‘we can also write it down now, who?’ He furthermore proposed to work 
with individual as well as group interviews and with different age 
categories. He also specifically encouraged ‘the women’ to participate. As 
the other council members seemed a bit hesitant to volunteer, Hector tried 
to facilitate the discussion by first sharing his own view on ‘what the job 
will be about’. He put forward an emerging storyboard; a temporarily 
ordered sequence of events that can be clustered into five parts. The break 
between different parts is marked by the use of ‘cohesive devices’; 
connectors or transitional words used to show how the different parts of a 
text fit together (see extract 2, indications in bold): ‘and (when/after 

 
 
728 Corrugated iron roof plates. 
729 My translation of original citation: ‘(…) como decíamos, ya hace rato empezamos, pero todavía el 
trabajo no está arreglado – todo disperso. Entonces, eso es el objetivo ahora. La compañera viene y nos va 
a ayudar para sistematizar el – como hacer la historia de nuestra comunidad.’ In: ‘Fieldnotes, 
Preparation General Assembly Community Authorities Nimlajacoc Micro-Region, Nimlajacoc’, 
8 May 2015. 
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that/then)’ [y (cuando/después/entonces)] generally at the beginning of one 
part; ‘(and) so (all of that/then)’ [(y) entonces (todo esto/ya)] at the end: 730  

Extract 2 (Hector) 
 
PART I 

1. Everyone one of us belonging to this community, we know – how 
the problem of Guatemala started.  

2. It is not – it is not out of this world – we have already lived it.  
3. (…) We are talking here about – how it started – the sufferings 

much earlier. 
4. Because we don’t start talking about the suffering when the '82 

war started.  
 

5. The sufferings – you have all said it yourselves – you have told it 
during other moments – how they started when you were still 
young.  

6. How you started working on the coasts [the south coast red.].  
7. How did they treat us; the corporals, the bosses?  
8. And then from there – from there the exploitation, the oppression 

begins.  
9. And so that is why we then want the testimonies of the third 

age.731 
 

PART II 
10. After that, we can get into more details about what the armed 

conflict is – and I think we have all lived it through.  
11. So, in '82 – in '80, the '80s – how did the military began to frighten 

us – to selectively kidnap the leaders, the catequistas, others.  
12. And how then – how the military commissioners acted. (…)  

 
 
730 In applying this narrative approach to Héctor’s speech, I am inspired by Jan Blommaert’s 
narrative analysis of African asylum seekers’ stories in Belgium. Many of the narrative features he 
found in these ‘refugee stories’, I have also been able to identify in Héctor’s speech. Further on in 
the chapter, I will come back to the specifics of ‘refugee narratives’ and reconnect with 
Blommaert’s analysis. In: Jan Blommaert, ‘Investigating Narrative Inequality: African Asylum 
Seekers’ Stories in Belgium’, Discourse & Society 12, no. 4 (7 January 2001): 424. 
731 My translation of original citation: ‘Todos los que somos de esa comunidad, lo sabemos – cómo empezó 
la problema de Guatemala. Entonces no es – no es cosa de otro mundo. Ya lo hemos vivido. (…) Estamos 
hablando – como empezó – los sufrimientos mucho mas antes. Porque no empezamos de hablar del 
sufrimiento cuando empieza la guerra del ’82. Los sufrimientos – ustedes mismos lo han dicho – lo han 
contado en otros momentos – que como empezaron cuando ustedes estaban joven todavía. Como 
empezaron a trabajar en las costas. ¿Que tratamiento nos daban los corporales, los patrones? Entonces 
desde ahí – desde ahí ya empieza la explotación, la opresión. Y entonces por eso mismo queremos entonces 
los testimonios de las personas de tercera edad.’  
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13. So, all of that is part of the testimonies that we want – so to write 
in this story.732 

 
PART III 

14. And then, in '82, the situation gets worse, as we already saw in the 
presentation that our companion [la compañera] brought.  

15. Then came the massacres, the persecutions.  
16. And when people leave their house, they go into the mountains 

[la montaña], they go to the refugee camps [el refugio], others stay 
to resist in the mountains.  

17. So, then the situation gets worse.733 
 
PART IV 

18. And when people go to el refugio [the refuge, the refugee camps]: 
how did we live in the refugee camps [el refugio]?  

19. What suffering was there? (…)  
20. How did the Mexican army treat us?  
21. How did the Guatemalan army try to enter into Mexico to then 

massacre the refugee families that were in Mexico?  
22. And they kept on chasing us, to – to go and grab us in the other 

country.  
23. And that is why the Mexican government made the decision to 

move the refugees a bit further away, more to the inside [of 
Mexico].  

24. For that very reason the refugees from Campeche, from Quintana 
Roo – for that reason they were taking people more [inland]…  

25. This had also something to do with a political situation of the 
Mexican government, also of the military – but that was the main 
reason.  

26. So all of this information – this is the testimony we need.  
27. How did we come to live in Mexico, to be in Mexico?  
28. If there is any information, for example, if we realize how it was 

in the – if someone of us stayed to live together with the CPR – 

 
 
732 My translation of original citation: ‘Después de eso, ya vamos empezar ya hablar un poco mas cerca 
de lo que es el conflicto armado – entonces yo creo que todos ya lo hemos vivido. Entonces en el ’82 – en el 
’80, anos del ’80, como empezaron los militares a meternos el miedo – a hacer secuestros selectivos a los 
dirigentes, a los catequistas, a otros. Y como entonces – como actuaba las comisiones militares. (…) 
Entonces todo eso, son parte de nuestros testimonios que queremos – entonces escribir en esta historia.’ 
733 My translation of original citation: ‘Entonces ya en el ’82 empieza ya la situación mas duro, como 
ya lo vimos en la presentación que traía la compañera. Ya los masacres, las persecuciones. Y cuando la gente 
sale de su casa, se meten en la montana, se van al refugio, otros se quedan resistiendo en las montanas. 
Entonces empieza ya una situación mas duro.’  
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this is good – you have to tell us, to – so that it remains in our 
history.734 

 
PART V 

29. And after that – after being in the refugee camps [el refugio], how 
did people organize themselves to return here in Guatemala?  

30. Even though we have – we have a video about the complete return 
to Guatemala – when [unintelligible] people, this moment they 
started walking – how they crossed the border, arriving in Huehue 
[Huehuetenango red.], in the capital of Guatemala, Cobán – and 
then the transfer to Playa Grande .  

31. So, all of that – many of us who are here, know that story.  
32. So, let’s not avoid giving all that information so that our history 

does not fall short. (…)  
33. So that's what it’s going to be about, our history is going to be 

about that information.735  
 

PART VI 
34. That is the information about what the job is, and where we are 

going to start, and where we are going – well, the ending - I 
believe this history does not end but – let’s see where we are going 
to stop.  

35. So well, if you don’t have any doubts, I only repeat once again if 
there are some volunteers to start with the - with the interviews?736 

 
 
734 My translation of original citation: ‘Y cuando la gente se va al refugio es como vivimos en el refugio? 
¿Qué sufrimiento hubo? (…) ¿Cómo nos trató el ejercito mexicana? ¿Cómo trató el ejercito guatemalteco 
entrar dentro de México para entonces masacrar a las familias refugiadas estando en México? Y todavía 
nos perseguían, para - para ir a alcanzarnos en el otro país. Y por eso mismo el gobierno mexicano tomó 
la decisión de alejarse un poco mas a los refugiados, mas para adentro. Por ese mismo los refugiados de 
Campeche, de Quintana Roo – por esa razón lo fueran sacando ya la gente mas… También tuvo que ver 
una situación política del gobierno mexicano, también de los militares – pero la razón fundamental eso 
fue. Entonces todo esta información, ese testimonio se necesita. ¿Como fue que vivimos en México, estando 
en México? Si haya alguna información, por ejemplo, si nos dimos cuenta como fue la - si alguien de 
nosotros quedó viviendo juntamente con la CPR - es bueno – hay que decirnos para - que se queda en la 
historia.’ 
735 My translation of original citation: ‘Y después de esto - después de estar en el refugio, ¿cómo se 
organizó la gente para regresar entonces aquí en Guatemala? Aunque tenemos - tenemos video sobre el 
retorno completo a Guatemala - de cuando se (incomprensible) la gente, este momento empezaron a 
caminar – como cruzaron la frontera, llegando en Huehue, en la capital de Guatemala, Cobán - y luego 
el traslado para Playa Grande. Entonces todo - muchos los que estamos aquí conocemos esa historia. 
Entonces que no lo evitemos para dar toda esa información para que nuestra historia no queda corto. (…) 
Entonces de eso, sobre eso se va a tratar, sobre esa informacion va a estar nuestra historia.’ 
736 My translation of original citation: ‘Eso es la información sobre que es el trabajo, y donde vamos a 
empezar, y donde vamos – bueno, la terminación - creo que la historia no termina pero - vamos ir viendo 
donde vamos a parar. Entonces bueno, si no tienen dudas, solo vuelvo a repetir nuevamente, ¿si hay 
algunos voluntarios para empezar ya con la - con los entrevistas?’ 
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Héctor’s intervention contains a clear narrative structure and coherence. 
He represents a temporal sequence of events with a beginning-middle-end 
structure, even though the ending seems to be left open. Despite a few 
repeated themes, he presents a new central story element in each of his 
statements. His statements are moreover clustered into five different parts 
or episodes that are not only held together in a temporal but also a thematic 
and a spatial way. Each episode also introduces different characters.  

Following Labov’s model (see above), in line 1 and 2, Héctor starts 
with an orientation (line 1-4) in which he reveals the collective storyteller 
of Copal AA’s history: ‘everyone one of us belonging to this community’. 
The collective storyteller is at once presented as the story’s collective 
protagonist as ‘they have already lived it’. In the orientation, Hector 
moreover identifies a particular time (‘much earlier’, before the ’82 war) 
and a particular place (‘Guatemala’) where the story takes off. To further 
set the stage, we learn that that the protagonist is facing a ‘problem’, a 
statement meant to capture’s the audience’s attention. The audience, in 
this particular context, is not just the community council, but also me as 
‘the historian’ who is expected to start ‘organize’ and ‘systematize’ the 
‘scattered’ information that will be provided by the community council. 
The (starting) point of the story is that, if you want to understand the 
returnees’ current situation, you must first understand how it all began. 
Hector ends his orientation with an evaluative comment; ‘we don’t start 
talking about the suffering when the ’82 war started’, suggesting that doing 
so would lead to a misunderstanding of the returnees’ current situation. 

Still in part I, Hector subsequently starts Copal AA’s history at a 
time when the elders were still young and further specifies the problem of 
‘the sufferings’ as ‘the exploitation’ and ‘the oppression’ which, according 
to him, started on the plantations at the south coast (lines 5-9). He also 
introduces ‘the corporals’ and ‘the bosses’ as additional characters to the 
community history. ‘The sufferings’ subsequently become the leitmotif as 
the story develops into complicating actions. In part II, he repeats the 
sufferings-theme in the form of military repression, followed by ‘massacres’ 
and ‘persecutions’ as the conflict intensifies and drives people ‘into the 
mountains’ or ‘into refugee camps’ in part III of his account. In part II, 
Hector moreover introduces ‘the military’ and ‘the military commissioners’ 
as an additional story character, while the character of the collective 
protagonist develops into ‘leaders’ and ‘catequistas’.  
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In part IV, then, Hector presents a false resolution as ‘the refugee 
families’ who went to ‘el refugio’, keep on being ‘chased’ and ‘massacred’ by 
the Guatemalan army even after crossing the Mexican border. Hector’s 
account of Copal AA’s history finally reaches a climax in part V as ‘people 
organized themselves to return here in Guatemala’. The sudden 
accumulation in line 30 of highly specific actions (‘this moment they 
started walking’) and places (from ‘the border’, to ‘Huehue’, to ‘the capital 
of Guatemala’, to ‘Cobán – and then the transfer to Playa Grande’), 
indicates that Hector considers part V as the turning point of Copal AA’s 
history. In part VI, he finally concludes with a seemingly open ending and 
invites his fellow community members to think about ‘where we are going 
to stop’. For now, he stops where the story of the foundation of Copal AA, 
that he earlier shared with me on the hill, actually started: with the 
collective return from Mexico to Guatemala.  

The resolution of this otherwise clearly elaborated narrative account, 
at first sight is not elaborated yet. All Hector seems to be saying is that he 
does not quite know where or how the story should stop. With hindsight 
into the overall filmmaking process, however, I interpret the statement 
that ‘this history has no end’ (line 34) as a major evaluative comment that 
contains the central point of the story that the returnees are to tell. In the 
upcoming parts of this chapter, I will demonstrate that the returnees are 
trying to denounce the possible construction of the Xalalá Dam on their 
territory as a form of historical injustice; a possibly tragic repetition of ‘the 
sufferings’ from the past. In that sense, line 34 can also be considered as a 
coda putting Copal AA’s history at the heart of the community’s 
contemporary struggle. The statement brings the listener back to the 
present or to the point from which the narrative departed, which is ‘How 
the problem of Guatemala started’.  

Another important evaluative comment that is repeated throughout 
Hector’s intervention, is that they ‘know because they lived it’. In other 
words, when Hector’s calls for ‘volunteers’ at the end of his account (line 
35), he is nominating community members who lived or experienced these 
different episodes. At the moment of the first community council, I only 
starting to form a first idea of why the returnees where ‘different’ compared 
to other regional communities. However, I had even less insight into the 
varying generational, ethnic and experiential backgrounds of individual 
community members. Héctor’s varying use of the I, you, and we forms 
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during his account, signals that the production and mobilization of a 
shared historical narrative in Copal AA is not self-evident because of 
internal community diversity. At the very beginning of the filmmaking 
project, this is indicative for the balancing exercise that the returnees are 
undertaking here between individual and ‘shared’ experiences. Yet, Hector 
remarkably often speaks in the we-form which confirms that the returnees 
indeed already started with this community storytelling project ‘a while 
ago’ (see earlier). In line 5 (‘you have all said it yourselves – you have told 
it during other moments’), he moreover refers to ‘the storytelling tapes’; 
eight videotapes from community storytelling sessions that the returnees 
themselves had organized half a year before my arrival (see chapter 4). This 
further demonstrates that the making of shared history in Copal AA 
should be seen as an ongoing community process of repetition and 
rehearsal, as I have already argued in chapter 4.  

Apart from indicating desired knowledge as ‘lived experience’ that is 
publicly recognized as being ‘shared’ by ‘everyone one of us belonging to 
this community’, Hector furthermore suggests that certain events have 
actually taken place and should be part of the community history, because 
I, the historian, had said so during the presentation of my research project 
at the very beginning of the community council (for example, how ‘the 
situation’ got ‘worse’ in ’82, line 14). This statement further demonstrates 
how the returnees strategically mobilized my academic legitimacy as a 
historian in the telling of their community history, as I have already 
demonstrated in chapter 4.  

Related to this tactic of mobilizing ‘authoritative outsiders’, hector 
also refers to the existence of ‘a video about the complete return to 
Guatemala’ (line 30). In chapter 4, I have equally demonstrated that the 
returnees’ historical and political trajectories of (inter)national 
accompaniment and solidarity in the Mexican refugee camps (see chapter 
3), have resulted in an exceptional community archive. Unlike conflict 
experiences of internal displacement in other regional communities, life in 
exile and the First Organized and Collective Return were particularly well-
documented. NGO’s as well as religious organizations accompanied the 
returnees until the foundation of Copal AA La Esperanza, and left behind 
copies of these photographs and videos in the community. In this case, 
Hectors refers to one particular video that was produced by Guatemalan 
Christian Action (ACG), an organization rooted in liberation theology 
whose catequistas and promotores were among the driving forces behind 
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education, social organization and political mobilization in the refugee 
camps (see mov. 1). 737  Apart from mobilizing ‘legitimate outsiders’, 
because of their particular historical and political trajectories, the returnees 
also have the capacity of mobilizing historical archival materials in order 
to tell a convincing and effective story. I will come back to the use of 
archival materials further on in this chapter.  
  

 
 
737  Julie Stewart, ‘Agency and Empowerment Under Unlikely Conditions: Exploring How 
Wartime Displacement Can Promote Community Development’, Humanity & Society 35 (2011): 
248. 
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https://youtu.be/G5bqw8Gn6GU 
Mov. 1 Impression of the ACG Video about the Return 
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The aim of this part is to reconstruct the gradual emergence of a basic 
storyboard – a basic narrative structure and a series of central narrative 
themes and story protagonists – from the first community council. While 
a lot more can be said about this particular extract, for now I arrive at the 
following thematic and spatio-temporal template that Héctor puts forward 
as a starting point for the recording of the returnees’ shared history and 
the subsequent division of narrative labor: 

Storyboard 1 (Hector) 
 
ORIENTATION 
Episode 1: ‘How the problem of Guatemala started’ 
Time: much earlier than the ’82 war, when the elders where still 
young 
Place: the coasts 
Themes: the suffering, exploitation and oppression, ‘how they 
treated us’  
Protagonists: the elders when they were young, the corporals and 
the bosses 
 
COMPLICATING ACTION 
Episode 2: ‘How the armed conflict started’ 
Time: the 1980s 
Place: unspecified 
Themes: fear, selective kidnappings 
Protagonists: the leaders, the catequistas, the military, the military 
commissioners 
 
Episode 3: ‘How the situation got worse’ 
Time: 1982 
Place: people’s houses, the mountains, the refugee camps 
Themes: the massacres & the persecutions à flight & resistance 
Protagonists: the people 
 
Episode 4: ‘El Refugio’  [The Refuge] 
Time: after the massacres & the persecutions 
Place: the refugee camps, Mexico (‘the other country’), Campeche, 
Quintana Roo, the CPR 
Themes: the suffering, ‘how they treated us’, military persecution of 
refugees across the border, resistance 
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Protagonists: the refugees, the Guatemalan army, the Mexican 
army, the Mexican government, those of us who stayed with the 
CPR 
 
CLIMAX 
Episode 5: ‘El Retorno’ [The Return] 
Time: after being in el refugio 
Place: the border, here (Guatemala), Huehuetenango, the capital 
of Guatemala, Cobán, Playa Grande 
Themes: self-organization, crossing the border  
Protagonists: the people, many of us 
 
RESOLUTION/CODA 
Episode 6: This History Does not End [La Historia no Termina] 
‘Open ending’, to be discussed by the community council. 

2.2 A Coordinated Act of Consensus 

Encouraged by Hector’s clear guidelines and with more insight into the 
kind of testimonies that the authorities were looking for, various 
community members subsequently took the floor and elaborated on the 
emerging storyboard. Except for extract 2, all the following interventions 
included in this part come from Copaleros whom the co-directors 
eventually nominated as documentary participants. The first one was an 
adult man738 who, based on his own personal experiences, did not only 
agree with most of the periodization of Héctor’s storyboard, but also 
responded to his call for ‘lived experience’: 
 
Extract 3 (adult man)  

We can all contribute something. I myself, for example – the child 
right at the time of the armed conflict – I do remember something 
of this. From the moment that we started fleeing into the 
mountains, and then to the refuge and the return.739 

 
 
738 The co-directors eventually did not nominate this man to become one of the documentary 
participants. I have therefore no further biographical information about him.  
739 My translation of original citation: ‘Todos podemos aportar algo. Yo, por ejemplo - el niño cuando 
estaba cabal el tiempo del conflicto armado – este me recuerdo algo. Desde cuando ya empezamos a huirnos 
a la montana, y luego al refugio y regreso.’ 
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The man presents himself as a suitable volunteer by confirming that he 
‘knows’ because he was a child at the time of the internal armed conflict. 
However, he also marks his personal experience as ‘shared’ on a community 
level by subsequently talking in the we-form as he repeats most of Hector’s 
sequence; conflict/refuge/return. He does not engage with Hector’s first 
episode on how ‘the problem’ started, because he exclusively draws from 
his own lived experiences. He was born at the time of the conflict and thus 
cannot personally ‘contribute’ to the telling of how ‘the sufferings’  started 
‘much earlier’ than ‘the ’82 war’. As said, the co-directors eventually did 
not nominate this man to become one of the documentary participants, 
possibly because he merely repeated Hector’s basic periodization without 
really elaborating on it, and because he moreover indicated that he only 
remembered ‘something of this’. However, he did contribute to the public 
discussion about the emerging storyboard of Copal AA’s shared history.  

Next in line was Felipe Ramírez, a 35-year old Q’anjobal man – 
representing an ethnic minority on a community level – who was born in 
1981 in the municipality of Barillas, department of Huehuetenango740: 

Extract 4 (Felipe) 
 

1. Alright, good afternoon everyone.  
2. Well, maybe some understand, some don't – what it is when 

we talk about history.  
3. Maybe, history for me has a lot to say.  
4. (…) for me in the first place, you can start, as our compañero 

said, from the fincas, armed conflict – euuhm – the refuge, 
return.  

5. Next to the return, it is from (unintelligible) to Polígono 14. 
6. From there the transfer from Polígono to this community – 

there is the foundation of the community, which is why it was 
done – to be able to find development.  

7. After that, at what moment, in which year did the threat of 
the dam arose?  

8. And from there, the struggles began, and all of that.741 

 
 
740 Video Recordings, Interview with Felipe Ramírez (Pseudonym), Copal AA La Esperanza, 4 June, 
2015. 
741 My translation of original citation: ‘Bueno, buenas tardes a todos y a todas. Pues tal vez algunos 
entienden, algunos no verdad. Lo que cuando se habla sobre historia. Tal vez historia para mi tiene mucho 
que expresar verdad. (…) para mi en primer lugar, pueden iniciar como dijo el compañero, desde las 
fincas, conflicto armado - euuhm - el refugio, retorno. Al lado del retorno, es de (incomprensible) hasta 
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Felipe opens with a variation on Héctor’s call for testimonies in the form 
of lived experience: ‘maybe some understand, some don’t’. What he is 
implicitly saying here, is that ‘some of you might have personally lived it, 
others may not’. With this statement, he recognizes internal community 
diversity on a generational or experiential level.  

Similar to Hector’s speech, Felipe’s intervention shows narrative 
coherence and different parts of the proposed story are marked by the use 
of cohesive devices (see extract 3, indications in bold). In front of the 
community council and in front of me, Felipe repeats and recognizes 
Héctor’s basic periodization: fincas/conflict/refuge/return. As I explained 
in chapter 3, experiences of seasonal migration from the Western 
Highlands to the South Coast around the end of the 19th and the 
beginning of the 20th century, are a central element defining the diverging 
historical and political trajectories of Copal AA as a return community. At 
the same time, however, I have also demonstrated the existence of three 
different sub-groups amongst the community’s founding members which 
are based on their ethnicity, region of origin and inter-generational 
trajectory of migration. Two of these sub-groups make up the grand 
majority of Copal AA’s founding families and both originate from 
different Mam and Q’anjobal communities in the Western Highlands. 
Founding members from the third and smallest sub-group, however, 
originate from Q’eqchi’ communities in Alta Verapaz or El Quiché. 
Contrary to the other two sub-groups, their parents and grandparents 
almost did not travel to the coastal plantations but were controlled by the 
finca system of their isolated birth regions. Not all highlanders moreover 
went through the same forms of exploitation during this period. Felipe’s 
intervention reframing episode 1 as ‘the fincas’ instead of ‘the coasts’, can 
therefore be interpreted as an upscaling move to turn the starting 
‘exploitation and oppression’ theme into shared experience on a 
community level: ‘the fincas’ theme covers seasonal labour at the south 
coast as well as exploitations by large landowners in other parts of the 
country. 

But Felipe does not only modify the beginning of the story. He also 
further expands ‘the return’ episode; from ‘the refuge’ to ‘the Polígono’ 

 
 
Polígono 14, después de ahí el traslado desde Polígono hacia esta comunidad, ahí esta la fundación de la 
comunidad que pues por eso se hizo para poder encontrar desarrollo. Después en eso, ¿en qué momento en 
qué ano surgió la amenaza de la represa? Y de ahí empezó las luchas, y todo eso verdad.’ In: ‘Field 
Recordings, Community Council, Copal AA La Esperanza’. 
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farm 742 , to the eventual foundation of Copal AA La Esperanza. 
Importantly, Felipe here adds an evaluative statement, saying that the 
community was founded ‘to be able to find development’. To conclude, he 
moreover fills in Héctor’s ‘open ending’ or statement that ‘this history does 
not end’ by bringing in ‘the threat of the dam’. The dam here is framed as 
a threat against the kind of development that underpins the community’s 
foundation and is implicitly contrasted with the kind of (neoliberal) 
development that hydroelectric and other extractive industries generally 
claim to bring to the region. In sum, Felipe represents the foundation of 
Copal AA as a false resolution and as the beginning of a new struggle. In 
that sense, he confirms Hector’s central evaluative statement that ‘history 
does not end here’. 

Hectors thanked Felipe for his suggestion, after which two male elders 
came forward. The first one was Carlos Domingo, a 75-year old Mam man 
born in 1940 in the municipality of San Idelfonso Ixtahuacán in 
Huehuetenango where a majority of Copal AA’s founding families 
originate from (see chapter 3).743 Carlos’ contribution to the discussion was 
a lot more elaborate but also seemingly more chaotic than his predecessors. 
This impression was reinforced because he used relatively few cohesive 
devises to structure his account, and because he made a lot of grammatical 
errors which, during the moment itself, made it difficult for me to 
understand what he was trying to say. This is because Spanish is only the 
second language of many Copaleros who speak either Mam, Q’anjobal, 
Q’eqchi’ or Acoteca as their mother tongue. As I explained in chapter 3, 
many Copaleros nevertheless learned to speak and write Spanish in 
Mexican refugee camps or with the Communities of Population in Resistance 
(CPR) during the internal armed conflict. This is still the case today in 
Copal AA, where Spanish is used as a lingua franca in everyday community 
communication without overriding the simultaneous use of indigenous 
languages among different ethnic sub-groups. This does not only facilitate 
internal community participation on an ethnic level, but equally amongst 
different generations. Because of the returnees’ historical trajectories, the 
elders in Copal AA generally speak the Spanish language better than the 

 
 
742 ‘The Polígono farm’ refers to the first return settlement of Victoria 20 de enero in the north of 
El Quiché. For more information, see chapter 3. 
743 Video Recordings, Interview with Carlos Domingo (Pseudonym), Copal AA La Esperanza, 6 June, 
2015. 
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often monolingual Q’eqchi’ elders from neighboring communities. In sum, 
despite Carlos’ grammatical errors, he was capable of taking part in the 
Spanish-held community council and in this case also in the making of 
Copal AA’s community history. Moreover, as an elder he was capable of 
directly addressing me as a foreign academic who does not master any of 
the indigenous languages that are equally spoken in Copal AA. The overall 
capacity of community members to not only communicate with each other 
but also with outsiders in Spanish, is not self-evident and should be 
considered as an important aspect of the returnees’ collective narrative 
capacity.  

Despite Carlos’ chaotic first impression and language difficulties, his 
intervention is nevertheless characterized by underlying narrative structure 
and coherence. The following extract contains a selection of his most 
important statements that, together and in their original order, reveal the 
central narrative elements of his overall intervention.744 Carlos explicitly 
responded to Hector’s suggestion ‘to start [the interviewing] with the 
elderly compañeros’, because they know ‘how the sufferings started’. Instead 
of repeating Hector’s entire periodization, Carlos sticks to the 
COCODE’s proposed division of narrative labor and zooms in on ‘how 
the problem of Guatemala started’. Despite a general lack of cohesive 
devices, his contribution can nevertheless be clustered into six temporal-
thematic parts: 

Extract 5 (Carlos)745 
 
PART I  
1. (…) How did the exploitation start? 
2. Well, if you want to listen - because sometimes, many times, I 

has said it [and] my words are only laughed at the 
(unintelligible) from the community. 

3. Why? Because they don't want to. 
4. The time before, how it was.  

 
 
744 The places where I left out part of the original intervention, are indicated with ‘(…)’. 
745 Underlined words indicate that Carlos emphasised these words during his intervention through 
a change in intonation. I have equally tried to translate Carlos’ grammatical errors into English, 
but this is not always possible. The grammatical errors are included as much as possible, though, 
in the original Spanish citation in the footnotes. 
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5. Because I know - the time from General Jorge Ubico, I know 
(unintelligible) with my four years I am very young – my father 
took me in my hand.746 

 
PART II  
6. (…) when doctor Juan José Arevalo appeared.  
7. (…) he only governed for 6 years.  
8. And after that, 4 years – the time of Arevalo – the Revolution 

was born.  
9. Then it was the time of Jac… – Colonel Jacobo Arbenz.  
10. So, only four years then (unintelligible) Arbenz.  
11. But I have all of this here in my mind, because I saw it.  
 
PART III 
12. And I have knew, I was already grown up, I already knew those 

exploitations at the fincas – I work on the fincas (unintelligible) 
doing year by year.  

13. That is why I know, the orders and everything (unintelligible) 
I have it in my mind. (…)747 

 
PART IV  
14. How many years did the revolution last?  
15. The revolution only lasted for ten years.  
16. Why did they evict Jacobo Arbenz?  
17. They evicted Jacobo Arbenz because… he… is revolution.  
18. He distributed in all the fincas and the word ‘communist’ was 

born. (…).  
19. Yeah… That is how it went – and he was evicted for four years.  
20. But I'm not lying, I'm not… well – for this all. 

 
 
746 My translation of original citation: ‘(…) Como fue el inicio de la explotación? Pues, si 
quieren escuchar – porque a veces, muchas veces, lo ha dicho [y] mis palabras solo da risa la 
(incomprensible) de la comunidad. ¿Porqué? Porque no quieren. El tiempo de antes, como fue. 
Porque yo sé - el tiempo cuando salió General Jorge Ubico, yo sé (incomprensible) con mis cuatro 
años estoy chiquito - me llevaba mi papa en mi mano.’ 

747 My translation of original citation: ‘(…) cuando entró el doctor Juan José Arévalo (…) solo 6 anos 
estuvo de gobierno. Y después de ese, 4 anos - el tiempo de Arévalo – nace la Revolución. Ya quedó el 
tiempo de Jac.. - coronel Jacobo Arbenz. Entonces, ya solo 4 anos (incomprensible) Arbenz, pero todo esto 
tengo aquí en la menta, porque yo lo vi. Y yo he conocí, ya era grandecito, ya conocí estos explotaciones en 
las fincas – trabajo en las fincas (incomprensible) haciendo años por años. Por esto lo sé, las tareas y toda 
(incomprensible) lo tengo en la mente. (…)’ 
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21. So, after that, Carlos Castillo Armas came in.  
22. How this was and – I have everything here – how he got in, 

everything. (…) 
23. What happened?  
24. The rich came. (…) 
25. So, then another one fought.  
26. But then the people already broke up, because they were 

already dying the – the elderly –  those who had already seen 
the exploitation of General Jorge Ubico.  

27. And everyone and – someone is dying, someone already – they 
no longer want the struggle [ya no quieren la lucha] (...) all the 
people no longer want to.  

28. There is when the revolution fell in the hands of the rich all of 
them. (…)  

 
PART V 
29. And from there, the project was born – the politics of the rich 

is born there. (…)  
30. That's how that revolution went – all the ten years the 

revolution had.748 
 
PART VI – The conflict 
31. (…) and what was – how the military were, that is something 

you know.  
32. This is a bit – I want to say for the moment of today.749 

Carlos only deals with Hector’s initial orientation and first episode (see 
storyboard 1), which he turns into a sub-narrative with a proper 
beginning-middle-end structure. His account evolves around the birth and 

 
 
748 My translation of original citation: ‘¿Cuantos años tuvo la revolución? La revolución solo diez anos 
duró. ¿Porqué desalojaron Jacobo Arbenz? Jacobo Arbenz desalojaron porque … el … es revolución. 
Repartía en todas las fincas y nace la palabra ‘comunista’. (…). Si… Así fue y - y se desalojó por cuatro 
anos. Pero no estoy mintiendo, no estoy… bueno – para esto todo. Entonces después de eso … entró Carlos 
Castillo Armas. Como fue y - todo aquí lo tengo – cómo entró, todo. (…) ¿Qué pasó? Los ricos vinieron. 
(…) Entonces luchó otro. Pero entonces la gente ya dispersaron, porque ya estaba muriendo los, los 
ancianos, los - los que ya vieron la explotación de general Jorge Ubico. Ya todos y - alguien esta muriendo, 
alguien ya - ya no quieren la lucha (…) esta toda la gente ya no quieren - ahí se fue la revolución en mano 
de los ricos todos. … (…) Y de ahí nace el proyecto, nace el político de los ricos de ahí. (…) Así fue esa 
revolución - todos los diez anos tuvo la revolución.’ 
749 My translation of original citation: ‘(…) y que fue – como fueron los militares conocen ustedes. Esto 
es un poco - quiero decir por el momento de hoy.’    
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defeat of the 1944 October Revolution and further divides ‘the time of the 
fincas’ into a time before, and a time after the Revolution. Carlos starts by 
repeating Hector’s leitmotif of ‘the sufferings’ in the form of ‘the 
exploitation’ during ‘the time before [the ’82 war]’ (line 1 and 4). In doing 
so, he confirms Hector’s evaluative statement that whoever wants to 
understand the returnees’ current situation, must first understand how ‘the 
sufferings’ started before the armed conflict. While ‘much earlier’ in 
Hector’s account simply meant ‘before the ’82 war’, Carlos specifies the 
start of ‘the exploitation’ to ‘the time from General Jorge Ubico’, who 
assumed dictatorial power in 1931 (see chapter 2).750  

Part II of Carlos’ account subsequently covers the 1944-1954 period; 
a decade that is generally known as the ‘October Revolution’ or ‘Ten Years 
of Democratic Spring’ (see chapter 2). Interestingly, in line 8 Carlos 
articulates a variation on ‘how the exploitation started’ in the form of ‘how 
the revolution was born’ as a response to ‘the exploitation’ as ‘the problem 
of Guatemala’. In the context of Copal AA’s community history, this is an 
implicit evaluative statement. Carlos does not only recount the beginning 
of the Guatemalan Spring, but also covertly suggests that popular 
resistance against ‘the exploitation’ did not just pop up during the internal 
armed conflict but was born ‘much earlier’. As a variation on the theme of 
‘how the sufferings started’, Carlos’ underlying message is that if you want 
to understand the returnees’ current situation, you must first understand 
when ‘the struggle’ (line 27) first started.  

Part III and IV, then, deal with the defeat of the revolution in 1954 
and the ‘time of Castillo Armas’. These parts are presented as an anti-
climax and sub-resolution in which ‘the exploitation’ continues and will 
eventually lead up to the internal armed conflict in part VI. Carlos explains 
how Arbenz ‘distributed in all the fincas’ – referring to Arbenz’ agrarian 
reform process and famous Decree 900 (see chapter 2). Interestingly, 
Carlos’ uses the term ‘evicted’ to describe how Arbenz was impeached after 
‘only four years’ through the 1954 US-assisted anti-communist military 
coup led by Castillo Armas. As I explained in chapter 2, Castillo Armas 
immediately annulled Arbenz’ agrarian reform and returned expropriated 
lands to the finqueros or large landowners.751 By using the term ‘evicted’, 

 
 
750 Huet, Nos salvó la sagrada selva, 27. 

751 Frederick W. Marks, ‘The CIA and Castillo Armas in Guatemala, 1954: New Clues to 
an Old Puzzle’, Diplomatic History 14, no. 1 (1990): 68. 
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Carlos is actually saying that with the defeat of the revolution, many 
indigenous campesinos were evicted and became landless once again. 
Retaking the theme of ‘how the problem of Guatemala started’, in part V 
he generally concludes that he is capable of testifying about when ‘the 
project’ and ‘the politics of the rich’ was born. This terminology is a clear 
reference to the Xalalá Dam, which is generally referred to as ‘the project’ 
[el proyecto]. In that sense, Carlos confirms Hector’s evaluative statement 
that ‘this history does not end’.  

This particular intervention of one of the elders speaking to the 
community council, reveals intergenerational tensions amongst the 
Copaleros. Carlos shares his feeling that other community members often 
do not take him seriously (line 2). He therefore seems to grab this 
opportunity to get his story publicly recognized, and therefore uses a 
specific narrative strategies and techniques. First of all, he strategically 
repeats the central theme of ‘how the suffering started’ and uses this as the 
starting point to articulate his own life story as a sub-narrative within the 
framework of the broader community history. Within this overall 
framework, he represents the October revolution as a ‘proto-revolution’ 
that precedes organized resistance during the internal armed conflict, as 
well as community resistance today. While the proto-revolution fails, this 
event nevertheless provides the protagonists with growing insight on how 
to deal with ‘the problem’ and organize themselves better during the next 
parts of the overall story. In sum, Carlos’ account allows for character 
development and, as a sub-narrative, perfectly fits into Hector’s basic 
storyboard. 

Encouraged by Felipe’s earlier intervention, Carlos reframes 
Hector’s theme of ‘the coasts’ into the more all-encompassing theme of 
‘the fincas’ because he grew up and worked on the fincas himself, ‘year by 
year’ (line 20). To further prove that he is ‘not lying’ (line 20) and should 
be taken seriously as a volunteer to the project, he indicates that he 
personally lived the recounted events because he has it all ‘in his mind’ and 
‘saw it’ with his own eyes (line 11 and 13). As we have seen in extract 2, 
one possible strategy for individual community members to present 
themselves as suitable volunteers, is by switching from the I to the we-
form to mark personal experiences as being ‘shared’ on a community level. 
Taking into account general community diversity, the elders of Copal AA 
are particularly challenged to present their experiences as ‘shared 
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knowledge’ because most Copaleros were not born yet during the pre-
conflict period. When recounting the time of the fincas, even the elders 
themselves often have to draw from their parent’s experiences. This is also 
evident from Carlos’ intervention. In line 5, he claims he can testify about 
‘the time from General Jorge Ubico’; ‘I know (unintelligible) with my four 
years I am very young – my father took me in my hand’. At first sight, it 
seems as if he is claiming that he was four years old at the time of General 
Jorge Ubico. However, what he is actually trying to say, is that he ‘knows’ 
because his father lived during this period. When he claims that he was 
‘already grown up’ and ‘knew those exploitations at the fincas’ because he 
has worked there himself in part III (line 12 and 13), this is not meant as 
a flashback to ‘the time of Ubico’ but refers to a ‘time of fincas’ after the 
October Revolution. This is why I have indicated line 12 and 13 as a 
separate temporal-thematic part in the overall account. Carlos himself was 
only born in 1940, four years before the 1944 October Revolution – hence 
his statement ‘with my four years I am very young’ in line 5. In sum, apart 
from his own lived experience, Carlos also strategically mobilizes his 
father’s lived experience in order to testify about the birth and defeat of the 
revolution as part of the community’s history.  

In order to make his account even more compelling, Carlos also 
adopts a quasi-pedagogical style by asking seemingly ‘neutral’ questions 
and then providing seemingly ‘factual’ answers to them. For example: 
‘How did the exploitation started?’ (line 1), ‘How many years did the 
revolution lasts?’ (line 14) and ‘Why did they evict Jacobo Arbenz?’ (line 
16) Another strategy to get his personal account publicly recognized as 
part of the community history, is by giving a contextualizing account of 
‘how the exploitation started’ by articulating his personal experiences 
within the realm of national political history. As part of his pedagogical 
style, Carlos presents a timeline in which Ubico, Arbenz and Arevalo 
become additional story characters.  

Related to intergenerational community tensions, Carlos’ 
intervention also exposes a field of tension between those who want to 
continue with ‘the struggle’, and those who ‘no longer want the struggle’ 
(line 27). When he states that ‘they don’t want to’ [no quieren] (line 3), at 
the beginning of his account, it seems as if he is saying that people today 
don’t want to listen to him. Only further on in his statement it becomes 
clear what he was actually trying to say, when he repeats and further 
develops this expression in part IV (the defeat of the revolution) as ‘they 
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no longer want the struggle’ [ya no quieren la lucha] (line 27). In part IV, 
Carlos presents the death of ‘the elderly’ at the time of Arevalo and Arbenz 
as one of the reasons why popular unity was broken and people ‘no longer 
wanted the struggle’ (line 26-27). The ‘death of the elders’ theme can be 
seen as a metaphor for a general loss of memory about how the exploitation 
and popular resistance started. Carlos is warning his fellow community 
members that they should listen to their elders and take their lived 
experience into account if they want to succeed in stopping the 
construction of the Xalalá Dam. This is another way for Carlos to gain 
public recognition of his life story by presenting himself as one of the 
protagonists of Copal AA’s contemporary community struggle.  

Carlos thus showcases various strategies to ‘co-author’ the emerging 
community storyboard and to articulate his individual life story within the 
framework of the community history. 752  His tactics seemed to work, 
because at the end of his intervention, Hector publicly recognized that ‘this 
kind of testimony – this is what we need.’753 In part X, I will present 
additional reasons why the returnees, against the background of their 
contemporary community resistance and in the context of the filmmaking 
process, strategically incorporated this particular sub-narrative as part of 
their overall community history. In part X, I moreover come back to 
individual narrative strategies and techniques that documentary 
participants have employed to make their own experiences part of the 
community history.  

Similar to Hector’s intervention, a lot more could be said about this 
particular extract. Yet, for now I arrive at the following underlying 
storyboard that Carlos puts forward as an elaboration on Hector’s first 
episode on ‘How the Problem of Guatemala started’. The story represents 
a sub-narrative about the birth and defeat of the October Revolution and 
perfectly seems to connect with Hector’s second episode on ‘How the 
Internal Armed Conflict Started’: 

 
 
 

 
 
752 Further on in the chapter, I elaborate further on people’s individual strategies and techniques 
to co-author Copal AA’s community history and fit their life stories into the shared narrative. 
753 My translation of original citation: ‘Ese tipo de testimonio – eso es de la que necesitamos’.  
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Storyboard 2 (Carlos) 
 

ORIENTATION 
Episode 1: ‘How the exploitation started’ à Where ‘the project’ 
and ‘the politics of the rich’ was born 
Time: the time of General Jorge Ubico 
Place: the fincas 
Themes: the exploitation 
Protagonists: Carlos’ father, four-year old Carlos, General Jorge 
Ubico 
 
COMPLICATING ACTION 
Episode 2: ‘The October Revolution’ / ‘When the revolution was 
born’ 
Time: the Ten Years of Guatemalan Democratic Spring between 
1944-1954 
Place: unspecified 
Themes: land reform, unity and organized struggle  
Protagonists: Juan José Arevalo, Jacobo Arbenz 

 
ANTI-CLIMAX 
Episode 3: ‘The Defeat of the Revolution’ 
Time: when the revolution fell in the hands of the rich 
Place: unspecified 
Themes: eviction, exploitation, disunity, the death of the elders 
Protagonists: the people, Carlos Castillo Armas, the rich, the elders 
 
SUB-RESOLUTION/SUBPLOT 
Episode 4: How the exploitation continued 
Time: The Time of Carlos Castillo Armas 
Place: the fincas 
Themes: the exploitation, the orders 
Protagonists: the rich, Carlos Castillo Armas 
 
COMPLICATING ACTION 
Episode 5: ‘How the Military were’ 
To be discussed by other members of the community council. 

As I already said, Hector immediately reacted to Carlos’ contribution by 
affirming that this is the ‘kind of testimony’ that ‘we’ were looking for. 
Encouraged by this public affirmation, one final elder took the floor before 
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the council started wrapping up the discussion: José, a 72-year old Mam 
man born in 1942 in the same municipality of San Idelfonso Ixtahuacán 
as Carlos. Similar to Carlos, José gives an elaborate but seemingly chaotic 
account, characterized by grammatical errors and a general lack of cohesive 
devices. While difficult to perceive at first sight, a selection of his most 
important statements reveals that his overall intervention is nevertheless 
characterized by underlying narrative coherence. The central point of his 
contribution evolves around the repeated question of ‘why we are here?’ 
(line X and X). This question can be interpreted as ‘why the community 
was founded’, but also more implicitly as ‘why we are having this 
community council’. I divide the account of José into four parts that are 
held together in a thematic and spatio-temporal way:  

Extract 6 (José)754 
 

PART I 
1. How was it before – how was this discrimination with the rich 

before? 
2. I know a Little as well – how my dad better said to us. 
3. For example, right now, you (…) Young people – maybe you 

don’t like it (…). 
4. On the other hand, like me, I agree (…) with that history.755 
 
PART II  
5. How was life before? 
6. How did they torture people, when they killed people, when 

the army came to my house – what happened?756  
(…) 
 
 

 
 
754 This is only a selection of José’s total intervention, meant to reveal the most important narrative 
elements of his overall account that are relevant my reconstruction of the emerging basic 
storyboard from the community council. The places where I left out part of the original 
intervention are indicated with ‘(…)’.  
755 My translation of original citation: ‘¿Cómo fue antes – Cómo este discriminación con los ricos 
antes? Yo sé un poco también - como mejor dicho mi papa con nosotros. Por ejemplo, ahorita, ustedes 
(…) jóvenes - tal vez cae mal por ustedes (…). (…) En cambio, como yo, estoy de acuerdo (…) por esa 
historia.’ 

756 My translation of original citation: ‘¿Como fue la vida antes? ¿Cómo le torturaban la 
gente, cuando le mataron a la gente, cuando llegó el ejército en mi casa - qué pasó? (…)’ 
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PART III 
7. Maybe not – well, who knows why we are here, you see! 
8. Those who were the founders of the land – we are not all here 

– who knows why. 
(…) 
9. Why are we here right now? 
10. We are afraid to talk – it is our disease.  
11. But when the armies come to the houses with a kick, with a 

kick, with a kick let’s say – [with] the hands [tied] behind – you 
have to talk to all the armies. 

12. People are here, you see – there are many who – (unintelligible) 
there is nothing – as if we don’t want to – with the struggle – 
as if – we already forgot. 

13. I say, why would that be? 
14. It is us; we are the founders of the land – they just don’t take 

me into account because I don’t really know how to speak in 
Spanish and I don’t really know how to speak. 

(…)757 
 
PART IV 
15. (…) if you want, we can start at the 80s and everything that 

happened at home. 
16. And then later, we start how we went to the refuge [el refugio]. 
17. And then later, we you start how we came the return [el 

retorno]. 
18. And then later, we start how we came here in this place.  
19. First how the boats sank with the people – (…) there is a lot of 

history. 
(…) 
20. What suffering were there? 
(…) 

 
 
757 My translation of original citation: ‘Tal vez no – pues, ¡saber porqué será nosotros que estamos 
aquí ve! Los que eran fundadores por la tierra - no estamos todos. Saber porqué será. (…) ¿Porqué 
nosotros estamos ahorita aquí ve? Tenemos miedo hablar – es enfermedad de nosotros. Pero cuando 
llegan los ejércitos en las casas con patada, con patada, con patada digamos - los manos atrás - tienes que 
hablar con todos los ejércitos. Esta la gente aquí ve - hay muchos que son – (ininteligible) no hay nada – 
como que no queremos – con la lucha – como que – ya olvidamos. ¿Porqué será digo yo? Somos nosotros; 
somos fundadores por la tierra – solamente no me toman en cuenta porque no muy sé hablar en Castillo y 
no muy sé hablar. (…)’ 
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21. That who knows why we, you see – it is already a little bit like 
– how we want for the struggle [la lucha] – how we don’t want 
– or maybe we are already happy. (…) 

22. When we first came here, you could not see a single house with 
laminas. (…) 

23. When we first came here, there was suffering. 
24. May that is why, (…) the young people are not here right now. 
25. Because they have not seen it – that suffering. 
26. That is why we leave a role for history (…) – how it was, the 

history of the grandfathers – there are some who have already 
died – the raconteur of the land.758 

Throughout the different parts of his account, José repeats the recurring 
periodization of Copal AA’s history that has been confirmed by various 
other council members (‘before [the ’82 
war]’/conflict/refuge/return/community foundation). He moreover does 
not only repeat the most central recurring themes (‘the sufferings before’, 
‘the massacres’, ‘the struggle’, etc.) but also explicitly indicates that he 
‘agrees (…) with that history’ (line 4). Similar to Carlos, José’s account 
reveals intergenerational tensions in the community. At the very beginning 
of his account, he even reveals ‘the youngsters’ as an important part of the 
story’s audience, as he directly addresses them (‘you – young people’) and 
anticipates that they might not like what he is about to tell [tal vez caye 
mal por ustedes] (see line 3). At the same time, further in his account he 
shares his observation that ‘the young people are not here right now’ (line 
24). 

In part I, José starts by confirming the community history’s 
orientation by repeating the recurring theme of ‘how it was before (line 1). 
He then gives a variation on ‘the sufferings’ theme in the form of 
‘discrimination by the rich before’, suggesting that there is also an ongoing 

 
 
758 My translation of original citation: ‘(…) si quiere usted empezamos a los 80 y todo que pasó en la 
casa. Ya después empezamos como nos fuimos al refugio. Ya después empezamos usted como venimos el 
retorno. Ya después empezamos cómo venimos aquí en este espacio. Primero cuando hundieron las 
lanchas con la gente. (…) Hay mucha historia. (…) ¿Qué sufrimiento hubieron? (…) Que saber porqué 
será nosotros ve - ya es poco como - como que queremos por la lucha - como que no queremos - o tal vez 
ya estamos contentos. (…) Cuando muy venimos aquí, ni una casa podías ver que tenía laminas. (…) 
Cuando muy venimos, hubo sufrimiento. Por eso tal vez, (…) no están los jóvenes ahorita. Como no lo 
vieron - ese sufrimiento. Por eso dejamos un papel para historia (…) - como fue el historia de los abuelos 
- hay algunos que ya se murieron - el contador de la tierra.’ 
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discrimination by the rich afterwards. José additionally signals that his 
account is part of the broader community history by implicitly confirming 
two recurring evaluative statements: 1) if you want to understand the 
returnees’ current situation, you must understand how it all began; and 2) 
‘this history has no ending’. By repeating Carlos’ category of ‘the rich’, he 
moreover signals that he relates to and will further elaborate on his sub-
narrative about the birth and defeat of the October Revolution. These are 
all individual narrative strategies that José employs to ‘co-author’ the 
emerging community storyboard and to articulate his individual life story 
within the framework of the community history, as I will further explore 
in the upcoming part of this chapter.759  

As Carlos had already elaborated on the time of fincas (see extract 
5), José continues with the time of the internal armed conflict in the second 
part of his account. He repeats the recurring theme of ‘the massacres’, adds 
‘the tortures’, and then personally testifies about how ‘the army’ came to 
his house (line 6). Until now and similar to Carlos, José has been drawing 
from his father’s experiences (‘how my dad better said to us’, line 2) to 
testify about ‘how it was before’ because he was either not born yet or still 
a child. At this point, however, he suddenly switches to his own personal 
experiences, and takes the listener to his former house at the time of the 
internal armed conflict. We have seen this narrative technique with Carlos 
as well: first setting the scene by strategically repeating central story 
themes, to subsequently use this as the starting point to articulate your own 
life story within the framework of the broader community narrative. At 
the very moment when the military arrive at his doorstep, José 
subsequently builds in a cliffhanger that takes us to the next part of his 
account by leaving open ‘what happened?’ (line 6) 

At the beginning of part III, José indicates the actual point where he is 
getting at by raising his voice: ‘Who knows why we are here!’ He continues 
to repeat this theme throughout the rest of his intervention (see line 9 and 
21), which is a variation on Felipe’s evaluative statement ‘why the 
community was founded’: ‘to find development’ (see extract 4, line 6). This 
can moreover be seen as a variation on the recurring evaluative statement 
that if you want to understand the returnees’ current situation, you must 

 
 
759 Further on in the chapter, I elaborate further on people’s individual strategies and techniques 
to co-author Copal AA’s community history and fit their life stories into the shared narrative. 
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understand how it all began. In order to explain how it all began and ‘why 
we are here’, José subsequently continues with a flashback to where he left 
off at the end of part II; ‘when the army came to my house’ (line 6). He 
opens his flashback with the statement ‘we are afraid to talk – it is our 
disease’ (line 10). This statement is followed by a vivid description of how, 
during the internal armed conflict, the military came to ‘the houses’ and 
forced him (‘[with] the hands [tied] behind’, line 11) to talk, presumably 
to give away the names of guerrilla suspects. The triple use of ‘kick’ (‘with 
a kick, with a kick, with a kick’, line 11) brings to life the highly specific 
moment when a soldier boot smashed in his front door. The sudden refrain 
of a ‘detail’ like a smack against the door, according to Jan Blommaert is 
typical for narratives of trauma. It serves as a ‘temporal or spatial anchor’ 
and is indicative for ‘how quickly the literally and figuratively life-
shattering event happened’.760 The moment soldiers entered his house, is 
the time when his personal ‘suffering’ and ‘struggle’ began. Again, this is a 
way for José to articulate his life story within the framework of the shared 
history, by echoing the recurring evaluation that, in order to understand 
‘why we are here’, you must first understand how it all began. José seems 
to be suggesting that his testimony offers an important part of the answer 
and should therefore be taken into account. 

In his next four statements, José further establishes this implicit 
evaluation by suggesting that they are here thanks to the suffering and 
struggle of ‘the founders of the land’, some of whom are no longer among 
them (line 8). In chapter 3, we have followed a caravan of dozens of buses 
with 2,500 returnees crossing the Guatemalan Mexican border on January 
20, 1993. After a three-week cross-country tour, 600 families from 
different ethnic groups constructed the very first return settlement Victoria 
20 de Enero (Victory January 20) in the north of Ixcán, on 4,500 hectares 
of obtained state land thanks to the successfully negotiated October 
Agreements.761 In January 1994, 300 families subsequently split off and 
founded the return community of Aurora 8 de Octubre (Dawn October 8) 

 
 
760 Jan Blommaert, Mary Bock, and Kay McCormick, ‘Narrative Inequality in the TRC Hearings: 
On the Hearability of Hidden Transcripts’, Journal of Language and Politics 5, no. 1 (2006): 65–
66. 
761 Brian Egan, ‘“Somos de La Tierra”: Land and the Guatemalan Refugee Return’, in Journeys of 
Fear: Refugee Return and National Transformation in Guatemala, ed. Liisa North and Alan B. 
Simmons (McGill-Queen’s Press - MQUP, 1999), 105. 
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in the Chisec municipality of Alta Verapaz.762 However, a sub-group of 
former Ixcán Grande cooperativistas originating from Huehuetenango 
gradually came to reject the economic and political-administrative project 
of Aurora. 86 families eventually organized themselves in the cooperative-
alike Association for Community Development New Zaculeu (ADECO-
UNZ) to facilitate their subsequent search for new land. 763  After 
occupying the offices of the Special Commission to Aid Repatriates (CEAR) 
and the Fund for the Productive Insertion of Repatriates (FORELAP) in July 
1995, this group of returnees obtained access to a government-supported 
land purchase program. 764  On January 12, 1996, they celebrated the 
foundation of the return community of Copal AA La Esperanza in the 
Nimlajacoc micro-region in Alta Verapaz.765 In his contribution to the 
community council, José is referring to these 86 families when he speaks 
about ‘the founders’. He moreover explicitly and respectfully calls them 
‘the founders of the earth’ to highlight their concrete search and struggle 
for land as part of the answer to ‘why we are here’. Moreover, José 
implicitly claims that they are here because of a struggle for land that, 
according to the story’s other underlying evaluation, ‘has no ending’.  

In part III of his account, José thus puts forward ‘the founders’ as the 
collective story protagonist and moreover reveals himself as one of them 
(‘we are the founders of the land’, line 14). He also implicitly claims the 
authority of speaking on their behalf, not only because of his own lived 
experience, but also because some are ‘afraid to speak’ (line 10), while 
others are no longer among them (line 8 and 26). The latter statement is 
a variation on Carlos’ ‘death of the elders’ theme and serves as an implicit 
warning against a general loss of memory about the suffering and struggle 
of the community founders. In line 12, here moreover links this warning 
(‘we already forgot’) to the recurring theme of ‘they no longer want the 

 
 
762  Frank Garbers, Geschichte, Identität und Gemeinschaft im Rückkehrprozeß guatemaltekischer 
Kriegsflüchtlinge (LIT Verlag Münster, 2002), 252–57. 
763  COCODE and ADECO-UNZ, ‘Plan Estrategico de La Comunidad de Copal AA La 
Esperanza Cobán, Alta Verapaz, Guatemala, 2016-2020’, 2016, 10, Personal archive of the 
author; Garbers, Geschichte, Identität und Gemeinschaft im Rückkehrprozeß guatemaltekischer 
Kriegsflüchtlinge, 257. 
764Megan Bradley, Refugee Repatriation: Justice, Responsibility and Redress (Cambridge University 
Press, 2013), 110–11; Santiago Jimenez (pseudonym), ‘PowerPoint Presentation, “HISTORIA 
DE COPAL AA 2015”’, 2015. 
765 Santiago Jimenez (pseudonym), ‘PowerPoint Presentation, “HISTORIA DE COPAL AA 
2015”’. 
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struggle’ which had equally been voiced by Carlos previously. Similar to 
Carlos, José is warning his fellow community members – especially the 
youngsters – that they should not take the suffering and struggle of ‘the 
founders’ for granted. Even more, being one of the founders himself, his 
testimony seems to be a precondition to understand why it is necessary to 
continue ‘the struggle’ and succeed in stopping the construction of the 
Xalalá Dam.  

In order to make his argument even more convincing, in part IV José 
reminds his audience of the specifics of the ‘suffering’ and ‘struggle’ of the 
community founders. He starts by returning to his former house and 
cliffhanger (‘what happened?’) after soldiers forced themselves into his 
house at the end of part II. The rest of his account consists of a repetition 
of the recurring periodization of the community history: 
conflict/refuge/return/community foundation. By starting this 
periodization from his own house and then consequently maintaining the 
we-form, again he lifts up his personal experience into the realm of the 
community history.  

When José finally arrives at the moment in which they came to ‘this 
place’ (line 18), he develops a sub-narrative about the foundation of Copal 
AA that equally evolves around the theme of the suffering and struggle of 
the founders. José rearticulates the theme of ‘the sufferings before’, only 
this time in the form of ‘when we first came here, there was suffering’ (line 
23). He specifies that ‘boats with people’ sank (line 19) and there was ‘not 
a single house with laminas’ (line 22). A few hours before the community 
council, Hector, Raul and Santiago had equally told me that, during the 
transference of the returnees’ belongings from Victoria 20 de Enero to 
Copal AA, one of the boats had sank into the Chixoy River. They had 
directly added ‘We have a long history’ (see before), in the exact same way 
as José here directly adds ‘there is a lot of history’ (line 19) to emphasize 
the exceptional series of obstacles and challenges that the founders had to 
overcome. While José here moreover indicates that ‘when we first came 
here, you could not see a single house with laminas’ (line 22), Hector, Raul 
and Santiago had equally told me that in the beginning, ‘there was 
nothing, only animals’ and that they had built this place form scratch ‘with 
hands only’ (see before). The similar foundation story of all four of these 
community founders echoes the biblical creation story, which starts as 
follows: 
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In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the 
earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, 
while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters. (Genesis 
1:1-2) 

By drawing from this biblical imaginary, the four founders create an image 
of themselves as the creators (literally: ‘with hands only’) of a little piece of 
Paradise that is worth fighting for. By echoing the creation story, they 
moreover try to frame the foundation of Copal AA as a new beginning, 
the moment when the community founders ‘separated the light from the 
darkness’ – as is written in the Bible – with the intention of liberating the 
future generations from the sufferings of the past. As a variation on his 
quasi-divine status as creator or ‘founder of the land’ of Copal AA, José 
concludes his account by once again claiming a central role in the making 
of the returnees’ shared history as ‘the raconteur of the land’ [el contador de 
la tierra] (line 26) who knows ‘why we are here’. 

2.3  ‘Why we are going to continue fighting’: negotiating a ‘shared’ 

evaluation 

After Hector had repeatedly asked if anyone else wanted to take the floor, 
the council started wrapping up the discussion. In his closing statement, 
Hector continued where he had left off in his first intervention by further 
elaborating the resolution of the community history:  
 
Extract 7 (Hector) 

1. So - and many of us who lived at that time, we know how the 
exploitation was, how they treated us, what suffering we had 
when people left their home to go down to the coasts.  

2. So that information we need. 
3. And that's the moment when we started to suffer – when we 

had this suffering and until today.  
4. So, we are also talking about our contemporary struggle.  
5. So, that will also be incorporated into our history.  
6. That is to say, we do not leave it at that - where we stay here 

- we also return from the refuge [el refugio], (…) arrived in 
our community, and we saw that there is a need to continue 
fighting [seguir luchando].  
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7. We are fighting, against the Xalalá Dam, against the 
megaprojects (…). 

8. So many of us say, from the 80’s onwards they wanted to fight 
us with bullets – how the army was massacring our families, 
our people – when the situation was tough in ’82.  

9. Now that we are back, although they are not going to kill us 
in that way anymore, they are going to finish us in another 
way – as in, well, taking away our land or screwing up our 
environment. 

10. So all of that then. 
11. We have already started the fight [la lucha] here as well.  
12. So, that is also part of our history – that we have not kept 

quiet.  
13. We did not just say: ‘Alright, let the government do whatever 

it wants to do with us’.  
14. In sum, it is a struggle [la lucha] – we have understood and 

realized why we are going to continue fighting.   

Contrary to his first suggestive intervention (see extract 2), in this 
summarizing and concluding account, Hector is no longer varying between 
the use of the I, you, and we form. The general use of the we-form here, 
is the result of the community council as a coordinated act of consensus 
and indicative for the ongoing public recognition of the emerging 
storyboard as a representation of their community history. This brings me 
back to Louis Mink’s discontinuity view, in the sense that the returnees 
retrospectively 'impose' negotiated shared narrative structures on the past 
in order to articulate and mobilize certain experiences and events as 
'shared' and within a meaningful configuration. As such, a reconstruction 
of the first community council exposes that the making of shared history 
required a certain post-factum narrative assemblage or bricolage.  

The kind of testimony that the authorities expected from 
volunteering council members was lived experience, which was at the same 
time publicly recognized as being shared on a community level; not 
necessarily because the entire community experienced something together 
as a group, but first and foremost because different community members 
had gone through similar experiences or at least could identify with this 
experience as part of their family’s intergenerational trajectory 
(exploitation, repression, collective organization, displacement, 
resettlement, etc.). Moreover, the authorities did not only see recounted 



  VI THE STORY OF THE STORY – PART I  

 
 

302 

experience as something to be shared retrospectively, but also regard it in 
a practical and anticipatory sense – with hindsight as it were (‘the 
struggle’). 766  In that sense, ‘making’ shared history did not merely co-
produce an artificial structure to organize ‘the chaos of past reality’, as 
Mink would put it, but was equally grounded in the returnees’ historical 
and political trajectories as well as in the lived reality of their community 
resistance. Co-producing a shared history was not only meant to be a 
collective sense-making effort, but also an action-oriented 
and collectivizing community process. This dynamic has been described by 
David Carr and equally suggests a certain continuity between the 
returnees’ shared narrative and lived reality: 

 ‘To inhabit a territory, to organize politically and economically for 
its cultivation and civilization, to experience a natural or human 
threat and rise to meet it – these are experiences and actions usually 
not properly attributable to me alone, or to me, you, and the others 
individually. They belong rather to us: it is not my experience but 
ours, no I who act but we who act in concert.767  

The way in which Hector assumed the we-form to recapitulate the broad 
outlines of the community history after a coordinated act of consensus, is 
identified by Carr as ‘a community of mutual recognition’:  

 ‘As the unity of many experiences and actions, the self is 
constituted as the subject of a life-story. So too with the 
constitution of certain kinds of groups which outlive particular 
common experiences and actions to acquire a stable existence over 
time. Not all groups are of this sort: collections of individuals make 
up groups simply by sharing objective traits such as location, race, 
sex, or economic class. But groups of a very special and socially and 
historically important sort are constituted when individuals regard 
each other in just such a way that they use the we in describing 
what is happening to them, what they are doing, and who they 
are.768 

 
 
766 Carr, ‘Narrative and the Real World’, 126. 
767 Carr, 127. 
768 Carr, 128. 
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Carr concludes that ‘what is grasped as common experience, can be met by 
common action’. But wat exactly is it that the returnees are trying to grasp 
as common experience? 

In his concluding statement, Hector once again repeats the basic 
narrative structure and central themes of the community history on which 
a consensus has been reached: coasts-fincas/conflict/refuge/return. He 
moreover continues where he had left off during his first intervention; with 
the story’s ending and central evaluation. He first repeats the resolution of 
Copal AA’s shared history as it has been elaborated by other council 
members with the foundation of the community and the moment when 
the threat of the Dam arose (see line 6). More than just elaborating on the 
story’s resolution, however, Hector is trying to grasp a shared evaluation 
in order to convey the very point of Copal AA’s shared history. The council 
seems to be reaching a consensus about representing the foundation of 
Copal AA as a false resolution and as a continuation of ‘the sufferings’ that 
already started before the internal armed conflict.  

They seem to agree that the ‘suffering’ already started in the form of 
‘exploitation’ during the time of the coasts/the fincas (line 1), continued in 
the form of military repression during the internal armed conflict (line 8), 
and continues ‘until today’ (line 3) in the form of ‘the Xalalá Dam’ and 
other ‘megaprojects’ (line 7). The theme of the eternal repetition of 
suffering is moreover evident from Hector’s statement that ‘from the 80’s 
onwards they wanted to fight us with bullets’, while ‘now that were are 
back (…) they are going to finish us in another way’ (line 9). At this point 
during the community council, it becomes clear that the returnees are 
trying to denounce the possible construction of the Xalalá Dam on their 
territory as a form of historical injustice; a possibly tragic repetition of ‘the 
sufferings’ from the past. 

Apart from ‘this suffering’, Hector concludes that their ‘struggle’ 
should equally ‘be incorporated’ into the community history (line 5), in the 
sense that ‘we have not kept quiet’ (line 12): ‘We did not just say: “Alright, 
let the government do whatever it wants to do with us”’ (line 13). It is 
unclear from these statements, however, whether Hector is talking about 
the past or the present. Line 6 reveals that he is talking about both at the 
same time: ‘we do not leave it at that (…), we also return from the refuge 
[el refugio], (…) arrived in our community, and we saw that there is a need 
to continue fighting [seguir luchando].’ A few hours before the community 
council, Hector, Raul and Santiago had echoed the same underlying 
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evaluative theme while telling me about the foundation of Copal AA: ‘We 
went because of the army. The time we have left we are going to continue 
fighting’ (see above).769 Hector explicitly repeats the evaluative theme ‘the 
struggle continues’ [la lucha sigue] that was already implicitly embedded in 
previous interventions by other council members. Suggesting that they 
returned ‘to continue fighting’ is a variation on, or rather a re-articulation 
of the return movement’s slogan ‘return is struggle, not resignation’ that 
the returnees carried with them as they crossed the Guatemalan Mexican 
border in 1993. This theme is moreover a militant variation on Hector’s 
initial claim that ‘this history has no ending’ (see extract 2).  

The story’s underlying evaluation that ‘history has no ending’ is 
indicative for an emerging tragic as well as a romantic plot. From the first 
community council, I conclude that the returnees are not only telling a 
tragic story about eternal suffering, but equally a romantic tale of the 
triumph of good over evil by representing themselves as the collective hero 
‘struggling’ to free itself from repeated ‘suffering’ and ‘exploitation’. The 
storyboard that is emerging from the community council is generally 
characterized by a tragic-romantic plot whose final resolution is still left 
open. The returnees are not only denouncing the possible construction of 
the Xalalá Dam as a form of historical injustice, but also implicitly put 
forward a romantic interpretation on the theme of ‘this history has no 
ending’ to anticipate and prevent this tragic repetition of the past from 
happening. By assuming the collective storyteller’s position, they claim the 
benefit of hindsight on the expected successful outcome of their 
contemporary resistance.  

The actual point of making and telling their shared history, is to 
demonstrate both to themselves and to others that there is ‘a need to 
continue fighting’ [seguir luchando] (line 6) and ‘why we are going to 
continue fighting’. For example, at the very end of his concluding account 
Hector reveals ‘the government’ not only as a central story character, but 
equally as an important part of the story’s target audience (line 13). The 
message here is very clear: that they will not keep quiet this time either and 
that, as they have proven already several times, will not ‘let the government 
do whatever it wants to do with us’. In sum, in times of socio-

 
 
769 ‘Fieldnotes, Hill Conversation with Community Authorities, Copal AA La Esperanza’. 
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environmental conflict, the concept of ‘the struggle’ is put at the very heart 
of the returnees’ rearticulated collective returnee identity.  

Interestingly, despite the emergence of ‘the struggle continues’ as a central 
story theme, in his concluding account Hector does not specify the 
different forms this ‘struggle’ has taken throughout the community history. 
On the other hand, he does specify ‘the sufferings’ as ‘the exploitation’ 
during ‘the time before’, ‘the massacres’ during the conflict or ‘the Xalalá 
dam’ and ‘megaprojects’ today. During his initial intervention, Hector 
nevertheless explicitly asked the council for testimonies about the 
Communities of Population in Resistance (CPR): ‘if someone of us stayed to 
live together with the CPR – this is good – you have to tell us, to – so that 
it remains in our history.’ The CPR was a clandestine network of camps 
hidden in the jungle of Ixcán from October 1982 onwards. Despite its 
official civilian status, the CPR did maintain a relation of mutual benefit 
with the Guerrilla Army of the Poor (EGP) (see chapter 3). As we have seen 
and despite Hector’s open encouragements, none of the council members 
– explicitly or implicitly – elaborated on his suggestion to include 
experiences of the CPR in their community history.  

In his concluding account and from his position as the president of 
the COCODE, Hector now vaguely states that they ‘have not kept quiet’ 
(line 12) as a response to military and state repression. Previous 
interventions from other council members already revealed intergeneration 
tensions and tensions between community members who want to 
‘continue fighting’ and those who ‘no longer want the struggle’ (see above). 
This part of the council additionally reveals possibly conflicting 
interpretations about the meaning of ‘the struggle’, or the different ways 
in which people have experienced ‘the struggle’ as part of their personal 
trajectories.  

I chapter 3, I have extensively argued that political radicalization and 
EGP-oriented training and collective organization are a central element 
defining the historical and political trajectories of the Copaleros as a return 
community. Despite these generally parallel trajectories, I have equally 
revealed that a significant group of Copal AA’s founding members during 
the 1980s took it one step further and joined the CPR in Ixcán before 
fleeing to Mexico later on. Moreover, various Copaleros – both male and 
female – were permanent EGP-combatants, although most of them also 
went into exile at some point. Especially those founding members with an 
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EGP-background and training assumed leading roles in the 1996 
foundation and subsequent organization of Copal AA La Esperanza.770  

As it is one of my basic ethical principles as an ethnographer to ‘do no 
harm’ to the people I do research with in a sensitive post-conflict context, 
I will not disclose the details of people’s personal trajectories here. As Anne 
Hennings, who worked with Khmer Rouge ex-combatants in Cambodia, 
indicates: ‘the vulnerability of peace processes and societies in transition 
calls for specific considerations and do no harm measures.’771 Yet, it is 
relevant for our understanding of the returnees’ collective narrative 
capacity to nevertheless gain a minimal insight into the profile of those 
community leaders that ‘organized’ and ‘coordinated’ the making of shared 
history as ‘co-directors’ during the filmmaking process.  

In chapter 4, I have demonstrated how my participatory filmmaking 
approach was grounded in an existing community reality and in the 
pragmatics of their everyday resistance against the Xalalá Dam. As a result 
of the particular historical and political trajectories of its founding 
members, the returnees did not only develop participatory governance and 
organizational practices but also a strong capacity for coordinated and 
collective action. Community organization and governance are based on 
transparency and continuous debate through the sectors and the 
community council, combined with a strong, centralized leadership by the 
COCODE and the directive board of ADECO-UNZ. These grassroots 
practices came to define the making of shared history during the 
filmmaking process as a coordinated act of consensus led by the co-directors 
of whom several were ex-combatants.  

As said, during their interventions, people’s varying use of the I-, 
you-, and we-forms is indicative for the balancing exercise that the 
returnees are undertaking between individual and ‘shared’ experiences (see 
extract 2). On the one hand, I interpret Hector’s initial suggestion to 
include CPR-experiences in the community history as an attempt to bring 
in the life stories of one specific community sub-group into the community 
history, as other council members have equally tried to do by using 
different narrative strategies (see above and below). His statement that ‘if 

 
 
770  ‘Conversation with a Copalero Who Is Also a Former EGP Combatant, Copal AA La 
Esperanza, Fieldnotes, 9 July’, 2018. 
771  Anne Hennings, ‘With Soymilk to the Khmer Rouge: Challenges of Researching Ex-
Combatants in Post-War Contexts’, International Peacekeeping 25, no. 5 (20 October 2018): 631. 
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someone of us stayed to live together with the CPR – this is good – you 
have to tell us’ (see extract 2, line 28), suggests that he is trying to use his 
position as the president of the COCODE to gain public recognition for 
these specific experiences. However, the fact that he has to add his CPR-
suggestion as a lose end to his fourth episode about ‘the refuge’, suggests 
that he is facing a difficult task. His initial intervention nevertheless 
demonstrates the potentially powerful role of the co-directors in the 
making of Copal AA’s shared history, as they find themselves in a position 
to craft the central contours of the emerging storyboard.  

On the other hand, a reconstruction of the community council 
equally exposes the making of shared history in Copal AA as a coordinated 
act of consensus. As said, while political radicalization and EGP-oriented 
training and collective organization are a central part of the returnees’ 
historical and political trajectories, not all founders have experienced ‘the 
struggle’ in the same way or continue to give meaning to it. Speaking from 
his position as the COCODE president, in his concluding account Hector 
therefore suddenly generally speaks of ‘not keeping quiet’ in order to be 
able to assume the ‘we-form’ and publicly recognize ‘the struggle’ as shared 
experience on a community level. As such, while the expression does not 
mean the same thing for everyone (or not everyone is willing to expose the 
specifics or grey zones of its personal ‘struggle’), ‘the struggle continues’ is 
nevertheless articulated as a central evaluative theme holding together and 
giving meaning to Copal AA’s shared history. With hindsight into the 
further filmmaking process, however, I can say that the final word had not 
yet been said about this topic which became a central field of tension 
throughout the entire filmmaking process.  

2.4 Preliminary Conclusion 

It is 5 PM when a tropical rain shower suddenly hits the laminas of the 
galera. While dark clouds gather over Copal AA, through the microphone 
Hector tries to drown out the clattering noise and closes the meeting: ‘All 
right guys, I think we’ve all heard it – this is what the job will be about.’772 
While the central town square turns into a mud pool and people quickly 

 
 
772 My translation of original citation: ‘Bueno senores, entonces yo creo que ya escuchamos - es el objetivo 
del trabajo.’ 
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find their way home, Hector subsequently shows me the way to one of the 
tiendas or village shops. After buying a pair of rubber boots, a pink nylon773 
and a flashy umbrella with a Disney design, we join the other co-directors 
in the hill-office for a little debrief. 

From the first community council I conclude that, along the lines of 
the community storytelling dynamics of sharing-distributing and 
coordination-participation (see chapter 4), we see a well-organized narrative 
pattern emerge. On the one hand various council members are already 
taking on specific tasks as part of the proposed division of narrative labor 
amongst different generational groups and according to people’s ‘lived 
experience’. Despite people’s different emphasis on different parts of the 
story, however, it is striking that all interventions somehow complement 
each other. Without any exception, all council members moreover seem to 
be drawing from a shared narrative framework and articulate their own life 
story into the realm of the community’s shared history. There seems to be 
a consensus about an emerging storyboard; a thematic and temporal-
spatial template from ‘the time of the fincas’ until today and even into the 
near future. Most importantly, there is also an emerging consensus about 
its underlying shared evaluation and tragic-romantic plot which can be 
titled as ‘the struggle continues’ [la lucha sigue]. The council collectively 
frames the foundation of Copal AA as a false resolution (a continuation of 
their previous ‘sufferings’ and ‘struggle’), the possible construction of the 
Xalalá Dam as a form of historical injustice, and their community 
resistance as a more than obvious and legitimate response to this threat. 

As the president of the COCODE and head of the co-directors, 
Hector is moreover clearly facilitating and even leading the discussion. At 
the same time, however, I have demonstrated how individual council 
members equally succeed in co-authoring the outlines of the shared history 
by using different narrative strategies and techniques. People further 
elaborate on Hector’s suggested storyboard, add more narrative themes 
and develop their own life stories as meaningful sub-narratives within the 
shared narrative framework. Importantly, however, they generally stick to 
the narrative ‘rules of the game’ that Hector is coordinating. In chapter 7, 
I highlight more narrative strategies and techniques that individual 

 
 
773 A thin and foldable piece of colourful plastic that is sold per meter and serves as a raincoat that 
you can always carry with you in case of a sudden tropical rain shower. 
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documentary participants have used to ‘co-author’ Copal AA’s shared 
history.  

The narrative pattern or storyboard that emerges from the community 
council is moreover clearly grounded in an ongoing community process of 
repetition and rehearsal, as I have already demonstrated in chapter 4. At the 
very start of the filmmaking project, people already seem to be echoing a 
pre-existing shared narrative framework, use the same expressions and 
refer to the same narrative themes. Despite the on-going balancing 
exercise between individual and shared experiences, they moreover 
remarkably often assume the we-form in describing what happened to 
them. All of this demonstrates that the returnees have already taken a few 
important steps in this negotiation process during previous community 
storytelling sessions. Half a year before my arrival, the returnees 
themselves documented part of these narrative activities on the 
‘storytelling tapes’ that Hector also refers to in his opening account (see 
chapter 4, mov. 4 + above). 

While a detailed narrative analysis of these recordings is beyond the 
scope of this reconstruction exercise, they uniquely reveal signs of 
repetition and confirm the filmmaking project as part of an ongoing 
community process. The recordings show some of the co-directors 
coordinating the storytelling sessions and many of the documentary 
participants sharing their life stories, including the eventual protagonists 
of ‘Los Retornados’ (see chapter 4). The recorded sessions also contain 
clear echoes of the same shared narrative framework that emerged from 
the community council.  

At the same time, however, the tapes also expose the making of the 
returnees’ shared history in a previous stage when it comes to the 
articulation and public recognition of ‘shared experiences’. The main goal 
of the community council was to reach a consensus on the outlines of the 
returnees’ shared history and define common narrative ground. The 
storytelling tapes, on the other hand, rather testify about a preceding 
inventory or exploration exercise to map different community experiences 
to then find common ground. Interestingly, the eight-hour tapes still 
contain a massive amount of detail and recount highly specific experiences 
which could all be considered as ‘noise’ in the context of a coherent and 
convincing shared history. The participants also still exchange personal 
stories in the I-form or from the we-perspective of smaller groups who 
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originate from the same village, migrated to the same place, crossed the 
border together, passed through the same refugee camp, etc. While they 
already partly reveal the emergence of a shared narrative framework, the 
storytelling tapes still rather testify about internal community diversity 
than of ‘shared experiences’. 774  In sum, the storytelling tapes further 
demonstrate that the making of Copal AA’s history had been going on 
already before my arrival in 2015, and that the returnees were trying to 
mobilize my skills as well as legitimacy as an historian to take their 
community project to the next level. 
 
Apart from these preliminary conclusions, the observant reader might have 
also noticed that three central elements of the returnees’ political and 
historical trajectories have not (entirely) been touched upon during the 
community council and remain (largely) absent from the emerging 
storyboard. First of all, ‘the time of the fincas’ seems to be taking place in 
a largely undefined space, apart from Hectors failed attempt to bring in 
the already more specific ‘coasts’. Hector, Raul and Santiago nevertheless 
proudly emphasized that Copal AA consists of four different indigenous 
groups. This is why they decided to include ‘AA’ in their community 
name, which means ‘abundant water’ in both Mam, Q’anjobal and 
Q’eqchi’.775 However, none of the interventions during the community 
council highlighted or even mentioned that most of the founding families 
of Copal AA did not originate from Alta Verapaz, but from different 
places in the Western Highlands, mainly from Huehuetenango.  

Secondly, no one mentions the colonization of Ixcán in the 1960s 
and 70s and related experiences of cooperative and religious organization 
and consciousness-raising during this period. As I have demonstrated in 
chapter three, this is nevertheless a central aspect of the returnees’ 
historical and political trajectories defining Copal AA as a return 
community. A third and final element I have already touched upon in 
relation to Hector’s concluding account; political radicalization and EGP-
oriented training and collective organization in the 1970s and early 1980s. 
While Hector tried to include the CPR into the community history, the 
council for now leaves it at the central but vague inclusion of ‘the struggle’ 
into the emerging storyboard.  

 
 
774 Storytelling Tapes, Copal AA La Esperanza, vol. 1-8, 8 vols, 2015. 
775 ‘Fieldnotes, Hill Conversation with Community Authorities, Copal AA La Esperanza’. 
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While I already signal these three ‘missing’ elements here, I will only 
further elaborate on them in chapter 7 where I will deal with the returnees’ 
narrative capacity for ‘selective appropriation’. The aim of this part was 
merely to reconstruct the emergence of a rough storyboard and the kind of 
history that the returnees expected me to ‘make’; how they started 
‘seducing’ (see chapter 4) and coordinating me to tell exactly this story 
instead of another one. As said, at the time I was still unaware of the 
returnees’ distinctive historical and political trajectories as well as of the 
above described community storytelling dynamics. I immediately 
experienced a significant difference, though, between the returnees and 
other regional survivor groups in the way they publicly and collectively 
engaged with the past (see chapter 1).	I was also instantly starstruck by 
these little heroes and captivated by the tragic-romantic tale they wanted 
me to record. ‘Seduced’ as I was, I took the emerging storyboard for 
granted; not only because the story of exile and return appealed to my 
imagination but also because, collectively told, it was surprisingly coherent 
and therefore convincing.  

3. Post-council ‘organization’ and ‘coordination’ 

3.1 The Co(ordinating)-Directors 

Mandated by the community council, the co-directors took charge of the 
project and started ‘organizing’ and ‘coordinating’ everything. As I have 
already indicated in chapter 4, the co-directors’ team reflected the 
gendered division of labor in Copal AA and its male-dominated 
community institutions.776 Additionally, the remarkable presence of ex-
combatants in the co-directors’ team should be noted.777 I have already 
repeatedly pointed out that especially those founding members with an 

 
 
776 In chapter 4 I already explained how I, from my position as a female Belgian historian, have 
tried to stimulate women’s participation during the filmmaking process in various ways. 
777 As it is one of my basic ethical principles as an ethnographer to ‘do no harm’ to the people I do 
research with in a sensitive post-conflict context, I will not further specify the presence of ex-
combatants in the co-directors’ team. In the context of this thesis, I only discuss the effect of this 
general observation on the returnees’ collective narrative capacity. In: Hennings, ‘With Soymilk 
to the Khmer Rouge’, 631. 
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EGP-background and training assumed leading roles in the foundation 
and subsequent organization of Copal AA.778 On the one hand, I am aware 
that my participatory filmmaking approach might have amplified the 
discourse and status of certain individuals or community sub-groups. On 
the other hand, and considering the pragmatics of the returnees’ 
community resistance, I generally relate the (mandated) leadership of 
EGP-oriented founding members to the returnees’ remarkable capacity for 
coordinated and collective action, rather than to dysfunctional community 
consensus. 779  As I explained in chapter 4, the returnees’ particular 
historical and political trajectories came to define the meaning of 
participation during the filmmaking process as a coordinated act of consensus, 
a practice that is central to their collective narrative capacity (CNC). 

The returnees gradually started revealing their capacity for 
coordinated and collective action the moment they heard that, I, a Belgian 
historian was roaming around the region and invited me to their 
community. A few weeks before, I had presented my ongoing research at 
a general assembly of indigenous authorities from the Nimlajacoc micro-
region (see chapter 4). The assembly had been led by Pascual Sánchez; one 
of Copal AA’s community leaders who, at that time in 2015, was 
appointed as the coordinator of the Nimlajacoc regional center.780 Pascual 
was 47 years old and born in 1967 in the municipality of Uspantán, 
Quiché. While his mother tongue is Q’eqchi’, he has also learned to speak 
Mam. Pascual is married to Myrna, a Mam woman who was born in 1956 
in the municipality of San Idelfonso Ixtahuacán (Huehuetenango) and 
migrated to Ixcán with her parents during the 1970s. She and Pascual both 
have an EGP-background; they got to know each other ‘in the mountains’ 
of Ixcán, where Myrna became pregnant and subsequently went into 
exile.781  

 
 
778  ‘Conversation with a Copalero Who Is Also a Former EGP Combatant, Copal AA La 
Esperanza, Fieldnotes, 9 July’. 
779  In chapter 4, I have nevertheless identified this as a potential pitfall or limitation of my 
participatory approach. 
780  ‘Fieldnotes, General Assembly Community Authorities Nimlajacoc Micro-Region, 
Nimlajacoc’, 9 May 2015. 
781 I only disclose information about Pascual and Myrna’s EGP-background that they themselves 
publicly disclosed in the context of their interview as documentary participants during the 
participatory filmmaking process. In: Video Recordings, Double Interview with Myrna Ramírez and 
Pascual Sánchez (Pseudonyms), Copal AA La Esperanza, 6 June, 2015. 



  VI THE STORY OF THE STORY – PART I  

 
 

313 

I already knew Pascual since 2014, but only later found out that he 
was one of the returnees and an inhabitant of Copal AA La Esperanza. 
During the week, he coordinated the Nimlajacoc regional center. During 
the weekend, he travelled to his family in Copal AA where he was 
additionally involved in community organization and governance. Pascual 
belongs to the smallest group of founding families originating from rural 
Q’eqchi’ communities in El Quiché or Alta Verapaz. It is thanks to this 
ethnic community minority that the Copaleros have access to regional 
governing positions in Q’eqchi’ territory. It was Pascual who, only minutes 
after the regional assembly, had passed on the Copaleros’ invitation to me, 
personally and with immediate effect. His function as a regional 
coordinator in 2015 partly explains why the returnees were capable of 
reacting rapidly and effectively to the sudden presence of a historian in the 
region; they knew before anyone else did. My point here is that, at the start 
of the filmmaking process, the returnees occupied an influential and 
strategic regional position (see also chapter 3). With his particular talent 
for ‘organization’ and ‘coordination’, and as part of Copal AA’s community 
authorities, Pascual eventually also became one of the co-directors.782  

The returnees’ capacity for coordinated and collective action further 
revealed itself in the aftermath of the community council, as the returnees 
adopted a coordinated yet participatory approach (see chapter 4). In the days 
after the meeting, the co-directors and I continued considering the 
periodization and central themes of Copal AA’s history on which a 
consensus had been reached. On top of the ‘job description’ and guidelines 
that the community council had (in)directly given to me, and whose 
recordings and transcriptions I consider as ‘discussion texts’ (see chapter 
5), during this phase, the co-directors additionally handed over a collection 
of ‘coordinating texts’ (see above); documents and audio(-visual) 
recordings that served as background information, to familiarize me with 
the basics of Copal AA’s history, but also to lead me in my role as a 
‘facilitating historian’. The fact that the co-directors intentionally gave 
them to me at the beginning of the filmmaking process, confirms their 
‘coordinating’ function towards me.  

 
 
782  Pascual and his wife Myrna would additionally become documentary participants, and 
eventually even two of the three protagonists of ‘Los Retornados’. In chapter 4, I have already 
identified Myrna and Pascual as part of a group of ‘professional community storytellers’, who, after 
years of repetition and rehearsal, had mastered Copal AA’s shared history unlike anyone else. 
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The texts were authored in name of the community, by specific 
community members, or even by outsiders and (tried to) give a ‘unified’ 
narrative account of Copal AA’s community history at a particular 
moment in time, for a specific audience and with a specific function. 
Importantly, these documents and audio(-visual) recordings were not 
produced in the context of the filmmaking process, but already existed 
before my arrival in May 2015. In that sense, they are not only indicative 
for coordination-participation, but also once again for the community 
storytelling dynamic of repetition and rehearsal. The ‘coordinating texts’ 
that the co-directors gave me, included the community’s strategic plan, 
educational plans and materials from Copal AA’s New Dawn Middle School 
(IBNA).783 The co-directors also handed over impressive video-materials 
of the First Organized and Collective Return from the community archive, 
that Hector had already mentioned during the first community council by 
Hector (see before). I dare to say that these texts were strategically used to 
‘seduce’ me as a historian because of their ‘official’, educational or archival 
status – which, as we know by now, largely had the desired effect.  

I have earlier specified this phenomenon of ‘ethnographic seduction’ 
as ‘narrative seduction’ because it was precisely as a result of the returnees’ 
capacity to tell a seemingly coherent and therefore convincing story, that I 
developed an empathic response and got engaged with the returnees’ cause 
(see chapter 4). 784  The coordinating texts succeeded in ‘narratively’ 
seducing me, because they all confirmed (parts of) the narrative pattern 
that had emerged from the community council and its debriefings. I can 
only give you a glimpse of all these materials in the context of this chapter 
and will therefore limit myself to one particular PowerPoint presentation 
that Santiago, one of the IBNA teachers and co-directors, gave to me. I 
chose to focus on this coordinating text because it had a particular impact 
on me as the facilitating historian (see below). The content of this 

 
 
783 I do not consider the storytelling tapes here under ‘post-council organization and coordination. 
While the co-directors already gave me the tapes in the aftermath of the first community council, 
it was only during phase 2 of filmmaking process when I came back to Belgium that I gained 
technical access to this audio-visual material. I first had to obtain a specific type of camera that 
could play the tapes. I subsequently succeeded in digitalizing these tapes and returned them both 
in their original as well as digital form to the Copaleros during my second fieldwork period. In that 
sense, the participatory filmmaking project has contributed to the digitalization of Copal AA’s 
community archive. 
784  Antonius C. G. M. Robben, ‘Ethnographic Seduction, Transference, and Resistance in 
Dialogues about Terror and Violence in Argentina’, Ethos 24, no. 1 (1996): 72. 
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presentation can moreover be considered as publicly recognized shared 
knowledge because of its status as ‘official’ educational and promotional 
material. Santiago produced this PowerPoint in 2014, not only as 
community teaching material, but also as a sort of 
information/campaigning material for an international audience of mainly 
US educational partner institutions and IBNA donors.785 As such, this text 
also reveals part of the shared history’s multiple audience: the youngsters 
– that were already specifically addressed during the community council – 
and international solidary organizations – of which I am part as a Belgian 
historian from Ghent University. Finally, and together with other similar 
presentations that Santiago gave to me, I zoom in on this PowerPoint 
because it exemplifies the role of the IBNA institute in the repetition and 
rehearsal of Copal AA’s community history. I will first say a little more 
about IBNA’s vision on community history education before moving on 
to a narrative analysis of Santiago’s PowerPoint presentation as part of the 
coordinating texts. 

3.2 Copal AA Pedagogy & Community History Education  

The community’s independent New Dawn Middle School [Insituto Básico 
Nuevo Amanecer] (IBNA) was founded in 2004 as a community response 
to the structural lack of education opportunities in the region. Many 
regional communities do not even have a primary school. In the existing 
rural schools, commuting teachers from the cities mostly do not speak the 
local Maya language. According to a 2010 IBNA vision text that the co-
directors equally gave me, urban ladino teachers use a ‘pretty traditional 
pedagogy’ that only ‘rarely touches upon the themes that are important for 
the Maya youth in rural areas’. According to the vision text, ‘because of 
their experiences in the refugee camps, the parents [from Copal AA] place 
a high value on education’.786  

From chapter 3, we know that the refugees in Mexico put a lot of 
effort in the organization of camp education, which resulted in a general 

 
 
785 As said, IBNA receives financial help from US educational partner institutions with which it 
regularly organizes exchange programs or international speaking tours that Santiago takes care of. 
786 My translation of original citation: ‘una pedagogía bastante tradicional que raras veces toca temas 
de importancia para la juventud maya del área rural. (…) Por  su experiencia en los campamentos de 
refugiados,  los padres asignan un alto valor a la educación.’ In: Instituto Básico Nuevo Amanecer 
(IBNA), ‘Pensum IBNA’, 2010, 1–2, Personal archive of the author. 
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alphabetization of the refugee population. Catequistas and promotores from 
the religious organization Guatemalan Christian Action (ACG) were 
among the driving forces behind education, social organization and 
political mobilization in the refugee camps.787 According to the German 
anthropologist Frank Garbers, already in the first provisional camps, the 
refugee population demonstrated its most distinguishing characteristics: 
‘unity, solidarity and the ability of self-organization’. 788  International 
organizations and NGOs moreover accompanied the refugees for more 
than ten years. As a result, the returnees gained access to a transnational 
political space. 789  On October 8, 1992, the Permanent Commissions of 
Guatemalan Refugees (CCPP) successfully negotiated the October 
Agreements with the Guatemalan Government. The CCPP’s alternative 
return policy explicitly opposed the official repatriation program by, 
amongst other things, demanding the right to organize and to move freely, 
and to be accompanied by international organizations.790 

The Copaleros’ eventual area of return, Alta Verapaz, today counts 
staggering rates of poverty and has been historically neglected by both 
international and state development initiatives. Because of their historical 
and political trajectories, the returnees from Copal AA still have an above 
average access to national and international development initiatives and 
solidarity networks. In the spirit of the October Agreements, IBNA 
continues to freely and independently organize ‘alternative’ education as 
opposed to state programs. Moreover, they are able to do so thanks to the 
continuing ‘accompaniment’ of international organizations, mostly US 
educational partner institutions. Interestingly, IBNA also receives students 
from eight other surrounding villages. The returnees’ presence in the 
Nimlajacoc micro-region thus not only has a leverage effect in terms of 

 
 
787 Stewart, ‘Agency and Empowerment Under Unlikely Conditions’, 248. 
788  Frank Garbers, Geschichte, Identität und Gemeinschaft im Rückkehrprozeß guatemaltekischer 
Kriegsflüchtlinge (LIT Verlag Münster, 2002), 138. 
789 Roman Krznaric, ‘Guatemalan Returnees and the Dilemma of Political Mobilization’, Journal 
of Refugee Studies 10, no. 1 (1 January 1997): 71; Kristi Anne Stolen, ‘The Reconstruction of 
Community and Identity among Guatemalan Refugees’, European Review of Latin American and 
Carribean Studies 77 (2004): 5+20. 
790  Comisión Interamericana de Derechos Humanos, ‘Guatemala 1993 - Capitulo VII - LA 
SITUACION DE LOS REFUGIADOS Y DESPLAZADOS EN GUATEMALA Y SUS 
DERECHOS HUMANOS’, accessed 8 April 2014, 
http://www.cidh.org/countryrep/Guatemala93sp/cap.7.htm. 



  VI THE STORY OF THE STORY – PART I  

 
 

317 

post-conflict leadership (see chapter 3), but equally in terms of rural 
education.  

This reminds me again of the previously mentioned conversation 
with Hector, Raul and Santiago on the hill (see before), when Hector had 
seemingly joked that Copal AA is ‘infecting’ [contagiando] other 
communities with its way of thinking. In a later interview with the 
collective character of ‘the teachers’, Santiago on behalf of the team 
declared that: ‘The history that we give here is a bit different from what 
other institutions are giving.’ ‘The kind of history that we develop on 
most’, he continued, ‘is the reality that the parents have lived’. He 
moreover claimed that, as teachers, they engage in a ‘contemporary 
reclamation’ of the past: ‘How is it affecting us or how are we living it?’ He 
concluded that ‘what we do here, is looking at our reality and that is the 
kind of history we use here’.791 In the proceedings of a 2014 national 
gathering of teachers from different institutions, on behalf of the 
community institute Santiago more militantly explains IBNA’s vision on 
(the politics of) community history education as opposed to state 
education:  

The [kind of] history that they put on the table favors the powerful. 
With important characters so that they do not forget the brutal way 
they treated our people. (…) Unfortunately, they deny to us the 
things that people should remember because it is not convenient 
for them. It is important to keep the historical memory of the 
people alive in order not to forget, (…) of living history, heroes, 
statues, monuments, historical events (…). That is why it is 
important to organize ourselves to record [dejar constancia] the 
history of a suffering and surviving people.792 

 
 
791 My translation of original citation: ‘La historia que damos aquí, es un poco diferente de la que dan 
otros institutos. (…) La historia que más profundizamos, es la realidad de la que los padres han vivido. 
(…) una reinvindicación actual (…) ¿En qué nos está afectando o cómo los estamos viendo?’ In: Video 
Recordings, Collective Interview with ‘the IBNA Teachers’, Copal AA La Esperanza, 7 June, 2015. 

792 My translation of original citation: ‘La historia que nos han planteado es donde les favorece 
a los poderosos. Con personajes importantes para que ellos no se olviden de la forma brutal con 
que trataron a nuestra gente. (…) Lamentablemente los que el pueblo los debería recordar nos lo 
niegan porque no les conviene. La memoria histórica del pueblo es importante mantenerla viva 
para no olvidar, (…) de la historia viva, de los héroes, las estatuas, los monumentos, hechos 
históricos (…). Para ello es importante organizarnos para dejar constancia de la historia de un 
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Santiago here echoes the recurring theme of ‘how they treated us’ that also 
emerged from the community council. He also adds the evaluative 
statement that ‘it is important to organize ourselves’. His reference to ‘the 
history of a suffering and surviving people’, in turn, confirms the clear 
tragic-romantic emplotment that equally became evident from the first 
community council. His overall emphasis on ‘the reality that the parents 
have lived’, also further exemplifies the returnees’ phenomenological take 
on historical narratives as ‘lived experience’. Or as David Carr would put 
it: ‘How does history present itself to us, how does it enter our lives, and 
what are the forms of experience in which it does so?’793  

3.3 Santiago’s PowerPoint Presentation: ‘Return is Struggle, not 

Resignation’ 

This vision on history as ‘the lived reality of the parents’ as well as a 
‘contemporary reclamation’ of the past is also evident from the PowerPoint 
presentation that Santiago shared with me as one of the coordinating texts 
I received at the beginning of the filmmaking process.794 The presentation 
contains a very clear narrative structure and coherence and can be clustered 
into 8 different episodes or thematic and spatio-temporal parts. The 
presentation contains a lot of information and has a complex and 
elaborated narrative structure. However, because of the epic story it tells, 
the presentation succeeds in not letting go of its audience (I speak for 
myself) until the very last slide. In the upcoming analysis I will try to reveal 
to most important narrative elements of this presentation and how they 
confirm and elaborate on the narrative pattern and storyboard that 
emerged from the first community council.  

To grasp his (US solidary and donor) audience’s attention, Santiago 
immediately jumps into the story at the height of the internal armed 
conflict. He turns Hector’s initial third episode on ‘How the situation got 

 
 
pueblo sufrido y sobreviviente.’ In: Santiago Jiménez (pseudonym), ‘Texto Paralelo: Jovenes 
Cambiando El Deporte. Primer Taller K’ul Hay Mixco Guatemala’, 25 May 2014, 1–2. 

793  David Carr, Experience and History: Phenomenological Perspectives on the Historical World 
(Oxford University Press, 2014), 1. 
794 The PowerPoint is part of the author’s personal archive. For ethical reasons, I decide not to 
include all of the slides as an annex in the dissertation. In: Santiago Jimenez (pseudonym), 
‘PowerPoint Presentation, “HISTORIA DE COPAL AA 2015”’. 
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worse’ (see storyboard 1) into the orientation of a subsequent heroic 
account and elaborates on the rest of the storyboard 
(conflict/refuge/return/community foundation) and its underlying tragic-
romantic plot. He moreover brings in additional characters, establishes 
character development of the collective story protagonist and adds 
complicating sub-actions and sub-resolutions. Santiago’s PowerPoint also 
confirms ‘the First Organized and Collective Return’ as the climax of 
Copal AA’s shared history and its underlying central theme of ‘the struggle 
continues’. 

The opening slide is part of a general orientation which first welcomes the 
audience in ‘Copal AA La Esperanza, Cobán, Alta Verapaz’, and explains 
the three different parts of the community’s symbolic name. ‘Copal’, we 
learn, is a type of ‘incense’ that is used to ‘offer to mother earth’ during 
Mayan ceremonies. ‘AA’, according to the PowerPoint, means ‘abundant 
water’ in both Mam, Q’anjobal and Q’eqchi’. This second part hints at the 
community’s geographic location at the shores of the Chixoy River and in 
between the smaller Copala River and Pacaya creek. ‘La Esperanza’, 
finally, is explained as ‘a development utopia for our generations’. This first 
slide is already packed with implicit evaluative statements. For example, it 
celebrates the protagonist’s shared indigenous identity as well as their 
different ethnic backgrounds. The ‘development utopia’ explanation 
moreover echoes Felipe’s evaluative statement during the community 
council that Copal AA was founded ‘to be able to find development’ (see 
extract 4). This statement also already indicated the upcoming romantic 
plot. 

Still as part of the orientation, slide 2 subsequently reveals the 
inhabitants of Copal AA as the collective story protagonist and suggests 
that the story is actually a flashback to how it all started: ‘Returnees from 
Mexico in 1993, after a decade of refuge [refugio] out of fear for the politics 
of genocide [genocidio] in the 80s.’795 Slide 2 thus immediately confirms 
most the recurring basic periodization of 
conflict/refuge/return/community foundation. Santiago moreover 
straightforwardly states that ‘genocide’ has taken place in Guatemala. This 
is a very powerful statement in the context of Guatemala’s post-conflict 

 
 
795 My translation of original citation: ‘Retornados de México en 1993, después de una década de refugio 
por temor a la política de genocidio del 80.’ 
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‘transitional justice’ process in which ‘genocide’ never happened according 
to the Guatemalan government and the 2013 genocide verdict against 
former dictator Rios Mont (1982-1983) was overruled (see chapter 2). 
Santiago’s use of this term is not only a historical claim but can also be 
explained against the background international audience because it 
strongly resonates with human rights and transitional justice discourses.  

Santiago subsequently completes the story’s orientation on slide 4, 
which is titled ‘this is how the repression started’ [así inicia la represión]. 
He repeats the recurring expression ‘this is how the problem started’, only 
this time starting in ‘1980’ at the time of the internal armed conflict in the 
form of ‘repression’ (slide 4) and ‘the scorched earth [tierra arrasada] 
project in Ixcán’ (slide 5). ‘Scorched earth repression’, it further says, 
‘caused the flight of thousands of families looking for refuge [refugio]’. In 
order to ‘save life’ [salvar la vida], we learn, they fled to ‘the southern 
Mexican border’ – a specifically identified place that almost becomes a 
character as ‘the host’ [anfitrión] of ‘thousands of Guatemalan refugees 
[refugiados]’. The orientation concludes by revealing ‘international 
organizations’ as an additional story protagonist as well as part of the 
story’s intended audience: ‘thanks to’ them, the refugees could ‘safe life’ 
and ‘the children’ could ‘grow up’, despite ‘the background of political 
persecution’.  

This part of the orientation can be considered as a form of 
‘foreshadowing’; the narrative ‘technique or device whereby some situation 
or event is hinted at in advance’.796 Michael J. Higdon writes that ‘by 
hinting at things to come, foreshadowing can make a work appear more 
cohesive as well as more persuasive’.797 It moreover helps the audience to 
develop certain hopes or expectations about the upcoming events. The 
foreshadowing of the crucial role of international solidarity under 
conditions of political repression here, is purposefully used as a persuasive 
and mobilizing technique towards international IBNA partner institutions 
to make it seem evident that they, as part of a broader legacy of 
international accompaniment, ‘continue’ supporting the returnees in times 

 
 
796 Gerard Prince cited in: Michael J. Higdon, ‘Something Judicious This Way Comes...The Use 
of Foreshadowing as a Persuasive Device in Judicial Narrative’, University of Richmond Law 
Review 44, no. 4 (2010 2009): 1215–16. 
797 Higdon, 1216. 
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of contemporary ‘repression’.798 It is also relevant here to reconsider that 
Santiago did not only produce this PowerPoint for an international 
audience in 2014, but also intentionally gave it to me at the start of the 
filmmaking process in 2015. In chapter 1 and 4, I elaborately explained 
why, from my personal trajectory as a Belgian historian and activist and 
from the start of the filmmaking project, I found it very appealing to 
generate community-based research with a social impact. Here you can see 
that the returnees have not only tried to ‘seduce’ me to ‘make’ their history, 
but even to become part of it as one of the characters in their contemporary 
community resistance.  

 
 
798 I will come back to this technique in part X.X where I discuss some of the documentary 
participants’ individual narrative strategies and techniques to co-author Copal AA’s shared 
history. 
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Fig. 1 ‘The first refugee camps’ on Santiago’s PowerPoint 

 
Fig. 2 ‘Caravan of 70 buses with returned refugees’ on Santiago’s PowerPoint 
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The following slides represent a series of complicating actions that 
masterfully build up tension towards the climax of ‘the First Organized 
and Collective Return’. Following the orientation, episode 2 again takes 
off with a variation on ‘this is how the problem/suffering started’ under the 
title: ‘this is how the first refugee camps were formed’ (slide 7). The title 
slide is preceded by a black and white archival picture of ‘the first refugee 
camps’ on a non-specified location (see fig. 1), again exemplifying the 
returnees’ capacity to draw from (audio-)visual archival materials to tell a 
more compelling and convincing story (slide 6). Slide 7 then gives a tragic 
and vivid account of the initial state of emergency in which many of these 
provisional border settlements found themselves.799 The aim of this slide 
is to emphasize the protagonists’ initial suffering: 

It was a rainy July in '82, one of those that make rivers flood and 
turn the ground sticky because so many people have stepped on it: 
women, children, the elderly. Underneath broad leaves, trunks and 
plastic, they covered up themselves in the various camps in Mexico. 
With nothing, lost in the immensity, injured, sick, hopeless, 
terrified, scared, hungry children snuggling in the garbage, 
confused from crying, the nightly regret of the rain; while the air 
smelled of gunpowder, of burned houses, animals, burned relatives 
and the sound of guns and warplanes. That is how the history of 
the Mayan people continues…800 

The slide’s description of the first refugee camps is absolutely horrific, even 
the rain ‘regrets’ it. Santiago first specifies the collective protagonist as 
‘women, children’ and ‘the elderly’ in order to emphasize the refugees’ 
vulnerability. He describes their situation as one ‘without hope’. This is 

 
 
799 In chapter 3, I explained how the first refugee camps were often located just a few hundred 
meters from the Guatemalan border and gave shelter to anywhere between a few dozen and a few 
thousand people. Most initial camps were located in the middle of the Chiapas jungle and were 
therefore difficult to reach for aid organizations. 
800 My translation of original citation: ‘Era un julio lluvioso del 82, de esos que colman los ríos y vuelve 
chicloso la tierra al pisarla de tanta gente: mujeres, niños, ancianos. De bajo de hojas anchas, raíces y 
algunos nailon  se cubrieron en varios de los campamentos en México. Sin nada, perdidos en la 
inmensidad, heridos, enfermos, sin esperanzas, aterrorizados, asustados, niños con hambre acurrucados en 
la basura, confundían con su llanto, el lamento nocturno de la lluvia; mientras el aire olía a pólvora de 
guerra, de casas quemadas, animales, parientes quemados y rugir de cañones y aviones de guerra. Asi sigue 
la historia del pueblo maya.’ 
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again a form of foreshadowing. By implicitly referring to the community’s 
symbolic name, Santiago is contrasting between then and now: a time 
when there was no hope, and the time when Copal AA La Esperanza (‘the 
hope’) was founded as a ‘development utopia for our generations’. I have 
no specific biographic data from Santiago, but assume he was a child or a 
young teenager at the time he and his family fled to Mexico. He might not 
have very conscious memories of these first camps himself, which is why I 
believe he says ‘they covered up themselves’ rather than assuming the we-
form. To nevertheless claim authority as the storyteller speaking on behalf 
of the returnees, he uses the word ‘chicloso’, which is Mexican slang for 
‘sticky’. I interpret this as an implicit authenticity cue, signaling that he 
actually spent time in the camps because he knows how to speak Mexican. 

The aim of this episode is not only to emphasize the refugees’ 
suffering in the first camps, but also to remind the audience of why they 
had fled in the first place: from the smell of gunpowder, of burned houses, 
animals, burned relatives and the sound of guns and warplanes’. As such, 
Santiago here repeats and specifies the recurring theme of ‘the massacres’. 
That the scent of this horror could be smelled into the camps is not only 
to say that they were located only a few meters from the border, but also 
that fleeing did not mean that the war or their ‘suffering’ ended. Two 
implicit evaluative statements thus underly this second episode: 1) it was 
suffering and repression that pushed them towards Mexico and, 2) even in 
Mexico ‘the suffering’ continued. In other words, just like their internally 
displaced Q’eqchi’ neighbors, they are victims of the internal armed 
conflict. Slide 9 even explicitly states that ‘the suffering was the same for 
those who stayed in Guatemala (internally displaced) and for the refugees.’ 
Finally, nowhere it is explicitly mentioned that the refugees originate from 
different places in Guatemala, just like no one mentioned this during the 
first community council. The only thing that we know from the 
orientation on slide 1, is that people in Copal AA speak three different 
Maya languages. Instead, Santiago choses to emphasize their shared 
indigenous background by concluding episode 2 with ‘that is how the 
history of the Mayan people continues’.  

While episode 2 focuses on ‘the sufferings’, episode 3 focuses on 
‘experiences of struggle’ in order to elaborate the story’s underlying tragic-
romantic emplotment and to ultimately be able to repeat the team of ‘the 
struggle continues’ (see below). As said, the aim of episode 2 was to 
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indicate that they have suffered the same as ‘those who stayed in 
Guatemala’. Episode 3 subsequently confirms ‘the refuge’ as a rewarding 
and empowering experience of ‘organization’ and ‘unity’ and is meant to 
essentially differentiate the returnees from the Guatemala’s internally 
displaced populations (IDPs). The following citation captures the essence 
of what it means to be a returnee: 

During more than 10 years in Mexico, the suffering has taught (us) 
to organize [organizar] (ourselves) before the need to fight [luchar]. 
Commissions, representatives, committees and the permanent 
commissions CCPP organized themselves. They negotiated the 
organized and collective return [el retorno organizado y colectivo].801 

Santiago here (slide 9) specifies the time of the refuge in Mexico as a 
period of ‘more than ten years’ in which their ‘suffering’ becomes a 
transformative experience which taught them how ‘to organize’ themselves 
and how ‘to fight’. On the following twelve (!) slides, Santiago 
subsequently repeats and elaborates on the central theme of ‘the struggle’ 
in the form of ‘organization’, ‘unity’ and ‘collectivism’. More specifically, 
he touches upon the sub-themes of keeping their ‘culture alive’ in ‘exile’ 
(slide 11), organization camp education (slide 14), ‘collective work’ (slide 
15), ‘coexistence with the Mexicans’ and keeping the Guatemalan military 
from entering the camps (slide 19). All of the above confirms the 
consensus that was reached during the community council of putting the 
‘the suffering’ but especially ‘struggle’ at the heart of the returnees’ shard 
history.  

Interestingly, at this point Santiago starts engaging with biblical 
imaginaries by using the notion of ‘exile’ and comparing the refugees’ flight 
to Mexico with the moment when Jerusalem was left in ruins and people 
were deported after rebelling against Babylonian rule. The statement that 
their subsequent suffering ‘during more than 10 years in Mexico’ taught 
them how to fight, additionally draws from the Exodus story. Here, 
Santiago implicitly compares the returnees’ experiences with the flight of 
the oppressed Israelites out of Egypt. According to the Bible, the Jewish 

 
 
801 My translation of original citation: ‘Durante mas 10 años de estancia en México, el sufrimiento 

enseñó a organizarse ante la necesidad de luchar. Se organizaron comisiones, representantes, comités y 

las comisiones permanentes CCPP. Que negociaron el retorno organizado y colectivo.’ 
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people escaped from a life of slavery and liberated themselves after a ten-
year journey through the desert; a period of frustration, suffering and 
poverty which eventually led the chosen people to the Promised Land.802 
Implicitly, Santiago here is already foreshadowing the eventual foundation 
of Copal AA La Esperanza as ‘a development utopia for our generations’ 
(see slide 1 before). This implicit reference to the Israelites’ journey 
through the desert, completes the presentation’s underlying evaluative 
statement that the returnees’ time in ‘exile’ has been a rewarding experience 
and a transformative process of consciousness raising. This part of the 
presentation therefore allows for character development of the collective 
protagonist from ‘refugees’ into ‘returnees’.  

At the beginning of the episode 4 on the ‘First Organized and 
Collective Return’, Santiago continues to draw from the same Biblical 
imaginaries. On slide 29, he added an archival picture of one of the 
returnees’ busses with a bible citation of the prophet Isaiah, painted by 
Guatemalan Christian Action (ACG) (see fig. 3). The book of Isaiah from 
the Old Testament uses the Exodus framework to tell the story of 
Babylonian exile and thus represents a blending of both biblical 
imaginaries803: 

Welcome refugee brothers. 
By this road, those who have been liberated by the LORD will 
return 
and come to Zion with singing; 
crowned with everlasting joy; 
Sorrow and morning will disappear,  
and they will be filled with joy and gladness. 
(Isaiah 35:10)804 
 

 
 
802 Tessa Boeykens and Raf Allaert, ‘BE-LA Past & Present Encounters: Life Stories from the 
Exhibition. Raf Allaert on His Time in Guatemala. Interview and Text by Tessa Boeykens.’, 
ENCUENTRO Belgian Latin America Network, 20 September 2018, 
https://www.encuentro.website/newsitem/be-la-past-present-encounters-life-stories-exhibition. 
803 Bernard W Anderson, ‘Exodus Typology in Second Isaiah’, n.d., 8. 

804 My translation of original citation: ‘Bienvenidos hermanos refugiados. Por este camino 
regresaran los libertados por yave; llegarán a Sión dando gritos de alegria, [y] con una dicha 
eterna reflejada en sus rostros; la alegria y la felicidad los acompañarán - y ya no tendrán más 
pena ni tristeza (Isaías 35:10)’ 



  VI THE STORY OF THE STORY – PART I  

 
 

327 

 
Fig. 3 Isaiah 35:10 in Santiago’s PowerPoint 

  
As said, the colonization of Ixcán and experiences of cooperative and 
religious organization and consciousness-raising, are one of the central 
elements defining the returnees’ historical and political trajectories. The 
majority of Copal AA’s founding members belonged to the Ixcán Grande 
cooperative from the 1960s until the early 1980s. In the Ixcán Grande 
Cooperative, the colonizers did not only become familiar with new modes 
of organization and production, but also with liberation theology (see 
chapter 2 and 3).805 While the so-called Church of the Poor only became 
significant in neighboring Alta Verapaz from 1975 onwards, Ixcán became 
a hotbed of liberation theology as early as the late 1960s. During the early 
1980s, together with religious organizations like Guatemalan Christian 
Action (ACG), the Church of the Poor was banished to Mexico. As said, 
ACG catequistas and promotores – including some future founders of Copal 
AA – became the driving forces behind education, social organization and 
political mobilization in the refugee camps. 806  In chapter 3, I have 
explained how most of the refugees’ Catholic faith in Mexico further 
evolved as a way of giving meaning to experiences of exile and return. This 

 
 
805 The so-called ‘Church of the poor’ came to Guatemala in the early 1960s through priests from 
the Sacred Heart and Maryknoll religious orders from Europe and the United States, who 
organized campesinos in cooperatives and other kinds of peasant organizations for the petitioning 
of land rights (see chapter 2). The foreign Maryknoll priests also introduced the colonizers to a 
new religious and economic ethics of ‘equality, justice and development’ (see chapter 3). 
806 Stewart, ‘Agency and Empowerment Under Unlikely Conditions’, 248. 
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specific element of the returnees’ historical and political trajectories 
explains why Santiago’s PowerPoint echoes exactly these Bible passages. 

At the heart of liberation theology was a contextual ‘re-reading’ of 
the Bible and its interpretation ‘in terms of its actual historical situation’ 
(see chapter 2). Re-reading, interpreting and ‘updating’ the Bible 
according to their everyday lives and struggle, was supposed to bring 
campesinos and workers to an informed understanding of their situation. 
‘Biblically based conscientización (conciseness-raising)’, then, was 
eventually expected to empower the poor and the oppressed into taking 
control over their own lives and fight for social justice.807 This is exactly 
what Santiago here is trying to do. Providing a contextualized re-reading 
of the Bible, not only to translate intentionally selected parts of scripture 
into the past reality of the returning refugees, but equally into their 
contemporary reality of community resistance. As such, the Isaiah quote 
can be interpreted as a form of foreshadowing: the omniscient storyteller 
(Santiago) assumes the role of a quasi-prophet, and implicitly suggests that 
the returnees are backed by the LORD himself and shall never again 
experience any ‘sorrow’ or ‘mourning’. The returnees’ trajectories of 
religious ‘consciousness raising’ are also the reason why we can hear echoes 
of Pablo Freire in IBNA’s vision on community history education as ‘the 
reality that the parents have lived’ and as a ‘contemporary reinvindication’ 
of the past (see before). Freire’s magnum opus ‘Pedagogy of the Oppressed’ 
was one of the foundational works of the Latin American Church of the 
Poor.808 

 In episode 4, the story finally reaches its climax with ‘the first organized 
and collective return’ in ‘January 1993’ by ‘more than 650 families’ from 
the three Mexican states of Quintana Roo, Campeche and Chiapas’, with 
‘international accompaniment’. Slide 21 specifies that ‘the negotiating 
committees of the refugees reached important agreements with the 
government to guarantee the life of the returnees, especially the 
demilitarization of the areas of resettlement’. From chapter 3, we know 
that this in fact was the least successful part of the CCPP’s negotiation of 
the so-called October Agreements. The reason why Santiago nevertheless 
emphasizes ‘the demilitarization of the areas of resettlement’ here – just as 

 
 
807 Garrard-Burnett, ‘Church Responses to Political Violence in Central America.’, 124. 
808 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Seabury Press, 1968). 
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he earlier emphasized that the refugees have struggled to keep the 
Guatemalan military out of the Mexican camps – is again a form of 
foreshadowing. The IBNA teacher is already anticipating the returnees’ 
contemporary community resistance; the unexpected arrival of military 
patrols on their territory and the escalating forced evictions and 
extrajudicial killings of indigenous people who have been defending their 
territory against appropriation by mining, hydroelectric and palm oil 
industries. 

The next slides indicate that the story has indeed come to a climax, 
by suddenly zooming in on every detail of the return. We learn that ‘the 
Guatemalan government’ first ‘refused to receive the refugees through the 
route la Mesilla-capital-Cobán until Ixcán’. Eventually, however, thanks 
to their struggle, ‘between tears, sighs, applause and laughter, we crossed 
the border on 20 January 1993’ (see fig. 4). The fact that Santiago here 
identifies a specific moment and, for the first time in his presentations 
assumes the we-form, indicates that this is the very moment when they all 
became returnees, including himself. Santiago concludes episode 4 with an 
impressive archival picture of the ‘caravan of 70 buses with returned 
refugees’ supposedly crossing the border (see fig. 2), followed by series of 
other pictures testifying of their subsequent three-week national tour. 
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Fig. 4 ‘Goodbye Mexican brothers’ in Santiago’s PowerPoint 

 

 
Fig. 5 ‘The Military in the Village’ in Santiago’s PowerPoint 

  



  VI THE STORY OF THE STORY – PART I  

 
 

331 

After this climax, the next episodes represent a series of false sub-
resolutions and newly complicating sub-actions in the form of a 
teleological and accelerating account; a heroic journey full of obstacles and 
trials that the collective protagonist still had to overcome before reaching 
its Promised Land. This series of sub-resolutions is held together by the 
slogan of the return movement in capital letters: ‘RETURN IS 
STRUGGLE, NOT RESIGNATION’ [RETORNO ES LUCHA Y NO 
ES RESIGNACION] (slide 26). Episode 5 first of all focuses on how the 
persecution continued after the return and is titled ‘Life is a struggle and 
the struggle is forever’ [La vida es lucha y se lucha siempre] (slide 33). 
Ongoing military persecution is emphasized by adding an archival picture 
of ‘the military in the village’, without specifying the village’s location (see 
fig. 5). Not only ‘military control’ but also nearby military ‘confrontations 
with the guerrilla continue to terrorize the returning population’. This is 
the first time that Santiago mentions the existence of the guerrilla, while 
immediately establishing a difference between the character of the 
combatants and the collective protagonist of ‘the returning population’. I 
interpret this as a strategic move of Santiago towards its international 
funding audience, as the returnees’ historical trajectories of political 
radicalization and EGP-oriented training and organization might be too 
politically sensitive to be mentioned in this context. This is also why, 
during episode 3 on the returnees’ ‘experiences of struggle’, the 
presentation merely focuses on pacifist forms of collective organization in 
‘exile’ without mentioning any cross-border links between the refugee 
camps and the nearby CPR or EGP-bases. This central part of the 
returnees’ historical and political trajectories is not mentioned in the story’s 
orientation either, which only focuses on ‘how the repression started’ and 
emphasizes the refugees’ vulnerability and ‘innocent victim’ status. Related 
to this strategic in- and exclusion of specific narrative themes into the 
returnees’ shared history, the presentation moreover specifically mentions 
that ‘the women were the first ones to denounce’ the continuing military 
repression. Amongst other things, the PowerPoint refers to the refugee 
women’s organization Mama Maquín (see chapter 3) (slide 36). Again, in 
the context of its international audience, emphasizing women’s 
participation is a strategic thing to do. 

Episode six, then, focuses on the returnees’ search for land and is 
symbolically titled ‘THE PEOPLE UNITED WILL NEVER BE 
DEFEATED’ [UN PUEBLO UNIDO JAMAS SERA VENCIDO]; a 
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reference to the famous 1973 Chilean protest song by the Sergio Ortega. 
As a variation on the theme of ‘organization’ and ‘collectivism’, this 
episode thus brings in the theme of ‘unity’ as part of the returnees’ heroic 
journey towards liberation. The story’s implicit evaluation here is that the 
returnees eventually, and against all odds, succeeded in obtaining a piece 
of land of their own because their past suffering had taught them how to 
organize themselves and how to fight (see before). From this point, the 
presentation largely repeats a sub-narrative about the community’s 
foundation that emerged  from the first community council, and in which 
the narrative theme of ‘the sufferings before’ is repeated in the form of 
‘when we first came here, there was suffering’ (see above). Events quickly 
start following up on each other and the audience is carried from one 
surprise and indignation to another. Santiago first implicitly echoes the 
biblical creation story by bringing in the recurring imagery that ‘in the 
beginning, there was nothing’ (slide 38):  

There were no roads, health centers, schools, security, tap water; these were 
the first problems that were faced.809 

Next, the central idea that Copal AA was founded ‘to find development’ 
is explicitly put forward and immediately contrasted with the kind of 
development that is promoted by the Guatemalan government by claiming 
that ‘the government did not have a development plan for Ixcán and 
Guatemala’ (slide 38). Slide 43 then clarifies that, in the meantime, the 
returnees have arrived in ‘Victoria 20 de Enero’ in Ixcán. An image of the 
first return settlement in Ixcán (titled: ‘Collective Work’) (see fig. 6) is 
immediately followed by a visualization of how they eventually made it to 
Copal AA; slide 41 contains a picture of a group of returnees pushing a 
truck that presumably contains their belongings but got stuck in a pile of 
mud (see fig. 7). As if that is not enough, Santiago adds the familiar story 
of the sinking boat into the Chixoy River during the transference of the 
returnees’ belongings from Victoria 20 de Enero to Copal AA. As slides 47 
and 48 demonstrate, the returnees even have pictures of this event in their 
community archive, which are dramatically title here as ‘Waterway 
Tragedies’ (see fig 9). To conclude this unlikely series of obstacles, the 

 
 
809 My translation of original citation: ‘No habían carreteras, centros de salud, escuelas, 
seguridad, agua entubada; fueron las primeras problemáticas que se enfrentaron.’ 
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presentation includes the returnees’ occupation of the CEAR and 
FORELAB offices in July 1995, after which the ‘organized’ and ‘united’ 
returnees obtained access to a government-supported land purchase 
program and could ‘pay’ for the land that ‘today is Copal AA La 
Esperanza’. 810  Apart from the historical land claim that is implicitly 
underlying the entire presentation, this concrete statement moreover 
wants to prove that the Copaleros’ not only have the right to be here as 
returnees mobilizing the October Agreements, but that they also 
juridically own the piece of land that they are living on.  
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 6 ‘Victoria 20 de Enero’ in Santiago’s PowerPoint 

 
 
810 Bradley, Refugee Repatriation, 110–11; Santiago Jimenez (pseudonym), ‘PowerPoint 
Presentation, “HISTORIA DE COPAL AA 2015”’. 
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Fig. 7 A pile of mud as an additional challenge in Santiago’s PowerPoint 

 

 
Fig. 8 ‘Waterway Tragedies’ in Santiago’s PowerPoint 
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Episode 7 is subsequently titled ‘LIVING IN COPAL AA IS A REAL 
PLEASURE’ [VIVIR EN COPAL AA ES TODO UN ENCANTO], is 
filled with pictures and focuses on everyday community life (slide 59). We 
learn that the Copaleros ‘respect mother earth’, are good at ‘political 
organization’, that they have various football teams and, of course, their 
own independent New Dawn Middle School (IBNA). Episode 7 also 
includes pictures of a dozen ‘absent founders’ (slides 60 and 61) and 
confirms Santiago’s vision that ‘it is important to keep the historical 
memory of the people alive in order not to forget, (…) of living history, 
heroes, statues, monuments, historical events (…)’ (see before). As a sub-
theme, Santiago also lists the ten ‘Community Agreements’ that that all 
the inhabitants of this community have to comply with, which implicitly 
refers to the Ten Commandments that God gave to Mozes as part of the 
Exodus story. To conclude, episode 7 also highlights the returnees’ 
organization in the cooperative-like Association for Community 
Development New Zaculeu (ADECO-UNZ).  

At this point in the story, when the audience thinks that, despite 
everything, all ends well and the returnees live happily ever after, the 
foundation of Copal AA tragically turns out to be only another sub-
resolution and the theme of ‘the persecution continues’ is once again 
repeated. The final episode of Santiago’s PowerPoint is titled ‘A new 
conflict under neoliberalism’ (slide 68) and immediately puts the 
returnees’ contemporary resistance in a global context. Santiago brings in 
the themes of ‘megaprojects’ and explicitly reveals Guatemala’s National 
Electrification Institute (INDE) as a new protagonist that is ‘responsible’ 
for this tragic plot-twist. The PowerPoint subsequently adds all the details 
the audience should know to realize that, with the possible construction of 
the Xalalá Dam, the returnees are facing new violence and displacement.  

However, if we may believe our omniscient storyteller Santiago, the 
returnees’ community history most certainly will not have a tragic ending. 
The final slides anticipate the collective protagonist’s victory over the Dam 
by visually representing organized community resistance. Slide 69, for 
example, contains a picture of a so-called popular consultation [consulta 
popular] (see chapter 3) and is titled ‘UNITY MAKES STRENGTH’ [LA 
UNIÓN HACE LA FUERZA]. The underlying evaluative statement here 
is that, if the returnees’ want to stop the Dam, they must stick together. 
This final episode moreover echoes Hector’s claim that they ‘have not kept 
quiet’ in the past and will not do so in the present or nearby future either.  
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From this narrative analysis of Santiago’s PowerPoint, I finally arrive at 
the following thematic and spatio-temporal template or underlying 
storyboard: 

ORIENTATION 
Episode 1: How the repression started 
Time: 1980 
Place: The Southern Mexican border 
Themes: repression, (political) persecution, genocide, scorched 
earth  
Protagonists: the Guatemalan refugees, international organizations 
 
COMPLICATING ACTION 
Episode 2: How the first refugee camps were formed 
Time: July 1982 
Place: Mexican refugee camps 
Themes: the suffering (injury, sickness, hopelessness, fear, hunger, 
etc.), the massacres (burned houses, burned relatives) 
Protagonists: the refugee women, children and elderly 
 
Episode 3: Experiences of struggle in exile 
Time: ‘during more than ten years’ 
Place: the refuge, Mexico, exile 
Themes: the struggle, organization, education, culture, coexistence, 
exile/exodus 
Protagonists: commissions, representatives, committees, CCPP, 
the Mexicans 
 
CLIMAX 
Episode 4: ‘the First Organized and Collective Return’ 
Time: 20 January 1993, ‘in the midst of the internal armed conflict’ 
Place: the Mexican states of Quintana Roo, Campeche and 
Chiapas; the Guatemalan Mexican border, la Mesilla, Guatemala 
City, Cobán, Ixcán 
Themes: the return, organization, collectivism, exile/exodus, the 
struggle, crossing the border 
Protagonists: more than 650 refugee families, international 
accompaniers, the Guatemalan government 
 
SUB-RESOLUTION à COMPLICATING SUB-ACTION 
Time: after the First Organized and Collective Return 
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Place: Ixcán (Victoria 20 de Enero), Guatemala,  
Themes: the persecution, military control, land, development 
Protagonists: the returnees, the guerrilla, international 
organizations, the military, the women (Mama Maquín) 
 
Episode 5: The persecution continues  
Episode 6: The search for land  

- Victoria 20 de Enero 
- The muddy road to Copal AA 
- ‘Waterway tragedies’ 
- The FORELAB occupation 

Episode 7: The foundation of Copal AA La Esperanza 
 
FALSE RESOLUTION 
Episode 8: The New Conflict  
Time: Today 
Place: Copal AA La Esperanza 
Themes: Neoliberalism, megaproyects, the Xalalá Dam, 
community resistance, unity, struggle 
Protagonists: the Copaleros, INDE 

 
In sum, Santiago’s PowerPoint presentation convincingly confirms the well-
organized narrative pattern emerge that emerged from the first community 
council as well as its underlying shared evaluation and tragic-romantic plot 
which can be titled as ‘the struggle continues’ [la lucha sigue].  
I moreover conclude that this is exactly the reason why the co-directors 
decided to give me this PowerPoint. I chose to focus on this coordinating 
text, not only because I consider it as ‘shared knowledge’ (see above), but 
also because this (visual) presentation had a particular impact on me at the 
time. Amongst other things, the returnees strategically used this presentation 
to ‘seduce’ me and guide me as the ‘facilitating historian’. I hope that, by 
now, you understand why the returnees have not failed in their target. While 
a narrative analysis of the other ‘coordinating texts’ is outside the scope of 
this dissertation, I nevertheless want to emphasize that these texts equally 
confirmed and elaborated on the narrative configuration that emerged from 
the first community council. I therefore conclude with the opening word of 
the community’s strategic plan, which once again emphasizes the returnees’ 
remarkable and ongoing fighting spirit:  

As a community, they almost finished us. We had to flee, found 
ourselves in Mexico and there we were born again. Then, we got 
to Victoria first… and – finally – to Copal AA and we were born 
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again… We have had problems with projects [proyectos], with 
visions, but I think that problems always open up new paths.811

 
 
811 My translation of original citation: ‘Como comunidad, casi nos acabaron.  Tuvimos que 
huir, nos ubicamos en México y ahí nacimos otra vez. Luego, llegamos primero a Victoria…  y 
–finalmente- a Copal AA y nacimos otra vez… hemos tenido problemas con proyectos, con 
visiones, pero creo que siempre los problemas abren nuevos caminos.’ In: COCODE and 
ADECO-UNZ, ‘Plan Estrategico de La Comunidad de Copal AA La Esperanza Cobán, 
Alta Verapaz, Guatemala, 2016-2020’. 
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VII 

The Story of the Story  

Part 2: ‘Breaking the Line’ 

The final chapter of this book presents the second part of the Story of the 
Story; a performative ethnography of a participatory filmmaking process. 
I continue to use a reconstruction of participatory filmmaking as an 
investigative device to explore the returnees’ capacity to deploy a number 
of narrative strategies and techniques in the making of their ‘shared 
history’. Following the previous reconstruction of phase 1 of the 
filmmaking process (see chapter 6), I now continue with a reconstruction 
of phase 2 and 3: the making of ‘the rough cuts’ after my first fieldwork 
period (2015), and their subsequent repetition and rehearsal during my 
second fieldwork period (2016). As said, the making of the rough cuts (see 
also chapter 4) represents a shift in my role as a ‘facilitating’ historian 
towards a more active co-producer or co-author of the returnees’ shared 
history. Importantly, however, I still consider the rough cuts to be co-
created because of their particular genesis that I will further unravel 
throughout this chapter.  

The chapter further builds on the shared storyboard that emerged 
from chapter 6 and contains four parts. In the first part, I explain my 
modus operandi during the making of the rough cuts. In the second part, 
I continue exemplifying the status of the rough cuts as an investigative 
device and performative tool to explore different aspects of the returnees’ 
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collective narrative capacity (CNC). A reconstruction of the making of the 
rough cuts will reveal the returnees’ capacity to speak with ‘a collective 
voice’ by drawing from a shared ‘schematic narrative template’ that is 
rooted in their historical and political trajectories. In a third part, I will 
further exemplify the existence and functioning of this schematic narrative 
template underlying Copal AA’s shared history as a central aspects of the 
returnees’ collective narrative capacity. I conclude this chapter by exploring 
one final aspect of the returnees’ CNC which I will define as ‘narrative 
flexibility’; the capacity to retrospectively and strategically adapt or 
‘remediate’ their shared history to changing circumstances and different 
audiences. 

1. The Making of The Rough Cuts 

I will start by explaining my modus operandi during the making of the 
rough cuts, to subsequently exemplify their status as an investigative device 
and performative tool in the next part. My first fieldwork period in 2015 
resulted in the (co-)production of an extensive body of discussion, 
coordinating and interviewing texts (see texts groups A, B and C in table 
2). As said, as the historian it was my job to ‘make’ the returnees’ 
community history by forging ‘scattered’ pieces into a documentary about 
the returnees’ past and present struggle. After my first period of fieldwork, 
I performed several rounds of data coding and eventually turned this 
narrative analysis into a rough montage of six chronological chapters which 
I have called the rough cuts (see mov. 5, chapter 4): 

1. The Fincas [Las Fincas] (7:45 min) 
2. People Organize Themselves [El Pueblo se Organiza] (6:02 

min) 
3. The Internal Armed Conflict [El Conflicto Armado Interno] 

(7:14 min) 
4. The Refuge [El Refugio] (7:35 min) 
5. The Return [El Retorno] (10:37 min)  
6. The Struggle Continues [La Lucha Sigue] (13:05 min) 

 In film production language, the rough cut or ‘first cut’ is a preliminary 
stage out of which the film is supposed to finally emerge. The term 
originates from pre-digital times when film stock was physically cut and 
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reassembled. Rough cuts are still full of errors; they may lack narrative 
flow, desired audience impact, sound and visual effects, etc. The rough cut 
is meant as rehearsal material, a starting point to continue working with.812 
I call my montages ‘rough cuts’ because the term reflects the way I (co-
)produced them and the rehearsal function I had in mind for them. At the 
point of making the rough cuts, there was no question yet of bringing in a 
professional filmmaker. I was still determined to edit ‘the documentary’ 
myself and considered the rough cuts a preliminary stage of a final film. 
The rough cuts were my first attempt to comply with the mission that the 
returnees had mobilized me for since the beginning of our ‘alliance’ in 
2015; the making of their shared history.  

I based the outcome of the rough-cut exercise on two criteria: what 
story did the community want me to tell and how had they enabled me to 
do so? I first performed a narrative analysis of the coordinating and 
discussion texts that had been co-produced and collected so far during 
phase 1 of the filmmaking process (see chapter 6). I identified recurring 
narrative themes, events, places; underlying narrative structure and 
coherence, evaluative statements and emplotment. All of that resulted in a 
first general coding system and a chronological storyboard with six 
chapters that were held together in a thematic and spatio-temporal way.  

Next, I analyzed the transcriptions from the 22 individual and 
collective video interviews of the documentary participants that the co-
directors had nominated during the first phase of the filmmaking process 
(see chapter 4 + bibliography). As I explained in chapter 4, after the first 
community council, the co-directors and I continued elaborating on the 
basic storyboard that had emerged from the meeting. Based on this 
emerging storyboard (see chapter 6), before every interview, the co-
directors and I refined the key themes to be addressed with specific 
characters and loosely prepared the interview questions. In chapter 4 I have 
compared the recording of the interviews with a standard semi-structural 
interview situation between ethnographer and interviewee. Only this time, 
I – the ethnographer – was ‘coordinated’ by the co-directors instead of 
following my own research agenda and questionnaires. I thus consider the 
‘interview texts’ (see text group C, table 2 in chapter 6) to be co-created in 

 
 
812  Antonio Manriquez and Tom McCluskey, Video Production 101: Delivering the Message 
(Peachpit Press, 2014), 95+301; Charles Roberts, Digital Video Editing with Final Cut Express: 
The Real-World Guide to Set Up and Workflow (CRC Press, 2013), 208. 
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the sense that a coordinated act of consensus underlies their making. 
Notwithstanding the co-directors’ coordinating function and preparation 
of the interviews, documentary participants moreover also had agency in 
the making of the community history. Further in this chapter, I will 
explore people’s techniques and strategies of co-authoring the film and 
fitting their individual life stories into the community narrative.  

A narrative analysis of the interview texts subsequently allowed me 
to further elaborate on my coding system and emerging six-chapter 
storyboard on the basis of what I have identified as ‘shared knowledge’ and 
‘lived experiences’. As a next step, I assembled a written narrative with 
literally copy-pasted fragments (cfr. ‘paper cut’) from the coded interview 
texts as I found them fitting into the emerging narrative pattern and 
chronological storyboard. The result of this ‘assemblage’ was a written 
story that could almost be entirely read without having to use an external 
storyteller-voice to connect parts of the story. If you are up for it, you can 
try reading chapter 1 of the story (‘The Fincas’) in Spanish in annex A.  

Finally, I have transformed this written text – a script really, with 
time and interview codes included – into the six eventual rough cuts. 
Literally and exclusively based on this selection and narrative assemblage 
of written text, I cut all the corresponding audio-visual fragments from the 
recorded interviews and edited them together. Only after doing that, I 
watched the result and intuitively modified it in terms of narrative flow, 
duration, audience impact, visual impact, emotional impact, etc. As a final 
step and in order make the rough cuts more engaging to watch, I added a 
selection of the ‘coordinating’ audio-visual materials from the community 
archive to the montage (see chapter 6). In sum, the rough cuts are a self-
made narrative configuration of selected audio-visual fragments from text 
subgroup C1, complemented with a selection of audio-visual materials 
from text group A. 

I have titled the rough cuts as ‘Breaking the Line’ [Romper la Línea], 
referring to a recurring expression that many of the documentary 
participants used to refer to the symbolic moment when they crossed the 
Guatemalan Mexican border. The expression is a variation on the return 
movement’s slogan ‘Return is Struggle, not Resignation’ and emphasizes 
the First Organized and Collective Return as a political act emphasizing 
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‘the symbolic reappropriation of citizenship’ (see chapter 3).813 The rough 
cuts start at ‘the time of the fincas’ after the 19th century liberal land 
reforms; the moment when their ‘suffering’ started. The second chapter 
continues with the gradual emergence of a rural protest movement that 
will eventually lead to the 1944 October Revolution and Arevalo’s agrarian 
reform. The second chapter is titled ‘People Organize Themselves’ [El 
Pueblo se Organiza] and indicates how their ‘struggle’ first started in a 
context of exploitation, discrimination and land conflict. Chapter 3 
continues with the 1954 US-assisted ‘anti-communist’ military coup and 
the defeat of the ‘Guatemalan Democratic Spring’, which escalates into 
the internal armed conflict. Chapter 4, then, continues with ‘the refuge’ to 
Mexico, life in exile and how the refugees started organizing themselves in 
the camps. Chapter 5 subsequently focuses on ‘the First Organized and 
Collective Return’, whilst chapter 6 finally represents a false resolution 
with the foundation of Copal AA and their ‘continuing struggle’ against 
the Xalalá Dam.  

2. The Emergence of A shared narrative template  

2.1 ‘Liberation through Organization & Unity’ / ‘The Struggle Continues’ 

Participatory filmmaking revealed the community storytelling dynamics of 
coordination/participation, sharing/distributing and repetition/rehearsal as 
three intertwined axes outlining Copal AA’s collective narrative capacity 
(see chapter 4). The Copaleros not only seduced me with a great story; 
collectively told, it was also surprisingly coherent and therefore convincing. 
None of the nominated documentary participants seemed to contradict 
each other, and most life-stories fitted nicely into, or started from, the 
emerging shared storyboard. Despite the internal community diversity, the 
returnees were capable of collectively telling and retelling their community 
history.  

During the making of the rough cuts I ascertained how ‘shared’ 
Copal AA’s history really, as I became aware of what Liisa Malkki calls 

 
 

813 Finn Stepputat, ‘Repatriation and the Politics of Space: The Case of the Mayan Diaspora 
and Return Movement’, Journal of Refugee Studies 7, no. 2–3 (1994): 182. 
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‘the sense of a collective voice’ (see chapter 4). Documentary participants 
constantly seemed to be referring to ‘a shared body of knowledge’ about 
historical violence, resistance, exile and return. In addition to compelling, 
complementary and coherent stories, talking about the past often took the 
form of standardized, ‘almost formulaic historical accounts’ that were told 
and retold with a strong feel for ‘repetition and thematic unity’ 814 and 
according to a similar narrative pattern. As such, I became aware of the 
difference between ‘specific narratives’ and ‘schematic narrative templates’ 
as defined by David Wertsch. According to Wertsch, ‘specific narratives 
are organized around particular dates, settings and actions’. Schematic 
narratives templates, on the other hand, ‘are more generalized structures 
used to generate multiple specific narratives with the same basic plot’. 
They are schematic  

in the sense that they exist at an abstract level and involve little in 
the way of concrete detail, and they are templates in the sense that 
their abstract form provides a pattern that is applied to multiple 
events, thereby creating several specific narratives.815 

In his 2008 study on different Russian mnemonic communities, Wertsch 
argues that ‘what makes collective memory collective (…) is that the same 
narrative tools are shared by members of a group’. (139) Wertsch draws 
from the work of cognitive psychologist Jerome Bruner to explain how 
schematic narrative templates are one of these narrative tools belonging to 
a group or community’s ‘shared “cultural tool kit”. He also mentions the 
work of the sociologist Jeffrey K. Olick who has noted that drawing from 
a shared toolkit is not only indicative for group membership, but that this 
toolkit – and the shared schematic templates they contain – are 
‘instrumental in the very formation, or social construction of groups’.816 
Narrative templates are not always accessible to conscious reflection; they 
have ‘deeply held emotional resonance and are a fundamental part of the 
identity claims of a group’. Wertsch concludes that ‘schematic narrative 

 
 
814 Liisa H. Malkki, Purity and Exile: Violence, Memory, and National Cosmology Among Hutu 
Refugees in Tanzania (University of Chicago Press, 1995), 56. 
815 James V. Wertsch, ‘Collective Memory and Narrative Templates’, Social Research 75, no. 1 
(2008): 141–42. 
816 Wertsch, 139. 
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templates act as unnoticed yet very powerful coauthors when we attempt 
to simply tell “what really happened”’.817 

The making of the rough cuts (see above) revealed the existence of such a 
schematic narrative template as underlying Copal AA’s shared history. I 
title this template as ‘Liberation through Organization and Unity’. The 
narrative template underlying Copal AA’s shared history includes the 
following basic elements: 

- The collective protagonist faces an initial situation of suffering in 
the form of exploitation, repression or persecution by an evil 
antagonist; 

- A subsequent heroic battle of good vs. evil during which the 
collective protagonist struggles its way out of this situation of 
suffering through collective organization, solidarity and by 
maintain/forging unity; 

- A final phase where the organized collective protagonist 
victoriously liberates itself from the chains of his former suffering;  

- The template is moreover characterized by the collective 
protagonists’ character development, going through a 
transformative experience of growing consciousness and from a 
state of ‘individualism’ towards ‘collectivism’ and ‘community 
development’. 

The template provides the pattern of a complex narrative scheme that 
underlies the co-created rough cuts – and thus the returnees’ shared history 
(see above) – and which I visually represent in figure 9.  

The narrative scheme consists of a typical beginning-middle-end 
structure which is related to three different time frames that are, in turn, 
connected with three different spatial frameworks. The story’s orientation 
takes place during ‘the time of the fincas’ in a generally undefined space 
where the landless indigenous campesinos are exploited by the finqueros. 
Rising action subsequently takes places during the time of ‘the conflict’, 
‘the refuge’ and ‘the return’ as the climax of the story. During this middle 
part, the collective refugee protagonist faces many forms of suffering, finds 
itself displaced, undertakes journeys to different places, struggles, 
organizes itself and finally transforms into the collective returnee 
protagonist. The story’s resolution consists of the foundation of Copal AA, 

 
 
817 Wertsch, 142. 



  VII THE STORY OF THE STORY – PART II  

 
 

346 

during which the returnees finally obtain their own piece of land, thereby 
liberate themselves from suffering/exploitation/repression and become 
Copaleros.  
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  Fig. 1 Narrative scheme underlying Copal AA’s shared history as visually represented by 

the author 
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All three parts of the narrative scheme in itself are stamped out of the 
‘Liberation through Organization and Unity’ narrative template. Every 
part thus contains a sub-narrative with its own beginning-middle-end 
structure; the birth and defeat of the October Revolution, the increasing 
internal armed conflict/refuge/return, and the foundation of Copal AA. 
The orientation of the third part on the foundation of Copal AA, presents 
a new stage on which the subsequent ‘development’ story and the defence 
of the returnees’ obtained territory/land can take place. In order to 
meaningfully relate these three parts into an overall narrative 
configuration, the first two sub-resolutions are presented as false 
resolutions during which the collective protagonist again starts facing 
suffering and must ‘continue the struggle’. The ‘Liberation through 
Organization and Unity’ template is repeated three times throughout the 
overall narrative to denounce the possible construction of the Xalalá Dam 
on their territory as a form of historical injustice; a possibly tragic 
repetition of ‘the sufferings’ from the past.  

As already came forward from my analysis in the previous part, 
however, the returnees are not only telling a tragic story about eternal 
suffering, but equally a romantic tale of the triumph of good over evil by 
representing themselves as the collective hero ‘struggling’ to liberate itself 
from repeated ‘suffering’ and ‘exploitation’. As such, the narrative scheme 
also repeats the story’s emerging recurring tragic-romantic plot and 
underlying shared evaluation as ‘the struggle continues’ [la lucha sigue]. 
Putting forward a collective protagonist and emphasizing its connection 
with the natural environment is moreover characteristic of indigenous 
forms of storytelling, as identified by Susana Caxaj. The template is 
moreover not only characterized by a tragic-romantic but also by a semi-
cyclical plot structure bringing the past into the present. As such, it blends 
‘typically’ Western and indigenous narrative elements.818 

 
 
818 C. Susana Caxaj, ‘Indigenous Storytelling and Participatory Action Research: Allies Toward 
Decolonization? Reflections From the Peoples’ International Health Tribunal’, Global Qualitative 
Nursing Research, 20 April 2015, 2. 
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2.2 Mobilizing the Exodus 

The scheme tells the story of an eternal search for land, the struggle of a 
people displaced several times, that went into exile, returned, founded a 
new community together and are now once again threatened with violence 
and displacement. The scheme displays a complex interplay of physical 
space, social space and narrative space that, according to Jan Blommaert, 
is characteristic for refugee stories. It includes ‘spatial as well as temporal 
trajectories of leaving, being transported, settling, staying and returning’ 
which are central to the returnees’ shared history.  

As I have already demonstrated earlier, the returnees moreover draw 
on biblical imaginaries, comparing their own past trajectories with Exodus 
and invoking the idea of Copal AA as the Promised Land. The scheme 
reveals that the Copaleros are capable of collectively telling and retelling 
their community history by also partly drawing from the basic narrative 
scheme and template underlying the Exodus story. Enrique Dussel 
analyzed the Exodus’ scheme as a three-folded journey of transcendence 
from ‘Egypt’, through the ‘Desert’ and into the ‘Promised Land’. Dussel 
moreover identified the scheme’s structure as a move from the ‘Past’, 
through an ‘Intermediate time’ into the ‘Future’. as analyzed by Enrique 
Dussel (see fig. 10).  

The narrative scheme underlying Copal AA’s shared history equally 
has three main parts and mirrors the story of the flight of the oppressed 
Israelites out of Egypt. According to the Bible, the landless Jewish people 
escaped from a life of slavery and liberated themselves after a ten-year 
journey through the desert. The desert metaphor here can found all over 
the second part of the returnees’ shared narrative scheme but is also 
repeated specifically in the sub-narrative underlying this second part 
through the episode on the ‘the refuge’ or ‘exile’. As such, the overall 
scheme represents ‘the historical journey’ of the returnees as a rewarding 
experience and a transformative process of consciousness raising. 
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Fig. 2 Simplified narrative scheme underlying the Exodus story as 

identified by Enrique Dussel 
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I identify the existence of a shared narrative template as a concrete 
narrative tool and a crucial part of the returnees’ collective narrative 
capacity. The narrative template underlying Copal AA’s shared history is 
grounded in the returnees’ particular historical and political trajectories 
and tries to convey the essence of what it means to be a returnee living in 
Copal AA La Esperanza as a community in resistance. In order to confirm 
the narrative scheme in fig. 9 as underlying Copal AA’s shared history, it 
is first of all important to consider its genesis through a coordinated act of 
consensus that I have reconstructed earlier in this the chapter. I moreover 
want to remind the reader that in May 2016, I returned to Copal AA for 
a second period of fieldwork, during which I organized two screenings of 
the rough cuts; one with the co-directors alone, and one with the co-
directors, the sectors and the documentary participants (see chapter 4). I 
also discussed the rough cuts individually with several community leaders. 
My interpretation of the shared narrative through the rough cuts was then 
picked up by the community and collectively discussed for further 
adaptation. Importantly, these feedback sessions confirmed the narrative 
template and scheme from that had emerged from making the rough cuts 
(see fig X.) as underlying the returnees shared history.819 As a performative 
tool, the feedback sessions thus contributed to the co-creation of shared 
knowledge about Copal AA’s past and present struggle. 

Being the result of a coordinated act of consensus, the scheme in fig. 
9 exists as part of an ongoing process of repetition and rehearsal. In the 
course of the filmmaking process, this scheme moreover revealed itself to 
me along the lines of the other two community storytelling dynamics of 
sharing-distributing and coordinating-participating. The existence of a 
shared narrative template is one of the reasons why the returnees are 
capable of collectively telling and retelling a coherent and convincing 
shared history. Following Wertsch, I argue that the existence of this 
template is what makes Copal AA’s history ‘shared’ and enables the 
returnees to speak with ‘a collective voice’. I moreover conclude that the 
existence of s shared narrative template is also the reason why the 
returnees’ succeed in collectively evaluating their shared history, which is, 
in turn, a crucial step towards collective action.  

 
 
819 ‘Field Recordings, Screening Rough Cuts, Copal AA La Esperanza’, 20 April 2016, Personal 
archive Tessa Boeykens. 
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At the same time, I also argue that this template allows for the 
effective distribution of narrative labor on a community scale. With 
hindsight, I can say that the co-directors’ nomination of documentary 
participants according to different age categories and according to their 
assumed knowledge about certain events (see chapter 4), largely happened 
according to the different parts and sub-parts of this narrative scheme. The 
scheme thus also had a coordinating function towards the individual 
documentary participants, whom were given a clear ‘job description’ and 
implicit ‘narrative rules’ to follow if they wanted to participate in the 
making of the community history. Finally, the emerging narrative scheme 
also had a coordinating function towards me. Through the existence of a 
shared narrative template as a concrete narrative tool, the returnees’ have 
implicitly mediated my role in the making of their shared history and 
enabled me to tell exactly this story while preventing me from telling 
‘another’ one. 

3. The Narrative Template & the Returnees’ CNC 

To build on the previous two parts, I further exemplify the existence and 
functioning of the schematic narrative template underlying Copal AA’s 
shared history as part of the returnees’ collective narrative capacity. A 
reconstruction of the making of the rough cuts has demonstrated that 
individual documentary participants all seem to be drawing from a shared 
schematic narrative template (see fig. 9). This narrative template is the 
result from an ongoing community process of repetition and rehearsal and 
also has a coordinating function. At the same time, however, I argue that 
the existence of a shared narrative template facilitates and stimulates 
participation, as it allows individual community members to recount their 
own lived experience as returnees, become part of Copal AA as a 
community of mutual recognition (see before), and thus assume the 
rearticulated returnee identity in times of socio-environmental conflict. A 
further reconstruction of the making of the rough cuts reveals different 
narrative strategies and techniques that individual community members 
use to articulate their life stories within the framework of the shared 
narrative and, in doing so, co-authoring the community history.  
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3.1 Individual Narrative Strategies & Techniques  

First of all, the rough cuts further demonstrate individual documentary 
participants’ use of strategic authenticity cues, as I have already 
exemplified in the previous chapter. Santiago, for example, in his 
PowerPoint strategically used Mexican slang to indicate that he has 
actually been in the Mexican refugee camps. Carlos’, in turn, highlighted 
that he has worked in the fincas ‘year by year’, that he is ‘not lying’ and that 
he has it all ‘in his mind’ and ‘saw it’ with his own eyes (see extract 3). 
Apart from indicating personally lived experiences, the reconstruction of 
the first community council in chapter 6 also demonstrated how both 
Carlos and José strategically mobilized their parents’ lived experiences in 
order to testify about certain events when they were still children or even 
before they were born (see extracts 5 and 6). 

More concrete examples arise from the documentary participants’ 
video interviews during which they responded to the co-directors’ call for 
‘lived experience’ and indicate that they ‘know’ because they have lived it. 
Myrna for example, at a certain point during her account states that: 

Everything that has happened, I have it all engraved in my mind. 
It is just like a disc – you can screw up a disc or erase it, but what 
you have already recorded in your memory, you will never lose that. 
And when I start to remember, when I start to begin how it was 
before: as my mother did to my little brothers – when he cried my 
mother covered his little mouth with a cloth so that the army would 
not hear it. And all of that comes to my mind.820 

Another man, in turn, emotionally started his interview as follows: 

Why would I hide this? It is a history – it is a story; I will tell you: 
I have already suffered!821 

 
 
820 My translation of original citation: ‘Todo lo que ha pasado uno lo tiene grabado en su mente. Es 
igual que un disco. El disco se puede joder, se puede borrar pero uno lo que tiene ya grabado en su memoria, 
eso no se la va a quitar. Y cuando yo me pongo a recordar, empiezo a recordar como fue antes, como hacía 
mi mamá a mis hermanitos, cuando lloraba lo tapaba mi mamá su boquita con un trapo para que el 
ejército no escuchara . Y todo eso se viene a mi mente.’ In: Video Recordings, Interview with Myrna 
Ramírez (Pseudonym), Copal AA La Esperanza, 9 June, 2015. 
821 My translation of original citation: ‘Para que voy a seconder? Es una historia – es un cuento; yo lo 
voy a decir... ya sufrí!’ In: Video Recordings, Individual Interview COP.1, Copal AA La Esperanza, 2 
June, 2015. 
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Secondly, the rough cuts reveal the use of strategic authenticity cues by 
speaking with ‘the collective voice’ and implicitly or explicitly repeating 
shared narrative themes or recurring expression and by strategically 
drawing from the shared narrative template to indicate that their story is 
part of the community history. I have already partly exemplified the 
capacity of individual community members to speak with ‘the collective 
voice’ through my reconstruction of the community council. Again, more 
concrete examples arise from the rough cuts. One of the documentary 
participants for example concluded his account by echoing the central 
evaluative theme of ‘why we are going to continue fighting’ as a repetition 
on the council consensus that ‘this history has no ending’. He moreover 
confirmed the general framing of ‘the refuge’ as a rewarding experience 
that has learned them ‘how to fight’: 

We urgently have to organize ourselves again. (…) We are in 
another war, right. In a different way, but we are already in another 
war. (…) It is urgent (…) to mark our steps. To tell our children 
we resisted, that we fought and that we obtained something thanks 
to our organization. (…) it is necessary to explain to people why 
people revolt.822 

Another example is given by the leader of the community branch of the 
Association of Communities for Development and in Defense of Territory and 
Natural Resources (ACODET)823. During his interview, he repeats the idea 
of the foundation of Copal AA as a false resolution and sets the stage for 
the final sub-narrative about the arrival of megaprojects to the region and 
the returnees’ subsequent resistance against the Xalalá Dam. He moreover 
speaks with the collective voice by repeating the overall theme of ‘how the 
problem started’ in the form of the rising threat of the Xalalá Dam. Finally, 
he also indicated that his account is part of the story’s overall tragic-
romantic and semi-cyclic plot, by implicitly stating that ‘the problem’ as 
well as their struggle at this point resume ‘once again’:  

 
 
822 My translation of original citation: ‘Urge organizarnos nuevamente. (…) Estamos en otra Guerra, 
no. De otro modo, pero ya estamos en otra guerra. (…) Urge (…) marcar nuestros pasos. Decirle a los 
jóvenes que nosotros resistimos, que nosotros luchamos y que consequimos algo a través de nuestra 
organización. (…) urge explicarle al pueblo porque se levanta el pueblo.’ In: ‘Video Recordings, Couple 
Interview COP.14, Copal AA La Esperanza, 7 June, 2015. 
823 A grassroots coalition of 53 communities from the municipalities of Ixcán, Cobán an Uspantán 
resisting the construction of the Xalalá Dam (see chapter 3). 
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So, for 10 years we lived without any type of threat, without any 
type of conflict, without any type of risk until the year 2007, to be 
specifically, in 2007 the [government] once again resumed Xalalá 
hydroelectric project.824 

A third narrative strategy that revealed itself through the making of the 
rough cuts, is people’s strategic use of ‘foreshadowing’; a narrative 
technique ‘whereby some situation or event is hinted at in advance’.825 One 
of the documentary participants, for example, used a Bible citation from 
the prophet Amos to conclude his account on the First Collective and 
Organized Return as a form of foreshadowing already hinting at the 
returnees’ contemporary community resistance and the time of the 
megaprojects. This is equally an example of strategically speaking with the 
collective voice by confirming the Exodus template underlying the shared 
history: 

Amos 9-14: And I will bring my people Israel back from exile to 
their land. They will rebuild their ruined cities and live in them. 
They will plant vineyards and drink their wine; they will make 
gardens and eat their fruit. I will plant them on their land, and they 
shall never again be uprooted out of the land that I have given 
them.826 

A more advanced variation on foreshadowing is the use of ‘prefiguration’ 
whereby participants describe their own experience as a prefiguration of 
later events, for example to emphasize the eternal repetition of suffering or 
struggle throughout the shared narrative and subscribe to the overall 
tragic-romantic plot of the shared history. In chapter 6, we have already 

 
 
824 My translation of original citation: ‘Entonces vivimos 10 años sin ningún tipo de amenaza, sin 
ningún tipo de conflictos, sin ningún tipo de riesgo hasta que en el año 2007, para ser específicamente, en 
2007 se retoma nuevamente el proyecto hidroeléctrico Xalalá.’ In: Video Recordings, Collective Interview 
with the Association of Communities for Development and in Defense of Territory and Natural Resources 
(ACODET), Copal AA La Esperanza, 6 June, 2015. 
825 Gerard Prince cited in: Michael J. Higdon, ‘Something Judicious This Way Comes...The Use 
of Foreshadowing as a Persuasive Device in Judicial Narrative’, University of Richmond Law 
Review 44, no. 4 (2010 2009): 1215–16. 
826 My translation of original citation: ‘Amos 9-14: Entonces traeré a su tierra a mi pueblo Israel. 
Volveran a construer sus ciudades en ruinas y morarán de nuevo en ella. Plantarán sus viñas y podrán 
paladear su viño; cultivaran su huertos y podrán saborear sus frutos. Yo les plantaré en su tierra para que 
nunca más serán arrancados del suelo, que otra yo les dí.’ In: Video Recordings, Individual Interview 
COP.7, Copal AA La Esperanza, 4 June, 2015. 
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seen how Carlos, for example, represented the October Revolution as a 
‘proto-revolution’ that precedes organized resistance during the internal 
armed conflict, as well as community resistance today (see extract 4 and 
storyboard 2). This is generally how the group of elderly nominated 
documentary participants articulated their experiences as a sub-narrative 
preceding the time of the ‘internal armed conflict’. Prefiguration can also 
take place on a schematic narrative level, as individual accounts proved to 
be stamped out of the same ‘Liberation through Organization and Unity’ 
template underlying the overall shared history. 

A fourth and final individual narrative strategy that I will focus on, 
is the use of flashbacks and flash forwards through strategically included 
signposts in order to articulate once’s personal experiences as part of the 
shared narrative. In sum, notwithstanding the co-directors’ coordinating 
function and preparation of the interviews, documentary participants also 
had important agency in the making of the community history and 
succeeded in co-authoring the shared narrative by drawing from the 
emerging shared narrative template.  

3.2 The Returnees’ Capacity for ‘Selective Appropriation’ 

However, again I also want to emphasize the coordinating function of the 
shared schematic template (see above). As I have demonstrated, on the one 
hand the template facilitates community participation in the making of the 
shared history. On the other hand, the template also ensures that the 
integrating function of the shared narrative has its limits: not everything 
fits within the emerging narrative scheme or can be articulated as part of 
it.  

At the same time, however, I want to identify the integrative ‘limits’ 
of the shared template as another aspect of the returnees’ collective 
narrative capacity that is also related to the existence of a shared narrative 
template. A reconstruction of the making of the rough cuts equally 
demonstrates the returnees’ capacity to remove ‘noise’ from the shared 
narrative in order to make it more coherent and effective. I argue that this 
capacity for ‘selective appropriation’ is equally made possible by the 
existence of the shared schematic narrative template. Wertsch explains the 
functioning of schematic narrative templates as follows:  
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Information – especially information that contradicts these 
schemas – is routinely distorted, simplified, and ignored. Such 
tendencies are found when using specific narrative tools as well, but 
they are carried to an extreme in the case of narrative templates. 

For example, as I already indicated earlier, the colonization of Ixcán in the 
1960s and 70s and experiences of cooperative organization are no part of 
the narrative scheme underlying Copal AA’s shared history. The 
underlying reason for this, is because adding this episode and admitting 
that many of Copal AA’s founding families once possessed land as 
members of the Ixcan Grande Cooperative, would ‘mess up’ their narrative 
account of ‘an eternal search and struggle for (the promised) land’.  

I have moreover suggested that the template poses limitations to the 
inclusion of individual experiences of political radicalization and EGP-
oriented training and collective organization in the 1970s and early 1980s. 
While Hector himself at various points during the filmmaking project has 
tried to bring in the CPR in the shared history, during the feedback 
sessions a consensus was reached amongst the members of the community 
council to generally declare experiences of the CPR as ‘another history’.827 
At the same time, however, I have pointed at the public recognition of the 
story’s underlying evaluative theme ‘the struggle continues’ [la lucha sigue]. 
The making of the rough cuts has equally demonstrated that the 
recognition of ‘the struggle’ as shared experience, nevertheless provided an 
opening for individual participants to articulate experiences of political 
radicalization and EGP-oriented training and collective organization. As 
such, the shared narrative template has guided me as a facilitating 
historian. It helped me to qualify parts of the individual interviews as 
‘deviating’ experiences and filtered them out as ‘noise’ with the aim of 
making a more coherent and effective shared narrative.  

4. Narrative Flexibility 

A final aspect of the returnees’ CNC that I will discuss in this chapter, is 
what I call ‘narrative flexibility’; the capacity to retrospectively and 
strategically adapt or ‘remediate’ their shared history to changing 

 
 
827 ‘Field Recordings, Screening Rough Cuts, Copal AA La Esperanza’. 
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circumstances and different audiences. This includes the returnees’ 
capacity to switch between and play with various aspects of their return 
identity. I argue that narrative flexibility is only possible on a collective 
level because of the existence of a shared narrative template that is 
recognized by the entire group and exists through repetition and rehearsal.  

The returnees’ capacity for narrative flexibility becomes tangible 
every time the returnees’ interact with and navigate through the regional 
post-conflict landscape. To position themselves amongst their Q’eqchi’ 
neighbors, the returnees perform a delicate balancing act between 
mobilizing a regionally shared indigenous identity on the one hand, while 
articulating their otherness to assert a vanguard position on the other. On 
the one hand, the Copaleros seize every opportunity to stage their solidarity 
and sense of a shared struggle with fellow communities in defense of 
territory. On the other hand, they also try to publicly convey what it means 
to be a returnee by showcasing their ‘fighting spirit’ and distinguished 
‘returnee skills’ in organized action and negotiation, by (implicitly) 
mobilizing copal AA’s ‘different history’.  

4.1 The Roadblock movies: A Regional Balancing Act 

 
During phase 1 of the filmmaking process, IBNA teacher and co-director 
Santiago Jiménez, gave me a collection of five smartphone videos from a 
roadblock in 2014 during the violent eviction of the communities 9 de 
Febrero and Monte Olivo. 828  Monte Olivo was leading the peaceful 
resistance against the Santa Rita hydroelectric dam on the Dolores River, 
which is located in the same municipal area as Copal AA La Esperanza 
(see chapter 3). On the last day of the eviction, the returnees decided to 
block the regional entranceway at the market village Cubilhuitz to prevent 
the free passage of police forces. Several other local communities joined 
the Copaleros in their collective action. 

On the first movie (see mov.1), we see Copal AA leader Pedro 
Domingo negotiating with a police officer, asking him: ‘What would the 
international community think of this?’ Another community leader, 

 
 
828 I already exemplified Copal AA’s skilled engagement with audio-visual and web-based activism 
in chapter 4. 
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Mateo Choc829, reminds the officer that the indigenous communities have 
the 1996 Peace Agreements on their side but then wonders: ‘What peace 
is there now?’ Pedro continues, criticizing the repressive character of the 
National Civil Police (PNC). He calls for the immediate withdrawal of all 
police forces and wants to know the exact location of remaining units. He 
also demands the liberation of those who were arrested for opposing the 
eviction of Monte Olivo and wants to know: ‘What is their crime?’ 
Through a wide travelling shot, we can see how Pedro is backed by dozens 
of people blocking the road behind him; visualizing collective organization 
and unity as the region’s answer to state violence. Adding to this power 
play, Pedro confidently addresses the officer: ‘We need you to collaborate 
with us’. The leader of the returnees handles the kind of authoritative 
speech one would rather expect from the police officer instead of the other 
way around. 
  

 
 
829 Pseudonym. Mateo also became co-director and a prominent character in the film project. 



  VII THE STORY OF THE STORY – PART II  

 
 

360 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/embed/TMVto5QOALM?autoplay=1 
Mov. 1 Roadblock smartphone video edit. Fragments edited by the author from 

original video. 
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Mov. 3 Roadblock smartphone video. Unedited, with subtitled. 

https://www.youtube.com/embed/195z32fqMOI?autoplay=1 

Mov. 2 Roadblock smartphone video, unedited with subtitles. subtitles.  

See: https://www.youtube.com/

embed/MhfItd3umWE?autoplay=1 

https://www.youtube.com/embed/MhfItd3umWE?autoplay=1  

Mov. 3 Roadblock smartphone video, unedited without subtitles. ,subtitles.  
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The same power dynamics are captured on a second roadblock movie (cfr. 
Mov.2) that Santiago published on Facebook in the days after the eviction, 
adding: ‘HERE IS THE POWER OF THE LAND OF COPAL AA’. 
Still negotiating with the officer, we see Pedro affirming the peaceful 
nature of the protest while presenting his barra in front of him; a wooden 
stick visibly performing his indigenous authority as a representative of the 
II level COCODE, the highest indigenous authority of the Nimlajacoc 
micro region. While siren sounds rise in the background, the camera 
zooms in on a helicopter circling around the area. Finally, on a third video 
(cfr. Mov.3) we see how people eventually dissolve their peaceful roadblock 
and allow hundreds of police forces to leave the area. The passing units are 
catcalled by the campesinos who, led by the returnees, have just pronounced 
their demands and demarcated their territory.  

From the videos we learn that there is a certain level of regional 
organization transcending local community resistance and linking 
different extractive zones. We also learn that the returnees assume a 
leading position in the regional defense of territory. Due to selective 
assassinations and kidnappings of community leaders, the internal armed 
conflict left a leadership vacuum in many indigenous regions. In the 
Nimlajacoc micro region, the returnees seem to be partly filling this 
vacuum and often play a central role when it comes to regional 
mobilization (see chapter 3).  

The production and mobilization of the roadblock videos reveals 
how the returnees perform themselves in the post-conflict regional 
landscape and seek to bolster their regional authority as ‘a community of 
struggle’ and leaders in the defense of territory. To do so, they perform a 
delicate balancing act between mobilizing a regionally shared indigenous 
identity on the one hand, while articulating their otherness to assert a 
vanguard position on the other. The roadblock movies first of all exemplify 
how the Copaleros stage their solidarity and sense of a shared struggle with 
fellow communities in defense of territory. Secondly, the images also 
implicitly convey Copal AA’s ‘different history’ and what it means to be a 
returnee by showcasing their ‘fighting spirit’ and distinguished ‘returnee 
skills’ in organized action and negotiation. By visualizing collective 
organization and unity, the roadblock videos echo the schematic narrative 
template of ‘Liberation through Organization and Unity’ and the central 
theme of ‘the struggle continues’ that underly Copal AA’s shared history 
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(see before). The videos moreover represent Pedro and Mateo as the 
embodiment of the return movement’s slogan ‘return is struggle, not 
resignation’; the backbone of Copal AA’s updated returnee identity in 
times of socio-environmental conflict.  

Copal AA teacher Santiago Jímenez produced three of the roadblock 
videos himself and archived the other two from a fellow community 
member. This way of producing and managing visual materials can be seen 
as an example of what Astrid Erll calls ‘instant history-writing’; the 
returnees were already trying to tell the story of the roadblock as part of 
their community history while the roadblock itself was still ongoing.830 
These videos are but one example of the returnees’ ‘determination to 
record every available representation’ of their past and present struggle ‘for 
future memory’. 831  The video protagonists seem well aware of their 
character both during the event itself as well as during the storified event 
and perform themselves as returnees and as regional indigenous authorities at 
the same time. As such, the roadblock videos convey what it means to be 
a returnee in the contemporary defense of indigenous territory Alta 
Verapaz. Their production and mobilization give us insight into how the 
returnees perform themselves in the post-conflict regional landscape and 
mobilize their shared history to bolster their regional authority as a 
vanguard community in the defense of territory. 

4.2 Repetition & Rehearsal: ‘The Power of the Land of Copal AA’ 

As a form of ‘instant history-writing’, the roadblock videos have had a 
‘mediatory function’; ‘preparing the ground for (subsequent) history 
writing’ and mediating future returnee experiences.832 Santiago gave me 
the roadblock videos during the first phase of the filmmaking process in 
2015 from the idea that I could use them as part of ‘the documentary’.833 
In that sense, these videos can equally be considered as ‘coordinating texts’ 
(see above). While these videos were produced in the context of the 2014 
roadblock, they thus gained new significance as the story of the roadblock 
was re-articulated – or ‘repeated’ if you will – as part of Copal AA’s shared 

 
 
830 Astrid Erll and Ann Rigney, Mediation, Remediation, and the Dynamics of Cultural Memory 
(Berlin, Boston: De Gruyter, 2009), 116, https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110217384. 
831 Erll and Rigney, 116. 
832 Erll and Rigney, Mediation, Remediation, and the Dynamics of Cultural Memory. 
833 A selection of these video eventually made it as part of ‘Los Retornados’. 
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history. Yet, the participatory filmmaking process has not been the only 
context in which the roadblock movies have been mobilized and re-used. 

In the immediate aftermath of the 2014 roadblock, Copal AA 
teacher Santiago made sure that the alternative community media platform 
Prensa Comunitaria (see chapter 4) re-posted his roadblock video on 
Facebook and turned it into a press report titled: ‘Solidarity was felt in 
Copal AA’, a variation on the central theme of ‘organization and unity’ as 
underlying the returnees’ shared history. Four years after the 2014 eviction, 
the regional fight for land and water reached a new low with the 
extrajudicial killings of three members of the Peasant Committee of the 
Highlands (CCDA). 834  At that time in August 2018, Santiago 
commemorated the Monte Olivo eviction with a blogpost on Prensa 
Comunitaria containing various screenshots from the 2014 roadblock 
videos. His blogpost was titled: ‘So That The Past Does Not Repeat Itself’ 
(see below). The blogpost further exemplifies the 2014 roadblock movies 
as ‘instant history-writing’ and their mediatory function for future 
experiences. The story of the roadblock here is rearticulated in a new 
context of intensified land conflict and suddenly also contains references 
to the internal armed conflict:  

It is a Sunday for self-reflection out of marginalization and 
discrimination, for self-reflection towards a new invasion; the kind 
that comes with a false “development” discourse but installs itself 
with bullets and lies. (…) Thousands of boots stained our territory, 
they took 22 people, killed others. Dozens of families fled to the 
mountains looking for their protection once again, (…) the State 
(…) once again forcibly displaced the people, in the same way as in 
the year 82, just like when the Genocide happened.   

Similar to the 2014 roadblock movies, the Santiago’s 2018 blogpost 
exemplifies the returnees’ balancing act between regional assimilation on 
the one hand and the articulation of a distinct return identity on the other. 
The returnees find themselves in the micro-region with most destroyed 
rural communities of the municipality at the time of the internal armed 
conflict. It is interesting how Santiago positions the returnees in this 
regional post-conflict landscape by connecting past and present. He 

 
 
834  Prensa Comunitaria, ‘Prensa Comunitaria. Investigación - Comunicación Comunitaria’, 
(2015), http://www.prensacomunitaria.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/10/PrensaComunitaria20151.pdf. 
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mobilizes a shared indigenous identity that not only relates to the 
contemporary defense of territory but also involves the articulation of past 
experiences of forced displacement. 

Santiago strategically articulates common experiences of genocide 
that other regional indigenous communities can also relate to. In this 
context, he specifically focuses on experiences of forced displacement, as 
he is writing for a micro-regional audience that has been living in ‘a state 
of permanent displacement’ (see chapter 3). Note the recurring use of ‘once 
again’ and ‘just like’, suggesting that the past is repeating itself. Santiago 
also added a selection of screenshots (see fig. 11 and 12) from the 2014 
roadblock movies to his 2018 blogpost, visualizing Pedro with his barra, 
symbol of regional indigenous authority, and a zoom-in on a helicopter 
circling around during the roadblock – a clear reference to the internal 
armed conflict. By intentionally adding these pictures, Santiago’s blogpost 
gains a very specific meaning and recalls memories from the time of the 
internal armed conflict and the military’s scorched earth campaign.  
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Fig. 11 A screenshot from the roadblock movies depicts Pedro with his barra, 

symbol of regional indigenous authority. Source: Santiago Jiménez, Prensa 

Comunitaria.  

 

Fig. 12 A screenshot from the roadblock movies zooms in on a helicopter, 

recalling the time of the internal armed conflict. Source: Santiago Jiménez, 

Prensa Comunitaria. 
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However, in his blogpost Santiago does not only articulate shared 
experiences of past and possible future displacement; he also articulates the 
returnees’ otherness and vanguard position. Copal AA also takes the lead 
in regional expressions of organized struggle against megaprojects. Apart 
from expressing solidarity and a sense of shared struggle with Monte 
Olivo, Santiago equally reminds his readers of the ‘power of Copal AA’ in 
the regional defense of territory. The second part of his blogpost contains 
clear references to the returnees’ shared history and repeats the shared 
schematic narrative template ‘liberation through organization and unity’. 
The blogpost moreover concludes with a few central themes underlying 
the returnees’ shared history - unity, collectivism and ‘the struggle’ in the 
form of a ‘combatant spirit’:  

Memories of the horror came back to our minds, inserting 
themselves for a second until the mountains started trembling with 
the cry for help waking up our senses and making our blood boil. 
(…) Aggression towards one is aggression towards us all. (…) The 
voices from Monte Olivo (…) were echoed (…) we left with 300 
people from Copal “aa” La Esperanza. (…) They though that fear 
would demobilize us but fear never came, women and men with a 
combatant spirit occupied the street and we said “enough”. We did 
not move a single millimeter nor did we give them free passage, 
one of the officers could not control the trembling of his arm when 
he was talking to us. We were few, yes, but with the collective 
strength to defend life. (…) We reached our goal to tell the world 
that Monte Olivo is not alone.
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CONCLUSION 

Freedom, ‘I’dom, ‘Me’dom  

Where is your ‘We’dom?  

This world needs a brand new ‘Re’dom  

(...) Borders – what’s up with that?  

M.I.A.  

 

This book grappled with the interplay between Guatemala’s violent past 
and violent present. In doing so, the present study focused on the politics 
of history after the internal armed conflict, exploring this phenomenon in 
a contemporary context of socio-environmental conflict and the defense of 
indigenous territories. We have therefore travelled to the remote jungle of 
Alta Verapaz where the former refugees of Copal AA La Esperanza are 
defending their territory against the possible construction of the Xalalá 
hydroelectric Dam. The main concern of this dissertation has been the 
collective production and mobilization of historical narratives in this 
particular ‘return community’. More specifically, this study offered a 
performative ethnography of collective narrative capacity (CNC) by means 
of participatory filmmaking. I have put forward the CNC concept as my 
original contribution to historiography and post-conflict studies. At the 
same time, the dissertation also exposed a broader search for innovative 
participatory, visual and performative methods to empirically study 
collective narrative production and mobilization in (post-)conflict settings. 
Finally, as a form of participatory action research, this investigation has 
also explored the synergies between research ethics and epistemics and 
tried to move beyond a research-activism binary.   
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‘All Things Pass, Except the Past’835 

Before empirically exploring the collective production and mobilization of 
historical narratives in Copal AA La Esperanza, chapter 2 and 3 set out 
the historical and relational context in and from which these narratives are 
being articulated. At the same time, this is also the research context from 
which my participatory, filmmaking-based methodology has gradually 
emerged. Chapter two took off by highlighting the historical connections 
between indigenous people, land and conflict in Guatemala from a 
national perspective. Between 1960 and 1996, Guatemala was torn apart 
by one of the longest and deadliest armed confrontations on the Latin 
American continent during the 20th century. The conflict saw the violent 
state repression of indigenous people, Catholics, leftist organizations and 
guerrilla groups who had been involved in social protest and, in some cases, 
armed resistance against the military governments and national plantation 
economy.  

In 1999, the UN-sponsored Commission for Historical Clarification 
(CEH) named unequal land distribution, structural injustice, political 
exclusion and racism as the underlying causes of the conflict. Historical 
patterns of state repression and expropriation are contenting to the present 
day. While successive post-conflict Guatemalan governments never fully 
adopted a so-called ‘transitional justice’ policy, unofficial truth and justice 
initiatives lead by civil society have played a key role in challenging 
traditional power structures, building a culture of citizenship and sparking 
processes of social and political change. During the peace process and in 
its immediate aftermath, expressions of collective action were mainly 
directed at the negotiation and implementation of the 1996 accords. Since 
2003, I have argued, expressions of collective action have shifted from 
focusing on the peace process and transitional justice issues to what has 
generally become known as the ‘defense of territory’ [la defensa del 
territorio].  
 
To further explore the interplay between Guatemala’s violent past and 
present, chapter 3 has subsequently taken us to the isolated jungle of Alta 
Verapaz. There, in the midst of indigenous Q’eqchi’ territory and after 
previous experiences of violence and forced displacement, ‘the returnees’ 

 
 
835 Luc Huyse, All Things Pass, Except the Past (AWEPA, 2009). 
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[los retornados] from Copal AA La Esperanza are taking the lead in a 
regional opposition movement against the possible construction of the 
Xalalá Hydroelectric Dam. Alta Verapaz has recently become one of the 
centers of land conflict in the face of natural resource extraction in 
Guatemalan indigenous territories. However, it is not the first time that 
these green hills have become the scenery of land grabbing and rural 
resistance. Alta Verapaz is one of the departments that suffered most from 
the massacres during Guatemala’s internal armed conflict (1960-1996). 
Hence, most regional Q’eqchi’ communities are composed of victim-
survivors with a history of internal displacement. The root causes of the 
internal armed conflict, especially unequal land distribution, are 
particularly entrenched in this rural department. However, chapter 3 
exposed how the isolated Q’eqchi’ communities did not go through the 
same historical process of rural organization, religious consciousness-
raising and political radicalization as the returnees from Copal AA La 
Esperanza. 

The historical and political trajectories of the Copaleros indeed 
diverge in many ways from their Q’eqchi’ neighbors. Most Copaleros were 
not born in this region but originate from Mam and Q’anjobal 
communities in the Western Highlands. At the height of the internal 
armed conflict, they or their parents fled to Mexico and lived in UN 
refugee camps for more than 10 years. During the peace negotiations in 
1993, they collectively returned and founded a new, multi-ethnic ‘return 
community’ in the micro-region of Nimlajacoc. In chapter 3, I concluded 
that the returnees’ historical and political trajectories as a community differ 
from the Q’eqchi’ on at least four different levels:  

1. Seasonal migration to the South Coast and exposure to different 
socioeconomic, cultural and organizational realities; 

2. The colonization of Ixcán in the 1960s and 70s and experiences 
of cooperative and religious organization and consciousness-
raising; 

3. Political radicalization and EGP-oriented training and collective 
organization in the 1970s and early 1980s; 

4. Life in exile and active participation in the First Organized and 
Collective Return in 1993, resulting in exposure to a 
transnational and multi-cultural political ‘free space’ in which 
civilian, indigenous and religious opposition began to reorganize 
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and in which new shared practices and collective identities 
emerged.  

At the same time, I have also highlighted internal community diversity on 
different levels. First of all, Copal AA’s founding families can be roughly 
divided into three different groups based on their ethnicity, region of 
origin and trajectory of migration. The largest group of founding families 
(group 1) originate from various rural communities in the Western 
Highlands, mostly from the department of Huehuetenango. Most speak 
Mam as their mother tongue, but there are also Q’anjobal speakers. This 
group of founding families resettled in the Ixcán region in the 1960s and 
70s. At the beginning of the military counterinsurgency offensive in the 
early 1980s, they fled to Mexican refugee camps across the Ixcán border. 
A smaller group of founding families (group 2) originate from the same 
rural areas in the Western Highlands as group 1. Hence, they also speak 
either Mam or Q’anjobal as their mother tongue. However, these families 
only left their region of origin in the early 1980s, when they fled north into 
Mexican refugee camps across the Huehuetenango border. Group 1 and 2 
are interconnected through family relationships and places of origin. 
Finally, the smallest group of founding families (group 3) originate from 
rural communities in Alta Verapaz or El Quiché. They speak Q’eqchi’ as 
their mother tongue. They colonized Ixcán in the 1960s and 70s and fled 
into Mexican refugee camps across the Ixcán border in the early 1980s. 
Group 1 and 3 thus share the experience of migrating to Ixcán before going 
into exile. 

Secondly, while most founding families went through similar 
trajectories of political radicalization and EGP-oriented training and 
collective organization, I have equally revealed that a significant group of 
Copal AA’s founding members during the 1980s took it one step further 
and joined the Communities of Population in Resistance (CPR) in Ixcán 
before fleeing to Mexico later on. Moreover, various Copaleros – both male 
and female – were permanent EGP-combatants, although most of them 
also went into exile at some point. A few founding members, however, 
stayed with the EGP or the CPR during the entire conflict, and only 
joined the Guatemalan refugees during the return process from 1993 
onwards. Especially those founding members with an EGP-background 
and training assumed leading roles in the 1996 foundation and subsequent 
organization of Copal AA La Esperanza. 
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Thirdly, apart from the three ‘foundational’ groups mentioned 
earlier, Copal AA today comprises two other important groups, composed 
according to their time and place of birth: the dual nationals born in 
Mexican refugee camps and those who were born in Copal AA after its 
foundation. At the same time, however, both of these generational groups 
relate to one of the three foundational groups through their families. 

Participatory Filmmaking as a Route to Knowledge & Action 

In Copal AA, histories of exile and return did not only ‘take place’ but have 
been mobilized continuously to ‘make place’, to claim and defend lands 
and territory. The returnees unexpectedly recruited me, a Belgian 
historian, to ‘make’ the history of their community by producing a 
documentary about Copal AA’s past and present struggle. To tackle this 
seeming tension between research and activism, I developed a 
participatory, filmmaking-based methodology, combining insights from 
participatory action research (PAR), visual ethnography, indigenous 
media activism, and Johannes Fabian’s notion of ‘performative 
ethnography’. Starting off as a side-project and a way of ‘giving-back’, 
filmmaking became a community-based investigative tool; a way of 
exploring the returnees’ capacity to collectively produce and mobilize 
historical narratives.  

In chapter 1, I explained how the aim of my initial fieldwork was to 
explore how indigenous survivors in Alta Verapaz deal with the country’s 
violent past in relation to (inter)national transitional justice (TJ) discourses 
and practices. Growing doubts about the societal relevance and possible 
impact – both positive and negative – of the kind of ethnographic 
fieldwork I was doing, eventually brought me to Copal AA La Esperanza. 
At the end of my first long-term field stay in 2015, I decided to broaden 
my empirical investigation of the ‘present past’ in ‘post-conflict’ 
Guatemala beyond a traditional transitional justice framework and explore 
the politics of history in an context of contemporary socio- environmental 
conflict. I will reconnect with the field of transitional justice at the end of 
this conclusion. 

By 2017, the unlikely story of the Copaleros had captivated or 
‘seduced’ me to such an extent that I radically changed course and chose 
to, from then on, solely focus on the Copal AA case. I decided to let my 
growing fascination with the returnees’ particular capacity to tell and retell 
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one shared story guide me towards my main research subject. The 
returnees’ ongoing history project as well as their community resistance 
ended up redefining my entire research design. I therefore situate my 
approach within the field of participatory action research (PAR), where 
sustainable and meaningful research practice and design emerge from 
within concrete community realities and challenges. Three central research 
questions emerged from this specific research setting: 1) how to ‘make’ a 
community history of Copal AA La Esperanza in times of contemporary 
socio-environmental conflict? 2) What exactly defines a community’s 
capacity to produce and mobilize shared narratives – historical narratives to 
be more specific? And 3) what are possible ways to empirically study this 
phenomenon of collective narrative production and mobilization? 

This book exposed a broad experimental search for participatory, visual 
and performative methods to empirically study collective narrative 
production and mobilization in (post-)conflict settings. With my research, 
I have been able to tap into an ongoing community process, unexpectedly 
turning my research into a participatory filmmaking project. In chapter 4, 
I have shown how filmmaking rooted in local media activism and into a 
broader history of anticolonial struggle in Latin America. Next, I analyzed 
how participatory practices emerged from the returnees’ political and 
historical trajectories. From being a side-project and a matter of research 
ethics, participatory filmmaking turned into an investigative tool to explore 
the collective production and mobilization of historical narratives through 
a lens of collective narrative capacity (CNC) (see below). Combining 
insights from participatory action research and Johannes Fabian’s notion 
of ‘performance’, I have tried to fuse ethical and epistemological arguments 
for ‘knowing-with’ rather than ‘knowing-about’.  

Through my analysis, I hope to have shown both the epistemological 
and ethical benefits of a dialogue across the borders of disciplines and 
methodologies as much as between academic and community practices and 
concepts. I have defined my participatory approach through its 
engagement with the returnees’ historical and political trajectories, and 
through the co-creation of ‘shared knowledge’ at the intersection of 
community and research interests. In relation to that, filmmaking 
developed as a grounded, narrative approach connecting media activism 
with performative ethnography. To ensure the project’s action compound, 
participatory ethnographic filmmaking eventually moved towards the 
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collaborative and professional production of ‘Los Retornados’; a short 
documentary by the Belgian filmmaker Pieter De Vos and myself in 
collaboration with the community of Copal AA La Esperanza. As the 
meaning of participation changed at this point during the process, 
professional filmmaking proved to be less interesting from a 
methodological perspective (at least in this particular case). This only 
highlights the potential of participatory filmmaking as a performative tool 
to explore collective narrative production and mobilization. 

A lot has been written already about collective historical narratives. 
Only few scholars, however, have tried to explore how their production 
and negotiation between members of a community or a social group 
actually occurs. To do so, I have argued, we need to go beyond regular 
ethnographic data collection techniques and focus on the narrative (co-
)production and mobilization process. Moreover, as researchers are often 
part of this process, we need methodologies that do not assume ‘distance’ 
between the researcher and the communities or groups we do research 
with. I therefore argue that the empirical study of narrative production and 
mobilization requires a process- and performance-oriented approach. 

I conclude that visual and participatory methods are highly suitable 
to explore process, performance and the kind of shared knowledge that is 
being co-produced as such. As a precondition for the co-production of 
shared knowledge, I emphasize that participatory methods should be 
grounded in community realities and practices. Moreover, I have shown 
that participation should not be limited to communities participating in 
research projects; researchers can equally participate in community projects 
without this obstructing ‘scientific’ research. Participatory, visual and 
performative methods challenge us to reimagine community-based 
research in terms of social justice and to reconsider the role of academics 
in (post-)conflict settings. 

At the same time, however, I have equally reflected on the challenges and 
limitations of my approach. First of all, participatory and ethnographic 
filmmaking at a certain point showed its limits as a way of doing action 
research. During phase 3 of the process, due to my limited filmmaking 
skills, the returnees and I agreed that the ‘rough cuts’ were slightly boring 
to watch and that the project needed less interviews and more ‘cinema’. As 
a Belgian historian, I felt capable and well-placed to contribute to the 
making of Copal AA’s shared history. However, by the end of my second 
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fieldwork period in 2016, I realized that making an appealing documentary 
for an international audience was beyond my skills and expertise. The 
community and I therefore decided to involve a professional filmmaker. 
While the meaning of ‘participation’ changed during this phase of the 
project, however, the subsequent professional production of ‘Los 
Retornados’ did originate from the rough cuts, and is still part of the same 
participatory research trajectory that had started in 2015 when Héctor 
Fernandez reminded the returnees why history was ‘useful’ to them.  

Secondly, I have concluded that, despite my active interference in 
this area, participatory filmmaking with the returnees largely reproduced 
the existing male-dominance in community institutions and structures. 
My approach might also have amplified the discourse and status of a sub-
group of community founders and leaders with an EGP-background. At 
the same time, however, and considering the pragmatics of the returnees’ 
community resistance, I generally relate the (mandated) leadership of 
EGP-oriented founding members to the returnees’ remarkable capacity for 
coordinated and collective action, rather than to dysfunctional community 
consensus.  

Thirdly, at several points in part II of the dissertation, I have relied 
on the ‘do no harm’ principle as an ethnographer doing research with 
people in a sensitive post-conflict setting, but also in a contemporary 
context of intensifying socio-environmental conflict and the 
criminalization of social protest. I have nevertheless found it very difficult 
to decide what kind of information that (intentionally or unintentionally) 
came to the surface through participatory filmmaking I could disclose as 
part of my analysis, and what not. This research project has an outspoken 
action-compound and I hope that, in some way, my research will positively 
impact the returnees’ CNC. The paradox of exploring CNC in a context 
of community resistance, however, is that exposing certain dynamics or 
information might undermine the community’s CNC and thus do harm. 
I have done everything to avoid just that, even if this meant to ‘leave some 
stones unturned’.836 

 
 
836 Liisa H. Malkki, Purity and Exile: Violence, Memory, and National Cosmology Among Hutu 
Refugees in Tanzania (University of Chicago Press, 1995), 51. 
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Studying Collective Narrative Capacity (CNC) 

Apart from developing an innovative qualitative research method, I have 
put forward the concept of collective narrative capacity (CNC) as my 
original contribution to historiography and post-conflict studies. The 
CNC concept emerged rather intuitively from the specific research context 
and the practice of participatory filmmaking. I have come to describe CNC 
as the capacity of a social group or community to deploy a number of 
strategies and techniques in the collective production and mobilization of 
a shared narrative. But what exactly defines a community’s capacity to 
produce and mobilize shared narratives – historical narratives to be more 
specific? What are possible narrative strategies and techniques to do so?   

A performative ethnography of participatory filmmaking allowed me 
to explore the community storytelling dynamics of 
coordination/participation, sharing/distributing and repetition/rehearsal as 
three intertwined axes shaping the emerging CNC concept. Each of these 
dynamics proved to be rooted not only in the pragmatics of the returnees’ 
everyday community resistance, but also in their particular historical and 
political trajectories. Along the lines of these three storytelling dynamics, 
participatory filmmaking revealed six major aspects further defining the 
returnees’ CNC. There are undoubtedly other dynamics that can define a 
community’s narrative capacity, but these are the ones that most clearly 
came out of the research context in Copal AA. I suggest the further 
empirical exploration of the CNC concept with other social groups and 
grassroots communities as an interesting route for further research. 

First of all, resulting from the particular historical and political trajectories 
of its founding members, community governance and organization are 
defined by a fusion of indigenous consensus governance, cooperativism, 
participatory democracy and central leadership by the Community 
Development Council (COCODE) in service of the community. These 
grassroots practices came to define the meaning of participation during the 
filmmaking project as a coordinated act of consensus. Participatory 
filmmaking thus revealed the returnees’ capacity for coordinated and 
collective action as a first central aspect of their CNC.  

Secondly, from the very start of the filmmaking project, the returnees 
adopted a coordinated yet participatory approach and showed their capacity 
to effectively distribute narrative labor on a community scale among 
different participants, including myself as ‘the historian’. Despite internal 
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community diversity, the returnees are capable of collectively telling and 
retelling their community history, even though not all community 
members are capable of telling the entire story from their own lived 
experience. Thirdly, the returnees’ historical and political trajectories of 
international accompaniment in the Mexican refugee camps did not only 
affect their capacity for coordinated and collective action. Unlike conflict 
experiences of internal displacement in other regional communities, life in 
exile and the First Organized and Collective Return were particularly well-
documented. I thus consider the returnees’ capacity to mobilize an 
exceptional audio-visual community archive as another important aspect 
of their CNC. 

Throughout this dissertation, I have moreover analyzed the 
returnees’ capacity to speak with ‘a collective voice’ by drawing from a 
shared repertoire of historical accounts, standardized formulations and 
narrative techniques. More specifically, I identified the existence of a 
shared narrative template through a coordinated act of consensus as a 
concrete narrative tool and a fourth crucial aspect of the returnees’ CNC. 
The narrative template underlying Copal AA’s shared history is grounded 
in the returnees’ particular historical and political trajectories in the sense 
that it is characteristic for refugee narratives as analyzed by Jan Blommaert. 
It moreover implicitly testifies of the returnees’ particular historical 
engagement with liberation theology by echoing the biblical Exodus story. 
I have titled the shared template ‘Liberation through Organization and 
Unity’ and concluded that it is characterized by a tragic-romantic and 
semi-cyclical plot blending ‘typically’ Western and indigenous narrative 
elements. The template does not only denounce the possible construction 
of the Xalalá Dam as a form of historical injustice but also celebrates the 
returnees’ community resistance as a continuation of their historical 
‘struggle’.  

Being the result of a coordinated act of consensus, the shared 
narrative template underlying Copal AA’s community history, exists as 
part of an ongoing process of repetition and rehearsal. In the course of the 
filmmaking process, this scheme moreover revealed itself along the lines 
of the other two community storytelling dynamics of sharing-distributing 
and coordinating-participating. The existence of a shared narrative template 
is what makes Copal AA’s history ‘shared’ while at the same time 
facilitating the distribution of narrative labor on a community scale. The 
template moreover had a coordinating function towards individual 
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documentary participants as well as towards me as the ‘facilitating 
historian’, while at the same time facilitating community participation. For 
example, I have shown how the existence of a shared narrative template 
allows individual community members to recount their own lived 
experience as returnees by using strategic authenticity cues, speaking with 
the collective voice, or through the strategic use of foreshadowing, 
flashbacks and flashforwards. Then again, the template also ensures that 
the integrating function of Copal AA’s community history has its limits. 
A reconstruction of participatory filmmaking, however, equally revealed 
the existence of the shared template as a precondition for the returnees’ 
capacity for selective appropriation in order to make their story more 
coherent and effective. 

The returnees are thus capable of collectively, coherently and 
convincingly telling and retelling their shared history, both within the 
community itself and towards outsiders. A fifth aspect of the returnees’ 
CNC is therefore what I have called ‘narrative flexibility’; the capacity to 
retrospectively and strategically adapt or ‘remediate’ their shared history to 
changing circumstances and different audiences. For example, I have 
exemplified how the existence of the shared narrative template allows the 
returnees to assume a leading position in the regional defense of territory. 
To position themselves amongst their Q’eqchi’ neighbors, the returnees 
perform a delicate balancing act between mobilizing a regionally shared 
indigenous identity on the one hand, while articulating their otherness to 
assert a vanguard position on the other.  

To conclude, and as the result of all the previous points, I have 
testified and reflected about how I personally experienced the returnees’ 
remarkable capacity to mobilize ‘authoritative outsiders’ in the telling and 
retelling of their community history. As the result of their CNC, they 
succeeded in mobilizing my skills, legitimacy, visibility, network and 
resources as a Belgian historian, which, in turn, might further increase 
their CNC in the near future.  

Not the End 

As we have seen in chapter 5, a good story has a coda that brings back the 
listener to the point of departure. To wrap up this dissertation, I therefore 
want to go back to the end of my first long-term field stay in 2015 when I 
decided to ‘broaden’ my empirical investigation of the present past in ‘post-
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conflict’ Guatemala ‘beyond a traditional transitional justice framework’. 
Chapter 2 offered a very classic overview of the most important TJ 
measures that a variety of state and non-state actors have, or have not, 
taken to come to terms with the legacies of mass human rights violations 
in Guatemala. ‘Transitional justice’ is generally defined as a wide range of 
strategies to help countries overcome the legacies of mass violence and deal 
with post-conflict dilemmas. As we have seen, TJ consists of both judicial 
and non-judicial mechanisms and processes and its key components are 
usually considered to be criminal prosecutions, truth seeking and 
memorialization efforts, reparations and institutional and judicial reform. 

My initial research set to engage with a few critiques of the 
international paradigm of transitional justice that, at one point, I thought 
were ‘beyond’ the scope of this dissertation but now seem relevant after all 
in the form of some afterthoughts. The paradigm of transitional justice has 
first of all been criticized for its one-size-fits-all model being 
predominantly legalistic, abstract and top-down.837 Simon Robins even 
speaks of TJ as ‘an elite discourse’, while Magdalena Zolkos highlights ‘the 
dominance of particular epistemic and theoretical approaches to 
transitional justice (Western, liberal, and human rights oriented)’.838 Other 
critical scholars have argued for the inclusion of social, cultural and 
economic rights next to transitional justice’s originally narrow focus on 
civil and political rights.839  

Approaches to transitional justice moreover tend to concentrate on 
concrete atrocities and highlight the immediate effects and ‘excesses’ of 
violence rather than its roots in the past and continuity into the present 

 
 
837 See: Kieran McEvoy and Lorna McGregor, Transitional Justice from Below: Grassroots Activism 
and the Struggle for Change (Oxford ; Portland, Or: Hart Publishing, 2008); Diane F. Orentlicher, 
‘“Settling Accounts” Revisited: Reconciling Global Norms with Local Agency’, International 
Journal of Transitional Justice 1, no. 1 (3 January 2007): 10–22; Kimberly Theidon, ‘Justice in 
Transition: The Micropolitics of Reconciliation in Postwar Peru’, The Journal of Conflict Resolution 
50, no. 3 (2006): 433–57. 
838 Simon Robins, ‘Transitional Justice as an Elite Discourse’, Critical Asian Studies 44, no. 1 (1 
March 2012): 3–30; Magdalena Zolkos, ‘Book Review: Theorizing Transitional Justice | 
HISTORICAL JUSTICE AND MEMORY NETWORK’, 2015, 
http://historicaldialogues.org/2016/02/11/book-review-theorizing-transitional-justice/. 
839  Natalia Szablewska and Sascha-Dominik Bachmann, Current Issues in Transitional Justice: 
Towards a More Holistic Approach (Springer, 2014); Evelyne Schmid, Taking Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights Seriously in International Criminal Law (Cambridge, United Kingdom: Cambridge 
University Press, 2015); Dustin N. Sharp, Justice and Economic Violence in Transition (New York: 
Springer, 2014). 
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day.840 Eva Willems, for example, argues that the international paradigm 
of transitional justice is underpinned by a linear temporality ‘in which the 
transitional moment aims to contain the violence of the past by turning it 
into history’.841 Berber Bevernage, in turn, has warned for ‘the perils of 
retrospective politics’ at the expense of struggles for present and future 
justice. By treating violence as ‘anachronistic’ or as belonging to the past, 
transitional justice risks falling into a politics disregarding structural and 
ongoing violence and opposing emancipatory present- and future-directed 
politics.842  

Despite transitional justice’s major concern for the dealing with the 
past, Willems further notes that ‘history is remarkably absent’ and that 
‘violence and its consequences are homogenized, universalized and 
decontextualized’. She adds that transitional justice in the first place 
considers conflict ‘as a politically rather than a historically rooted 
phenomenon’ and advocates for the integration of a historical approach 
into the study of (post-)conflict dynamics.843 Complementing Willems’ 
plea for context-bound approaches to transitional justice, scholars like 
Lieselotte Viaene and Eva Brems have called for more cultural and local 
sensitivity. According to them, ‘the global level seems to overlook the 
complexities of what is happening beneath the surface’ in survivor 
communities that each deal with the past in their own particular way.844 A 
growing number of practitioners and scholars alike have therefore been 
emphasizing the need for more culturally and locally sensitive, ‘victim-
centric’ and participatory approaches to transitional justice and its 
continuous scrutiny through profound empirical and interdisciplinary 
research.845 

 
 
840 Dustin N. Sharp, Justice and Economic Violence in Transition (New York: Springer, 2014), 4. 
841 Eva Willems, ‘Open Secrets & Hidden Heroes : Violence, Citizenship and Transitional Justice 
in (Post-)Conflict Peru’ (dissertation, Gent, Ghent University, 2019), 493. 
842 Bevernage therefore calls for an understanding of ‘transtemporal injustices and responsibilities’ 
while Jeff Spinner-Halev, in turn, puts forward the notion of ‘enduring injustice’. In: Jeff Spinner-
Halev, Enduring Injustice (Cambridge, UK ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 56; 
Berber Bevernage, ‘The Past Is Evil/Evil Is Past. On Retrospective Politics, Philosophy of History 
and Temporal Manichaeism’, 2015, 5. 
843 Eva Willems, ‘Open Secrets & Hidden Heroes : Violence, Citizenship and Transitional Justice 
in (Post-)Conflict Peru’ (dissertation, Gent, Ghent University, 2019), 499. 
844 Lieselotte Viaene and Eva Brems, ‘Transitional Justice and Cultural Contexts: Learning from 
the Universality Debate’, Netherlands Quarterly of Human Rights 28, no. 2 (2010): 221. 
845 See: Eva Willems, ‘Open Secrets & Hidden Heroes : Violence, Citizenship and Transitional 
Justice in (Post-)Conflict Peru’ (dissertation, Gent, Ghent University, 2019); Tine Destrooper, 
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Reconnecting with these critiques that initially drove my research about 
the ‘present past’, I suggest that this project in the end does deliver up 
various elements to enrich and broaden the classical TJ framework. To end 
the dissertation, I briefly want to sum up these elements as possible routes 
for future research. First of all, this book might offer a starting point for 
expanding the classical boundaries of transitional justice in terms of 
‘transformative’ and social justice, as several scholars in the sub-field of 
‘critical TJ studies’, like Simons Robins, have recently tried to do.846 The 
field of TJ is particularly characterized by debates about the relation 
between research and activism and many TJ scholars take a particularly 
open activist stance. This book might contribute to the debate by 
proposing a role for academics – historians in particular – as active rather 
than ‘observing’ or even ‘extractive’ agents implied in these post-conflict 
processes.  

Thirdly and related to that, my research also responds to the need 
for more participatory and historical approaches to transitional justice and 
offers some tools to rethink the role of survivors as co-architects of the 
research projects that are carried out in post-conflict settings. Finally, I 
also see a potential role for the CNC concept as part of a broader and 
‘transformative’ TJ toolbox. In Guatemala, unofficial truth and justice 
initiatives lead by civil society have played a key role in challenging 
traditional power structures, building a culture of citizenship and sparking 
processes of social and political change. Exploring grassroots memory 
politics through a lens of CNC might contribute to the articulation and 
public recognition of shared demands and the making of collective 
subjectivities in the wake of collectively perceived injustices. 

 
 
‘Why We Need More Empirical Research on Victim Participation in Transitional Justice’, Human 
Rights Centre Blog (blog), 29 September 2019, https://hrc.ugent.be/why-we-need-more-
empirical-research-on-victim-participation-in-transitional-justice/; Lieselotte Viaene, Voices from 
the Shadows: The Role of Cultural Contexts in Transitional Justice Processes : Maya Q’eqchi’perspectives 
from Post-Conflict Guatamala (Ghent: Ghent University, Department of Public Law, 2010); 
Simon Robins and Erik Wilson, ‘Participatory Methodologies with Victims: An Emancipatory 
Approach to Transitional Justice Research’, Canadian Journal of Law & Society / La Revue 
Canadienne Droit et Société 30, no. Special Issue 02 (August 2015): 219–236, 
https://doi.org/10.1017/cls.2015.17. 
846 Paul Gready and Simon Robins, ‘From Transitional to Transformative Justice: A New Agenda 
for Practice’, International Journal of Transitional Justice, 2014, 339–61; Paul Gready, Martina 
Rieker, and Simon Robins, ‘Transformative Justice in Egypt and Tunisia - A Research Project: 
From Transitional to Transformative Justice’, Transformative Justice in Egypt and Tunisia, 
accessed 29 April 2014, http://www.transformativejustice.co.uk/. 
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GLOSSARY  

Baldías Uninhabited wastelands or ‘no-man’s lands’ 

Barra A wooden stick symbolizing indigenous authority as 
a representative of the II level COCODE 

Barrios Urban district or neighborhood with a relatively 
high poverty level. 

Campesino A peasant living in a rural, mostly indigenous, 
community. In Guatemala, the term is very 
politicized due to a history of land conflict, racial 
inequality and indigenous-peasant movements and 
protest. 

Castellanización  A tendency towards the generalized use of Spanish 
as a lingua franca in everyday communication. 

Catequista Catholic lay leader at a community level. Someone 
who has studied the Bible and contributes to the 
formation and consciousness-raising of other 
community members. 

Coaster A type of Toyota minibus used for public 
transportation in rural Alta Verapaz. 

Compañero Friend, companion or comrade 

Copalero An inhabitant of Copal AA La Esperanza. 

Corte A traditional woven Maya skirt. 
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Finca Large land property owned by a finquero or large 
landowner who is mostly ladino. 

Finquero Large landowner, mostly ladino, controlling a 
plantation or finca. 

Huipil A traditional square-cut and woven Maya blouse, 
mostly heavily decorated with colorful designs. 

Ladino People who identify themselves as non-indigenous, 
Spanish speaking and strongly US/Europe oriented. 

Laminas Corrugated iron roof plates 

Latifundista Large landowners 

La galera An open space with wooden benches under a roof 
of corrugated iron roof plates at the heart of the 
return community of Copal AA La Esperanza 

La Historiadora The historian 

La Violencia The most violent years of the internal armed 
conflict during the late 1970s and early 1980s. 

Mayejak Mayan offering-sacrifice ceremony 

Mestizo A person with mixed indigenous and ladino roots. 

Megaproject Large-scale investment project related to natural 
resource extraction like mining, hydroelectric or 
palm oil industries. 

Mozos Workers at the plantations or fincas, mostly 
indigenous people. 

Plaza A public square or open space usually located in the 
center of a town or village. 

Ranchera A genre of traditional Mexican music
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LIST OF  

ABBREVIATIONS 

ACG Acción Cristiana Guatemalteca – Guatemalan 
Christian Action  

ACODET Asociación de Comunidades para el Desarrollo y la 
Defensa del Territorio - Association of Communities 
for Development and in Defense of Territory and 
Natural Resources  

ADECO-UNZ Asociación de Desarrollo Comunitario Nuevo Zaculeu – 
Association for Community Development New 
Zaculeu  

CAFCA Centro de Análisis Forense y Ciencias Aplicadas – 
Centre for Forensic Analysis and Applied Science  

CCPP Comisiones Permanentes de los Refugiados 
Guatemaltecos – Permanent Commissions of 
Guatemalan Refugees  

CEAR  Comisión Especial de Atención a Repatriados – Special 
Commission to Aid Repatriates  

CEBs Christian Base Communities (Comunidades 
Eclesiales de Base) 

CELAM Consejo Episcopal Latinoamericano – Latin American 
Council of Bishops  

CEH Comisión para el Esclarecimiento Histórico – 
Commission for Historical Clarification  
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CDNCC Comité de Defensa Nacional Contra el Communismo – 
National Committee of Defense Against 
Communism  

CICIG Comisión Internacional contra la Impunidad en 
Guatemala – International Commission Against 
Impunity in Guatemala  

CNC Collective Narrative Capacity  

COCODE Community Development Council - Consejo 
Comunitario de Desarrollo 

CODEVI Coordinadora de Víctimas de Alta Verapaz – Network 
of Victims of Alta Verapaz  

COMAR Comisión Mexicana de Ayuda a Refugiados – Mexican 
Commission for Refugee Assistance  

CORESQ Comité de Resistencia de Sobrevivientes Q’eqchi’ – 
Resistance Committee of Q’eqchi’ Survivors  

COSAI Coordinadora de Sobrevivientes del Conflicto Armado 
Interno de Alta Verapaz – Network of Survivors of 
the Internal Armed Conflict of Alta Verapaz  

CPR Comunidades de Población en Resistencia – Popular 
Communities in Resistance  

CPSU  Communist Party of the Soviet Union 

CREOMPAZ Comando Regional de Entrenamiento de Operaciones 
de Mantenimiento de Paz – Regional Training 
Command for Peacekeeping Operations  

DBC Doctoral Guidance Committee 

ECAP Equipo de Estudios Comunitarios y Acción Psicosocial – 
Community Studies and Psychosocial Action Team  

EGP Ejército Guerrillero de los Pobres – Guerrilla Army of 
the Poor  

EJA Environmental Justice Atlas 

ELN Ejército de Liberación Nacional – National Liberation 
Army (Colombia) 
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FAFG Fundación de Antropología Forense de Guatemala – 
Guatemalan Forensic Anthropology Foundation  

FAMDEGUA Familiares de Detenidos-Desaparecidos de Guatemala 
– Families of the Detained-Disppeared of 
Guatemala  

FAR Fuerzas Armadas Rebeldes – Rebel Armed Forces  

FORELAP Fondo para la Reinserción Laboral y Productiva de la 
Población Repatriada – Fund for the Productive 
Insertion of Repatriates  

FPIC Free, Prior and Informed Consent 

FRG Frente Republicano Guatemalteco – Guatemalan 
Republican Front  

FSLN Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional – 
Sandinista National Liberation Front (Nicaragua) 

FTN Franja Transversal del Norte – Northern Transversal 
Strip  

HROs Human rights organizations 

IACHR Inter-American Commission on Human Rights  

IBNA Instituto Básico Nuevo Amanecer – New Dawn 
Middle School (Copal AA La Esperanza) 

ICTJ International Centre for Transitional Justice 

IDPs Internally displaced people  

ILO International Labor Organization 

INDE Instituto Nacional de Electrificación – National 
Electrification Institute  

INE Instituto Nacional de Estadistica – National Institute 
for Statistics  

INTA Instituto Nacional de Transformación Agraria – 
National Institute for Agrarian Transformation  

MINUGUA Misión de Verificación de las Naciones Unidas en 
Guatemala – United Nations Verification Mission 
in Guatemala  
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NSD National Security Doctrine 

ODHAG Oficina de Derechos Humanos del Arzobispado de 
Guatemala – Human Rights Office of the Catholic 
Archdiocese of Guatemala  

PACs Patrullas de Autodefensa Civil – Civil Defense 
Patrols  

PAR Participatory Action Research 

PC Prensa Comunitaria – Community Press  

PGT Partido Guatemalteco de Trabajo – Guatemalan 
Labor Party  

PNC Policía Nacional Civil - National Civil Police 

PNR Programa Nacional de Resarcimiento – National 
Compensation Program  

PVF Participatory Video Festival 

PV Participatory Video 

REMHI Recuperación de la Memoria Histórica – Recovery of 
Historical Memory project  

TJ Transitional justice 

UDEFEGUA Unión de Defensores de Derechos Humanos de 
Guatemala – Human Rights Defenders Unit of 
Guatemala  

UFCO  United Fruit Company  

UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

URNG Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca – 
Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity 
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ANNEX A: THE ROUGH CUTS 

CHAPTER 1 – ‘THE FINCAS’ 

INTRO 

Pues la raíz del conflicto armado interno fue la injusticia, la tenencia de la 
tierra. A raíz de la tenencia de la tierra fue el conflicto armado. La 
injusticia, la explotación, la desigualdad, la opresión... la discriminación 
racial. Esa fue el origen y la causa del conflicto armado interno en 
Guatemala. #00:13:54-4# COP.4  

Para que voy a esconder. Es una historia, es un cuento, yo lo voy a decir... 
ya sufrí. ¿Por qué? Por los ricos. Porque los ricos no quieren que se levanten 
los campesinos. Quieren los ricos que se pague 10 centavos, 15 centavos al 
día. Por eso no… #00:00:43-3# - #00:01:28-0# COP.1  

Todo lo que ha pasado uno lo tiene grabado en su mente. Es igual que un 
disco. El disco se puede joder, se puede borrar pero uno lo que tiene ya 
grabado en su memoria, eso no se la va a quitar. #00:09:50-3# COP.18  

1. LAS FINCAS 

El Tiempo de Jorge Ubico à La Revolución de 1944 

En el tiempo de Ubico trabajaba la gente pero sin ganar un centavo. 
#00:00:51-3# -#00:02:40-3# COP.2  
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El tiempo de Ubico es muy malo. Trabajaba en las carreteras, regalada le 
llevo su comidas y nos trataba mucho. Los caporales del camino. Una vez 
mi papá, no sé, porque ya podía hablar español entonces le dijeron los 
caporales. "Apúrense burros, apúrense burros", dice. Burros nos llaman a 
los trabajadores. Viene mi finado papá. "Aquí no hay ningún burro, está 
parada estamos trabajando, somos gente", que dijo mi finado papá. Y como 
sabía un poco hablar, no se tuvo miedo. Vino el caporal y le hecho no se 
cuántos tapojos contra mi finado papá. Lo chicoteó. Eso es lo vimos eso 
en el tiempo de Obica. COP.6  

Yo sufrí bastante por trabajo de los ricos, digamos, millonaria. En ese 
tiempo que estaba tarea por cuerda y media por 10 centavos. Por cuenta 
del gobierno cuando estuvo Lobic. 10 centavos la cuerda ¡La tarea más 
bien! Que son cuenda y media. 10 centavos, fijate, póngase a pensar y 
cuánto va a juntar un dinero para juntar un quetzal. O para llegar 
100. COP.1  

Esa es la historia que hablemos con mi finado papá. Él sí sufrió mucho, 
sí... y toda esa gente, antes mucha gente se murieron con el trabajo y como 
la comida estaba escasa. Eso es lo que vimos pues con ese gobierno 
poderoso. Son (...) muy malas en tiempos de Ubico. #00:13:09-4# COP.6  

no es casual el levantamiento del pueblo, no. Sino que este libro dice, o sea, 
no "el campesino indígena se levanta". ¡Se levanta! ¿Por qué  se levanta, no, 
en 1966-1982? Entonces el origen del levantamiento, no sólo de 
campesinos, estudiantes, de sindicatos, es que ya no sea aguantaba. O sea 
que la explotación por parte del gobierno rico, desde 1944. Entonces 
cuando los pueblos se levantan y hacen la revolución del 44. #00:07:00-3# 
COP.14  

El Tiempo de Arévalo y Arbenz (1944-1954): 10 anos de primavera en 

Guatemala 

Ya cuando anuló al Jorge Ubico se acabó ya. Principiaron el doctor Juan 
José Arévalo a pagar... (...) dice. #00:11:40-8# COP.2 

Si, y Jacobo Árbenz también y tuvo un poco ahí. Muy bueno su... tenía su 
pensada de apoyar a los campesinos con un poco de tierra. Ya estaba 
repartiendo tierra a los campesinos. Hay una finca que donde se repartió 
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así con los campesinos. Siempre tenía una visión muy bonito para nosotros 
para los campesinos. Sí, en tiempo de Jacobo Árbenz. #00:15:08-0#-
#00:16:36-4# COP.6 

Entonces ahí viene desde comienzos rápidamente por la intervención de 
CIA de los Estados Unidos. O sea, que fue derrotada esa revolución en 
1954 casi sólo 10 años estuvo.. #00:08:13-8# COP.14  

El sufrimiento en las fincas continua después de 1944 

Cuando yo ya tengo 15 anos empecé yo a trabajar en la finca. (…) Una 
finca donde estuvimos, es tres días que hay que trabajar pero no hay pago. 
Nada nada. Cuando falla uno, te ponen ahí de castigo ahí acarrear piedra. 
/…/ Es tu multa, es tu castigo para que no sigás haciendo esto. #00:05:11-
2# COP.8 

Hay sufrimiento en este caso. Porque cuando eramos muy pequenos – y 
tampoco puede cargar una caja – pero una caja (doet beweging met 
handen) grande – son grande, estos son los que hay que llenar para que sea 
caja. Dicen los – como se llama?  - los corporales o el majordom, “si no 
hagas tu caja, asi que no hay ración” #06:30 COP.3 

Y este señor donde estábamos: a cualquier mozo que reclamaba le 
disparaba, tenia su arma. COP.4 

Cuando uno le contesta quiere está así humillado sin decir nada (hace un 
gente con la cabeza indicando como agacharse delante de alguíen). Ahí sí 
están contentos. #00:11:52-8# - #00:13:09-4# COP.6 

Había mucho racismo, mucha discriminación...(tos)... y maltrato porque 
éramos de familia pobre, indígena. Miraban nuestra madre que era de 
corte. Hablaba Q’eqchi’ pues los finqueros nos discriminaban porque 
según ellos eran hijos de alemanes, eran de personas muy altas. Nos hacían 
de menos COP.4  

Antes pues como no sabíamos hablar en español casi poco entendíamos 
nosotros puro idioma caporal. A veces nos dice que somos como indios y 
el maltrato lo hacen los caporales. COP.6  

No sabe la gente hablar. … No sé hablar ni siquiera el español. Nada! Me 
trataban de mudo, tonto. COP.3 



 

 
 

392 

Y se aprovechaban mucho de la gente indígena porque un finquero podía 
tener 4, 5... hasta 10 mujeres y tener cuantos hijos con las mujeres  
#00:18:59-1# COP.4 

Entonces ví que no podía desemvolverse uno para quererse uno desarrollar 
en las fincas. No hay posibildad, hay mucho racismo, mucha desigualdad, 
mucha injusticia. No se podía. El campesinado no puede desarrollarse en 
una finca. Su economía, su sabiduría, su ciencia del indígena no puede 
desarrollarse en una finca porque hay mucho egoísmo. Hay mucha 
desigualdad. El que tiene, tiene y sólo puede tener. Y el que no tiene que 
siga viviendo así igual. O vive o se muere pero en la pobreza. #00:01:24-
6# COP.4  
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Summary of the dissertation 

 

This book grapples with the interplay between Guatemala’s violent past 
and violent present. The present study focuses on the politics of history 
after the internal armed conflict (1960-1996), exploring this phenomenon 
in a contemporary context of socio-environmental conflict. Its main 
concern is the collective production and mobilization of historical 
narratives in Copal AA La Esperanza, a community of returned refugees 
defending its territory against the possible construction of a hydroelectric 
dam. In Copal AA, histories of exile and return did not only ‘take place’ 
but have been continuously mobilized to ‘make place’, to claim and defend 
lands and territory. The returnees unexpectedly recruited me, a Belgian 
historian, to ‘make’ the history of their community by producing a 
documentary about Copal AA’s past and present struggle. Starting off as 
a side-project and a way of ‘giving-back’, filmmaking became a 
community-based investigative tool to explore collective narrative 
production and mobilization. 

The returnees’ ongoing history project as well as their community 
resistance ended up redefining my research design. Three central research 
questions emerged from this specific context: 1) how to ‘make’ a 
community history of Copal AA La Esperanza in times of contemporary 
socio-environmental conflict? 2) What exactly defines a community’s 
capacity to produce and mobilize ‘shared narratives’ – more specifically 
historical narratives? And 3) what are possible ways to empirically study 
this phenomenon of collective narrative production and mobilization? 

Only few scholars have tried to explore how the production and 
negotiation of historical narratives between members of a community or a 
social group actually occurs. To do so, we need to go beyond regular 
ethnographic data collection techniques and focus on the narrative (co-
)production and mobilization process. This study offers a performative 
ethnography of collective narrative capacity (CNC) by means of 
participatory filmmaking. I put forward the concept of CNC as the 
capacity of a social group or community to deploy a number of narrative 
strategies and techniques in the collective production and mobilization of 
a ‘shared narrative’. A performative ethnography of participatory 
filmmaking allowed me to explore the community’s storytelling dynamics 
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of coordination/participation, sharing/distributing and repetition/rehearsal as 
three intertwined axes shaping the emerging CNC concept.   

The dissertation simultaneously exposes a broader search for 
innovative participatory, visual and performative methods to empirically 
study collective narrative production and mobilization in (post-)conflict 
settings. Combining insights from participatory action research and 
Johannes Fabian’s notion of ‘performance’, I try to fuse ethical and 
epistemological arguments for ‘knowing-with’ rather than ‘knowing-
about’. I define my participatory approach through its engagement with 
the returnees’ historical and political trajectories, and through the co-
creation of ‘shared knowledge’ at the intersection of community and 
research interests. Finally, this investigation also seeks to move beyond a 
research-activism binary. Participatory filmmaking eventually led to the 
professional production of ‘Los Retornados’; a short film by Belgian 
filmmaker Pieter De Vos and myself in co-creation with the community 
of Copal AA La Esperanza. Together with other types of video-materials 
included in this book, ‘Los Retornados’ is an equivalent part of the 
dissertation. 
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Samenvatting van het doctoraat 

 
Dit boek kijkt naar de wisselwerking tussen het gewelddadige heden en 
verleden van Guatemala. Het richt zich op de politiek van geschiedenis na 
het intern gewapend conflict (1960-1996) en onderzoekt dit fenomeen in 
een hedendaagse context van sociaalecologisch conflict. Het doctoraat 
focust hoofdzakelijk op de collectieve productie en mobilisatie van 
historische narratieven in Copal AA La Esperanza, een gemeenschap van 
teruggekeerde vluchtelingen die hun grondgebied verdedigen tegen de 
mogelijke bouw van een stuwdam. In Copal AA hebben geschiedenissen 
van ballingschap en terugkeer niet alleen ‘plaatsgevonden’, ze worden ook 
continu gemobiliseerd om ‘plaats te maken’; om land en territorium op te 
eisen en te verdedigen. De teruggekeerden hebben mij, een Belgische 
historica, onverwachts gerekruteerd om de geschiedenis van hun 
gemeenschap te ‘maken’ via een documentaire over hun gedeelde strijd in 
heden en verleden. Ik begon een film te maken met de teruggekeerden bij 
wijze van zijproject en als een manier om iets te kunnen ‘teruggeven’. Het 
maken van de film groeide echter uit tot een vorm van participatief 
onderzoek naar de productie en mobilisatie van collectieve narratieven. 

Het geschiedenisproject van de teruggekeerden en hun 
gemeenschapsverzet hebben uiteindelijk mijn onderzoeksopzet 
geherdefinieerd. Vanuit deze specifieke context kwamen drie centrale 
onderzoeksvragen naar voor: 1) Hoe kunnen we een 
gemeenschapsgeschiedenis van Copal AA La Esperanza ‘maken’ in tijden 
van hedendaags sociaalecologische conflict? 2) Wat definieert de capaciteit 
van een gemeenschap om ‘gedeelde narratieven’, en dan vooral historische 
verhalen, te produceren en te mobiliseren? En 3) wat zijn mogelijke 
manieren om dit fenomeen van collectieve narratieve productie en 
mobilisatie empirisch te bestuderen? 

Slechts weinig wetenschappers hebben geprobeerd te onderzoeken 
hoe de productie en negotiatie van historische verhalen tussen leden van 
een gemeenschap of een sociale groep exact plaatsvindt. Om dit te doen, 
moeten we verder kijken dan reguliere etnografische 
dataverzamelingstechnieken en focussen op het narratieve (co-) productie- 
en mobilisatieproces. Deze studie biedt een performatieve etnografie van 
collectieve narratieve capaciteit (CNC) door middel van participatief 
filmmaken. Ik breng het CNC concept naar voor als het vermogen van een 
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sociale groep of gemeenschap om een aantal narratieve strategieën en 
technieken in te zetten tijdens de collectieve productie en mobilisatie van 
een ‘gedeeld verhaal’. Een performatieve etnografie van participatief 
filmmaken stelde me in staat om de narratieve gemeenschapsdynamieken 
van coördinatie/participatie, delen/distribueren en herhaling/repetitie te 
onderzoeken als drie met elkaar verweven assen die het opkomende CNC-
concept vormgeven. 

Het proefschrift legt tegelijkertijd een bredere zoektocht bloot naar 
innovatieve participatieve, visuele en performatieve methoden om 
empirisch onderzoek te doen naar collectieve narratieve productie en 
mobilisatie in (post-) conflictsituaties. Door inzichten uit participatief 
actieonderzoek te combineren met Johannes Fabians notie van 
‘performance’, geef ik verstrengelde ethische en epistemologische 
argumenten om te ‘weten-met’ in plaats van ‘weten-over’. Ik definieer mijn 
participatieve benadering zoals deze ontstaan is uit de historische en 
politieke trajecten van de teruggekeerden, en door de co-creatie van 
‘gedeelde kennis’ op het snijvlak van gemeenschaps- en 
onderzoeksinteresses. Ten slotte wil dit onderzoek ook verder gaan dan de 
tweedeling tussen onderzoek en activisme. Participatief filmmaken 
mondde uiteindelijk uit in de professionele productie van ‘Los 
Retornados’; een kortfilm van de Belgische filmmaker Pieter De Vos en 
mijzelf in co-creatie met de gemeenschap van Copal AA La Esperanza. 
Samen met andere soorten videomateriaal in dit boek, is ‘Los Retornados’ 
een volwaardig onderdeel van het proefschrift. 
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