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Introduction 
The Pan-Maya Community Radio Movement  

 

 A few hours before dawn a group of community radio practitioners,1 including Mam Maya 

priests who host a weekly radio show on Maya2 traditions, gathered together at the local 

community radio station of La X Musical in Cajolá, Quetzaltenango, Guatemala. On this day the 

station’s broadcast would deviate from its usual programming routine; rather than broadcasting 

from inside the small rundown station, the practitioners would air a traditional Maya ceremony 

for their listeners from the top of a nearby hill. Most of the community radio members were at 

least fifty years old, but despite their age they expertly scaled the steep hill through a rocky, single-

file path that they had undoubtedly maneuvered hundreds of times. On their backs or in large 

baskets they carried with them a marimba, a table, food, drinks, bowls, pots, a live chicken, candles, 

sacred Maya copal pom incense, microphones, and electrical cords. The last practitioner climbing 

the slope carried a radio transmitter, which was trailed by a white extension cord that traced back 

to an electrical outlet in a house at the base of the hill. At the peak of the hill the priests, both 

male and female, meticulously set up their ceremonial offerings and lit them on fire at two Maya 

altars marked by large stone crosses. As the sun came up and the fire grew the priests blessed their 

fellow practitioners in the Mayan language of Mam and sacrificed a chicken while murmuring 

prayers for a healthy harvest and the legalization of community radio in Guatemala. After three 

hours of prayer, the celebrations began, as practitioners feasted on tamales and stew, toasted to the 

middle of the year, and danced around the fires to live marimba music. To the side of the Maya 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 I use the term practitioners to refer to community radio show-hosts, technicians, founders, etc.  
2 I follow the terminology of other scholars (see Warren 1998, Fischer 2001, French 2010) in which ‘Mayan’ refers to 
aspects of language while ‘Maya’ refers to non-linguistic aspects. Note that this differs from other methods in which 
‘Maya’ denotes Yucatec Maya and ‘Mayan’ refers to all other non-Yucatec Maya ethnicities.  
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altars stood a microphone on a stand that was plugged into the radio transmitter, which broadcast 

the entire morning of cultural activities to the town of Cajolá and other nearby communities.  

 This ceremony marked the first day of my ethnographic research studying the pan-Maya 

community radio movement in Guatemala. In my mind it was quite fitting that this was my 

introduction, as it demonstrated how community radio practitioners are using the radio to 

revitalize Maya cultural practices on a local level. Over the course of ten weeks during the summer 

of 2012, I conducted ethnographic research on the pan-Maya community radio movement, 

investigating four Maya community radio stations located in Mam Maya and Kaqchikel Maya 

communities throughout the Western Highlands of Guatemala. I also connected with various 

practitioners from other stations around the country through national community radio meetings. 

These national and local contexts allowed me to critically engage with national political leaders of 

the community radio movement and local community radio practitioners throughout Guatemala. 

This thesis takes interest in the relationship— both synergetic and contradictory— between national 

and local ideologies of Maya cultural activism in the community radio movement. I examine the 

multiple ways in which Maya actors shape rights advocacy and cultural revitalization within distinct 

political contexts. 

 

The pan-Maya Community Radio Movement 

 In this paper I will study the Maya community radio movement, which is a subset of the 

broader pan-Maya movement in Guatemala. The pan-Maya movement,3 formed in the late 1980s, 

arose in response to genocide against Maya communities and a longstanding history of overt and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 Also known as Maya nationalism (Smith 1991), pan-Maya movement (Fischer 1993, 1996; Warren 1998), Maya 
revitalization movement (Wilson 1993), the Maya movement (el movimiento Maya—which is the term used by activists 
themselves) (Fischer and Brown 1996).  
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covert colonialism in Guatemala, which I will trace throughout this thesis. Leaders of the 

movement encourage cultural and linguistic revitalization in hopes that cultural unification will 

offer a peaceful means of acquiring a greater Maya political voice in Guatemala’s nascent 

democracy. Today the movement continues to put pressure on the state by demanding the 

recognition of Mayan linguistic, social, territorial, political, and economic rights (Nelson 1991, 

1999; Smith 1991; Fischer 1993, 1996; Cojtí Cuxil 1994; Warren 1998).  

 The pan-Maya movement consists of diverse sub-movements, which allow it to engage with 

local Maya realities while maintaining a strong national presence. However, Maya diversity also 

presents a challenge in unifying consistent pan-Maya demands on the state. For example, a group 

focused on land rights for Maya peoples tends to have different immediate objectives from a group 

advocating for the rights of Maya women. This makes difficult the drafting of letters to the 

government on behalf of the broader movement, as I witnessed many debates between 

representatives of different Maya groups regarding the prioritization of indigenous rights.   

 Though scholars and census officials often disagree on precise numbers, the Mayas make 

up 40 to 60 percent of Guatemala’s 15 million inhabitants (estimates range from the government’s 

official 2001 figure of 40.3 percent to Maya and Mayanist (scholars that study the Maya) estimates 

of over 60 percent). Numbers vary based on definitions of what constitutes one as Maya: state 

censuses and surveys generally code respondents’ ethnicity based on language use and practices of 

dress (Robles 1993) whereas Maya activist organizations base their estimates on how individuals 

categorize themselves ethnically, regardless of whether they speak a Mayan language or wear Maya 

forms of dress. Guatemala thus has one of the largest concentrations of indigenous people in the 
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Americas, but the Mayas are also among the poorest populations.4 Furthermore, there are twenty-

one Mayan languages spoken throughout Guatemala (see Figure 1.1), which challenge pan-Maya 

unification, as Mayas seek to transcend linguistic barriers and vast geographic dispersion. State-

level political and economic structures are dominated by a relatively small Spanish-speaking ladino 

(non-indigenous5) elite, and the marginalization of Maya peoples in Guatemala is fraught with 

deeply rooted politics of colonization and, most recently, a thirty-six-year civil war in which the 

state committed acts of genocide against Maya communities (Fischer 2001).  

 In 1996 the state and the guerrilla forces signed the Acuerdos de paz (Peace Accords), which 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 An estimated 74.8 percent of Guatemala’s poor are indigenous (Instituto Nacional de Estadística 2006). 
5 Though colonial ladinos were originally considered Hispanicized indigenous people living outside their communities, 
or people of mixed blood, the term now typically signifies “non-indigenous” (Smith 1991, 84-87).  

Figure 1.1 The twenty-one Mayan languages of Guatemala. Map by Edward F. Fischer (2002).  
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brought an end, if largely symbolic, to the war. But many of the clauses in the agreement that 

called for the protection of indigenous rights, including the right to communications media, have 

yet to be implemented. That same year the Guatemalan government codified a neoliberal 

spectrum reform that privatized radio frequencies by awarding them to private individuals and 

collectives through an auction system. Such a structure prevented poor Maya communities from 

legally acquiring broadcasting rights, which homogenized legal radio programming with 

commercial (for-profit) and political radio stations run by wealthy ladinos. Still today, large 

commercial radio stations monopolize a disproportionate amount of spectrum resources in 

Guatemala. These stations, located in Guatemala City, require a Western ladino dress code (rather 

than accepting traditional Maya dress), play non-traditional music such as pop, hip-hop, and 

reggaetón, and broadcast their programs exclusively in Spanish.  

 Community radio practitioners commonly expressed the monopoly of commercial radio 

stations in terms of a bipolar ethnic landscape, which situates ladinos in opposition to Mayas. For 

example, at a national community radio workshop one practitioner declared, “The ladino people 

have means of communication and the indigenous of Guatemala do not.” It is important to note 

that scholars point to the fluidity of these ethnic boundaries (Smith 1990; Warren 1978, 1992, 

1993, 1998; Watanabe 1992; Wilson 1995). One example of this fluidity is the process by which 

some Mayas seek to “pass” as ladino in order to gain access to more opportunities. Despite this 

fluidity, excerpts from my interviews indicate that this ethnic binary is a very prevalent framework 

used by Mayas to connect the domination of non-indigenous radio to larger narratives of Maya 

disenfranchisement. Furthermore, Maya community radio practitioners often highlight the 

disparity between resource distribution and the ethnic composition of Guatemala. As one leader 
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of the community radio movement lamented, “73 percent of our people are indigenous in 

Guatemala. But yet we are the ones with the fewest opportunities. We are the ones that have to 

confront discrimination, exclusion, and marginalization every day.”  

 Because of the exclusionary radio frequency auction system, many Maya communities 

founded their own community radio stations after the war. They gathered community donations 

to purchase used broadcasting equipment, which they used to extra-legally usurp unused 

bandwidth. Many of today’s community radio stations, and all of the ones that I researched, are 

located in the same Western Highland region that was targeted during the armed conflict. This 

correlation suggests a direct link between the destruction of the war and the emphasis on 

community radio as a tool for community reconstruction (Henderson 2008). This connection is 

also supported by a survey conducted by the Asociación Mundial de Radios Comunitarias (AMARC, 

Association of Community Radios), which found that most community radio stations in 

Guatemala were founded between 2000 and 2004, after the war had ended and the Peace Accords 

had been signed, recognizing the indigenous right to media (AMARC cited in Henderson 2008). 

In other words, the genocidal destruction of the war prompted the surviving Maya peoples to seek 

out key symbolic and material tools, such as community radio, in order to rebuild their 

communities. 

 Despite the state’s promise of indigenous access to communications media, Maya 

community radio stations engaging in unlicensed broadcasting practices are at constant risk of 

being raided by state forces. Furthermore, their staff could be incarcerated and fined between 
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$10,001 to $100,0006 (Ley general de telecomunicaciones 1996, Art. 80, 81). The criminalization 

of community radio is discursively enforced by academic literature that accuses community radio 

of pirate broadcasting (Hazlett, Ibárgüen and Leighton 2007). Such allegations also circulate in 

governmental documents (Government of Guatemala 2007) and reports from the Guatemalan 

press (Contreras 2008; Herrera 2006; López 2006; Ramírez 2007). As a result of this pervasive 

criminalizing discourse, legal radio stations with similar programming structures to those of 

unauthorized community radio stations usually identify as “alternative” radio stations, precisely 

because of the negative connotations discursively embedded in community radio in Guatemala 

(Henderson 2010, 103).  

 

Defining Community Radio 

 Estimates on the numbers of community radio stations in Guatemala vary from 168 

(Cultural Survival 2009), to between 400 and 600 (González Arrecis 2007; Ibárgüen 2003; Pérez 

2006), to between 800 and 1,000 (Herrera 2006; López 2006; NotiCen 2006; Herrera 2007), to 

more than 2,500 (RWB 2006) (cited in Henderson 2010, 103). The disparity in numbers not only 

indicates the lack of official records, due to the unregistered status of community radio stations, 

but also the multiple ways in which people define community radio. In this research I have 

assumed the following definition of community radio, which was outlined by the National 

Roundtable on Community Media in Guatemala:  

“Community Media Service” refers to the provision of public interest, non-state radio and 
television by organizations, association, and civil institutions, or any other forms of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 However, Cultural Survival and my research subjects usually reported that raids typically entail the confiscation of 
technology, rather than incarceration or fines. In the past, the confiscation of equipment has typically put stations out 
of operation for six months to over a year, as they must fundraise in their town to replace the broadcasting equipment. 
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organization customary to Maya, ladino, Xinca, and Garífuna7 communities which is non-
profit, holds educational, cultural and popular objectives, and which serves the 
development of different sectors of the community— whether geographically, 
ethnolinguistically or otherwise defined— with interest, shared aims and common concerns 
directed toward improving quality of life and wellbeing for its members (reprinted in 
AMARC 2007, 53).  
 

While Maya community radio practitioners presented various descriptions of community radio, all 

of their definitions shared in common the core objectives and contexts cited above. According to 

the community radio practitioners that I interviewed, all Maya community radio stations that 

fulfill the description above, share, at least ideologically, the main objectives of the larger pan-Maya 

movement: to unify Mayas, revitalize Maya cultural values and linguistic practices, and claim Maya 

rights to self-determination.  

 Community radio practitioners often emphasize that stations are only genuine community 

radios if they allow anyone interested to be a part of their organization, regardless of their gender, 

age, religious affiliations, educational background, or even ethnicity. However, it is important to 

note that most stations, and all of the ones I visited, are located in predominantly Maya areas, 

meaning all practitioners and listeners considered themselves to be Maya.  

 Additionally, community radio practitioners are not required to have attended school, 

since that would exclude a significant portion of the population. Most community radio 

practitioners derive their main income from farming or other forms of manual labor. Thus, rather 

than disseminating hegemonic histories officialized by published sources such as school textbooks, 

most practitioners circulate the oral histories they learned from their parents and grandparents 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 The Xinca are indigenous groups that are distinct from the Maya. The Garífuna are a group of afro-descendent 
and/or mixed afro-descendent-indigenous peoples. The Guatemalan Census reported that the Xinca and Garífuna 
peoples comprise 0.2 percent of Guatemala’s population (Instituto Nacional de Estadística 2002). Despite the likely 
underestimation of this statistic, this small percentage demonstrates that most non-ladinos in Guatemala are Maya.  
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regarding ancient Maya practices, colonization, and the civil war. By opening participation to all 

individuals who receive coverage, community radio stations thus construct their own communities 

and contest dominant forms of knowledge by giving average Mayas opportunities to express their 

opinions and experiences in the public sphere of radio broadcasting.  

 The diversity of community radio practitioners is evident in the varied content of 

programming, which demonstrates that the ideological objective of cultural and linguistic 

revitalization is a common end to which there are many means. In other words, some community 

radio stations pursue the national political goals of the pan-Maya movement more explicitly than 

others. For example some stations are overtly political in their broadcasting, as radio practitioners 

explicitly discuss issues surrounding Maya cultural revitalization and explore current political 

debates in Guatemala that implicate the rights of indigenous people. However, most commonly, 

practitioners do not speak about revitalization and indigenous rights but instead perform indigenous 

rights by referencing aspects of Maya culture in Mayan languages to Maya communities on air.  

 

Why Radio? 

 Anthropologist Diane Nelson (1996) argues that Mayan languages have come to signify the 

ongoing practice of indigenous identity, making the oral nature of the radio especially important 

to indigenous struggles. As geographer Victoria Henderson (2010) has noted, Maya intellectuals 

emphasize the importance of indigenous radio as “a means of ethnic expression and reproduction” 

(Cojtí Cuxil 1996, 42). The Academia de Lenguas Mayas de Guatemala (Maya Academy of Languages, 

ALMG) also recognizes the value of technology for contemporary indigenous peoples, claiming 

that the “decolonization of the Maya begins with knowing how to use technology and not being 
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used by it” (ALMG 1990, 42; quoted in Nelson 1996, 292). The term ‘decolonization’ refers to 

colonial constructions of culture as something that “radiated from the capital and its ruling class to 

the rest of Guatemala” (Henderson 2010, 104). Community radio thus seeks to reverse this ladino-

centric homogenization of “culture” by disseminating distinct Maya cultural practices within 

various ethnolinguistic communities.  

 Because around half of Mayas living in rural areas are illiterate and uneducated (Minority 

Rights Group International 2009), the radio is an especially effective, low-tech, and relatively 

affordable tool for Maya development. Indeed many community radio practitioners used the 

analogy that their local community radio is a school for them and their listeners. In their 

experience, the radio substituted for the absence of quality education provided by the state. Mam 

Maya priest Luis, who is a practitioner at his local station in the town of Cajolá, explained, 

We are the people of the pick ax and the machete and most of us don’t know how to read 
or write. And it affects us that our parents didn’t put us in school. But in the radio we have 
programs that talk about our grandparents, where we are from, the Maya calendar. 
 

In 2008 the United Nations conducted a report on Guatemala’s educational system that harshly 

criticizes the state’s education funding and concludes that racism against indigenous children is 

widespread in Guatemalan school systems. Furthermore, the study explains that monolingual 

Spanish speakers are often deployed to teach in linguistically Mayan regions, meaning that Mayan 

languages and cultures are neglected in school curricula in the very regions they are most prevalent 

(Cereser 2008). Many Guatemalan schools thus fail to adapt to the communities they serve and 

subsequently work to homogenize and assimilate Mayas into mainstream ladino culture, rather 

than recognize and appreciate Guatemala’s ethnic diversity. It is under these circumstances that 

the radio emerges as an educational tool, and more generally, as a means of enabling Maya 
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participation in the public sphere. By offering programs in Mayan languages and discussing Maya 

cultural practices and beliefs on air, these radio shows valorize and celebrate various aspects of 

Maya culture that are left unaddressed in school curricula.   

 In addition to serving as an optimal medium for oral communication, the radio also serves 

as an ideal medium to communicate with Maya who spend their days working. Julio, the founder 

of Radio Celajes, a Mam Maya community radio station in Tacaná, San Marcos explained that, 

initially, he tried to bring his community together through town meetings. However, attendance 

was often very low due to the fact that many people had to work. The creation of the radio, 

however, transcended this obstacle: “Even though someone may be working, they still have the 

radio at their side, or in their house, where they are working and listening.” Indeed Marta, a 

practitioner at the Kaqchikel Maya station, Radio Ixchel, in Sumpango, Sacatepéquez, told me that 

a woman she had never met before recognized Marta on the public bus and thanked her for her 

community service. Marta recited the conversation to me and quoted her listener, who said, “‘I 

listen to the programming [of Radio Ixchel] from the moment I get up to the time I go to bed.’” 

Such a testimony demonstrates the use of portable radio players, which allow listeners to be tuned 

in to the radio wherever they go.  

 

Making Communities with Community Radio 

 All of the stations that I worked with offer similar services to their community by 

promoting trade within the area and allowing local merchants to advertise their products or 

services on air. More specifically, however, the stations I visited often provided unique forms of 

community service based on the needs of their town. The Mam Maya station of Radio Celajes is 
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especially involved in philanthropic projects, one of which entailed on-air fundraising to pay for 

the surgeries of three children in the community that were born with deformations. This station is 

also involved with more international projects of large NGOs like Save the Children, which is 

atypical among community radio stations. More commonly, community radio stations are not 

affiliated with international humanitarian organizations, but instead offer the radio as a forum for 

communication and collaboration within their town. Based on my research and discussions with 

practitioners and listeners, the primary service of the Mam Maya station, La X Musical, is as a 

message board in which listeners can call in or visit the station to make various announcements. If 

someone has gone missing and has not returned home, one practitioner explained, “We broadcast 

an announcement…and [someone calls in and says], ‘Ah! He’s been drinking liquor…he’s in this 

area.’” Similarly, during one of the programs I observed, a man called in to report his missing 

horse and offered a reward for the person who found him, along with compensation for whatever 

crops the horse had eaten. However the service that seemed to be valued most based on my brief 

interviews with listeners of La X Musical, was its support of community members during times of 

mourning. When someone has died in the community, family members call the radio station to 

report the death and request the community’s help in gathering funds to purchase a coffin. Thus 

community radio stations offer distinct forms of service to their community, but they all serve as 

unprejudiced public spaces in which Maya community members can communicate with their town.  

 Even when listeners do not have specific announcements or requests, many community 

members call in simply to express their gratitude to the station. During one of my first days at La X 

Musical, I wrote in my field notes that it seemed like practitioners of music programs could barely 

broadcast a full song without being interrupted by a phone call. Callers’ messages were often 
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nothing more than brief expressions of gratitude. One practitioner of La X Musical explained, 

“People call us on the phone [and say], ‘Thank you, sir. I thank you and hope that you continue 

with the radio and that your efforts do not falter.’ So through the support of the people…we are 

encouraged.”  

 Though initially confused as to how such conversations aligned with the ideological 

objectives of Maya revitalization and self-determination, I came to realize that community radio is a 

space for the ritual construction of Maya solidarity, which takes place on airwave frequencies, 

rather than in a town square, for example. In a Durkheimian sense, Maya community radio 

stations serve the community’s “need of upholding and reaffirming at regular intervals the 

collective sentiments and the collective ideas which make [a society’s] unity” (1965, 474-475). 

Indeed community radio practitioners often quoted the slogan, “For the community, by the 

community,” highlighting the mutual dependency between community radio practitioners and 

listeners.  

 Most community radio stations reach the town in which they are located and a handful of 

nearby municipalities, depending on the limited coverage of their outdated equipment. Therefore, 

conceptions of local community and membership are not restricted to the boundaries of a state-

designated municipality, but instead open to small regions of coverage within one ethnolinguistic 

area. Caller participation ritually functions to uphold and reaffirm the camaraderie among 

practitioners and listeners from nearby areas, who conceive of community membership based on a 

common allegiance to and dependency on the radio. In other words, the radio does not simply 

serve a pre-existing community, but constitutes one. Thus Maya community radios not only shape 
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contemporary Maya identities by means of programming content, but also shape and reiterate new 

social relations through local broadcasts. 

 While the trans-local solidarity established through radio coverage is demonstrative of 

Maya unity within one ethnolinguistic group, it does not necessarily serve the national movement’s 

objective of pan-Maya unity across Mayan ethnolinguistic boundaries. Thus efforts for the 

revitalization of distinct Mayan cultures and languages through the radio run the constant risk of 

enforcing the historical tendency of Maya peoples to identify with their individual geographic 

hamlets (Tax 1937; Bunzel 1959; Warren 1978; Watanabe 1992; Richards 1998; Reynolds 2002, 

French 2010).  

However, the founding of a station often entails the collaboration of several different 

communities across ethnicities and languages, who work together to acquire the funds and 

resources necessary to raise a transmission tower, acquire equipment, broadcast daily, and defend 

the right to community radio. The movement includes American “gringos” who are the employees 

of the international NGOs that support the movement, many ladino-ized Mayas who did not have 

the opportunity to learn their Mayan language, and Maya community radio practitioners 

themselves. These actors share in common the language of Spanish, which they use to coordinate 

the pan-Maya movement. Although Spanish is a symbol of colonization, it is also the only language 

shared amongst Mayas from various ethnolinguistic groups. Thus, while some community radio 

programs stigmatize the use of Spanish in their attempts to revitalize Mayan languages, I believe 

that the larger cross-cultural network in which all community radio stations are constituted 

mitigates the potential for stark divisions between Mayan linguistic groups.  
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 Ideally, all efforts to revitalize local languages and cultures enable the establishment of a 

larger pan-Maya community. Indeed, practitioners frequently presented the conception that local 

community radio stations throughout Guatemala are constituents of a larger national community. 

Such an idea is demonstrated by the message on a sign paraded by one community radio 

practitioner at an indigenous rights rally: “Community radios are the hearts and voices of one 

entire community.” By establishing camaraderie in small localities, community radio stations 

throughout the country, and the communities they constitute, are symbolically linked through the 

participation of Maya community radio practitioners in national workshops, exchanges,8 and 

rallies of the community radio movement. Such a statement is demonstrative of Benedict 

Anderson’s model of an “imagined community,” since most listeners and practitioners who are 

implicated, to different degrees, as members of the national pan-Maya community “will never 

know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them” yet in the minds of pan-

Maya activists exists “the image of their communion” (Anderson 1983, 6).  

 In approaching her own anthropological analysis of complex social structures, Carol Smith 

has asked the question: “How does one examine and analyze a dialectical process that involves the 

articulation of different layers in a multilayered system?” (1993, 76). While I adopt a distinction 

between local and national constructions of community, I acknowledge that such levels are 

artificial constructions and not fixed, ontological states of social organization. I do not wish to 

favor one level of analysis over another, but rather to examine how Maya identity politics are 

actively shaped by the broader contexts in which they exist and by the diverse local discourses of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 Exchanges occur between two community radio stations in which practitioners from one station visit another station 
to view their program structures and methodologies, and vice versa. 
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practitioners, who disseminate their own appropriated expressions of Maya cultural activism, 

tailored to local contexts.  

 Additionally, the concept of ‘community,’ has the potential to homogenize a diverse set of 

actors, and simplify complex structures with fluid, multiple, and interacting boundaries. Indeed, 

community radio practitioners participate in and shape both the local communities in which they 

broadcast and the national pan-Maya community radio movement to which they belong. However 

the name ‘community radio’ begs the question: just what community or communities does the 

radio construct and serve? Thus I take interest in how local and national layers of the movement 

are continually shaped through the interplay— both contradictory and coalescent— between the 

national ideologies of the pan-Maya movement and localized broadcasting practices. 

 

Indigenous Counter-public Spheres 

 Maya community radio opens new arenas in which cultural practices and culturalist 

discourse can be articulated, expressing and legitimating cultural and political identities (see 

Ginsburg, Abu Lughod and Larkin 2002; Askew and Wilk 2002; Buddle 2008). The indigenous 

struggle for the democratization of Guatemalan media requires what Nancy Fraser has called 

“conceptual resources,” (1997, 70) which enable the expression of marginalized cultural identities. 

In the case of Maya community radio, the conceptual resource of the public sphere, theorized by 

Jürgen Habermas (1991), is useful in understanding how Maya groups critically engage with the 

practice of democracy.  

 Habermas defines the public sphere as “the sphere of private people come together as a 

public” (Habermas 1991, 27). It is a domain separate from the state that serves as a “sphere of 
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criticism of public authority” where individuals can openly discuss topics of common interest 

(1991, 51). Nancy Fraser has expanded this model of the public sphere, theorizing “subaltern 

counter-public spheres” (1997), which she defines as “parallel discursive arenas where members of 

subordinated social groups invent and circulate counter-discourses, which in turn permit them to 

formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and needs” (Fraser 1997, 81). I 

argue that Maya community radio serves this very function as a subaltern counter-public sphere, 

embracing the right to cultural difference within a multiculturalist framework. 

 Charles Merewether argues that public spheres can be claimed as critical sites for different 

groups of people, “constituting the foundation for other forms of social affiliation and of rights to 

the difference and sharing of democracy” (Merewether 1996, 113–14). Indeed Maya community 

radio defies Guatemalan broadcasting laws and provides spaces for the revitalization of 

marginalized Maya cultures along with the political unification of Maya peoples, who continue to 

be subordinated by the state. Thus the discursive arena opened by Maya community radio, and the 

very practice of extra-legal broadcasting, serve as counter-hegemonic critiques that challenge 

discriminatory stereotypes in which Mayas are relegated to the category of the pre-modern Other 

(Nelson 1999).  

 The indigenous counter-public sphere exists in both the local forms of community radio 

programming and the national settings of the community radio movement. By creating 

opportunities for average Mayas to participate in the community radio movement as either 

practitioners or listeners, community radio allows the pan-Maya movement to be relevant and 

present throughout local Maya realities, rather than limited to the intellectual sphere of Maya 

scholars. As leaders of their villages, community radio practitioners assert their power as cultural 
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authenticators, shifting modes of authority “from community governance by tribal leaders or ritual 

elders to new kinds of leaders in local and national affairs” (Warren and Jackson 2003, 10).  By 

allowing everyday Mayas to contribute to community radio as practitioners and listeners, 

community radio creates new leaders and Maya social systems. 

A Brief Overview  

In the following chapter I establish the ethnographic setting of my research, tracing a brief 

history of Mayas in Guatemala and outlining my association with the community radio movement, 

my research methodology, and the subjects of my investigation. In Chapter 2, I interrogate various 

mechanisms of exclusion that serve to marginalize Mayan languages, cultures, and lived 

experiences from the public domain of legal broadcasting in Guatemala. I explore these modes of 

exclusion through the theoretical lens of Bakhtin’s heteroglossia (1981), which I use to examine 

the linguistic discrimination of commercial radio programs. I also engage with Bourdieu’s theory 

of various forms of capital (1983), which I apply to the neoliberal privatization of radio frequencies 

in Guatemala. In Chapter 3, I examine the strategic invocation of rights discourse in the 

vernacular of community radio practitioners, in which Maya cultural difference— and the means of 

expressing that difference through the radio— is framed as a central object of indigenous rights 

claims. However, I adopt an analysis similar to that of Rachel Sieder and Jessica Witchell (2001), 

arguing that the reductionist orientation of legal discourse necessitates the essentialization of 

cultural difference. Accordingly, in Chapter 4, I use Spivak’s (1988) model of strategic essentialism 

to analyze how community radio practitioners circulate historical discourse that invokes pan-Maya 

unity. More specifically, I analyze depictions of an idealized and harmonious Maya past presented 

in the form of Bakhtinian chronotopes (1981), cautioning how such ethnonostalgia can reify 
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conceptions of Mayas as pre-modern actors of the past. I will also explore the ongoing collaborative 

construction of collective memories (Halbwachs 1992) of pan-Maya oppression, linking Mayas 

across space and time through common experiences of subordination. Finally, I examine the 

central and ongoing question: What aspects of Maya culture from the past can and should be the 

objects of cultural revitalization today? Different actors, ranging from local community radio show-

hosts to national leaders of the community radio movement, put forth distinct answers to this 

question. The heterogeneous ideologies of cultural revitalization reflect the multiple conceptions 

of what constitutes Maya culture today. This diversity in Maya thought can be seen as a challenge 

to pan-Maya unification. Yet it is also the community radio movement’s central source of vitality 

because such diversity models the founding principles of the community radio movement. By 

amplifying the plurality of Maya opinions on Maya culture, the community radio movement 

embraces the heterogeneity of Maya peoples in Guatemala, modeling the democracy that it seeks 

to implement on the radio, and more generally, in the structures of Guatemalan society.  
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Chapter 1 
Ethnographic Setting and Research Methodology 

 
   
The Historical Context of pan-Maya Activism 
 
 Maya community radio practitioners often trace contemporary forms of Maya oppression 

in Guatemala back to colonization in the sixteenth century. They emphasize that the Spanish 

invasion was not a singular event but instead an enduring process during which new political 

landscapes were created, prompting a long history of rebellions (Farriss 1984). Colonization also 

caused the deaths of many indigenous people who were defenseless in their exposure to unfamiliar 

European diseases, the forced resettlement of rural communities by Catholic missionaries, and the 

disintegration of Maya states into localized communities that were charged with providing labor 

for Spanish colonizers and their cultural descendants, the ladinos (Lutz 1984).   

 When Guatemala achieved independence from Spain in 1821, Westernized Latin 

American culture dominated society as ladinos assumed the highest positions of the social, 

economic, and political hierarchies while indigenous groups continued to be subordinated. As 

Guatemala became a popular exporter of coffee, bananas, and cotton, Mayas were recruited as 

military conscripts and enlisted in agricultural work through governmental labor programs 

(Warren 1998). A national pattern arose in which ethnic divisions of labor allotted ladinos non-

manual work, while Mayas were limited to the sphere of manual labor in agriculture and 

construction (ibid). The state seized thousands of acres of Maya land that were deemed 

‘unproductive,’ restricting Maya agency and self-sufficiency and forcing them into ethnically 

hierarchized socio-economic structures. In order to rationalize the forced labor and cultural 

assimilation of Mayas, ladino elites mobilized ideologies of nation building, calling for the 
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civilization of the ‘barbaric Indian.’ In this process Maya continued to lose control over their own 

cultural customs and practices of local Mayan languages (Sieder and Witchell 2001).  

 Between 1944 and 1954 the reformist government allowed indigenous men the right to 

vote and benefit from a program of agrarian reform (Handy 1994). The emergence of trade unions 

and political parties in rural Guatemala allowed many Mayas to participate in local politics and 

government. But in 1954 the CIA-backed coup, which toppled the government of Jacobo Arbenz, 

enabled the militarization of Guatemala rooted in the anti-communist ideology of the Cold War 

(Speed and Leyva Solano 2008). During the following years of the 1960s Maya communities 

radicalized, but by the late 1970s activists who were working to secure land and better wages for 

indigenous people had to take their projects underground in fear of state persecution (Le Bot 

1995). In the 1980s, many of these activists joined the guerrilla movement, called the Unidad 

revolucionaria nacional Guatemalteca (URNG, National Guatemalan Revolutionary Unit), founded 

in 1982, which sought to include Mayas in an armed revolutionary fight. However, the guerrillas 

did not have the arms or resources to mobilize their supporters in the rural highlands against 

violent military oppression (Sieder and Witchell 2001).  

The state used various methods of violence to exterminate politically subversive groups, the 

vast majority of which were Mayas who allegedly harbored communist sympathies. The army 

forced thousands of Mayas to join the national counter-insurgency campaign, capitalizing on 

previous local conflicts between Mayas and thus pitting Maya civil patrollers against other Mayas 

under the threat of persecution and death (Benson and Fischer 2009). During the war, which is 

now known in Guatemala as La guerra civil (the civil war) or La violencia (the violence), the state 
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used violent tactics such as sweeps by death squads, massacres and the physical destruction of 

entire villages.  

Most of the massacres occurred in the Western highlands of Guatemala, where Mayan 

linguistic communities lived (see Figure 1.2). According to the U.N. Comisión para el esclarecimiento 

histórico (CEH, Guatemalan Commission for Historical Clarification), an estimated 83 percent of 

the 200,000 people killed during the war were Maya. Importantly, the CEH likely underestimates 

the violence since the survey was conducted when many Mayas were still fearful of speaking openly 

about the violation. However, even with this likely underestimation, the CEH concludes that the 

high percentage of Mayas killed during the war indicates “the undeniable existence of racism 

expressed repeatedly by the state as a doctrine of superiority” (CEH Conclusion Part I and II, 

Figure 1.2 Map of massacres and Mayan linguistic sites. Map by Steinberg, Height, Mosher, et 
al. (2006).  
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1999). This resulted in the destruction of local Maya networks, obliterating established systems of 

meaning that provided the foundation of social relations (Zur 1994) and establishing the culture of 

silence that Mayas and Mayanists have used to characterize Guatemalan society (see Warren 1993; 

Moser and McIlwaine 2001; Blacklock and Crosby 2004).  

In 1996 the state and the URNG signed the Peace Accords, which brought an end, if 

largely symbolic, to the thirty-six-year long civil war. But many of the clauses in the agreement that 

called for the protection of indigenous rights, including “the right of indigenous peoples to have 

their own communications media,” (reprinted in the Peace Accords 2003, 52) have yet to be 

implemented or reinforced and numerous accused war criminals have yet to be tried. In fact, the 

current president of Guatemala, ex-military general, Otto Peréz Molina, denies the genocide and is 

accused of having been involved with the torture and massacre of indigenous communities during 

the war, when he was responsible for the counterinsurgency razing of Maya Ixil communities 

(Guatemala Human Rights Commission 2011). Thus despite the resolutions of the Peace Accords, 

political power in Guatemala has remained in the ladino sphere, leaving much of the 

discrimination against Maya communities in tact.  

 

Research Methodology  

 In order to conduct my research on the community radio movement, I contacted Cultural 

Survival, an international NGO based in Cambridge, Massachusetts that advocates for the 

preservation of indigenous cultures around the world. Cultural Survival, among many other 

associations and organizations that advocate for the legalization of community radio,9 began its 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 Consejo Guatemalteco de Comunicación Comunitaria (CGCC, Community Communications Council of Guatemala), 
Asociación de Radios Comunitarias de Guatemala (ARCG, Association of Community Radios of Guatemala) 
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sponsorship of the Maya community radio movement in 2006. Originally, the NGO planned to 

identify and support one community radio station from each of the 333 municipalities of 

Guatemala. However, it became clear to Cultural Survival that many of the Maya community radio 

stations were not committed to attending the community radio movement’s events sponsored by 

the organization. Cultural Survival representatives also discovered that several of the unauthorized 

religious radio stations were seeking to adopt the “community” banner in order to benefit from 

the economic support of NGOs involved in the movement and the political advances in the 

legalization of community radio.10 Consequently, Cultural Survival currently supports around 80 

community radio stations that they have identified as embodying the non-partisan, non-profit, 

community service that characterizes community radio. In its Guatemalan office, Cultural Survival 

has hired many of the most active Maya community radio founders, directors, and practitioners as 

employees that organize bi-monthly workshops, radio exchanges, and rallies for affiliate station 

representatives to attend. 

 The events of the pan-Maya community radio movement are also held in collaboration 

with the Guatemalan NGO, Asociación Mujb’ab’l yol (Meeting Place of Expressions), which was 

founded by Pedro, an ex-guerrilla fighter who founded his town’s community radio station and 

serves as a leading coordinator of the Asociación de radios comunitarias de Guatemala (ARCG, 

Association of Community Radios of Guatemala). Of Cultural Survival’s 80 sponsored stations, 

Asociación Mujb’ab’l yol collaborates with 25 affiliate stations, virtually all from the Western 

Highlands of Guatemala. These stations comprise the core of the pan-Maya community radio 

movement, and are led by community radio activists and practitioners. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 Scholars, public officials, and several practitioners that I interviewed note that most unauthorized radio stations in 
Guatemala are associated with religious institutions, and/or political parties, and/or are commercial (for-profit) 
stations (Hazlett, Ibárgüen, and Leighton 2007; Liu 2005; López 2006).  
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  Before going further, it is critical that I acknowledge my own positionality in this research, 

as my affiliation with Cultural Survival simultaneously enabled me to easily enter the network of 

the movement with little skepticism on behalf of practitioners, but also inevitably influenced the 

way in which participants perceived me and spoke with me. For example, they may have oriented 

their discussions toward more rights-based discourse since Cultural Survival is centered on 

indigenous rights advocacy. However, my affiliation with Cultural Survival allowed me to connect 

with practitioners from various ethnolinguistic regions throughout the Western Highlands at 

community radio workshops and meetings held at the headquarters of Asociación Mujb’ab’l yol in 

San Mateo, Quetzaltenango, located six miles from the city of Xela, where I was based throughout 

my research. At these gatherings, several practitioners personally invited me to visit their stations, 

giving rise to the multi-sited nature of my ethnographic research. My mobile research method 

allowed me to investigate the workings of four Maya community radio stations in their local 

settings, in addition to the coordination of the broader community radio movement on a national 

level. Indeed anthropologist George Marcus has written on the emergence of a multi-sited 

ethnography precisely in relation to indigenous media studies:  

The control of means of mass communication and the activist role of indigenous peoples 
as media producers in [indigenous] movements have reconfigured the space in which the 
ethnography of many of anthropology’s traditional subjects can effectively be done; they 
also have made this space inherently multi-sited (1995, 103).  
 

Such an approach takes into account the multiple sites of cultural construction and political 

coordination that contribute to the pan-Maya community radio movement, recognizing the 

dynamic interplay across and within local and trans-local processes. Because multi-sited research 

ultimately breaks up the time spent in one single place, such a method takes less interest in the 

micro-perspective and focuses instead on the macro-perspective. The pan-Maya community radio 
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movement involves many layers of social coordination, ranging from local community radio 

stations in rural areas to national political rallies in Guatemala City. Therefore, the mobility of my 

ethnography allows my research to follow “unexpected trajectories in tracing a cultural formation 

across and within multiple sites of activity” (Marcus 1995, 96).   

 My research methodology consisted of three main elements. First, using the tool of 

participant observation, I sat in on various programs at four Maya community radio stations, 

whose profiles I outline below. I spent hours listening to live programs in makeshift broadcasting 

booths, which were located in small rooms in the homes of practitioners, in run-down shelters 

rented as station headquarters, and even in a small windowless closet attached to an open-air 

porch perched on the top of a mountain. I participated as a guest on some talk show programs but 

primarily sought to observe the routine broadcasting methods of practitioners. At two of the 

stations located in areas where the use of Kaqchikel and Mam is diminishing, broadcasts are aired 

in both the local Mayan language and Spanish, which allowed me to understand the programming 

content and translate the Spanish to English for this thesis. However for the other two stations, 

which are located in communities in which most people speak a Mayan language, broadcasts were 

conducted primarily in the local Mayan language. In these cases the practitioners usually used the 

breaks throughout their program to translate their broadcasts to me into Spanish. Additionally, I 

recorded several programs and worked with a Mam Maya language teacher, María García, in Xela, 

who translated and transcribed around five hours of programming excerpts into Spanish.11 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 All of my interviews and conversations were in Spanish. Therefore I was able to do most of the translations for this 
thesis from Spanish to English. However, I will note the instances when María García translated program content 
from Mam to Spanish, which I then translated into English. I will also make clear when I draw from interviews 
conducted and translated by other ethnographers or NGOs. 
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 A significant amount of my participant observation was done at national events of the 

community radio movement. All of these meetings were conducted in the common language of 

Spanish, since there were representatives from various Mayan ethnolinguistic communities. This 

allowed me to participate in workshops regarding political activism, Guatemalan history, and 

environmental awareness. I also attended exchanges between community radio stations, rallies for 

the legalization of community radio, and meetings for the drafting of proposals to the Congress. At 

these events I was encouraged to participate in team brainstorms and debates, but for the most 

part I observed and audio-recorded discussions and presentations of the practitioners from around 

the country.  

 The second element of my research entailed an estimated fifteen semi-formal interviews 

and numerous informal interviews with the founders, directors, and practitioners of the four 

stations with which I primarily worked, along with Maya employees of Cultural Survival and 

Asociación Mujb’ab’l yol, and practitioners of stations from various ethnolinguistic groups of 

Guatemala that I briefly spoke with at the national events of the community radio movement. 

Interviews took place over many cups of diluted coffee and atol de elote (a warm corn-based drink) 

at the headquarters of Asociación Mujb’ab’l yol, in broadcasting booths, in the homes of 

practitioners, and on long bus rides in cramped camionetas (refurbished American school buses 

that serve as the main mode of public transportation throughout Guatemala). I audio-recorded 

most interviews for later transcription, but when recording was not possible I took notes that I 

later detailed in my journal that same day.  

 The last element of my research involved an analysis of documents related to 

Guatemalan politics and the community radio movement. This entailed the published writings or 
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media products of community radio stations, affiliated NGOs and community radio associations, 

governmental legislation, and news articles from the Guatemalan press. Such sources helped me to 

grasp the “official” discourse of the community radio movement, which allowed me to compare 

published ideologies with local practices, while also situating the community radio movement in 

relation to the various perceptions of the state and Guatemalan media.  

 

Primary Research Subjects 

  I set up my home in the city of Xela, Quetzaltenango due to its proximity to the 

headquarters of Asociación Mujb’ab’l yol, which was a hub for national events of the community 

radio movement. The following four stations became central parts of my research because they 

each had practitioners who eagerly invited me to visit their stations. Since the stations I researched 

were dependent on personal invitations from practitioners at national community radio 

workshops, my selection of research subjects focuses on stations that are very active in the national 

events of the community radio movement. Therefore, the information presented is representative 

of Maya community radio stations that are very involved with the national politics of the 

community radio movement.  

 Since I was based in Xela, my primary longitudinal subject was La X Musical, the nearest of 

the stations that agreed to participate in my research. The station is located in the rural town of 

Cajolá, Quetzaltenango, which was a two-hour bus ride from the center of Xela. Danielle, a 

representative of Cultural Survival, suggested that I work with this station because it is “very 

indigenous.” Upon my arrival, she arranged for me to visit the station and propose my research to 

the practitioners of La X Musical, who warmly agreed to participate in this project. According to 
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the 2002 Census the population of Cajolá is 94.45 percent Mam Maya (Instituto Nacional de 

Estadística 2002) and the majority of the population is illiterate (Sic 2004). La X Musical was thus 

an ideal subject in demonstrating how practitioners at the radio seek to preserve already prevalent 

Mam linguistic practices and cultural values. All programming at this station was broadcast 

exclusively in the Mayan language of Mam. Due to its strong indigenous identity and a lack of 

ladino culture, the community of Cajolá also exemplified the experience of rural Maya as they are 

continually marginalized by ladino-dominated political, economic, and social structures.  

 I also made several day trips to three other stations that I connected with through 

community radio workshops at Asociación Mujb’ab’l yol. Similar to La X Musical, the Mam Maya 

station, Radio Acodim Nan Pix, is located in a rural town called San Ildefonso Ixtahuacán in 

Huehuetenango, which maintains a strong Mam Maya identity through the dominant use of the 

Mam language. Accordingly, all programs were broadcast in the Mam Mayan language. However I 

also visited stations in areas where Mayan languages and other cultural practices were diminishing. 

The Mam Maya station, Radio Celajes in Tacaná, San Marcos, located near Guatemala’s western 

border with Mexico, and the Kaqchikel Maya station, Radio Ixchel, in Sumpango, Sacatepéquez, 

located near Guatemala City, serve the communities of distinct Mayan cultures and languages. 

However, they are similar in that they are located in areas that are dominated by mainstream, 

ladino, Spanish-speaking spheres, serving as case studies that represent the role of the radio in 

reviving— as opposed to preserving—Maya traditions.  

In these more urbanized settings, most programs are broadcast in both the Mayan language 

of the area and Spanish. This bilingual broadcasting takes into account the effects of past 

assimilationist projects and the hegemony of Spanish language use. Such a bilingual structure 
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reaches out to the many locals who did not learn a Mayan language for fear of linguistic 

discrimination, yet still consider themselves to be ethnically Maya. Radio Ixchel even broadcasts a 

weekly program that teaches the language of Kaqchikel in order to encourage its revitalization. 

Radio Celajes and Radio Ixchel thus demonstrate how Maya community radio stations located in less 

rural areas must adapt to the communities they serve through linguistically inclusive methods. 

 The multi-sited nature of my research allows me to take the heterogeneity of the 

community radio movement as an object of study. My analyses highlight the common discourses 

regarding cultural revitalization and indigenous rights shared by all four stations with which I 

worked, and by the collectivity of the national community radio movement. Yet just as importantly 

my investigation will also unpack the divergent ways in which such ideologies are pursued and 

appropriated in practice, within different national and local contexts.  
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Chapter 2 
Excluded from the Airwaves: Linguistic Discrimination and Neoliberal Spectrum Reform 

         

 Before analyzing the various functions of Maya community radio, this chapter establishes 

why Maya practitioners must create their own stations, rather than participating in those that 

already exist. The first section of this chapter engages with Bakhtin’s theory of heteroglossia and 

Bourdieu’s theory of symbolic violence in order to explore the homogenizing and discriminatory 

nature of Spanish-speaking, ladino-dominated commercial radio. I argue that commercial radio 

perpetuates the marginalization and exclusion of Mayas who are “permanent victims of 

discrimination, racism, and structural violence” (Speed & Leyva Solano 2008, 4). I then examine 

neoliberal reforms to Guatemalan media laws, which privatize spectrum resources and 

subsequently exclude Mayas from legally acquiring their own radio frequencies on which to 

broadcast. I use Bourdieu’s theory of capital to interrogate how such neoliberal reforms rely on 

pre-existing structural inequalities in Guatemala. Ultimately, I expose how the exclusionary nature 

of ladino-dominated commercial radio programs and the state’s neoliberal privatization of radio 

frequencies work in tandem to force Mayas out of Guatemala’s established public sphere of the 

radio and into the extra-legal broadcasting practices for which they are criminalized. 

 

Representation on the Radio 

Since Spanish is the official language used to symbolize the nation of Guatemala, Mayan 

languages and all non-Spanish languages that deviate from this standard threaten the state’s 

homogeneity and unity. While established linguistic standards symbolize national identity, they 

often “disproportionately represent the interests of specific groups within those nations” (Kroskrity 
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509). Indeed the institutional hegemony of the Spanish language in Guatemala gives the illusion 

of a ladino majority. However, most Mayas and Mayanists maintain that over half of Guatemala’s 

population is Maya. The significant indigenous presence suggests that governmental decisions, 

which generally favor Spanish-speaking Guatemalans as the “ideal” citizen, are incongruous with 

the demographic reality. Guatemalan radio serves as a contentious site in which these linguistic 

power struggles crystallize on public airwaves. 

The tension between commercial and community radio can be analyzed through Bakhtin’s 

theory of heteroglossia and unitary language. Bakhtin argues that language is heteroglot and every 

word is imbued with the ‘“taste’ of a profession, genre, tendency, a part, a particular work, a 

particular person, a generation, an age group, the day and hour” (1981, 293). Standard unitary 

languages are thus not natural forms, but instead political constructions that must constantly be 

policed and enforced against the inherently heteroglossic nature of language, in which every 

utterance is embedded with aspects of difference. 

Both commercial and Maya community radios have concomitant elements of heteroglossia 

and unitariness, since every utterance participates in the “unitary language […] and at the same 

time partakes of social and historical heteroglossia” (Bakhtin 1981, 272). However, commercial 

radio stations are monopolized, private businesses that seek to represent and police the unitary 

language of Spanish. In short, there is very little heteroglossia officially permitted within 

programming. Show-hosts are selectively hired and, according to community radio practitioners, 

virtually all of them are ethnically ladino and native Spanish speakers. 

Carlos, the director of the Mam Maya station, Radio Celajes, explained,  

In this country there are many commercial stations that don’t speak about anything that 
has to do with our [Maya] culture… All day they play drug trafficking [reggaetón] music. 
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Furthermore, what concerns us a lot is that the commercial stations, those that don’t want 
us to survive, are to blame for the transculturalization of the country. 
 

The transculturalization that Carlos refers to is the domination of “Western” ladino culture over 

Maya culture, as is propagated through Spanish-speaking, commercial radio programs (Fischer & 

Brown 1996, 4). Indeed, virtually all commercial radio stations play music in Spanish and several 

even play pop songs from the United States in English. 

Practitioners repeatedly articulated the exclusionary ladino project of cultural 

“Westernization,” and often positioned their mission in contrast to that of commercial radio 

programming. Marta, a practitioner at the Kaqchikel station of Radio Ixchel in Sumpango, 

Sacatepéquez, explained, “The radio doesn’t speak about planning. The radio doesn’t speak about 

culture, doesn’t speak about the importance of identity, of language— this doesn’t matter to them, 

this doesn’t interest them. [But] to the radio of the people it does [matter]— the community radio.” 

Marta’s characterization conveys the way in which community radio is constructed oppositionally, 

demonstrating Saussure’s semiotic theory in which signs are “defined not by their positive content 

but negatively by their relations with the other terms of the system” (1959, 117). Community radio 

is defined in relation to the homogeneous programming of commercial radio, which neglects to 

represent the diverse cultural, linguistic, and ethnic identities within Guatemala. 

Maya community radio embraces the heteroglossic nature of language by encouraging the 

participation of many different speakers and points of view within one Mayan language. According 

to community radio practitioners and leaders, any Maya can be a practitioner regardless of age, 

religious belief, or level of education. This inclusivity is advertised in a national announcement for 

community radio: “Community radio is our voice. Community radio belongs to the people and is 

for all without discrimination” (Radios comunitarias de Guatemala). Indeed many practitioners 
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that I interviewed were illiterate and unschooled, and a handful of stations have supervised 

programs hosted by children and teenagers.  

Luis, a Mam Maya priest who hosts a show on Maya religion at La X Musical explained, “It 

doesn’t matter if your religion is Catholic, Evangelical, Sabbatarian, Mormon…The community 

radio is in favor of the people. We’re not getting rid of them or their religion. No.” Indeed, La X 

Musical consists of Evangelical, Catholic, and Maya traditionalist practitioners that work together 

to fundraise, coordinate programming schedules, participate in community radio workshops, and 

host visiting radio stations. By highlighting the pan-religious participation of community radio, 

Luis seeks to show how radio transcends religion, which is known to be one of the most divisive 

forces in the Guatemalan highlands (see Sexton 1978; Warren 1978; Annis 1987; Hill and 

Monaghan 1987; Fischer 2001). The representation of different religious viewpoints on one 

station exemplifies the inclusion and acceptance of diverse worldviews.  

The dialogical structure of community radio programs encourages direct participation of 

callers in the local Mayan language, allowing and fostering dialogue that reflects the reality of 

heteroglossia within one community. One of the practitioners at the Mam Maya station of Radio 

Acodim Nan Pix, located in a remote rural town in Huehuetenango, invited me to sit in on a day of 

programming dedicated to “civic participation.” Station coordinators brought the radio 

transmitter out of the enclosed broadcasting room and onto the open patio of the station, 

overlooking the mountains of San Ildefonso Ixtachuacan. For this special day of programming, the 

director hired local marimba players to perform live music. Breaks between the marimba songs 

were allotted for town members to visit the radio and make announcements or offer greetings to 

the community. The show-hosts that day intermittently discussed the importance of civic 
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participation, encouraging people to come visit and speak on air. They also requested small 

donations to the radio to replace old broadcasting equipment, promoting the idea that joint efforts 

are needed to keep community radio stations operating. Throughout the morning, people of all 

ages stopped by the station and listened to the live show; it quickly became a popular hub for the 

community of San Ildefonso Ixtahuacán and neighboring towns. 

 The multi-authored nature of community radio through participatory programs— or, in the 

case of Radio Acodim Nan Pix, civic participation days— open the airwaves to a multiplicity of voices 

and opinions within the transmitter’s coverage. The name of one Mam Maya community radio 

station is in fact, Doble Vía, which means “two way” in Spanish. Doble Vía quite literally stresses the 

dialogic principle that structures Maya community radio stations. This dialogic space created for 

Mayas by Mayas subverts the dominant linguistic and ethnic composition of legitimate, 

commercial broadcasting, while also breaking the historical silence and lack of indigenous 

participation that I will explore in the following chapters. Through dialogically-structured 

programs, all community radio practitioners, regardless of programming content, engage in an 

inherently political critique of the monologic character of legal Guatemalan radio by offering 

opportunities for Mayas to visit, call in, or become practitioners and make their voices heard. 

 

Policing the Airwaves: The Stigmatization of Mayan languages on Commercial Radio  

Addressing the maintenance of linguistic standards, Bakhtin notes the various “forces that 

serve to unify and centralize the verbal ideological world” (Bakhtin 1981, 270). These forces are 

made visible on the radio in Marta’s description of linguistic prescriptivism:  
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In [commercial] radios there is discrimination. If you listen sometimes you’ll hear our 
people call and they can’t speak well in Castilian or Spanish, and so [the show-hosts] repeat 
in a mean tone what [the Maya caller] said. 
 

Through this example, Marta illustrates the enforcement of unitary language in commercial radio 

as broadcasters discriminate against indigenous callers speaking “bad” Spanish. 

Bakhtin conceives of language as “ideologically saturated,” to the point that it can be 

considered reflective of a worldview and even a “concrete opinion” that creates a reality through 

words. By promoting unitary language and shaming non-standard forms of Spanish, commercial 

radios police the embodied opinions and worldviews of Mayas who speak “bad” Spanish on air, 

while naturalizing the ladino standard and its associated values. Linking language to culture and 

sociopolitics, Bakhtin argues that unitary language serves as a force “working toward concrete 

verbal and ideological unification and centralization, which develop in vital connection with the 

processes of sociopolitical and cultural centralization” (1981, 271). 

Many community radio practitioners see linguistic discrimination as a means of 

eliminating the Maya people from Guatemalan society. When Luis discussed the community 

radio’s diversity of religion amidst practitioners and callers (quoted above), he concluded, “We’re 

not getting rid of them [radio participants] or their religion. No.” In this statement he claims that 

his programs reflect the heterogeneous reality of his community, accepting practitioners and callers 

who seek to express their distinct religious beliefs on-air. Because of the dichotomous ladino-Maya 

structure in which Maya practitioners situate their community radio stations, Luis implies that the 

discriminatory policies of ladino-dominated commercial radios are ultimately aimed at “getting rid 

of” Mayas. 
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Luis’ assumption is justifiably founded in past assimilationist projects to integrate Mayas 

into national ladino culture (Fischer and Brown 1996, 78). As linguistic anthropologist Brigittine 

French has observed, in the majority of the twentieth century state policies have often been 

directed at eliminating Maya cultural difference through the ethnic object of Mayan languages 

(French 2010). Mayan languages thus emerge as emblems of Maya identity as if they “depicted or 

displayed the group’s inherent nature or essence” (Irvine and Gal 2000, 37). For example, Maya 

intellectual Demetrio Cojtí Cuxil explains: “The Maya people exist because they have and speak 

their own languages” (1990, 12). A Kaqchikel Maya community radio practitioner named Marta 

articulated a similar language ideology, declaring, “Our language, in particular, is what identifies 

us.”   

Linguistic anthropologist Paul Kroskrity posits, “Language ideologies are productively used 

in the creation and representation of various social and cultural identities (e.g. nationality, 

ethnicity)” (Kroskrity 2004, 509). This is evident in the way practitioners evaluate the loss of 

Mayan languages. At a community radio conference, practitioners from various linguistic groups 

articulated the need for community radio: “We are forgetting and ending our culture because we 

are embarrassed to speak our language.” This statement attributes the diminishing prevalence of 

Maya culture and identity to the stigmatization of Mayan languages and its subsequent disuse. 

Language is thus uniquely privileged as the locus of where Maya culture can be “lost.”   

Despite more recent state efforts to recognize Mayan languages and identities,12 the 

discriminatory foundations of past assimilationist ideologies still linger in many aspects of 

Guatemalan daily life including commercial broadcasting. Charles Hale’s book, Más que un indio 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 In 2003 the Guatemalan Congress passed the National Languages Law that recognized the right to Mayan languages 
and cultures (Congreso de la República de Guatemala 2003). 
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(2006), includes an interview with a contemporary ladina woman, who argues for the assimilation 

of Mayas: “We want the indigenous to become more like us…They are invading our space, 

assuming roles that legitimately belong to us” (quoted in Hale 2006, 155). Such a statement 

exemplifies the persisting ideologies of mestizaje, which denotes the mixing of race or cultures— 

specifically those of indigenous and European ancestry. The idea of mestizaje played an important 

role in assimilationist state projects during the mid- to late-20th century, working to eliminate 

indigeneity by transforming indigenous communities into mestizo communities. Ultimately, 

mestizaje works to erase cultural difference by insisting that Mayas “become more like [ladinos].”  

The assimiliationist ideals expressed above demonstrate how the stigmatization of Mayan 

accents on commercial radio programming prevents Mayas from “invading [ladino] space.” The on-

air correction of Maya callers’ “bad” Spanish exemplifies efforts to make Mayas more like ladinos, 

using the object of language as a means to achieve this goal. By forcing Mayas to adopt the 

standardized use of Spanish, commercial radio programs ultimately work toward “getting rid of 

[Mayas],” as Luis put it.  

 

Demarcating Ethnicity through Radio Programs 

Marta’s account of on-air discrimination against Maya callers can also be examined through 

Waugh’s theory of markedness, which signifies “the asymmetrical and hierarchical relationship 

between the two poles of any opposition” (Waugh 1982, 299). When Maya callers, many of whom 

speak Spanish as their second language, infiltrate commercial programming, they are “marked” as 

outsiders by ladino broadcasters, and they create what Jane Hill has called a form of “linguistic 

disorder” (1998, 681). According to Marta, broadcasters repeat the requests in a “mean tone,” 
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using their orderly “correct language,” which is “free of accent” and grammatical errors. Hill asserts 

that linguistic “boundaries and order are everything” (1998, 681). Therefore, public discrimination 

against Maya callers is a way of reasserting those boundaries and maintaining hegemonic order.  

Appropriating Hill’s concept of a “racializing discourse,” I view this on-air discrimination 

as an “ethnicizing” act (1998, 680). I make such a distinction between race and ethnicity because 

there are many ladinos who have Maya ancestry but identify as ladino based on their dress, 

language, and culture. The ladino broadcasters’ corrections of the utterances of indigenous 

speakers reify the unmarked norm of Spanish, thereby marking the Maya caller as deviant from the 

standard. Anthropologist Bonnie Urciuoli’s research indicates that many bilingual individuals who 

speak both English and Spanish in the United States feel they must erase traces Spanish accents 

from their English exchanges. Such pressure “implies something wrong with anyone who cannot 

[hide their Spanish accents]” (Urciuoli 1991, 300). The stigmatization of Mayan accents on 

commercial radio has a similar implication, imposing expectations upon Maya callers and listeners 

to eliminate traces of their Maya ethnicity. The public domain of ladino, Spanish commercial 

radio emerges as the site of marked “ethnicization.” It is important to note that this act of 

linguistic policing is broadcast to the public, and thus the stigmatization of non-standard Spanish 

and the indigenous identity it indexes effects not just the Maya caller, but also the listeners, both 

ladino and Maya, who internalize and reproduce this system of markedness. 

 In order to counteract the discriminatory ethnic marking of commercial radio programs, 

Mayas involved with their local community radio stations often emphasize that their radio 

programs are expressly designed to engage with Mayan speakers. Community radio is thus 

constructed as a counter-public sphere in which Mayan language is the norm, rather than deviant. 
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Speaking on behalf of a local association for the revitalization of Maya customs, an elderly Mam 

Maya man named Pablo made an announcement at his local station, Radio Acodim Nan Pix, in San 

Ildefonso Ixtahuacán. In his message he encouraged other locals to visit the station: “This radio is 

not for ladinos... people should approach us at the radio since it’s not in Castilian but instead the 

Mam language.” Pablo references the Mam language to establish common ground with Maya 

listeners and demonstrate the station’s approachability. His assurance also indexes the 

intimidation sometimes associated with the radio because of the discriminatory Castilian 

programming described by Marta. 

Just as “disorderly” Mayan participation is discouraged through linguistic discrimination 

on Spanish commercial programming, community radio programs reject the participation of 

Spanish-speaking ladinos in the sphere of Maya broadcasting. In this way, community radio 

programming responds to the stigmatization of Mayan languages by creating its own exclusive 

domain that marks the ladino in a way that is not found in greater Guatemalan society. The 

crucial difference is that a Mayan accent threatens the structurally enforced and historically 

entrenched Spanish hegemony, while the use of Spanish in the continually shrinking Maya sphere 

encroaches on the marginalized and extra-legal domain to which Mayan languages have been 

forced and contained. It is through this exclusively Maya sphere of community radio broadcasting 

that Pablo seeks to establish unity between Mayas by explaining that the radio “is not for ladinos” 

(see full quote above). In other words, the constructed social category of ‘ladinos’ is the “‘them’ 

against which a pan-Maya ‘us’ is constructed” (Fischer 2001, 102).  

Yet despite the many ways in which community radio seeks to challenge the homogenous 

programming of commercial radio, its hegemony is still embedded in Marta’s speech. When 
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contrasting commercial radio and community radio, she uses the unmarked term, “radio,” to 

signify commercial radio and marks the term, “community radio,” to distinguish between the two. 

This terminology frames “community radio” as deviant from the standard, legitimate “radio.” If we 

apply the concept of markedness onto the programming content of the different radio types, the 

ladino culture and Spanish language used in commercial broadcasting remains unmarked while 

the Mayan cultures and languages of community radio shows are marked as non-standard. This use 

of language shows traces of markedness in which Marta, though fighting the hegemony of ladino 

programming as a community radio practitioner, unconsciously perpetuates the “otherness” of the 

Maya implicated in her language. 

 

Symbolic Violence 

The stigmatization of Mayan accents and languages on commercial radio programming can 

also be considered an act of what Bourdieu calls symbolic violence, in which ladino interests are 

furthered at the expense of Maya ones. Just as importantly, this symbolic power is “exercised only 

with the complicity” of those it subjugates (Bourdieu 1991, 164). This complicity is demonstrated 

in Marta’s story as she explained, “Many say… they couldn’t find jobs, they didn’t have a space, 

they didn’t have a place. So many parents of families said that the [Mayan] language wasn’t going 

to serve their kids because they didn’t want their kids to be discriminated against like they were.” 

Thus the unmarked, Spanish-speaking sphere successfully exerted symbolic power as Mayas 

submitted to this domination by deciding not to teach their children a Mayan language. Marta 

recounted, “There came a time when I didn’t want [my family] to come visit because I didn’t want 

to speak my language because it made me embarrassed, mostly because there was a discrimination 
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[against it] and I didn’t speak it anymore [...] we spoke it in our house but not in front of other 

people.” Marta’s efforts to limit her use of Kaqchikel to the private sphere of her home reveals the 

way in which she conceded to the standards of linguistic orderliness of the hegemonic, Spanish-

speaking, public domain. She internalized this censorship, basing her linguistic choices on the 

dominant linguistic and social hierarchy of Guatemala, which takes form in the exclusionary 

structure of Guatemala radio. 

Examining this process of discrimination and internalized censorship, exclusionary radio 

programs can be considered one of many “censorships that exclude certain agents from 

communication by excluding them from the groups which speak or the places which allow one to 

speak with authority” (Bourdieu 1991, 138). Considered in conjunction with the ladino group 

that it is said to represent, Guatemalan commercial radio serves to both exclude Mayas from 

ladino-dominated positions of authority, and restrict them from accessing the legitimate platforms 

from which one speaks with authority. The stigmatization of Mayan languages excludes Mayas 

from the legal, “authorized” public discourse of the radio and forces them into the extra-legal 

domain of community radio broadcasting.  

Broadcasting without legal licenses, community radio stations are repeatedly stripped of 

honor through anti-community radio commercials. Mayan cultures and languages thus become 

inextricably linked with the “dishonorable” extra-legal sphere of community radio. One 

commercial radio station in Guatemala City broadcast an anti-pirate radio skit, concluding: “Don’t 

tell me you have [a pirate radio station]! But you seem so respectable. Hurry up and close it. Or 

would you rather I come visit you in jail?” This commercial assigns dishonor to unauthorized radio 

stations, which include political, religious, and community radio stations that broadcast without 
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legal licenses. It is important to note, however, that ladino-led radio stations exist in both legal and 

extra-legal spheres. Conversely, radio stations led by Maya communities almost entirely exist 

outside of the law, due to their inability to afford legal broadcasting licenses. Thus while this 

advertisement makes no explicit mention of ethnicity, I suggest that it is highly charged with ethnic 

implications, perpetuating the asymmetrical ethnic power relations that Maya community radio 

practitioners so frequently reference. 

In order to counter such negative commercials, Maya community radio practitioners 

periodically record community radio advertisements that counter the stigmatization of Maya 

community radio and the Mayan languages in which they broadcast. The following announcement 

starts with a brief conversation in a Mayan language and fades to two men speaking Spanish: 

- A: Carlos, did you hear what those people are speaking? 
- B: Ah, those men are speaking their [Mayan] language. 
- A: How embarrassing! If that were me I would not speak that language because it’s a 
step backwards in the development of our town. 
- B: The [Mayan] language is the vehicle to transmit the oral Maya tradition of our 
grandparents. 
- Together: Value our languages! 

 
By presenting the shame or embarrassment associated with Mayan languages in the form of a 

casual conversation, this commercial demonstrates the pervasiveness of linguistic discrimination in 

everyday encounters. As counter-hegemonic critiques, the endorsements of the community radio 

movement claim the authority to assign value and respect to Mayan languages, seeking to identify 

and subvert the symbolic violence reinforced by anti-community radio advertisements. 
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Neoliberal Reform: The Privatization of Radio Frequencies 

 I have shown how commercial radio programs linguistically discriminate against Mayas in 

the public sphere of the radio, restricting modes of authority to ladino, Spanish-speaking domains. 

In this section, I will explore how the social discrimination against Mayas on commercial radio 

programs is institutionalized through Guatemala’s legal system. I demonstrate how neoliberal 

reforms to Guatemala’s media laws work in conjunction with the discrimination against Mayas on 

commercial radio programming. By privatizing radio frequencies, Guatemala’s media laws force 

poor Maya communities into extra-legal broadcasting practices for which they are subsequently 

criminalized. 

        When discussing the legal state of community radio in Guatemala, practitioners often cite 

the Peace Accords, specifically referring to Inciso H (Subsection H), which contains two state 

obligations regarding indigenous communications: (1) “to promote the abolition of any and all 

provisions in the national legislation which stand as an obstacle to the right of indigenous peoples 

to have their own communications for the development of their identity”; and (2) to reform 

existing broadcasting policies “in order to make frequencies available for indigenous projects and 

to ensure respect for the principle of non-discrimination in the use of communications media” 

(reprinted in Peace Accords 2003, 52). 

        The Ley general de telecomunicaciones (General Telecommunications Law) implemented the 

same year as the Peace Accords, however, contradicts Subsection H, by neglecting to allocate radio 

frequencies for indigenous groups. Instead, the law mandates that competing claims for radio 

frequencies be settled through an auction system, in which radio waves are awarded to the highest 

bidder in the form of paper certificates known as títulos de usufructo de frecuencia (TUFs, usufruct 
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titles to frequency). Usufruct rights to broadcast frequencies typically sell for an average of $27,000 

in areas outside of Guatemala City, but within the capital some frequencies have been sold for as 

much as $750,000 and leased for up to $4,000 per month (Ibárgüen 2003). Access to radio 

communications is thus contingent on having substantial economic capital, excluding those that 

cannot afford to bid. Because indigenous people comprise the majority of impoverished in 

Guatemala, this policy relies on and perpetuates ethnic and economic structural exclusion. 

        Despite the General Telecommunications Law, many Maya communities founded their 

stations based on the indigenous right to communications media recognized in the Peace Accords. 

In other words, Maya communities take the Peace Accords as legal precedent for their 

broadcasting practices, whereas the state enforces the contradictory General Telecommunications 

Law, which criminalizes all radios broadcasting without a purchased license. In this position 

community radios are “extra-legal,” meaning they are not protected by law but are also not 

technically illegal. Yet their avoidance of the auction system has subjected them to accusations of 

theft and piracy, which police use to justify the raids of community radio stations.  

 

For Sale (to Those who Qualify) 

        The General Telecommunications Law, as it stands now, purports to allow equal access to 

radio frequencies by permitting any member of the general public to participate in auctions. But, 

Carlos, the director of the Mam Maya station of Radio Celajes, explained, “If we were to go to the 

auctions… to buy a radio frequency, the minimum price goes for around $28,000. And here we 

can barely afford $40 to $50 to pay for electricity every month.” Still, economic capital is not the 

only obstacle for Maya communities. Maya community radio representatives also lack the necessary 
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social and cultural capital, which serve as important, though less visible, criteria in the auction 

process. 

Bourdieu’s theory of capital can help explain how the current auction system excludes 

Maya bidders by founding TUF distribution on resources from which Mayas are structurally 

deprived. In Bourdieu’s terms, capital serves as a social relation within a system of exchange and 

exists in both material and symbolic forms. Bourdieu defines social capital, one type of symbolic 

capital, as resources that “are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less 

institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition” (Bourdieu 1983, 249). In 

other words, social capital is accrued through social connections. Cultural capital refers to cultural 

knowledge and skills that one possesses by being part of a particular culture, which is often 

institutionalized through the educational system (Bourdieu 1983). Cultural capital can be signified 

by style of speech and dress that indicate the culture to which one belongs; by extension, 

expressions of cultural capital can also mark one’s ethnicity. This is especially true in the case of 

Guatemala, where the value of economic, social and cultural capital can often be mapped onto the 

ethnic Maya-ladino binary that community radio practitioners continually reference. 

In the case of community radio, social capital is an important, unmentioned criterion in 

the system of frequency distribution. The importance of symbolic forms of capital is exemplified 

through an experience recounted to me by Julio. In an attempt to pursue the prescribed legal 

formula for attaining a TUF in Guatemala, Julio decided to enter into a broadcast spectrum 

auction in 2002, despite the fact that he would likely be unable to place a viable bid against 

competing for-profit radio station owners. He travelled to the Superintendencia de 

telecomunicaciones (SIT, Telecommunications Regulator of Guatemala) in Guatemala City, an 
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independent regulatory body established in 1996 that is in charge of distributing and monitoring 

frequency usage. At the SIT office Julio filled out the paperwork to enter the auction, submitted a 

deposit of $900, and was given the date of the auction that would be held later that month at a 

hotel in Guatemala City. Julio made his eight-hour journey to the capital one day before the date 

of the auction. However, upon arrival the hotel receptionist explained, “The auction was yesterday.” 

Julio continued: 

I was really angry and I went to the SIT, and they told me, “Yes, we already did it. Let’s see 
your papers. Oh, yes, you have a deposit. Okay, so what do you want? Your money? Do you 
want us to give you back your money or are you going to fight? Are you going to go to court 
and lose your money? Were you recommended by someone?” [I said], “No. I just wanted to 
participate.” So they told me, “Well here’s your money. Accept the refund or go to court.” 

    
        Those who are unjustly excluded from the auction are offered two options: to go to court, 

which requires hiring a lawyer and possessing the social capital and knowledge to navigate the 

convoluted legal system of Guatemala, or quietly take the refunded deposit and go home. In reality, 

however, even if Julio were to have the money to go to court, the judicial system, as I showed 

earlier, has repeatedly ruled in the favor of existing laws and systems that protect commercial radio 

monopolies and exclude community radio stations, leaving Julio with no real legal recourse for 

justice. 

        While the SIT upheld their claim to allowing anyone to register for the auction, there are a 

few ways to understand Julio’s exclusion from participating. Most cynically, the SIT may have 

deliberately misinformed Julio because he did not come recommended by a valuable political 

contact. By giving Julio the wrong date, the SIT avoided the direct denial of Julio’s participation, 

by turning the blame on his “late arrival.” The other explanation for Julio’s experience requires a 

brief preface about the geographic centralization of cultural, social, and economic power. 
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Community radio participants often reference Guatemala City to signify mainstream, ladino 

culture and commercial radio. Being the capital, Guatemala City is also the center of politics and 

the home of Guatemala’s wealthiest families. With this in mind, it is possible that the SIT auction 

date was in fact changed, but because Julio lives eight hours from the city and exists outside of 

wealthy, ladino, political networks, he lacked the social and cultural capital to find out about the 

change. 

        Julio illustrates the interconnectedness of different types of capital in the following 

complaint: 

Here in Guatemala, the person who has radio is the person who has money. The person 
who has radio is the person who is politically connected. If someone is not recommended 
by some congressman or has not worked for a certain political party that’s in power, they 
ignore you. 
 

Julio explained that commercial radio owners usually have both material capital, in the form of 

money, and social capital, in the form of political connections. It can be further argued that when 

one simultaneously possesses different forms of capital, which is usually the case, since they are 

deeply interrelated, they can strategically use one type of capital to access another. In the case of 

Guatemalan radio, economic capital can be used to access social capital through bribery, which in 

turn affords one further access to economic capital in the form of property rights to TUFs. The 

relationship between economic and social capital is exemplified by the fact that bribery is rampant 

and effective in Guatemalan politics.  

Thus the auction system relies on the intertwined nature of material and symbolic capital, 

since the general economic disadvantage of Mayas in Guatemala correlates to similar deprivation 

from other symbolic forms of capital. In other words, the state can claim that it’s only about 

money without having to address how such a system excludes the majority of the Maya population. 
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Therefore, the frequency distribution system, as it stands now, both utilizes and reproduces the 

structural inequalities embedded in social, cultural, and ethnic systems of exchange. 

 

Conclusion 

 I began this chapter by exploring the practices of cultural centralization and linguistic 

homogenization that occur on commercial radio broadcasts. I demonstrated how on-air linguistic 

prescriptivism perpetuates past assimilationist projects of mestizaje by working to eliminate 

linguistic difference and bolster Spanish linguistic hegemony. The stigmatization of Mayan accents 

discourages Mayas from participating in the public sphere of commercial radio broadcasting. Yet 

when Mayas seek to create alternative arenas in which to freely speak their languages, they are 

confronted by the structural discrimination of Guatemala’s media laws. The state’s neoliberal 

privatization of radio frequencies is an institutionalized form of discrimination that works 

concurrently with the discriminatory nature of ladino-dominated commercial radio programs to 

force Mayas out of Guatemala’s established public sphere of the radio and into extra-legal 

broadcasting practices, for which they are criminalized and stripped of honor.  

 The economic, political, and social inequalities of Guatemala crystallize on the airwaves of 

Guatemalan radio. As Carlos, the director of the Mam Maya station, Radio Celajes, explained, 

There are a handful of people in all the countries of Latin America that think they are the 
owners of the country, and that they can do whatever is convenient for them in this 
country. And when some people want do something more, they say they’re violating the 
laws…[but] we also have the right [to broadcast]. 

 
In this quote, Carlos echoes a rights discourse that many Maya community radio practitioners 

deploy to contest Guatemala’s discriminatory media laws. In the following chapter, I examine how 

the multiculturalist framework of indigenous rights works to direct international attention to this 
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injustice. However, I also caution that the reductionist nature of rights discourse can homogenize 

and essentialize Maya cultures in the name of asserting political pan-Maya unity against neoliberal 

media laws. 
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Chapter 3 
“Community Radio is a Right”: The Indigenous Right to Cultural Difference 

 
 

 Julio, the founder of the Mam Maya community radio station Radio Celajes, was in his 

radio station, located on the first floor of his house, when he spotted a policeman walking in the 

direction of his home. He panicked and frantically started gathering up his radio equipment to 

hide it upstairs, for something in his gut told him that the policeman was coming to raid the 

station and confiscate the technology— a threat he had received in the past. But while Julio 

cowered in his home waiting for the dreaded knock, the policeman walked past the radio station, 

without so much as a pause.  

 Pedro, the founder of Asociación Mujb’ab’l yol and Radio Doble Vía, told me this revelatory 

anecdote on a bus ride from the city of Xela to the town of Tacaná, where Radio Celajes is located. 

Throughout his narration, he paused to laugh hysterically, entertained by the thought of his 

colleague making such a big deal out of nothing. Later that day in Tacaná, I accompanied Pedro 

and Julio on an errand to a local copy shop. While waiting for the photocopies to print Pedro 

examined the copier and suggested the possibility of hiding a radio transmitter inside of a 

photocopy machine so as to avoid its confiscation in the case of a raid. Though Pedro chuckled at 

his idea and moved on to a new topic of discussion, Julio was pensive, recording the measurements 

of the machine in order to assess the feasibility of such a disguise.  

 Julio’s paranoia exemplifies the fear in which all community radio participants live, as they 

run the constant risk of raids, fines, and even incarceration. Though Pedro presented his 

proposition with light-hearted chuckles, such a thought reveals the effect of the criminalization of 

community radio on the subjectivities of Maya practitioners as they seek to maneuver ongoing 
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state oppression, operating in the extra-legal margins of society to which they have been 

structurally contained 

 In this chapter I trace legal debates surrounding community radio in Guatemala, outlining 

competing projects for the legalization and criminalization of community radio. I explicate how 

the current extra-legal status of community radio broadcasting is embedded in the subjectivities of 

practitioners as they internalize surveillance and censorship under the shadow of state oppression. 

I then examine how Maya community radio practitioners somewhat paradoxically contest the legal 

structures that exclude them through legal discourses of human rights and indigenous rights. I 

show how the strategic invocation of indigenous rights discourse in the representation of 

community radio frames Maya cultures, and the means of expressing those cultures through the 

radio, as central objects of indigenous rights claims. Such an approach caters to state ideologies of 

multiculturalism, which celebrates culturally specific collective rights within a neoliberal 

framework. I bring attention to the duality of multiculturalism and essentialism by suggesting that 

the multiculturalist framework of indigenous rights discourse encourages essentialist 

representations of the primordial cultural difference in which practitioners stake their claims to 

the indigenous right of community radio.  

 

Legal Debates over Community Radio 

 With the support of non-profit organizations like Cultural Survival and Asociación Mujb’ab’l 

yol, the community radio movement was able to draft and present Bill 4087 to Guatemalan 

Congress in 2009. The bill proposed to reform the General Telecommunications Law by 

decriminalizing community radio stations in hopes to democratize Guatemalan media. The 
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proposed reform, entitled Ley de medios de comunicación comunitaria (Community Communications 

Media Law), suggests the recognition of nonprofit community media as a new category exempt 

from the codified auction system. Consequently, the reform proposes that each of Guatemala’s 

333 municipalities have their own legal community radio station (Cultural Survival 2011). Though 

the Congress accepted the bill for consideration, it has yet to be passed and community radio 

members are doubtful that it will, due to corruption and a lack of political backing that I will 

explore in detail below. Maya Congressman, Amilcar Pop, explained that, “Historically, it’s typical 

for Congress to exclude indigenous groups. They accept bills but never adopt them” (Fredrick 

2012). The community media bill is one of many indigenous rights proposals that have been 

accepted for consideration by the Guatemalan Congress and shelved indefinitely. 

 More recently the right-wing political party, LIDER, introduced an opposing proposal to 

Congress in the summer of 2012. The bill calls for the imprisonment of representatives of radio 

stations that have not purchased legal titles for broadcasting (Iniciativa 4479 2012). In the case of 

Guatemala, the competing proposals for reform to the radio laws can be interpreted as 

components of two broader contradictory visions for Guatemalan society. The proposed 

legalization of community radio plays into the larger project to create a democratic and multi-

ethnic society that values Maya participation. Conversely, the proposed criminalization of 

community radio exemplifies the political will to maintain Maya citizens on the margins of the 

airwaves, and by extension, on the margins of society. Competing legal efforts to reform current 

policies thus demonstrate how the law is “constantly negotiated and reshaped in a dynamic 

dialectic between hegemonic projections and counter-hegemonic actions” (Sieder and Witchell 

2001, 203; Santos 1987; Stammers 1999).  
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 In October of 2011, Cultural Survival’s Guatemalan sister organization, Sobrevivencia 

cultural, submitted a legal complaint of unconstitutionality to the Guatemalan Constitutional 

Court. The NGO argued that the distribution of radio frequencies through an auction system was 

a form of economic and ethnic discrimination. In March of 2012 the Constitutional Court of 

Guatemala, which is the highest court of the country, ruled against the complaint of Sobrevivencia 

cultural, maintaining the existing auction system of the General Telecommunications Law. The 

court did, however, recommend that the Congress legislate in favor of indigenous access to radio, 

though the Congress has ignored this suggestion and continued to legislate in favor of the 

commercial radio monopoly.  

Since the Sobrevivencia cultural court case, President Otto Pérez Molina, who took office in 

January of 2012, has proved to be a strong opposing force in efforts toward legalization. He 

recently approved a reform to the General Telecommunications Law in November 2012 despite 

opposition from the community radio movement and the United Nations’ office in Guatemala. 

The reform extended the current TUF leases of commercial stations for another twenty years, a 

change which favors existing commercial radio monopolies and further limits the windows of 

opportunity for unlicensed community radios to legally acquire TUFs (Prensa Libre 2012). Thus 

recent legislature against the rights of indigenous people outlined in the Peace Accords, 

demonstrate that “the effective exercise of rights and obligations generally depends on relative 

degrees of power” (Sieder & Witchell 2001, 203). In the case of Guatemala, the hierarchization of 

the discriminatory General Telecommunications Law over the previously signed Peace Accords 

reveals how legal documents are selectively honored by the dominant group to maintain and justify 

particular ideologies, asymmetrical power relations, and notions of agency.  
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A Lack of Political Will 

On the more local level, community radio participants are doubtful that community radio 

will be legalized any time soon, despite the promises of certain politicians. When Hurricane Stan 

hit Tacaná in 2005, practitioners of Radio Celajes recruited extra volunteers from the community in 

order to air constant updates about the storm. The station was the only one in the area operating 

24-7 for the eight days of the hurricane, during which they broadcasted safety information, 

announced the missing, identified the dead, and coordinated shelter and supplies donations for 

those who lost their homes. After the storm, then President Óscar Berger paid a visit to Tacaná 

and thanked the volunteers of Radio Celajes for their community service during the hurricane. Julio 

said they even have a recording in which the former president promised that he would work 

toward the legalization of community radio. However, that was seven years ago and, in Julio’s 

words, President Berger “forgot” his promise and is now no longer in office. Julio concluded that 

there is simply no “political will for community radio.”  

 Carlos, the director of Radio Celajes, also referenced the lack of political will for community 

radio: 

We are very worried that our dream is practically a utopia, at least during this government, 
because Luis Rabbé [congressman] is the son-in-law of Ángel González [commercial media 
owner] and Luis is part of the Comisión de comunicaciones del congreso [Congressional 
Committee of Communications]… so the law for community radios will definitely not pass. 
 

According to Carlos, congressman Luis Rabbé (former presidential candidate for the right-wing 

party Frente Republicano Guatemalteco, which was created by military dictator and war criminal 

Efraín Ríos Montt) is a member of the congressional committee that determines communications 

laws and approved the discriminatory General Telecommunications Law. It is thus likely that 

Rabbé’s familial connection, along with the general right-wing disregard for indigenous rights, will 
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ensure the protection of the monopoly on commercial media that his father-in-law controls. In 

other words, the odds are against the legalization of community radio, as both rampant political 

corruption and a general disinterest in indigenous rights leave Bill 4087 unaddressed.  

 

The Hypocrisy of the State 

 Despite their legal limbo and lack of political protection, the stations that I worked with 

are well-known forums for communication in their towns. Each station is easily identifiable by the 

large antenna that sits atop the building from which they broadcast, and various people in the 

towns I visited willingly directed me to their local station. In fact, I came to learn that many 

stations are frequented by local policemen and town mayors that use the community radio to air 

announcements, which is quite ironic considering that, sometimes, these same people raid the 

stations.  

 On its website, Cultural Survival emphasizes the participation of governmental officials in 

local community radio stations, highlighting the statement of one practitioner from Radio Ixchel: 

“The Mayor expresses his opinion on our radio, so do the police, and so do I” (Cultural Survival 

2013). Indeed I encountered governmental participation firsthand at a Mam Maya station called 

Radio Acodim Nan Pix in San Ildefonso Ixtahuacán, where the town mayor came to announce his 

devotion to the radio in the local language of Mam: “As Mayor…I always listen to the radio…so I 

have come [to the station today] so that we can support the radio more.” After his announcement, 

the mayor publically paid the live marimba players visiting that day to play and broadcast an 
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additional two hours of marimba music, demonstrating his support for the culturally enriching 

activities of the radio.  

 Given the wide acceptance of community radio, even by local political leaders, the obvious 

question is: who shuts down unlicensed community radio stations and what is the impetus? 

According to Cultural Survival and various community radio practitioners, the raiding of a station 

is usually prompted by a complaint made by a commercial station that views the local community 

radio station as competition. In some cases, if an unlicensed station of any kind (e.g. community, 

religious, or for-profit radio) accidentally broadcasts on the frequency of a licensed commercial 

station, the commercial station will issue a complaint, prompting the punishment of all unlicensed 

broadcasters in the area. In the specific case of Radio Ixchel, practitioners believe that their station 

was raided in 2007 because of a complaint issued by a congressman who was seeking to eliminate 

competition with his own radio station. The congressman’s effort to eliminate his station’s 

competition substantiates Habermas’ emphasis on the destructive effects of commercialization in 

the public sphere (Habermas 1991). In the case of Guatemalan radio, commercial radio stations 

have the incentive to shut down community radio stations so as to maximize listenership and 

profit. 

 While there are some instances when the same policemen that frequent the community 

radio station are the ones commanded to raid the station, in other cases police forces from 

neighboring towns or even from Guatemala City have been known to travel out to the stations and 

raid them (Camp 2012). In the last six mothers of 2012, three community radio stations affiliated 

with Cultural Survival were shut down and police confiscated equipment worth thousands of 

dollars. This made the task of getting back on air a slow process, as practitioners had to collect 
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small donations from community members to replace the broadcasting equipment. While the 

state’s primary intimidation tactic is the confiscation of equipment, the potential for arrest always 

looms as a punishment for extra-legal broadcasting.  

 Every community radio station that I worked with had, at the least, experienced threats of 

forced closure. In the case of Radio Celajes, their critique of a governmental institution prompted 

the threat of a raid. The director, Carlos, recounted: 

We were called because of a complaint that we made [on the radio] because medicine was 
disappearing at the Centro de Salud (The Health Center) and this is one of our concerns…So 
we spoke about this and named names and everything but the people affected called the 
governor and the governor called us and threatened that the next day…he was going to 
send military contingents and police that were going to come and take the radio. So we 
said, “Well, if they are coming immediately let’s leave,” and we went off air, but they never 
came. 
 

This was one story of many in which community radio stations responded to empty threats of a 

military raid, abandoning and closing their stations for short periods of time.  

 The power of a threat— never knowing when raids will actually happen— serves to 

periodically reassert state power and remind community radio practitioners, who are often 

outspoken leaders in their community, of their insecure positions outside of the law. Foucault’s 

Panopticon can be helpful in understanding the effect of state threats on the subjectivities of Maya 

community radio participants. Foucault argues that an individual “assumes responsibility for the 

constraints of power; he makes them play spontaneously upon himself; he inscribes in himself the 

power relation in which he simultaneously plays both roles; he becomes the principle of his own 

subjection” (Foucault 1977, 202-203). As exemplified by the opening story about Julio’s paranoia, 

community radio participants internalize state threats to the point that they sense surveillance and 

discipline themselves even when they are not actually being watched. I suggest that the power of a 
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state threat undoubtedly draws upon the fear of unwarranted state intrusion and violence from La 

violencia, revealing a transformed yet ongoing form of state oppression connected to and derived 

from the armed conflict. 

 While the usual procedure following a threat entails temporary closure, community radio 

practitioners still fight their fear by resuming their broadcasts. Additionally, community listeners 

are eager to defend their local station when threatened, and several practitioners find this 

particularly empowering. At La X Musical, Mam priest and practitioner, Luis, explained that, 

though they received a threat of a raid, the whole community said they would come out and fight 

the police with their machetes. The story goes that state forces heard that “they would never come 

out alive” if they went to Cajolá, and practitioners boasted this story of their community’s 

solidarity and power. Similarly, when Radio Celajes was threatened, Carlos explained, “The town 

said, ‘You tell us when they’re coming and we’ll all come to support you.’ And this made us very 

happy.” Thus when threats are not carried out, they often serve to periodically unify the 

community, providing a specific, concrete reason to come together and fight the continuing 

oppression of the ladino state.  

 

The Right to Radio 

 The shift from revolution to the discourse of rights after the war has been attributed to the 

fall of the Soviet Union at the end of the Cold War, which meant the collapse of support for Latin 

American guerrilla movements. Such a change prompted the international Left to reconsider its 

political agenda, turning to the discourse of rights as an alternative counter-hegemonic critique 

(Stavenhagen 1988, 1996; Bastos and Camus 1995, 1996; Warren 1998). The Peace Accords were 
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based on the principle of a multi-ethnic and pluri-cultural state, placing much emphasis on cultural 

rights as a basis for political, social and economic claims for inclusion in the Guatemalan state. 

Indeed this same “elevation of culture” (Sieder & Witchell 2001) is embedded in the discourses of 

community radio practitioners as they seek recognition and inclusion within a multiculturalist 

framework and contest a profound legacy of discrimination within Guatemala. This aligns with 

broader trends of indigenous efforts toward political transformation in which notions of 

multiculturalism, human rights, and indigenous rights have become popular resources for 

indigenous groups as they represent their interests through normative legal frameworks (Sieder & 

Witchell 2001, 203). In Guatemala the law itself has become a central mechanism used to contest 

the hegemony of non-indigenous culture and advocate for a multicultural democracy.  

 One explanation for— or consequence of— the prevalence of rights discourse in the 

community radio movement is that the indigenous rights organization, Cultural Survival, has 

become profoundly involved in the community radio movement. The organization’s 

representatives in Guatemala help to organize and guide community radio workshops and 

meetings, where practitioners are encouraged to discuss community radio in relation to indigenous 

rights. In fact, upon starting The Community Radio Project in Guatemala, Cultural Survival 

handed out copies of the U.N. Declaration of Human Rights to station representatives interested 

in acquiring financial and political support from the organization. Thus while rights discourse was 

prominent before the arrival of Cultural Survival, since they feature centrally in legal documents 

like the Peace Accords, the presence of the Western NGO has inevitably played an influential role 

in the valorization of rights talk among community radio practitioners. 
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 I must also acknowledge the salience of this discourse in relation to my own positionality. 

Because of my affiliation with Cultural Survival it is quite possible that the prevalence of rights 

discourse may have been augmented by my presence. However, I also recorded and had translated 

several community radio broadcasts in Mayan languages, many of which engaged with rights 

discourse without my presence at the station. Furthermore, to dismiss the salience of rights 

discourse as an imperializing Western construct imposed on Maya actors would in fact embrace 

the colonialist mentality that frames them as passive receivers without history or agency. After all, 

the global discourse13 of rights is deployed and appropriated based on local subjectivities, giving 

rise to new hybrid conceptions of rights as they are rearticulated in relation to indigenous histories, 

understandings, and goals (Speed & Leyva Solano 2008). Thus the focus of my analysis is the way 

in which community radio practitioners engage with rights discourse in order to make them 

relevant to their cause and “shape their content and reach” (Hale 2006, 76).   

 In the case of Guatemalan community radio, I argue that participants use the legal 

framework of rights to put the criminalization of community radio in dialogue with the violations 

of the armed conflict. This is exemplified by Pedro’s claim:  

 It is said that 10% of the Peace Accords in Guatemala have been fulfilled. People say that 
Guatemala doesn’t respect human rights. It respects them a little more now, but they say 
that there is no freedom of expression. There’s a tiny bit of freedom of expression, because 
if there weren’t we wouldn’t be here, but the rest we have to continue fighting for. 
 

Whether or not the percentage that Pedro cites is statistically accurate, this statement represents an 

important opinion on just how little has been accomplished in the process of remedying ethnic 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
13 “Sets of ideas and assumptions that enjoy broad currency throughout the world” (Speed and Leyva Solano 2008, 
207) 
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inequalities in Guatemala. In this statement, the concept of rights discursively links the violations 

of the armed conflict with enduring, more covert violations of the human rights of Mayas today.14  

  By deploying rights discourse, community radio practitioners adopt the same framework 

used in the Peace Accords and the U.N. Guatemalan Commission for Historical Clarification, 

along with many other investigations conducted to assess the destruction of the war. This evokes a 

sense of continuity, aligning the fight for the legalization of community radio with broader 

historical struggles for Maya recognition and equality. Richard Wilson argues that rights discourse 

makes visible and internationally relevant the struggle for resolution in hopes of implicating higher 

institutions in the struggle for resolution (Wilson 2008, 317). In other words, “rights talk not only 

verticalizes conflict to the nation-state level but also internationalizes the conflict” (ibid). It is likely 

that community radio practitioners’ use of rights discourse attracted the support of Cultural 

Survival, which would exemplify how rights discourse internationalizes conflicts.  

  

Indigenous Rights and Multiculturalism 

 Richard Wilson has drawn attention to the “social life” of rights, meaning the ways in 

which rights are “materialized, appropriated, resisted and transformed” in different contexts 

(Wilson 1997, 23 cited in Speed & Leyva Solano 2008). Taking a similar approach, Sally Engle 

Merry (2006) coined the term “vernacularization” of rights talk, referring to the ways in which 

indigenous people and other local actors have appropriated rights discourse based on local 

subjectivities. In the Guatemalan community radio movement, practitioners discursively align the 

radio with the powerful concepts of human rights and indigenous rights, making the radio relevant 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 In the following chapter, I will examine in more detail the alignment of the fight for community radio with La 
violencia, through community radio workshops in which practitioners frame the community radio as a site in which 
they continue the fight for Maya equality pursued during the war.  
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to broader Maya struggles for recognition and equality both in the past and the present. It is 

through this discursive process, I argue, that the practice of community radio broadcasting comes 

to signify the right of practitioners and listeners to express their cultural identity freely.  

 At a community radio workshop, Marta, a practitioner from the Kaqchikel station, Radio 

Ixchel, read a poem she wrote about the armed conflict entitled, “Breaking the Silence.” The 

following is an excerpt: “Thirty-six unforgettable and painful years planted tears and sadness…Stop! 

No more tears. No more violations of our human rights. Let us break the silence. Let us raise our 

voices freely.” In this poem Marta remembers the sadness, tears, and silence she experienced as a 

child who lost many of her family members during the armed conflict. She remembered watching 

her mother cry quietly, and learning to “cry in silence” herself.  Indeed the Recuperación de la 

memoria histórica (Recovery of Historical Memory, REMHI), a report on the armed conflict, opens 

by acknowledging that the war “robbed Guatemalans of the right to speak” (REMHI 1998). This 

observation reveals the magnitude of the country’s “culture of silence” that continued after the war 

officially ended (Warren 1993, 32).   

 The struggle to break this enduring silence is not exclusively but perhaps most pointedly 

pursued through the domain of community radio. By taking leadership in her village as a 

community radio practitioner, Marta breaks the silence every day, exercising and promoting the 

right to expression through the radio, while also using her authority on the radio to demonstrate 

the use of rights discourse in representations of oppression. At a community radio exchange 

between two Mam Maya stations, Doble Vía and La X Musical, a young practitioner from Doble Vía 

articulated the value of community radio as a tool of empowerment for both practitioners and 

listeners:  



 64!

Doble Vía has helped me learn my rights and values and those of the community. First I 
learn of my rights and then I teach them to my community… I’m thankful to the 
[community radio movement’s leaders] who have taught us young people to defend what is 
ours because what is ours is ours and nobody can take it away. 
 

The transmission of rights discourse from community radio practitioners to listeners through radio 

programs reveals the social life of rights, as they will inevitably continue to be deployed and 

vernacularized in the context of other Maya causes.  

 Many community radio practitioners also participate as indigenous rights activists, 

protesting the violations of indigenous rights at rallies in Guatemala City. Some signs from a 

recent rally in the capital read: “Community radio is a right” and “Community radio— a right, a 

need, and an opportunity. Yes to the approval of Bill 4087.” Most obviously, the right referenced 

in these signs is the human right to freedom of expression. But because the community radios 

defended by activists are specifically those of Maya communities, they also represent several other 

uniquely indigenous rights— namely, the right to express Maya cultures and the right to practice 

Mayan languages on air.  

 Javier, the founder of Kaqchikel station, Radio Ixchel, in Sumpango, Sacatepéquez, 

identified the service that community radio provides for specifically indigenous communities:  

The state of Guatemala would advance a great deal if it would promote reforms to the 
current General Telecommunications Law that would recognize community radio as a 
fundamental tool for the development of indigenous peoples, their culture, and the 
protection of languages (Cultural Survival 2012).  

 
In this statement, Javier does not emphasize community radio as a human right to freedom of 

expression, but instead presents it as an indigenous tool for developing contemporary Maya culture 

and celebrating the practice of Mayan languages on air. Certainly Subsection H of the Peace 

Accords takes a similar position with regards to indigenous media, claiming that “communications 
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media play a primary role in the defense, development and transmission of cultural values and 

knowledge” (Reprinted in Peace Accords 2003, 52).  

 It is through this discursive engagement with rights that community radio becomes not 

simply a human right but a uniquely indigenous right and need. This is also exemplified through the 

quote of a Mam priest and practitioner published on Cultural Survival’s website: “The radio keeps 

[Mayan] cultures and languages alive” (Cultural Survival 2013). This aligns with the recent trend of 

international legal agreements for the recognition of indigenous peoples’ rights, which have been 

articulated through the framework of special rights and multiculturalism, rather than through the 

universalist discourse of human rights (Sieder and Witchell 2001). Such a multiculturalist 

approach contests the dominance of ladino culture that practitioners so frequently reference, by 

demanding special recognition of formerly neglected cultural and ethnic rights (Turner 1993). 

Thus, as Rachel Sieder and Jessica Witchell argue, indigenous rights discourse “aim to combat 

discrimination via official recognition of cultural differences, and to promote positive 

discrimination within the aim of creating inclusive, multi-ethnic and multicultural democratic 

institutions” (2001, 204).  

 With this logic, indigenous rights discourse features culture as a central object of rights 

claims (Sieder & Witchell 2001, 207). In turn, vehicles for the expression of this culture, such as 

community radio, also become objects of indigenous rights claims. Community radio broadcasting 

is a means of asserting Mayan linguistic, cultural, social, political, economic, and even territorial 

rights (since the struggle for property on the airwaves mirrors indigenous struggles for land in 

Guatemala). By enabling the expression of Mayan culture, languages, and values, community radio 

broadcasting is discursively articulated as the indigenous right to exercise Maya identities. 
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 Consequently, neoliberal reforms that exclude community radio can be interpreted as 

deliberate efforts to diminish fundamental aspects of Maya-ness, invoking past state projects to 

assimilate Mayas into a Guatemalan society. In the following statement, Pedro synthesizes the 

criminalization of community radio with broader state efforts to create a mono-cultural, non-

indigenous society:   

There’s a monopoly in Guatemala that does not want initiatives supporting community 
radio in Guatemala. Why? Because the last thing they want is for indigenous people in 
Guatemala to have access to their own forms of communication. Why? What they want is 
for us to continue disappearing every day, for our language to disappear, our indigenous 
dress, our customs…They don’t want indigenous people to ever take control of their rights. 
 

This statement demonstrates Starr and Collier’s (1989) argument that rights discourse is itself a 

cultural system of production, since it is used in the community radio movement as a vehicle for 

constructing and strategically mobilizing Maya identities.  

 The discourse of indigenous rights links community radio broadcasting practices with the 

right to exercise Maya identity in such a profound way that the radio and the people who use it 

become discursively interchangeable. The following statement, made by Marta, demonstrates this 

interchangeability: “We need people to support us. The people need their community radio. The 

radio cannot remain any longer with its mouth shut or with its voice hushed but instead people 

must scream their needs.” Intriguingly, the subject of Marta’s claim oscillates between the radio 

and Maya people. In her statement, the radio and the Mayas that use it are merged into one 

personified figure with a mouth and a voice. Such an image conjures powerful notions of Maya 

unity, enabled through the shared medium of indigenous radio. 

 For Maya community radio practitioners, community radio is an arena in which they can 

collectively construct and affirm their identities. Legal recognition of community radio as a 
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uniquely indigenous right would signify the state’s special recognition of previously excluded 

cultural and ethnic rights. Furthermore, the allocation of community radio frequencies for poor 

Maya communities would officially acknowledge cultural difference in Guatemala and the need to 

positively discriminate in order create a truly multicultural society in which previously marginalized 

groups are socially, politically, and economically included (Sieder and Witchell 2001). The fight 

for the legalization of community radio thus represents the fight for the recognition of oppression, 

both historical and contemporary, of Maya peoples in Guatemala. In demanding the legalization of 

community radio, practitioners call for the acknowledgment of the Mayas who were killed during 

La violencia, of the systems of knowledge that were lost, of the shame and culture of silence that 

endures today, and of those who seek to break it. 

 

Conclusion  

 Shannon Speed and Alvaro Reyes (2008) have compiled the theories of scholars who have 

analyzed the appropriation of rights discourse in the representation of indigenous struggles. Mary 

Jane Collier (2000) notes the intriguing and somewhat ironic observation that, over the past two 

decades, the groups most marginalized by legal structures have increasingly represented their 

struggles in terms of ‘rights.’ However other scholars have offered more positive analyses of such 

processes, suggesting that the engagement with legal conceptual frameworks by disenfranchised 

groups transforms the law into a “site of contestation” (Hernández 2002) or a “space of resistance” 

(Merry 1997). However, Sally Engle Merry (1997) has argued that such forms of contestation or 

resistance have the potential to “reinforce the centrality of law as a mode of protest,” (quoted by 
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Speed & Reyes 2008, 280) thus reifying the very structures of power that indigenous peoples are 

fighting against.  

 Indigenous rights discourse is rooted in terms of cultural difference, since the term 

‘indigenous’ is itself conceptually founded in the relation between the original peoples and their 

colonizers (Sieder and Witchell 2001). Thus in claiming community radio as a specifically 

indigenous right, Maya practitioners must demonstrate the primordial cultural difference that 

makes them distinctively indigenous (Saugestad 1993). In the following chapter, I will analyze how 

practitioners construct collective memories of Maya ancestors to align with neoliberal multicultural 

notions of indigeneity, which are founded in essentialized notions of primordial cultural difference. 

I will also explore ongoing discussions that take place on and off air, in which Maya community 

radio practitioners share counter-hegemonic histories of the violent oppression of Mayas in order 

to invoke a collective pan-Maya identity across ethnolinguistic divides.  

 

 

 

 



 

 69!

Chapter 4 
Authors of the Past: Invoking pan-Maya Unity through Collective Memory 

  

In his book, Más que un Indio, Charles Hale (2006) analyzes contemporary ethnic relations 

between ladinos and Mayas in Guatemala. He interrogates the Maya-ladino ethnic dichotomy, 

presenting it as a powerful discursive construct while also revealing the growing anxieties that 

provincial ladinos express as Mayas seek to claim their rights and gain more political influence 

through the pan-Maya movement. The ladino anxiety around Maya political power is exemplified 

by Hale’s conversation with a ladina woman, Angelica: 

There is no such thing as a pure Maya. They say they are Maya, but this is a lie… There are 
not authentic Mayas… Authentic Mayas no longer exist, and this business about teaching 
people Maya culture is a pure lie…They do not have the right, historically or culturally. 
They have no right to call themselves Mayas’ (quoted in Hale 2006, 153). 
 
By deeming assertions of Maya culture to be “pure lie[s],” Angelica divests Mayas of their 

rights claims, which are based in the discursive elevation of culture that I explored in the previous 

chapter. Angelica dismisses claims to cultural purity (and thus authenticity, in her mind) by 

explaining that every individual in contemporary Guatemala is mixed, making pure Mayas extinct. 

Such an opinion exemplifies past state ideologies of mestizaje, a construct that emerged in past 

nation-building projects of Latin America to erase cultural difference, in which citizenship rights 

were only promised to those who conformed to a homogenizing mestizo cultural ideal. This mixed 

culture incorporated aspects of indigenous culture, to establish ‘authenticity,’ while also drawing 

on European culture as a symbol of modernity. The project of mestizaje ultimately sought to render 

Guatemalan culture homogeneous (Hale 2006). By limiting ‘Maya’ identity to the past Angelica’s 

claim to Maya extinction thus demonstrates what many Maya radio practitioners perceive as 

attempts to divest contemporary Maya of the rich histories through which they assert their 
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collective identity. Angelica’s statement demonstrates the persistence of hostility toward Maya 

peoples; a hostility that exposes and co-produces the Maya need for the continual self-

determination and reconstruction of identity. 

         In this chapter, I investigate how Maya community radio practitioners challenge discourses 

that locate Mayas as lost peoples of the past by circulating narratives of history that invoke 

authenticity, continuity with the present, and shared pan-Maya experiences through space and 

time. Ultimately, I argue that these imaginings of the past exemplify Gayatri Spivak’s theory (1988) 

of strategic essentialism, which refers to “the ways in which subordinate or marginalized social 

groups may temporarily put aside local differences in order to forge a sense of collective identity 

through which they band together in political movements” (Dourish, 2008). 

I analyze the strategic essentialization of Maya ancestry and a harmonious Maya past in the 

discourses of Maya practitioners. I show how images of an idealized past are invoked through 

comparisons with the immorality of present-day society, promoting the revitalization of the more 

peaceful practices of Maya ancestors. Using Bakhtin’s theory of the chronotope, I demonstrate 

how practitioners establish discursive links that tie the essence of Maya ancestors to local 

geographic landscapes, establishing continuity in space over time. I then shift to the construction 

of more contemporary histories that challenge hegemonic national narratives of colonization and 

the civil war through the discussion of shared Maya experiences of violent oppression and 

genocide dating back to colonization. I believe it is critical to consider these historical discourses in 

relation to the nature of indigenous rights discourse examined in the previous chapter. I suggest 

that the need to establish historical continuity with Maya ancestors is, in part, motivated by the 

reductionist nature of indigenous rights discourse, which necessitates the establishment of 
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primordial cultural difference as critical objects of rights claims. 

         I assume a constructivist stance that frames all identities, ladino and Maya, as “historically 

created and recreated through mutually constitutive interactions between different actors, contexts, 

and ideas” (Sieder and Witchell 2001, 218). I thus posit that Mayas exist today because their 

collective identity is continually created and recreated through the discourses of Maya practitioners. 

Indeed Maya intellectual Victor Montejo has explicitly recognized this process of construction, 

“We must insist that Maya identity be historically based and that contemporary Maya continue to 

sustain and recreate it” (Montejo 2002, 143). Thus, in analyzing the construction of such Maya 

histories I am not interested in whether these histories are fabricated or provable. Such a project 

would miss the most intriguing aspect of these historical narratives, which is the important social 

and political work that they perform in the present, as mechanisms of pan-Maya unification. 

 

Essentializing Discourses of Maya Ancestors 

 Halbwachs’ theory of collective memory (1992) emphasizes the importance of the past in 

the present, and the impact that contemporary social and political structures can have in shaping 

representations of the past. Groups construct what Halbwachs calls “collective memories,” which 

are informed by the present social structure within which they are situated. In other words, “The 

past is not preserved but is reconstructed on the basis of the present” (Halbwachs 1992, 40). 

Mediated by the social structures of the present, all collective memories of the past are sorts of 

identity projects in which groups band together to construct historical narratives that bolster the 

collective identity they wish to assert (Halbwachs 1992). 

         José, the founder and practitioner of the Mam Maya station, La X Musical, hosts a program 
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called, “Remembering to Learn from our Ancestors,” demonstrating the centrality of discourses 

surrounding Maya ancestors in projects of revitalization. On one of his programs, José explained: 

Now we see that kids don’t want to work. We hear now about all the gangs that cut off 
people’s heads and chop up the dead bodies and put them in bags on the street. But before, 
our grandparents, our ancestors didn’t do this…That was before…There’s so much 
delinquency [now]. So many people, even women, now wander the streets at night. 
 

Applying Halbwachs’ theory that posits the past as continually reconstructed to serve the needs of 

the present, José invokes images of a harmonious Maya past as a means of condemning the 

violence of the present. This demonstrates Spivak’s (1988) theory of strategic essentialism, as Maya 

practitioners subdue histories of internal Maya difference in order to create a united collectivity. 

Importantly, the illustration of the past is very vague, as José merely explains that Maya ancestors 

“didn’t do this.” However, it functions powerfully as a positive contrast to the negative present. 

Earlier in the same broadcast, José also promoted the cultural traditions of Maya ancestors such as 

regular prayer, implying a correlation between the degradation of Maya cultural traditions and the 

rampant violence of present-day Guatemala. 

 José also uses illustrations of a glorious Maya past to discourage the use of Spanish, which 

he frames as a symbol of colonization and domination. He explained, “If someone speaks Castilian 

we scold them. We say, ‘Here comes the thief who stole the gold from our ancestors.’” This 

statement exemplifies the perception that European influence is a contaminant of Maya culture 

(Fischer and Brown 1996). His severe language makes it clear that one’s use of Spanish signifies 

not just a shift in language but a shift in identity from a position of belonging, to the position of 

“the other,” the “thief,” and essentially, the enemy. It is through the formation of the non-Maya 

‘other’ that José makes a case for one’s loyalty to the Mam language. The harsh dichotomous 
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construction of José’s statement exposes the way in which the pan-Maya movement contributes to 

ethnic polarization in Guatemala (Warren 1992).  

 José does not explicitly accuse the contemporary ladino, though current Maya perceptions 

of the ladino are inevitably charged with histories of colonization and the civil war. Instead, the 

betrayal of language, as he frames it, links to the narrative of the imperialist violation of Maya 

ancestors. This framework establishes language betrayal as analogous to the violent invasion of 

Guatemala centuries ago, while the use of Mam is portrayed as a form of symbolic respect toward 

ancestors. The Mam language thus serves as the most conspicuous link to a glorious pre-Hispanic 

past in which Maya ancestors presumably spoke Mam exclusively and enjoyed their wealth of 

gold— an inconceivable thought in contrast to the marginalization of Mayas today. It is through 

this symbolism of Maya ancestors and their connection to Mayan languages that community radio 

practitioners effectuate linguistic respect: the use of Mam is an expression of respect for Maya 

ancestors while the use of hegemonic Spanish in unnecessary contexts implies disrespect for the 

identity and history that the Mam language represents.   

José’s discussion of Maya ancestors also plays to notions of authenticity, as contemporary 

Maya identity is imagined as extending far into the pre-Hispanic past. José genealogically links 

himself and his listeners with this Maya authenticity through reference to their ancestors, whose 

essence they must carry on. While I believe such essentialized imaginings of the past to be quite 

sincere, they also serve strategic political functions. Such histories of a harmonious and 

millenarian Maya culture align with the salient multicultural discourse that bases notions of 

indigeneity in primordial and authentic culture.  
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         José concluded his program with a powerful claim to Maya history: “We are the Maya. A 

lot of it is what has been lived before… We remember our grandparents, we as Maya. We as the 

people that we are and our history.” In this declaration he asserts the term ‘Maya’ as a collective 

identity while avoiding separatist notions of linguistic and local identity that sometimes pervade 

his program. José acknowledges that much of the identity’s potency is derived from “what has been 

lived before.” By defining and investing much of Maya identity through “what has been lived 

before,” he makes visible the discursive process by which an “essentialized concept of culture 

merges with that of [Maya] ethnic identity” (Sieder and Witchell 2001, 217). 

         José concludes, “We as the people…and our history,” explicitly claiming Maya history as a 

part of contemporary Maya subjectivity. In doing so, he embeds the harmonious essence of a Maya 

past in contemporary Maya identities, invoking a sort of moral obligation to emulate this essence 

today. By emphasizing Maya histories as defining elements of contemporary Maya identity, José 

demonstrates the arguments of Richard Wilson (1993) and Jonathan Friedman (1994), who stress 

the importance of establishing continuity with the past in order to create a grounded present 

identity (cited in Fischer 2001, 85). 

José’s consistent engagement with stories of Maya ancestors demonstrates that “any human 

community consists not only of those now living in it but also, potentially, of both ancestors and 

anticipated descendants” (Verdery 1999, 41). Applying Anderson’s concept of the “imagined 

community,” this historically rooted construction of Maya identity as rooted in the past 

demonstrates the imagining of a community that not only transcends geographical limits, but also 

extends into history. In doing so José defies claims to Maya extinction by founding contemporary 

notions of Maya identity in a continuous history with the rich cultural traditions of Maya ancestors.  
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While the strategic essentialization of a glorious and authentic Maya past may further 

certain political goals, Diane Nelson identifies the potentially counter-productive ramifications of 

rooting Maya ethnic identity in a romanticized Maya history. She uses the term “ethnonostalgia,” 

to refer to the way in which Maya activists like José discursively conjure nostalgic images of an 

idealized Maya past. Such images conform to the framework and expectations of international 

indigenous rights discourse, which necessitates the establishment of indigeneity through tropes of 

primordial authenticity. However, Nelson also recognizes that ethnonostalgia is a powerful 

contradiction for Maya activists: “It empowers their own work and wins them allies among ladino 

elites and foreigners, but it also limits them to the past side of the [past vs. present] binary” (Nelson 

1996, 289). By underscoring the historical foundations of their identity, the focus on a common 

and glorious Maya past may also be in tension with certain political goals, namely, the aim of the 

pan-Maya movement to establish Maya individuals as capable and contributive agents in 

contemporary political and economic structures. 

 

Spatio-Temporal Ideologies of Maya Ancestors   

         I now turn to discussions of revitalization in other community radio shows, to examine 

programming that links the salient discourse of ancestors and their belief systems to spatial 

markers in contemporary society. Bakhtin’s theory of the chronotope is a useful theoretical lens 

through which to interrogate Maya imaginings of the past. Chronotopes, as defined by Bakhtin, 

are “points in the geography of a community where time and space intersect and fuse…Space 

becomes charged and responsive to the movements of time and history and the enduring character 

of a people…Chronotopes thus stand as monuments to the community itself, as symbols of it” 
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(1981, 84 cited in Basso 1996, 62). Keith Basso calls this process place-making in his ethnography 

of the contemporary Western Apache tribes of Arizona. Using similar theoretical tools, I examine 

the process of place-making through the construction of chronotopes, as they emerge in the 

discourses of Maya community radio practitioners who seek to promote the revitalization of Maya 

cultural values through the symbols of land and place. 

         At the Kaqchikel station of Radio Ixchel, Marta hosts a radio show, called “Such is my Land,” 

in which she discusses the area of Sumpango, Sacatepéquez and its connection to Maya history and 

contemporary Maya identity. When Marta described her program to me, she illustrated the nexus 

of time, space, and identity that features centrally in Bakhtin’s theory of the chronotope: 

Through the radio we are identifying Sumpango again— how it used to be. I speak a bit 
about how it was before, how our people were…how our forests were. They were 
beautiful…the air was pure, something that— little by little— man is killing. Gradually our 
earth is ending, our Mother Earth, the land that our ancestors left us. 
 

Marta implies that the degradation of the environment since the time of her ancestors correlates 

with a general deterioration of the cultural practices of the people living on the land. She suggests 

that the environment was beautiful when respected by Maya ancestors but now, the same land left 

by these ancestors, is suffering at the hands of contemporary “man.” In this comparison she frames 

space as “responsive to the movements of time and history” in which the state of the landscape 

intersects with and becomes a marker of time, character, and belief systems (Bakhtin 1981, 84). 

Marta thus uses the contemporary suffering of the air, the forests, and the earth to encourage the 

revitalization of “submerged signifiers, meanings, and practices of previous periods” (Bose 2005, 

112). 

         In the visible destruction of the environment, the erosion of Maya customs, languages, 

beliefs and, ultimately, identity over time “takes on flesh and becomes visible for human 
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contemplation”— the suffering environment serves as a parallel, physical manifestation of the loss 

of Maya identity (Bakhtin 1981, 84). In Bakhtin’s words, chronotopes serve “as forces operating to 

shape its members’ images of themselves” (1981, 84). Marta made this exact association, explaining, 

“We want to identify ourselves [the Mayas] again with ‘Such is my Land.’” By implicating Maya 

ancestors in her environmental radio program, Marta invokes a moral responsibility to protect the 

earth. Failure to honor the environment is framed as a form of symbolic disrespect toward the 

ancestors that cared for the land and the identity it has come to represent. 

         Another community radio practitioner, Juan, described the connection between identity 

and land through a poem he wrote at a community radio workshop. The poem, which is addressed 

to the land of Guatemala, reads: “You are the land that has given me existence.” I suggest that 

when Juan references the land he indexes the culturally specific symbolism of land as it is 

discursively constructed in the discourses of Maya practitioners to signify Maya ancestors and Maya 

authenticity. This intersection is highlighted in the work of anthropologist Barbara Tedlock, who 

has noted that contemporary Mayan-speaking communities live in the same areas as archaeological 

sites of the Maya civilization, showing continuity in space over time (Tedlock 1993, 154-155). Land 

is thus a tangible and natural connection to the past. By “giving existence” to Maya people, as Juan 

explained, the land comes to symbolize “common ethnic roots and historical pasts, cultural 

essences, and experiences that are seen as naturally binding people together” (Warren and Jackson 

2003, 8). 

         Practitioners like Marta underscore the intersection of history, space, and identity by using 

land as a reminder of the “the moral teachings of their history” (Basso 1996, 62). At La X Musical, 

a group of Maya priests host a program that engages historical discourses similar to those of  “Such 
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is my Land” and  “Remembering to Learn from our Ancestors.” The programming content 

consists of marimba music alongside stories of the ceremonies held by Maya ancestors on the 

nearby hills of Cajolá. Describing the show, one priest explained: 

We speak about our culture, about our grandfathers, our grandmothers— of what they did 
before on the hills over there where they went to pray when hunger came, when an         
earthquake came, about the kinds of things that they knew to do. 
 

Recalling Maya faith in the face of adversity, the priests apply the guidance of ancestors to the 

obstacles of contemporary Guatemalan society. This demonstrates the use that historical practices 

have today. They continue to perform and broadcast ceremonies on the same hills as those in the 

stories they tell, praying for resolution of present day problems. During my time in Guatemala, 

they performed and broadcast multiple ceremonies to pray for the legalization of community radio, 

revealing the way in which moral teachings of the past can serve as resources for resolving 

contemporary conflicts. While the objectives of the ceremonies have changed over time and 

Guatemalan society itself has transformed in the face of neoliberal globalization, continuity is 

invoked through consistency in place and practice over time. 

          

Breaking the Silence: Radio for Remembering 

         In addition to conversations about shared Maya ancestors, Maya community radio 

practitioners also seek to establish shared pan-Maya histories through continual discussions of 

subordination, violence, and trauma. In researching the aftermath of the war in Guatemala and 

the rise of pan-Maya activism, Warren observed that the first corollary of the political violence was 

a culture of silence (1993, 32). Indeed, as the director of Radio Celajes, Carlos, explained, “They 

have us half asleep. We remain half asleep after the armed conflict that left us in really bad shape— 
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trembling… That’s what motivates us to be in front of the microphone and continue talking and 

continue asking the people to wake up.” Carlos’ characterization of Maya peoples as being “half 

asleep” alludes to the pervasive culture of silence after the war that Warren identified. Yet while 

the term “asleep” connotes some kind of complacency or lack of effort, Carlos further clarifies that 

Mayas are “asleep” and “trembling,” thus demonstrating that their silent state of being asleep is 

induced by the fear instilled in them during state-led massacres and acts of genocide. 

         Sieder and Witchell characterize the “all-out assault on indigenous culture and identity” 

(2001, 209) during the war through a quote by one Maya-Q’iche elder who said, “With the war we 

lost our memory” (quoted in 2001, 209). It is through this interpretation of the war, its effects, and 

the impetus to begin refashioning what was lost, that I consider the tool of community radio. For 

its use as a political instrument serves not only to break the silence and condemn the massacres, 

but also to enable members of the Maya radio community (both practitioners and listeners) to 

“conceive their unity and peculiarity through a common image of their past,” albeit a painful one 

(Assmann & Czaplicka 1995, 127). 

         Two community radio workshops on “historical memory” offered a platform to discuss the 

armed conflict, where Asociación Mujb’ab’l yol founder, Pedro, and community radio practitioner, 

Marta, presented their own narratives of the war as they experienced it first-hand. Marta told the 

story of standing on the sidelines as a young girl watching her father, uncles, and cousins as they 

joined the insurgency, many of them never to return. During this time of hardship she recalls, “I 

didn’t cry, I didn’t speak, out of fear.” This characterization echoes that of Carlos, who explained 

that Mayas are “asleep” and “trembling,” illustrating the culture of silence that Warren observed in 

Maya communities after the war (1993). After Marta’s presentation, Pedro, a charismatic figure of 
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wisdom in the community radio movement, told the story of his father’s murder, the family 

members he lost, his need for vengeance and his subsequent decision to join the guerrilla forces 

and kill those who had murdered his father. 

         These stories, though painful, worked to invoke solidarity among all the Maya community 

radio practitioners who eventually began to offer their own personal stories from the war through 

a poetry workshop. Guillermo, a Guatemalan Maya staff member of Cultural Survival explained, 

“We are scared to speak. I saw in the beginning [of the workshop] people were timid and then they 

opened up…it’s difficult to externalize it…but we must share it with our audience so that we 

understand our reality.” It is important to note that Guillermo, though Maya himself, works for 

Cultural Survival, which has likely played a key role in implementing this method of 

externalization to deal with trauma. But rather than analyzing the origin of the exercise, I take 

most interest in the function of this activity. Ultimately, it served to encourage community radio 

practitioners to engender discussions about La violencia on their programs, engage with their 

listeners, and use the radio to collectively remember shared experiences of oppression and 

memories of genocide. Guillermo went on to stress the importance of remembering through the 

radio, as “the person who doesn’t know his history may have to relive it.” 

         In the words of historian Amos Funkenstein, “Collective memory is, by virtue of its 

definition, a ‘monumental’ history in the sense of Nietzsche— and it is nurtured by the ‘plastic 

power’ of the collective that keeps it alive” (1989, 9). Because collective memories do not preserve 

themselves, and histories of state oppression are often subdued in hegemonic state narratives, 

which I will explore in more detail below, what remains is only that “which society in each era can 

reconstruct within its contemporary frame of reference” (Assmann & Czaplicka 1995, 130). Maya 
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community radio is thus a site of historical construction in the name of forming a collective 

identity. An elderly listener visiting the Mam Maya station, Radio Acodim Nan Pix, articulated this 

very role of the radio as a way in which the community can nurture its collective memories: “[We 

have] our radio so that we do not forget.” 

         Community radio is thus a means of remembering or imagining the past: community radio 

programs highlight the glorious, pre-Hispanic, Maya cultural histories, while also invoking unity 

through the collective memories of oppression of Maya peoples experienced during the war. Such 

memories— sublime and horrific— serve similar purposes in cultivating solidarity among Maya 

peoples through space and time. Community radio is thus an arena for “remembering in the 

service of constructing what kind of people [Mayas] are” (Wertsch and Roediger 2008, 320). 

 

Challenging Historical “Truths”          

         By providing opportunities for the construction and affirmation of Maya experiences of 

oppression during the war, the community radio movement brings into focus the state’s violence, 

which is often subdued by official national histories. In the case of Guatemala, histories that 

underplay Maya experiences serve national identity projects to construct Guatemala as a 

homogenous ladino society. Realizing the impact of this process, Maya activists protest the 

“national obsession” of the Spanish victory over the indigenous, as it is commonly framed by 

dominant histories (Warren 1998, 134). In postcolonial contexts, disenfranchised social groups 

often challenge hegemonic collective memories that serve to maintain structures of power (Trask 

1999, Warren & Jackson 2002).  Efforts to assert collective memories that counter dominant 

narratives of the past have emerged as a result of the high degree of state-sponsored violence 
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against civilian populations during the second half of the twentieth century (Lutz 2002, Scheper-

Hughes & Bourgois 2004, Gusterson 2007, French 2012). Guatemala is a prime example of this; 

pan-Maya activists have had to contest authoritative truth claims about Guatemalan history that 

rationalize violence. 

 Kay Warren notes that many of the major Guatemalan research institutions and historians 

of the twentieth-century— such as the Guatemalan Society for Geography and History (Díaz del 

Castillo 1933), Luis Cardoza y Aragón (1965), and others— have all treated racist, colonial 

depictions as true historical facts that offer accurate, first-person descriptions of pre-contact Maya 

(Warren 1998, 137). Such histories are disseminated through “official” national histories 

published in school texts, newspapers, and advertisements that naturalize them as true (ibid). 

Additionally, many historical accounts of the barbaric ‘Indian’ depict the Mayas as historical agents 

in the Spanish conquest, furthering a narrative that many Mayas worked with Spaniards to defeat 

their Maya leader, Tecun Uman. These representations work to assign the Mayas with blame, 

suggesting that Mayas have always been fragmented and liable to betray, while glossing over 

Spanish culpability in colonization. Such hegemonic histories redirect attention away from and 

thus work to mute the violence committed by the Spanish (Warren 1998, 137). The power to 

determine and naturalize Guatemalan regimes of truth demonstrates Foucault’s theory that power 

is discursively constituted through accepted forms of knowledge and ‘truth’ (1980).  

 At the historical memory workshop, practitioners split into small groups to answer the 

question: “What do we know about Guatemala’s history?” The groups presented their responses, 

underscoring Spanish colonization, enslavement, the state’s relationship with transnational 
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companies, the United Fruit Company, the armed conflict, and the loss of Mayan languages and 

customs. After the groups presented, a Maya staff member of Cultural Survival noted, 

A lot of you said in your presentations that there was ‘an invasion.’ Only one group said ‘a 
conquest’…‘Invasion’ and ‘conquest’ are not the same. In the textbooks they use in schools 
they say ‘conquest.’ But in the invasion, they were taking our land…moving us from one 
place to another… If I am moved from one place to another, I start to lose my customs, my 
traditions, my historical memory of my community. 
 
In this statement, Guillermo revises common historical terminology by explaining the 

connotations of both words, exposing the differing ideological cargo behind each term. The fact 

that Guillermo makes such a concerted effort to change historical terminology indicates the real 

yet invisible impact that heroic language like ‘conquest’ can have in forming notions of indigenous 

inferiority, naturalized through educational sources that purport to recount an unbiased history. 

The Q’iche Maya linguist and activist Enrique Sam Colop pioneered this shift in terminology in 

his essay, Jub’aqtun Omay Kuchum K’aselmal: Cinco Siglos de Encubrimiento (1991). The discussion of 

this change in terminology at the community radio workshop reveals the concordance between the 

writings of Maya intellectuals and more local, community-based discourses. 

Clarification of terminology has been one among many efforts made by Mayas and 

Mayanists to revise the official history of Guatemala. Early colonial documents provide the only 

first-person accounts of the Spanish invasion; therefore, pan-Maya activists have challenged earlier 

translations by non-Maya with new interpretations (Fischer 2001, 124). According to 

anthropologist Edward Fischer, Maya intellectual Tzaquitzal Zapeta translated the colonial 

document Título de los Señores de Coyoy, giving contemporary Maya commentary on this early work 

(1993). Sam Colop also translated the Kaqchikel writing, Anales de los Kaqchikeles, specifying 

certain changes to earlier Spanish and English translations through revisionist history (1996). 
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After discussing the Spanish invasion, the workshop then shifted into a discussion of the 

more recent civil war. In this conversation, the community radio practitioners continued to 

critique the dominant yet selective history of Guatemala. Many people, including the current 

president of Guatemala, deny the U.N.’s allegation of genocide during the war, while all Maya 

practitioners shared a consensus that it was, indeed genocide. One practitioner posited, 

During the 36 years of war it’s possible that more people died [than they say]… But it was 
not shared. Why wasn’t it shared? Because they never write the negative things that they 
did— only the positive things, presumably for themselves. For this reason we need to 
resume talking about the reality and share it with our radios. 
 

This practitioner suggests that facts as basic as the number of casualties, quantifiable and therefore 

seemingly incontestable, can be influenced by the identity project inherent in the construction of 

collective memory. The practitioner’s interrogation of state statistics parallels Guillermo’s 

contestation of the term ‘conquest,’ used in national histories of colonization. This speculation 

alludes to the partiality of historical production— the making of sources and the “moment of fact 

creation” (Trouillot 1995, 26). Trouillot notes that, “In history, power begins at the source,” (1995, 

29). The creation of a “factual source,” such as an archive, statistic or textbook, relies on certain 

social, political and cultural resources, which draws on and thus reifies preexisting authorities of 

power. 

          Eduardo, a practitioner at the historical memory workshop, emphasized competing 

collective memories of the past in relation to remaining power structures of the present. 

A lot of people don’t know the real story. There are two stories: the true and the 
false…Here, for example, in the schools they don’t tell us the real history. They paint 
history in another way. They don’t explain the causes of the [war’s] uprising, like 
inequality…A lot of things that gave rise to the war are still in tact today, and they must 
change. 
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Scholars of the politics of memory have shown that there are usually more than two stories. More 

realistically, there are likely elements of falsity that each contain (Connerton 1989, Halbwachs 

1992, Assmann & Czaplicka 1995, Trouillot 1995). However, in claiming that national 

Guatemalan histories divert attention away from the causes of the war’s uprising, Eduardo points 

to the violence that can be incurred by dominant social groups in the realm of ‘truth’ and 

knowledge production. Hegemonic histories that conceal the ethnic inequalities that gave rise to 

the war obscure the continued persistence of such inequalities in the present. Such concealment 

works to maintain asymmetrical power structures, as “images of the past commonly legitimate a 

present social order” (Connerton 1989, 3). In dominant Guatemalan histories, the war is 

presented and contained as a singular event of the past. However, in the minds of Maya 

community radio practitioners, contemporary structural violence against Mayas today is conceived 

as a transformed and unresolved suffering that extends deep into Guatemala’s history of violent 

discrimination. 

         While virtually all historians agree that the Guatemalan army did indeed force thousands 

of Mayas to join the national counter-insurgency campaign, many make important mention of the 

fact that such coercion capitalized on previous local conflicts between Mayas. Thus certain rivalries 

between Maya groups contributed to state efforts to pit Mayas against each other, as accusations of 

communist affiliations among Mayas were often fueled by pre-existing conflicts. By making 

mention of this, I do not seek to form yet another Guatemalan history that highlights Maya 

fragmentation and redirects blame away from the state. Instead, I acknowledge these cases of intra-

ethnic divisions among Mayas so as to demonstrate that collective Maya memories are also selective, 

much like Guatemala’s institutionalized histories. In other words, such memories often essentialize 
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a homogenized Maya victimhood, glossing over local conflicts within and between Maya groups. 

Recognition of this essentialization of Maya experiences during the war simply acknowledges and 

demonstrates Halbwachs’ argument that all collective memories have the tendency to cater to the 

identity projects of the groups that construct them. In these terms, pan-Maya counter-histories are 

just as partial as the hegemonic histories they seek to contest. Thus by analyzing official histories 

and counter histories, I demonstrate the way in which history becomes a discursive site in which 

various groups, in this case self-classified by ethnicity, act out symbolic struggles for power. 

         Writing history is about far more than the creation of a new narrative. As I have shown, it 

is a means of contesting hegemonic power and shaping identity by way of “owning history” 

(French 2012, 338). As Verdery puts it, “Because the sense of self rests partly on a sense of being-

in-time, the shape people attribute to history infuses both individuals’ and groups’ self-

understanding” (Verdery 1999, 117). While revisionist history symbolically contests ladino 

hegemony, what is at stake is in fact quite real. Narratives that legitimize the subordination of 

Mayas during the period of colonization and obscure the causes of the more recent insurgency 

threaten to “teach children ethnic inferiority” and invisibly perpetuate the social and ethnic 

stratification of Guatemala (Warren 1992, 211). 

         Through the seamless transition between discussions of colonization and the war, the Maya 

practitioners of the community radio movement create a continual history of pan-Maya oppression. 

As Pedro, the founder of Asociación Mujb’ab’l yol, claimed: “There has been political extermination 

not just over 36 years…but a little more than 500 years.” By putting these events in dialogue, part 

of Maya unity, as it is cultivated in the community radio movement, is rooted in historical 
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exclusion, emphasizing the common subaltern position that Mayas have endured through 

centuries. 

         Drawing on a community that extends into the past, Pedro affirmed the work of 

community radio practitioners by stating, “There is a social and moral commitment to give 

continuity to the fight.” This continuity is cultivated by framing community radio as a 

transformation of the fight for equality in which all Mayas have been implicated in different forms 

throughout a violent history. A handful of leaders of the community radio movement, including 

Pedro himself, were not only involved with the guerrilla insurgency, but even more specifically, 

guerrilla radio. Pedro volunteered for the clandestine guerrilla radio station for thirteen years. In 

fact, until a recent raid, the Mam Maya community radio station, Doble Vía, which Pedro founded 

in 2002, used the same exact console of the guerrilla radio station, La Voz Popular. Thus in this 

specific case community radio is both symbolically linked to the war through practitioners’ 

discourse, and materially linked, through the use of broadcasting equipment from the guerrilla 

forces. In concluding the workshop, Pedro poetically established this continuity between the fight 

for Maya equality on the battlefields and the ongoing struggle for recognition on the airwaves: “I 

put down the gun and picked up the microphone.” 

 

Conclusion 

         In this chapter, I have taken a similar stance to that of Kay Warren, who posits that history 

is “a belief system…filtered through the realities of the present” (Warren 1978, 144). For Maya 

community radio practitioners, the realities of the present point to the need for unification and 

mobilization in order to redress structural inequalities and attain political power and self-
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determination. In this chapter I have shown how historical narratives are shaped and contested by 

both nation-building projects that promote a homogenous Guatemalan culture, and by Maya 

efforts to establish a collective pan-Maya identity distinct from ladino Guatemalans. 

         By imagining and broadcasting collective memories of a harmonious Maya past, 

community radio practitioners suggest that the revitalization of lost Maya traditions could mitigate 

the corruption of today’s Guatemalan society. Drawing on the trope of ancestors, community 

radio practitioners establish a sense of common ethnic roots and cultural essence to invoke pan-

Maya unity. By framing the radio as a uniquely indigenous right, practitioners must establish their 

indigeneity. This requires imagining community (in Benedict Anderson’s sense) far into the past in 

order to fulfill neoliberal multiculturalist expectations of primordial authenticity. Such narratives 

strategically essentialize the cultural difference of the Mayas in alignment with the reductionist 

orientation of indigenous rights discourse through which they claim their right to the radio. 

         In addressing histories of violent oppression, Maya community radio practitioners recast 

narratives of colonization and civil war as continuous and collective experiences of oppression 

across space and time, rather than singular events of the past. This counters institutionalized state 

histories, which glorify colonization and conceal the ethnic inequalities that gave rise to the more 

recent insurgency. However, in the process of constructing revisionist histories, Maya practitioners 

also strategically essentialize shared pan-Maya experiences of subordination throughout history, 

homogenizing Maya experiences and glossing over periods of Maya disunity. The fight for the 

legalization of community radio is thus a continuation of a historic and unified pan-Maya struggle, 

which is presented in polarized terms that clearly unify Mayas against the ladino-dominated state 

throughout Guatemala’s history. 
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         The historical narratives of Maya community radio practitioners demonstrate how 

subordinated groups seek to assert themselves “as situated individuals with rights to historicity” 

(Trouillot 1991, 19). In the process of claiming historicity— the quality of being part of history— 

Maya practitioners seek to establish the politically salient notion of a pan-Maya “supra-communal 

world view” derived from collective memories of common ethnic roots and shared pan-Maya 

experiences throughout history (Wilson 1993, 133). Such essentialized narratives work to 

encompass and ultimately supplant local conceptions of Maya identities with a broader sense of 

pan-Maya belonging. In doing so, the pan-Maya community radio movement facilitates a 

“fundamental restructuring” (Fischer 1999) of the way in which contemporary Mayas conceive of 

themselves and their positions within Guatemalan history.  
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Conclusion 
Negotiating Diverse Modes of Cultural Revitalization 

 
In this thesis I have sought to illuminate how the criminalization of community radio maps 

onto larger Maya narratives of historical exclusion from economic, political, social, and cultural 

structures of Guatemalan society. In the counter-public sphere of community radio, Maya 

practitioners seek to combat contemporary exclusion through rights advocacy, strategic 

essentialism, cultural revitalization, revisionist history-making, and language loyalty movements. 

Through these methods, Mayas put forth counter-hegemonic constructions of their identities, 

interests, and needs, in hopes of achieving self determination (Fraser 1997). 

         Commercial radio stations discourage Maya participation through their exclusively Spanish 

broadcasts, cosmopolitan settings, Western dress codes, and focus on mainstream ladino culture 

and music. On-air linguistic discrimination, such as the stigmatization of Mayan accents, works to 

exclude Mayan languages and cultures from the public sphere of radio broadcasting. Such 

marginalization encourages Maya practitioners to find other means of expression. Yet when they 

seek their own radio frequencies, the state’s frequency auction system prevents them from legally 

acquiring the license to broadcast. 

         In contesting the asymmetrical access to spectrum resources, Maya practitioners often 

conform to the indigenous rights discourse that is prominent in neoliberal multiculturalist 

frameworks. Indigenous rights, as special rights, are founded in notions of cultural difference and 

primordial authenticity. In order to substantiate their claims to indigenous rights, Maya 

practitioners use the radio to strategically essentialize their cultural difference, building historical 

narratives of a glorious Maya past symbolized by Maya ancestors. Such images of the past justify 
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and promote the revitalization of past Maya cultural traditions as a means of building peace in 

contemporary Guatemala. 

 With regard to more recent Maya histories, practitioners foster dialogue about the state 

massacres of Maya communities during La violencia of the 1980s in order to establish a shared pan-

Maya experience of oppression. This repression did not begin with the most recent civil war, but 

rather dates back to periods of Spanish colonization. Such a discourse of mutual subjugation 

unites Mayas across space and time, as contemporary Mayas imagine an expansive community that 

extends into history and throughout the territory of Guatemala. The historical orientation of the 

pan-Maya community radio movement thus serves to contest hegemonic histories of Guatemala 

while uniting Mayas through images of ancient harmony and collective memories of common 

subordination.  

 Romanticized images of a glorious pre-Hispanic past ultimately promote the revitalization 

of diminishing cultural traditions through comparisons of a peaceful past and violent present. 

However, while most actors of the community radio movement engage closely with historical 

discourses, they propose to revitalize their rich cultural past in multiple ways. The plural discourses 

of Maya revitalization manifest quite clearly when comparing ideologies of revitalization promoted 

on local community radio programs with national notions of revitalization presented in official 

community radio advertisements. When I observed the program, “Remembering to Learn from 

our Ancestors,” at the Mam Maya station of La X Musical, José, the show-host, outlined for me the 

practices he wishes to revive through his radio show. He explained: 

I speak about the child who worked…helping their fathers to carry firewood. This is a good 
example for us. I’m teaching kids to work. This was before, now everything is modern 
because we are backwards… Now we see there are many kids who don’t want to work… 
Before, our people didn’t want to go buy things in [the city]...where they sell everything 
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commercial. Our ancestors don’t want us to trade there— only here and nowhere else…they 
don’t want chemicals, they don’t want plastic, they don’t want cement, they don’t want any 
of that. 
 

 The traditional practices that José endorses in this description seem to contradict many of 

the ideologies that circulate at national community radio workshops and meetings, which are 

usually led by representatives of Asociación Mujb’ab’l yol and Cultural Survival. In this statement, 

José explains that he is “teaching kids to work” in the fields with their fathers, as Mayas used to. 

He emphasizes, “This is a good example for us,” suggesting that such a practice be valued and 

revitalized. While leaders of the community radio movement often emphasize the importance of 

education over manual labor, the valuation of education is a privilege that many rural Mayas 

cannot afford. Conditions of extreme poverty often require that children contribute to their 

family’s income through manual labor, rather than attending school.  

 The national ideal of education is socially “progressive” and appeals to the international 

sponsors of community radio. However, José’s espousal of child labor orients cultural revitalization 

toward the economic needs of rural Mayas. These contradictory ideologies, however, serve distinct 

social and political functions within the movement. They demonstrate that multiple notions 

circulate regarding what defines Maya culture and how it should exist today. Both stances on child 

labor and education have shortcomings, yet they reveal how the community radio movement 

engages with many different social and political domains and layers. Thus community radio 

activists must straddle the visions of revitalization of its many different constituents, ranging from 

local farmers to international NGOs. 

 Additionally, José’s promotion of insular trading practices contradicts the pan-Maya 

exchange encouraged by national leaders of the community radio movement, who hold bi-monthly 
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national meetings to facilitate trans-local interaction across ethnolinguistic boundaries. In this case, 

the ideological tension emerges between the community radio movement’s objectives of local 

revitalization and national unification. José discourages listeners from going out of town to make 

purchases or sell goods, accentuating the borders between local communities. Yet while this 

contradicts pan-Maya goals for unification, José’s vision of revitalization aligns with the counter-

hegemonic orientation of the pan-Maya movement. His aversion to trans-local commerce can be 

interpreted as an economic critique of contemporary capitalist structures, in which José associates 

trans-local trade with the rise of global capitalism. Sociologist William Robinson explores how 

global capitalism has exploited indigenous people in the global market through the transnational 

corporate acquisition of indigenous land and natural resources (Robinson 2010). Therefore I 

suggest that José’s revitalization of past trading practices is founded in the contemporary Maya 

experience of economic exploitation in Guatemala, serving to critique and challenge hegemonic 

practices of capitalism. José’s rejection of global capitalist trade on one hand, and the political 

need for pan-Maya exchange and unification on the other, are two competing yet valid objectives 

of the community radio movement. The tension between these goals emerges because they are 

pursued by different actors, articulated at different levels of the movement, informed by different 

experiences, and situated in different Maya contexts.  

         In José’s discourse, the past takes form as a vague construct, used to negatively frame 

contemporary practices of Guatemala. Without reference to a specific period of time or historical 

setting, José uses expressions like “back then” or before,” to promote the social and cultural 

practices of an abstract but better imagined past. He explains, “This was before, now everything is 

modern because we are backwards.” By characterizing “modern” as “backwards,” José demonstrates 
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how notions of revitalization can be framed in terms of the past and the present or the traditional 

and the modern. In José’s case, he associates cultural revitalization with the revitalization of all 

practices of the past. This includes the resumption of values that national leaders of the 

community radio movement would likely dismiss as conventional social practices of the period (for 

example, child labor), rather than archetypal elements of Maya culture. Thus the question 

becomes: What aspects of Maya culture from the past can and should be the objects of Maya 

cultural revitalization?  

         On a national level, the community radio movement uses advertisements to suggest the 

revitalization of sacred traditions of Maya culture. These commercials also establish the official 

politics of the movement, seeking to refine and unify the many local variations of revitalization 

expressed by community radio practitioners. The following advertisement seeks to reconcile past 

traditions with structures of the present:  

The celebration of the Baktun for the Maya people is an opportune time to be grateful for 
life, to reflect and value, in front of the sacred fire, our unique form of thinking and acting 
in the community. In the new cycle of time, we are asked to take care of our mother earth, 
our land, our water, our animals, our plants, our food, and our own life. With the belief 
system of our grandmothers and grandfathers, we invite you to actively participate in the 
economic, political, social, and cultural decisions of this country. 
 

This advertisement, recorded at a community radio workshop by Maya practitioners with the help 

of Asociación Mujb’ab’l yol and Cultural Survival, focuses on the revitalization of the Baktun 

ceremony, which celebrates a new cycle in the Maya Long Count Calendar. In contrast to José’s 

steadfast promotion of past economic, social, and cultural practices, this advertisement suggests 

how efforts for the revitalization of past values should be situated within today’s social realities. In 

other words, the objects of revitalization are carefully selected so as to be compatible with the 

“progressive” social values of the national community radio movement.  
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 Maya representatives of Asociación Mujb’ab’l yol and Cultural Survival serve as national 

leaders for the movement, drafting letters to the state, organizing rallies, and lobbying in 

Guatemala City for the legalization of community radio. The Maya leaders of Asociación Mujb’ab’l 

yol and Cultural Survival are thus the intermediaries between the diverse local community radio 

stations that comprise the movement and the Guatemalan state. As the national vanguards of the 

movement, they must often work within the state’s neoliberal multicultural framework in order to 

achieve the legalization of community radio. They do so by strategically framing community radio 

as a means of valorizing certain emblematic aspects of Maya identity without threatening state 

authority or developmental projects. 

 In the case of José’s program, the state would likely perceive his aversion to trans-local trade 

as a threat to the global market and Guatemala’s position therein. Similarly, his promotion of 

child labor would likely be labeled a ‘regressive’ aspect of past Maya culture that stands in 

opposition to notions of development. In contrast, the community radio advertisement for the 

Baktun ceremony is a ‘safe’ expression of indigenous culture that fulfills expectations of indigenous 

authenticity without threatening the state or the economy. In other words, it signals 

multiculturalism without being politically or economically subversive. This ad negotiates the 

structures of what Charles Hale has called the indio permitido, or the “authorized Indian.” Hale’s 

term refers to how the state superficially celebrates multiculturalism while maintaining the 

authority to determine which aspects of indigeneity are permitted today (Hale 2004).  

 By showing how the pan-Maya community radio movement presents a non-threatening 

form of Maya revitalization through the promotion of the Baktun ceremony, I do not suggest that 

community radio leaders intentionally seek to limit or subjugate Mayas through the perpetuation 
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of the indio permitido. Rather, I expose the political structures that organizations like Asociación 

Mujb’ab’l yol and Cultural Survival must negotiate on the national level in order to pursue their 

primary objective of the legalization of community radio. On the other hand, local community 

radio practitioners like José tend to promote more radical and politically subversive articulations of 

cultural revitalization that defy the indio permitido. In this way, the movement’s multiple modes of 

revitalization, though ideologically contradictory, are in fact supplementary to each other in 

political terms, as actors of the different layers of the movement strategically tailor modes of 

revitalization to the distinct structural contexts in which they exist.  

  By pointing to the political functions of distinct visions of cultural revitalization, I do not 

wish to overlook their apparent ideological tensions. The multi-authored nature of community 

radio programming does indeed present contradictions in constructing a united pan-Maya front. 

Yet it is also the only way that a truly pan-Maya body can be constructed and expressed. Maya 

community radio practitioners broadcast their programs in the local settings of their towns, 

enabling them to appropriate discourses of cultural revitalization as they see fit. While national 

pan-Maya goals for unification may be at odds with the multiple local articulations of cultural 

revitalization, Maya culture is a heterogeneous set of local cultures and languages. Thus 

revitalization entails the revival of a plurality of cultures, communities, and identities that overlap 

but also maintain distinct practices and ideologies.  

         Regardless of how one decides to label the tension of the community radio movement— 

national vs. local constructions of community, revitalization vs. unification, traditional vs. modern, 

or past vs. present— the multi-authored and dialogic nature of community radio means that the 

Maya community radio movement is intrinsically saturated with divergent opinions. The plurality 
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of Maya opinions is concomitant with the founding principles of community radio, such as 

democracy, inclusivity, diversity, and dialogue. By shifting traditional modes of Maya authority 

from tribal leaders or ritual elders to ordinary Maya community radio practitioners, figures of 

cultural authority multiply and therefore diversity in thought abounds. I believe that the open 

dialogue of local community radio programs and national community radio meetings, provide 

necessary counter-public spheres in which Mayas can debate the core question at hand: What 

constitutes Maya-ness today and how can it be collectively appropriated as a resource for 

empowerment, unification, and inclusion in the political, social, cultural, and economic structures 

of contemporary Guatemala? By allowing for, and amplifying, the contradictory answers to this 

question, the Maya community radio movement makes visible its ongoing obstacle to pan-Maya 

coordination. However, in doing so, it also embraces the diversity of the Maya peoples of 

Guatemala, modeling the democracy it wishes to see on the airwaves of Guatemalan radio, and 

more generally, in the structures of Guatemalan society. 
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