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Abstract

Testimonial texts of contemporary Mayan educators are at the heart of this study about 

K ’iche ’ Mayan education in the highland area of Totonicapan in Guatemala. I use Schrag’s 

(1986) framework of communicative praxis to provide a lens of critical hermeneutics or an 

informed reading of the filmed and audiotaped testimonies of two contemporary Mayan 

teachcTsfday keepers. I use communicative praxis to provide a method of interpreting texts 

as discourse: about something, by someone, and for someone. Each of the texts is 

interpreted using the following questions: What is occurring in this person’s testimony? 

What is this person’s experience being a Mayan educator in contemporary Guatemala? 

How is that experience disclosed through the text? The first five chapters outline the 

historical circumstances and describe some of the cultural practices and traditions within 

which the teachings of the Mayan educators are rooted. This portion of the dissertation is 

based on an action research project which I coordinated in 1996. The themes of place and 

respect arose from interviews I conducted with 15 educators and provide the background 

for an informed reading of the two texts of the Mayan elders.

Chapters 6 and 7 focus on an interpretation of each text, what each person referenced in 

his ‘lived’ world, and what their testimonies signify about that world, using the lens of 

communicative praxis. This section explores the backgrounds of the two educators, what 

they were saying, and how they were saying it. The interpretation elucidates the Mayan 

educators’ notions of place and respect for the individual, the community, and all living 

things, as well as heaven and earth. In poignant testimonies, the elders employed personal 

stories, poetry, metaphors, and ancient texts which call for the return to a Mayan 

curriculum that is grounded in spiritual ecology. They question the morality of the 

Guatemalan state and they make an impassioned plea for the creation of a culture of peace.
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The study concludes in chapter 8 with an examination of the interface between

contemporary Western curricular discourse and that of these K’iche’ educators.

Examiners:
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Chapter 1

Revolution, Testimonies of Resistance, and a Histoiy of Survival

The Mayan people of Guatemala have withstood over five hundred years of war, 

genocide\ displacement, and poverty, yet many aspects of their culture have endured and 

flourished. Currently, Mayan educators are creating education programs for Mayan 

children using models which stress a sense of identity that is rooted in place and respect, 

using Mayan ways of knowing. I worked with the Maya in the highlands of Guatemala for 

25 years, from 1975 to 1998. These have been years of revolution and war. Now, 2000 is 

an unstable time of peace and rebuilding. Guatemala’s population is cited as being between 

50% to 80% Maya (Falla, 1984; Adams, 1988; Carmack, 1988; Manz, 1988; and Simon, 

1987), and 20 to 50% Ladino (mixed Spanish and indigenous). The variation in the 

statistical estimates reveals, in itself, one of Guatemala’s dark secrets, the attempted 

genocide of the Mayan people over the past two decades. The violence, repression, and 

trauma that the Mayan population has endured over the past 30 years can be summarized 

by enumerating the following stark statistics.

Between 1978 and 1985, over 600 Mayan villages were destroyed in 

counterinsurgency operations in the Guatemalan highlands. Over 200,000 people were 

killed, and approximately 40,000 were ‘disappeared’ (a term popularized in Latin 

America, and referring to those presumed murdered under mysterious circumstances). 

Another half million became internal refugees, 150,000 fled to Mexico, and more than 

200,000 sought refugee status in other countries (CEH, 1999, p. 17). Special targets of the 

repression included educated Mayans, teachers, university professors, and Catholic 

priests. In the early 1980s dozens of university professors and researchers were murdered.



Guatemala is infamous in human rights circles as being the worst violator of human rights

in the hemisphere.

It is within this context of revolution, war, and then an unstable time o f peace

building that this research is situated. This dissertation chronicles my journey of inquiry 

into contemporary Mayan educational teachings in the highlands of Guatemala. The shape 

of the inquiry, entitled “A Curriculum of Place and Respect ” follows my journey of 

discovery with the Maya as I consider the meaning of oral testimonies given by two 

Mayan elders who are also teachers, and daykeepers} My daysign^ in the Mayan calendar 

is 3 E, which translates from the K’iche’ language to mean “three paths or three journeys.” 

Therefore, it is perhaps appropriate that this inquiry involved three journeys with the 

Maya and employed three lenses (see page 35, Figure 1: Map of the Research Journey), 

through which the material could be viewed or interpreted. 1 think of the three journeys as 

corresponding to the various positions I have occupied on this research j oumey. The first 

journey corresponds to my initial work in Guatemala as a young international 

development worker. In that position, I worked both in English and Spanish, primarily 

with young urban Maya and Ladinos. In the second journey, I worked in Spanish as a 

filmmaker and human rights advocate with community groups in the highlands. In the third 

journey, I worked with Mayan elders and daykeepers in small rural villages, working with 

a K’iche’ co-worker/interpreter. Also, in all of these roles I worked as an interpreter, and 

language became another lens of this inquiry. In my years in Guatemala 1 was often called 

upon to be an interpreter (a person who transfers meaning from one language to another). 

To interpret means: to negotiate, to explain or tell the meaning of, to present in 

imderstandable terms, to conceive in the light o f individual belief̂  judgment or circumstance



or to represent by means of art, bring to realization by performance (Webster's, 1984, 

p. 633).

My intention in this dissertation is to illuminate the many layers of Mayan teachings 

about place and respect, and to document a living curriculum that has much to offer as a 

model for contemporary educators.

Purpose, Research Questions, and Organization

Humanity has long pondered how best to instruct children and has probed the 

answers to the following curriculum questions; Which knowledge is most worthwhile?

Why is it worthwhile? How is it acquired or created? This study will focus on these 

questions through examining the spoken texts of two Mayan elders.

In chapters 1 through 5 I have used a methodology of “witness and commitment,” 

based on development work and commimity-based research that became, for me, a living 

practice. During the tumultuous war years, a small network of human rights workers, 

anthropologists, and members of the international peace and justice community attempted 

to create an awareness of the plight of the Mayan people. I joined this network in 1975 

and encountered ethnographers and journalists who provided examples of a new type of 

ethnography, based on commitment, participation, and witnessing—one which I have 

chosen to call “an ethnography of witness and accompaniment.” I did not volunteer for 

this journey; I was called and entrusted with these poignant stories, and with these ancient 

trusts. My Mayan companeros (ones who accompany you) first informed me that I was 

to accompany them, and they sustained me through an earthquake, a revolution and a 

protracted war, all with their blessings.



In these chapters I outline the historical context of Mayan traditions and 

testimonies. Chapter 2 reviews the literature that intersects with this inquiry, and chapter

4 provides a brief history of education, including bilingual education programs in 

Guatemala. Chapters 1 through 5 are grounded in 20 years of work experience in 

Guatemala, and in an action research project that I coordinated with K’iche’ educators in 

1996. From the 1996 action research study, the notions of ‘place’ and ‘respect’ arose as 

the central themes, and they provide the context for textual interpretations provided in 

chapters 6 and 7. These two chapters in turn, focus on an interpretation of testimonial 

texts, on what each elder referenced in his “lived” world, and what their testimonies signify 

about that world, using Schrag’s framework of communicative praxis. I use communicative 

praxis to provide a method of interpreting texts as discourse: about something, by 

someone, and for someone. Schrag‘s communicative praxis offers a form of critical 

hermeneutics that provides a holistic frame compatible with aboriginal epistemology from 

which to consider the texts of the Mayan educators. The questions informing the 

examination of the texts are as follows: What is occurring in this person’s testimony? How 

is each person’s experience as a Mayan educator in contemporary Guatemala revealed 

through the text? Finally, in chapter 8 ,1 consider the interface between contemporary 

Mayan educational teachings and Western educational curricular discourse and offer 

suggestions for curricular reform arisings from these testimonial interviews.

Historical Background to the Inquiry 

The contemporary Maya live in a region that stretches from Chiapas in southern 

Mexico down to El Salvador, encompassing all of Guatemala, Honduras, and parts of



Belize. An estimated 50% to 80% of Guatemala's 11 million people are Mayan, and they 

speak 22 diSerent Mayan languages.

Since the country gained independence in 1821, the Mayan people have suGkred

from poverty and discrimination at the hands of the dominant Ladino minority, who own 

the majority of the land and control the country’s powerful military and most of the 

economy (REMHI, 1999, p. xxviii). Illiteracy and poverty continue to plague most Mayan 

communities, and life expectancy among Mayans today is still 10 years lower than among 

Ladinos. Infant mortality among Mayan children is the highest on the continent, and land 

reform is considered the key issue for thousands of landless Mayan people (REMHI,

1999, p. 323).

On December 29, 1996, a Peace Accord was signed by the Guatemalan government 

and the National Guatemalan Revolutionary Unity (URNG), ending a 36-year war which 

has been described by historians (Berger, 1991; Lovell, 1995; Wright, 1989) as one of the 

worst cases of genocide in the Americas in modem times. During the civil war waged 

between the URNG and the military, who were aligned with the Ladino elite and 

supported militarily by the United States—the Mayan population bore the brunt of the 

bloodshed that resulted in the deaths of an estimated 200,000 people. Mayan communities 

became a military target during the “scorched-earth” counterinsurgency campaign in the 

early 1980s. The military considered Mayans to be URNG guerrilla allies and targeted 

their highland communities. Indeed, the testimonial stories and eyewitness accounts 

document human rights abuses against men, women, and children virtually unparalleled in 

the 20th century in this hemisphere. After the war ended, the government established a 

peace process and a government sponsored Truth Commission, but its mandate did not



include identifying violators or persecuting war criminals. Subsequently a grassroots 

campaign led by the Catholic Church, “The Recovery of the Historical Memory Project” 

(REMHI), was created in April 1995. The goal of this project was to collect testimonies 

from the civilian population and to provide a legitimate denunciation of violence and 

human rights abuses that had occurred in Guatemala. The authors called it, “a book of 

martyrs, a martyrology . . .  an account of the suffering and death of a martyred people, 

the predominately Mayan victims of nearly four decades of civil conflict in Guatemala” 

(REMHI, 1999, p. xv). In the introduction to the English version Monsignor Gerardi 

writes:

When we began this project, we were interested in discovering the pain and death, 
understanding the reasons for it, the why and the how. We sought to show the 
human drama and to share with others the sorrow and the anguish of the thousands 
of dead, disappeared, and tortured. We sought to look at the roots of injustice and 
the absence of values. (REMHI, 1999, p. xxiii)

The majority of the victims of the war were poor indigenous Mayan farmers who 

lived in the highlands. The Truth Commission documented that the army carried out 626 

massacres, exterminating entire Mayan communities. During this era many Mayan people 

concealed their language and many stopped wearing their traje (traditional clothes) for fear 

of being identified as guerrilla supporters. The REMHI project collected 5,465 testimonies 

that were compiled into a four-volume document called Guatemala, Nunca Mas! (Never 

Again). This report documented 422 massacres, and that figure does not include all cases 

of multiple killings with three or more victims. In the words of the report: “these are cases 

of collective murders distinguished by myriad factors and diverse patterns of human rights 

violations (extreme cruelty, rape, torture, forced disappearances, and so forth)” (REMHI, 

1999, p. 302). Monsignor Gerardi, director of die REMHI project, presented the report to



the country. He first presented the report in the Metropolitan Cathedral in Guatemala

City on April 24,1998. At that time, he gave a powerful speech denouncing the violence

and calling 6)r reconciliation and peace. The following is an excerpt 6om his speech:

We are collecting the people’s memories because we want to contribute to the 
construction of a different country.. . .  REMHI’s work has been an astonishing 
endeavor of discovery, exploration, and appropriation of our personal and 
collective history.. . .  Peace is possible—a peace that is bom from the truth that 
comes from each one of us and from all of us. It is a painful truth, full of memories 
of the country’s deep and bloody wounds.. . .  It is a truth that challenges each one 
of us to recognize our individual and collective responsibility and to commit 
ourselves to action so that these abominable acts will never happen again. But our 
commitment is to return these collected memories to the people. The search for 
truth does not end here. It must return to its birthplace and support the use of 
memory as an instrument of social reconstruction through the creation of materials, 
ceremonies, monuments, etc. (REMHI, 1999, pp. xxiii-xxv)

Four days later he was assassinated.

Currently over 400 Mayan non-govemmental agencies (NGOs) are working to

ensure that Mayan voices are a meaningful part of the creation of a lasting peace in

Guatemala. These organizations have formed an umbrella group called the Coordinator of

the Mayan Peoples (COPMAGUA) to ensure that Mayan voices are part of the peace

process. COPMAGUA has also played an important role in the drafting of an Indigenous

Accord. The Indigenous Accord specified the establishment of three Commissions for

negotiations with the government. These concerned educational reform, indigenous

participation at all levels, and land-related rights. In addition, there were two commissions

for addressing spirituality and sacred sites, and the officialization of indigenous languages.

COPMAGUA advocated the need for three additional Commissions—on constitutional

reform, indigenous women’s rights, and traditional indigenous law.



COPMAGUA representatives such as (the late) Wenceslao Almira, the Executive 

Director of the Union of Mayan Peoples (UPMAG), stated that the Indigenous Accord 

was the beginning o f a process to ensure indigenous participation in Guatemala's future: 

On May 16, 1996, in a referendum that was part of the Peace Accord process, 

Guatemalans voted on a package of 50 constitutional reforms. These ‘special rights’ 

included recognition of the rights of Maya to speak Mayan languages, to wear their 

traditional clothing, to practice their religion, have access to sacred lands, and to hold 

community-based courts for conflict resolution. If the reforms were approved by a 

majority, it would have been the first time that Guatemala was recognized as a pluri- 

cultural, multi-ethnic, and multi-lingual nation. “The reforms are the beginning of an inter- 

cultural dialogue that will force Guatemalans to rethink their nationhood,” said Pop, a 

Mayan political analyst. “Until now the Ladinos have thought of themselves as the only 

Guatemalans,” Pop said (The Globe and Mail, May 18, 1996).

However, The Globe and Mail also reported “that the ballot that would have given 

Indian groups official recognition was defeated. Indian leaders cited poverty, weak 

political organization, and divisions left by the war as reasons for the defeat” (The Globe 

and Mail, May 18, 1996). Only 18% of registered voters cast ballots, and The Globe and 

Mail went on to document that “the vote heightened tensions between the country’s 

indigenous majority and those who feared reforms would give Indians special privileges.” 

This is the context in which this research was carried out, at the end of a bitter civil war 

that brought the inequity and suffering of the living Maya into the Western media 

spotlight. The internationally brokered Peace Accords exposed centuries of entrenched



racism against the Maya, as did TTze M /wa Mzf and Afemo/y i(gpor/

undertaken at the end of the war.

Commonly Used Terms

A brief examination of terms and concepts is included here to provide a glimpse of 

the vast differences in contemporary Mayan and Western thought about traditional 

knowledge and education, and to provide an overview of some of the complexities inherent 

in the epistemological underpinnings of this cultural landscape.

The first time a Spanish or K ’iche’ term is used, it will be italicized; if it occurs 

again in the text, it will be written in the regular font. Foreign terms will also be italicized 

and translated once and if necessary, explained in the endnotes of each chapter. Some 

chapters may end with ilbals—seeing instruments or lenses—to allow the reader to enter 

more fully into the landscape of the Maya. A glossary of K ’iche ’ and Spanish terms is 

included on page 225. Oral knowledge that was transcribed from tapes is presented in 

italics as a visual reminder to the reader that these were spoken words (starting in 

chapter 3). These oral sections are in translation. Consequently, they may not read as 

fluent English as I have attempted to stay as close to the original wording as possible. 

Mava

The living Maya occupy the southernmost regions of Mexico, parts of Belize, 

Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador. They number approximately 20 million, with the 

largest population living in highland Guatemala. In Guatemala, the Maya live 

predominately in the rural western part of the country, migrating to the coastal lowlands 

for seasonal work in agricultural plantations owned by Ladinos.
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K'iche' Mava

The K’iche’ Maya number approximately 1,000,000 and live in the Departments 

of Quiche, Totonicapan, and Quetzaltenango in the Guatemalan highlands. They are the 

largest linguistic group in Guatemala and speak K’iche’, a subgroup of Quichean, which 

also includes Kakchiquel, Tzuyuhil, Pokomam, Uspanatee, and Kekci ’ (Tedlock, 1982, 

p. 13). Using the new Mayan alphabet, the name of the people and their language is 

written as K'icAe and the geographical place and highland territory is written as gmcAe. 

Indigenous

The word indigenous derives from the Latin mJz—meaning “ in,” and gignere, “to 

beget,” “to originate from or to occur naturally,” or “native” (Webster’s, 1984, p. 615). A 

more complete definition of indigenous peoples is given by Daes, who does not advocate a 

comprehensive definition of indigenous but recognizes a number of factors that are present 

in different contexts around the world. She cites people who identify themselves according 

to:

1. priority in time with respect to the occupation and use of a specific territory,

1. voluntary perpetuation of cultural distinctiveness, which includes aspects of
language, social organization, religion and spiritual values, modes of production, 
laws and institutions,

1. self-identification, as well as recognition by other groups, or by State authorities,
as collectively distinct,

1. other experience of subjugation, marginalization, dispossession, exclusion or
discrimination, whether or not these conditions persist.

These factors do not constitute an inclusive or comprehensive definition. Rather they

represent factors (which may be a greater or lesser degree) operant in different regions and

in different national and local contexts (Simpson, 1997, p. 23).
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Self-identification is considered to be the first crucial element of any definition of 

indigenous, aboriginal, or First Peoples. Throughout the world, the names indigenous 

peoples often give themselves—fW t Æoycpo, Mzori, Dene, FfazJü, /Anong,

among others, simply means ‘the People.’ The names they give their territories are often 

translated as “our land” (Burger, 1990).

Traditional Knowledge

Traditional knowledge is the term used to describe the passing down of elements of

a culture from generation to generation, especially through oral communication, cultural

custom or usage (Beck & Walters, 1996). Gray (1997) explains that because traditional

knowledge is generated in the immediate context provided by the livelihoods of people, it

is a dynamic entity that undergoes constant modifications as communities change.

Indigenous authors Beck and Walters write that:

Native American sacred ways insisted on learning, on education, as an essential 
foundation for personal awareness. A knowledgeable human being was one who 
was sensitive to his/her surroundings. This sensitivity opened him/her to the Great 
Mysteries and to the possibility of mystical learning experiences, which were 
considered the only way to grasp certain intangible laws of the universe (Beck & 
Walters, 1996, p. 48).

Traditional knowledge varies across indigenous cultures but has several common 

themes (Pepper & White, 1996; Cajete, 1994; Ermine, 1995). Galeano writes in The Book 

o f  Embraces, “identity is no museum piece sitting stock still in a museum case but rather 

the astonishing synthesis of the contradictions of everyday life” (Galeano, 1992, p. 121).

Traditional Mayan knowledge is composed of concepts and practices from Mayan 

systems of knowledge, or sacred ways of knowing, and continues to describe a way of 

being that is still maintained by traditional people in contemporary Mayan communities.
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Traditional knowledge is also considered as sacred knowledge imparted through elders’ 

teachings, stories, songs, language and understood through direct experience. The Creator 

was, and is, still considered to be the primary source for certain intangible laws of the 

universe (Beck & Walters, 1996, p. 48). Knowledge according to Mayan scholars includes, 

“an understanding of human behaviors and human feeling; an insight into nature’s balances 

and relationships; an ability to create tools for survival; and methods or procedures for 

promoting growth and awareness in each generation of people—or education” (Beck & 

Walters, 1996, p. 47).

Transmitting

In English, to transmit, means, to pass or transfer from one person to another. This 

implies a linear process of teaching and learning, and is demonstrated in the dominant 

industrial model of education where the child is considered the receptacle and the teacher 

the source of knowledge or wisdom. In indigenous communities, knowledge is not 

transmitted in the same manner as in Western culture, and the term ‘means of 

transmission’ in this dissertation will refer to the ways that Mayan children have been and 

continue to be taught. Ermine (1994), Cajete (1994), Pepper and White (1996), Deloria 

(1994), and Beck and Walters (1996) describe traditional ways of learning as including: 

learning the sacred ways of the tribe, including oral traditions (storytelling, legends, 

myths), ceremonies, traditional arts; living in balance and showing respect and harmony 

with all the relations; hunting, fishing; survival and life skills. Not only are children taught 

through doing, they are also taught by an extended 6m ily o f relations that includes plants, 

animals, and the Creator. The process of learning traditional ways also involves people
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from different generations, knowledge of ancestors, and considerations for future 

generations.

Indigenous Worldviews 

Knudtson and Suzuki (1992) have identified certain characteristics as distinguishing 

indigenous worldviews from the dominant beliefs and practices of Western society. The 

following characteristics apply to the K’iche’, who view heaven and earth as texts to guide 

their lives.

• Spirituality is imbedded in all elements of the cosmos.

• Humans have responsibility for maintaining harmonious relationship with the natural 
world.

• There is a need for reciprocity between human and natural worlds—resources are 
viewed as gifts.

• Nature is honoured routinely through daily spiritual practices.

• Wisdom and ethics are derived from direct experience with the natural world.

• The Universe is made up of a dynamic, ever-changing array of natural forces.

• The Universe is viewed as a holistic, integrative system with a unifying life force.

• Time is circular with natural cycles that sustain all life.

• Human thought, feelings and words are inextricably bound to all other aspects of the 
universe.

• The Human role is to participate in the orderly designs of nature.

• Respect for elders is based on compassion and reconciliation of outer- and inner- 
directed knowledge.

• There is a sense of empathy and kinship with other forms of life (adapted from 
Knudtson & Suzuki, 1992, pp. 1-19).
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For the K'iche' to speak a word is to create the world and all words are considered 

to have a sacred resonance, a code of meaning that connects each person with the heart of

the sky and the heart of the earth. All acts of life are sacred acts, to be performed according 

to the round of the calendars and one’s position in the sky wheel.

The production of this dissertation has consisted of a series of intersecting 

journeys which I have mapped for the reader on page 34. This figure represents the three 

overlapping circles that frame this inquiry and illustrates the terrain or methods used. In 

summation, chapter 1 outlines how the inquiry was accomplished, explaining how I 

embarked upon the research journey, and provides a context and a brief history of 

contemporary Guatemala. In chapter 2 ,1 reflect on current thinking about the validity of 

oral knowledge, and review the ethnographic and archival literature on education and the 

contemporary Maya. Chapter 3 describes the research design and explores some of the 

ethical issues and concerns, as well as the limitations of the inquiry. I elucidate Schrag’s 

notion of communicative praxis and explain how it has been used as a philosophical lens to 

provide an interpretive reading of two testimonial interviews. Chapter 4 is based on 

archival research, primarily from Guatemalan Ministry of Education documents, and 

provides an overview of the history of education and of bilingual education programs in 

Guatemala.

Chapter 5 provides a description of the central themes of Mayan educators and 

presents a context for their testimonies. This chapter is based on an action research project 

undertaken with K’iche’ educators in 1996. The themes of place and respect arose as 

central themes from this work and provide context for an informed reading of the 

testimonial interviews and textual interpretations given in chapters 6 and 7. Chapters 6
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and 7 focus on an interpretation of what each testimonial text is about, what each person 

referenced in his lived world and what their testimonies signify about that world, using 

Schrag's (1986) ûamewoik of communicative praxis. Chapter 8 explores the interfaces 

between Western curricular discourse and that of the contemporary K'iche' Maya.

Here are the faint traces of what I have learnt about the K’iche’ Mayan curriculum 

of place and respect. It is hoped that this dissertation will be a small ilbal to illuminate 

some of the great teachings of the living Maya whom I have been privileged to accompany 

at the end of this Baktun (period of the long count. A measurement of time in the Mayan 

calendar).
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Endnotes

1 The General Assembly of the UN defines genocide as any act perpetrated with
the intention of destroying—totally or in part—a national, ethnic, racial, or 
religious group. See Falla (1984) and Manz (1988), lor studies that describe the
counterinsurgency attack on the Mayas as an effort of genocide.

1 Daykeepers are traditional Mayan priests or diviners, who interpret the Mayan
calendar, lead ceremonies, and act as links between the Creator and the people. 
Daykeepers can be male or female and may also interpret dreams and signs and do 
complex readings for people based on their birth date in the Mayan calendar.

3. A daysign refers to the day on which one is bom in the Mayan calendar.
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Chapter 2 

Oral Knowledge and a Review of the Literature on Mayan Education

Speech is in all things. The people of Atitlan believe that the nature of anything is 
its speech. The nature of grass to grow is the speech of the time of year when they 
flower. So when the Deity of the season speaks one of its phrases, the trees 
flower. (Prechtel, 1998, p. 116)

This chapter examines the validity of traditional oral knowledge and reviews the 

literature that informs and intersects with this inquiry. I present an analysis of current 

literature on Mayan ethnography and education (collaborative texts, human rights reports, 

testimonial ethnographies, auto-ethnographies, and Mayan authors), and provide an 

overview of related archival materials from the Guatemalan Ministry of Education and 

non-governmental sources. I also consider the importance of an ancient Mayan text 

currently employed in K’iche’ schools.

There is an epistemological conflict running through much of the methodological 

literature based as it is, on a foundation of Western philosophical traditions which 

generally elevate written over oral knowledge. Very few Western academic writers 

acknowledge the philosophical and methodological legitimacy of traditional knowledge, 

with its inherent holistic and spiritual foundations. I have grappled extensively with this 

problem and initially decided that in lieu of a literature review, I would write a chapter 

examining language and traditional oral knowledge. Discussions with my supervisors led to 

a decision to combine the two. Consequently, I include in this chapter a discussion on 

language and traditional oral knowledge as well as a review of the literature that informs or 

intersects with this inquiry.
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Oral Traditions

This inquiry is based on oral texts. These take the form of testimonial interviews of

contemporary Mayan educators that have been recorded on tape (film and audio).

Although the Maya have a long history as a literate people, the Spanish colonizers burnt

all but four of their ancient texts (Tedlock, 1983, p. 27). Hence spoken languages of the

Maya emerged as central vehicles for transmitting knowledge.

The Mayan languages are not spoken by Ladinos in Guatemala and, as such they

have served as an essential way of preserving cultural values. The Kiche’ with whom I

worked do not generally use logically sequenced arguments, commonplace in western

culture. Instead, they routinely employ a persuasive rhetoric, which is composed of

stories based on memory and personal experiences. The Maya use stories and recollections

as a means of teaching, and they place great value on personal knowledge. Their oral

tradition encodes a worldview whose deeply held ideas and concepts are fi-ozen in language

(Whorf, 1956). Testimonial interviews contain traditional ways of thinking and speaking,

and the giving of a testimony has become a contemporary means of reclaiming historic

memory in Guatemala. The REMHI Nunca Mas Report Recovery o f Historic Memory

Project (1999) explains its significance, in part by citing the words of a survivor: “Now I

am content because the testimony I have given will become part of history. I have no more

misgivings; now I have released my pain by giving my testimony “ (Case 3967, Caserio

Pal, Quiche, 1981, p. xxxii).

The report continues,

[this project] is the result of a collective movement to reclaim memory, which often 
journeyed silently along roads and footpaths, firom the hands of the people who 
came to give their testimony. This report endeavors to reassemble this collective



f 19

memoiy . . .  most people who gave their testimony found the experience to be
beneficial as an emotional catharsis and as a way of acting in their suffering,
restoring the dignity of their murdered or disappeared family members, and
articulating their demands and needs, (p. xxxii)

Many indigenous people in North America fear the loss of power and control that 

comes with the reproduction of their stories on tape or paper. This is, in part, because 

they have witnessed how their words have been misinterpreted in court decisions and 

treaties. North American Native Peoples are also painfully aware of the lack of 

understanding in the mainstream culture of indigenous notions of ownership, reciprocity 

and respect for their narratives. Mihesuah et al. (1998) have documented this in Natives

Indigenous scholars including Cajete, (1986); Smith, (1999); Battiste & Henderson, 

(2000) maintain that oral materials must be acknowledged as legitimate sources of 

knowledge, citing the dangers of cognitive imperialism regarding the perceived illegitimacy 

of oral knowledge. These scholars are challenging the assumptions and methodologies of 

the European tradition and exposing the epistemological assumptions of Western 

philosophy, which they cite as still being widespread in academic research.

Smith (1999), a leading Maori educational theorist in her recent book. Decolonizing 

Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples, not only chronicles the colonial assault 

on indigenous history, writing, theory, and research, but outlines a path for the creation of 

an indigenous research agenda. Smith’s book not only presents a possible agenda for 

indigenous research; it also describes 25 potential research projects. These include: 

claiming, testimonies, storytelling, celebrating survival, remembering, indigenizing, 

intervening, revitalizing, connecting, reading, writing, representing, gendering, envisioning.
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reframing, restoring, returning, democratizing, networking, naming, protecting, creating, 

negotiating, discovering, and sharing (Smith, 1999, pp. 142-161).

In Smith's words, the implications for indigenous research are "clear and

straightforward: the survival of peoples, cultures and languages; the struggle to become

self-determining, the need to take back control of our destinies” (p. 142). Smith’s

articulation of the value of testimony is confirmed by my experience of recording Mayan

testimonies. In conducting this research I witnessed the tremendous importance of

affirming and adding these voices to Guatemalan history. Smith adds:

A testimony is also a form through which the voice of a witness is accorded space 
and protection. It can be constructed as a monologue and as a public performance. 
The structure of testimony—its formality, content and sense of 
immediacy—appeals to many indigenous participants, particularly elders. It is an 
approach that translates well to a formal written document. While the listener may 
ask questions, testimonies structure the responses, silencing certain types of 
questions and formalizing others. (1999, p. 145)

This inquiry (although it was undertaken before the publication of Smith’s book), 

falls within several of Smith’s projects; in particular, those of claiming (through the use of 

film), testimonies, storytelling, celebrating survival, remembering, revitalizing (through the 

use of film), connecting, representing, and sharing.

Battiste and Henderson’s recent book Protecting Indigenous Knowledge and 

Heritage, provides a comprehensive critique of dominant Western intellectual traditions 

regarding indigenous knowledge and an outline of the emerging indigenous research agenda, 

including legal and policy reforms needed to protect indigenous knowledge and heritage. 

Other contemporaiy indigenous scholars, including Smith, Henderson, Battiste, C^ete, and 

Kawagley have recently added a wealth of scholarship to the indigenous knowledge base. 

Cajete’s recent publications (1994, 1999,2000) were most informative for the purposes of
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this inquiry. His book, Z/Oot to /Ae Afbun/m» provides a comprehensive rejection of

indigenous epistemology. Cajete’s work has enriched my understanding of both the

differences between indigenous worldviews as well as their shared foundations.

Our task, rather, is that of taking up the written word, with all of its potency, and 
patiently, carefully, writing language back into the land. Our craft is that of 
releasing the budded, earthly intelligence of our words, freeing them to respond to 
the speech of the things themselves—to the green uttering forth of leaves from the 
spring branches. It is the practice of spinning stories that have the rhythm and lilt 
of the local landscape, tales for die tongue, tales that want to be told, again and
again Planting words, like seeds, under rocks and fallen logs—letting language
take root in the earthen silence of shadow and bone and leaf. (Abram, 1996, 
pp.273-274)

Ancient Mayan Texts

The Popol Vuh is one of the few ancient Mayan texts that escaped the fires of the 

conquistadors. It is considered to be the sacred Council Book of the K’iche’ people. 

Mayanists propose that it was translated into alphabetic script between 1554 and 1558 

by a survivor of the ruling house of the Quiche kingdom, which was conquered by Spain in 

1524. Tedlock (1985, p. 127) notes that the Popol Vuh remained hidden from the Spanish 

colonists for a 150-year period, until the Dominican Friar, Francisco Jimenez, found it and 

made a first translation into Spanish. It now has been translated from K’iche’ into English 

in a number of different versions by Edmonson, Recinos, Brasseur, Villacorta, Harrington, 

and Tedlock. However, Tedlock and Harrington were the only anthropologists to work 

with the original K’iche’ version in collaboration with contemporary K’iche’ diviners.

Tedlock’s poetic version is the most insightful that 1 have read. He calls his work 

‘ ethnopaleography, ’ in which he attempts to clarify the language and culture o f the Popol 

Vuh while constructing its sounds as they might have been heard in oral delivery. Working 

with Andres Xilqj, a cAncMaAon (motherfather), the head daykeeper from
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Momostenabgo, Tedlock consulted with Xiloj on the meaning of complete sentences and 

larger sections of the ancient texL Chavez, a K'iche' man 6om Quezahenango, recently

produced a modern-day version of the Popol Vuh arranged in four columns, providing a 

paleographic interpretation of the manuscript (or a re-reading in modem K’iche’ with the 

original ancient K’iche’), as well as a literal Spanish translation and a literary Spanish 

translation. The Guatemalan Ministry of Education has published a version of Ximenez’s 

translation, and children’s versions of this Mayan classic are currently being published in 

several of the Mayan languages and used in Mayan schools.

The Annuals o f the Cakchiquels is another ancient Mayan text, considered to be the 

sacred book of the Kakchiquel people. It was translated directly from the Kakchiquel into 

English by Brinton (1885) and later by Recinos and Goetz (1950). These ancient texts 

stand as essential books for Mayan educators. They provide complex, metaphorical 

stories that are currently in use as key texts in many Mayan schools, and they were 

quoted and used on a daily basis by several of the Mayan educators whom I interviewed.

Ethnographic Texts

Anthropological research on Guatemala has produced several ethnographic studies of 

individual communities, which provide thick descriptions of village life in a variety of 

Mayan regions. These include works by Watanabe (1992), Oakes (1951), Lafarge (1947), 

who worked with Blom & Lafarge(1927), and Tax (1957). Stoll (1988) studied the village 

ofNebaj, and Davis & Hodson (1982) worked in Santa Eulalia. Carmack (1995) has 

written an historic account about the Maya of Momostenango; Hendrickson (1995) and 

Altman & West (1992) have written about weaving and identity amongst the Maya; and 

Warren (1978,1993), about culture and identi^. Luxton and Balam (1981) transcribed the
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teachings of a daykeeper in M ynn Drgam Zzferafg 5%a7WMÜ7n m fAe fhco/OM, and

Colby and Colby (1981) have produced ZTze D^^Aeepgr; TTze nW Dücowfg an ZriZ

Diviner. Morris has written an in-depth account of the Maya in Chiapas, focusing in 

Living Maya (1987) on their textiles. In this book, Morris adeptly blends myths, legends, 

and rituals of daily life with interpretations of weaving. Warren, Henderson, and Morris’s 

work has informed this inquiry, particularly with regard to the layers of identity encoded 

through weaving.

Collaborative Texts

A new generation of voices is represented by the collaborative work of writers and 

anthropologists who have worked with Mayan people, and then gone on to publish works 

that reveal the depths of indigenous knowledge. These include the Tedlocks (Barbara and 

Dennis) who lived in the highland village of Momostenango and apprenticed with a 

daykeeper in 1974. Barbara Tedlock’s (1992) detailed account of the training of a 

daykeeper reveals much about contemporary Mayan concepts of space and time, and 

Dennis Tedlock’s eloquent translation of the Popol Vuh makes an important contribution 

to our understanding of the Mayan world. Both of these works were very helpful in 

providing a foundation for my understanding of daykeeper traditions. Dennis Tedlock’s 

impressive collection of myths and stories in Breath on the Mirror, and his book on 

interpretation and translation entitled The Spoken Word and the Work o f  Interpretation 

were also valuable.

Testimonial Ethnographers and Human Rights Reports 

More contemporary political and historical accounts have been produced: Handy 

(1984); Black (1984); Painter (1987); Adams (1970); Manz (1988); Warren (1978,1993);
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Jones & Tobias (1974); and Fisher & Me Kenna Brown (1996). Human rights researchers

and numerous non-govemmental agencies have documented the gruesome recent history 

mainly through the collection of testimonials available in the archives ofNGOs and other 

organizations. Amnesty International, Cultural Survival, the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), and the Guatemalan Church in Exile have produced 

numerous reports and have documented those atrocities and massacre accounts which did 

not find their way into the mainstream press. These provided important background 

material for this inquiry.

Falla stands out for his courageous exposes of genocide: The Massacre at the Rural 

Estate o f San Francisco (1983), and We Charge Genocide (1984). Falla’s work (1979,

1983,1984,1994) provides an example of a new form of ethnographic research. Falla, a 

Guatemalan anthropologist and Jesuit priest, has published numerous ethnographies about 

the contemporary Maya. His book Masacres de la Selva (1994) or Massacres in the 

Jungle, documents years of living with the ‘population of communities in resistance’ (the 

CPRs), meaning the thousands of Mayans who fled the massacres of the early 1980s to 

form communities hidden in the Ixcan rain forest. In November 1992, the Guatemalan 

army discovered that Falla had been living with the CPRs since 1986. They found his 

manuscripts, field notes, and baptism records, and declared him a guerrilla commander, 

such a declaration being the equivalent of a death sentence in Guatemala (Manz, 1995, 

p. 274).

Falla has spoken about the potential of anthropology to enrich human rights work. 

In response to a question about why an anthropologist would mix his discipline with 

human rights, he responded:
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It is mixing anthropology with a sense of justice. Justice means human rights. We 
have to judge especially in Guatemala, with the blood bath that has taken place. We 
can't just be passive and study the massacres as the product of a military culture. 
We can’t fall into that. We’re striving to give strength to the voice of the people.
We have to choose sides . . .  I was moved by the stories of the massacres, pulled 
into that history, like when you fall in love and as you learn more you can no 
longer resist the attraction of the relationship. The violence struck me as something 
terrible, but also something unprecedented, something significant in the country’s 
history. I hoped the information about the massacres would eventually resonate 
within Guatemala as well. (Manz, 1995, pp. 266,270)

Falla provides an example of a new and original form of ethnography, which

combines participation in the lives of people in difficult times with the traditional 

requirements of field research. He also adds the dimension of ‘witnessing’ to the research. 

Falla not only felt called to this work; he also felt responsible for ensuring that the voices 

of the people in hiding were heard by an outside audience. This act of witnessing was not 

just his idea. It was requested and expected of him by the communities he studied. This is 

ethnography that is comprometida, the Spanish word for “to participate in a committed 

way,” or “to opt for and to side with.”

Mack was a noted Guatemalan anthropologist who was a founding member of 

AVANCSO (the Association for the Advancement of the Social Sciences, a research 

institute in Guatemala). During the last three years of her life she was documenting the 

rural displacement caused by the civil war. She also practiced an ethnography of witness. 

Ogelsby writes, “ Her vocation for fieldwork and talent for communication earned her the 

trust and affection o f indigenous populations in many parts of Guatemala; however, her 

deep identification with these populations ultimately proved threatening to the military” 

(1995, p. 255). As a result of her work. Mack was stabbed 27 times as she left her office 

in Guatemala City on September 12,1990. She was 40 at the time of her demise. Her death
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was the first murder for which the Guatemalan State was held accountable for its 

complicity in a political crime. However, during the proceedings of the ensuing case, a key 

witness was gunned down. Eleven judges then withdrew from the case (Ogelsby, 1995, 

p. 256).

Mack and Falla have now been joined by a new group of journalists, researchers, 

photographers and filmmakers who have published texts and produced films of witness 

about the contemporary situation. These include published photographs by Simon (1987) 

and Anderson (1988) who, along with historian Garlock, have documented the impact of 

the war on Mayan women since 1965.

Wright’s Time Amongst the Maya (1989) and Stolen Continents: The Americas 

Through Indian Eyes Since 1492 (1992) combine history and anthropology with field 

research. In describing the Maya, Stolen Continents contains a case study of one group of 

indigenous people, whose history has been chronicled from before the conquest. Berger’s 

A Long and Terrible Shadow (1991) includes an insightful chapter on the Maya, focusing 

on contemporary historical events and their effect on the Mayan people. Simon’s Eternal 

Spring, Eternal Tyranny (1987) provides shocking evidence of war and suffering through 

photographs and testimonies of daily life in the highlands in the 1980s.

Galeano stands out as a Latin American historian and writer who has not only 

chronicled some of the key events in Latin America of the last decade with clarity (fVe Say 

No, 1992), but who has brought events into context with his recent poetic works. The 

q / " (1989),  and Afgmo/y q/'E’frg (1995).
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Auto-ethnography and Contemporary Mayan Texts

Another source of publications on traditional values, beliefs, and education is that of 

Mayan voices such as Mencbu (1984), in her poignant testimonial memoirs. This is a

textured account of a K’icbe’ family in contemporary Guatemala. It provides the most in- 

deptb source of material on the daily life of the contemporary K’icbe’ Maya I bave 

encountered. Mencbu was awarded the 1993 Nobel Peace Award for her work on behalf of 

the Mayan people, and with the prize money she set up the Rigoberta Mencbu Tum 

Foundation. Mencbu recently authored Crossing Borders (1998), in which she chronicles 

her activities since winning the Nobel Peace prize.

However, the validity of Mencbu’s work and her testimonies have recently come 

under attack and her credibility has been seriously undermined by Stoll (1999), in 

Rigoberta Menchu and the Story o f All Poor Guatemalans. Stoll returned to Mencbu’s 

village and questioned people about the details of her testimony. He chronicles the 

contradictions be uncovered in her book. Stoll’s book has spawned numerous articles in 

anthropological journals and newspapers in Guatemala and has outraged many indigenous 

scholars. They question Stoll’s motives for writing the book and contend that be does not 

comprehend the collective nature of indigenous testimony.

The Rigoberta Mencbu Tum Foundation has been one of the agencies involved in 

developing materials to support Mayan schools, and it has undertaken several studies on 

bilingual education and discrimination in Guatemala. Gonzalez (1992) and Montejo (1987) 

are two other contemporary Mayan authors who have written Mayan stories. Men (1990) 

is a Mayan daykeeper 6om southern Mexico whose book 77^ q/'Afhyon

Science/Religion is a primer on Mayan cosmology and spirituality.
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Guatemalan Ministry of Education and Non-Govemmental Reports

The Guatemalan Ministry of Education, assisted by U.S. AID, has supported the 

publication of a series of Mayan curricular materials in K’iche’. I have examined the 

elementary social science curricula compiled by various Ministry Departments. Numerous 

research studies and curricular materials have also been produced by ALMG (the 

Academy of Mayan Languages), UNICEF, and numerous Mayan non-govemmental 

agencies such as CEDIM (Centre for Documentation and Mayan Research), CNEM 

(National Council of Mayan Educacion), PEMBI (Project for Mayan Bilingual Education), 

and the Rigoberta Menchu Tum Foundation. However, this is a relatively new area of 

study in Guatemala and the research has been negatively affected by the years of war, and 

the social science advisory counselling against the conducting of research in Guatemala. 

Since the Peace Accords were signed in 1996, a great deal of research on education has 

commenced, and in the coming years many of the existing gaps in the field will be 

addressed. What follows is a list of materials which will likely serve as a focus for 

educational research in the future.

An informative volume entitled Educacion Maya: Experienciay Expectativas en 

Guatemala was compiled following the First Congress on Mayan Education in 

Quetzaltenango in 1994, and published by UNICEF. This book is part of the Caminos 

Para La Paz (Paths to Peace) collection funded by UNESCO. This particular volume 

consists of a collection of essays written by Mayan elders and educators on topics such 

as: the foundation and strategies of Mayan education; the situation of Mayan women in 

education; and linguistic concerns and problems associated with educational legislation in 

Guatemala. This is a valuable publication which makes a significant contribution to the
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literature, ^ th in  it is the article //kfoncog die Za Edwcacfon en eZ faw  which is

the most detailed piece I have come across on the history of education in Guatemala. This 

chapter provides an overview of the development of education from colonial times to 

1944, compiling statistical data as well as some analyses of educational policies during 

these periods. The articles on educational philosophy and strategies of Mayan education 

present insightful information on Mayan values and communal structures that informed 

my understanding of the foundations of contemporary Mayan thought.

Coyoy, the first Mayan person appointed to a cabinet position in Guatemala, was 

the Minister of Education from 1993 to 1995. Coyoy produced a comprehensive analysis 

of contemporary Mayan education, entitled Analisis de Situacion de la Educacion Maya en 

Guatemala. It was prepared with a team of Mayan researchers and supported by 

UNICEF, the Ministry of Education, and PEMBI (Project for Bilingual Mayan 

Education). Published in 1996, it is an in-depth analysis of contemporary Mayan 

education, focusing on the philosophy and educational policies from 1986 to 1996. The 

first chapter contains demographic data, including maps of the distribution of the 25 

linguistic communities in Guatemala. This chapter also contains a table that illustrates the 

history of 12 of the Mayan languages from 1893 to 1981. The book contains comparative 

data on the budgets o f the education ministry and of the bilingual education department. It 

also provides an overview of both the Ministry’s bilingual education programs as well as 

some of those supported by the private sector.

Cojti has written numerous articles and essays on Mayan education and a book 

entitled M/evo Mzrco Conc^hmZ die Za Ewewmza deZ CWeZZdno a Zoj MzyoZKzAZoMfeg 

(1990). Ccjti is the former Director of UNICEF in Guatemala and is currently the Vice-
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Minister o f Education. He has been an outspoken critic of educational policies in 

Guatemala and was also one of the first Mayas to receive a doctorate. Unfortunately, I

have been unable to access his publications within Canada. I did, however, hear him speak 

at an international conference on indigenous knowledge.

UNICEF, UNESCO, and the Rigoberta Menchu Tum Foundation have been strong 

supporters of Mayan educational programs and they have undertaken several research 

studies to support their programs. A recent publication, Realidad Educativa de 

Guatemala, was jointly produced by UNESCO and the Menchu Foundation. Another 

Publication, Realidad Educacion: Cuaderno Communitario de Guatemala, was produced 

by a large research team that involved researchers and educators from the Menchu 

Foundation, the University of Rafael Landivar, the Association of Mayan University 

students, the Centro de Estudios de la Cultura Maya, Riehin Konojel, and the Society El 

Adelanto. In total, 18 researchers collaborated to produce this important volume, which 

analyzes recent developments in Mayan education in Guatemala in the period 1986 to 

1996. It includes a chapter on the effects of exogenous education models from a 

community perspective, and elaborates on a model for endogenous education.

Another significant contribution to the field is Arellanos’s Forjando Educacion 

Para Nuevo Milenio, published by the Rigoberta Tum Menchu Foundation in 1999. 

Arellano’s research was supported by the Menchu Foundation and UNESCO. It was the 

result of a two-year study of indigenous education in six regions; Chiapas, Mexico; 

Guatemala; Belize; El Salvador; Honduras; and the Caribbean Coast ofNicaragua.

Arellanos collaborated with researchers fiom URACCAN (Universidad de las Regiones 

Autonomas de la Costa Caribe Nicarguense); UNICACH (la Universidad de Ciencas y
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Artes del Estado de Chiapas); Rafael Landivar University; the Association of University 

Students of San Carlos University; Kichin Kolonel; Cerma; Sociedad el Adelanto;

Q'equch' Council of Belize; the Confederation of Autonomous Peoples in Honduras; and

the Institute of Rescate Ancestral Indigena Salvadoreno.

Arellano’s study provides the first comprehensive analysis of the current state of 

indigenous education programs in Central America, as described country by country. 

Although she presents only a brief eight-page overview on the Guatemalan experience, she 

includes important socio-economic statistics related to education. For example, we learn 

that 60% of indigenous children in the Department of Alta Verapaz still do not have access 

to formal educatioiL

Chaclon Solis has also made an important contribution to the literature with his 

volume Enfoque Curriculares Mayas. This book analyses the results of his research on the 

curricula taught at 45 Maya schools from Kaquichel-, K’iche’-, Q’eqqchi’-, Mam-, and 

Poqoman-speaking communities.

A significant gap in this scan of the literature is the material produced in the 

various Mayan languages. Unfortunately, most of the archival material from the Ministry 

of Education cannot be accessed from outside Guatemala. I have, however, reviewed some 

of the curricular materials produced in K’iche’. Regrettably, I am constrained by my 

limited knowledge of that language and by my geographical circumstances, being that I am 

currently situated in Canada.

Nevertheless, increasing numbers of teaching manuals, children’s novels, and other 

materials are currently being produced in K’iche’ which will complement and enhance the 

Mayan school curricula. Most of the acadanic work and many of the research documents
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are still being produced in Spanish. But as Mayan education programs develop further,

better materials—including research results—will be produced in the Mayan languages, as 

well as in Spanish. These will bring new depth and insights into Mayan ways of knowing.
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Chapter 3 

A Map of the Inquiry

In this chapter I describe my entrance into the inquiry and methodological 

approaches, including limitations and problems, encountered during the study. 1 outline 

how the inquiry took the form of a journey, from the 6ar-drenched war zones, to remote

cornfields, encantos (enchanted places), and humble classrooms of the K’iche Maya in the

highlands of Guatemala. Unlike traditional empirical research, wherein the design is

planned prior to the entrance into the community, I was pulled into this inquiry in a very

experiential manner. The design emerged, after two decades of work in Guatemala, from

witnessing and accompanying people during a difficult time in their history, a period

which 1 shared with them. I was also moved to respond by the bonds of friendship made

in a war zone and by the mysterious force that 1 now understand as the state of being

comprometida, a Spanish word meaning “to be committed.” 1 worked collaboratively with

the Maya and have been deeply inter-esse, interested in their lives and history, through the

years from 1975 to the present.

The essence of the question, said Gadamer, (1975) is the opening up, and keeping 
open, of possibilities. But we can only do this if we can keep ourselves open in 
such a way that in this abiding concern of our questioning we find ourselves deeply 
interested, inter-esse, (to be, or stand in the midst of something) in that which 
makes the question possible in the first place, (van Manen, 1990, p. 43)

Ultimately, three lenses emerged for viewing the material, combining form and

function in a manner that seemed congruent. These lenses were;

(a) my lived experience with the Mayan educators, complemented by archival research 
of materials on the development of the bilingual education movement in Guatemala;

(b) a participatory research study about a generative education program with K’iche’
children that 1 coordinated in 1996;
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(c) an interpretive reading of two testimonial texts, using Scbrag's 6ame of
communicative praxis.

I describe these approaches as lenses because I believe each one provides context, 

perspective(s), and foci for the research, from the wide angle lens provided by the archival 

research and my lived experience in Guatemala, to the standard lens provided by the action 

research study, and finally through the close-up lens of communicative praxis that 

interprets the two testimonial texts of the Mayan educators. The following is a map of 

this inquiry and the lenses, or frames I have used in conducting it.
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Figure 1 A Map of the Inquiry: 3E—3 Paths/3 Joumevs

Participatory Action 
Research 
PAR

Communicative 
Praxis
Elder Interviews

Human Rights

LENSES

A: Telephoto lens - long shot (Context)
B: Mid Shot - (Community Knowledge)
C: Close-up lens - (Personal knowledge.values)
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Throughout this inquiry I had to be attentive to the social action agenda o f the

people with whom I was working; the inquiry was profoundly impacted by the unfolding 

events in Guatemala. I chose communicative praxis, which is explained later in this 

chapter, as the central lens in order that the voices of the Mayan educators could be at the 

heart of this research. The whole inquiry has been framed by the wide-angle perspective of 

my personal history, working and living in Guatemala. These experiences have provided 

me, as an educator and researcher, with a background in cultural literacy, an understanding 

of the worldview, social norms, and cultural protocols that a long-term immersion in 

another culture can offer if one listens well, participates, and is respected by the 

community.

Communicative praxis provides a sharp focus on textual materials that arose from 

the film transcripts of two Mayan educators. It emphasizes what the texts reference, who 

is speaking and to whom, in keeping with ethnography’s admonition to be attentive to the 

difference between the speaker’s reality and the one the researcher creates.

In the following sections I describe the approaches I have used, outline the research 

steps taken and discuss the factors I considered about each lens or component of the 

process.

Research as a Living Practice in Guatemala

I worked in the highlands of Guatemala from 1975 to 1998 along with a small 

network of ethnographers, human rights workers, and journalists (Falla, 1979, 1983, 1984, 

1994, and Manz, 1988). These people provided examples of a new method of working 

that has emerged ffom this dangerous country, one that I have called a "methodology of 

witness and accompaniment," a domain in which I situate my own wodc
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It is my contention that research agendas should arise 6om and be in harmony with 

the needs of the people. In Guatemala, choosing a research theme or committing to a 

project within a community demands unique levels of commitment and responsibility.

This work demands an approach which combines research with participation in the lives 

of people in difficult times (see Smith, 1999; and Battiste & Henderson, 2000). It also 

adds the dimension of witnessing to the research. I felt responsible to ensure that the 

voices of the people I taped were heard by an outside audience. The act of witnessing was 

not my idea; it was requested and expected by the communities, and I felt compelled to 

respond in accordance with their expectations. Smith (1999) presents witnessing and 

testimony as new forms of research to be used in decolonizing methodologies. She writes 

that witnessing intersects with claiming and “is also a form through which the voice of a 

witness is accorded space and protection. Testimonies also structure the responses and 

silence certain questions while formalizing others” (Smith, 1999, p. 144).

The tradition of witnessing has an interesting history in Guatemala; it represents a 

new form of discourse that has emerged as a response to the reign of terror imposed on the 

people. When people started to disappear in Chile, Argentina, El Salvador, and Guatemala, 

the response that spread throughout Latin America was not to shout help or to call the 

police, but to shout out their name, as loudly as possible. In Guatemala this calling out of 

the name has been a survival strategy to resist the desire of the regime to silence and 

literally “disappear” people without a trace, or a name. If a name is shouted, the person is 

also shouting, “This is who I am, I exist, I am a human being and my neighbours, friends, 

family, and all who hear are my witnesses if  I disappear.” The shouting of names was also 

adopted by the human rights groups at their many marches and protests in front of
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government ojBRces, jails, and tbrough city streets. Family members would march, wearing 

a large photograph of a disappeared family member on a billboard, and they would chant

the names of each person missing. The name of the person would be shouted by a relative 

and then repeated in unison by the whole crowd followed by everyone shouting. Presente, 

which in Spanish means “I am present, ” carrying the message that this person’s spirit 

lives on, they will not be forgotten.

This tradition of witnessing has spread throughout Latin America, and it is also a 

part of the protest music that has emerged from that collective history. When considering 

the possible research methodologies for this inquiry, I embarked on a long journey through 

the literature on ethnography, and finally, several months later, realized that my work in 

Guatemala was situated not in ethnography as field work, but rather as part of a living 

practice of witnessing and accompanying, my ‘fitting response’ to the situation there. As 

Caputo (1987) writes, “Suffering bursts asunder, and opens us up to eternal things. In 

suffering we are provoked, solicited, opened. . . ” (p. 287).

This position of witness and accompaniment provides an epistemological frame for 

academic inquiry that includes moral responsibility. This approach is complementary to, 

and it is often a component of, participatory action research (Ryan, 1995), critical 

ethnography (Wolf, 1996), and decolonizing methodologies (Smith, 1999).

This inquiry is directly concerned with experience as it is lived, and it assumes that 

meaning is embedded in people’s experience. Implicit in this methodology is a substantive 

commitment both of time and responsibility, in order to ensure that the inquiry genuinely 

represents the voices of the community.
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As previously mentioned, this is research that is comprometida. This Spanish 

word denotes full and committed involvement For example, the work of Mack and Falla 

represent "a methodology of witness and accompaniment" Mack's assassination has been

briefly outlined in Chapter 2. Oglesby, a friend and colleague of Mack’s, writes:

Myma's life was an example of a profound commitment by a social scientist to her 
society. As a founding member of AVANCSO (a leading research institute in
Guatemala City), Myma believed that social science has an ethical imperative to 
address the issues most relevant to society, particularly those that affect the
poorest strata of society. With enormous energy. Myna dedicated the last three 
years of her life to documenting the rural displacement caused by the Guatemalan 
army’s scorched earth counterinsurgency sweeps of the early 1980s. While it might 
seem impossible to hide the existence of 1.3 million displaced peasants in a country 
of 9 million, in fact many Guatemalans knew virtually nothing about the displaced. 
Myma’s studies helped break the silence. (Oglesby, 1995, p. 254)

Falla informed (as well as implicated) his audience through his participation with

people who fled to the jungle to form the communities o f resistance. He has been an

effective witness and the power of the voices he documents has moved many of his

readers to action on behalf of those communities. Like Falla, I have participated in

international forums and approached the work with full participation, acute observation,

deep commitment, and witnessing.

The Community and the Mayan Education Program

This inquiry also involved action research which became a living practice in which,

as Carson and Sumara (1997) explain:

Like curriculum, action research is a set of relations among persons, their histories, 
their current situations, their dreams, their fantasies, their desires. The notion of 
solidarity refers to the importance of social life and the language that enables 
understanding. To the extent that action research can contribute to solidarity, to 
developing spaces for conversation and dialogue in order to support the creation of 
narratives of self and identity, then that it is indeed a living practice, one inspired 
by heirmeneutics. (Carson & Sumara, pp. xx, & 293)
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In 1996 I worked with a K’iche’ non-govemmentai organization in the Department 

o f Totonicapan which was developing an educational program for working children. In the 

Gve months I spent in Guatemala that year, I worked and listened to the words of many

teachers, parents and daykeepers involved in crafting a Mayan curriculum for working 

children. The Mayan people have great hopes for their children, and for an authentically 

Mayan school system. They want to provide education for their children in ways that will 

support their culture, language, and future. The purpose of the NGO research was to 

determine whieh elements of traditional knowledge were considered to be most important 

in deciding what to incorporate into an educational program for K’iche’ Mayan working 

children in Totonicapan.

As part of the action research project, 1 developed a questionnaire about Mayan 

educational priorities and interviewed over 15 daykeepers, teachers, and parents. 

Totonicapan has a population of 57,509 students, 564 Ministry schools, and 1,484 

teachers, with a community illiteracy rate of 50.2%*. The community of Momostenago is 

situated in the Department of Totonicapan, which has a population of just over 100,000 

inhabitants, 97% Maya. Seventy percent of the population is illiterate. According to 

Ministry of Education figures, 60% of the women are illiterate and 45.6% do not have 

even one year of schooling. In rural areas, 80% of Mayan women have not attended one 

year of school. 1 worked with a small Mayan NGO that was developing and implementing 

programs for working children, particularly girls.^ These children, aged 6 to 12, are unable 

to attend the Ministry schools because they are working to support their families. There is 

a large population of working children in Totonicapan. These children work because 

conditions of extreme poverty necessitate their making contributions to the family
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economy. There are also a substantive number of orphans and some abandoned children as 

a result of the war. The children work as shoe shiners (boys), agricultural workers, 

domestics (mainly girls), as weavers and spinners, and as child-care workers; they also 

help in the markets, and collect firewood. Many of the children are at risk (especially the 

orphans and the children of single mothers) and they receive a much lower rate of pay than 

adults. They work hard and long hours in jobs that are very physically demanding for 

children their age. They have no job security, no guaranteed minimum wage, nor do they 

work in secure or safe conditions.

Although the NGO set up 47 small schools in 1995 and 1996, curriculum materials 

were scarce, especially ones in K’iche’. Many of the young teachers were struggling to 

teach according to Mayan ways of knowing, since the majority of them had been taught in 

the Guatemalan school system (which still follows a colonial educational system based on 

the Spanish model).^ The NGO program was committed to providing instruction in 

K’iche’ and Spanish to the children. Many of the working children speak only 

rudimentary Spanish, which creates problems when they enter school. A long-standing 

concern of the Mayan educators is that instruction in Spanish is a discriminatory practice 

and contributes to the high dropout rate of Mayan children. The majority of education 

programs in Guatemala provided by the Ministry of Education are conducted in Spanish 

with the exception of a few new programs developed in recent year by Mayan NGOs, and 

PRONIBI (now DIGIBI)—the Bilingual Education Department of the Ministry of 

Education. In Totonicapan, the Mayan teachers not only taught the children in their first 

language, but the women also wore their traye"* and served as role models for the children.
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Tte NGO schools were scheduled in various oZdlea;/ (very small rural villages) 

according to the hours when the children were available to attmd classes. Teachers were

provided with the Ministry texts for all the grades and subjects they taught These 

teachers were typically young Mayan people aged 18 to 30 who had completed secondary 

school, as well as a few who had attended Teacher’s College. The teachers were paid an 

honorarium of Q80® a month, but the Job was highly coveted since it provided an 

important stepping-stone to the much better position as teacher in the formal school 

system. A typical class might have 20 students ranging from 6 to 12 years of age, the 

majority of whom would be in the first few grades regardless of age. The NGO provided 

each teacher with a portable blackboard and chalk, plus the few storybooks and other 

curriculum materials that existed in the K’iche’ language. It also provided two pencils and a 

notebook to each child, as supplies allowed.

The Action Research Project 

The NGO was also engaged in an assessment of the existing curriculum materials in 

K’iche.’ An action research project was developed to discover what central themes needed 

to be at the core of the K’iche’ Maya curriculum to reflect K’iche’ Maya culture, identity, 

and values. Part of this project involved my interviewing several Mayan educators. I 

worked with a young K’iche’ woman colleague who translated from K’iche’ to Spanish, 

although the majority of the fifteen interviews were conducted in Spanish, this being the 

second language of all of the people interviewed. The interviews followed an open-ended 

discursive format although we did follow a set of guiding questions. I developed the 

questions after lengthy discussions with my co-workers following four weeks o f working 

with the NGO. The questions were devised by me in Spanish, then discussed with and



43

changed by my Mayan colleagues and translated into K'iche'. This was an interesting

process as my three K’iche’ colleagues heatedly discussed the questions, in many cases 

answering each one through recounting their own experiences. They then reworked the 

questions, in most cases making them more concrete in nature. The selection of whom to 

interview also necessitated lengthy discussions; in general, the choice of the men was 

quickly agreed upon, but it was more difficult for the staff to decide on the women since 

most women were shy and not in positions of leadership or power. In some of the 

interviews the questions were posed in K’iche’ (especially with older people) although 

most responded in Spanish knowing my K’iche’ was rudimentary.

Each interview had its own unique character and dictated its own time frame. In 

several cases we hiked for hours into remote rural areas, only to discover the person we 

were looking for had gone to the market or was working in their milpcP (cornfield or 

garden) plot. We would then attempt to arrange a more appropriate time to return and 

spend another day hiking on the narrow mountain paths. Permission to conduct taped 

interviews was sought and acquired by my colleague/interpreter through following the 

appropriate cultural protocols. Written permission was not used because such a practice is 

not part of the cultural protocol. The process of selecting the people who were to be 

interviewed, however, followed an elder protocol based on the knowledge and expertise of 

the educators who ran the NGO program.

The prepared questions were generally adhered to, as written, although sometimes 

the conversations soared off into other fascinating areas and I went where they led. 

Interviews lasted fiom one to three hours.
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It is important to note that the Mayan individuals we talked with were people 

with a keen interest in and knowledge of Mayan ways, and they w ae selected by my 

colleagues after much consideration. Moreover, to establish credibility we had to

demonstrate that we were worthy of being taught. The interviews contained guiding stories 

and formal instructions, and the majority of the people interviewed were pleased to see 

their words recorded; this assured them that “we had got it right.” While interviewing the 

women, my colleague and 1 joined in whatever work the women were doing (shelling peas, 

sorting com, spinning or weaving, caring for children), since the women did not feel 

comfortable just talking. ‘Just talking’ is generally left to men. All o f the interviews took 

place in the highland Department of Totonicapan. The questions we used are included 

here, in translation from K’iche’ and Spanish.

Figure 2. Interview Questions/Probes

1. As a child, which Mayan teachings were central to your learning?

2. Of these Mayan teachings, what did you learn from your family and how were you 
taught?

3. What teachings did you learn from your community?

4. What was the difference between the learning process at home and at school?

5. What was the involvement of your family in your school-based education?

6. What did your parents hope you would learn from school?

7. What impact did going to school have upon you?

8. Speak about your experiences when you first went to school.

9. What impact did the violence have on education in your community?

10. How would you like to see your children educated?
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11. What teachings do you feel are most important to be included in a Mayan 
education program for working children?

12. What Mayan teachings would you like to see incorporated into the NGO 
curriculum? How would you like to see these being taught?

I transcribed and translated these interviews and did a thematic analysis for the

NGO education team. Over and over again two core themes arose; the teachings about

place and respect. Chapter 5 provides an overview of the other key themes that the

Mayan educators believed should be central to the Mayan education programs. I thought

the themes of place and respect would be best articulated by the Mayan educators in their

own words, so I have included their texts, first in chapters 6 and 7, followed by an

analysis using communicative praxis as the interpretative lens.

Communicative Praxis and Living Texts 

Communicative praxis is employed as the philosophical frame which I use to 

explore the transcribed, translated film and audio testimonies of Mayan educators at the 

end of the Guatemalan civil war. In Communicative Praxis and the Space o f Subjectivity, 

Schrag (1986) describes communicative praxis as a form of critical hermeneutics, the 

interpreting of discourse within the holistic space of discourse and action occurring in a 

particular communicative event. Communicative praxis offers a method of understanding 

and interpreting texts as discourse about something, by someone, and with someone.

Communicative praxis provides an entry into texts which incorporates what the 

text is referencing in the world, as well as the role o f the speaker, and the reality of the 

witnesses in a communicative event. According to Schrag (1986), in any communicative 

event, the world, the self, and the other are all present. Communicative praxis is described 

by Schrag (1986) as "ranges over the familiar terrains of ̂ Aenomenology, hermateutics.
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critical theory, linguistic philosophy, structuralism and deconstruction" (p. viii). Schrag

explains further that;

Communicative praxis . .  .involves a describing, an interpreting, an understanding, 
and an explaining of the various attitudes, processes, and forms of life that make up 
the panoply of human experience.. . .  Experience, in its originative sense, tokens 
the “living through” of communicative praxis as both seeing into and acting from a 
situation. If there is any talk of a new ontology that might accompany the displays 
of communicative praxis in the wake of the deconstruction of traditional 
epistemology and metaphysics, it would need to take the form of an ontology of 
experience, (pp. 107-108)

Testimonial texts of two contemporary Mayan educators are the heart of this 

inquiry. This work examines who the speakers are historically and culturally, what they 

are saying about Mayan ways of knowing and being, and to whom they are speaking. The 

texts compel us to consider: What was (and are) core Mayan ways of teaching and 

learning? What does it mean to be respectful? What is our place? What is the ideal 

relationship between humans and the earth and sky? And finally: How should we teach 

the children?

The orienting questions which will inform the examination of the texts are: What is 

occurring in this person’s testimony? What is this person’s experience as a Mayan 

educator in contemporary Guatemala? How is that experience disclosed through the text?

The Texts

The voices of the Mayan people who spoke at peace negotiations, demonstrations, 

and educational gatherings were recorded on audio and videotape by small crews of 

international journalists, filmmakers, and human rights advocates, compelled by history 

and fate to hear these poignant courageous voices. 1 was one of those journalists in the 

church offices, streets, cornfields, and simple schoolrooms during the 1980s and 1990s.
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We taped thousands of hours of testimonial interviews which now lie stored in the 

basement shelves of foreign countries far h"om the comhelds and (Mayan altars)

o f Guatemala. Elders, women, teachers, and all spoke about their lives, their

history, their place, their teachings, and their truths. In 1996, we added many more hours 

of film to the collection when Asterisk Productions resumed work on a project that had 

spanned 30 years, documenting the life of Wenceslao Almira (a noted elder and daykeeper 

whose testimony is found in chapter 7) for a film entitled A Man Called Juan Carlos. 

During the shoot, in the highlands of Guatemala, I spoke well into each night with 

Wenceslao about his life, his thoughts on Mayan education, and his vision for the Mayan 

people. We extended that shoot to record five other interviews with Mayan educators, 

daykeepers, and parents as they spoke about Mayan ways of knowing and their 

project—the creation of a Mayan school system.

I then selected texts from amongst the hundreds of hours of filmed testimonial 

interviews, taped between 1985 and 1996, and spanning the period from the end of the 

war years to 1996, the year of the Peace Accords. The testimonies selected were primarily 

taken from film transcripts. These were texts in the public domain whose authors gave 

permission for their testimonies to be used in multiple ways, including television 

broadcast. I transcribed and translated hundreds of hours of these Mayan tapes, and then 

selected two of the texts for in-depth interpretation, using the emerging themes of place 

and respect as my guide in that selection process.

Since my task in this section was not an overview of Mayan education, but rather 

an interpretation o f the text, I selected two texts that spoke articulately about the 

educational themes of place and respect, and in the end these were the testimonies that
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made the strongest impression on me. These testimonial interviews depart horn the

academic norm of anonymity because the authors of these texts, as indigenous people 

facing cultural destruction, courageously decided to speak out on film and television, giving 

voice to personal testimonies on behalf of their communities. This is a radical departure 

from academic traditions, but not from indigenous traditions (Smith, 1999). At their 

request, and out o f respect for their traditions, I include their names.

Concerning Validity: Mayan Voices Speak

This research was fueled by a desire to understand the living Maya—who have

seemingly been forgotten by history—and their ways of knowing, of learning and of

teaching. Being interested in the living people as they are today, I entered into this research

with respect and awe, knowing that the Mayan world has always been alive and its people

infused with a deep spirituality for the cosmos, their ancestors and all living things. I have

endeavored to integrate myself, my experiences, and my knowledge into this work, to

reflect the fact that I accompanied my Mayan colleagues on many paths. All of the Mayan

educators involved in this research are committed through their life’s work, to the process

of validating not just the very existence o f the Mayan people, but also their right to create

their own Mayan schools to ensure that their culture, languages, ways of knowing, and

traditions do not simply survive, but flourish. I believe it is their voices which can most

credibly speak about validity, a concept I prefer to call ‘authority’ following the work of

Denzin (1997) and Lather (1991). Menchu states:

The invasion was not something that happened in the past, it is a continuing 
process. We would like a proper frx:us given to the preseiit events-^d’m referring
to the great violations with which our people live.. . .  We think that for the first 
time, at last, we Indians have the opportunity to express ourselves. Throughout
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500 years there have been valuable studies, but Tm sure the Indians here have been
able to speak for themselves only a few times. (Wright, 1992, p. 272)

A key concern of the Mayan people is diat the world understand that they do, in

fact, exist, that they possess validity as a people and as a culture, not just as the remnants

of a once glorious past, but as a living people with a living culture which has important

contributions to make to global survival.

"What concerns us as Indian people o f today and tomorrow? Why should we

merely survive? We need to develop our ancient culture and offer it as a contribution to the

human race” (Menchu quoted in Wright, 1992, p. 273). Her words are echoed by Domingo

who makes an eloquent plea for solidarity:

The Indian people are the majority ofpeople in Guatemala. Nobody speaks for the 
Indian people. Nobody tries to defend them. And it hurts me very much that so many 
o f my people have been massacred. So lam  speaking out for our people, with my 
own words, as they come from my own mouth. So that people from other places and 
Canada can understand that i t ’s not a novel, i t ’s not lies, i t ’s the truth that Tam 
speaking. I ’m talking for the Indian people. I ’m living it myself in my own body, in 
my own life. (Hood, 1986, film transcript. Arts o f  Survival)

Almira adds:

Perhaps the political arena is open to us again, we can express whatever we feel, 
think and wish for our people, especially regarding the identity and rights o f  the 
natives. I t ’s not a 33-year war anymore, i t’s a 505-year struggle o f indigenous 
peoples. It is a gift from the peoples ’ blood shedfor these 505years. We’ve been 
doing that and we believe that one day, the words o f the Popol Vuh will be fulfilled 
let there be dawn, let morning arrive, let everyone get up, let not a single group stay 
behind everyone else. (Asterisk Film Productions, 1996, film transcript, A Man 
Called Juan Carlos))

And finally, Morales states:

There is a needfor us to awaken our consciousness to the value we have. It is very 
//zgwrfoMf fp Anve a ee&cafzoft fo f/zaf we dbn Y Zofe ow ewZZwe owZ
identity. Perhaps they are whiter than us and perhaps they are taller than us but it 
dbe^n Y mean ZW /Aey w e more !»feZ/(genf fAo/z «g. q p w f r A w  we Aove
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wg Aavg 6gg/z vg/y /xwr. (Hood, 1996, audio
transcript)

Petrona’s words, “I’m living it myself, in my own body, in my own life” 

succinctly emphasize the point that this research is about creating a space where Mayan 

testimonies can speak directly to the reader. Lather affirms this position, “[We need to] 

take responsibility for transforming our practices so that our empirical and theoretical 

work can be less toward positioning ourselves as masters of truth and justice and more 

toward creating a space where those involved can act and speak on their own behalf’ 

(1991, p. 164).

Lather calls this approach ‘catalytic validity’, meaning the degree to which a 

research study activates and emancipates a community. Although 1 am now positioned as 

a researcher in a university setting, 1 am acutely aware of how 1 can use this position to 

open up spaces for Mayan voices, as 1 have done previously in my roles as a human rights 

advocate, a development worker, and a filmmaker. 1 have paid careful attention to textual 

techniques to deconstruct power relations and to open up spaces for the creation of new 

meanings. In my academic work 1 have, as Lather suggests: “. . .  shifted the role o f critical 

intellectuals fi-om being universalizing spokespersons to acting as cultural workers whose 

task it is to take away barriers that prevent people ftom speaking for themselves” (Lather, 

1991, p. 7).

Denzin writes that “a good text exposes how race, class, and gender work their 

ways into the concrete lives of interacting individuals” (1997, p. 10). Many qualitative 

researchers prefer to speak of authority and legitimacy, rather than validity, emphasizing

that the issue is more about authority and legitimacy. Constructivists promote
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trustworthiness and authenticity as quality criteria, and critical theorists emphasize action, 

praxis, and the historical situatedness of the Gndings. Post-modern 6minists stress the

importance of the criteria of caring, subjective understanding, emotionality, dialogue texts, 

and the formation of long-term trusting relationships as other methods of considering 

“validity.” In presenting these testimonial texts as the central focus of this inquiry, I trust 

the reader will be enabled to hear these multiple voices, and that the power and authority 

typically vested with the researchers will be shifted to the subjects of their research. This 

permits the acknowledgment that Mayan voices are the most valid and vested with 

authority to speak about their lives and the future of their educational system.

Mayan Traditional Knowledge and Notions of Validity 

Mayan epistemology is based on endogenous processes (Lima Soto, 1995; Cojti, 

1996), where the child is educated through illumination from within their own being as well 

as through learning through relationships. Mayan knowledge is the result of a cooperative, 

dynamic innovative system based on centuries of observation, immersion, and 

participation with the cosmos. It is centered on holism and grounded in experiential 

learning (Lima Soto, 1995, p. 78). In the field of sustainable development, indigenous and 

non-indigenous researchers—like the Mayan educators—are searching for new evaluation 

criteria that acknowledge the adaptive integrity and depth of knowledge acquired through 

long habitation in a particular place.

Mayan traditional education processes center around observing and interacting 

with natural processes, as well as adapting modes of survival based on the notion of an 

interdependent universe and the importance of place (Lima Soto, 1995, p. 59). For Mayan 

educators, the 'particular' is understood through its direct relationship to the whole, and
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knowledge is considered valuable if it provides for one's survival. Competency is stressed, 

and it derives 6om one's ability to survive, aided by one's relationship with the Creator,

the ancestors, and one’s intimate, lived knowledge of the interconnectedness of all of life.

Mayan ways of knowing include experiential learning, guided practice, detailed 

observation, intuitive analysis, deep listening skills, and cooperative learning. Although 

authority is vested in elders, the K’iche’ use oral narratives that seek to transform, rather 

than reflect li&.

I have sought to follow some of these Mayan practices. I have approached this 

work with respect, cultivated friendships, and participated in several initiatives for peace, 

justice, and human rights. I have accompanied Mayan people in war zones, in refugee 

camps, and as they returned to their villages. I have used my intuition to survive, shared 

power, co-authored, witnessed, and accompanied others in dangerous times. I have 

pursued this research in an inclusive, experiential, involved, and socially engaged way. 

Schrag writes:

The moral significances of actions are situated in the practices of the polis that 
shape the historical being of the decentered moral subject. If there is to be talk o f a 
“theory” of these moral practices, it already permeates the fabric of discourse and 
action that limns the space of ethos. (1986, p. 202)

Schrag adds that knowing is about the shared concerns of a community against a 

backgroimd of practices which “. . .  display their own patterns of discovery and 

disclosure.. . .  Theory is already ensconced in the practices” (1986, pp. 200-201). Schrag 

writes further about the concept of the ‘fitting response,’ which is connected to the 

ancient notion of living respectfully in place, or, in his words, “. . .  to live according to
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nature is executed through a performance of actions that fit into the order of Reason 

(Logos) that pervades all things" (p. 202).

Hence living respectfully in place is in Schrag’s terms, doing what is proper or 

fitting. The issue then, is a question of asking not what is valid, but rather how one 

perArms a 'fitting response.' The Mayan texts provide a Etting response and a sense of 

cultural authenticity, and they meet ethnography’s central purpose: to produce meaningful 

critical discourse about the many worlds we inhabit (Geertz, 1988, p. 147).

Factors Affecting the Inquiry 

As a researcher in a foreign country, I had to consider a number of factors that 

would impact, limit and restrict my inquiry. These included deliberations over the amount 

of time to he spent in communities, the establishment of trust with co-workers and 

colleagues, the political situation in Guatemala, considerations with regards to language and 

translation, safety issues for myself and my Guatemalan colleagues, and the merits and 

demerits of anonymity.

Language, Transcription, and Translation 

This dissertation takes the form of a written account in English (secondary sources 

were largely in Spanish), and is based on discussions, archival research, and qualitative 

testimonial interviews (audio and video), all of which have been translated. The first 

language of all of the educators is K’iche’. Many of them spoke to me in Spanish and a 

few spoke K’iche’, which was translated for me by my K’iche’ co-worker.

Translation, or rather interpretation—the act of oral translation is usually called 

interpretation, translation being used to refer to working with the written word—is a very 

interesting task. I have worked as an interpreter in many situations, ranging Eom United
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Nations conferences, tense human rights meetings, and intanational tours of well-known

speakers. I have my own approach to interpretation, which is to be respectful of the 

speaker and to listen deeply to the speaker’s intent, state of being, tone of voice as well as 

their words. I choose my words with great care. If the situation permits, when I am unsure 

of a word, I ask the speaker 6)r clarification.

I prefer to do simultaneous interpretation. By speaking between the natural breath 

pauses in a person’s speech, I am more able to transmit their meaning, rather than relying 

on my memory after lengthy paragraphs have been spoken. However, words are complex 

and carry many levels of meaning, including epistemological and cosmological differences 

that often cannot be adequately translated from one language to another, especially if the 

concepts do not clearly exist in the tradition of the other language. I am aware of the 

enormity of the issues and difficulties in this area and as such, I am conscious of my 

shortcomings conducting this work since I do not speak fluent K’iche’. Most of the 

Mayan educators I worked with had already made one linguistic leap from K’iche’ to 

Spanish; in this study I make another jump from Spanish to English. However, throughout 

the inquiry I worked from audio and videotapes and had the advantage of listening several 

times to the tapes, and in many cases I knew the people well and had been their interpreter 

on numerous occasions.

Levels of immediacy shift when an oral presentation is written out. In oral 

traditions, the speaker can see and hear the listeners, read the nonverbal cues and respond 

immediately, elaborating or withholding information to fit the audience. When the 

speaker’s words are recorded (by frhn or audiotape), and then written down as in this 

dissertation, a new audience emerges. As Murray and Rice note: ". . .  the potential
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audience expands, and the layers o f mediation between the words of die speaker and their 

receivers multiply 6om their original context" (Murray and Rice, 1999, p. xii).

Film can convey the context of the speaker depending on how the speaker is 

damed, as a long shot, mid-shot, or close-igi (see page 35, Figure 1), and in this case the

camera also records the listeners’ reactions, as well as conveying a sense of place. In the 

film footage, there is children’s laughter, smoke fi-om a ceremonial fire, and backgrounds 

that show huge piles of broken pot shards, remnants of previous centuries. Film can also 

alter a speaker’s presentation, as the camera becomes an amplifier of the event and signals, 

both to the speaker and the audience, that the words and the performance will be heard and 

seen by a wider audience.

In this inquiry I felt that film and audiotape would be more faithful to the original 

speaker and, therefore, more effective in transmitting the materials. The Mayan speakers 

were receptive to the use of tape, recognizing that their words would reach far beyond the 

boundaries of Guatemala. Moving the original material into text, for the purpose of this 

dissertation, required translation from K’iche’ to Spanish, and in most cases from Spanish 

to English. In the English translation, the rich mother tongue is lost and the texture of the 

original narrative is muted. Compounding the challenge, this dissertation required that 

transcription be added to the process. I made careful transcriptions of each tape, using 

margin notes to add details such as delivery descriptions or important contextual materials 

visible in the film transcripts. Background noises were noted, as were background changes, 

dates, and tape information. In the transcriptions I was careful to include repetitions, and 

not to translate ‘code switching,’ the mixing of native words with Spanish words. In most 

cases K’iche’ words that do not translate adequately into Spanish or English have been left
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in K'iche', and I have put those words in italics and have translated the code switching so

it can be noted. The optimum manner of proceeding would then have been to go over the 

transcription with the speaker, asking for clarification and embellishment where necessary. 

However, great distances, coupled with the death of Wenceslao Almira prevented me fi-om 

carrying out fiiis stage of the work.

The art of translation has been the focus of much academic work (see Voegelin, 

1954; and Swann, 1994). In this inquiry, I have translated by using a literacy transfer 

style. The literary transfer stays as close as possible to the original language, paying 

attention to the stylistic levels of the original, while giving it style and polish. This follows 

the well-known Summer Institute o f  Linguistics concepts of literal, minimal, and literary 

transfers (see Nida, 1964, pp. 184-192). According to this system, the literal transfer is 

word-for-word and may not make sense in the second language; the minimal transfer is the 

bare minimum required to ensure the transfer makes sense in the second language.

According to Dauenhauer (1999, p. 18), text then becomes the story, context the 

cultural setting, and texture the way the story is being delivered. To a certain degree these 

qualities are maintained by film; although part of the texture, with all of the dynamics and 

relationships between the presenters and the audience, may be lost. When a narrative is 

written, the voice quality, tone, and expression are lost, as are all the sounds of the original 

words. Given the Mayan love of poetic word play, this is a huge loss.

It is likely that I have made some errors in translation and for these I apologize. In 

addition, I cannot include things that were left unsaid, such as elements of sacred 

knowledge, and other beliefs and knowledge that people felt appropriate to leave 

unspoken. Those words remain with the Maya.
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Issues Relating to Power

Researchers in field situations struggle with the issue of maintaining control over

the research agenda and the research results. They juggle the competing demands of their 

institution’s desire for the generation of new theories and research that will be documented 

in peer reviewed joumals, with their teaching duties and their commitments to 

communities.

In the first part of this work, where the research became a living practice, I 

constructed purposeful research through shared discourse. In Chapters 6 and 7 ,1 placed 

the Mayan voices at the centre of the inquiry. The methodology of witness and 

accompaniment is an approach used in participatory action research, based on the premise 

that the research is more than just research; in this case, it is part of a people’s struggle for 

survival.

If I am allowed to be part of that process, the demands of the community require 

that I contribute as both a witness and as a ‘complete person’ to the best of my abilities. 

Friendship, as Donawa (1999) has documented, has also been integral to the inquiry, with 

its concern for inter-subjectivity, interdependence, and the creation of an inclusive 

epistemology. I involved myself in the research and the writing as part of the experience 

and attempted to be respectful, mindful, and attentive in all my practices, attuned to the 

context and responsive to the history of the community. As a filmmaker, I have been 

invited (or rather requested) to document history, to enter dangerous ground, and to 

witness both the destruction and the rebuilding of a country. It was my position as a 

mother that perhaps best shifted my power position in the communities to that of being 

‘one of the mothers.’ Another factor that changed the power equation was that I stayed in
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Guatemala during the earthquake and the subsequent cleanup. I returned later during the

revolution, and again during and after the war. Despite all of these challenging factors, I 

was in a position to, and did leave Central America; I was able to produce films and 

photographic exhibits, return to Canada and change my profession. My Mayan colleagues 

did not have any of these options.

Issues about Fear and Working in a Dangerous Place 

Green writes in Fieldwork under Fire:

Fear is a response to danger. But in Guatemala, it has penetrated the social 
memory. And rather than being an acute reaction, it is a chronic condition.. . .  In 
the altiplano (highlands) fear has become a way of life. Fear is the arbiter o f power, 
invisible, indeterminate, and silent. (Green, 1995, p. 105)

In Green’s work on Guatemala, fear becomes the meta-narrative of her research;

she documents how Guatemalans have become socialized to terror. She chronicles the low-

intensity panic that is always at the back of everyone’s consciousness. She explains how

one lives in a constant state of alertness, conscious of the ever-present surveillance. She

describes the daily presence of the military and the civil patrols. Even as I write, a  familiar

sense of panic creeps up my spine, and I am reminded o f how the body’s physiology

changes and how one’s complete outlook on life shifts when survival becomes the main

objective. One develops an ability to quickly read another person, and one is always

considering the questions: Who is to be trusted? Who is to be avoided? In Guatemala, fear

has permeated almost every aspect of life. Families were divided as the military developed

a multitude of ways to perpetuate fear and terror. Silence and secrecy became a survival

strategy for many Mayan communities.
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Even now, in post-war Guatemala, fear is still very present in many villages, 

because one's neighbours or relatives could have been informers, or could have been in the 

civil patrol or one of the armies. Fear is also accentuated by poverty, unemployment, and 

the impact of globalization on Guatemala's economy. There is a saying in Guatemala that

the country is shaped by the army’s latest rumour. When I was there in 1996, one of the 

rumours circulating was that foreign women were in Guatemala to steal babies (this was 

compounded by the fact that a baby-kidnapping ring did in fact exist in Guatemala, in 

which Mayan babies were used for organ transplants for U.S. babies). An American 

anthropologist was seriously harmed by a stoning after a baby was reported lost during a 

community gathering. When my daughter and I arrived in Momostenango we learned that, 

a week earlier, three men had been accused of stealing (it was eventually learned that they 

were simply hunting in the area), and were burnt to death by a mob in the central plaza. 

Their bumt-out car remained as a sad testimony to the post-war trauma of a devastated 

community, and added three more deaths to the long list of people killed in what were 

called lynchamientos^^

In 1996, the dual issues of impunity and accountability began to be dealt with as 

the Nunca Mas Report (The Never Again Report) uncovered mass grave sites and recorded 

testimonial accounts of relatives of those killed and disappeared. One of my strategies 

while working in this post-war state of fear was to work with communities on issues of 

importance to them. Although Mayan education was considered a dangerous issue before 

and during the war—in fact, anyone working for social justice was labeled a communist 

and was therefore at risk—after the war, some space was created under the auspices o f the
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numerous Mayan NGOs working on the issues outlined in the indigenous section of the 

Peace Accords, and that space created a buffer o f protection.

My previous work as a filmmaker and human rights advocate provided me vdth an

additional bit of protection. I was informed and kept current about the shifting political 

situation, and I was familiarized with techniques of intimidation. I had worked previously 

with CERJ," GAM,'^ and CONAVIGUA, three prominent human rights groups. Their 

collective response to the silence imposed by the terror was to be very public and to 

participate in weekly marches in front of the National Palace. With placards bearing the 

faces o f their relatives, they demanded that the authorities investigate the crimes carried 

out against them.

I realize that my decisions as to who to interview were impacted by what was safe, 

both for the interviewees and for myself, and I only interviewed people who had already 

made the decision to be public about their work. In many cases, these people perhaps 

employed me, and other media, to support their public profiles as protective shields for 

themselves and their work. However, if someone was hesitant or leery about being 

interviewed, I did not interview them.

In summation, this chapter outlines the three overlapping methods that I have used 

in this inquiry. I use ethnography and archival research to provide the context for this 

study on contemporary Mayan education. I then employ the lens of an action research 

study on bilingual education to identify the educational themes of place and respect. 

Finally, I use the frame of communicative praxis to examine the testimonial texts of two 

Mayan daykeepers that further illuminate those central themes.
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Endnotes

1. According to 1995 Ministry o f Education statistics.

2. Girls' level of participation in schooling in rural Guatemala is very low.

3. Sec Chapter 4 for a brief history of the Guatemalan school system and the 
development of the bilingual education programs.

4. The use of the traje (traditional dress) is an integral part of being a Mayan woman.

5. An a/cka is a small settlement in a rural area.

6. The guetza/ is the Guatemalan currency. Currently, one US $ is worth 8Q.

7. Milpa: cornfield or garden plot.

8. Encanto: literally, an enchanted place, often a ceremonial site where daykeepers lead 
ceremonies.

9. Campesino: peasant or country dweller.

10. Lynchings usually done by angry mobs tired of crime in their villages and of a non
functioning judicial system.

11. Council for Ethnic Communities Runujel Junamm, or Cornejo de Comunidades 
Etnicas Runujel Junamm (CERJ) was formed in 1989 in Quiche to resist the work 
of the civil patrols. Their work has expanded into various areas of Guatemala where 
they receive testimonies and denounce human rights violations, giving moral 
support to victims, and providing them with advocates through the court process, 
and training local leaders about their constitutional rights.

12. Mutual Support Group for families of the Detained and Disappeared or Grupo de 
Apoyo Mutua de familares Detenidasy Desparecidas (GAM) is the oldest human 
rights group in Guatemala. They have offices in 17 Departments where they 
advocate against impunity and for human rights.

13. National Coordination of Widows of Guatemala, or Coordinadora Nacional de 
Viudas de Guatemala. They work in 12 Departments with families affected by the 
war, and in community development.
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Chapter 4 

Bilingual Education in Guatemala

This chapter provides a brief overview of the history of edacation in Guatemala

followed by a synopsis of its current bilingual education programs. This is not a 

comprehensive review, but it is presented in order to establish the context for a deeper 

understanding of the Mayan texts. It is based on materials produced in Spanish and 

published by the Ministry of Education, UNESCO, UNICEF, the Rigoberta Menchu 

Foundation, and several Guatemalan scholars.

Beginnings: The Conquest and the Church 

The Spanish conquest of Guatemala was brutal and devastating to the Mayan 

population. It was not simply a harsh war; it generated a violent clash of cultures and 

worldviews.

The greatest single impact on the indigenous population was the importation of

smallpox, pneumonic plague, and measles, against which the Maya had no immunity.

Wolf (1959) estimates that two thirds of the population died between 1519 to 1610;

other sources place the death rate at 80% of the population. Most historians concur that

the conquest was aided by the impact of these diseases on the indigenous population,

along with the superior weaponry of the Spaniards. It was also furthered by the rivalries

whieh already existed among the Maya. Paiz succinctly summarizes the conquest:

The conqueror, Pedro de Alvadardo, entered what is now Guatemala through the 
southwest and western highlands. The Conquistadors made the Quiches pay 
dearly for their refusal to submit: the main leaders were decapitated, burned alive, 
thrown to the dogs, their homes and cities burned. The conquistadors then 
proceeded to enslave all their new subjects who were branded like cattle. The
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systematic terror was complemented by the evangelization of the religious orders.
(Paiz, 1966)

The Spanish Crown granted the new lands to the conquistadors and the Catholic 

Church, dividing only a small part of eastern Guatemala into haciendas. Then the 

colonizers used both legislative means and pacification programs to further subordinate 

the Mayan population. Legislation relegated the Maya to a subordinate class of labourers 

who were segregated from Ladinos. In 1942, slavery was abolished, primarily because it 

was diminishing the Mayan population, who provided the only source of production in 

the country (Wheaton, 1984). The Spanish then created a series of institutions, called 

mandamientos^ and reportimientos,^ under which the Maya were forced to work for 

landowners or on public works projects.

The Spanish enlisted the Catholic Church to enforce other pacification programs 

such as the reducciones,^ and congregaciones,^ effectively uprooting and resettling a 

previously dispersed population into European-like towns. In 1548 the first school was 

established; it had 12 students of Spanish descent. By 1800, three church-run schools 

were operating, with two distinct classes: complete academic classes for the Spanish 

aristocracy and classes in Christianity, and literacy in Spanish for Mayan children (Garcia 

et al., 1997, p. 19).

Although the colonial rulers often named Maya lords as local officials, political 

and ideological control was held by the Catholic Church. The Spanish Crown used a 

policy of castellanization (the process of acculturation into the dominant Ladino culture) 

to dominate the population, employing the Spanish language as the medium for ensuring
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coercion and conversion to Christianity. Royal decrees were established which governed

language relations between the so-called castes (Ladino and Maya); paradoxically, these 

were ignored by the Mars administering the new Mayan towns. The Mars found that

using native languages was a more effective method for bringing about conversion to 

Christianity, and they overlooked the decrees &om Spain (Wheaton, 1984).

Other decrees required that the Maya wear special clothes, these being variations 

on Spanish styles of the era. Villages were assigned different colours so that the Spanish 

lords and friars could tell the villagers apart, reduce mobility, and civilize the Indians. In 

one very significant act of resistance, the Maya used their own symbols and colours and 

created their own unique trajes (traditional dress). These trajes have since become an 

integral part of Mayan identity that survives to this day.

In 1646, de Lara outlined the Crown’s new castellanization policy after the 

Catholic hierarchy had decided the friars were becoming too sympathetic to the ways of 

the Maya. The new policy decreed that:

a) the Maya had to adopt patronymic surnames, dropping their Mayan and nawal 
(guardian spirit acquired by a person at birth) names;

b) Mayan towns had to have a teacher who would teach Spanish every day to 
children between the ages of five and eight;

c) only those Maya who learned Spanish would be entitled to wear Spanish clothes, 
wear a cape, and ride on a saddled horse;

d) speech was forbidden in any language other than Spanish; violators would face a 
lashing by Spanish officials;

e) all official and ceremonial recitation be done in Spanish. (Aguirre, 1972, pp. 373- 
374)
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In 1821, after New Spain had gained independence from Spain, the country’s 

leaders continued to enforce the policy of castellanization on the Mayan population. 

When the Guatemalan constitution was written in 1824, the eradication of all Mayan 

languages was included as one of its stated goals.

The constituent Congress of the State of Guatemala considers that it ought to have
one natural language, and, while those still used by Indians are so diverse, 
incomplete and imperfect, and are not sufficient to enlighten the people, does 
decree and declare that: The parish priest, in agreement with the municipalities of 
the people should, through the most expedient, prudent, and efficient means, 
extinguish the languages of the Indians. (Skinner-Klee, 1954, p. 20)

During the next 150 years the post-colonial governments of Guatemala continued

to follow formal castellanization policies with regards to the Mayan population. Despite

this, in the view of most historians, the combined effect of the distances between villages

and inadequate bureaucratic infrastructure served to undermine these efforts and, as a

result, the remote Mayan populations remained largely monolingual until the mid-1970s.

The Catholic Church, however, continued to wield enormous influence over Mayan life,

and the Church was very aggressive in its evangelization efforts, using education as one of

its primary methods of conversion. The religious orders of Santo Domingo, San Francisco,

San Agustin, Los Mercenarios, and la Compania de Jesus were the implementers of the

castellanization process. Initially, the policy was only directed at Mayan nobles and high-

ranking mestizos', it was used to convert them into Ladinos (Chiquito, 1995, p. 20). Garcia

et al (1997, p. 19) describe the education at this time as being an exogenous colonial

system with the following characteristics:

*- Contents: learning to read, to write, and to recount Christian doctrines;
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*- Methodology: dogmatic, abstract, using memorization and a rigid discipline
system, inspired by medieval concept that the word enters with blood;

$  Agents: clerics and religious.
Religious conversion to Christianity came with a prohibition on all traditional 
Mayan ceremonies as well as many other traditional practices. It also created an 
underclass of Maya, despite the fact that they remained a majority of the 
population. In 1835, under the primera ley de instrucion publica^ gold medals 
were offered to those who proposed the best methods to “civilize” the Mayas. 
(Garcia, 1997, p. 21)

In 1876, Justo Rufino Barrios passed a decree sanctioning ethnic conversion. The 

decree declared “that Indians of both genders from the village of San Pedro Sacatepequez 

were to be declared of the Ladino class if they wore the dress that corresponded to the 

Ladino class” (Garcia, 1997, p. 21). During this era the conservative governments (and 

especially the military regimes) promoted order, rather than progress and liberty, since 

illiteracy helped to maintain the powerful economic and social positions of the Church 

and the Spanish oligarchy. The majority of Mayan children remained illiterate, with 

public education being predominately available only to the elite urban classes.

The Revolutionary Period: Education as Literacy for 'Progress'

In 1945 a new constitution abolished forced labour and granted all males over 18 

years of age the right to vote; previously only the literate could vote. A year earlier in 

1944, under Arevalo, free elections had been held for the first time (UNESCO, 1995).

Arevalo was an admirer of Roosevelt's New Deal and an advocate of Wiat he 

called “spiritual socialism.” He instituted a number of important agrarian reforms which 

obliged landowners to either cultivate the land or rent it to landless farmers. President 

Arevalo also established a number of measures designed to preserve Mayan culture.
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including the establishment of the Santiago Indian Institute to research Mayan tractions.

Furthermore, he instituted a new decentralized education system that supported regional 

identity (UNESCO, 1995).

Arevalo’s reformist government encouraged uncertified teachers to obtain 

university degrees and also sent mobile units into the countryside to teach rural people 

about Guatemalan history, individual and collective rights, and to explain the goals of the 

revolution. During the revolutionary years between 1944 and 1954, more progressive 

educational policies were adopted, resulting in laws and projects oriented towards the 

extension of elementary and secondary levels of education. This was an important 

development as the majority of children (especially rural Mayan children) had extremely 

low levels of school attendance. The elementary school system was extended to include 

rural areas and there was a large expansion in both the numbers of schools and teachers. 

The UNESCO volume Educacion Maya documents that by 1944, only 13 schools were in 

operation (providing elementary and secondary education to 1,861 students), with no 

distinction having been made as to whether the students were Maya or Ladino. By 1954, 

the number of schools had increased to 22 and the number of students attending had risen 

to 7,098, an increase of 28% (UNESCO, 1995).

Arbenz succeeded Arevalo as President in 1951, and he continued an ambitious 

program of agrarian and educational reforms. By 1953,440 primary teachers had been 

trained and 27 rural teachers had graduated (UNESCO, 1995, p. 33). Two centres for 

bilingual teacher education were established, Pedro Molina, and la Rural de Occidente in 

Totonicapan. At this time, bilingual education meant training Mayan teachers to speak
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and teach in Spanish. The educational system was still based on a desire to ‘civilize’ the 

indigenous children. The main principles of education were derived 6om secular, 

scientific, and evolutionary concepts which were counter to Mayan traditional 

worldviews. At the same time, new liberal educational views were being perceived as a 

communistic and atheistic threat to the Catholic Church, which allied itself with the 

military and the oligarchy in the counter-revolution that followed.

Counter-revolutionary Period 

Promoting Literacv to Cultivate a National Culture

The educational policies of this period were developed in support of a capitalist 

economic model rooted in racist and anti-communist ideologies. For example. Article 110 

of the new Constitution of 1965 declared that Spanish was the official language of the 

country, and stated that Guatemala would promote a socio-economic policy which would 

integrate the Maya into the national culture (Arellanos, 1999; Richards, 1996; UNESCO,

1995). The continuing program for promoting indigenous literacy, castellanization, was in 

fact, a program of assimilation.

The idea behind the assimilation strategy was that the use and knowledge of the 

Spanish language would facilitate communication amongst all Guatemalans. Both the 

Catholic Church and the military played important roles in the educational system to 

support the counter-revolutionary regimes. A militaristic philosophy permeated the 

entire educational system and its effects endured for decades. Mandatory uniforms and 

rigid military discipline were the norm. These practices further alienated the Mayan 

students from their own culture. Researchers from the Rigoberta Menchu Foundation
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write that the effects of the racist policies caused low self-esteem and a profound 

devaluing of their own culture, coupled with an overvaluing of occidental philosophy 

(Garcia, 1997, p. 22).

The Current Situation—A Snapshot

The National Project of Bilingual Education

The Guatemalan government initiated the National Project of Bilingual Education 

in 1980. It was given a four-year mandate to provide education for indigenous children. 

Two thirds of the funding for this initiative was provided by US AID (the US Agency for 

International Development) during the Rios Montt administration, which was responsible 

for the scorched earth counter-insurgency policies that destroyed hundreds of highland 

villages. According to Richards (1996), the goal of the initiative was to provide education 

to 20,000 children in 40 schools in the regions where the K’iche’, Mam, Kaqchikel, and 

Q’eqchi languages were spoken.

The project employed a “transitional model” of bilingual education, using 

instruction in an indigenous language as a transition to learning Spanish. Under the new 

program, kindergarten was now called preprimaria (pre-primary) and curricular materials 

for pre-primary to grade 2 were translated into the four most widely spoken Mayan 

languages. The new bilingual curriculum was introduced in 40 schools, with ten schools in 

each of the four regions. These educational changes were taking place as Guatemala 

entered one of the most violent periods of the war. The Maya were considered to be 

accessories to the URNG guerrillas and they repeatedly became targets of village 

massacres. As the bilingual education programs were being developed, three staff
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members of the Bilingual Education Project were killed, along with numerous teachers and 

bilingual promoters. (Richards, 1996, p. 212)

As the four-year long Bilingual Education Project was coming to an end, a new

Minister of Education, Lima, succeeded in drafting a new education law, which created 

PRONEBI—the National Program for Bilingual Education. General Meiji Victores had 

come to power in 1983 through a coup d’état which deposed the infamous Rios Montt 

and installed Lima as Minister of Education. Richards (1996) contends that Lima was 

influenced by members of the national and international academic community with 

respect to the benefits of bilingual education. Rios Montt’s brutal coimter-insurgency 

campaign had alerted the world to the human rights abuses in Guatemala and international 

pressure helped shift the Meija Victores regime towards a more democratic position.

PRONEBI, once again largely supported by US AID expanded the forty pilot 

schools to 400 primary schools, serving over 200,000 children from pre-primary to 

grade 4. PRONEBI used a bilingual educational model which it described as “parallelism,” 

whereby the Mayan languages and Spanish were taught together from pre-primary through to 

the fourth grade. Herrera (1987) evaluated the bilingual education programs and found that 

PRONEBI had made significant contributions in the following areas:

#  advancing the level of language standardization and modernization;

*  advancing the option of bilingual and bicultural education in Guatemala;

#  creating a foundation of written materials in the Mayan languages;

*  training Mayan teachers both at the certificate level and at the university level in
applied linguistics and bilingual education;
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*  implementing a research agenda which has provided a basic linguistic proGle of 
Guatemala;

*  pressuring the government to lower barriers hindering access of indigenous people 
to resources, thus reducing discrimination;

*  functioning as a catalyst, an institution working for Mayan groups, not just in 
education but also with languages and other issues, (adapted hom Richards, 1996, 
p. 216)

By 1996 PRONEBI was providing education to 1200 schools in the four language 

areas in which it had originally started programming. It had also expanded into the 

Q'anjob'al-, Ixil-, Poqomchi-, and Tz'utujil- speaking regions, providing pre-primary 

classes there. The PRONEBI Program faced considerable resistance both 6om within the

Ministry of Education and from many parents and teachers. The Program was set up and 

run by Mayans for Mayans, within a Ladino-dominated Ministry with an inadequate 

budget and few resourees as illustrated in Figure 3.

Figure 3: Budget of the Ministry of Education 1984 -1993 
(In Quetzals (Q) 1 Q = 20 US cents)

Year Bilingual Programs Total Budget

1984
1985
1986
1987
1988
1989
1990
1991
1992
1993

167,225
171,205
226,085
332,676
385,365
165,429
441,165
611,358
786,814

1,135,514

406,739
3,458,648
2,652,466
3,821,260
8,471,171

10,549,201
10.549.901
24.070.902 
23,870,984 
54,658,403

(translated 6om  Coyoy, 1996, p. 51)
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Although the leaders and technicians of PRONEBI supported a strong Mayanist 

orientation in all aspects of the program, the m^ority of teachers in the rural schools had 

been taught under the colonial system and continued to teach in the manner they were 

familiar with. Many of them also lacked skills in their Mayan languages and viewed using

those languages to teach as yet another complication (J. Magzul, personal communication,

1996). Many of the Mayan parents also questioned the value of their children studying 

their mother tongue in school, because they viewed Spanish as the language of power and 

the vehicle for economic security in Guatemala (ibid., 1996). At the same time, members 

of the Pan Mayan movement (Cojti, 1987b; Colop, 1988) rejected PRONEBI because it 

was not sufficiently Mayan. As Richards describes: “[they] see PRONEBI as little more 

than an extension of its assimilationist forebearers, and that beneath the thin veneer of 

Mayan language and cultural content inclusion, it is an insidious apparatus leading to 

Mayan language extinction and ultimately to ethnocide (Richards, 1996, p. 210).

For members of the Mayan movement, although the government-sponsored 

bilingual education program appeared to be progressive and pro-Maya, it was perceived 

to be part of a larger educational and political system that sought to dominate and 

marginalize the Maya.

Despite the efforts of the Mayan schools and the bilingual education programs of 

the Ministry of Education, the present educational system is still predominately a 

colonial system. The majority of Mayan children attend schools that are administered and 

controlled by Ladino society, and they are taught in Spanish by Ladino teachers. 

According to 1998 statistics, in that year Guatemala spent only 1.44% of its GNP on
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education. In 1998, the Ministry of Education’s budget was Q179 million (the 

Guatemalan currency, the Quetzal is currently worth approximately 20 US eents), while 

the Ministry of Defense was granted Q700 million for administrative purposes alone 

(Fundacion Rigoberta Tum Menchu, 1998, p. 35). The largest proportion of the education 

budget continues to be allotted to urban areas, and the Ministry of Education and 

UNICEF estimate that 40 to 60% of Mayan children in the Departments of Quiche, 

Huehuetenango, Alta Verapaz, Totonicapan, and Solola do not have access to public 

education (Coyoy, 1996, p. 59). The Ministry of Education states that only 30% of 

indigenous children have attended primary school, and a mere 6.8% have attended 

secondary level schooling, with the completion levels of primary school by indigenous 

girls being significantly lower than the boys.

Indigenous children are, for the most part, still taught by teachers who lack an 

understanding of their eulture and learning styles and who discriminate against their 

Mayan students (Arriola, 1998; Davila, 1991; Melendez & Columbia, 1999; Andrino & 

Edith, 1998). Other than in some of the Mayan schools, the curriculum taught does not 

reflect Mayan realities, Mayan worldviews, or Mayan epistemology. Mayan elders and 

daykeepers are not a part of the educational process, except in the community-based 

Mayan schools, and children are still taught that traditional culture is “backward”.

Although the 1996 Peace Accords and the Accords of Identity proposed that 

discriminatory practices be eradicated (using the education system as the primary agent of 

the transformation), its goals of achieving educational reform and of respecting and 

strengthening the cultural and linguistic diversity of Guatemala are far from being realized;
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they have not been widely implemented. On average, indigenous children attend school 

for just 1.3 years, and the average Mayan woman attends 0.9 years of school. As the

statistics below illustrate, even primary education remains out of the reach of 30% to 

60% of indigenous children in numerous highland villages (Coyoy, 1996, p 44).

Figure 4: Table of enrolled Mavan and non-Mayan Students (1996)

Level____________________  Enrolled Mavas__________Enrolled Ladinos

Pre-primary 25.24 % 27.71 %
Primary 33.05 % 74.03 %
Middle School 6.8 % 26.7 %
Secondary School 8. 85 % 86.0%
(adapted from Coyoy, 1996 )

The indigenous children who do attend school are confronted with multiple

barriers to learning, which are currently being studied by the Rigoberta Menchu Tum

Foundation and UNICEF. One of the most significant barriers to their progress continues

to be language and divergent culture-based learning styles (Arellanos, 1999). In the Mayan

community learning is primarily transmitted by demonstration and practice, through daily

activities, and through working. In the public educational system, children are still taught

primarily in Spanish through memorization and the repetition of facts that are far

removed from their lives and cultural practices. According to Davila (1991), textbook bias

is another significant factor that contributes to the alienation of Mayan children. Davila, a

researcher at Rafael Landivar University, has studied the primary texts used in the public

education system. The textbooks are produeed by the National Centre of Textbooks

(CENALTEXT), De Leon Gambra and the National Program of Bilingual Education
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(PRONEBI). Davila writes that: “The result is that they form in the children a vision of

reality from which it is easy to form stereotypes and prejudice that are the roots of the

racism from which the Mayan population still sufrers (1991)." He found that the

textbooks continue to support the view that the ‘true Maya’ no longer exist in

Guatemala, having mysteriously disappeared in ancient times. The present indigenous

population is portrayed as a backward group of peasants. CENALTEX’s grade 5 text, for

example, discusses the ‘discovery’ of America, but does not mention the negative effects

the event had on indigenous Americans. Instead, the text emphasizes the technological

advances the Spanish brought, effectively erasing indigenous history. Kolar (2000)

summarizes the situation as follows:

Through deliberate omission, the educational system has ensured a lack of 
knowledge about indigenous people within Guatemala. It has also been partially 
successful in promoting its natural vision of Guatemala as a primarily 
homogeneous place that is progressing despite the continuing presence of the 
indigenous people. Within the school system, therefore, Mayan children 
encounter a hostile realm—with a culture that is foreign and a language that is not 
necessarily their own. (Kolar, 2000)

The Formation of the Mayan Schools

A growing concern that the official bilingual program was nothing more than 

Western culture being translated into the Mayan languages spurred the creation of the 

private, community-run Mryay, or Mayan Schools (CECMA, 1992, p. 28). In

1994, the Centro de Documentacion e Investigacion Maya (CEDIM), funded by 

UNICEF, supported the Associacion de Escuelas Mayas de Guatemala (the Association 

of Mayan Schools). One of the first tasks of the Association was the development of a 

curricular model for schools, and the production of materials in the Mayan languages.
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Mayan schools have now emerged in great numbers. Throughout Guatemala, they are 

distinguished from the government schools by their employment of Mayan teachers, a 

Mayan approach to bilingual education, and a Mayan-centred curriculum. While the 

m^ority of the schools attempt to fulfill all the requirements of the Ministry curriculum,

they also employ a curriculum that incorporates Mayan values and traditional knowledge. 

A sample of a curricular guide for one of the schools, Oxlajuj No’j, in the village of 

Juchanep, Department of Totonicapan is provided here as an example.
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Figure 5: Curricular Guide for the Teaching Centers of Mayan Language “Oxlaiuj No’j’

Objectives Contents Activities Resources Evaluation
1. To raise Multilingualism; Lectures; Human; Presentation of
students’ awareness Ethnic identity; Forums; Professors; summaries, stories.
about the relevance Mayan Education; Panels; Guest speakers; legends, songs, and
and the need to Bilingual Education; Compilations; Students. sayings.
value cultural History o f Mayan Informal
elements as languages; discussions.
developmental Mayan sciences; Materials;
resources. Mayan literature; Blackboard and

Mayan arts; cardboard
Mayan language.

2. To introduce 
students to reading 
and writing of the 
Mayan language in 
their community.

Definition of 
terminology; 
tongue, dialect, 
language, speech; 
Linguistic abilities in 
monolingualism and 
bilingualism;
The official alphabet of 
the Mayan language in 
the community; 
Outstanding vowels 
and consonants of the 
language;
Kinds of basic words 
in the language;
Phrase and simple 
sentence writing; 
Simple and prolonged 
vowels;
Simple and compound 
consonants;
Simple and compound 
globalized consonants.

Pronunciation 
and awareness 
exercises; 
Employment of 
word
construction.

Bond paper;
Notebooks;
blackboard;
markers.

Student
participation in the 
formulation of 
words for writing 
and pronouncing.
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Objectives Contents Activities Resources Evaluation
3. To introduce 
students to 
counting by 
utilizing the Mayan 
symbols for the 
construction of 
quantities and 
simple addition 
and subtraction 
operations.

Mayan numbers; 
Quantity (amount), 
construction; 
Measuring Mayan 
systems for people, 
animals, and things; 
Mayan concepts of 
addition, subtraction, 
multiplication, and 
division.

Oral counting
exercises;
Quantity
(amount)
symbolization;
Finite sets for
people,
animals, and
things.

Graphics and 
objects.

The student 
utilizes symbols in 
her/his oral and 
written practices to 
express amounts.

4. To counsel the 
student about the 
importance and the 
use o f the Mayan 
calendar in daily 
activities.

Days in the Mayan 
calendar;
Meanings o f the days; 
Agricultural calendar; 
The Wayeb;
The Carriers.

Description of  
days and their 
meanings; 
Ordinal 
arrangement of 
days, months, 
and years; 
Differentiation 
between the 
365-day
calendar and the 
260- day 
calendar.

Ajk’ij or teacher 
conference

The student makes 
his/her own 
calendar to organize 
his/her activities.

S. To describe the 
relevance and the 
usefulness o f plants 
and healing 
practices in the 
community.

Medicinal plants; 
Healing practices; 
Health;
Illness.

Numbering of 
plants and 
healing 
practices and 
their acceptance 
in the
community.

Plants and 
healing products 
in the
community.

The student 
organizes a 
medicinal 
herbarium.

6. To describe art 
and artistry 
creations 
and o f all the 
cultural
manifestations of 
the community.

Music;
Drawings;
Painting;
Artistry;
Glyphs;
Symbols.

Contests o f  
Mayan music, 
painting, and 
drawing.

Composition 
dossiers, artistic 
pieces, and 
objects d’art.

The student 
reproduces Mayan 
musical
compositions; the 
student elaborates 
and constructs 
artistic elements 
with clay or terra 
cotta.

7. To motivate the 
students into 
writing in the 
Mayan language for 
literary production.

Oral tradition 
compilation of: 
Stories, legends, 
narratives, sayings, 
and songs.

Write legends, 
stories, sayings, 
narratives, 
and/or songs to 
develop writing 
habits in the

Library archives; 
Elders in the 
community.

The student 
compiles and 
collects stories, 
legends, and 
narratives.

student.
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In many schools children are taught exclusively in their mother tongue until 

grade 3 or 4, when Spanish is added in a transitional year. The Mayan schools are 

community-based and community-controlled schools that have been developed to serve 

the needs of the children in the community. The majority of these schools are self- 

sustaining. Many have been registered as non-profit agencies and many receive Gnancial 

support from large agencies such as UNICEF and RED BARNA, as well as from private 

donors, universities, and individual donors. The majority of these schools charge tuition, 

ranging from US $5—$50 per month, although most also offer scholarships for students 

unable to pay the fees. Richards (1996) has collected and compared the objectives of the 

Mayan schools and has summarized their common features as follows:

The schools are to:

• enhance the child’s personal and group Mayan identity;

• conserve, revitalize and promote the Mayan languages;

• offer an integrated, intercultural education oriented toward work and the 
application of school learning to the daily life of students;

• train students and professionals with an ethical consciousness so that they will be 
effective in serving in the region in their Mayan language and in Spanish;

• develop an “authentic” bilingual teaching and learning environment;

• provide a well-rounded education founded on Mayan principles (in some cases on 
Christian principles), typically based on the conceptualization of humans as part 
of nature; the importance of maintaining equilibrium; a view of science, art, and 
religion as one interdependent relation; and the sacredness and centrality of maize 
(com). (Richards, 1996, p. 220)
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This chapter has provided an overview of the history of education in Guatemala 

and a synopsis of the development of bilingual education programs, in order to provide a 

historical context for the next three chapters. The next chapter provides a description of 

the core themes that arose from the interviews with fifteen K’iche’ educators as the 

central elements for the development of a K’iche’ Mayan curricula.
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Endnotes

1. Mandamientos were a series of labour laws which restored the colonial system of
repartimiento and provided Mayan labour for both public and private work 
through allocations on Mayan villages.

2 was another colonial system for assigning forced labour. All Mayan
men between ages 16 and 60 were required to work for the Spanish. In theory, this 
was meant to be one week out of four.

3 Reducciones were settlements of converted Mayas organized by the Church and 
the colonial authorities. These gathered the formerly dispersed people together, 
making it easier to control and administer them.

4. Congregations: see endnote 3.

5. Primera ley de instrucion publica\ First Law of Public Instruction.
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Chapter 5

The Living Maya and a Living Curricnlnm

In this chapter I provide an overview of the themes that emerged from my 

interviews with 15 K’iche’ educators as core elements for the development of a K’iche’ 

Mayan curricula. The themes are described here to provide a context for an informed 

reading of the two texts presented in chapters 6 and 7. These themes were consistently 

raised by the educators interviewed in the PAR study. 1 have added important contextual, 

historical and anthropological material to provide an ilbaf (magnifier or seeing device) for 

reflecting on the meaning of the interviews.

In 1996 and 1997 1 lived and worked with a group of Mayan educators in 

Totonicapan. 1 soon learnt that Totonicapan is one of the areas of Guatemala where 

ancient Mayan teachings have been maintained by traditional daykeepers. The A jk’i f  

(daykeeper in K’iche’) are initiated calendar diviners, dream interpreters and readers of 

lightning in the blood, an ancient divination system (Tedlock, 1982). They are also 

considered to be the link between the people, the ancestors and the Creator. Currently 

these elders are playing a central role in the creation of many of the Mayan education 

programs that are being developed throughout the highlands. 1 have herein included a 

section on daykeepers because of the central role they are playing in the transmission of 

traditional knowledge and values.

A Curriculum of Place

Throughout the interviews, responses by interviewees were infused with 

references to the significance of the language, peoples’ villages, and the importance of 

weaving as central elements in Mayan identity. The interviews also brought out the fact
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that traditional knowledge and teachings are an intricate part of the everyday life of the 

K’iche’ people and cannot be separated from the rest of community life. The word 

ecology comes from the Greek word oikus, which means house or dwelling place. Mayan 

ways of knowing hold an ancient notion of ecological thinking and being as central in 

importance. They require that each person be attentive, not only to how he or she lives 

their life respectfully in place, but also to how balanced they are, both personally, in their 

home, with their family and their community, and with the Creator. Amongst the K’iche’, 

heaven and earth are still the texts traditional people live by, and prayers to the Creator 

address the heart of the sky and the heart of the earth. For traditional people, to utter a 

word is to create the world, to the K’iche’ all words have a sacred resonance and codes of 

meaning that connect each person with the heart of the sky and the earth. All acts of life 

are considered to be sacred acts, to be performed according to the round of the calendars 

and one’s nawal, or position in the sky wheel.

The cultural geographer Tuan is well known for his work on place and space and 

his book, Topofilia (1977). One lesser known aspect of his work is his writing on 

experience, and the experiential perspective. He defined experience as the term for all the 

modes through which a person knows and constructs reality: smell, taste, touch, visual 

perception, and the indirect mode of symbolism (1977, p. 8). These correspond to the 

Mayan notion that one learns through direct experience and participation with the earth, 

one’s home, one’s family, and community. A person’s place or home provides refuge, 

freedom, possession, shelter and security. It also shapes identity through providing a 

place for family, friends, and community, in addition to nurturing a sense of belonging and 

deep attachment.
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Smith (1992) described home as a hierarchy of physical places that provide 

various levels of attachment, moving upwards from dwelling, to neighbourhood, to 

landscape, to village, to region, to nation, and finally to the earth. In Guatemala, Mayan 

people introduce themselves by saying their name, and then the village they are from. For 

example, they call themselves Momostecans (from Momostenango), using the name of 

their village or municipality to identity themselves. Ethnographers^ working in Guatemala 

as early as 1963 (Tax 1963) identified this strong sense of identity in the Mayan people 

with the municipio (municipality) or village; they described them as “anchored 

communities.” Watanabe (1984) emphasizes that Mayan identity is firmly connected to 

place, rather than to a sense of “Indianness.” Watanabe in We Who Are Here articulated 

this clearly:

The municipio represents a holistic community that is at once part of a larger 
regional and historical context as well as meaningful social reality for the 
individuals living within it. Indian ethnic identity in Guatemala relates directly to 
the nature and meaning of the community. (1984, p. 12)

Hanks (1990) and Tedlock (1983) have explored the relationship of the Maya to the earth

through linguistic ethnographies. According to the Mayan worldview, every type of place

has a.yuumf' (lord, owner) that owns or protects it, and the owners have reciprocal sets of

responsibilities to the place. Nolin (1995) explains that:

These spaces range from the cosmos, whose “lord” is God, to the smallest parcel 
of land transformed by labour. . .  here one can call it tinwikml (“my place”) . . .  
Naabl (“way of being”) involves abiding attachment to the place first settled by 
local ancestors and the immediate “condition” of one’s blood and its effects on 
how one behaves. Through this association with the blood, naabl, internalizes in 
each individual a connectedness to ancestral place, (p. 143)
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A Language of Respect

A brief introduction to language is necessary to illustrate some of the cosmological 

concepts that exist in K’iche’ and to outline the huge epistemological gulf that exists 

between K’iche’ and Spanish. However, this is an area of research that would best be 

studied by a Mayan linguist/daykeeper.

A central feature of the majority of Mayan schools in Guatemala is their use of 

Mayan languages, especially as children enter the primary grades. Several people whom I 

interviewed verified that the K’iche’ language embodies a worldview which encodes 

teachings about places, and protocols of respect, and which involves a participatory 

proclivity of the senses. For all of these reasons, the use of a Mayan language as the 

primary language of instruction has been the driving force behind the creation of Mayan 

schools, in addition to being a key concern of the Pan Mayan Movement throughout 

Guatemala. Language has also been the central focus of CEDIM^ in the creation of the 

community-based non-governmental schools, Escuelas May as.^ The Escuelas Mayas 

numbered approximately 24 in 1994. In that year CEDIM was responsible for forming 

the Federation of Mayan Schools.

The following story is included as one small ilbal into the K’iche’ language. One 

day Veronica (my translator and a Mayan teacher) and I hiked far away from the village 

of Momostenango, along a narrow winding path, to interview Don Pedro, a noted elder 

and retired village leader. We found the old man in his dirt courtyard, surrounded by 

several grandchildren and countless chickens. He started to tell us stories about his life 

and his own education, all of which Veronica carefully translated into Spanish for me. At 

one point, however, a story captivated the old diviner and he started talking and gesturing
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more rapidly in K'iche'. At this point Veronica forgot to translate, or became too

engrossed in the story to do so, and I soon found myself equally absorbed by Don

Pedro’s story. He explained how the birds brought speech to the Maya and how the

animals, through their speech, were continually giving clues to humans about how they

could live their lives. As this gentle old man spoke, the birds fluttered around and landed

on his hat, as if entering right into his story and suddenly, in a gestalt of understanding I

felt his words speak straight to my heart. I sensed that the ecology of the place was

embedded in Don Pedro’s stories and that the language allowed a reciprocity with the

natural world, a living and breathing rapport that allowed his words to penetrate my being

with an ancient primordial speech. Strangely enough this interview was not recorded by

the tape machine. Prechtel writes that for the Maya:

Speech is in all things . . .  the people of Atitlan believe that the nature of anything 
is its speech. The nature of grass to grow is the speech of the spirit of grass. The 
flowering of trees is the speech of a tree’ s spirit, as is the time of year when they 
flower. So when the Deity of that season speaks one of its phrases, the trees 
flower. (1998, p. 116)

Sapon Morales explained to me that when a person has balanced his twenty 

energies (the sum of all the digits on a human beings feet and hands) it is said that “one 

speaks like a twenty,” a complete human being. The Maya love to play with words and 

to name things, especially people. Everyone is given a nickname that reflects his or her 

true nature. Everything also has a true or sacred name, a nawal name that contains one’s 

true nature. Children are given these names at birth, but they’re often not told of them 

until they are nine or ten, at which time it is felt they can integrate the power of the 

nature of the name. Diviners are entrusted with these sacred names that they believe 

contain the memory of other layers of creation. In the Mayan world there is a lived
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aÆnity between the language and the landscape, a deeply felt correspondence between

the spoken word and the place that the words inhabit. Prechtel (who, like the Tedlocks,

became a Mayan daykeeper) explains that the Maya:

.. .believe these words and names for things existed like the seeds for the Old Tree 
of Life, in an old memory layer of the creations. These names are the spiritual 
DNA, the spiritual schematic from which all reality continually springs, 
conforming to the nature and form inherent in their names when uttered by the 
Deity, or origination spirit. These words are where life remembered how to make 
itself again. They are the memory of life. (Prechtel, 1998, p. 117)

The following Mayan terms provide glimpses into the Mayan worldview. Hunab

Ku means ‘one Giver of Movement and Measure,’ the principle of life beyond the sun.

According to Arguelles, (1987) it is not just the name of a galactic core but a description

of purpose and activity as well. Arguelles writes that movement corresponds to energy,

the principle of life and the consciousness present in all phenomena (Arguelles, 1987,

p. 52). He notes that “measure refers to the principle of rhythm, periodicity, and form

accounting for the different limiting qualities which energy assumes through its different

transformations” (Arguelles, 1987, p. 52).

Kuxan Suum is a term that combines science and myth. It is translated as ‘the road

to the sky leading to the umbilical cord of the universe.’ Arguelles writes that the fibers or

suum define a resonant pathway, communication channel or cosmic lifeline leading from

our solar plexus through to the sun and ultimately to the galactic core.

Great Smoking Mirror is a Mayan teaching which, translated, means, ‘I am

another one of yourself.’ Mayans use this teaching to illustrate that every life form

reflects every other life-form and that all originate from the same source (Sams, 1990,

p. 291).
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Maintaining a Sacred Balance—Mayan Concepts of Time

The K’iche’ people maintain the Mayan calendrical system that was one of the 

most advanced in the world at the time of the Spanish conquest of Latin America. The 

Maya recorded the lunar and solar systems, calculated eclipses, and traced the orbits of 

Venus, Mars, and Jupiter. The daykeepers (also called diviners) are viewed as shaman-

priests and are considered to be the peoples’ link to the Creator. They are responsible for

maintaining the balance with the divine and with the events of daily life through their

system of interpreting time (Tedlock, 1982). The sacred 260-day calendar provides the

base for the elaborate divination system that daykeepers use, to interpret each day’s

sacred meaning and its correspondence to daily life. Not only do the days have proper

names and characters that are divine, but the numbers do as well (Tedlock, 1982). In

addition to the context the combination of days and numbers is also significant. A ‘good’

day in one context may be a ‘bad’ day in another.

K’iche’ time has functions related to health and healing, economics, health, family,

marriage and village welfare. The ancestors, the gods, and the living people are all linked

up through their time system, creating a mental environment that infuses their whole

existence. Hall described it as follows:

The Quiche reality causes them to scrutinize each day and its character as it 
relates to their own character, their desires, and their past, as well as the tasks that 
lie ahead. The Quiche really do have to think deeply and seriously about the 
process of how each day is to be lived. For the Quiche, living a life is somewhat 
analogous to composing music, painting, or writing a poem. Each day properly 
approached can either be a work of art or a disaster if the proper combinations are 
not found.. . .  They are well defended against Europeans and their culture. Their 
approach to time may be a clue to how this immunity to cultural disintegration 
works. (Hall, 1983, p. 87)
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As Hall explains, the K'iche' treat time as a dialectio—meaning that at no given time,

past, present, or future—is it possible to isolate that particular time from the events that 

led up to it and which flow from it. K’iche’ time (and the daykeeping divination system) 

reveal that amongst the K’iehe’ Maya, time has the following characteristics: it is a sacred 

system; one’s obligation to one’s ancestors reaches back and forward into time; a person 

is intimately connected to the earth, its nature spirits and the gods; and one has sacred 

relationships with and obligations to the larger community. This concept of time binds 

people to their ancestors, to God, to the community and to daily life. In addition, 

according to the Tedlocks, the ability to divine—using the movement of blood—is felt to 

be a gift from the ancestors.

The Calendars

The Cholq ’ij (also called the Tzolkin and named by Thompson in the early 1900s), 

refers to the sacred calendar or, literally, “the days of the count.” Thirteen numbers and 

twenty symbols (days) compose the lunar calendar. The days of the sacred calendars are 

like the Gregorian days of the week, with twenty days in place of seven. They are also 

named after gods.

Along with the bar and dot notation used for numbers, the numbers below twenty 

are also written in hieroglyphs, stylized human faces that depict each number’s 

disposition. The K’iche’ also keep a solar calendar of 365 days, containing 18 months of 

20 days with five days remaining. The two cycles, one lasting 260 days and the other 365 

days mesh together to form the calendar round. On the combined calendar, the first day of 

the month on the solar calendar is called the Marm and is referred to as the year-bearer. In 

the Guatemalan highlands, Tedlock (1982) found that 34 Ixil, Mam, and Pokomehi towns
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still keep the 365-day cycle and the 260-day cycle, linked by a system of year-bearers.

The grade 3 curriculum of the K’iche’ people explains the Tzolkin as follows:

We have a calendar that is sacred, because it shows the destiny of rnankind. It has 
260 days, divided into 13 months of twenty days each. The days are divided into 
good and bad days. Each day had a Dueno (lord). The calendar has an influence in 
the life of everyone every day, there are good days for marriage, for selling, for 
curing diseases and for traveling. The calendar is also linked up with agriculture; 
there are spwecial days to pick the seexis, tojprepwure the earthy ibojphmttothinand 
to harvest. And all this is lined up with the phases of the moon. (Ri Reta ’Maxik Ri 
Utz Taq No ’Jib ”Al Pa Ri Amaq ' Re Siwan Tinimit Urox Junab, 1992, p. 46)

During a 52-year cycle, a Baktun, every day has a unique name and meaning that

is interpreted by the diviners in many highland villages. The Tzolkin is divided further

into four patterns or seasons of 65 days each. The seasons also correspond to the four

directions and to the Mayan directional guardians. The calendar system is then composed

of Kin (one day), Uinal (20 kin), Tzolkin (260 days), a Tun (360 days), a Katun (7,200

days), a Baktun (20 Katuns), and the creation epoch, which equals 13 Baktuns. Aecording

to the Maya we are living in the last 20-year period, a Katun of the fifth creation epoch.

This Katun completes on December 21,2012, ending three cycles of the Mayan calendar,

the current Katun, the current Baktun, and the current Creation Epoch {Ri Reta ’ Maxik Ri

Utz Taq No ’ Jib ”AI Pa Ri Amaq ’ Re Siwan Tinimit Urox Junab, 1992, p. 46).

The 20 K’iche’ day names are considered to be divine as well as proper names.

Although the names have been translated into Spanish and English with names such as

Batz (monkey) and Ix (jaguar), they are taken by diviners to be proper names within a

context of calendrical divination (Tedlock, 1982, p. 107). A given day is interpreted by

means of mnemonic phrases that map the meanings of the day in accordance with the
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social actions that characterize them. Names are read not as words, but as oral references 

for other words, using poetic sound play (Tedlock, 1982, p. 107).

The days have multiple interpretations including the ‘faee of the day’ and the 

character of a child bom on that day. Elaborate rituals are enacted following the 

conception and birth of a child that link up with its day and the shrine connected to it.

The rituals performed on that day, its face and eharacter and some of the possible 

meanings of the day in different contexts, are all functions attended to by a daykeeper and 

they are now being taught to ehildren in many of the Mayan sehools.

Daykeepers

My daughter and I lived in the same village that the well-known anthropologists,

Barbara and Dennis Tedlock, lived. This was Momostenango (known as the city of

altars), or Chuwa Tz’aq^m the highlands. To understand the core of Quiehean cultural

beliefs, the Tedlocks apprenticed themselves for four and a half months to a daykeeper,

and were initiated as day keeper s. Nikki and I chose instead to work with a group of

Mayan educators, among whom were several daykeepers, and we learned that

Momostenango is one of the areas of Guatemala where ancient Mayan teaehings have

been maintained.

Describing his time in Momostenango, Tedlock wrote,

...the Quiehe Maya, have hundreds of descendants. Among them are diviners 
ealled daykeepers who know how to interpret illnesses, omens, bad dreams, 
messages given by sensations internal to their bodies, and the multiple rhythms of 
time. It is their business to bring what is dark into “white clarity,” just as the gods 
of the Popul Vuh first brought the world to light. Diviners are, by profession, 
interpreters of difficult texts. They can even start from a non-verbal sign, such as 
an ominous invasion of a house by a wild animal, and arrive at a reading, as we 
would say, or ubixic, “its saying” or its announeement as is said in Quiehe. 
(Tedlock, 1985, pp. 13-15)
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According to the Tedlocks, above the daykeepers in status are approximately 300 

heads of local families, vho form the triple-tiered group of or "mother-

fathers." They are chosen by calendar divination and serve for life. At the head of this

group are two “mother-fathers” who are responsible for all the rituals that affect the 

economic prosperity and health of the community. It is their responsibility to greet the 

Mam (year-bearer) of the indigenous 365-day solar calendar every year, and to pass the 

staff of office, celebrated by a giant bonfire that is prepared each new year’s day. They 

also make a journey into the mountains on special days of the lunar calendar and serve as 

the community’s link with the ancestors, who contact them through prayers and dreams 

(Tedlock, 1982, p. 47).

A daykeeper in Momostenango is recruited through divine selection with reference 

to birth, illness, and dreams. The precise day a person is bom on the sacred calendar, in 

Spanish called el calendario del Mundo^ determines whether or not the person will 

become a daykeeper. From their day of birth, the child receives a kind of soul, called 

‘lightning’ (coyopa), that enables him or her to receive messages from the external world, 

messages that are naturally or supematurally present within his or her own body (ibid,p. 

47). Tedlock writes that, “Since this lightning moves about only in the blood, tissue and 

muscles of a person and never leaves the body until death, it is what historians of religion 

would call a body sour  (1982, p. 53). With training, daykeepers learn to interpret the 

blood movements as a message-bearing code, and to use them for curing sick people.

Often a person who is destined to become a daykeeper has a series of dreams in which he 

or she is asked to come before the M W o or earth deity. Besides suffering ftom illnesses a
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prospective diviner might also be accident prone and prone to theft, or suffer from an

inebriation sickness (Tedlock, 1982, p. 54). Often these illnesses cause the person to be 

unable to function in the world and, they might be advised that only initiation as a 

daykeeper will cure them. Once a diviner determines that a person should be trained as a 

daykeeper, he/she will explain the schedule for their training. The apprenticeship takes

place during a 260-day period and includes an elaborate combination of training in 

calendar divining, dream interpretation, reading of the lightning in the blood combined 

with ceremonial visits to special shrines. The teacher demonstrates the methods of mixing, 

dividing, arranging and counting the seeds used by daykeepers for giving a divination (a 

special type of reading guided by the positions of the seeds) and discusses the new 

initiates dreams on special days (Tedlock, 1982, pp. 58-62).

After nine Batz’ (the date is literally called nine monkeys) an initiate is considered 

an official daykeeper and may begin to practice. The new daykeeper must visit and make 

offerings on specific days to the encantos and cannot refuse anyone who asks for the 

interpretation of a dream. In addition they may take on patients and offer divinations 

about family problems, illnesses, deaths, marriages, or births. They may do further 

training in other areas as well, such as midwifery (only for women), bone setting (only 

men), singing, marriage counselling, and spiritualism (Tedlock, 1982, p. 74).

The Quiche people speak a Mayan language, say prayers to Mayan mountains
and Mayan ancestors, and keep time according to the Mayan calendar. They are 
also interested citizens of the larger contemporary world, but they find themselves 
surrounded and attacked by those who have yet to realize they have something to 
teach the rest of us. For them it is not that the time of the Mayan civilization has 
passed, to be followed by the time of the European civilization, but that the two 
have begun to run alongside one another. What most worries daykeepers about 
people from Europe, and specifically about missionaries, is that they confuse the 
earth, whose divinity is equal to that o f the celestial God, with the devil. As
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daykeepers put it, "He who makes an enemy of the Earth makes an enemy of his
own body." (Tedlock, 1985, pp. 13-14)

The Popol Vnh

The Popul Vuh is the KTche' Mayan book of creation, and it is considered to be

one of the most extraordinary texts of indigenous America. It has been translated into 

many of the Mayan languages and adapted into various children's versions, which are

used in the Mayan schools as guiding stories full of powerful multi-layered meaning. The 

Mayan elders consider it to be the key K'iche' Mayan text.

During my interviews, many of the teachers quoted from the Popol Vuh and 

explained how it is used as a central text in Mayan schools. During the Mam New Year’s 

ceremony in Momostenango in 1997, a group of school children from a Mayan school re

enacted sections of the Popol Vuh, each child reciting parts of the story while gathered 

around a huge circular ceremonial fire. Although it was originally written in hieroglyphs, 

the Popol Vuh was transcribed, using the Spanish alphabet, in the sixteenth century. It 

tells the story of creation and follows the deeds of the Mayan Gods who founded the 

Quiche kingdom in the Guatemalan highlands. In the preface to his translated version of 

the Mayan epic, Tedlock explains that the authors who wrote the Popol Vuh, using the 

Spanish alphabet, did so during a time of much turmoil and difficulty, the authors were 

writing “amid the preaching of God, in Christendom now”, and what they wrote they 

described as “the ancient word” or “prior word” (Tedlock, 1985, p. 33). Tedlock adds 

that their writings have a plaintive tone although at the same time they state that their 

own gods “accounted for everything—and did it, too—as enlightened beings, in 

enlightened words" (Tedlock, 1985, p. 33).
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Here we set forth the revelation, the declaration, and the narration of all that was 
hidden, the revelation . . .  and at the same time the declaration, the combined 
narration of the Grandmother and the Grandfather . . .  we shall bring to light now 
because the Popul Vul cannot be seen anymore, in which was clearly seen coming 
&om the other side of the sea. . .  The original book, written long ago, existed but 
its sight is hidden 6om the searcher and to the thinker. (Tedloc^ 1985, p. 33)

Contemporary daykeepers concur with Tedlock that the original hieroglyphic

Popol Vuh was a council or divination book, containing systematic accounts of cycles, in

astronomical and earthly events, that served as a navigational system for those vdio

wished to see and move beyond the present. Tedlock believes that the ancient reader of 

the Popol Vuh would use the book to give a divination or on occasion a long performance 

and account “whose subject was the emergence of the whole cahuleu or earth-sky, the 

K’iche’ way of saying world” (Tedlock, 1985, p. 33).

The Council Book is a complex story, which contains much traditional knowledge. 

It tells of the gods’ attempts to create beings who will walk, talk, work, and pray in an 

articulate manner. First they make attempts to create human beings from mud and then 

wood, but only succeed when they use com dough. The first people to be made from the 

com dough become the first four heads of the Quiche patrilinages, and are called the 

‘mother-fathers,’ who serve as the symbolic parents to everyone in their respective 

lineages.

In Totonicapan today, these ‘mothers-fathers’ still guide their communities’ 

spiritual and ceremonial life, and are consulted in other matters as well. The Popol Vuh 

reveals much about the cosmology of present day K’iche’ thought where people consider 

dualities to be complementary rather than oppositional, interpenetrating rather than
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mutually exclusive. Instead of being in opposition to each other, the realms of divine and 

human actions are thought to be joined by mutual attraction. Tedlock explains:

If we had an English word that fully expressed the Mayan sense of narrative thne,
it would have to embrace the duality of the divine and the human in the same way 
the Quiche term, cahuleu or “earth-sky” preserves the duality of what we call the 
“world.” (Tedlock, 1985, pp. 63-64)

This dualism is further demonstrated with the words ‘sowing’ and ‘dawning’, 

which have a myriad of meanings in K’iche’. In the Popol Vuh, the Quiche gods who 

become Venus, the sun, and the moon first descend into the underworld. The head of one 

of these gods then becomes the calabash fruit. Another has his head replaced by a squash. 

So, two of the gods acquire plant characteristics in the underworld before the coming of 

the first literal dawning of human kind” (Tedlock, 1985, p. 251). With reference to 

humans, the words, sowing and dawning take on a further meaning. In Time and the 

Highland Maya Tedlock explains how in Momostenango, a mother-father patrilineal head 

sows and plants an unborn child in certain encantos (enchanted places) of his lineage, by 

announcing the mother’s pregnancy there. On the dawning of the pregnancy the woman 

who gives birth ’gives it light’ A second meaning is based on the metaphor of the celestial 

sowing and dawning of heavenly bodies. In death the body is put into the earth, but the 

deceased ‘becomes light’ or ’dawns’ “The body is reduced to bones, but the spirit 

becomes a spark of light like a star” (Tedlock, 1985, p. 252).

A Woven World—Arts of Respect 

The K’iche’ people follow a pattern of daily life in which the sacred and the 

profane intertwine. Many aspects of life are part of a tradition that stretches deep into 

the past. In many highland villages women still weave much of the family’s clothing. The
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huipils, the large rectangular blouses women wear, bear elaborate geometric designs that

describe the cosmos.

Morris has lived and worked with Mayan weavers for decades. He became

fascinated with the ancient language of symbols that is woven into Mayan costumes, and

he has spent most of his life working with Mayan weavers. In his words: Weavers

capture the moment when the world is renewed.

Ceremonial garments are woven with designs that for millennia, have depicted the 
Maya cosmos and the supernatural beings that make the world flower. Every act, 
even one as humble as sweeping, is given dignity and importance in the world 
described through myths. Today’s daily chores—making tortillas, cutting wood, 
weaving—are the same chores performed by the heroes and gods at the beginning 
of time, acts that began the world and that keep it alive. (Morris, 1987, pp. 11-35)

According to Morales, a weaver and the Director of the Pop Atziak Cultural

Centre:

At the beginning o f the world our ancestors created the art o f weaving because 
clothes were needed for the two grandchildren o f Ixmucame. Ixmucam was one o f  
our ancestors who had two grandchildren. The children needed clothes because 
the weather was so harsh. The grandmother, Ixmucame, was interested in solving 
the problem. One day while she was up in the mountains thinking about how to 
resolve her grandchildren’s need, she happened to see a spider moving its thread 
from side to side in the bushes. And as she watched, the spider started to weave. 
(Hood, 1996, audio transcript)

The huipils resemble classic designs worn over twelve hundred years ago.

A huipil encloses a woman in her sacred space, and the neck of a woman’s huipil

is usually encircled with a ritual design, such as the flowering tip of a flower or

pine (Morris, 1987, p. 107).

When a woman weaves, she continues a path created by her elders. Morales 

explains.
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PPgovmg M very zn czzZfwrg, Aecoitye ow  wzcgfforf /wf fAgzr
Mg/Monej Wo fAezr weovzng. TTzey gxpref^ezf o// q/"Wzr eaygnewgj: oW^e/dk m 
weovzMg. EvezyfAmg m W  weovmg Wy a fymAo/zc /MeoMZMg. 7 » Wzf ü w/zaf 
7/ze /zame ozzr orgazzzzafzoM, fo p  ̂ ^zaA: zzzeazw, "TTze /füfozy q/^fFieavzag"—f/zg 
/ziyfo/y q/̂ f/zg Afayazz pgqp/g wTzzc/z zy rgprgfgzz/gz7 za f/zg wgavzzzg. (Hood, 1996, 
audio transcript)

The huipil is believed to be a mirror of the universe and a portal to the Earth lord’s cave.

Morris explains this in more detail:

The weaver maps the motion of the sun through the heavens and the underworld, 
through time and space. A Maya woman weaves the universe as it awakens. When 
a Mayan woman puts on her huipil she emerges through the neck hole 
symbolically in the axis of the world. The designs of the universe radiate from her 
head, extending over the sleeves and bodice of the huipil to form an open cross 
with the woman in the middle. Here the supernatural and the natural meet. Here, 
in the very centre of a world woven from dreams and myths, she stands between 
heaven and the underworld. (Morris, 1987, p. 108)

Despite some changes (such as the fact that some weaving is produced for the

tourist market), the patterns that women weave today are the same as those that appear

in depictions of textiles dating from the Classic period. Weavers are often reluctant to talk

about the meaning of their woven motifs (as they are with other sacred teachings), and are

generally more coneemed with creating their weaving than with describing it. There are

rules for the placement of motifs in a weaving, but they are flexible rules. A weaver will

never make the exact same design twice; there is always a slight change, so that each piece

is unique. The embodiment of space and time in a field of diamond-shaped designs is a

sacred and ancient Mayan concept. Morales explains the significance of colour.

Blue signifies space. It also symbolizes the presence o f the Creator, heart o f the 
sky. The Creator is both the heart o f the sky and the heart o f the earth. Green 
stands for mother earth. Everything is part o f mother earth. It also symbolizes the 
gfygzzgg q/^Mzywz apzrzfizzz/zfy. vfzzzf f/zgzz f/zgrg arg t/zg ayzzzAoik, zzgzqgf, /zg/zPzzzzg 

yZw/zgy, yfwj, zzgtf zzW ozzzzzzzz/j q/̂ zz// yorfy zzz a rzot, zzzozztgyy, ygozpzow, yagzzwy, 
fizr^gyy, 7zzzzwzzzzzg6zrdk. TTzgrg w g zTzÿ̂ rgzzcgy zzz t/zg zzzgozzz/zg q/^a pzggg q/̂  

^6rzg zfgpgWzzzg zzpozz f/zg wgzzvgr k ̂ zzzzzTy zzzzzf t/zg cozzzzzzzzzzizy zzz w/zzc/z f/zg Zzvgy.



99

7%g co/owj ,̂ o/Kf con 6g rgmf ZzAg a 600Æ.
(Hood, 1996, audio transcript)

In Guatemala, the most intricate ceremonial costumes are those worn by married

women, but young girls weave the brightest colours and use the most dazzling designs. In 

many villages a man whl not marry a woman who cannot weave. Most weaving is still

done for the immediate family but more and more women produce textiles for sale. 

Textiles are also sold by one community to another; for example, the men of 

Momostenango make most of the woolen blankets for all of Guatemala.

Weaving is considered both art and work, a form of teaching and of learning. Little 

girls begin to learn basic techniques as early as five or six years of age, but generally do 

not produce clothing until they are eight or nine.

Weaving—Arts of Resistance 

For the Maya, one way to resist the colonial order was to preserve and transmit 

the experience of their own culture, language and identity through weaving. Meanings 

embroidered in the weavings are social, bodily, and magical. The weavings are textiles of 

resistance, a society’s soul sustained through time, maintaining an encoded identity.

The historian de Orellana (1996) considers that Mayan weaving represents a 

history of consciousness, where the textiles become the warp in the mindset of history. 

De Orellana outlines four paths we can use to understand our relationship with these 

textiles. The first path involves the immediacy of their beauty, a beauty that is in stark 

contrast to the grim reality of current Mayan life. On the second path, the textiles are 

viewed as a social sign, an index of one’s position within the community as depicted by 

each garment, an outer emblem of one’s belonging to the community in the face of
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others—an individual and collective identity. A third path explores the rich forest of

symbols, in which the encoded meaning of a community emerges like a universal 

spreading of roots, both grounded and aerial. Morales e)q)laios some of this symbolism:

6W  if a w A i c A  if never, o A f e n t o w  wearvingf. TTze AW 
fymAo/izef ewiA, iAe /ygfence nzoiAer ewiA, of weii of ZiAeriy, o AW canyZy, ii 
can go wAerever it wanif. Ao Zi/niif or Aor̂ ierf. OiAer (kf Zgw, iAif if ZAê atAerecZ 
fe/yeni. v4ccor(Ang to iAe A e/i^  q/"our anoefiorf, fo/neiAing rAai Aaf Aeen ̂ affe^Z 
(Zown to wf, rAe ̂ aiAere^Z fe/yeni reprefenif iAe great fovereign, tAe invifiAZe god 
IFAat oar anceftorf want to teZZ af aAoat tAif _/%gare if tAat it twiftf and tamf, it 
r^refentf tAe eoarfe q/̂ oar Zi/& af a perfon. Oar Zî  if aZwayf ZiAe tAü. d  reptiZe 
winds its way through the patterns like a serpent between the earth and sky. And 
here there are two headed birds, symbol o f the Maya concept o f  dark and light, 
good and bad. (Hood, 1996, audio transcript)

On the fourth path, textiles are seen as part of a wider imaginaiy warp which 

includes the play of images that weavers have of themselves and of their tradition. It is a

dialogue between the collective imaginations that form the basis of a present worldview or 

mindset. Morales explains:

Cot if a two-AeadedeagZe. Zt'f an inzage r^rring to AZayan fpiritwaZity. IFAen
Mayan priests receive the bara (the staff which symbolizes the priests ’ 
responsibilities), they are able to make predictions. They can tell what problems 
there are likely to be, but always with reference to what has happened in the past. 
That’s why the eagle has two heads. It sees into the future as well as the past. What 
this reminds us o f is that we have both a future and a past. It also means 
fertilization, birth, and destiny. These three symbols mean a lot to people. And 
that’s why they are always in Mayan weaving. Our ancestors always said, that 
what has happened in the past in each person’s life must not be forgotten. But we 
must think too, about the present and the future. (Hood, 1996, audio transcript)

The Mexican anthropologist Puig writes:

The play of symbols embodied a knowledge—as in the codices, for 
example—which revealed collective talent, while consolidating a resistance culture 
that chose the route of art to safeguard the heritage of its ancestors, to save it from 
the hands of the colonizer and place it daily in the hands of present and future 
generations. The practice is so deep rooted that today, textiles from Chiapas serve 
as a guide to understanding how that culture views the cosmos and how it 
preserves itself, transforming on its own terms and maintaining its identity.



101

History and culture are intertwined on these textiles.. . .  They confirm the diverse 
paths open to society and bear witness to the force of identities that were 
formerly denied. (Puig, 1996, p. 84)

A few generations ago, all clothing worn in highland Guatemala was handspun and

woven. Now, most men buy and wear westem-style clothing and it is not uncommon for 

women to wear factory made sweaters over their huipils. The discarding of traditional 

dress by the men is thought to have been one way of avoiding the rampant racism in 

Guatemala, and it may have also been one way of avoiding identification of one’s 

community by the army since each community can be identified by its traje (traditional 

dress). The French photojoumalist, Simon, has photographed military briefing sessions 

designed to identify trajes which have been published in her book, Guatemala, Eternal 

Spring, Eternal Tyranny. Evangelic missionaries have condemned the pagan motifs and 

insisted that weavers alter these designs. Foreign designers have taught weavers how to 

use different colours and have influenced the use of motifs, as well as the designs, to suit 

the fickle international market. I concur with several human rights researchers who believe 

that the attempt to change and distort the ancient motifs of the Mayan loom is part of a 

larger plan of cultural genocide meant to fracture the Mayan people from their land and 

culture.

In this chapter I have provided an overview of the core themes that emerged from 

my interviews with 15 K’iche’ educators; a language of respect, the importance of place, 

teachings about the calendars and concepts about time, teachings about the Popul Vuh, 

the role of daykeepers, and the value and importance of weaving. I did not discuss the 

themes of work or the teachings about com; which although they are considered as 

important core topics to contemporary educators, did not arise as consistently in the
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interviews as did the other subjects. These themes were described to provide context for 

an informed reading of the texts of the two Mayan elders presented in the following 

chapters.
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Ebal

Prayer for the Soul of My Country
May the people have peace and be happy fqpw/ PwA

I sink my hands into the earth
and the seeds escape through my fingers
like the flowing tears of the countryside,
I kiss the clay amphitheater 
of furrows swollen with dew 
and the kiss seeks a floral wind 
to ignite the wounded swallow 
in the sensual pupil of the stars.
1 unite my blood with the flesh earth 
to gather the resonance of my body 
in the blue future of words.
I sink my heart into the center of the earth 
and unfurl the feats of the cornfields, 
cornfields full of cereal 
courtesies, sustained by my infinite 
flight, yes, I am always singing,
always struggling, so that the world may exchange its sadness
for the simple cascade of joy,
for a spark of love
for a rose of sweet
words and sweet eyes.

We all know the earth is wide 
and eternally new.
We know it’s as wide 
as the hips
of the greatest harvest.
And we all know that anintimate sun
lights the birth
of fruits and flowers
and that a blind force
pushes colours and leaves
towards the transparent hand
of the winds. 

But know
know well that no one laughjs 
in the furrowed fields of flowers 
know well that no one 
will share his joy with the plants
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know well that no one affirms 
the birds singing 
or the ice blue gaze 
of the ocean fi)g.

.. .Let us love, nevertheless,
silent campesinos of my country, 
gods multiplied by hunger, 
true examples of the Mayan fire, 
let us love in spite of everything 
the full emotion of our clay 
because tomorrow, Mayan campesinos, 
grandchildren of com, grandparents of my hands, 
the perfumed purity of the earth 
shall be yours 
the handful of pollen 
that has always waited in ambush 
to upset your lives 
and the celestial track of the wind 
shall rise from pure love 
to save the soul of the earth, 
by Otto Rene Castillo 

(reprinted with permission from Murguia & Paschke, 1983, p. 43, San Francisco: 
City Lights Books)
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Endnotes
1. 776a/ (K'iche'): literally a place or instrument for seeing; today the word is used to

mean crystal, mirror, glasses or telescope

2. X/A: 'ÿ (K'iche'): daykeeper

3. See Tax 1963, Smith 1990, Watanabe 1984, and Hanks 1990

4. Tww/Mf (KTche'): Lord or owner

5. Centro de documentacion e investigacion Maya

6. Mayan schools

7. Chuwa Tz ’aq meaning, in front of the mountains

8. El calendario del Mundo: the calendar of the world
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Chapter 6 

Weaving a World of Respect 

The Testimony of Agnstin Sapon Morales

This chapter introduces the testimony o f Agustin Sapon Morales, a gifted Mayan

educator, weaver, musican and Mayan priest or daykeeper. Agustin is also a noted

educator and a teacher of sacred Mayan music and dance. He was bom in the village of

San Andres Xecul, Totonicapan, and now lives in San Cristobal, Totonicapan where he is

the Director of Pop Atziak, an educational and weaving centre.

Pop Atziak was formed in the mid-1980s to assist with the needs of internal

refugees and displaced people. Pop Atziak holds cultural survival and Mayan education

as its long-term goals. Cultural identity is a central component of its work, and to support

this work they have formed two projects: a Mayan education project, and a

Cultural/Weaving Centre. Mayan schools have been set up in the communities of

Nahuala, Solola, and San Andres Xecul. The curriculum includes K’iche’ literacy as well

as instruction in Mayan culture and spiritual traditions. Pop Atziak maintains the art of

traditional weaving, which is also used in their programs to teach history, Mayan culture

and traditions, as well as to create income from the sale of weavings.

Teaching about Ceremonv

Before beginning today’s activity, we want to share our Mayan way of invoking 
the Creator. We know that each culture has its own way of invoking God. The 
Mayan culture has its own way of invoking the heart of the sky and the heart of 
the earth. Each person has a vocation in the Mayan society; there are people 
called to be priests, to be guides of their people and their community. From the 
day we are bom we bring our sign, our owner, our nawal. Because of that, if it is a 
strong day, it will be a person that is called to be the representative of the people 
before God (a daykeeper). I am a person that still doesn’t have the age to do this, 
but my owner is one of the days of the Mayan calendar. My day is a strong day
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and a person bom on this day is a person who must take a lot of responsibility for
his or her people. To take this responsibility one has to prepare very well; one 
has to understand his or her work in socie^, in the culture.

In our culture there is no (specific) time when one becomes a priest or a guide of 
the community. Instead, the important things are the interests o f the person. If a 
person understands that this is their calling, then age doesn’t matter. Many of our 
priests start their responsibilities at age 16 or at 30 years or age. This is the 
responsibility that a Mayan priest takes in his culture.

The Mam ceremony means participation. Our Mayan culture is rooted in the four 
cardinal points. We’re going to greet the West, East, North and South, where the 
souls come up and down, where the wind comes up and goes. We invoke the 
Creator so he will be with us throughout this day because the work we are doing is 
for the forgotten children. It is very important. The presence of God is very 
important, to give us ideas, to help us find solutions. So let’s greet the first 
direction—the East, where the sun comes up.

In the Mayan culture, fire is the presence of God, and the link between and 
humanity. Through fire, God is here. God listens to our prayer, and everything we 
want to say to God. For us, the Maya, the fire is a very important symbol. In 
each one of our families, where there is fire, that is where we come together, and 
that is where parents start telling their experiences to their children. Fire gives us 
teachings, energy traditions. Our ancestors chose something that smells good and 
we offer it to God. The smell lets us imderstand—copal comes from pine tree.

This ceremony is done in rural areas, the village that the culture conserves. This is 
a product of the work—if you go, you’ll see a lot of these. We use incense and 
other materials that have a great deal of significance in our culture and for bur 
spirituality. Life is a school. No one is bom knowing. We have to transmit 
[knowledge] to our children. We have to conserve this for our children so they 
don’t lose the balance.

Teaching about the Directions

E- (the person standing there) marks the four points. He has allo wed himself to 
give. He would like to give honour to those who maintain this work and work 
differently from the rule. I am going to ask S to come to this fire and to take this 
place. I am going to ask N- to come to this place. I’m going to ask my brothers M- 
and S- to please come over here. Each point has value. Each has a different 
strength, a different change. (He makes an invocation with each person.)

It is his way of making amends and for honouring each. Each of these stones, and 
their elements of colour, have different meanings. White is the region which makes 
things flow in a natural way. It is the responsibility of A- to ensure that things
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Qow naturally, like his good humour. Red is the region of woman, vinch unites us
in instinct. Women give us strength and blood and instinct to live. Blue is the 
strength of the sun and it gives people of the south the opportunity to work every 
day with the earth and the light. This is also the strength of the warrior. Black is 
the region o f the North, the conscious, which has brought us here, hut we needed 
the wings of the sky and the earth to have the things on the earth which allow us 
not to fly too high or too low. These stones were given to me by my grandparents 
so I could pray in personal ways. I leave these stones in your hands so that each 
of you might keep these strengths and so that we can continue with our strength 
and reality. I ask that we leave the Are here and that, Aom each place, please put 
the stone back. But when you leave, take the stone and keep it. I apologize again 
fl)r the time I have taken Aom your day.

Teaching about Balance

The Creator and the Former has allowed me to be with you in this village. So with 
his permission I’d love to talk for a minute with the youth. I’m really emotional to 
see you here working together. I want to encourage you to work together and to 
move forward. I’m going to share with you a little bit of my knowledge, which is 
my people’s understanding of who are the Maya. For me, our culture is worth a 
lot—it has great value.

Each Indian nation has its special way of thinking and looking at the world. It has 
its way of summoning the Creator. It has its way of speaking with Mother 
Nature. I want to tell you—I’ve just come Aom a conference where we had an 
exchange of experiences with other Indian brothers who have had similar visions. 
We have the same beliefs. Our roots are well planted. So I’d like to talk 
specifically about a few things. Above all—we have to ask—who are we? Where 
did we come Aom? And where are we going?

I would like to talk about the meaning of ‘balance.’ It’s so important—I’ll use the 
blackboard so you can understand this more deeply. We all know that we are 
human beings. You know what a human being is—all of you. How can we 
illustrate this? In my culture, we do it like this, so we can understand the totality 
of a place: In the Mayan culture—a place is composed of 20 energies.

So we’ll see, with all of you, where we find these 20 energies. Our ancestors 
studied what it meant to be a person. Where do you find these 20 energies in our 
bodies. I have a hand with five fingers and so do you—and we all have another 
hand with five fingers. Adding these two hands—there are 10 energies—and the 
five toes of the right foot—that makes 15 energies—plus the five toes Aom the 
left foot. So we get a total of 20 energies. Each digit represents an energy that we 
all have as people—each digit has a function. For example, with the index finger.
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we can use it to hold a pen or pencil. With this other finger—if we are writing 
with a typewriter—each finger has a fimction. It means that our fingers don’t just 
have form, they also have p otion s. If we are missing a finger fiom the hand, it’s 
incomplete; it would mean we are missing the needed energy.

We are speaking of a complete person, with their 20 digits. In the Mayan culture, 
the calendar is made up of 20 days. Each day has a function; for example, today is 
a special day for doing ceremonies. In K’iche’, the name of the day is written like 
this: Ztÿ. In Spanish, it’s pago (payment) the day of payment, o f sacrifice. Every 
day we have certain things in our relationship with our Creator. There are many 
ways that we offend the Creator, too. So what do we do about all these errors that 
we commit daily? We pay a fine or we offer a ceremony—an offering. Another 
way we can reconcile ourselves with the Creator is to pray, to recognize our 
weaknesses—that’s one thing.

Talking about what forms a person—all human beings need to maintain balance.
I’ll draw it for you. We’ll make a triangle. In our lives, as human beings, it’s very 
important that we don’t forget about the Former and Creator. That’s the most 
important thing. In second place is nature, and in third place is the person. So 
these are the three things we have to hold with us every day. As a person, we 
have to maintain a relationship with the Former and the Creator every day.

Our Relationships with Nature

And it’s important that the Creator stays with us everyday. As people we should 
always maintain a relationship with nature. As human beings we must maintain a 
relationship with Mother Nature every day. Mother Nature is with us too, every 
day. And Mother Nature has a relationship with the Former and Creator as well. 
And the Creator manifests in many ways daily in nature. So we have a 
relationship with the Former and the Creator and with Mother Nature. So how 
can we deepen this relationship? As human beings, to have a good relationship 
with the Creator we should give thanks for our life. We must give thanks for life 
and all the elements that sustain us—our food: give thanks for the knowledge that 
we have. Give greetings and thanks as we get up, give greetings at mid-day and 
give thanks at dusk. In all moments of our life. And why is this necessary? 
Because our life depends on the Former and the Creator, because now he’s giving 
us our opportunity to talk together. So we have to be thankful for that—because 
the Creator can speak with us—because he bestows good health.

So if we think about it, there are many benefits we are receiving all the time fi-om 
the Former and Creator. So these are definite ways to maintain a relationship with 
the Creator. In the Mayan culture, when a child is bom, the midwife, upon
receiving a child in her arms, gives thanks to the Creator that a new being has been 
bom. Immediately—a ceremony is then done. This is a way of giving thanks; this
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is how the Creator has given life to the mother. In many such ways and through
many forms we can have a relationship with the Creator.

Also, there are many ways of having a relationship with Mother Nature. We must 
not hurt her in any way, we must not destroy nature in any way. Plants have 
life— like us. It’s important to take care of them. Also, we should have a great 
respect for Mother Nature. We need to give thanks for the air that is given to 
us—without air we couldn’t live. Another thing we need to give thanks for is the 
rain; because of rain, we have our elements—crops. So we make ceremonies to 
give thanks to Mother Nature.

To maintain this relationship, one has to dance. We maintain happiness and
joyfulness in this relationship with the Creator through sacred dancing. There are 
sacred dances that one does during a ceremony. The dance of our ancestors is 
sacred and done with much respect. Perhaps the reason why the world is out of 
balance now is because we haven’t maintained this relationship with the Former 
and the Creator. The cultures that have come here (and in my country been 
responsible for the conquest) are cultures of destruction. They attempted to break 
our relationship here, here, and here (he draws a triangle).

Teaching About Respect

In school, I never had this kind of education, and I imagine that’s the same with 
you here now. In the big universities they do not teach the proper relationship 
with the Former and the Creator. So, to maintain a relationship with ourselves, it’s 
very necessary to respect the elders. So how do we do this? We do this through 
respect—in the Mayan culture, the way we should respect the elders is through 
obedience. Also, when a child gets up, they bow their head to the elder, and the 
grandfather puts his right hand on the child’s head. That’s the signal o f protection. 
When they’re finished eating the sacred elements (meal), children say thanks to 
their father, mother, grandfather, and brothers. This is the best way to maintain 
respect. The response that the grandparents and elders give is that God has given 
this to them. So the reason they say this, is so that they understand that it isn’t 
just from them that they could eat—but from the Creator that the food has been 
provided.

Something else about respect—it’s important that we identify ourselves as Indian 
people. We shouldn’t be ashamed of our languages, of our dress, of our 
customs—there are many things—and we shouldn’t be ashamed of them. 
Unfortunately, in the education that we got in school, they have never taught us 
any of these things. Respect is very important as is communication. It’s 
important to talk with other people, with friends, and to talk about our lives, to 
talk about our relationship with the Creator, to talk about Mother Nature. This is 
the respect that we must share among ourselves as people.
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It's really important that these three things be taken into account We should
never forget about the Creator and Mother Nature. As people, we shouldn’t feel 
superior—we shouldn’t feel superior to anything in nature—we’re a part o f 
Mother Nature. From Mother Earth come seeds—also from Mother Earth—when 
we die—I think your custom is the same as ours—when you have to be buried in 
the earth—yes or no? What is your custom? So Mother Earth receives us (when 
we are dead) in her arms—it’s like our Mother who gives us affection—and that’s 
how it is with Mother Earth. It’s a Mayan custom to kiss our Mother Earth three 
times before we’re going to work with the earth, or plant—you must ask 
permission from the Creator and from Mother Earth, saying this prayer:

Heart o f the Sky 
Heart of the Earth
Please permit me to touch or damage your sacred creation,
Mother Nature
Please forgive me if I damage your face 
I only do this out of necessity because I’m hungry 
Forgive me.

And then you kiss it three times—this is the way of receiving permission. Every 
day farmers do this. And after they’re finished their work of the day—many give 
thanks for having been given that day of work in the country. These experiences 
of our elders are really important for our lives. They give us a very straight road. 
Our elders are important teachers for us—our young people must appreciate the 
wisdom of our ancestors.

Perhaps in school, they have said that your ancestors were ignorant—that they 
weren’t people but savage animals. But it is not true. They were Indian people, 
they were philosophers, they had great knowledge, they studied what we know as 
astronomy, they understood and measured time, they knew how many asteroids 
there were in space. What has happened is that they weren’t given the 
opportunity to advance in these sciences when the foreign invasion (the conquest) 
took place in each country. That’s when the science of our ancestors ended. So 
today, with young people, we have to work to recover this because everywhere in 
the world. Mother Nature and the environment are being destroyed. In Guatemala, 
there are great droughts, and Wiy are such large numbers of droughts happening? 
It’s because of lack of respect for Mother Nature. And does the European culture 
give thanks to the Mother when they are going to open up and put in a road?
Does the logger kiss the earth three times before he moves into the forest? In this 
European culture, they feel superior to nature, and they don’t even have respect 
for people. During the invasion, how many of our ancestors were assassinated by 
these invaders? For what was important to them was wealth and riches; they 
wanted to be millionaires. It didn’t matter to them if it was Mother Nature or if  it 
was a person, they destroyed it.
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So, comparing this to the beliefs of the Europeans, we find Aat they're
completely different. Maybe this is difficult to understand, but we have to make 
the effort. And where is this knowledge? It’s in the grandfather here, and with 
other people—you must talk with them. Maybe our grandfather here does not 
have a book where he can show you this, but the great book that he has is his 
memory and experience, of how to maintain a relationship with the Creator, and of 
how to relate to Mother Nature and to treat each other as people. But I don’t 
want to get you tired—maybe you’re tired now. Yet I ask you to respect your 
parents and elders—it is a beautiful thing to respect your elders. Respect means to 
take into account the instructions they give us if they correct us, to listen to that 
and not to oppose them. Because if you do that, you are sinning in front of the 
Creator—and Mother Nature—because as people, we bring this all together.

So many thanks—maybe another time we can talk more. To finish, 1 think that 
perhaps Spanish is as hard for you as English is for us. We have a book called 
Mayan Translation; I hope that she can translate it into English. What’s important 
right now is the combination of ideas so that we can recreate our Indian identity 
together. So I’ll finish with a saying:

As Indian nations 
Before the invasion 
We were a big tree
With large branches and many leaves and fruits 
Our waist was large 
When the invaders came 
They began to cut the fruit—
Our grandfathers cut our leaves
They left the branches bare
They left it without branches
With gunshots—Now it’s sure they’ve cut our trunk
But they couldn’t destroy our roots
and how they’re growing up—
the tree growing again
It has branches, and flowers
and one day we’ll have fruits.
Gracias!
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A Spiritual Ecology of Education

I turn to Schrag's notion o f communicative praxis to guide my interpretation of

Agustin’s testimony. Praxis to Schrag is synonomous with performance, accomplishment, 

and action, and it implies intentionality of discourse and action in everyday speaking and 

acting. I have to consider the questions: Who is speaking? Who is Agustin, as he reveals 

himself in the testimony? What is he saying? What does the text reveal about the lived 

experience of being Agustin, and being a Mayan daykeeper? How is he speaking? What is 

Agustin’s rationale for what he said? What is the moral teaching? And what is the art or 

form of his speaking?

Agustin’s testimony beckons us to consider the Mayan concept of respect in our 

relationship with Creation. With the evocative words “the heart of the earth and the heart 

of the sky,” he asks us to consider the concept of living in balance. His testimony probes 

the importance of living respectfully with the earth, with one’s self and with others. The 

questions brought to the interpretation of his testimony are these: What does it mean to 

respect others (Creation, Mother Earth, one’s self, children, future generations.)? What 

was (and is) the traditional way of learning and teaching? What are the roles of ceremony 

and the teachings of the cardinal directions? WTiat is the nature of participation, especially 

with regard to children? How does one live in balance? Finally, Agustin asks us to reflect 

on these questions: Where is traditional knowledge located? And how can we maintain 

respectful relationships with one another?

Agustin’s invocation at the beginning of this text demonstrates the value and 

importance Mayan culture and education places on sharing and participation. He starts 

his talk by selecting and involving four elders in a ceremony of invoking the Creator,
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through greeting the four directions. He also demonstrates a gentleness and a generosity of

spirit as he acknowledges the gifts each person he has invited to participate, brings to the

ceremony. "It is the responsibility of A [the person's name] that things flow naturally,

like his good humour.” Multilayered teachings about respect and spiritual ecology are

woven throughout this text and are demonstrated in several ways as Agustin explains and

recounts short narratives. He embodies and maintains a sacred, mindful way of speaking,

which reflects the embeddedness of spiritual ecology.

The word ‘respect’ is derived from the Latin, respectus, which means, to look

back, to regard, to consider worthy of high regard (Webster’s, 1984, p. 1004). The Mayan

concept of respect invites us to look beyond ourselves, to consider the others in our

presence and to care deeply about the people, the planet, and all living things on the earth

and in the sky. There is a correspondence here with Caputo’s definition of respect:

Were there to be here a phenomenology of respect, it would be of an entirely 
different sort—one which would speak in terms of the noble (vornehm), that 
which sustains suffering as part of the total compact between the individuals and 
life. . .  all things are entangled, ensnared, interwoven, “textualized.” Hence it is 
not enough to tolerate or accept suffering: one must affirm it, indeed love it, love 
the whole, the entire ring-dance in which all things are caught up. (Caputo, 1987, 
p .283)

Agustin’s text reveals to us that many of the contemporaiy K’iche Maya live in a

world where humans are connected to the heart of the earth and to the heart of the sky.

Humans, nature, and the Creator are all united within a single cosmos, and actions in one

realm are understood to affect the other domains, in both space and time, as the Mayan

calendar illustrates. Art historians and archaeologists are just beginning to acknowledge

1
that many ideas from Pre-Columbian times have survived to this day. Scheie writes.
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“Maya cultures evince continuity particularly in their core ideas about the essential order 

of the cosmos, its patterns and purpose, and the place of human beings in it" (Scheie,

1993, p. 3&X

There are multiple layers of spiritual ecology at play here. Mayan elders are often

called ‘the bark’ and are seen as the living embodiment of tribal and spiritual memory.

Pretchel (1998) recounts how the bark becomes thick with the layers of life ftom

childhood through adolescence to middle and then old age. Childhood is seen as the time

of movement, a time of becoming where one is a part of nature and a part of the village.

Adolescence is conceived as a layer of visibility, of vision, of breath, a layer of wind, and

of emotions. Pretchel recounts further that adulthood is the layer of creation, of water, of

life, of baby-making and marrying, of the making of blood relations. It is a layer of

abundance of crops and rains. The layer of the elder is the place of big roots, big vines.

The elder trees provide shade for the other layers to grow and develop. There is another

layer as well, the layer of stone and fire. Here is where the world o f original memory is

located; it is also the world of roots inhabited by the Echo persons who remember all

(ibid). Pretchel describes the layer of stone and fire, of original memory as follows:

At some point after entering this stage of creation, they began to remember 
everything, and they actually turned into memories themselves, memories that 
would echo through the layers of creation.. . .  Their words and very excellence of 
being echoed long after they disappeared, inspiring the rest of the world to sing, 
harmonize, and try to echo, too. (Pretchel, 1998, p. 108)

In Agustin’s invocation of the directions ceremony, he has each elder place an

ancient, worn black stone in each direction, stones that were given to him by his

grandparents, “so I could pray in personal ways." These stones represent that particular
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layer o f the ancestors, the Echo people and the world of original memory. As the

ceremony ends, Agustin says:

/  /govg tAgfg ftongf in yow fo tAot gac/z q/yow k e p  tAgsg strgngtAs ozW so 
rAof wg coMtZMMg wzfA owr strgngtA oWrgo/rty. f a s t  tAot wg Zgovg tAg^g Agrg owf 
^ o m  rAis /?Zocg /?/gosg j?wr tAg stong Aoct" Awf wAg« yoM /govg toAg /Ag sfong oW  
Agqo ft

He gives the elders the ancient stones given to him by his grandparents; they are gifts of

memory, gifts of sight. When Agustin performs this ceremony, he follows in the

footsteps of his ancestors. He opens a portal that regenerates the order of the world by

recoimecting the two spheres—the heart of the sky and the heart of the earth. The ancient

Maya also called this sacred space, the white bone snake, and the Black Transformer

(Scheie, 1993, p. 51). In the ceremony Agustin smudges each person with copal, a hard

aromatic type of incense, whose main ingredient is made from the resin from the bark of

the palo jiote tree {Hymenacea verrucosa) (Tedlock, 1985, p. 85). Copal, or pom, as it is

called in K’iche’, is widely used in ceremonies by daykeepers. Contemporary Mayan

shamans like Agustin bum copal and send maize to the heart of the sky to nurture the

Creator and thus recreate a reciprocity of flow into their fields and their homes. According

to Freidel, Scheie & Parker (1993);

Itzam is the term for shaman—the person who opens the portal to bring itz into 
the world. What is itz? For the Maya it is many things: the milk of an animal or a 
human; the sap of a tree, especially copal, the resin used as incense; it is the sweat 
from a human body, tears from a human eye, the melted wax dripping down the 
side of a candle, the rust on metal. Many of them—like milk, tree resins, and 
candle wax—are considered precious substances that sustain the Gods. When the 
village shaman opens the portal from this side, Itzamma opens it from the other 
side and sends the precious itz through to nourish and sustain humanity in all its 
diversity. (Friedel, Scheie, & Parker, 1993, p. 51)
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Agustin returns several times in his text to the concept of balance. He uses the 

blackboard and visually illustrates his talk, “so you can understand this more deeply.” 

Here, in a simple paragraph, he illustrates a complex web of relationships and concepts in 

contemporary Mayan epistemology to explain how people and places (encantos) are 

composed of 20 energies or numbers manifested through their digits. Twenty is a very 

important number for the Maya, the 365 days of the solar calendar are composed of 18 

months of 20 days each (with five remaining days), and the lunar calendar or sacred 

calendar is composed of 260 days, or 12 months of 20 days each. The 20 days which 

form the base of the calendars are also governed by nawals (or naguals)—spirits that 

embue the day—and consequently the person bom that day, with certain characteristics. 

Agustin and other daykeepers explain that the lunar calendar (see Chapter 5 for a further 

explanation of the calendars) is also based on the time it takes for a human baby to 

gestate, hence creating another connection between the human realm and the cosmos. The 

day names may also provide a person’s nawal or respect name. Furthermore, Agustin 

explains that each day has a function that connects each person with the Creator. In the 

Mayan culture, the calendar is made up o f 20 days. Each day has a function; for example, 

today is a special day for doing ceremonies.

The calendar provides an active personal guide through which each person can 

participate and deepen their relationship to the cosmos. The calendar also offers a 

complex ever-changing guide to Agustin and other daykeepers, serving as a divinatory 

system for life. Daykeepers provide the interpretation of the day’s teachings and guide 

the ceremony or ritual associated with the day. A completely well-balanced person is 

often called ‘a twenty,’ as it is believed that they have mastered the balancing of their 20
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energies, or layers. This is a term of great respect indicating that a person has become

mature and is now complete. The calendar names are also powerful respect names and

have a long and complex history as divinatory tools. As explained briefly in Chapter 5,

the names have functions that connect their human “owner” with their inner nature, their

family and community, and with the cosmos. Agustin explains:

From the day we are born we bring our sign, our owner, our nawal. . .  i f  it is a 
ftrong dky if wi/f a pgrfon fAaf M ca/W  fo fAe r^gsenfafh/g fAg j?gqp/g
before God . . .  My day is a strong day and a person born on this day is a person 
who must take a lot o f responsibility for their people.

Agustin lights a candle for each direction in the ceremony, explaining the meaning

of his actions as follows:

In the Mayan culture, fire is the presence o f God, the relation o f  God with 
humanity. Through fire, God listens to our prayers, and everything we want to say 
to God. For us, the Maya, the fire is a very important symbol. In each one o f our 
families, where there is fire, that is where we come together, and that is where the 
parents start telling their experiences. Fire gives us teachings, energy traditions.

Agustin uses the fire to evoke the presence of God and to provide the

opportunity for the audience to communicate with God. The relationship is an intimate

one, yet it is a participatory one. The fire signals to the Creator that the people have

gathered, and in the ceremonial fires in Momostenango, the bigger the fire, the better!

Agustin explains that to use fire in ceremony is to hold it in high regard. Fire is also the

element that unites the family as they gather around the hearth fire in their homes. The

fire represents warmth, the warmth of the Creator, and of the family. The hearth is a

place of gathering in Mayan homes, a place of cooking, of telling stories, and the telling of

experiences. Fires can create or destroy. It is a powerful symbol for the Maya. In

Agustin’s text, it provides another example of an elemental or ecological model that
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teaches about proper relationships and responsibilities. Here knowledge of ecology 

provides a map for establishing the appropriate relationship with the elements. Not only 

do these offer ecological models but they also provide connections with the social ecology 

and the social make-up of the family and community.

Agustin’s text reveals the premise that underlies the Mayan understanding of the 

natural world; it is a worldview based on an ecological awareness that provides the 

foundation for Mayan culture—and for their educational system. This ecological 

foundation of spiritual ecology supports an endogenous approach to knowledge. Its focus 

is on understanding the inner landscape that is modeled and reflected by maintaining 

proper relationships with the outer landscape. He asks: And does the European culture 

give thanks to the Mother when they are going to open up and put in a road? Does the 

logger kiss the earth three times before he moves into the forest?

Here, in a rare paragraph, he questions the morals and ethics of the Europeans. He 

summons his audience to reflect on their behaviour: The European culture, they feel 

superior to nature, and they don’t even have respect for people.. . .  It didn’t matter to 

them i f  it was Mother Nature or i f  it was a person, they destroyed it.

It is Agustin’s experience, arising from the collective history of the Maya, that the 

European values were based on material wealth, at the expense of the destruction of the 

land and culture. He states, For what was important to them was wealth, riches, they 

wanted to be millionaires. He requests his audience to think deeply about these 

statements. Maybe this is difficult to understand, but we have to make the effort. Here his 

text reflects a compassion for his audience—but he implores them to listen carefully—for 

the future of the planet is at stake. The destructive, uncaring disregard for the land and for
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life, he believes, is something we must all think deeply abouL The invasion of Central

America by the Spaniards started a 500-year history of warfare, persecution, and deep 

economic and cultural repression, all of which profoundly affected the Mayan people’s 

very existence. Agustin’s compassion for his audience is matched by his acute awareness 

of the destructive impact the invasion had on his people, their land, and on their 

traditional educational system. He says: The cultures that came to my country in the 

conquest were ones o f  destruction. And they attempted to break our relationship [with the 

land, the Creator, the culture] here, here and here.

Speaking of education he says. Life is a school, and he laments that his own 

schooling was directed by Europeans. Traditionally, in Mayan communities, children 

learned through constant participation in the daily activities of life, working, and weaving, 

as well as through music and dance and in community activities and ceremonies.

Agustin’s text emphasizes what the loss of Mayan traditions and identity signify 

for the Maya, as he recounts what happens when the direct relationship between humans 

and the earth and sky are not respected. He says. Because today, everywhere in the world. 

Mother Nature and the environment are being destroyed. In Guatemala there are great 

droughts. Why are these droughts happening? Because o f lack ofrespect for Mother 

Nature. Lack of care and disregard for relationships threaten the future and the web of 

social and ecological relationships that ultimately sustain all life.

Finally, Agustin’s message is a universal one—we must all seek a new relationship 

with the earth—one in which respectfulness in word and action is reflected in daily 

practices of sustainable living.
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Throughout the text, Agustin uses narrational evidence which shares practical

wisdom based on life experiences. His testimony raises the question of the value we place

on personal experience as a legitimate form of knowledge and the value we place on

stories as a way of communicating our experiences. Along with a speaking manner, which

2
Barfield (1957) terms 'original participation' one which has a sacred embeddedness about

it—Agustin also uses persuasive rhetoric, through which stories continually renew a 

concept or a teaching. This text does not employ a form of argumentation to assert 

authority but rather uses storytelling and a sacred (or medicine) way of using language. 

The transmission of values is through advice and observation as well as through the 

reflections on guided participation in the activities of daily life. A central theme or core of 

Agustin’s text is that of ecological teachings expressed through the recounting of personal 

experiences and a complex web of relationships.

The role of elders and daykeepers is central in the transmission of this knowledge. 

His stories and ceremony provide experiences that allow for personal engagement in 

addition to offering relationships, as we are called to enter into the story or the ceremony, 

and to share our experiences. Agustin’s text reveals a complex multi-layered, living 

community, one in which education is fostered through deep respect for the living world, 

through attention, care, cherishing, reverence, and a passionate belief in renewal. Woven 

throughout the text are ecological connections and human relationships, woven and 

rewoven from humans to the heart of the earth and the heart of the sky.

Using the circular structure of Mayan rhetoric, Agustin ends his testimony by 

reciting a poem that calls for a rebirth or a return to traditional values. His text ends as it
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Started, with respectfully thanking his audience for the time he has taken 60m their day. 

He models the content of his talk by demonstrating his compassion for his audience. He

calls for a response, ‘a fitting response’ to the ecological imperatives of our time, by

invoking the rebirth and cultural re-genesis of his people, using the metaphor of the tree of

life to represent contemporary Mayan culture.

But they couldn 7 destroy our roots
aW  MOW fAg/Yg growing zg?/ 7%g irgg is growing again.
7i Aas brancA&s, andpowers and ong dry wg 7/ Aavg_/hziis. Gracias/
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Endnotes

1. See Scheie, Freidel, & Parker (1995). They cite the concept o f the hvefbld 
structures (the four cardinal directions and the centre), the importance o f the
ancestors, the reciprocal nature between sacrifice, and nurturing, binding humanity 
to the spiritual realms and the concept that humans were made from maize.

2. ‘Original participation’ in Barfield’s useage means using a mindful form of 
speaking which evokes the sacred. Here, silence is common and a presaying or 
previewing of things one is about to say, is often used.



124

Chapter 7 

Speaking About Place 

The Testimony of Wenceslao Almira

This chapter introduces the testimony of Wenceslao Almira. Wenceslao was an 

agricultural extension worker and a teacher. He was also a revolutionary leader during 

Guatemala’s war years and a Mayan priest or daykeeper. In addition to this he was the 

Executive Director ofUPMAG* and a member of COPMAGUA,^ an umbrella group of 

Mayan non-govemmental agencies. He also played a leadership role in the negotiation of 

the indigenous components of the Peace Accords. When the revolution commenced in the 

early eighties, two of his children, a boy of 14 and a girl of 16, were murdered and he 

subsequently went underground. In 1998, shortly after this testimony was recorded, 

Wenceslao died.

The Testimony: Heart of the Skv. Heart o f the Earth—The Spiritual Foundation of 

Mayan Education

I recognize all the brothers, especially the Tata for his permission, as he is the 
chuchkajawib, the elder of Momostenango Village. I am very fortunate to know 
him. He’s also a member of COPMAGUA, and I feel very happy to be in the 
company ofthese elders and these great youth who are Guatemala’s future, with 
the Mayan children and with all of you, because you are also sharing a spiritual 
moment with us. This spirituality is the most sacred element of life for the 
indigenous peoples of Guatemala. This is as much the case for the Mayan people 
with its 21 linguistic communities, as for the Garifiina and the Xinca peoples, and, 
why not say it, the Ladino people too. I hope they get to understand us one day, 
because everything we do is for the good of our motherland Guatemala and for the 
good of these children. As a master put it: “It is the elders who gave life to these 
children. Now the children are the future of Guatemala.” You are going to be the 
future of our motherland, and the custodians of all these new teachings about 
Maya# spirituali^. That’s why we came here, to briefly invoke the Ajau, the 
Creator, the Shaper of Heaven and Earth, so that he blesses us and so that our 
ancestors are happy with us.
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So I just want to give a brief explanation, a little invocation. We’ve come here to 
ask our Creator, to ask our elder’s permission, to enter this holy place. What’s its 
name? (Another voice speaks: Nimazabal.) The Nimazabal is a sacred, blessed 
place where our ancestors have left us the oral teachings, and up to now we are all 
ftilftlling this sacred duty of Mayan spirituality. To pray for them, for our 
ancestors, for all who are present here today, so that they help us and give us 
strength, so that Mayan spirituality expands to the four directions and the whole 
world, and why not, to all the indigenous peoples of the world.

So we set the candles first: the red one because it represents strength, the strength 
we now have; the yellow candle is our life; black represents darkness, the death of 
our ancestors and all of our sufferings; white symbolizes peace and the four 
directions we have mentioned; finally a blue and green candle symbolize mother 
nature, heaven and earth, the beautiful vegetation. So this is going to help us a lot. 
I’d like to ask the Ajaw for their essential permission, to help us with the 
invocation. We offer this invocation, because living in this land, Nimazabal, these 
are instruments that have never been used before, tools for filming, microphones 
that have never been used here by our ancestors. But we ask them to help us 
because this work would not be useful if it didn’t teach the world about our 
Guatemalan people. So let’s start with the invocation, a prayer, a message.

The Prayer

In the first place, we continue praying to our Creator, our Shaper. We also give 
thanks for the year that ended at midnight, and for starting the New Year. Let 
everything be all right, that the peoples, especially indigenous peoples, might have 
peace among themselves, to live with social justice, with equality, with the 
plurality that we all need so much. So let everyone ask internally, be it each in 
their own way: if you speak K’iche’, in K’iche; if Kakchiquel, in Kakchiquel; if 
Tzutuhil, in Tzutuhil, it doesn’t matter. So let’s pray internally, each one, a brief 
invocation for the brothers/sisters who are filming because they also have the 
spirit of solidarity to help the peoples of Central America and the world, so that 
everyone will know the reality of our people in Guatemala.

Spirituality and Core Values

First of all I am involved in this type of ceremony, because it is life itself, it’s life 
for us, it’s life’s strength, the strength of all we do, all of humanity; without the 
spiritual fire we have no strength. So we believe that everything we do, our 
practices, are not whims. It’s what our ancestors said: it’s the Mayan people’s 
philosophy, it’s our ancestors’ great teaching that we carry on, to be able to go on 
with all that we have to do and for the future of the Mayan people, for the 
indigenous peoples of Guatemala. So this is not done for the sake of religion or 
just for the sake of doing it. No, it’s the reality that we native peoples live, it’s a
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living force that encourages us to go on. It’s the beginning, it’s the engine of our 
life force. That’s why we do it.

I learned orally from my ancestors, from my parents, because they always taught 
orally, that there came a time, (it wasn’t a coincidence), when it was the State that 
wanted to intimidate us, to make us forget, because they were told this was a 
culture of savagery, that we were witches and sorcerers. That’s what they told us. 
They wanted to get rid of us, to extinguish our culture completely. But thanks to 
the people, to the brothers and sisters, we were able to recuperate this energy, and 
it is that which has made me get involved with more freedom and more space now, 
to be able to bear witness in public before all our brothers and sisters, to uphold 
the Mayan religion.

Living Respectfullv in Place

The earth is, for us, first and foremost, our Mother. For me, it is the Mother that
feeds us, that gives us everything we need for our everyday lives; that is, needs 
like clothes, and also the strength to be able to think and feel and do whatever one 
can do in life. But it all depends on how you take care of your land. If you bum 
your compost, and you protect the soil, it responds and helps you; but if you 
don’t protect it, instead of giving to you, it generates more poverty. For me this is 
so interesting. I say that because before, when I started to work in soil 
conservation in my village, I had rustic land, very poor land, but I figured it wasn’t 
the soil but me who was poor. My land didn’t produce anything back then, but I 
didn’t have anything either. A comparison I usually make is the comparison with 
Mother Earth. When we first sow we ask our creator, our Ajaw, to bless us, to 
give us strength to be able to produce, to be able to have a good harvest, be it of 
com, beans, coffee, bananas. Whatever it is you want to harvest, you have to pray 
first. It also has a lot to do with our cosmovision, the cosmos, the relationship 
between air, rain, soil temperature, the moon, our Grandmother Moon, and our 
Father Sun. Everything is related to the life of plants, so prayers to the earth help 
a lot in terms of yielding a good harvest for you and your family. I abandoned my 
lands for a long, long time. In fact, for 12 years I left my agricultural work, but I 
taught agriculture in other places, in other countries. I was helping the Mexican 
people, teaching them about soil conservation, pruning and planting fruit trees and 
trees grown for timber. Wherever I went, I explained it and applied it so that 
people could understand how to care for the land. I see that during the time I 
abandoned the land, I felt a distance, a separation from the land and from a part of 
my life, since I didn’t grow anything in those years. Whatever I wanted to eat I 
had to buy; if  I wanted to try a fruit, I had to buy it. It was due to not being able 
to stay here in my village, in my country, any longer, that’s why I left. But 
wherever I go, I try to teach that the soil has to be improved.

Here, I put all the organic material in this compost pile, everything. I don’t throw 
it out, or waste it, or bum it  I pile it up so it decomposes and then I put it back
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on the land so the plants continue to produce. I don't bum anything; it
decomposes so that the soil maintains its upper layer. Here we have coffee plants, 
for coffee cultivation. Coffee has a beautiful plant and it’s important for our 
family economy. I also use soil conservation. Here, for example, I use terracing 
within the coffee plantation to keep humidity and manure, water and manure in 
balanced proportions.

When I came back from exile I was able to buy a piece of land, here, in Malacatan 
village, where I started growing different varieties of coffee. This beautiful variety 
is called robusto. It is worth a lot, and it is very forgiving; it looks beautifully 
leafy. This is what I started to grow. I hope it ripens well, not only for me but 
also for my neighbours. That’s an advantage, you teach so that your neighbour 
also leams. I don’t bum any organic material; it rots and I incorporate it into the 
soil. It enriches it, and it fertilizes it. It has a lot of organic matter. There is a lot of 
life for microorganisms; there are enough microorganisms in the soil to help the 
plant yield better.

I love the earth, I truly love it. I feel that the earth is my life, without it one cannot 
live. So I felt a great satisfaction to be able to buy a piece of land, and be able to 
grow something and not just be advised by someone else, because of not having 
anything. That’s why I had to buy the land, and I felt very happy to do so, 
although somewhat afraid, since there was a lot of repression against the natives, 
the Mayas especially. But I came here trustingly, to my little piece o f land, to 
work, to harvest coffee, to sow, and to weed. I felt happy, content for having a 
little piece of land to live on and to grow something for myself, for my family. 
That’s the enormous gain I found.

I was talking about the cosmos. The cosmovision is the relationship between what 
the AJaw-God has created—God has created the whole earth, all the vegetation, all 
the trees, the fruits, everything that exists—and human beings, who cannot live 
without all o f that. So I feel there is a relationship: earth-man—the Ajau-God; that 
is Mother Nature, everything we see, the trees, the plants, the fruits, the houses, 
the animals; they are all related with human beings. I feel closely related, because 
without land I cannot live, without plants I cannot breathe the air. They help us a 
lot, they provide ventilation, their roots perforate the soil and soften it. It’s a great 
relationship; through the cosmovision, (it’s called cosmogony), we feel related, the 
earth, the trees, and the human being with our Ajaw-god. I feel very happy to 
have a piece of land.

This is a tree out of which you can make boards for a house, or tables, or chairs. 
We didn’t cut it down just in case we can use it later; it’s a very important tree, 
the/W o 6/oMco tree, there are parasites that the tree has and that sometimes hurt 
the tree, because they are parasites that are bom behind it and if you don’t get rid 
of them, they can eventually kill the tree. But they are parasites that are bom 
behind the plant, and sometimes they hurt the tree and kill the plant, so they have
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to be removed and cleaned, so the tree grows healthy and is very happy. Now, up 
above, it feels like little drops of water are falling. That’s because this tree is 
flowering and the flowers have a honey that all the little animals suck on. That’s 
why it falls, and when it does, it looks like little drops of water, but it’s the honey 
that the little creatures up above throw down. You can feel it, it feels like rain, but 
it’s because of the flowering and because the little animals live up there too, 
benefiting from the honey the little tree has.

These are parasites that kill the plant, so they have to be removed. Otherwise 
they can kill the plant, that’s why I like removing them when I work, I get rid of 
them; they have no right to be bom anymore. See it there? It’s there, on the 
ground (he laughs). I think the plant won’t die now. Well, let’s walk over there a 
bit more. Here, when I bought this land, it was completely abandoned. Nobody 
would clean it up; it was jungle, completely abandoned. Then I cleaned it up and 
started to sow it again. All these plants are recently planted, they are new. I came, 
cleaned it up, took care of it, covered it, and laid out the terraces. These, for 
example, are the ones I laid out. Look at the soil and how much humus there is in 
it. Enough organic material indeed! All these are the curves to protect that side I’m 
sowing with zacate (squash-like vegetable) on top, I want to sow zacate 
everywhere because it serves as a filter. The soil and the humidity remain. I was 
asking them not to kill the zacate because I can really use it to continue converting 
this into pastureland. These are the little jobs we’ve done here. Last year I planted 
all this coffee, and now it’s already flowering. Look how it’s blossoming, how the 
new little coffee beans are there already. I planted all this last year. Now it has to 
be weighed down. All these plants are new ones that 1 planted following the 
terracing. Let’s go out this way. This whole hill is terraced, everywhere, all the 
way up to that side, and all that pasture that we’ve tried to improve, what we 
need is to change the crop, to introduce a new variety of coffee that has more 
endurance for the future. That’s the work that we’ve done on this land. For my 
wife and 1, (because we both bought it, it’s in both of our names), we know it’s a 
struggle. My wife has contributed a great deal by supporting me. Otherwise, we 
wouldn’t have this, that’s the advantage of our working together. Look at the 
guinea (vegetable) clusters, look at that one over there, a very ripe guineo cluster. 
Look, when it ripens it becomes very beautiful.

Education and Identity

I’m 100% convinced that the Mayan culture and its religion or spirituality, cuts 
across the political, economic, social and cultural spectrum. In any country, be it 
large or small, that’s the main thing. If that doesn’t exist, you are doing something 
without results. There’s nothing that maintains it, and this maintains you, 
reafGrms you as to how interesting it is to advance, doing anything we want to 
carry out in our daily work, in any country. So for Guatemalans, this is the great 
way: first with the help o f our Ajaw; then, everything else. We think this is very
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positive. I am convinced of it, so much so that you can see that even children 
participate, for now this is of great interest to most Guatemalans.
Fire is energy for us. It's what animates and turns life on. It's the hrst thing that 
existed, to give energy to the human being's personality. This is what helps us so
much. It inspires us, it warms us up. The fire of Mayan spirituality gives us the 
strength to go on. All the offerings and donations are of great benefit to achieve 
development, especially for the Guatemalan people.

In the first part of my life, I had to fight in the Mayan political, social and cultural 
arena, especially in the communities where I come from. In the second stage, when 
we couldn’t work anymore in the political arena, I worked for the development of 
education and in training of the Mayans and the Garifuna and the Xinca peoples. 
But when that was closed to us, we had to exile ourselves. Now we can again 
resume because we didn’t forget, but during that time Mayan ceremonies were 
forbidden. We were accused of madness, so we couldn’t do our ceremonies easily. 
They are alive, though, in the historical memory of our people. Our ancestors 
practiced them, for they have taught us orally, with their own voices. So when we 
came back we were fi-ee to practice our traditional ways once more. Before, you 
had to hide in order to pray in Mayan, because the Spaniards said ours was a 
culture of savagery, that we were all savages, that we worshipped many gods. But 
we do not worship many gods; we worship the Ajaw; it signifies creation.
Mother Nature, and human beings. These are the three fundamental principles. 
This has encouraged me; there’s more fireedom of expression in religion now. 
That’s why we practice our religion with fearlessness now, we do not hide like 
before.

To me, it means the widest, and the most progressive effort regarding spirituality, 
because it is not a matter of a few people anymore. Everybody practices it, every 
person who believes in it, and even those that don’t are being educated in it, are 
informing themselves. Here is an example right there, even primary school kids are 
practicing Mayan spirituality. This encourages me and gives me strength. I feel 
it’s the most important thing in our lives.

Endogenous Education—Nawals and Pathways

My nawal is ‘ten ways—paths.’ It’ refers to wisdom, the great deity one has, the 
ways one has to get to in one’s life, the objectives that one is taught by the nawal. 
That’s what has given me great strength, because I have encountered many 
problems in my life. But firom my nawal I’ve received strength. Also, I gain 
strength from practicing Mayan ceremonies; practically every week I take part in 
a ceremony. Just today I was told that the people in my office went to a temple 
or sacred place to celebrate a ceremony. Sometimes five or six o f us go together. 
We continue practicing because we feel its power. It has helped me from 
weakening with all the problems I have faced in my life. I believe it’s the greatest 
power, giving me wisdom and understanding. Many people don’t understand
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because they’ve never heard about it, but most respond when one explains it. For 
example, today is a special day. It’s the day when the air, the wind, take all the 
suffering, take all the problems away. If you’re bom this day, it’s a good day to 
pray to the heart of heaven, the heart of the earth. So, it carries all the bad away 
and leaves all the good in your life. Each nawal has its own meaning and its 
teachings.

If you don’t understand them you can go to the spiritual guides, to the elders so 
they can explain the significance to you. It’s very important and a lot of people 
don’t understand, but little by little it has to become clear so the people can 
benefit from the wisdom and teachings of the nawals.

When 1 tell you about my nawal, (in Mayan it is 10-E, which means ten ways), 1 
understand that that’s why I’ve had several phases in my life and in my work for 
a long time. 1 started as a political educator, teaching the people how to defend 
themselves, how to cultivate the land, how to be able to live a better life. In the 
second stage 1 had more hardships, more difficulties and suffering in my 
clandestine life, for 1 was exiled. The suffering was serious. Sometimes 1 didn’t 
even have anything to eat; but one endures. Those were the necessary stages. 1 
realize that my deity has helped me a great deal here; it has always protected me. 1 
haven’t had much suffering in that sense. If 1 suffer, 1 can bear it. And in this third 
stage of my life, it hasn’t been difficult for me to be the leader of a Mayan 
organization in Guatemala. Lots of people ask me how 1 feel now, being the leader 
of such an organization. There were hard times, it’s true, and one skillfully 
answers by saying: 1 don’t feel responsible; I’m just a guide, someone who fosters 
education regarding the Mayas. And now we’re in the most serious phase, the 
training of the eight national permanent commissions, there’s so much to do, so 
much work to complete.

That’s what 1 can say regarding my nawal, my Mayan name, because 1 feel that 
those ten ways, those ten ways of thinking, provide ten excellent criteria for life. 1 
think that’s helping me a lot. 1 tell you that 1 have faced a lot of problems in this 
life, but 1 have been able to overcome them. I’ve found ways to be able to go on. 
That’s what I can say, what 1 feel about my deity, my nawal.

The Peace Accords and the Rights of Indigenous Peoples

Now I’m focusing on moving the Peace Accords forward in Guatemala. I’m 
working with COPMAGUA, and 1 am fully devoted, struggling to see how we can 
organize ourselves and how we can spread the contents of the Accords around the 
world. Not only to spread them but to carry them out, because if  we don’t 
comply with them, who’s going to? Only we Mayan people, unified, can make it 
ours, personalize it, make sure it’s carried out. Only we can demand the 
commitment of the government, which has signed more than 600 pledges, and if
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the Mayans don't show that we're organized, don't demand participation, the
government won’t carry out its part of the Accord.

So that’s one of the benefits right there. That’s why I’m devoted to education and 
training as well as to the completion of the Peace Accords, especially those that 
ensure the protection of the identity and rights of indigenous peoples. For the first 
time in 500 years the Mayan peoples’ rights and identity are being recognized by 
the State, even though they’re not being acknowledged in their entirety. The 
struggle against discrimination, for the rights of indigenous women, the fight for 
culture—like the practice of ceremonies, place-names, education, the 
implementation and promotion of the Peace Accords through the media (radio,
TV)—that’s our struggle. Then there is spirituality. So that’s the work I’m doing 
without fear, because there is more political openness now in which to do it.

A lot of people have already expressed their interest. They feel there is no other 
way for them but to respect the identity and rights of the native people. Yet they 
also have to get to know their own identity. The Ladino people have their 
identity, too. How can they respect another’s identity if they don’t know their 
own? The main thing is to know your own in order to be able to respect another’s. 
So we do believe they are indeed interested in learning about their own identity 
and then respecting ours, so we can live in a multicultural state, a multiethnic and 
multilingual state, with full democracy. That’s what we want.

There are those who don’t educate themselves. That’s why we say that we impart 
education and training so people are able to better understand life’s problems, 
their sufferings and their successes. Education is so necessary. It’s the only means 
to understand the realities of life. That’s why I continue exhorting and saying (and 
I will do so until I die), that education is the most important thing.

Perhaps our greatest political success is that the political arena is open to us again. 
We can express whatever we feel, think and wish for our people, especially with 
regard to the identity and the rights of the natives. Now we can discuss anything, 
and talk about these practices which we came here to do, with such frankness and 
such strength, because nobody persecutes us anymore. That’s a political success 
we have attained. It’s not a 33-year war anymore; it’s a 505-year struggle of the 
indigenous peoples. From the arrival of the Spanish invasion we were excluded 
from the political, economic and socio-cultural power. But now we’re advancing in 
the political arena; we’ve finally regained that. It’s not a gift from the 
governments, but a gift from the people’s blood, shed for these 505 years. We’ve 
been doing that and we believe that one day, the words of the Popol Vuh will be 
fulfilled: “Let there be dawn, let the morning arrive, let everyone get up, let not a 
single group stay behind everyone else.” That’s what we are realizing, that 
everyone may be united. Children, elders, youth, and all the Mayan people are 
organizing together for the political success that was taken away from us 505 
years ago.
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Speaking about Place
Wenceslao's testimony beckons ns to consider the concept o f place as the basis of

our relationship with the earth. He invites us to consider the root causes of the Mayas’ 

problems, past and present, and he presents his ideas about 'a fitting response.’

Wenceslao speaks of collective ownership; he speaks regarding the sharing of mutual 

respect and of assisting with the family and the community. His speech demonstrates a 

deep acceptance of non-Mayans and of the collective responsibility for future generations 

to caretake the land and all of its inhabitants. Wenceslao asks us to consider the meaning 

of the word balance, and by taking us on a tour through his coffee plot, he speaks of the 

restoration of ecological balance and relates it to the principles of fairness and equality.

He also speaks eloquently about the concept of stewardship and of the necessity of 

linking the economy, the environment, and the well-being of the community when 

engaging in decision making.

Wenceslao points out that Mayan history has drawn its roots from thousands of 

years of cultural evolution and that the Maya still locate their centre around a fire circle. 

Through stories about his own life, Wenceslao challenges the legitimacy of the Spanish 

invasion and the present Guatemalan state in its assault on all aspects of Mayan life, their 

cosmology, their spirituality, their relationship with the land and their lifestyle. His 

testimony calls into question the invaders’ lack of respectfulness for the Maya, their 

culture, and their lands. His text further discloses the deep epistemological gulf that 

separates the world of the Maya from the Ladinos in present day Guatemala. Yet his 

words also demonstrate an openness and a compassion for the Ladinos, the descendants 

of the invaders. He says: But they also have to get to know their identity. The Ladino
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At the end of his testimony Wenceslao takes us on a journey, back to his and the

Mayan people’s roots, on a special walk through his encanto, an overgrown part of the

jungle that he has transformed with his own hands into a rich and fecund Mayan garden.

Wenceslao's text reminds us that, as Jardine (2000, p. 143) has written: 'h:o 

become responsible for the world means caring for the children, the places, the earth." His

text is full of rhetorical questions, as he reflects on his own life’s journey, he invites his

audience to reflect on our own lives. He explains:

That’s why I ’m devoted to education and training as well as to the completion o f  
the Peace Accords, especially those o f  identity and the rights o f indigenous peoples. 
For the first time in 500 years the Mayan peoples ’ rights and identity are being 
recognized by the State, even though they ’re not being acknowledged in their 
entirety. The struggle against discrimination, the rights o f indigenous women, the 
fight for culture—like the practice o f ceremony, place names, education, the 
implementation andpromotion o f the Accords through the media (radio,
TV)—that’s our struggle. Then there’s our spirituality. . .

The questions brought to the interpretation of this testimony are as follows: What 

is the traditional Mayan way of teaching and learning? What is the ideal relationship 

between the Mayan people and the land? What does it mean to live respectfully in place? 

And finally, Wenceslao asks us to consider, how should we best teach our children?

Living Respectfully in Place 

Wenceslao’s testimony beckons us to follow him into the garden he has created 

out of a jungle. He asks us to dwell there deeply with him, to feel the rain of the honey on 

our heads and to breathe in the scent of the flowering robusto plants. He brings us right
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into the heart of his garden, surrounded by the vegetation and full of the shrill cries of the 

cicadas. In the midst of this place, he speaks of relationships, of plants growing together, 

of niches of life, of balance and of interrelationships. His testimony is an ecopedagogical 

lesson in Mayan organic agriculture. His text reveals a deep reverence for the land and for 

a profoundly spiritual approach to agriculture. He affirms his connection to the soil when 

he says: " 1 love the earth, 1 truly love it, 1 feel that the earth is my life, without it one 

cannot live.”

His words compel us to consider: What is a balanced or proper relationship 

between humans and the earth? What does it mean to learn from the earth? When he 

speaks about his land, he reminds us that the land has always been his teacher. It was 

here, as a young agricultural extension worker, that he started making his living. And at 

the end of his life, it is here, to this same land that he returned, to his first and final 

teacher.

Wenceslao explains that making a living from the land requires a deep knowledge 

of ecology as well as the skills and knowledge gathered through experience in all the 

phases of his life. He reveals how the plants and animals are all his teachers. He shows 

that through attentiveness and respect for the relationships of the soil, the plants and the 

changing seasons, he has learned how to make a living from land that was previously 

considered useless.

The Maya have always lived close to the earth in order to make a living from it. 

They have paid great respect to the earth’s cycles and to her teachings. Wenceslao points 

out that Mayan history draws its roots from thousands of years of cultural evolution that 

began and still finds its centre around a fire. The Maya are intimately aware that their
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symbiotic relationship with the land is based on an intricate web of relationships between

living things. Their relationship with the earth is also based on natural laws, on ecology,

the observations of the cycles of nature and the Mayas long occupation with their home

or place on the earth. Wenceslao explains:

cZoseZy Agcawfg wztAowt fZzg ZowZ/cannot Zrve, wZtAowt t/zc ̂ ZanA, /
cwznot ̂ reatZzc tZzc aZr. f  Zontj: Ae(p «s a Zot, tZzeyprovZcZe ventZZatZon, tZzcZr roots
perforate the soil, and soften it. I t’s a great relationship. Through the cosmovision 
(it’s called cosmogony)—we feel related: the earth, the trees and all human beings 
wZtA owrX/mv.

Dwelling close to the earth, watching and caring for the needs of his garden, Wenceslao

shows himself to be an attentive student of life, respectful, disciplined and willing to learn

from the heart of the earth and the heart of the sky.

Education for Cultural Survival

When I  tell you that my nawal in Mayan means ten ways, or ten paths; I  
understand that’s why I ’ve had several different phases in my life and work for  
such a long time.

Here Wenceslao not only explains the significance of his nawal, he also tells 

several stories about the many paths he has taken on his journey as a teacher. He reflects 

on how his nawal and its foundation in Mayan spirituality have taught him to listen and 

to be attentive to the inner and outer knowledge that he has encountered on his journey.

In this section of his text, Wenceslao models an endogenous approach to education. He 

reflects, he tells stories, he observes and interprets signs from his garden, and he involves 

the children in the Mam ceremony. He shows how we are all related, and he demonstrates 

a profoundly practical methodology for understanding the natural world.

He tells stories that demonstrate the necessity of creating an educational system 

that recognizes and respects the Mayas collective identity and cultural history. Most
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importantly, he attempts to build a bridge between two radically different ways of

knowing. His quest for self-awareness is also a quest for cultural survival and a passionate

plea for cultural renewal. His text is underlain with respect and active appreciation far and

engagement with bis audience. He says:

I ’d  like to ask the Ajaw for permission to help us with this invocation, so that this 
mvocnrion, Acre in iAw iAif M/naznW, wAere f/zere wg infirw/ngnig i/zaf 
have never been used before, tools for filming, microphones, that have never been 
«^g(i Agyg ow  nnggfiorf. jBwi wg wA: iAg ̂ /nz/nnAgrf to Ag(p wf Aggmzfg wg nggfi 
to igwA iAg worM iAg Gwnfg/naiwz pgqp/g.

Here the text demonstrates Scbrag’s (1986) notion of rhetoric that includes

discourse and art. Wenceslao’s ‘performance of persuasion’ includes, in Scbrag’s terms “a

showing of paths of reflection, deliberation and action that is non argumentative in design,

it does not entail a displacement of the uses of argumentation. It resituates them”

(p. 183). It is significant that Wenceslao invites and, indeed, includes both the filmmakers

and their tools into the ceremony, incorporating the old and the new in his attempt at

ensuring Mayan cultural survival. His text is a brilliant example of Schrag’s concept of

rhetoric in communicative praxis:

It also proceeds by dint of a showing, a making manifest through the evocation of 
new life styles and new ways of seeing the world.. . .  Its movements are sketched 
against a background of the habits, customs and practices of the polis. Beliefs are 
themselves embedded within a more encompassing history and a system of social 
practices. (Schrag, 1986, p. 182)

This text invites us to consider the root causes of the past and present problems 

in Guatemala and, as he does so, Wenceslao urges us, his audience, to take an active part 

in shaping solutions for a sustainable future. He speaks of the Mayan tradition of 

collective ownership and sharing, of mutual respect and of helping one’s community. He 

speaks of the necessity of linking the economy, the environment and the well being of the



137

commimity within well-informed and inclusive decision making. As he participates in the

Mayan Mam ceremony commemorating the dawn of a new year, he also celebrates the 

children who are participating with him in an ancient circle around a large hearth, in an

enchanted place where the Maya have gathered for centuries of calendar rounds.

How does one perform a fitting response? Wenceslao Almira’s text provides a 

clue, a glimpse of a life lived according to a set of obligations derived from his interaction 

with his community, the history of his country and, most importantly, the earth and the 

Creator. His life was his response—his fitting response to the attempted genocide of his 

people. He became a teacher, searching and always fully participating with his students 

for ‘a greener path, a greener way’.

Wenceslao symbolically ends his testimony with a quote from the Popol Vuh, 

tracing his way back in a hermeneutical circle to where he began, with these words: We’ve 

been doing that and we believe that one day, the words o f the Popol Vuh will be fulfilled: 

Let there be dawn, let the morning arrive, let everyone get up, let not a single group stay 

behind everyone else.

Postscript

In 1998, Wenceslao Almira died, less than a year after this testimony was taped. 

Guatemala’s tragic history demanded a courageous response from him, and it also caused 

him great personal suf&ring, as two of his children—a boy of 14 and a girl of 16 were 

killed at the beginning of the revolution and his first wife subsequently left him. This 

profound suffering led him to train as a daykeeper and to take on the responsibility for 

coordinating COPMAGUA’s response to the 1996 Peace Accords. Wenceslao died at 

home, in his jungle garden, where he had returned to harvest his crops. Just before he died
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he asked to be lifted up onto his feet and, in that moment, he took one last step &om his

beloved earth into the heart of the sky.
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Chapter 8 

Re Membering the Soil of Curriculum

This chapter explores the interface between contemporary Mayan curricula and 

Western curricular discourse, informed as it is by the teachings of the Mayan elders that I

have cited in Chapters 6 and 7 .1 continue in my role of interpreter here, as I explore both 

the connections between these approaches to curriculum as well as explore the gaps that 

exist between them. ‘Interface’ as I have employed it here, implies a mutually entered into 

discourse, a collaboration or exchange that creates a new landscape of understanding and 

experience. This interface creates discursive zones or articulations, where both 

participation and involvement are possible and opportunities for shared learning are 

created.

This chapter considers the interface in four areas of contemporary curricular 

discourse: curriculum as global text, curriculum as ecological text, curriculum as theological 

text, and curriculum as political text. 1 conclude this chapter with a description of a new 

model for recreating or ‘remembering the soil of curriculum,’ an indigenous curriculum of 

spiritual ecology, inspired by the Mayan educators and other indigenous scholars.

A Model for Global and Peace Curricnla

According to a number of Canadian, British, and US scholars, global education 

curriculum is concerned with the interconnectedness of systems: ecological, economic, 

political, technological, religious, cultural, and educational. British global educators Selby 

and Pike (1988) have developed a checklist of the goals for a global education curriculum. 

In their view, if these goals were adhered to, they would produce a global perspective.
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Each of these goals represents a significant interface with contemporary Mayan 

indigenous education. These curricnlnm goals, adapted from Pike & Selby (1988,

pp. 34-35) include:

1. a systems consciousness which includes the ability to think systematically; the 
concept of the world as a systemic entity where issues, time-frames, and people 
all function in systems and imparts to people an understanding of their own 
potential to become active, empowered individuals within those systems;

2. a perspective consciousness through which students realize the limitations of any 
one perspective and develop receptivity to the perspectives of others;

3. a health-of-the-planet awareness through which students learn about global 
ecological and environmental concerns, develop an understanding of justice, human 
rights and personal responsibility, and begin to assume their own share of 
responsibility for the future of the well-being of the planet;

4. an involvement consciousness and requisite preparedness through which students 
become aware of the importance of human choices, and begin to develop the social 
and political action skills necessary to participate in democratic decision-making at 
a variety of levels;

5. a process-rnindedness—whereby students come to realize that learning is an 
ongoing process and a continuous journey and that the exploration of new ways of 
seeing the world, though not without risk, often serves to revitalize the minds and 
spirits of those who undertake them.

In Global Teacher, Global Learner, Pike and Selby outline their construct of the 

‘globally educated person’ and explain how educators can help to develop this 

perspective in their students. They outline four dimensions of what they consider to be 

‘globality:’ “the spatial dimension, meaning the interconnectedness of the countries of the 

world; the temporal dimension, a sense of the interlinking nature of all world issues; and 

the human potential dimension, meaning an awareness of the world’s many perspectives 

and a joining of the outer and the inner modes of learning" (1988, pp. 43-57).
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All of these dimensions connect with the K’iche’ Mayan model, although the

K’iche’ focus more on the development of personal awareness, individual volition and

personal competency, as required by the situations of daily life, work and in the practice

of living in community. Selby and Pike also discuss the current global cultural crisis and

the prevailing mechanistic and technical paradigm, which they maintain needs to be

supplanted by a new holistic and systemic paradigm. In shaping their conception of this

new paradigm they turn to Bohm, Capra, and others, and they urge educators to adopt

this orientation, one that seeks ‘right’ relationship, in which a balance between the self-

assertive and integrative tendencies is sought and in which the unit of survival is not the

individual but planet Earth and all of her inhabitants, considered together.

The concept of ‘right relationship’ applies not only to the environment but also to

the system of global human relationships. This is an important component, as well, of the

Quichean model. Pike and Selby (1988) equate the fragmentation of the world into

disparate political and ethnic factions, with the fragmentation of self, and they contend

that the inner journey to holism must have a parallel in our outward perception of the

earth. This same concept has been well articulated by Mayan teacher. Morales.

Each Indian nation has its special way o f  announcing or being with the world. It 
has its way o f  calling to the Creator. It has its way o f speaking with Mother 
Nature. We have the same roots. Our roots are well planted. I  would like to talk 
about the meaning o f balance. We all know we are human beings. How can we 
illustrate this? In my culture we do it like so: we understand the totality o f a place, 
in the Mayan culture a place is composed o f 20 energies. Our ancestors studied 
Creator everyday. As people we should always maintain a relationship with 
nature. (Hood, 1996, audio transcript)

Selby and Pike articulate this distinctive language:



142

We need to bring into interplay the pairs that Descartes divorced (subject/object, 
value/fact, mind/body, and derivatives such as intuition/reason, spirit/matter, 
feeling/thought, synthesis/analysis). Each pair should be seen not as unconnected 
opposites but as in constant and dynamic interaction and thus, complementary. 
The domination of the cerebral over our human qualities such as the emotional, the 
intuitive and the spiritual stunts human potential; it leads to our remaining the 
unfinished animal. (1988, pp. 27-28)

The K’iche’ envision learning as a cooperative, creative practice in which process 

is as important as content and where students learn through observing and doing. Selby 

and Pike (1988) stress the importance of transformative education in which feelings, 

sensory awareness, and a personal affirmation of self and others play a central role in the 

learning process. The Mayan concept of smoking mirror (‘we are all related’) reveals a 

strong link with global education discourse in its notion of systems thinking, holism and 

perspective consciousness. The Mayan concept of community, however, goes further in 

its definition of right relationship by emphasizing that relationship is the cornerstone of 

community.

Community is the context in which the Indian person comes to know the nature of 
relationship, responsibility and participation in the life of one’s people. 
Community . . .  is the place where one comes to know what it is to be related. It is 
the place of sharing life through everyday acts, through song, story and 
celebration. It is the place of teaching, learning, making art, and sharing thoughts, 
feelings, joy and grief. It is the place for feeling and being connected. They become 
complete, and express the fullness of their life. (Cajete, 1994, pp. 164-165)

At the heart of the community in K’iche’ villages are the elders, those people who

carry the stories of their people and recognize their sacred and important places. Morales

explains the role of the elders in the relationship web; These experiences o f our elders are

really important fo r our lives. They give us a very straight road, they are important

fgacAgr.;, fo owyowMg ORpreczafe f/ze wWozzz q/"ozzr wzcgfforf (Hood, 1996,
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audio transcript). This extended web of relationships, situated in community that is well 

developed and highly valued and which is such a central feature of contemporary 

Quichean life and its new curriculum, is largely absent from Western global education 

discourses. However, the Quichean emphasis on the personal journey, with its view that 

teaching and learning ought to be based on an apprenticeship style of relationship 

(revolving around some form of work) does intersect with global education practices 

which emphasize participation and experiential learning.

The communal foundation of indigenous discourse is sustained through attending 

to the following key elements as they impact the life path of each community member. 

This is certainly the case in many K’iche’ Mayan communities.

1. Guidance: parenting is actively undertaken by all of the adult members of a child’s 
extended family and village. All adults are considered to be teachers, and are 
expected to be concerned for the good of the community, with the development of 
each child, as he or she grows into becoming a complete person.

2. Kinship: the network of extended family members provides a web of relationships 
that profoundly affects the perception of children. Through their involvement 
with this network, children learn the significance of family, responsibility, respect, 
and the foundations of relationship and kinship.

3. Diversity: in the context of the close-knit, interdependent indigenous community, 
children are exposed to a diverse group of people and interact with them on a daily 
basis.

4. Special Status: in Mayan communities all children are considered to be special, 
sacred gifts from the Creator. They are thought to have a direct connection to 
spirits in nature, a belief which is reinforced by their day sign in the calendar and 
by their nawal.

5. Ethical Models: morals and ethics are modeled by the family and community. 
Respect, appropriate behaviour, and proper treatment of all one’s relations are 
demonstrated daily in direct ways.
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6. Customs and Practices: the modeling of the Mayan way of life reinforces 
community values and activities.

7. Recognition: takes the form of naming, performing ceremonies, rituals, and other 
social events, honouring achievements that benefit the community.

8. Unique learners: Mayan teachers understand that people leam in many different 
ways and that each person first learns to perceive, then to think, and then act in 
his or her own way. Given this understanding, most Mayan education is 
experiential and it takes place in the course of daily life.

9. Community work: this involves every member of the community in projects that 
are for the good of the people as a whole.

10. The environment: nature (earth and sky) is the essential conceptual frame that 
shapes the learning experiences of all indigenous people. The Maya attempt to 
connect all aspects of their social organization with their understanding of the 
natural world. The orientation of the Maya to their natural place in the cosmos 
reflects a communal consciousness which extends to and includes the natural 
world, and is composed of intricate and mutually reciprocal relationships. Their 
calendar is an excellent exemplification of this.

11. Spirit: spirituality and a sense of the sacred permeate all aspects of Mayan life. 
Life is sacred, relationship is sacred, nature is sacred, and the community is sacred. 
Life as a whole is tied to spirit, (adapted from Cajete, 1994, pp. 172-175)

Although some of these elements are also emphasized by global educators, the

focus on spirituality and the communal foundation of indigenous education are extremely

important elements in the Mayan model.

Pinar ends his examination of curriculum discourses (1995, pp. 844-843) with a

two-page conclusion entitled, “Education for Global Survival.” He refers extensively to

the work of Thelin, the former Director of Education of the Swedish National Board of

Education. He explains Thelin’s promotion of a curriculum that will address issues such

as ecology, peace and war, overpopulation, refugees, and other global issues. Thelin also

urges a stronger emphasis on issues directly affecting the future and destiny of the human
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race. In 1985 the Swedish government published and adopted a peace education 

curriculum that the National Board of Education subsequently developed in coig unction

with UNICEF, Save the Children, The Red Cross, and the United Nations. The Swedish

curriculum adopted a positive concept of peace education that defined peace, not only as

the absence of armed violence, but the absence of structural violence* (Pinar, 1995,

pp. 841-843). In the Swedish model, the promotion of an internationalization of the

curriculum was viewed in the context of global ethics and solidarity. As Cajete stresses,

its connections with the indigenous model are significant.

A new educational consciousness, an ecology of indigenous education, must be 
forged that allow Indian people to explore and express their collective heritage in 
education and to make the contributions to global education that stem from such 
deep ecological orientations. The exploration of traditional Indian education and its 
projection into a contemporary context is more than an academic exercise. It 
illuminated the true nature of the ecological connection of human learning and 
helps to liberate the experience of being human and being related at all levels. 
(Cajete, 1994, p. 218)

A Model for Ecological/Environmental Curricula

Native knowledge and spiritual values are not simply natural resources for non
natives to manipulate and plunder. They are, and will always be, the precious life- 
sustaining property of First Peoples; sacred symbols encoding the hidden design 
of their respective universes; mirrors to their individual and collective identities; 
and ancient and irreplaceable maps suggesting paths as well as ecological 
equilibrium with the wider, ever-changing world. (Knudston & Suzuki, 1992, 
p. 19)

An outline of the history of environmental thought often starts with a comparison 

between expansionist and ecologically protectionist worldviews and cites Bateson,

Carson, and, more recently. Lovelock and Capra as the originators of the ecological 

worldview, one which is very similar to the Quichean worldview. Orr (1992) joins Suzuki
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(1992), Capra (1996), Thomashow (1995), and others in this ecological or environmental 

discourse. Orr's thesis that "all education is environmental education" (1992, p. 90) can

be understood as meaning that eveiything taught at school influences how children 

understand the relationships between humans and their natural environment. However, 

the dominant curriculum presents and reinforces the pervading Western cultural 

orientation which holds that the environment is a resource to be exploited for humans. By 

contrast, ecological literacy (as Orr conceives it) requires three components. It must:

1. foster a broad understanding of how people and societies relate to each other and 
to natural systems, and how they might do so sustainably;

2. engender an understanding of the severity of the crisis that is now (or soon to be) 
upon us;

3. support the development of ecological consciousness. (Orr, 1992, pp. 92- 94) 

Orr’s concept of ecological literacy advocates an earth-centered education that

would stress inter-relatedness, and foster an attitude of care and stewardship towards the

earth. His approach emphasizes competence, as in the mastery of a practice. Knowing,

caring, and the attainment of practical competence are defined by Orr as the basis of

ecological literacy. Orr writes:

[Sustainability] emphasizes democratic participation, the extension of ethical 
obligations to the land, community, careful ecological design, simplicity, 
widespread competence with natural systems, the sense of place, holism.. . .  It is 
a tradition dedicated to the search for patterns, unity, connections between people 
. . .  and the natural world. This is a tradition grounded in the belief that life is 
sacred and not to be carelessly expended on the ephemeral. (Orr, 1992, pp. 94-95)

If Orr’s recommendations on environmental education and ecological literacy were

implemented, his curriculum model would come close to contemporary Quichean
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concepts of education. Both models hold the earth to be the primary text. They also 

stress relationships, ecology and the understanding of one's place in the matrix of life. 

Abram (1996) takes a more radical view and advocates that the route to a new

environmental ethic—one that would lead us to respect nature—will come not through 

new philosophical principles, but through a “rejuvenation of our carnal, sensorial 

empathy with the living land that sustains us” (Abram, 1996, p. 69). This has been and 

continues to be the path that many Mayan children follow maintaining their intimate link 

with nature through a daily immersion in it: planting com, tending animals, gathering 

firewood, making tortillas and giving thanks to the heart of the sky and the heart of the 

earth, at seasonal ceremonies held at sacred sites.

Bowers (1993) is another scholar who has made the connection between 

indigenous knowledge and environmental education. Bowers has written extensively on 

cultural diversity and the ecological crisis, which he contends are the two largest issues 

now facing educators. In his insightful paper Towards a Deep Cultural Approach to 

Environmental Education: What Urban Teachers Can Learn from Traditional Cultures, 

he proposes a four-level approach to an environmental education curriculum. At the first 

level, students are provided with information on the scope of natural systems that are at 

risk, and they leam about the human impact on the atmosphere, biodiversity, soils, and 

oceans. At the second level, students leam to use environmental information in order to 

question the guiding cultural beliefs and practices. At this level, students consider the 

ways in which specific cultural practices that are widespread and generally accepted by 

society, have altered natural systems. They also reflect on the beliefs and values that
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legitimize these practices. Students also leam to decode the conceptualizations and 

rationales which the dominant culture has adopted to define technology, individualism, 

success, work, community, creativity, and progress (Bowers, 1993, pp. 179-201). They 

leam to make explicit the basic building blocks of cultural practice and personal identity 

and to recognize the impact that these cultural configurations have on the earth's natural 

systems.

Bowers (1993) argues that teacher education must take a radical shift away from

the Cartesian framework that has dominated teacher education, towards what he presents

as being a more culturally based, linguistic body of knowledge, whereby students leam

about ecologically sustainable cultures. He defines the third level in his model as one

which encompasses a way of knowing that recognizes ‘analog’ forms of knowledge (in

both mainstream and minority cultures) that are ecologically sustainable. Analog forms of

knowledge are the pattems or ways of knowing that become the basis of future

behavioural and thought processes. These are at the core of the contemporary Mayan

curriculum; they include practices such as weaving and planting com, as described

previously in this dissertation. In Bower’s terms;

They represent the knowledge of “what is” and how to think and act in terms of 
these basic cultural definitions—but they are contextual, mostly experiential and 
tacit, and involve redundancy, with the old pattems being repeated as reliable 
guides to future behaviour. Analog knowledge encodes the pattems worked out 
over time for how to understand and deal with relationships, and its contextual 
and tacit nature means that most of this form of cultural knowledge will be a part 
of that person’s natural attitude. That is it represents a form of knowledge that 
the individual may not be explicitly aware of. (Bowers, 1993, p. 189)
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Bower’s fourth level in his approach to environmental education curriculum 

involves helping students to leam to experience and value ecologically sustainable 

pattems. Bower’s explanation resonates with the K’iche’ concepts of ‘respect’ and ‘right 

relationship,’ which engender a balanced harmonious relationship with nature. The 

K’iche’ approach to teaching young people how to listen and to speak in ways that 

engage the participation of others comes from the belief that these skills are leamed most 

effectively from people who can model these patterns well, for example, elders. The 

K’iche’ use daily work, dance, music, weaving, and their language to connect the 

individual to the larger whole and to reinforce moral wisdom. Morales explains the Mayan 

approach:

I  helped my father till the soil, he taught me how to do it. First o f what hedid was 
kiss the earth.. . .  I  just saw him do this, this gesture and that he did it to the four 
points.. . .  he didn Y say why he did it. Because I  was a child I  just copied him.

I share the view of Mayan educators and of non-Mayan environmental educators

who believe that children must first come to know the earth through a deep experiential

sensory immersion with it before they can leam to live harmoniously with it in a non-

exploitive manner.

Our bodies have formed themselves in delicate reciprocity with manifold textures, 
sounds and shapes of an animate earth. .  .to shut ourselves off from these other 
voices, to continue by our lifestyles to condemn these sensibilities to the oblivion 
of extinction, is to rob our own senses of their integrity, and to rob our minds of 
their coherence. We are human only in contact and conviviality, with what is not 
human. (Abram, 1996, p. 22)
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A Model for Theological Curricula

The K’iche’ do not have a word for religion. They speak instead of ‘a way of 

living’ and of a 'way of being,’ and they focus on life processes rather than on intellectual 

structures. Amongst the K’iche,’ words are thought to be like prayers and are considered

to carry a quality of spirit with their own life energy. Language is considered to be sacred

and there are unspoken rules for using it in a respectful manner. Contemporary Mayan

teachers turn to the Popol Vuh to reinforce the correct understanding of words, names,

epithets, and signs in K’iche’ epistemology. Tedlock explains that in the opening sentence

of the CowMCf/ the writer makes an epistemic claim:

This is the beginning of the Ancient Word, here in this place called Quiche.’ By 
using the words oher tzih, Ancient Word, the narrator doubly removes his 
discourse from the plane of ordinary narrative and doubly requires a suspension of 
disbelief on the part of his audience.. . .  This will be uxe oher tzih, literally “the 
underneath of the Ancient Word,” that is, the root, foot, base, foundation or origin 
of the Ancient Word. (Tedlock, 1983, p. 273)

Tedlock also explains the exceptional lengths the writers of the Popol Vuh go to in order 

to use the proper names of things, ensuring an understanding of the authority of names 

and of the events that surround them. He writes (p. 274) that the word ‘ancient’ in 

K’iche’ means “authentically ancient in this place.”

Traditional arts such as weaving are also considered to be sacred and the creative 

art of making something with spiritual intent is seen as an expression of spirit. As 

Morales explains:

The huipil o f San Andres has cultural value and meaning. Our huipil was
a woTMaw Baf f/ze dleajgn M mack wzfA

animals; all the animals, birds, monkeys, deer, tigers, rabbits, goats, sheep, cows, 
^gacocAg, /naay anzmak. fAere are wzW aaz/nak awf dbmgâ fzcafecl aMzma/â .
^naAej, fa fAk wzaAezty fAz/zA q/)?râ f ereafzozz, accorzfzzzg fa fAe ^aarezf AaaA
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wAfcA M fAg fopo/ wAgM fAe Creafor faf^ ity /MaAe fAa o/%g wAa wz// 
.Mwfam aiy, ̂ gzZ wf, rgmgmAgr a .̂ " fAgy fazzZ fa ZAg/?wgZvgĵ , wg wz/Z zzzaAg ZMazz, 
Aat a/ ĉazzTfg, zAg/zffZ zAzzzg ZA^ zzzazZe wgrg zAg azzzz?zaZ& TTzgzz ZA^ wgrg gzvgzz 
zAgzr ̂ /aggf Za Zzvg, zAg ZTzazzaZazw, zAg cavgg. TTzaZ',; wAaZ zAg Aa^zZ 
cazazMg/MaraZgĵ . ^Z ZAg /zggA zAgrg arg ĉ -awzMgy a/^Zrzazzg/gj aW  zAaZ ü  zAg fzzzz. TTzg 
nggA a/̂ zAg AaÿzzZ ü  raawZ ja  zAg fa» zf zAgrg, awZ ZAg/z zAgrg zf zAg gzaAraWg/y a/̂  
the animals. (Hood, 1996, audio transcript)

In the 1980s, Macdonald claimed that the process of curriculum theorizing was

akin to religious inquiry (Schuhert, 1986, p. 322). “The act of theorizing is an act of faith,

a religious ac t . . .  Curriculum theorizing is a powerful act. It is an expression of the

humanistic vision in life” (Macdonald, 1980, p. 13).

Lecturing at the University of Victoria in 1998, Huebner spoke eloquently and in

deeply theological language about the need for curriculum to pose questions on the kind

and quality of life that one wants to develop in schools and society. Phenomenology is

concerned with the lived experience and is approached by making explicit the character of

day-to-day life, as it is actually experienced by students in the classroom. Pinar explains:

Curriculum research must restore vision and bring knowledge to the innocent, in 
order that they might love. We only understand what we love. The agenda of 
curriculum research must include developing insight into the character of our daily 
lives, as “lived.” (Pinar, 1995, p. 420)

Originally defined as the reinterpretation of religious texts, contemporary 

hermeneutics now also refers to the reflective process required in the interpretation of the 

meaning of lived experience. Pinar contends that the hermeneutic act of creating and 

recovering meaning enables an individual to grow in his or her own niche and that 

interpretive phenomenology and hermeneutics have opened the field of curriculum 

development to the realm of the mytho-poetic, the cosmological and narrative ways of
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knowing. All of these have deep connections with the Mayan ways of knowing mediums 

such as storytelling, ceremony, language, and the cosmological creation myth. The Mayan 

tradition of repeating oral narratives, prayers and songs has much in common with the 

hermeneutic practice of circling back and revisiting a story's meaning. Abram's (1996)

phenomenological inquiry into perception and language is a landmark book about this

nexus. Abram is an ecologist, philosopher, and magician who lived and traded magical

traditions with indigenous peoples in Indonesia, Nepal, and the Americas. In the

introduction to his inquiry, entitled fMofpp/ry on fAg wqy to ggo/ogy, Abram writes:

Phenomenology is the Western philosophical tradition that has most forcefully 
called into question the modem assumptions of a single wholly determinable 
objective reality.. . .  The living world—this ambiguous realm that we experience 
in anger and joy, in grief and in love—is both the soil in which all our sciences are 
rooted and the rich humus into which the results ultimately return, whether as 
nutrients or poisons. Our spontaneous experience of the world, charged with the 
subjective, emotional, and intuitive content, remains the vital and dark ground of 
all our objectivity. (1996, p. 31)

Abram turns first to Husserl and then to Merleau-Ponty in his description of

phenomenology. Husserl discerned that it was by means of an associative empathy,

experienced through the body, that we could recognize the reality of other beings. His

notion of inter-subj ectivity suggested that the collective field of experience is an

intertwined matrix of sensations and perceptions. Furthermore, Husserl deconstructed

objective reality describing it as being a theoretical construct, “an unwarranted idealization

of inter-subjective ex^rience" (Abram, 1996, p. 38). Abram credits Husserl with

exposing the questionable assumptions of objectivity:

It was Husserl's genius to realize that the assumption of objectivity had led to an 
almost total eclipse of the life-world of the modem era, to a nearly complete 
forgetting of this living dimension in which all our endeavors are rooted...the
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Western sciences, and the technologies that accompany them, were beginning to 
blindly overrun the experiential world—even, in their errancy, threatening to
obliterate the world-of-life entirely. (Abram, 1996, p. 41)

Husserl's notion of the earth as the encompassing 'arc of the world' (the root basis of all

relative life-worlds), and every unique cultural history as being but one episode of the

larger story, is similar to Abram’s idea that “every culturally constructed notion of time

presupposes our deep history as carnal beings present to a single earth” (Abram, 1996,

p. 43). As Morales explains:

lyie fAow/dh V /ojg f/zg great t/wt ow  eu/twe Aw. Beeawe Zaagaage w
fOTMetAzng AAe an zaAentaaee tAat aw  aaceftori^ /e/ÿ w, aW  we 7»wt not /o^e zt. A 
M a great mAerztance aW  a great wWozzz. (Hood, 1996, audio transcript)

The congruent ideas in the philosophical thought of Husserl, Merleau-Ponty and of 

Abram have numerous parallels with contemporary Quichean thought, for they all return 

to these two cores, the earth (and sky) as primary texts, and the ability to understand 

one’s lived experience upon the earth.

Pinar’s rubric of the curriculum reconceptionalists (Klohr, Grumet, Giroux,

Apple, Pinar, amongst others) draws together a plurality of perspectives from individuals 

who have joined forces on a project for selecting curriculum perspectives for the purpose 

of creating a better world. Pinar (1995) describes reconceptualists as those curriculum 

scholars who are involved in the reconstitution of the field so as to explicate the 

epistemological bases of inquiry. They view theory as ‘currere,’ choosing the act of 

experiencing curriculum, rather than seeing the curriculum as a product. In the work of 

these scholars, there are many interfaces with Mayan educational thought, starting with
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the concept of ‘currere,’ which, like the Mayan approach, begins by moving through the 

lived experience.

A Model for Critical /Political Curricula

ji/bw /zove //zg Mzfwz rgfzfW  /z» order/ /o f/ze Mzywz czz/hzre o/rve?
b Zargg fppzc. /wz// fzzzM/zzorzze a /zd/e 6zf. PPTzy z/z ozzr own vz//bge we db zzot

stop practicing our own spirituality and our own language, which is a way o f  
re/bdMg wzd zozderĵ /ozzdzTzg w/zof we ore â oyzzzg. IPe /zove bee» zzz/erej/ed zzz zzof 
/oĵ zzzg z/. IPTzy /zove ozzr jpeqp/e regk/ed zzz jpz/e f/ze/bet f/zof zzzoẑ  re/zgzozw
have come to confuse our faith? I t ’s because o f  the great power that the Mayan 
j[pzrz/zzb/z/y bay. . .  (Hood, 1996, audio transcript)

A pohtically oriented curriculum can be found in the foundational work

undertaken by Huebner and Macdonald in the 1960s. It later became popular in the

curriculum field in the 1970s. Also termed ‘radical’ or ‘critical curriculum,’ curriculum as

political text can be traced to critical theory. Scholars in the 1970s wrote about the

‘hidden’ curriculum, those unintended but real outcomes and effects of schooling. It was

defined by McLaren as follows:

The hidden curriculum deals with the tacit ways in which knowledge and 
behaviour get constructed, outside the course materials and formally structured 
lessons. It is part of the bureaucratic and managerial press of the school—the 
combined forces by which the students are induced and comply with the dominant 
ideologies and social practices related to authority, behaviour and morality. 
(McLaren & Hammer, 1989, pp. 183-184)

They also focused on social stratification; for example, class, race, and gender as seen in 

the work of Apple (1982, 1990), Giroux (1988), and Shor (1986). 1 first encountered the 

term ‘critically reflective learning’ in the works of Macdonald (1975), and Freire. They 

contend that the empirical perspective has had an all-pervasive influence on educational 

thinking. It has been denoted by a variety of terms: ‘ empirical-analytic’ (Macdonald,
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1975), ‘technical thesis’ (Postman, 1975), and ‘technical’ (Aoki, 1977). This perspective 

was the dominant educational paradigm until very recently. It remains dominant in many 

schools and appears to be reasserting itself in the new guise o f computer technology. It 

can be best described as technical and mechanistic, with an emphasis on fragmentation and 

specialization.

In contrast with the empirical perspective, critical pedagogy is (in Macdonald’s

terms), interested ‘in the service of persons.’ Critical thinking examines issues from the

perspective of the person, and seeks through establishing context to connect with the

meaning of others. “What does this mean for me/us as (a) human being(s)?” is a constant

question that arises from critical reflection. Macdonald’s area of emancipatory inquiry

revolves around the personal. It was strongly influenced by self- reflective thinking as

used in psychoanalysis.

The work of Freire had a major impact on critical educational theorists such as

Giroux, Green, McLaren, Shor, and others (Pinar, 1995). In Central America in the 1970s,

I became familiar with the impact of Freire’s work as I witnessed the transformation of

education through Nicaragua’s literacy campaigns, and I saw firsthand the impact that the

popular education movement had throughout Central America. Armed with nothing more

than a few books and some camping supplies, thousands of young Nicaraguans spread

throughout rural Nicaragua, teaching literacy using Freire’s methodology. Giroux describes

Freire’s conception of education as follows:

Education is not terrain where power and politics are given a fundamental 
expression, since it is where meaning, desire, language, and values engage and 
respond to the deeper beliefs about the very particular future and a way of life. As 
a referent for change, education represents a form of action that emerges from
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joining the languages of commitment of educators to make the political more 
pedagogical, that is, to make critical reflection and action a fundamental part of a 
social project that not only engages forms of oppression but also develops a deep 
and abiding faith in the struggle to humanize itself. (Freire, 1985, pp. xiii-xiv)

Freire’s work on the hidden curriculum of oppression focuses on several broad themes: 

the imposition of external and internal structures, and the false consciousness of the 

oppressed: Holism: the importance of seeing phenomena as connected both in space and 

time; praxis: where word meets action; community: the importance of the group in critical 

learning; and critical education: the outline of a methodology for humanization (Freire, 

1983).

I will consider these themes more closely because they reflect in significant ways, 

the perspectives of contemporary Quichean curricula.

For communities exposed to it, Freire’s method generates authentic dialogue, 

helping them to determine the issues that are most important to them in their own social 

and political situations. It facilitates a democratization of learning that creates a new 

orientation, one of mutual reciprocal learning and co-creation. It is akin to Cajete’s (1994) 

notion of natural democracy, which replaces the ‘expert- recipient’ relationship with 

authentic dialogue, generating critical consciousness and educational empowerment. Like 

Freire’s method, natural democracy leads to personal empowerment enabling people to 

become agents of their own transformation. This is a radical departure from the dominant 

educational history of the Americas, one characterized by assimilation, technifrcation, 

indoctrination, and abuse.^
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The many possible applications of this critical approach are clearly lUnstrated in

the work of Pepper (1996), a well-known Creek elder and Native educator in the US. 

Pepper has developed ten identity questions for use in developing indigenous curricula.

Her questions are as follows:

1. Who are my people?

2. Where did my people begin?

3. Where did my people come from to get here?

4. Where and when did my people move? How many people moved?

5. Where are my people now?

6. What have my people contributed?

7. What was done to my people? When? How?

8. What are the responses of my people to what was done to them?

9. What are my people like culturally? Physically?

10. How are my people now? Where are my people today? What are they doing? 

(Pepper, 1996, p. 27)

The process of answering these identity questions requires that students (and 

their teachers) engage in an active personal search in order to get answers about their own 

collective tribal histories and personal identity. According to Freire, the hidden structure 

of the world is a web of power and oppression. The social order is accepted 

unquestioningly by the majority in society; and it is often called the ‘dominant ideology.’ 

The oppressed, who, like everyone in society, internalize the dominant ideology of 

oppression become immersed in ‘a culture of silence.’ This renders them powerless, and



158

in Freire's terms, infuses them with false consciousness and dominated thought (Freire, 

1985).

I witnessed this process in action while working with Mayan refugees on human

rights issues, in Chiapas, Mexico, in the early 1980s. One of the first priorities of the 

Mayan refugees in the remote impoverished camps in Mexico was to set up makeshift 

schools, under trees and tarps, to teach their children about their homeland, their culture 

and their history. The curriculum focused on questions very similar to Pepper's identity 

questions. Children were taught about their history by popular educators, who were 

carefully selected by the community. In several refugee camps, the children produced 

powerful portraits of their lives, both in the war zone and in the refugee camps. The 

drawings of the children were later used abroad in attempts to bring peace to the region, 

and they proved to be very powerful tools, directly linked as they were to the use of a 

critical pedagogy.

Pepper (1996), Deloria (1994), Fixico (1998), Wilson (1998), Mihuesuah (1998), 

and other indigenous scholars all stress the importance of indigenous children knowing 

their own personal and tribal histories, in order that they might find their true way in life, 

‘finding their face, heart and foundation.’ The Mayan refugee children leamed by telling 

their own stories, reflecting on their meaning, and then learning how to apply the insights 

they had leamed from their own history to create new meaning for themselves. After 

learning about themselves by reflecting on their own history, they then began to rewrite 

and retell those histories and develop their own curricula. This is, however, a huge 

endeavor with, as Wenceslao Almira explains, many requirements:
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Tif'f a JOJ-j/gw j /̂rwgg/g l̂ Ag fW/ggwity /%qp/g& from fAg ^mg q/̂ f/zg
zwayfoM wg wgrg g%g/Wg(/^om fAg ̂ ZzAco/, gcoMomzc oW foczo-cw/A/roZ /zowgr, 
AzzZ MOW wg 'rg o(ZwoMczMg ZM fZzg jToZzZzco/ wgyzq, wg rggoz/zgfZ f/zof. Zf j  zzof a  gz/? 
^om  f/zg govgr/zmgMff or^Aazz Awf a  gz/Z^om zAg pgqp/gj^ ' A/oofZ fAg(Z^r fAĝ g 
jOJ _ygarf. ZFg 'rg (Zozzzg fAaf aW  wg AgZzgvg ozzg düy fAg worak q/"fAg fqpoZ MwA 
wzZZ A g I g f  fAgrg Ag düwzz, /gf zzzorMZMg arrzvg, Zgf gvgryozzg ggZ z<p, Zgf zzof a 
fZMg/g grozzp fZay AgAzmZ gvgryo/zg g/̂ yg. TTzaf 'f wAaf wg arg rgaZzzzzzg, zAaf 
gyg/yoMg zazzfg(( cAzZaA-gM, gZzZgr̂ , )/ozz/A, fZzg AZayazz ̂ gqpZg arg orgazzzzzzzg fowardk 
zAg /zoZzAcaZ fzzocgff ZAaZ waf ZaAgzz away, gzzrZazZgzZ_/)"om zzf^r JOJ _ygarj:.
(Asterisk Film Productions, 1996, film transcript, ̂ 4 AZazz caZZgzZ Jzzazz Caz-Zof)

A Model for Indigenous Curricula of Spiritual Ecology

According to Nietschmann (1987), three quarters of the military conflicts in the 

world involve Native Nations seeking to hold off or free themselves from larger nation 

states. Currently, some 3,000 Indigenous Nations are contained within the borders of 200 

states which assert control over them, and one third of the world’s people are made up of 

Native Nations. These conflicts between Indigenous Nations and the states whose 

borders contain them, constitute a “world war . . .  hidden from most people’s view 

because the fighting is against peoples and nations that are not even on the map” 

(Nietschmann, 1987, p. 21).

They can neither be found on the map nor in academic curricular discourse, except 

in the margins and practical forms such as those aboriginal communities, like the Maya, 

who are creating their own curricula. In a review of contemporary synoptic curriculum 

texts (Miller & Seller, 1990, Pinar et al., 1995, Schubert, 1986), I discovered that 

indigenous discourses were not mentioned, except in a few fleeting sentences. References 

to indigenous knowledge and curricula were either completely absent, or they surfaced 

only in discussions about multiculturalism, and in sections on critical/political discourses.
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There was no acknowledgment whatsoever of indigenous epistemology, nor any reference

to indigenous scholars.

I agree with C^ete (1994), Deloria (1994), and other indigenous educators Wio

propose that there is a profound need for the development of a large body of indigenous 

discourse, rooted in many places and reflecting many traditions.

Cajete eloquently outlines the need for a contemporary indigenous curriculum 

model, one that is informed by aboriginal metaphors of teaching and learning. He calls this 

model ‘an ecology of indigenous education’ and articulates the need for it as follows:

1. The need for a contemporary perspective of American Indian education that is 
principally derived from and informed by the thought orientations and cultural 
philosophies of Indian people themselves.

2. The need of exploring alternative approaches to education that directly and 
successfully address the requirements of Indian populations during this time of 
educational and ecological crisis. It is essential to open the field and entertain the 
possibilities of new approaches in a creative quest for viable and complete 
educational processes.

3. The need to integrate, synthesize, organize, and focus the accumulated materials 
from a wide range of disciplines about Indian cultures and Indian education 
towards the evolution of a contemporary philosophy for Indian education that is 
indigenous inspired and ecologically based. (Cajete, 1994, p. 21)

In this model of spiritual ecology, the first part of the curriculum is called ‘The

Creative Process: The Centering Place.’ It is the place of emergence, the first and most

basic kind of orientation. Through learning how to leam and to create, children begin the

process of finding their own center “that place that Indian people talk about; that place of

self knowing and empowerment that forms the foundation for a transformative process of

learning and creativity” (Cajete, 1994, p. 197).
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Quichean education begins with a focus on learning how to leam, through an

elaborate circle of relationships that are based on reeiprocal learning and co-creation. 

Quichean knowledge is endogenous; the focus is on educating the inner self through 

insight and illumination that arises within one’s own being and develops through the 

influences of key relationships. It is education for life’s sake. One strives to attain 

knowledge, seek truth, find wisdom, and completeness.

In Mayan communities, traditional knowledge is taught to children only when the 

child is considered to be ready. Knowledge is felt to be intrinsically connected to 

responsibilities, and to the development of personal awareness. It is assumed that the 

child will have to make his/her own decisions. Similarly it is understood that these 

decisions will affect the whole community and the material world. Children are taught to 

seek answers from within themselves, and to leam about life through living it. Sacred 

knowledge is felt to be an important part of the knowledge needed for daily life and 

learning traditional ways is considered a natural preparation for life. Therefore learning 

and living are fully integrated.

The foundations of traditional education rest on the development of awareness 

and innate human potential through life experience, art, ceremonies and stories. These 

promote wholeness in the child and as a direct consequence, the family and the 

community. In the Nahuatl tradition, schools called the Calmecac were developed where 

the purpose of education was to ‘find one’s face,’ ‘find one’s heart’ and search for a 

‘foundation,’ a truth, or way of life through which one could express one’s being.
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Each student had to go on a quest to find his or her particular gift. Once found that gift 

would be of service to their community and to assist them in becoming a complete man 

or woman (Portillo, 1963, pp. 3-24).

The need for respectful behaviour towards the natural world is a primary message 

that children are taught; its importance is symbolized by ceremonies to the earth and sky 

and the sacred directions. Through deep understanding of these directions, indigenous 

people—including the Maya—have defined their place in the Universe. Abram (1996), 

Ermine (1995), Basso (1996), and Knudtson and Suzuki (1992), all concur that indigenous 

people perceive themselves to be situated in the middle of the cardinal directions, oriented 

towards a multidimensional field of knowledge and connected to the phenomena of their 

physical and spiritual worlds. Inherent in these directions are elemental and integrated 

ways of knowing that serve as the foundation of indigenous education. The root 

foundations of Mayan education include the environmental, the mythic, the visionary and 

the communal, all of which are integrated by a spiritual ecological orientation grounded in 

the context of everyday life. The following model is a translation and summary adapted 

from the Mayan Schools Project (Chaclan Solis, 1995). It outlines the central objectives 

guiding a Mayan curricular model as well as the philosophical principles underlying it.
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Figure 6: Figure 6: Summary of the Curricular Approach of the Mavan School Project
The Mayan Schools Project presents an educational model that selects, organizes,

and determines objectives, policies, strategies, methods, techniques and valuable knowledge 
of the cultural and spiritual life of the Mayan world, in a flexible and dynamic curriculum 
aimed towards the holistic formation of the students and strengthening of his /her ethnic and 
linguistic identity for the recovery and revitalization of the Mayan culture.

This educational model aims primarily to educate the students in an integral way 
encouraging the use of the mother tongue to reinforce their linguistic and ethnic identity; to 
teach students about their cultural past for their identification with it in a formal, scientific, 
technical, humanistic, and cosmological way to achieve self-competency for individual and 
social development.

Otgectives:
The Educational Model of Mayan Schools propose to reach the following objectives:

- To provide an education that develops activities, behaviors, and opinions that favour the
linguistic, ethnic, and cultural identity of the learner for his/her holistic development.
To develop the learners with technical, cultural and scientific capabilities that will enable 
them to interact in multilingual and multicultural contexts.
To promote in the Mayan population, through formal education, the recovery and 
revitalization of the language, the culture, the identity and the autonomy of the school 
and the community.

Philosophy:
The Educational Model of the Mayan Schools intends to encourage the development 

of the Mayan child accordingly to the following principles:

1.- To promote the student's development by observing the essential ORDER and 
FUNCTIONS inherent to every human being.
2.- To encourage RESPECT as a norm of universal behavior of the Mayan people in all 
kinds of relationships with their equals and the other beings of nature.
3.- To develop individuals who are capable of living in HARMONY with other beings and 
with other creatures.
4.- To develop the innate potentials in the students pursuing transcendent SPIRITUALITY.
5.- To promote the formation of individuals through the dynamic living of POSITIVE 
VALUES that will guarantee their identity, language, culture, and worldview.
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Figure 6: Summary of the Curricular Approach of the Mayan School Project

Objective Contents o f Mayan Culture Teaching-Learning Methodology

General:
1) To provide an education that 

develops activities, behaviors, 
and opinions that favor the 
linguistic, ethnic, and cultural 
identity o f the learners for 
their integral development.

2) To develop students with 
technical, cultural, and 
scientific capacities that will 
enable them to interact in a 
multilingual and pluralistic 
cultural context.

3) Through formal education, 
promote in the Mayan 
population the revitalization 
of the culture, language, and 
identity, and the autonomy of 
the school and the community.

l)Principles o f Mayan worldview: 
Order 
Respect
Balance and harmony
Spirituality
Unity

Reading/writing of the Mayan 
language
Mayan Mathematics 
Mayan Culture

Study of Maize:
a. Cultivation:
of maize, wheat, beans, legumes, 

and fruits.

b. Mayan Calendar

c. The Mayan people 
-Origin
Important events
Important people from the past.
Archeological sites
Economic organization of the past
Religious organization o f the past
Worldview
The family
The community
Ceremonies around birth
Marriage and death
Meaning and usage o f  ritual
elements
Candlesticks, pom, music and 
dances.
Production systems 
Social organizations 
Religious organizations 
Illustrious people o f present times.

Reading-writing Methodology for 
the Mother tongue (LI)
The Eclectic method is advised due 
to its holistic and globalizing 
character:

Methodology for Second Language 
(L2) Teaching:

The methodology for teaching a 
second language whether Mayan or 
Spanish will be based in the 
Learning Transference Theory. 
Grounded on the following 
principles:

a. Interaction principles
b. Integration principles
c. Individualization principles

These procedures are added:
a. Developing listening skills
b. Developing speaking skills
c. Prepare the students for reading
d. Prepare the students for writing
e. Train the students to develop 

thinking skills
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Objective Contents o f Mayan Culture Teaching-Learning Methodology
3) To promote indigenous 

experiences in the Mayan 
language; reading and writing; 
the recognition, fixation, and 
correction o f the written and 
oral language; composition, 
recitation and dialogue.

4) The development o f sensibility 
and Mayan aesthetic practices 
through observation activities,, 
appreciation, and elaboration of 
drawings, paintings, knitting, and 
crafts as well as audiovisual 
activities, literary compositions, 
and musical interpretation, songs , 
and poetry.

3) Aesthetics and Artistic Area: 
Song and dance 
Children's poetry and 
dramatization 
Mayan children's games 
Handicrafts

The methodology for teaching the 
language is based on natural 
sequence;
-Passive and selective listening 

Listening comprehension 
Oral production 
Written production

The teaching period ends with 
suggested activities by the 
children.
Handicrafts:
(baskets, bracelets, and others 
corresponding to the 
community).
Outdoor fieldtrips.
Food preparation
Visits to important people in
the community___________ ___

Adapted from Chalcon Solis (1995), Enfoques curriculares Mayas.
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Many creative Western thinkers are reinventing and ^propriating indigenous

concepts to support the development of some of their own educational models. Their

central message resonates deeply with the Quichean model which holds the earth as the

primary text and as the primary teacher. As Cajete notes:

Recent research of ancient and contemporary indigenous philosophies by 
scientist/philosopher David Bohm, Fritjof Capra, and others, has made it apparent 
that many indigenous people have incorporated understandings into their systems 
that are only now being explored or confirmed by the most advanced research in 
quantum physics. (Cajete, 1994, p. 65)

We are living through a rare historical period of tremendous change. At the 

beginning of a new millennium the foundations of postmodern educational discourse 

appear to be undergoing radical transformation. It is an era in which educators are 

searching for entirely new forms and new ways of inspiriting the educational process. The 

foundations of the Western worldview are being shaken and humanity is re-examining its 

core assumptions about the nature of reality. Nothing less than the future of the planet is 

at stake. Throughout this epochal transformation, I believe indigenous knowledge, like 

that of the K’iche,’ can play a pivotal role. Bom of ancient cultures, rooted in enchanted 

places, Mayan knowledge brings profound insights and much needed knowledge about 

how to learn and how to live in sustainable ways. I propose that Mayan ways of 

knowing, and the models of curricula that are emerging from them, can help us to re-vision 

our own cultural cosmology. They can shed light on new ways to teach the children to 

love and care for this small planet and all of its inhabitants. Perhaps it is time for us to 

reflect on the core questions of educational curriculum and consider them again. What
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knowledge is most worthwhile? Why is it worthwhile? How is it acquired or created?

And, finally, it is long past time that we asked ourselves, as the Maya have done for

countless generations: Will it be a path of place and respect ?

Heart of Sky, Heart of Earth,
give us our sign, our word,
as long as there is day, as long as there is light.
When it comes to the sowing, the dawning.
Will it be a greening road, a greening path?

(from the Popol Vuh)
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Endnotes

1. Including economic, cultural, or political oppression.

2. See Deloria Jr., 1994, Mander, 1992, and the Royal Commission on Aboriginal
Peoples, 1996.
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Appendix 1

Teachings about Respect

Text of Conversations with Agustin Sapon Morales, 
February 19,1997 Momostenago, Guatemala

Respecting Nature

Well, first of all, Robin, thank you very much for this interview. For me it is a 
pleasure to tell a little bit of what Maya education is like. It is an education which, 
well, Fm very sorry that it has not been set down, we don't have a book where 
that education is written down. Especially as it is an education which has been 
passed down from generation to generation. During my childhood the education 
which my parents and grandparents (who raised me) passed down, was to respect 
Mother Nature. For example, that plants shouldn’t be harmed. When we would go 
up to the mountain, I would take my machete to cut wood, and I would, out of 
mischief, chop at the trees as I walked by them. My grandmother or my mother 
would tell me “you mustn’t do that to the tree, because it is a sin to hurt a tree. 
You must start thinking, would it hurt you to be hit like that on your feet? 
Therefore, you shouldn’t hurt the plants—you should have respect for them. 
Because plants give us life. First of all, when there is sunshine, there is warmth. 
What is the first thing you seek when it is hot? The shade of a tree, to rest under. 
That is one of the benefits we get from trees. Another thing is that, for example, 
now we are going to cut some firewood and make fire to cook our food; so the tree 
gives us many important things.” These are some of the things my grandparents 
and my parents taught me.

When one is a child, one is very mischievous. I remember once my mother and I 
were walking in the fields and I pulled at a com plant and tore it down. My 
mother said, “you shouldn’t damage our mother com because that is our food, and 
some day our mother com will hide, and what will happen to us if there is no 
com? You know that moming, noon, and night com is what we always eat. So you 
shouldn’t damage it. On the contrary, if you see a com plant that has fallen down 
you should lift it up and tie it. You should be careful with the sacred com because 
that is our main nourishment.”

That is what my mother told me. When 1 grew up and was old enough to work 
with my father, at six or seven years of age, my father told me, now you have to 
take your hoe, and you will help me till the soil. Because at that age 1 still hadn’t 
gone to school. 1 went to school at ten, so before that 1 helped my father tiU the 
soil. He taught me how to do it. But first of all, what he did was kiss the earth, but 
the problem was that he didn’t explain to me why he kissed it. 1 just saw him do 
it, this gesture, and recognized that he did it to the four points and he didn’t say
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why he did that. Because I was a child I just copied him. When I grew up my 
father didn’t have a watch or a radio to hear the time, he would calculate the time 
by the shadows. So our fathers knew, for example, if  it was February. They knew 
the position of the sun by its shadow. That is how our fathers taught us to 
calculate the time without a watch or radio.

At around midday he started with a prayer. At that time my father became a 
Christian. He would pray to our Father and say Ave Maria, and all the prayers of 
the Catholic religion, then at twelve noon he would pray. His prayers were 
connected to his work in the fields. My father always told me, “you have to do 
your work well, and also when you need to hoe the earth and till the soil, don’t do 
it when you feel like making mischief but when you really need the crop. For 
example, right now we are hoeing the earth; God knows why we are doing it. We 
are not doing it to be a nuisance, no, we are doing it because there is a real need," 
he said.

And at that young age one asks questions, for example about the sowing, and 
when to plant the com, well, you need experience to know how to dig the soil and 
find the moist areas, because that is where you put the seeds. So because at that 
age I still didn’t know how. Then my work with my father was to spread the 
animal manure or fertilizer on the soil. So my job as a child always was to spread 
the manure before the seeds were planted, sometimes there were pieces of thread 
in the manure . . .  and I would ask, “Father, why are we planting this? “ And he 
would reply, “Son, this is just fertilizer and it helps the com to grow. The milpa 
(com) is the finit of the harvest.”

Learning through Observation and Practice

Another thing 1 remember is that my mother taught me how to count in our 
language. She taught me how to count and to study counting or practice it. I was 
supposed to count the seeds as my father planted them; in our culture the 
tradition is to plant seven grains, so I would count in Maya. My father would test 
me by planting eight grains; that way he would know if  I was learning. Sometimes 
he would only plant four. Well, the truth is that my father is a person who 
communicated a lot to me. I can say that there are fathers who do not have much 
of a relationship with their children. And that is a problem. But my Father taught 
me many things, all without any writing, and over time I learned many things.

That is why I say that the cultural education that everyone should receive starts in 
early childhood. From then on, our mothers need to teach us how to behave. From 
the first day we arrive in this world we should start leaming. I started school when 
I was ten years old. In the moming I would study and in the afternoon I would 
come home to help my father in the fields. And that was where I leamed many
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things. But I was not conscious o f it in the sense o^ "Look how inqwrtant what
my father is teaching me is.” No, it was just learning, simply learning with him.

That is all I can remember of my childhood but now it is very useful. That is, now
I have a clearer idea of why my parents taught us like that. For example, now I 
have some land, a small piece of land that I can cultivate. Studying how our culture 
is, and how all of our life is strongly connected to Mother Nature, actually, there 
is no difference. That is how our education works. Over time we discover that 
what we were taught as children is very important. But perhaps you have some 
questions relating to what I have just said.

The Importance o f Spirituality

For me the most important value refers to the life of the person, to the life o f the 
Mayan people. The most essential thing is spirituality and religion, understanding 
yourself as a human being. Now 1 am realizing why we live, what our duties are. 
For example the teachings of our parents say that one should not harm anyone, 
because in your life you don’t know the future. That is, they are saying that if  we 
harm one of our friends or Mother Nature, then the consequences will return to 
harm us. So the most important thing is spirituality, that is, believing, and how we 
talk about things. Our way of thinking, our way of seeing the world, our way of 
conceptualizing everything that surrounds us. For example, this flower we see 
here is not simply there as a decoration, it is something that God gave us. The 
Creator gave life to that plant, and in a way that is how we are; one day that plant 
will dry up and that is how our life is too. That is why in our culture we don’t 
believe that we are the most important ones in nature; rather we believe we are 
part of Mother Nature and therefore we must feel like brothers to all of nature, 
not only to our brothers in race, but to everything that surrounds us.

Our education relates to the spiritual and the material. Speaking specifically about 
my own village, San Andres, and of the community where I live, it is a village that 
still keeps the true spirituality of the Mayan religion alive. Things like the Mayan 
Calendar, stories and songs and spirituality, they still keep all keep our culture 
alive. For example, the Mayan Calendar; before only the Mayan priest knew it 
and was able to read it well. Now why did that happen that way? Well, when the 
Christian religion arrived at our village there was an effort to end our calendar’s 
connection with the Maya religion.

So there are many stories to tell about what happened in my village, but to 
condense it, our ancestors wondered how to preserve our Mayan culture; but they 
didn’t say what day it was in front of the registrar. Today is Q’anil; people 
couldn’t say what day it is in Mayan anymore. So the elders protected it in this 
way so that it was like a secret that only the Maya priest knew. But now it is 
quite different, people know. If you talk to someone on the street and ask them
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what day of the Mayan calendar it is today, th^r say "oh yes, it is Q'anil," so no
one is afraid anymore.

Regarding our ceremonies, as far as San Andres is comimied, we celebrate the
‘wahishatbatz,’ that is, the first day of the religious calendar, which has 260 days. 
We celebrate it at the village altar. That’s where the Mayan priest’s scepter or 
stick is given; it is a special day that the village commemorates. It’s the same with 
weddings. For example, a wedding is a special day for the couple and it is a special 
day in our village. It marks the vocation of the person as a server of his people. 
Yes, our community definitely keeps its traditions alive.

My community holds great importance for things like spirituality. Now, &r
example, we celebrate community ceremonies. On such days we celebrate with the 
participation of the community and without fear of recriminations from the 
Catholic priest or the evangelical pastor.

We could say the Mayan religion in my community is a real religion just like any 
other religion. We no longer have to hide it. For example, Catholicism celebrates 
with its masses to the public, the evangelicals have their meetings. In die same 
way we have our celebrations in the Mayan religion. So that is the progress we 
have made.

Respecting Music

Another thing 1 want to say with reference to religion is that music is an art, and 
the Mayan people have their own native music. Its rhythm is the son. It’s a 
rhythm that is very smooth, and people dance to it, with a lot of devotion. So we 
consider this type of music to be sacred music. Whenever we play the son, it’s as 
if we are offering a hymn to the Creator. Music is sacred. That is why during 
family gatherings you invite your relatives and everybody dances to the son with 
a lot of respect, with your hands behind your back and with your head bowed, 
which shows respect. It is the sort of music that lets you meditate, that marks the 
encounter of a person with God.

So, it’s a pity that 1 don’t have a sample of the songs that I have done. They are 
my contribution to the Mayan people, to help keep the culture and the conscience 
of the tradition alive. 1 have composed about 32 songs, with lyrics and music.
1 have wanted to bring our culture and our use of expressions to the attention of 
the world. Why did 1 think of doing this? Well, because on the radio you mostly 
hear music that is not ours. It’s always being played and so 1 decided that we 
needed to hear our own music. In my village, they know me as a composer. 
Perhaps 1 don’t deserve to be called that, but people know me and have come to 
me because 1 direct a music group and a dance group. That is my contribution to 
the Mayan people.
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Nawals and the Impacts of Christianity

As I have said, in talking about my community, between the years of 1920 to 
1925, the Christian religion came to my people. During that time, our culture was 
being forgotten and left behind; in the nawal language, that is. But our 
grandparents always keep track of their grandchildren’s nawal (date of birth) 
because the nawal is the owner of the day. So for a person, the nawal is your 
protector. Before you would say to ftie people, "my son was bom and this is his 
nawal.” Only the father would know it and then they would celebrate the 
ceremony when the day came. It was kept sort of secret because there was some 
danger if  you said it in ftont o f others. But now everybody knows their nawal, 
even the children. We tell them, “this is your nawal,” at about five years of age. 
Earlier, they don’t understand much. When you are little, well, as I said, our 
fathers don’t always tell us the meaning of their actions, but we watched them and 
went through the whole process with the ceremonies. When the priest passes a 
candle over our heads, we wonder, why is he doing this to us? 1 asked my father, 
“What did we do that day?” He said, “We offered a ceremony for your nawal.” 
And then 1 realized what my parents had said. It was sort of said under their 
breath.

What happens at the civil registrar where you go to register your name? Now 
people have become interested in having their names registered in nawal, but the 
secretaries, don’t allow it. They ask, “What does that mean?” They say, “Why do 
you write it like that? Why don’t you name him after a saint?” When one can 
speak some Spanish, one can explain and sometimes you can convince them to 
record your proper name. But when you can’t  speak Spanish they just say, “I’m 
going to put a saint’s name down.” So that is a problem we have now; for 
example, take my surname. It shames me, it doesn’t have any meaning for me. 
Speaking in terms of culture, it just doesn’t have any meaning. For me, the most 
convenient thing is to sign with my nawal.

So that is a problem especially in the villages, although some Maya have managed 
to have their nawal appear on their identity cards, but not many. Only those who 
can convincingly complain in Spanish are able to force the clerks to change them. 
So people know their nawal and they perform their ceremony, depending on the 
day they were bom. Apart from that, a  person has three essential aspects to his 
[or her] lives: the nawal, the day they were conceived, that’s one nawal; the 
second is the nawal when one was bom; the third nawal protects one on the road. 
So those three nawals, those three owners, are the ones that protect the child.
How can one calculate this? For example, my nawal is ‘Kej,’ so to calculate your 
nawal o f conception and protection, you go back nine days and forward nine days. 
The priest also has to know the protection days of a person. Then the person can 
do the ceremony on those days and that way, search for a solution to their
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problems. That is one way Mayan priests solve people's problems. That is what
I can say about the peoples’ nawals.

The Mavan Calendar and the Catholic Church

In the Mayan Calendar, that is to say in the Mayan culture, there are two ways of
keeping track of time: one is called the long count, and the other the short count. 
The long count has 365 days or 18 months; the short count has 265 or 260 days 
and it’s divided in 13 months. If we think about the Gregorian calendar, there are 
thirteen months in the religious calendar, as we call it. When we speak of 13 
months, or 20 days per month of the Mayan calendar, it is equal to 9 months in 
the Gregorian calendar. So according to the investigations that I have done lately, 
why did our ancestors create two forms of the calendar? First of all, we can talk 
about a person’s life. The 13-month calendar is organized according to the human 
behaviour. Our ancestors thought about the human body and how it was formed, 
based on everything they were able to understand about it. They established the 
religious calendar of 13 months because they observed the 13 articulations of the 
body. So you see how the religious calendar works. Why did they think like that? 
Beeause the days of the Mayan calendar are divided into 20 days, so in K’iche’ 
we say jumwinac (one person). Now the 260 days refer to the whole movement of 
the person and based on that, you perform the ceremonies. It’s very connected to 
the human body and the articulations of the body. So that’s what I can say 
regarding the calendar.

We call that [lightning in the blood], the movement of the body. Not everybody 
has the skill or the power [to listen to the lightening in the blood]. Because 
everybody is different according to their owner or nawal, so depending on your 
nawal, if it is very strong, then you can move the veins so that person feels it. If  I 
move to the left I know my own body and how it moves. The nawal moves the 
body. So if I speak with someone and they are not to be trusted, my body moves 
suddenly. Then I know that I shouldn’t trust them. With some people you can 
feel that they are not good for you. That is a power that everyone can have.

This subject is very important for a person—to be able to be a Mayan priest, he 
has to be called by God and by the world. So the first thing that must be 
understood, if you are a Mayan priest it is not beeause you wanted to be one. It’s 
because the Creator and Maker wanted you to serve, because the priest is a server 
of God and of the world, or Mother Nature. There are some priests who 
specialize m asking for the success of a business; others are able to cure disease; 
others are able to ask for a good husband; some are able to give advice regarding 
travelling—if something bad will happen on your journey. Every priest has their 
own specialty. It’s exactly the same as if you had a talent for planting or tailoring; 
as if  that is your vocation. Even if  you wanted to do that as your livelihood—if 
you don’t have that skill then you can’t do it.
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Now here is something to talk about! Over time, as the Christian reli^on took
over Guatemala, it also destroyed the Mayan religion. The percentage of people 
Wio practice the Mayan religion (according to Wiat I seeiKrwtlndl know more 
about it) . . .  Iix)ticed that in my village there is aspedalday fbracxaremcHiy for 
the house where you live on the fifth AjJ. Every family has to perform that 
ceremony on Aat special day.

So when you finish that ceremony, every family takes the reliquary to the Mayan 
priest. What is traditional in my village is the broth. Every family prepares a 
broth, and with a little basket of tamales, wrapped in leaves (if it happens in 
summer they are wrapped in com leaves), you take the broth to the priest So I 
noticed that all the families that were Mayan took the broth to the priest. About 
80% of the people who practice the Mayan religion do this. As a result this has 
been called synchronism. In order that the Catholic priest doesn’t reject us 
completely, we take Holy Communion, and this has been accepted by the 
Catholic religion. The families that keep a part of the Catholic religion make up 
about 40%, that is, those who keep both religions alive.

The other percentage, about 30%, practice the Evangelic religion. They have 
totally rejected the Mayan religion and the Catholic religion. But this depends on 
the pastors. For example, in 1976 in San Andres, a priest arrived who was native 
Indian. So he also tried to encourage Mayan culture in the village. As a result 
many things were achieved. The introduction of some things in the church where, 
well, even before he arrived, we practiced the Mayan religion but after he came it 
was even more so. We took a little bit of the Catholic religion, but we never lost 
our own. I remember it well because I was about 17 or 18 years old.

The Use of the Traje ('Traditional Dress’)

I don’t know when men stopped wearing their costume, especially the men, but 
my father told me that in his time in about 1940, he still wore his costume. During 
the fiestas in the village my grandfather used to make my father perform the 
traditional dances. The traditional dances in my village are the dance of the 
monkey and the deer; the dance of the Mexican; the dance of the conquest; and the 
dance of the moors. My father danced in the fiestas, but people would laugh at 
him for wearing his traditional costume. So my father told my grandfather “I’m 
not going because people are laughing.” My grandfather responded, “well, if it’s 
like that don’t be embarrassed, wear my pants.” My grandfather had a pair of 
pants. So my father wore a pair of pants so that people wouldn’t laugh at him. So 
around 1940 that is when the original costume started to disappear in my village. 
Now, we can ask, \^ y?
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Well, it was because of discrimiuation. When you are discrhninated
against—especially when you go to another village and everybody sees you 
dressed in your costume, people laugh at you. This is especially true of the 
people in pick-ups (the trucks that carry people and goods 6om village to village). 
So if  you’re wearing your costume on the buses, if a ladino comes along, they 
make you get up and go to the back of the bus.

But when you wear a suit (and you don’t wear a [traditional] hat), then people 
don’t say anything to you. So that is why the men stopped wearing their 
traditional clothing—because they were despised whenever they went out. The 
men were obliged to go and earn their daily bread and they had to go out, out of 
necessity. Women, on the other hand, still wear their costumes. It’s important to 
talk about this because our ancestors had their own costumes, and in every village 
everybody has their own style. According to historians, at the time of the Spanish 
colony, every Spaniard was given a certain number of people to work on their 
lands, their coffee plantations—their fincas. You see, everyone had their own little 
group of Mayas. So the Spaniards said, “if we don’t put some sort of 
identification on these men, we’ll get them mixed up because they all look the 
same.” So each Spaniard started thinking about what he would do. O f course, 
many of our ancestors ran away from this situation. They had to run away and 
this is how many of the villages were formed. But they did so, without losing the 
art of weaving. For example, Momostenango, it still has the art of the jacket; that 
is their art and they have never lost it, although I imagine that the first villagers 
were slaves of the Spaniards.

All o f the villages have their different costumes. Mostly this is because of 
pressure firom the Spaniards, because people had to be identified. This has been 
recorded in the history of the Mayan people, and the discrimination that I have 
talked about, well it happened later.

The huipil of San Andres, well, this is what I ’m teaching about now. Originally 1 
thought that it was its beauty that I liked. But now I realize it has cultural value 
and meaning. Our huipil was embroidered by hand, by a woman herself. The 
design is made with little animals: all the animals, birds, monkeys, deer, tigers, 
rabbits, goats, sheep, cows, peacocks, so many animals. There are wild animals 
and domesticated animals. There are snakes, which make us think of the first 
creation, according to the sacred book—the Popol Vuh. When the creator and 
Maker made the world between them they said, “Let us make the one who will 
sustain us, feed us, remember us.” So they said to themselves, “We will make 
man,” but, o f course, the first thing they made were the animals. And then these 
animals were given their places to live in, the mountains, and the caves. That is 
what the huipil commemorates. At the neck, there are drawings of triangles and 
that is the sun. The neck of the huipil is round, so the sun is there, and then there 
is the embroidery of the animals.
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Respecting Lanmiase

Well, first of all there is the importance of teaching the K’iche’ language. This is 
necessary because the child needs to understand what the parents are saying.
There are some children who say a word in Spanish and because they don’t know 
its meaning they just say it. Sometimes it is a bad word and people laugh at the 
child. But on the other hand, in K’iche’—which is his first language—he 
understands what he says. If there is another word that is offensive, then he 
knows he shouldn’t say it. But when he doesn’t know. . . . S o  that is the 
importance of his language, the child should feel what he is saying. There are some 
words that we must say, for example, with elderly people. You have to speak in a 
certain way with them. With young people you use words in other ways. One 
other thing is that we mustn’t lose the great richness that our culture has. Our 
language is like an inheritance that our ancestors left us, we must not lose it. It is a 
great inheritance and a source of great wisdom. 1 don’t know very much about 
grammar, but what 1 am learning is that the grammar in K’iche’ is much like 
Spanish grammar. Sometimes 1 have translated a song and it is quite easy, so it is a 
language like any other, with grammar, so now we can tell people that it is not just 
a dialect but a language unto itself. A dialect doesn’t have its own grammar, it is 
part of another language. K’iche’ is a language, and that is what we are trying to 
make people conscious of, because sometimes people say, “let me speak in my 
dialect.” That is a mistake. But to say, “1 speak in the K’iche’ language”—that is 
correct because that is what it is.

How We Have Resisted

Well, on the question of how the Mayan people have resisted to keep the Mayan 
culture alive? It is a very large topic. But 1 will try to summarize a little bit. Why, 
in our own village, did we not stop practicing our own spirituality and our own 
language? We have been interested in not losing our language and culture. Why 
have our people resisted in spite of the fact that so many religions have come to 
confuse our faith? It’s because of the great power that Mayan spirituality has. For 
example, if a person is sick, then the first thing that the family does, is to go to the 
Mayan Priest, who will consider, why is this person suffering? The priest does a 
eeremony and tries to understand why the person is sick and solve their problem. 
Maybe this person harmed nature; maybe he harmed one of his brothers. The 
priest tries to discover where has he fallen? Once a ceremony is done, then little 
by little, the person gets better. So that is the importance of the ceremony; there is 
an immediate response. At the same time, the fire will tell the priest, “This person 
will die.” Or the fire will say that the person will get better and all they need to do 
is perform more sacrifices or give offerings. So that is why it is so strong and 
remains important to people. They have not abandoned their religion because it 
offers an immediate response to their needs, and they know why they engage in
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these ceremonies. They know their own culture and its meaning. This is one of the 
ceremonies that is very important. If you don't do it, then you know the animals 
will get sick or someone in the family will die. So even if other people speak badly 
of my religion and my neighbours want to convince me otherwise, I will not 
accept that, because I know the value and importance of it. I know the support 
and help I receive from the priest and our religion.

The Mayan priest has to analyze every situation very carefully. He must ask: 
“what was the cause?” Because sometimes there is a sickness in the family. 
Sometimes that’s because of not appreciating all the things which a father has 
given his children. For example, if my father died, and I had not valued my house 
and my small plot of land, the things that he gave me. If it is because of this, then 
you have to offer a ceremony for the dead, to ask for forgiveness. And if it is 
because you have offended nature or God for your ingratitude . . .  then you must 
ask, “Where have I failed?”

Not everybody understands the meaning of weaving, but because of the capitalist 
system we have had to carefully conserve our art. Through our ability to make and 
produce weavings we have been able to survive and feed our families. On one 
hand, it is an economic necessity. On the other hand, it is rich in cultural 
importance. The older people understand what the weaving means; it makes them 
remember the wisdom of our ancestors.

Pis Memberine: School as Colonizer

When I was at school, well, the problem I had was that it’s not like now, where 
there are different grades and each teacher has a grade that he is responsible for. 
When I went, there was only one teacher for everybody from first to seventh 
grade, we were all in one room. The problem I had was that I felt I couldn’t speak 
Spanish. My teacher spoke to me, but I didn’t understand. They taught me to 
hold a pen, but I couldn’t understand and because of that, I was beaten. Once 
because I couldn’t hold a pen she made me hold out my hand and hit me with a 
ruler—just because I couldn’t hold a pen. I was so small that I couldn’t defend 
myself or say anything in response. I just had to accept the situation and it was, 
more than anything, the language which made it hard for me, and the fact that the 
teacher taught eveiything in Spanish. And she treated us like Indians, that was the 
expression of the teacher, “You are Indians, you don’t understand.”

Of course, sometimes at school we didn’t pay attention, just like any child. They 
would get mad and say: “These Indians never pay attention.” Those were the first 
problems I had when I started school. When 1 went to school at ten years of age, it 
was hard because I had to learn little by little. At age seven, I had started to work 
with my father in the fields and so that made it difficult to study. My family was
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very poor, and that meant that we had to work in other villages. My &ther bad to 
work for wages, so we had to go with him and that was a problem.

Re Memberine: Creating the Mayan Schools

For me, the most important thing that must be done (since there are brothers who 
are interested in organizing bilingual education), there is a need for us, the parents, 
to have a very clear awareness. We have to awake our consciousness to the value 
of the culture that we have, because if we go towards an occidental education or an 
education in Spanish, then we are going to lose many things. For me, it is very 
important to have bilingual education, so we won’t lose our culture and identity. 
Also we can relate and share our thoughts and we can grow as human beings, 
because we always have been told that as indigenous peoples or Mayans, that we 
are not capable, that we are just Indians, that we can’t do anything, only the 
Spaniards are able to be lawyers and doctors or engineers and all the professional 
careers—we have always been told that we don’t have the capability for that kind 
of wodc.

What I now know is that we can do all of these things but we have not had the 
opportunity to try them. I didn’t have the chance to go to a good school and I had 
to study in one room with all the grades mixed together, but I was able to get my 
diploma by correspondence. For me it’s very important for us to realize our 
potential. If we start to think that everything our brother ladino has, we also have, 
then what makes us different is only that our race is different. Perhaps they are 
whiter than us, and perhaps they are taller than us, but it doesn’t mean that they 
are more intelligent than us. And apart from that, we have always suffered from 
bad nutrition because we have been very poor. But even if that is a difficulty, it 
doesn’t mean that we were unable to learn as well as anyone else.

Re Membering: Walking on Two Feet

We have to give priority to our culture now, and give equal importance to the 
other without ever losing our own culture. If we only dedicate ourselves to being 
educated in Spanish and neglecting our culture and language, then it is as if a 
person walked with only one foot. If we can’t walk, we will fall. We have to walk 
with both feet, first, using our native language and second, using Spanish. So we 
will walk with both feet, and we will be able to walk steadily.
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Appendix 2 

Teachings about Place

Text o f conversations with the late Wenceslao Ahnira, Momostenango, Guatemala, 1996

A Strategy of Terror

Yes, I remember that when they caught my son (they kidnapped him in the capital 
city), they caught him, they tortured him, and they beat him iq). We were told one
version in which where they also captured a teacher. When they took him to 
where they had my son, they asked my son whether or not he knew the teacher;
he answered that he didn’t. Then they beat him again. The teacher told me that my 
son was completely covered in blood, unrecognizable. He was barely 14 years old. 
It hurts me a lot, but what I say and repeat is that he is not dead. His blood and 
his example shine on along the path of life. It’s an example for all the children. My 
son has given his life for the love of humanity. That’s the only thing I can say, 
because crying for him won’t bring him back. But I feel very comforted knowing 
that although he is not alive, his example is ever present; that makes me feel 
happy. That’s what I can say about him.

My daughter endured the same fate; both ended up in the same place; both 
disappeared in 1983-84. They never reappeared. We’ve never even known where 
their remains are. 1 used to say that maybe one day their remains would appear, 
somewhere around the Technical College.

We’re living in times of change now; it’s a different phase. We’re going through 
economic and social changes in which a peaceful way of life prevails over one of 
death, in which the role of the civilian population is to struggle for the social, 
economic and political improvement of the people. 1 don’t think we should forget 
what has happened. You never forget the fate of your family, and 1 would never 
wish on my neighbours what 1 went through. Not even my friends, who have also 
suffered so much, say that 1 deserve what happened to me; my family 
disintegration, the loss of my house, of all my possessions. 1 had so many things 
back then, and 1 lost them all. 1 don’t expect to get them back because of all that 
has happened in Guatemala. 1 don’t deserve better than any of my brothers.

1 feel it’s not just a question of just myself, because this is the Guatemalan 
people’s struggle, one that all of us carry with us. Unfortunately, it’s easy to 
think that 1 suffered more, but we think that what happened will not happen 
again. The new generation will see when there’s no respect, if  human rights keep 
being violated. Hopefully, the people will again make a decision, but it’ll be 
everybody’s decision, not one person’s. One person alone carmot do 
anything—because war involves everyone. In times of war, some do one thing;
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others do other things; according to the objecdve and subjective conditions o f the
people. If, in Guatemala, human rights and the identity of the Mayas (of the 
indigenous peoples), were respected, Fm sure it wouldn’t happen again. But if 
they continue violating our human rights, individually and collectively, then 
people may jump up together at some point in time. So, war is not made by one 
person but by all the people. I would definitely not wish what happened to me on 
anyone. It’s so hard. We lived that phase. One loses everything, but fortunately I 
haven’t lost my life. I ’m still here. I don’t know whether that answers your 
question?

Working for Social Change

I’m content, very happy. First of all, I now understand the role one is supposed 
to play in this life, to teach others. One should never tire of teaching one’s 
brothers, no matter what What gives me the most satisfaction and sense of 
harmony is to see that I didn’t do it just for the sake of doing it, but out of the 
necessity of change. The life of a human being is always evolving and changing. In 
other words, in the natural order of things, there is revolution and social change. 
One continually changes. I realize, for instance, that I used to be a farmer; then I 
became a technician, then a teacher, then a teachers’ teacher. I don’t know where 
I’ll end up, maybe in an Elders’ Council of Mayan priests. One’s life evolves. I 
realize that life is not static, but dynamic. I’m happy to fulfill my obligation of 
teaching to those who don’t know, to defend our own lives and the lives of the 
rest o f the people.

So, I’m happy because I’ve seen that what I’ve taught has borne fruit. In 
agriculture I’ve seen improvements in production. Recently I’ve visited many 
farmers who tell me: “We continue struggling, we’re eating well now. Thank you. 
We’d like to have you here with us.” But they also like the fact that I’m working 
somewhere else for the good of my people. For instance, now I participate in 
every work commission that COPMAGUA has. It’s very useful. I always work 
with them. Every person with knowledge has a role in fulfilling the command of 
teaching those who don’t know.

Reclaiming Memory

I’ve got three main principles, three fundamentally important things that guide my 
work. One is the power of organization. When people organize themselves, no one 
can destroy them. They’re as strong as a motor that keeps moving forward. 
Another is education, training. These are two fundamental things. The third one is 
the application of knowledge. The three go together. One, organization—when 
people organize themselves, no wind or tide can stop them. Secondly, education 
and training, because with knowledge they’ll never be ignorant of what they’re 
doing or why they are doing it. And thirdly, one must apply what one has learned.
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I think that to teach those who don’t know is a command. So, I feel content. I feel 
at peace. I’ve done what I had to do and many say: “Thank you grandfather, 
thank you brother, thank you comrade. You have taught us many things.”

It’s a necessity to cany out one’s duties—and I’m not saying that I want to die
now. It would be better if I could live another hundred years. We have so much to 
teach the people. That’s the most important thing I’ve done. I’m always an 
optimist; I’m never a defeatist. I’ve had problems at times, but they have never 
crushed me. I always find the way to surmount them, not to be overcome by 
them. That’s the most interesting thing in my life. I’ve been alone at times and 
sad, even desperate. I can remember, in the second stage in my life, when I was in 
the jungle. For 12 years I completely forgot about everything I’d learned, 
completely. I forgot it all until one day I realized that I really needed to read and 
write. When I got married at City Hall, I couldn’t even sign my name. It had to do 
with the fear of the commitment I was about to get into. I couldn’t even sign my 
name and I thought, “I’m young, 22 years old. What am I going to do?” They 
wanted me to teach religion. I would have had to read and teach people, but I 
couldn’t do it. So I repeated grades one through six. It was a lot of work, though, 
because I also worked from 8 am to 6 p.m. At 6 p.m. I went to school until 
9 p.m., every single day, three hours a day redoing primary school. I’d finished 
grade six when the repression started, but I didn’t even have a piece of paper (my 
diploma) from grade six. I left again without even a little piece of paper. I was 39 
or 40 in grade six. I was the youngest student there (he laughs heartily). My 
classmates were 12,18,15,20 years of age. I was 39 or 40 while going through 
primary school. I was lucky. Every day I’d go all the way from the town to my 
village, because I studied in the town. But when they told me to be careful, that 
we were being persecuted, I had to leave school and stop studying.

I guess they decided to hunt me down because I was a leader. They said I was a 
communist leader. My work is to support farmers in terms of buying land for 
agricultural purposes, to give land to those who didn’t have any, conveying the 
Christian teachings and teaching people. That’s why they called me a social 
agitator. Because of that, they labelled me a communist. Real communism doesn’t 
actually exist in Guatemala or in any other country in the world. The word 
“communism” means “primitive community” where everybody has everything. 
Nobody would need anything from another country in such a country, because 
they’d produce all they need—economically, politically and socially. It means a 
primitive community. But us, we always need something from others, even from 
our neighbours. We were not communists just because we did that work. They 
misunderstood the word communist in that way.

I guess that when one has gone through a painful stage in one’s life and enters a 
peaceful period, that’s success. It’s where you reclaim your history, your
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identity, your cosmovision, your spirituality and your language. That's real
success!



199

Glossary

(Spanish): Very small rural village 

orX/aw (Mayan): Lord 

( K'iche'): Sorcier

(K'iche'): Literally a day (or sun) person, in English-daykeeper, the usual term for a
Mayan Priest or Priestess

(Spanish): Highlands

Axe oher tzih (K’iche’); The underneath or foundation of the ancient word

Baktun (Mayan): Period of the long count. A measurement of time in the Mayan calendar 
equivalent to 144,000 days

Batz ( Mayan): Monkey, one of the day names in the Mayan calendar

Cahuleu ( K’iche’): Earth-sky

Campesino (Spanish): A person who lives in the country, usually a farmer

Castillanization (English from Spanish): The process of assimilation through learning
Castillian or the Spanish language, one of the first methods used to subjugate the 
Maya usually through the school system where only Spanish was allowed

Cerro (Spanish): Hill often a shorthand term to represent a Mayan altar

Cholk’ij (K’iche’): Ordering of the days, as in the calendar

Chuchkahau (K’iche’): “Mother/father”—Title of the person who is the head of the
lineage in a K’iche’ community. Such a person is usually also the head daykeeper

Chuchkajawib (K’iche’): Elder or daykeeper/diviner

Chiiwa Tz ’aq (K’iche’): In front of the mountains, the name for the town of 
Momostenango

Companeros (Spanish): Companions, ones that accompany you

(Spanish): To participate in a committed way, or to opt for and to side
with
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CoMgregocM/zgf (Spanish): Congregations, one of the terms used to re&r to the
resettlement of the Maya into new settlements under the Spanish in order that 
they could more easily enforce the labour laws

Costumbre (Spanish): Custom, the word most often used in Spanish for a Mayan 
ceremony or other ritual

Cot: (Mayan): Two headed eagle

Coyopo (Mayan): Lightning (in the blood)

Cwya n  zc* (K'iche'): To birth, or give it light

Daykeeper (English): The person trained and apprentioed in the tools o f divining or
reading the Mayan calendar, healing and conducting ceremonies

Encanto (Spanish): An enchanted place, a common term for a Mayan altar

Huipil (Mayan): The traditional blouse worn by Mayan women usually woven or 
embroidered

Ilbal (Mayan): A seeing instrument or lens, telescope, or magnifying glass 

Itz (Mayan): sap, or any liquid substance from the body or the earth 

Itzan (Mayan): Shaman

be (Mayan): Jaguar, also one of the day names of the Mayan calendar

K ’iche ’ (Mayan); Name of the people and the language living in Northwestern Guatemala. 
Old spelling was ‘Quiche’ which is still used to refer to the place or Department 
where the people live

Katun (Mayan): Period of the long count of the Mayan calendar, equivalent to 7,200 
days, just less than 20 solar years

Kin (Mayan): Day, sun or time

Ladino (Spanish): The term used in Guatemala to refer to someone who is not an Indian. 
Whites, Metizos, and Indian who have been assimilated in to the Hispanic society 
are all referred to as ladino

Lynchamientos (Spanish): Lynchings or other forms of killing people done by angry mobs 
of people who take justice into the own hands
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AAz/M (Mayan): Grand6ther. Also means the ' Year-Beara:/ the day in the lunar calendar
on which the solar year begins. It is also the name of a Mayan people in Western 
Guatemala and the name of their language

MzndÜTMzenfof (Spanish): A series of labour laws that restored the colonial system of 
repartimiento and provided Mayan labour for public and private work through
enforcing work allocations on Mayan villages

Mestizos (Spanich): A person of mixed Indian and Spanish heritage 

Milpa (Spanish): Cornfield, or garden plot

Mundo (Spanish): World, in its religious sense, it’s used in the singular to denote Mother 
Earth, and all that is in nature, all that is on the earthly, as opposed to the celestial 
plane. In the plural, mundos refers to altars and the hills where they are found

Mmfaf (K’iche’): Ancestors (literally. Mothers Fathers)

Nawal (Spanish/Nahuatl) : Guardian spirit acquired by a person at birth. Spirit or spiritual 
essence or energy. The nawal also can refer to the person’s animal double capable 
of magic. Many K’iche’ also use it to refer to the day on which they were bom
and named

Oher tzih (K’iche’): Ancient word 

Pom (K’iche’): Copal incense

Preprimaria (Spanish); Pre primary grade in school or kindergarten

Presente (Spanish): To be present Often used as a chant to signify that someone who has 
been killed is still present in spirit and is remembered. As in “Juan Gerardi! 
Presente! Juan Gerardi! He is present! He lives on with us.”

Rajilabalk’ij (Kiche’): Day count

Reducciones (Spanish): The settlements of converted Indian people organized by the 
religious orders and the colonial autiiorities. This made it easier to control the 
formerly dispersed Mayan population

Repartimiento (Spanish): The colonial system of forced labor enforced after 1542. All
Mayan men between 16 and 60 were forced to work for the Spanish one week out 
of four, although in practice it was usually much more according to historians

Signo (Spanish): Sign, the day in the ritual calendar on which one was bom
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.S'werfg (Spanish): Luck, destiny

Traje (Spanish): Traditional clothes

Tlwn (Mayan): Stone. Also means the 360-day year in the long and short form calendars. 
Twenty tuns equal one katun

Tzolkin (Mayan): Count of the days. The repeating ritual lunar calendar, formed by the 
combination of the 20 daynames and the numbers 1 to 13. This count is used by 
daykeepers as an almanac, horoscope, and as the religious calendar

Uinal (Mayan): Sequence of 20 days forming the 20 day month and forming the basis of 
the Tzolkin. The order of the days doesn’t change but the first day in the solar 
calendar

Vara (Spanish): Staff, or wand, but refers to the divining-bundle of the Mayan Priest 
containing red tz’ite beans, crystals, etc.

Zatfric (Mayan): Dawns




