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Maya Women and Domestic Violence in Guatemala: Searching for Support

Abstract:

Violence against women in the form of domestic abuse is a very serious problem throughout the world, yet many women do not have access to the services they need. This is particularly true for abused women in vulnerable communities, such as Santiago Atitlán in Guatemala, where the research reported here took place.  The goal of this study was to examine what types of support services were available to women in this rural, indigenous community.  To do this, I interviewed twenty professionals, located through a snowball sampling method, about their work and experience with victims of domestic abuse.  Not only has Guatemala’s history of violence contributed to the high prevalence of domestic violence, but also I found that machismo, economic inequality between men and women, the power of the church, and the role of “culture” in perpetuating the circle of violence are also key factors that contribute to domestic violence in Santiago.  Although there are individuals and groups working toward making change to reduce the domestic violence toward Mayan women, there are various structural barriers to making change, such as the institutionalized sexism and the linguistic and ethnic divide that have inhibited change despite the good intentions of the professionals of Santiago Atitlán.

Maya Women and Domestic Violence in Guatemala: Searching for Support

I.  Introduction

              Twenty-five year old Maribel called me around noon to tell me that a victim of domestic violence had arrived at her legal aid organization, the Bufete Popular.  Maribel had been doing her legal internship with the Bufete for the past six months and had told me that she would call me if there were an opportunity to observe the legal proceedings that were standard for a victim of domestic abuse.  I had been feeling sick all morning, but I knew that this could be my one opportunity to observe this process while I was in Santiago.  When I got to the Bufete, the female victim was there and appeared to be on the brink of tears.  She was not much older than I am, in her early twenties, dressed in traditional Mayan wipele and corte (shirt and skirt), and her hands and ears were adorned with gold jewelry.   Maribel instructed me to come in and sit down as I quietly greeted the young woman in the chair.  Maribel, at her desk asked me if I had any questions for the woman before we got started, which I was ill prepared to do both due to feeling sick and my lack of prepared questions.  No, no, I managed to muster up despite my shock – I wanted to observe and that I did not need to ask any questions.  I felt exposed, not for myself, but the fact that I was given access to the secrets of a woman in such a vulnerable state.

              As the victim described her abusive relationship, I was shocked by the openness with which the young woman revealed her situation to Maribel and me in front of another young lawyer in training typing away at his computer.  She said that her husband drank too much and did drugs, and he would yell at her in the streets, making her feel completely worthless in front of her neighbors and family.  “Toma demasiado…(y) me dice tantas cosas…que yo soy pobre..que yo soy una puta…que yo soy una qualquiera” (He drinks too much..and he tells me many things – that I’m poor, that I’m a slut, that I’m a “whatever.”) Though he had been insulting her in this way and threatening her life for a long time, she had not reported him because she was Christian and she was afraid, she told us.  Uncomfortably, she circled her hands together in agony, as Maribel asked her more questions.  Maribel told the victim about her options and a general overview of how the legal proceedings would work.  All of the background research I had done could not have prepared me to face an encounter where I became part of the process of helping a victim of domestic violence.  Seeing her crying and going through so much pain put a face on all of the “facts” that I had heard about how bad the situation was in Santiago.  Life is painful here, for many women, I kept thinking, more painful than I could ever have imagined.

              Violence against women, particularly domestic violence, is a painful reality not only in Santiago Atitlán but for women across the globe.  According to the United Nations Population Fund, known as the UNFPA, gender-based violence has been labeled as "the most pervasive yet least recognized human rights abuse in the world" (UNFPA, 2008, online).  While domestic violence is an umbrella term that signifies violence between family members, the most common reference to domestic violence is that which occurs when husbands abuse their wives: eighty-five percent of violence against women is committed by the victim’s spouse (SEA, 286). Additionally, the UNFPA states the following of this global epidemic:

            Around the world, as many as one in every three women has been beaten,             
coerced into sex, or abused in some other way - most often by someone she               
knows, including by her husband or another male family member; one woman in               
four has been abused during pregnancy (ibid).           

The fact that one third of women have experienced some form of gender based violence is a staggering statistic.  Unfortunately, those women who have not yet been victims of violence are still at risk for becoming victims of abuse later in life: The United Nations Development Fund for Women cites that “six out of every ten women experience physical and/or sexual violence in their lifetime” (UNIFEM, 2007, online).

 Statement of Purpose:


Regardless of whether or not one has or will become a victim of domestic abuse, many women in Guatemala and all over the world live in fear of violence and abuse, even within their own households.  Therefore, for my senior thesis, I have chosen to research the current situation of domestic violence in Santiago Atitlán Guatemala to help shed light on an extremely important yet understudied global issue.  


Although I was hesitant about researching a topic as sensitive as domestic violence for fear that I would impose on the privacy of this community, I began to feel a responsibility to overcome my own fear in order to investigate the fear that continues to plague the lives of an innumerable amount of Guatemalan women.  In Linda Green’s book on the war widows living in rural indigenous Guatemala, entitled Fear as A Way of Life, she argues that, in the past, anthropologists “have traditionally approached the study of conflict, war and human aggression from a distance, ignoring the harsh realities of people’s lives” (Green, 56).  Thus, however difficult of a subject this was for me to hear about from a researcher’s point of view, the fear that many women live in on a daily basis outweighs any discomfort a writer or researcher may feel hearing about this painful reality.


Since such little attention has been paid to the crisis of domestic violence on a local (Santiago) or on a national (Guatemala) level, the opinions of those persons working on the programs intended to solve the domestic abuse crisis are essential and interwoven throughout this report.  Through my interviews with these people, whom I refer to as professionals, I intend to paint a clearer picture of how domestic violence impacts Mayan women in Santiago.  First, I will provide a background of the prevalence of domestic violence in Guatemala and on the community of Santiago where I carried out my research. Next I will discuss the common forms and characteristics of domestic violence as told to me by the professionals.  I will then give an analysis of the resources and the services that the professionals themselves provide for victims of abuse.  Later, in the analysis part of my paper, I will talk about the barriers that perpetuate domestic violence in Santiago, yet I will also explain why we should be hopeful about the work that is being done for female victims of abuse.

Guatemala: Background and Statistics on Domestic Violence

“This is Guatemala, where more than 3,000 women have been brutally murdered since 2000, and fewer than 2% of cases end in convictions. This is Guatemala, where femicide, or the murder of women, claimed the lives of at least 665 women in 2005, 603 women in 2006, and 306 women during the first seven months of 2007…

This is Guatemala, the most dangerous place for women in all of Latin America”

(Guatemala Human Rights Commission, 2008, page1)

              Guatemala is located in Central America between Mexico and El Salvador while sharing its borders with Honduras and Belize.  This country of “eternal spring” is situated in a mountainous, fertile part of the world with an abundance of natural resources, yet it wasn’t until 1996 that 36 years of Civil War ended, renewing Guatemala’s place as a global economy, known for its production of bananas, coffee and sugar (CIA, 2010, online). While conducting research in Santiago Atitlán two summers ago, I fell in love with this post-conflict country.  In the rural town of Santiago located on the world-famous Lake Atitlán, Guatemala did feel like an “eternal spring,” yet I also witnessed the impact that violence and fear has had on my friends and host family members.

              Although domestic violence is a serious issue that affects every society in the world, rates of domestic violence are shockingly high in Guatemala.  Unfortunately, in Guatemala, “physical abuse is widely considered an appropriate way for a man to discipline his wife, lover, or other female relation” (Center for Gender and Refugee Studies, 2008, page 2).   The societal acceptance of male violence against women means that many women live in fear of their husbands’ or boyfriends’ physical abuse. An Amnesty International report from 2007 explained this troubling failure to prosecute and punish the perpetrators of domestic violence.  According to a statement in this 2007 report made by the Guatemalan Special Prosecutor for Crimes Against Women, her office “receives approximately 800 reports of domestic violence per month, with some of those cases ending in murder and that those murders could be prevented if Guatemalan law provided for prison sentences in cases of domestic violence” (Amnesty International, “No protection” 20).  Various national and international human rights organizations have flagged and criticized Guatemala’s indifference toward the murder and abuse of women.

              While attempting to find research on domestic violence in Santiago Atitlán, I found that, historically, not much attention has been paid to researching or to solving the problem of violence against women in Guatemala.   In the 2002 CEDAW (Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women), Guatemalan country officials admitted to this deficit in “gender-disaggregated data regarding violence” and that there was “no available data on the number of perpetrators of domestic violence and there were also no State shelters for victims” (CEDAW, 2002, online).  Perhaps it is not surprising that in a country that has historically suppressed any discussion of violence, gender-based violence is no exception.  Furthermore, even two years after this admission at CEDAW, there was no visible change in available information about domestic violence. An investigator for the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights noted that in 2004 "’The invisibility of violence against women can be seen in the absence of studies or statistics on the prevalence of violence in the family or domestic violence, as well as in the lack of information on sexual crimes that mainly affect women’" (Amnesty International, 2004, page 20).  This lack of information is extremely troubling and problematic not only for those seeking to understand the problem from a research point of view, but more importantly, this “invisibility” has a profound impact on the victims since silence allows domestic violence to continue without consequences to the perpetrators.

              Unfortunately, only recently has the high level of domestic violence in Guatemala come into public view, although new reports are not necessarily reliable.  In 2002, “Encuesta Nacional de Salud Materno Infantil” (The National Survey on and Maternal and Infant Health or ENSMI) conducted a national health report in Guatemala and dedicated a large portion of their survey to addressing domestic violence.  The 2002 ENSMI report notes that a woman will report a greater amount of physical violence than her husband or male partner will, and the man often speaks in place of the woman, robbing her of the opportunity to share her story (Klein, 220).   Not only is there a general lack of information and awareness about the domestic violence in Guatemala, there are severe limitations to the existing data since, as shown by the ENSMI survey, male heads of the household may report less domestic violence than what actually occurs.  


It is significant that Guatemalan women’s health in general, not just in regards to domestic violence, is substantially worse than other Latin American countries.  For example, the rate of maternal mortality is very high (about 200 deaths per 100,00 births) due to many factors such as a lack of sufficient healthcare services and untrained midwives (Schooley, 2).  Additionally, “Guatemalan women are expected to have 4.4 births in their reproductive lifetime. This is the highest figure of the seven Central American countries with which Guatemala is compared.  Life expectancy at birth for Guatemalan women is 65.8 years. This is less than the life expectancy in thirteen Central American and Caribbean countries (71.5 years)” (ibid).  Traditionally, wives are expected to be the caregivers for their children, yet there is a lack of adequate health services for both women and their families.  Due to structural problems in the existing care for women’s health, it is no wonder that domestic violence has not been a priority for Guatemalan policy makers.

Setting: Santiago, Atitlán

              Santiago Atitlán is a small indigenous community of primarily Tz’tujil people located in southern highlands of Guatemala.  The town is one of the Mayan villages surrounding the gorgeous Lake Atitlán in the district of Sololá, which is encompassed by a string of volcanoes. Santiago has about 43,000 residents, making it one the largest villages of Mayans in all of Guatemala (Pueblo a Pueblo). According to a website produced by a grassroots group in Santiago called K’aslimaal, “Lake Atitlan is a beautiful jewel nestled between three volcanoes (Atitlan, Toliman and San Pedro) It lies at an altitude of one mile, providing for a mild, semi tropical climate that lends itself to the agricultural pursuits of most of the local people” (K’aslimaal).  Not only is Santiago seen as the Center of the Mayan universe, it is also regarded as one of the most beautiful, temperate places in the world.  Although it is famous for its beauty and culture, Santiago, like many other Mayan communities, is extremely poor.  Most of the people live well below the poverty line and many cannot afford basic necessities for all the members of their families.  According to a 1998 report entitled Health in the Americas, the poverty rate disproportionately affects indigenous Mayans compared to Ladinos: In 1998, “the proportion of the population living in conditions of poverty was 75% for the country as a whole, with 58% living in extreme poverty. Both poverty and extreme poverty are higher in rural areas and among the indigenous population, 93% of whom were living in poverty and 91% in extreme poverty in 1989. By contrast, among the non-indigenous population the proportions were only 66% and 45%, respectively.” (PAHO, 2001, online).  It is no coincidence that the high percentage of Mayans living in Santiago corresponds to its equally high rate of impoverished people.


While the majority of people in Santiago are Tz’utujil Mayans, in the rest of Guatemala, Maya account for only forty percent of the total population in Guatemala compared to the majority “Ladino” population.  A “ladino” refers to someone who is of Spanish origin or of mixed decent who has rejected the indigenous, traditional Mayan lifestyle. There are about twenty-seven types of official ethnic groups in Guatemala (twenty six of which are types of Mayans), and the Tz’utujil population makes up only .07% of all Guatemalans according 2002 Census data (INE, 2010, online).  The language of Tz’utujil distinguishes this ethnic group of Maya; Tz’utujil is different from the more popular dialects around Lake Atitlán such as Quiche or Kaqchikel.  Tz’utujil is a relatively uncommon language compared to other dialects and is found primarily in Santiago and a few other communities in the western and southern highlands of Guatemala.


Aside from Civil war, which will be discussed later in the report, another important event that dramatically changed the lives of the people of Santiago Atitlan was the 2005 mudslides caused by Hurricane Stan.  The effects of this hurricane on the community are ongoing and include the complete destruction of thousands of homes, the local hospital and school, among other fundamental parts of the infrastructure in the town.  Unfortunately four years after Stan, “nearly one third of the families still live in plastic tent shelters without clean water, proper nutrition, adequate healthcare or educational opportunities for their children” (Pueblo a Pueblo date page!!).  Despite the efforts to restore the physical and emotional well being of the residents of Santiago, hundreds continue to live in areas deemed uninhabitable by the government.  Those who have lost loved ones and all of their possessions continue to suffer the psychological and economic toll of the mudslides.  During days of extremely heavy rain, I noticed that some of my Tz’utujil friends were on edge and a few even admitted to being a little afraid a storm like Stan could be approaching again.


Women have a unique role in the community of Santiago Atitlan that is important to upholding Mayan culture and tradition.  Unlike the majority of Mayan men in Santiago who prefer to wear more Western clothing, most of the Tz’tujil women in Santiago continue to wear this traditional clothing.  According to anthropologists who have studied indigenous Mayans, it is primarily the women who are the defenders of their culture against outside oppositional forces:


Indigenous women in Guatemala, including former combatants and survivors of 
genocidal attacks, face targeted, unrelenting pressure from the government to 
abandon their roles as socio-cultural guardians of Mayan traditions. Dismissed as 
ignorant, victimized, and tradition-bound by state authorities, Guatemalan 
indigenous women nevertheless continue to challenge the transitional state’s 
economic and political interests in the highland regions by adhering to traditional 
communal values in opposition to Europeanized norms (Eccarius-Kelly, 2006, 

page 12)

Despite the central role that women play in defending traditional Mayan culture from outside authorities, it is curious that women in Guatemalan society continue to be constantly degraded on both a national and community level.

II. Methods:

Previous experience in Santiago:


Based on my past experience in Santiago in 2008 doing medical anthropological research on gender roles and sexual health education, I was comfortable with immediately beginning my interviews with professionals in the community.  Thus, I felt welcomed back by my friends and acquaintances when I returned in 2009.  Although two years ago, I was more interested in sexual health education and the role of women in Santiago through my work with the University of Pennsylvania’s Guatemala Health Initiative (GHI), my research slowly evolved in my current topic.  The focus of my research changed to domestic violence as I, along with my fellow student researchers and faculty advisors began to hear more about the high rate of domestic violence in this community.  Two years ago, I lived with a host family in the canton (district) of Pachichaj.  In contrast to my home stay during my first summer in Guatemala, this past summer I rented a room outside of the center of town in canton Panabaj from an Oregon-born restaurant owner.  Although I was more physically removed from the Mayan community last year, the distance allowed me to have more time and space to do my field notes and collaborate with a fellow Guatemala Health Initiative undergraduate student researcher from Penn.

             Though I knew the subject of domestic violence was a delicate and often personal topic, I hoped that my good rapport with people in Santiago would help me to establish the necessary trust to conduct interviews with the professionals in the community.

Sample Overview:

              The sample for this study focused on those in the community who were responsible in some form or another for providing support or services to victims of domestic violence.  I conducted full length-interviews with twenty persons from the legal, medical, governmental, and other related fields involved in helping victims of domestic violence.  I found these “professionals” (or service providers) by asking the friends I had met two summers ago to identify who was responsible for helping victims of domestic violence.  “Professionals” were defined as those who were involved with an institution or civil society group that provided some form of service or support to victims of domestic violence.   

I spoke with nineteen “professionals” and conducted 30-60 minute semi-structured interviews with about half of these men and women.  Some professionals only had time for short informal discussions while at other times, an unscheduled opportunity would arise and I would be unable to record the conversation on my computer.   I found professionals to interview from legal, medical, government, and other organizations.  The chart below is a list of the (false names, job position and type of service each person provided.

Professionals Interviewed

	Name
	Type of Service(s)

	
	

	Chonita
	Governmental

	Rita Elizabeth
	Governmental

	Papi
	Governmental

	Roquel
	Legal/other

	Miguel
	Legal

	Laura
	Legal

	Concepción
	Other

	Daniel, Santiago
	Legal

	Sarah
	Legal/other

	Jena
	Other/none

	Jorge
	Legal

	Mercedes
	Legal/human rights

	Jose
	Legal/human rights

	Nora
	Psychological and legal

	Lily 
	Psychological and medical

	Carla
	Medical

	Melissa
	Medical

	Jennifer
	Medical

	Rex
	Medical

	Tina
	Medical/other


              As the above chart shows, I interviewed two workers (a lawyer and educator) who dealt with legal and who rights.  Their job was to go out into the community to teach people about their basic human and legal rights.  As for legal services, I observed and interviewed three professionals from the Bufete Popular (the “People’s Firm” and the legal “notifier” from the Juzgado de Paz. At the Bufete I spoke with the lawyer in charge, a law school student, and a translator.  In addition to the human rights and legal service professionals, I talked to doctors, nurses, and visiting staff from the medical community in Santiago.  I conducted full interviews with three employees from three different health centers and I spoke with president and an educator of the local Tz’utujil-run clinic Rxiin Tnamet.  The main form of government or bureaucratic support for women came from the local government (La Municipalidad) and its Oficina de la Mujer.  My source of information came from the male vice-chief below the mayor and two works for the women’s office.  


Limited psychological service for victims of domestic violence came from the Ministerio Público de Guatemala (MP), which also provides legal and social services to victims.  The psychologist from the MP was one of my first and key informants for my research and she was also helpful in connecting me to other professionals in the community and she should be given a great deal of credit for the success I had with using the snowball method to find willing interviewees.

              Other informants included a social justice worker who owned a pharmacy, a man who provided private legal services, the female leader of the women’s community groups, a professional from a civil war revitalization group called ADECAP, and a woman who worked for the Central Administration of Justice (CAJ).  I also told whomever I befriended with about my research in order to gain insight on what townspeople thought about domestic violence, giving them an opportunity to share whatever they wanted to about the subject.  Some of my best friends from the community would share their stories with me, and even if they were not considered to be part of the “professional” community, these stories help supplement the research I was doing with the professionals.

              Although I arrived with the intention of interviewing actual victims of abuse as well as professionals, I felt uncomfortable doing this in the relatively short amount of time I was able to stay in Guatemala.  Ten weeks was barely sufficient to interview the professional community in Santiago, let alone establish a relationship with victims of domestic abuse and interview these women.  I was also worried that my role as a researcher would be confused with that of a “counselor” who has years of training and experience.  Aside from the interviews with caregivers, the other victim stories that I heard came about after I would tell someone about my research topic and they would voluntarily tell me about their personal stories or those of a relative or friend.

Data Collection:

              In the first year, much of my data came from participant observation and informal interviews, and in the second year my data collection was based primarily on semi-structured interviews with domestic violence “professionals” as defined above.  The sample was compiled using the snowball method in which I began by asking my friends where I could find those working on the issue of domestic violence.  After this, I would ask each professional at the end of the interview if they could refer me to other persons or organizations working to help victims of domestic abuse. 

              Aside from analyzing interview transcriptions, I used the observations I made (during training sessions, workshops, legal proceedings, and other activities) to supplement the viewpoints of these professionals and to analyze the care they are providing.  I took extensive field notes in both 2008 and 2009 of almost all of my observations, interactions, and interviews.  The purpose of doing the participant observations was to see the professionals at work and to analyze how they interacted with other “professionals” in a group setting.

              Additionally, my hope upon arrival was to meet with someone from the Red Cross, which had previously sponsored radio programs on domestic violence, and to speak with him or her about working in a volunteer position.  I had hoped that volunteering for the Red Cross would improve my relationship with the community and simultaneously help me with my research.  Much to my dismay, the radio program had been shut down, supposedly due to corruption, yet I did not have a clear story of what happened.  Not being attached to one particular group, however, ended up being beneficial since I could more freely conduct my research on the medical, legal, and government professionals’ responses to domestic violence without have a set obligation or bias for one particular group.

              Lastly, as I promised the professionals, I changed all of the names of the persons I interviewed in order to respect their anonymity.  I conducted the interviews in a “safe” setting with as few people around as possible, though sometimes it was impossible to prevent someone walking by to participate in our conversation.  A safe setting usually meant one where the professional or townsperson was alone and could talk openly about the topic without fear of a perpetrator overhearing our conversation.  Some of the professionals even opened up to me about their own personal experiences or that of their friends and family, making it necessary for me to cover up their identities.  The invaluable time that these professionals gave to discuss the situation of domestic violence in Santiago has made this investigation possible and I have done my best to accurately represent the opinions of each person in my transcriptions and translations of each interview.

III.  Results: Causes of Domestic Violence as Reported by the Professionals

Why is there so much domestic violence in Santiago Atitlán?


Although it is difficult to determine exactly why domestic violence occurs, the professionals I spoke with highlighted many reasons why domestic violence thrives in a place like Santiago Atitlán. Here I will talk about the common manifestations and characteristics of domestic violence in Santiago as told to me by these professional men and women.  From their interviews I also pulled out the most common causes of “violencia intrafamiliar” according to the people in my sample.

Naming domestic violence:


When asked, all of my interviewees referred to domestic violence as “violencia intrafamiliar” though a few cited  “violencia domestica” as another way to describe domestic violence.  The terminology of “violencia domestica” appears to be more common in the vernacular rather than in professional language.  From legal professionals, “violencia contra la mujer” (violence against the woman) often referred to domestic violence specifically against women but it also could include violence against women by acquaintances of unknown persons.  When I asked what “violencia intrafamiliar” was in Tz’utujil, I was told that there was no word for this in the indigenous language.  Lola of the Oficina de La Mujer was the only one to attempt to translate what domestic violence would be called in Tz’utujil: Though she hesitated and claimed there was no literal translation in Tz’utujil, Lola wrote out on my notebook “K’i’yib’a; nb’antaj tzia’ xiqii” as the closest translation for the concept of “violencia intrafamiliar.”  The curious fact that domestic violence is only named in Spanish rather than Tz’utujil deserves further investigation by Mayan linguistic and cultural experts.

Types of Domestic Violence in Santiago

The most common types of domestic violence reported to me by the professionals were physical violence, psychological violence, patrimonial (or economic) violence, and verbal abuse. (To a lesser extent abuse of infants and sexual abuse was mentioned, but the four listed above came up in almost all of my interviews.)  When the professionals spoke of domestic violence, the information they brought up almost always involved a male abuser and a female victim who were husband and wife.  In Santiago, many men and women marry early and it is rare for young couples to cohabitate before marriage, so more often the pair they were referring to were married.

              Often the professionals would talk about physical violence first, possibly as the most obvious form of abuse.  When I asked them about physical violence, many would use the verb “pegar” (to hit) to describe how a woman could be physically abused at any place on her body.  Though I had not seen many bruised women walking down the streets of Santiago, their traditional clothing or “traje” made any physical wounds easy to cover up: the shirt or “wipele” was modest and lose and the bottom skirt came to their ankles. Regardless of the fact that I couldn’t see the bruises that many women carried, almost all of the people I spoke to with told me that it was not uncommon for husbands to physically hit their wives.             

              In addition to physical violence, there is a great deal of “abuso patrimonial” or economic abuse.  Abuso patrimonial refers to an abuse of power by the male head of the household who will withhold money from his wife and family members.  Men who engage in other types of abuse such as physical or verbal may threaten to cut off money from their wives if they report them.  According to some of the people I spoke with, this form of abuse is the most common and most harmful to the female victim.  One professional woman described “abuso patrimonial” as a form of abandonment and neglect of the woman that would include physically leaving the woman and not giving the woman any money for her and her family if he did leave.  Since traditionally women are confined to the home and not allowed into the labor force, many wives rely on the income that her husband makes for survival.  Talking with acquaintances in Santiago, I heard many devastating stories about men abandoning their wives for another job or for a mistress, either permanently or temporarily, and leaving her with no money and no means to take care of their children.

               In addition to physical and economic violence, “violencia psicologica” (psychological violence) is extremely common, as reported by almost all of the professionals. Nora, of the Ministerio Público and the town’s only certified psychologist, commented that unfortunately, though this is the most common type of violence, psychological violence is “muy dificil identificar” (very difficult to identify).  Since the category of psychological violence is a newly recognized phenomena, it’s not only difficult to identify and but also hard define. According to those I spoke with, psychological violence includes “dejar su dignidad y, altoestima” (taking away her dignity and her self esteem), referring to the female victim through hurtful words or manipulative actions.

                Though verbal abuse is related to psychological abuse, the verbal abuse by a male partner is still a very serious and very common form of abuse against women.  In fact, I heard more than once that women would rather suffer a physical beating than verbal abuse.  The indigenous woman has a lot of pride, people would explain to me, and for her to be told that she is “worthless” or that she doesn’t serve her house and family well (“tu no sirves para nada”) is considered more painful than being hit.  Another way in which a man could verbally put down a woman is by saying something to the extent of “’hay mujeres que [son] mas bonitas que ti” (there are women more beautiful than you).  When I asked professionals for examples of domestic abuse, they provided me with a wide variety of examples, yet the abusive comment that a woman “was worth nothing” came up repeatedly throughout my interviews.  A few of the people I spoke with discussed that verbal abuse was more common in Ladino families compared to among Atiteco relatives.  One indigenous storeowner told me that she thought that that Ladinos said more bad things to each other.  A few of the other professionals also told me that it was more insulting for an indigenous woman to be insulted verbally compared to being physically abused.

Causes of violence of domestic violence


While the professionals knew exactly how to describe the types of violence that occur in Santiago, it took most of them some time and deep thought as to why domestic violence was so prevalent in their community.  “Violencia intrafamiliar” in its many forms exists for a variety of reasons; According to the professionals I interviewed, it was due to the cycle of violence as a tradition, children learning violence in the household, machismo, the history of violence in Santiago, the subordination of women by religion, drinking and alcoholism, and economic dependence.

La Violencia Como Costumbre (Violence as Tradition)

              With the exception of one outlier, all of the professionals I spoke with acknowledged there was a great deal of domestic violence in Santiago.  Domestic violence is a tradition, or “costumbre,” according to people such as Lola since it is seen as a custom rather than a problem, domestic violence is rarely reported and many don’t even know it is a crime.  Not only is domestic violence a “costumbre” as I heard various times, this type of violence is also a “cadena” or chain that traps a person and those around him or her.  Since it’s a “costumbre” it is rarely perceived as a crime, according to one woman.  Rita Elizabeth, of the was one of the many people who linked the idea of the “chain” of domestic violence to “tradition” and custom in Santiago. Yes, the situation of violence, she told me, is a “cadena” (chain) and it may even worsen when a couple gets married.  While there is a law prohibiting domestic violence, change is difficult to achieve because it is “costumbre” (custom).  “Hay cosas que aceptan…aceptan golpes” (there are things that they accept…they accept hits) due to this “chain” that makes one accept domestic violence.  The custom of violence was perpetuated by the “cadena” of violence as well; language, which has been used universally to describe how domestic violence affects a community.


Despite the fact that many professionals called domestic violence a “costumbre,” it is doubtful that Mayan women in Santiago are desensitized to this “custom.”   Rather, we must think about how strong an unsupported woman has to become in order to endure fear, pain, and silence as a victim of domestic abuse.

Children learn and accept violence

              At a young age, many children in Santiago see violence occur in their own household between their parents or other members of their family.  Yet even if obvious physical violence does not occur in that family, children may be denied love and affection from family members.  Many of my younger Mayan friends told me that parents in Santiago were regarded as cold toward their children in contrast to affectionate parents in other communities.   Furthermore, one of the professional women I spoke with explained that the chain and custom of domestic violence begins because “a veces los padres no muestran cariños a nuestros hijos”  (sometimes the parents don’t show care to our children), a practice that parents learned to from their grandparents and so on. It was unclear whether or not “showing care” meant neglect, outright abuse, or both. Nevertheless, this metaphor that violence was circular and like a “cadena” (chain) was an extremely powerful way of explaining that once a child learned the “costumbre” or tradition of domestic violence, he or she was trapped by this chain and would be forced to either pass down or accept this same violence in their own household.

“El machismo” and domestic violence

              In addition to the pervasiveness of many types of domestic violence in Santiago, almost every single one of the professionals whom I spoke with brought up domestic violence in relationship to the Latin American concept of “machismo,” meaning that a man would have control over his household and most importantly over his wife and family.  Machismo is cited as the reason that women are subject to gender-based discrimination not just in Santiago and Guatemala but all over Latin America. The Convention of Belem do Para, “recognizes that the violence and discrimination against women in the country has flourished because of the ‘power inequality between men and women in the social, economic, legal, political, cultural and family spheres’" (Valesco). Guatemala is a relatively conservative, patriarchal society, meaning that men are usually the heads of the households, churches, and most other institutions.  Machismo transcends the household and family units to reflect a macro level type of “machismo” that puts the woman in a limited political and economic position.  In terms of political participation, women in Guatemala hold 9% of the Parliamentary positions according to the “Gender, Health and Development” report conducted in 2003 (PAHO & PRB 7).  Economically speaking, the work that men and women participate in is often defined by their gender: men typically work for the labor force while women are limited to working at home and holding domestic non-paying jobs, particularly in rural communities.

              As stated above, the concept of “machismo” came up almost every time I spoke with a professional about domestic violence, yet few of the professionals were specific about how exactly machismo contributed to domestic violence.  When I first met Rita Elizabeth of she related “machismo” at least three times to why there was so much domestic violence in Guatemala. 

The conflicto armado and domestic violence


Unfortunately, the violence used against women during Guatemala’s 1960-1996 Civil War continues to reverberate throughout the country: “Countless women were raped, mutilated and tortured by army troops, with similar methods to those being used today” according to human rights prosecutor Sergio Barrios (IPS, online). While I was in Santiago in 2009, I saw how women in the community were still affected by this type of violence.  I was invited to the trial of two men accused of raping a fifteen-year old girl in order to receive a monetary bribe from the girl’s family.  Although the community responded with outrage to the incident by protesting at the courthouse with signs such as “Paz para la poblacion” (Peace for the population) or “Rompe el silencio, victimas de violencia (Break the silence, victims of violence).  These protests against violence by community members prove how Santiago has suffered and continues to suffer from a macro level cycle of violence and silence.

              Additionally, I saw how the children in the community were affected by the violence.  After attending an educational activity with the workers from PDH at a school twenty minutes outside of Santiago, I learned how violence has had a profound impact on the children.  While I was helping out in a second grade classroom conducting participant observations, I observed one young girl drawing a sad family with people crying in it.  When I asked the teacher about this, he did not seem too surprised by her drawing.  Yes, Jose, the lawyer from PDH, told me, this was probably showing a sad family affected by violence and that it was probably due to a father who hits the mother and/or the children. 

              Jose went on to say that when they did an activity similar to this in Santiago many of the kids drew people with “armas” (weapons), and then he signaled a gun with his hands.   Jose shook his head in confusion and anguish, lamenting why so many of the children in Santiago drew pictures like this.  He described some of the drawings as having decapitated heads, blood, and lots of violence.  I asked what right the children had chosen to illustrate he told me they were trying to show the right to “paz” (peace), yet only a minority of students drew a peaceful picture.  There’s “mucha violencia en Santiago” (a lot of violence in Santiago)…he trailed off, yet I didn’t press him to go into this, as our discussion appeared to be very painful for him.  Other members of the professional community saw Santiago’s violent past as something that was not resolved, as shown by how the children had internalized both violence and domestic violence in the communities and within their families.

Religious identity and subordination of women             

              While historically Guatemala has had a Catholic majority, it has become increasingly Evangelical after the Civil War when missionaries poured into the country to provide support, resources, and to the proselytize the Guatemalans. In the community of Santiago, there was a tension between the Evangelic and the Catholic groups, yet being “Cristiano” was the most important thing regardless of what church one attended.  Christian religious beliefs have been incorporated over time into Mayan ideology and play a large part in informing the community about appropriate sexual practices, contraception use, and sexuality and gender norms.

              Religion is a crucial aspect of life for the majority of community in Santiago, and religious identity appears to give a significant value to a person’s character.  One of the first questions I was asked, aside from where I was from and if I had a boyfriend, was what church I attended.  Although I do not associate with any religious group in the United States, I often told people I was “Cristiana” due to my fear that my friends and host family would judge me in a very negative manner for my lack of religious faith and identity.

              While women in Santiago have their own religious groups within their churches, they are not the leaders of the religious congregations since they are seen as beneath men.  In religious teachings, men learn that women are subservient.  In their 2007 report, the Guatemalan Human Rights Commission interviewed a man from canton Panabaj in Santiago who bluntly stated: “The man is the head of the household, like Christ is the head of the church” (Jordan).  Like the investigators of the report concluded three years ago, I heard on numerous occasions that the male head of the household was like Christ.  The wedding vows in Santiago, for instance, repeatedly compare the man to Jesus and explain how the woman functions to serve him.

              The impact of religion on men in Santiago was confirmed by many of the professionals I spoke with: according to one male legal worker, for better of for worse “church has a lot of influence on the people…I have (had) several situations in which we tried to negotiate and warn the aggressor about what he’s doing but the main answer was that the “Bible says a woman must have to obey his husband” (Jose).  Thus, male aggressors have used religion to justify abusive behavior toward women, yet religious leaders have also used their influence to perpetuate domestic violence. The male lawyer went on to explain that since “there’s a lot of people who can’t read nor write,” the people obey what they hear from the church.  Therefore it is clear that what religious institutions say (or don’t say) regarding domestic violence is essential to a community’s perspective on this topic.             

Alcoholism and the Abuse

             In my discussions with people about domestic violence, both with professionals and from other residents in the community, alcoholism and drinking almost always came up during the conversation.   Alcohol, as in most other cultures in the world, is a major factor as to whether or not women suffer from violence by their husband or male partner.  It is however, important to acknowledge that there is not a causal relationship between alcohol use and domestic violence, but rather, as proposed by the The Women’s Rural Advocacy Program “the higher incidence of alcohol abuse among men who batter results from the overlap of two separate social problems” (Hanson).  Although alcoholism and domestic violence are two different problems in Santiago and the rest of the world, they are also intertwined and can cause abusive relationships to become even more complicated than if alcohol was not involved in the equation.

               While the interviewees mentioned both drugs and alcohol as causes of domestic violence, alcohol was the most talked about and widely accessible form of substance abuse for abusive partners.

Economic Dependence

            As discussed earlier in terms of the “triple oppression” that Mayan women face, the economic dependence that women in Santiago have on their husband causes many women to “aguantar” (meaning “to put up with”) domestic violence and not report an abusive partner.

           Yet economic dependence on the husband is not only a problem in Santiago, but all over Guatemala.  Through her work in the Ministerio Publico, Nora has seen that domestic violence patterns similar to those in other Guatemala communities she has worked in. In Copan for instance, the majority of the population is indigenous, and the town was very similar to Santiago in terms of why there was so much domestic violence.  For instance, Nora discussed how Mayan women in Copan many were economically dependent on their husbands and the dominant male systems (”escemas”) of control that were prevalent in Santiago.


Thus, the key concepts of violence as a custom, children learning violence from their families, machismo, historical violence, religious identity and subordination, alcoholism, as well as economic dependence are essential to the discussion of domestic violence in Santiago.  The most common types of “violencia intrafamiliar” (physical, psychological, patrimonial, and verbal), regardless of their cause, are all too common for women in Santiago, according to the professional community.

IV.  Analysis of the Professionals: What Resources Women Have in Santiago Atitlán

Although victims of domestic abuse may appear trapped in a “cycle” of violence that has become a custom passed down by each generation, the professionals I interviewed were earnest in their desire to improve the lives of female victims of domestic abuse.  Though the professionals can provide certain forms of help, various barriers prevent some of their services from making a difference for female victims of abuse.  I will first discuss the characteristics of each type of service (legal, governmental, then medical) and what limitations each type of service has.  At the end of this section, I will talk about barriers that cut across the different types of services.

Legal Services in Santiago

The Oficina de la Atencion de la Victima and La Red

             Guatemala’s Minsterio Publico, or the Public Defender, has a special office called the Oficina de Atención a la Víctima (OAV) that deals specifically with victims that suffer from domestic abuse and other types of violence.  The main purpose of this office is to provide the following free services: emotional support, “acompañamiento” (accompaniment) during the legal process, as well as act acting as the main agent in the referral process for the victim getting other types of services.  The MP’s offices are located in the center of town in Santiago but also serve the following towns close to Lake Atitlan: San Lucas Tolimán, San Pedro La Laguna, San Juan La Laguna, San Pablo La Laguna and San Marcos La Laguna. (Directorio)

             One of my first semi-structured interviews was with the highly energetic Nora.  My fellow Penn students who had already begun their fieldwork before I arrived told me wonderful things about the work that this licensed psychologist had been doing in Santiago, so I was very excited to meet with her. Nora deals directly with victims of domestic violence and other types.  As a trained psychologist and social worker, she told me about the “apoya emocional y psicologica” (emotional and psychological support) she gave to victims.  In terms of accompanying the victim, this was particularly important to get the victim medical attention.  Nora is also in charge of “La Red” who purposing is connecting victims to (medical, legal, psychological, financial, etc.) sources of support.

The Juzgado de Paz and reporting the abuse

             One of the representatives from PDH referred me to Jorge at the Juzgado de Paz.  There was the Juzgado de Paz and the Juzgado de Primera Instancia.  The Juzgado de Paz was responsible for resolving “conflictos jurídicos, asesoría, sanción“ yet the Juzgado de Primera Instancia dealt with “ recepción y trámite de denuncias en las áreas penal, familiar, laboral y civil, y primeras diligencias” * (reception and procedure of accusations in the civil, labor, family, and penal areas, and first diligence) (Directorio).  Jorge’s job title is the “notificador” since he is responsible for notifying the abuser about the charges against him.  Therefore, he goes to the house of the man accused to give him the charges and he also may also be needed to accompany the woman to a legal proceeding or to see the police.  


According to Jorge of the Juzgado, there are times when someone will come to the Juzgado to file a report of abuse (either the victim or someone on the victim’s behalf) and then the next day the person will return, claiming that we [the couple] has fixed everything.  If someone takes this report back, the Juzgado has to accept that things are finished and there is nothing to be done about it if the woman doesn’t want to press charges.  After he had kept using the reference of “senor” as the aggressors and “senora” for the victim, I asked him if all the reports were against men and he said that only a small exception of victims were males. “99.9% of the victims,” according to him, were women meaning that the people whom he was notifying were almost all men.

Trying to communicate legal rights at PDH: (Procuraduría de Derechos Humanos)

              Aside from the Ministerio Público, one of the main resources in Santiago for victims of domestic violence was the human rights organization, Procuraduría de Derechos Humanos or PDH, as the staff and public called it.  The main purpose of PDH is to promote human rights and uphold these human rights acting as the organization in charge of “la supervisión y monitoreo de las acciones de la administración pública para evitar el abuso de poder” (“the supervision and the monitoring of the actions of the public administration in order of avoid the abuse of power”) (Directorio). In a country with a history of corruption and abuse of power, organizations like PDH are essential checks to maintain transparency of public officials.  Jose was the lawyer in charge of the office while Mercedes was the public representative and educator.  

              Nora recommended Mercedes to me as someone who not only worked with the public defender’s office (MP) but who was a spokeswoman for PDH.  As referred to above, Mercedes was the “educara” for PDH, whose job included traveling all over the six municipalities in Solola to hold “capitaciones” (lectures) with groups of people in order to explain to them their rights.  I was able to travel with Mercedes and Jose during a few of their trips to “educar” (educate) certain groups of people on the theme of human rights.  The talks were specifically tailored to address each type of group such as women, school children, Catholic priests, and elderly persons, among others. 

              At the PDH office, she told me, a representative from PDH would explain the rights to the victim who comes into their office.  In particular PDH will explain the Law Against Femicide to the women, which is a very weighty (“muy pesada”) recent law passed in 2008 so that they know what their rights are under this new law.   The new law requires a PDH representative to report certain cases of domestic violence: for instance, if the young woman who is being abused is a minor, then the PDH representative must report the crime even if the family does not want to press charges.  Furthermore, after PDH reports the domestic violence to the Juzgado de Paz, the case is brought before a judge who works for the Juzgado.  Most people don’t know that they should go to the Juzgado to report abuse but those who know will go directly there, Mercedes explained.  Thus, one of the important functions of PDH is not only educating people about their rights but also accompanying the victim to the proper location in order to start of the legal process necessary to protect the woman and family from abuse.

The Bufete Popular and free legal representation

               The Bufete Popular provides the free legal services for victims of domestic violence.   There is a resident lawyer, with whom I spoke with extensively; who oversees and does the formal legal proceedings for the victims, yet the Bufete is staffed by the law student interns from La Universidad Rafael Landivar from the capital city.  A translator worked for the Bufete, since almost everyone who worked for the Bufete was from outside of the area. According to one of the legal interns, “Most of the cases are related about family issues, mostly about domestic violence, alimony, divorces, security measures, separations, agreements, and child recognition procedures.  I can say that almost 90% of the cases taken in the Bufete Popular are about family issues and almost a 75% are about domestic violence.”  Thus, the employees of the Bufete Popular are some of the primary service providers for victims of domestic violence. Primarily their legal services used to help victims, but occasionally, the lawyers are requested to assist the accused perpetrator.

Limitations of the Legal Services

The language barriers between professionals and victims

              During one of my visits to Nora, I watched a family come in with a female victim who needed to speak to Nora.  As the woman began to tell her what happened, Nora tried to listen and simultaneously call over the male translator to help communicate the woman’s story.  I wonder how and if this changed the way that the victim told her story, not only because the translator was a man but because Nora was not from Santiago as was made obvious by her failure to speak Tz’tujil.  Lola believes that Mayan women were subject to this “mala antencion de la mujer” (lack/poor attention to the woman) due to Ladino professionals’ lack of knowledge of the language. Lola was not the only one who was critical of the work done by the Ministerio Publico

              Although Nora wanted to change things and make a difference, she was clearly concerned about the difference between her Spanish and the limited Spanish of the Mayan people in Santiago.  Nora appeared to be trying to improve herself in order to best serve the population: She has a “consultora” and every “tres meses vinieron evalacion” (every three months they come to do an evaluation).  While Nora does speak Quiche (another indigenous language) she does not speak Tz’utujil.  Ideally, she knows it would be best to speak the language, but she also believes that the person with her job should be a certified professional.  While talking to victims in Santiago, she needs an interpreter since the population is 98% indigenous. It varies from town to town whether or not she brings an interpreter with her: In San Lucas and San Juan since many speak Spanish or Quiche, she won’t have a problem with language, yet San Pablo is another Lake town like Santiago where many barely understand Spanish and cannot speak the language.    

 Misinformation and a negative perception of the legal system


 Language doesn’t seem to be the only problem that Nora and other non-indigenous professional have with explaining the law to the indigenous Mayan population.  The Bufete Popular and other outside imposed legal system are modern, Ladino-created bureaucracies that do not have a long history in places like Santiago. In addition to the need to have a translator there, this means that Nora may need  “mas al tiempo para explicar (more the time to explain) the laws and the process to the victim.   She tries to put more information out into the community, yet there is still a widespread misunderstanding of how things work in the legal system. Also, the true intentions of the law also have had unintended consequences. 

                  Many of the professionals admitted, however, that there is not only a lack of accurate information about the legal services among the population but there is a negative perception associated with the legal system itself.  Due to centuries of discrimination and violence, Mayan people have a strong distrust for Ladino-run institutions such as legal services, which have historically only served to oppress them rather than help them.  In response to high amount of civilian casualties in Santiago due to the Civil War, on July 2nd, 2002, El Centro de Adminstracion de Justicia or the CAJ  (The Center for Justice Administration) opened in Santiago Atitlan.  There are only five CAJs in all of Guatemala, and they are set up as pilot programs for “las áreas más golpeadas del conflicto” (areas most struck by the conflict) (Roquel).  It is uncertain exactly if the CAJ will be successful and accepted as a permanent fixture in Santiago’s community.

                   Not only has government discrimination and violence given Mayan people a negative perception of the law in their communities, but Mayan people have had their own system of justice that was used for centuries before the Spanish invaded Central America.  At the Bufete Popular in Santiago, all the lawyers-in-training were given an overview of the characteristics of the town, compiled by the group’s translator.  He writes he following about the Mayan legal system:

“El sistema jurídico maya, estaba conformada por personas idóneas, capaces de administrar una justicia equilibrada…El sistema jurídico maya era conciliador y reparador, ejemplo: si alguien comete un asesinato u homicidio, la sentencia seria la reparación del ando cuadrada a la persona, mantener a la familia afectada hasta la justicia legal…” 

“The Mayan legal system, created by persons capable of administering equal justice,…The Mayan legal system was a conciliator and refreshing, example: if someone commits a murder, the sentence may be to repair something for the person and to take care of the family affected…”

Thus, his report not only explains traditional Mayan legal system of providing justice, but his report also defends the traditional justice system as legitimate by calling its creators “capaces” (capable).  Therefore, the presence of the Bufete Popular, the Ministerio Publico, the Juzgado de Paz, and other organizations that originated from outside of the Mayan community has not been around for years.

To report or not to report after the implementation of the 2008 Law

               One of the important changes that a majority of the professionals mentioned was a new law that had significant ramifications for fighting against gender based violence such as domestic abuse. On May 18, 2008, The Law to Stop Femicide and Violence Against Women was passed in Guatemala unanimously by the Congress of Guatemala.   Before this, as discussed earlier, gender-based violence was not punished with such severe consequences to the aggressor. According to the law, there are now “penalties of 20 – 50 years imprisonment for femicide. Punishments for sexual, physical, psychological and economic violence will vary from 5 to 8 years, depending on the severity of the crime” (UN-Instraw).  Representatives from both the Ministerio Publico and PDH praised the passage of such a strict law while simultaneously acknowledging the unintended consequences of the new law.


The new Law of Violence Contra La Mujer is a prime example of how local people may not respond well to strict yet well-intentioned laws from the central government: Nora told me that with this new law, the perpetrator who commits the act of domestic violence could spend  “5 o 8 anos en prision” (five or eight years in jail). Unfortunately, this means that people now are reluctant to denounce their partners since the stakes are so high.  Not only is there “misinformacion” and “disinfromacion” that prevents women from reporting their violent partners, there are unintended consequences of some of the true aspects of the law, such as what many women perceive to be a severe consequence for their husbands.  Additionally, Mercedes explained to me that the 2008 Law Against Femicide also made it obligatory for the PDH to communicate with the Juzgado de Paz if the woman needed protection from abuse.  Therefore, even if a woman knows about the services available at the Juzgado of PDH, she may chose not to report and file for a protection due to the consequences under the new law.

Lack of money to promote legal rights

Additionally, Mercedes told me that unlike the free radio spots that they were given in years past for anti-domestic violence announcements, they now had to pay a lot of money to do programming with the radio stations. The radio programs that were once free for them are too expensive for them to afford now.  The cost for a few minutes of radio time is about 50 Q or so per minute, which is about ten times the daily salary of some of the residents of Santiago.  She supposed that if PDH were able to coordinate with La Red, their organizations could share their volunteers and financial support.  The money from other organizations would go to pay for food so they could conduct more capacitaciones.  It’s difficult to have a capacitacion without providing some sort of snack or food such as coffee for people who attend, Mercedes told me – if there isn’t food, few will attend.

Governmental services

The local government’s primary response to domestic violence and women’s issues was the creation of the Oficina de La Mujer (OMM), yet since it is such a new institution, its mission and duties are likely to change over the next few years.

 The Oficina de la Mujer and its mission to help women

              One of the biggest changes that occurred between the year I first arrived and the year I returned to Santiago was the creation of the Oficina Municipalidad de La Mujer (OMM) in Santiago.  According to the OMM website, the key functions of their office are the following: “respond to the social problems of women developing their potential for improving economic, social and productive gender equality” and “designing and facilitating participation spaces that meet their expectations of leadership and community development” (MuniGuate.com).  The goal of the OMM is to promote equality in whatever spheres it can while simultaneously bringing together different types of leaders to achieve this goal.  Rita Elizabeth, formerly the main spokeswoman for the office, explained that in Santiago, their goal was to act as a “canal” (channel) for the already existing women’s groups with local municipality leaders.

              In 2007, about 75 out of the 333 municipalities in Guatemala instituted their own OMM in their local municipality buildings (Manual).  Yet in Santiago, the OMM was so new that it was not listed in the 2009 directory for support for victims.  The purpose of these offices is to promote “la visibilizacion” of women by highlighting women’s issues in the local government.  The manual of the OMM emphasizes the need to protect indigenous women in particular, though the office is supposed to represent both indigenous and non-indigenous women.

              In terms of what the OMM in Santiago does for female victims, their primary role for the moment appears to be accompanying these women who need medical, legal, or other types of services.  The two women in charge of the Oficina were Chonita and Rita Elizabeth yet new employees and volunteers were a part of the work being done at the OMM.  While the Oficina de La Mujer is nationally mandated part of the Muni and it is supposed to work with Santiago’s local government in order to coordinate activities for women in Santiago.

Limitations of governmental services:

Local corruption in Santiago

              One of the main barriers to change also appears to be the local corruption that would divert funds away from helping women.   The vice-chair below the mayor assured me that the Municipalidad was doing its best to fight corruption now that there were new officials in office, but many townspeople doubted that the new government would be less corrupt than the previous administration. The fact that the Red Cross was shut down, whether or not the allegations of corruption were actually true or not, is especially troubling.  Last year, I had attended a training session for young persons who wanted to create a radio program specifically addressing domestic violence, yet this year, this project appeared to have disappeared. The radio is one of the main venues of communication to the people in the town; losing this means of programming is a major loss for those professionals trying to publicize their anti-domestic violence message. 

Medical services:

Treating the physical wounds of domestic violence

            Of all of the professional groups I have spoken with, the medical professionals have probably seen the most brutal cases of physical domestic violence, especially at the Hospitalito Atitlán.  In 2008 I interviewed a doctor about general health concerns in Santiago, but our attention quickly shifted to what he perceived as the most dangerous threat to women, domestic violence.  As the rain poured down during our interview, he told me about the gruesome injuries he had witnessed due to his profession as a medical doctor at the town’s Hospitalito.  When I returned to Santiago, I spoke with nurses, volunteers and doctors about the domestic violence that occurred in the town.  Many of the Hospitalito staff and volunteers told me that they had seen terrible cases of physical abuse.

Limitations of medical services

Lack of medical services in rural areas

              There were great disparities in the information and services I was able to access on domestic violence between in the rural neighborhoods in Santiago compared to the more centralized neighborhoods close to the center of the town.  The three primary forms of medical care (The Centro de Salud, Rxxin Tnament, and the Hospitalito) are all very close to what would be considered the center of town.  One of the Hospitalito workers told me in my early days of my research that the rural areas were where I needed to spend most of my time talking to women.  Yet since I chose not to openly seek out victims to interview and focus on professionals, I was limited to what rural professionals I was able to encounter, which happened to be very few. When I visited rural neighborhoods Chuck Muk I, II, and III (the sites of relocation after the 2005 mudslides) searching for a Centro de Salud or other type of medical clinic to interview someone, there were no medical services to be found.  Although my local friend had told me that there was a Centro, the residents I asked told me that there was none to be found.  Instead, if there was a medical emergency, a fifteen to twenty minute (costly) ride on the pickup truck or ambulance would be necessary.  Not only was there no person who could provide medical service to treat physical wounds a victim of domestic violence may have, there was no medical service at all in these areas.

Medical staff denying domestic violence

              My attempt to talk to the male nurse in Chakaya about domestic violence, as he was the only staff present that morning, shows the lack of medical services outside of the Center of town.  Like the Chuck Muk areas, it takes about twenty minutes by car to reach.  Aside from the lack of medical staff in general, there were questions about the education and intentions that this male nurse had.  One professional from the center of town who I told about this told my friend and I that this man was not a fully trained nurse.  Regardless on the ethical debate over his right to practice at this clinic, his dual role as a pastor and nurse could reflect how a lack of “professionals” may require leaders to take on various roles in order to meet the needs of a community deprived of health services.

Other limitations of supportive services.

While the professional services discussed above represent a country and community-wide desire to eradicate domestic violence, there are various other reasons why these services are not able to live up to their idealistic goals. Aside from a general lack of funding to provide support, these barriers include religious pressure, the impact of language and ethnicity, “la critica” by the community, stigma against psychological services, denial of domestic violence, and a fear of the police.

Religious pressure to remain silent


According to the professionals I interviewed, religion plays a central role in a Mayan woman’s identity and it also helps determine whether or not a woman would seek help from an abusive partner.  Though many professionals reported that women would say that they couldn’t report husbands since they were religious, I didn’t know how true their accounts were until I met the victim described above who kept citing her religious identity as the reason she could not report the abuse of her husband.  The woman had come to the Bufete Popular in order to get legal protection from abuse from her husband, who had been yelling at her in the street and threatening her life but she could not report him because she was a Christian woman.   “Soy cristiana…soy cristiana” she kept telling us.  Her Christian identity, she claimed, had kept her from coming in much earlier to report the abuse and still appeared to cause her a great deal of guilt.  Part of being a Christian woman, it seemed, was putting up with her husband’s abusive and alcoholic behavior, instead of reporting him to the authorities.

How ethnicity impacts language and therefore available services

              One of my main questions to the professionals like Nora was how much ethnic identity affected what type of care a woman could receive if she was a victim of domestic violence.  Though most of the professionals were initially confused about my question regarding ethnic identity and care, when asked specifically about language, they all acknowledged that speaking Tz’utujil was a major barrier for professionals giving help to domestic violence victims.   Most Ladinos in Guatemala do not speak an indigenous language, only Spanish, and few Ladinos chose to learn indigenous languages.  Spanish, on the other hand, is the required language in public schools, so younger generations are usually able to better communicate between the two ethnic groups.  On the other hand, many poor indigenous children often must work instead of attend school, and like their parents, never learn Spanish.  The language barrier between those Mayans who only know the indigenous language and those Ladinos who only speak Spanish creates a barrier for people like Nora and the services she can provide them.

 “La Critica” in the Community

              Through her psychological work with victims in Santiago and in other indigenous communities in Guatemala, Nora of the Ministerio Publico sees major deficits in the sources of support for victims of domestic violence.  Nora categorized the sources of support into two types: “apoya natural” and “apoya” through various institutions such as her own Ministerio Publico. Natural support (“apoya natural”) includes networks of “las amistades” (friendships), family units, neighbors and other social network.   "Sin embargo, ese fuente no funciana” (Yet this source of support is not working), Nora lamented.  In fact, this “natural” support system may actually be doing more harm than good in her opinion.  The woman suffers from the “critica” (critique) by the “vecinos” (neighbors), which may cause her to return to an abusive husband out of fear of what others will say.  It’s not just the women who are afraid of the aggressor, the neighbors themselves may be afraid of what he may do to anyone who helps the victim. Aside from the problems with the natural support from familial and social circles, the institutional resources are not adequately meeting the needs of women, according to Nora.  The Hospitalito and the psychologist and the Centro de Salud can provide help to the victim, yet the institutional process of getting help is extremely emotional and mentally difficult.

The stigma against psychological services


In addition to the categories of “apoyo natural” and institutional “apoyo” that Nora explained to me, the subdivision of “el apoyo piscologico” (pyshcological support) presented a problem between the two types of support.   Aside from physical abuse, the professionals mentioned psychological abuse as the most common form of abuse.  Nora, while an extremely qualified and experienced person in her field, is only one person and must divide her time to help those all over the district of Solola. Though many professionals seemed to believe that having more psychological support would help women in Santiago, it seems unlikely whether or not Tz’utujil women in the town would be willing or could even afford psychological services.  On one hand, Nora was licensed to provide psychological help to victims, but whether or not they would actually seek out or accept psychological services was another issue altogether: “Todavia hay bastante disinformacion” (there is still a lot of misinformation) in regards to psychology, she told me.  The little information circulating in the community seems to only perpetuate the stigma around using psychological services.

Denying domestic violence

              Before I began my research, I had been given the advice that I should not get discouraged if some refused to speak with me and that there would be people who would deny the existence of domestic violence altogether.  Fortunately, this only happened with one of the professionals I attempted to interview, a male nurse in the canton of Chakaya.  My interaction with him, however, represents a significant difference between his very rural canton and those “more urbanized” cantons toward the center of town.  Rex seemed suspicious of my friend and me even before we began to conduct the interview.  It seemed as though he thought my friend and I were doing a formal evaluation for an aid organization or government group.  His area of Chacaya required taking a twenty-minute fleta ride away from the center of town and is considered one of the most rural and remote parts of Santiago.

Fear of the police


Another one of the obstacles to reporting abuse to the Juzgado de Paz or calling for medical attention is the strong distrust of the police.  The police in Santiago were said to “hace nada” (do nothing) or even side with the man.  When I attended the Ministerio Publico event on La Victima, the police officer who worked in Santiago explained that he was aware of this fear of police, but wanted to reassure us he was there to help.  Yet both the townspeople I spoke with in Santiago and research done in other parts of Guatemala confirmed that there is ample reason to distrust the police:  the Guatemala Human Rights Commission found in Quetzaltanango “victims are often brought to the shelter by firefighters rather than police because women trust the firefighters more” and that “members of the National Civil Police (PNC) have been accused of raping and murdering numerous women” (Jordan 6).

V.  Conclusion: What can be done and reasons for hope

While there are many barriers that challenge the legal, governmental, and medical professionals, there is still reason to have hope for the future.  First I will discuss the reasons for hope: Education is a key tool to fight domestic violence and can be done through the women’s rights movements on national, local, and international levels.  Then I will describe the tangible resources we could provide in Santiago, and later on I will discuss possibilities for new research on domestic violence in Santiago.

Reasons for Hope

Education as Prevention

              Almost all of the professionals mentioned the need to have more education (whether formally through school or informally through community leaders) in order to prevent more domestic violence in Santiago.   Education can take place in different forms in different locations: For instance, formal education in schools can teach children that violence was wrong, yet education can also been done through community leaders and professionals.  These local leaders attempt to eradicate the existing stigma for reporting domestic violence and provide new information on the services and support available to victims.  Lastly, friends and family teach each other what behaviors are considered appropriate and those which are not.  The professionals I spoke with seemed most concerned with the last type of “education” listed, since the home is the first place that children learn about domestic violence.

              According to Mercedes of the human rights group, PDH, the most necessary way to prevent domestic violence is to the education and outreach work she does all over Solola.  As an “educadora” Mercedes travels and holds sessions to educate kids, the elderly, women, religious leaders, and other marginalized groups of people about their basic human rights.  In the case of domestic violence, this includes educating the children as well as parents about their right to live a life free of abuse. 

              Many professionals told me that there is a great need to provide more information to the public and “orientar” the parents in order to prevent domestic violence.  “To orient” the parents means teaching parents to show care and love to their children as a principal aspect of changing the cycle of violence.  If the children are loved, Mercedes believes, then we can make a change: “Lo principal y lo rapido” [The most important and the fastest] thing is teaching through the children.  At least two times during our interview Mercedes brought up the importance of teaching children about violence.  Although circumstances were still terrible for many children in abusive households, the younger generations are more likely to stop the cycle of abuse than the older generations, according to Mercedes.  Before, there were few laws regarding this type of violence and now things have changed a bit over the years.

Supporting women’s organizations and the new movement toward equality

            Almost all of the professionals I interviewed praised the fact that there were so many women’s organizations forming both in and around Santiago.  When I attended the sessions for the Comision de la Mujer with PDH, I met other women and men from all over the county of Solola who were working to improve women’s lives through their community organizations and local governemnt.  The Comision, however, was still revising its mission and goals, and I observed some of the difficulties with grassroots politics and organizing across communities in Guatemala including problems with leadership, transportation to meetings, and generating interest in the community.  This trend toward more women’s rights organizations is reflected at a national level as well.  Women’s rights groups have become especially active in vocal and active all over Guatemala but especially in the capital Guatemala City where they often have more mobility and access to wealth compared to those women in rural indigenous communities. 

              If the mission of the Oficina Municipal de la Mujer (OMM) is fulfilled, this government-institutionalized group could be a successful advocate on behalf of women and female victims of abuse.  Since the OMM is less than two years old, it is difficult to evaluate its effectiveness in Santiago.  In the Comision de la Mujer meetings, it was the general consensus among participants that for the OMM to be successful, this depended on the responsiveness of the elected government officials, who were mostly males.  Rita Elizabeth appeared to be very excited about the new mayor and her new position with the OMM, yet when I visited her a month after she began her job, she privately expressed her frustration with having so much too do.  The fact that the OMM has quickly found a variety of tasks to work on in Santiago shows the value of having a women’s office in the local municipality, yet human as well as financial resources are needed to fulfill the mission of the OMM of female empowerment in Guatemala.

Work being done in the capital city and around the world

              After our plane landed in Guatemala City in June 2008, we took a four hour-long van to Santiago.  As we went through Guatemala City, our female group and our professor noticed a blue female sign painted on various building walls throughout the city.  I looked up online later that these signs were for International Women’s Day, which is celebrated every March 8th throughout the world.  When I returned in 2009, I found out that with the help of the newly created OMM in the Municipalidad, Santiago for the first time ever, celebrated the International Women’s Day within their town.  Progress tends to come first from the city in terms of women’s rights movements, as shown by the fact that Santiago’s first year celebrating this universal day was just last year.

What tangible resources Santiago needs

              Although funding is not the only way the situation will get better for female victims, almost all persons I spoke with believed that more financial resources would help victims of domestic abuse.  Whether this was in the form of more money for health services, educational campaigns, a safe house, food money to conduct lectures for the women (“capacitaciones or charlas:), etc., Santiago was in need of funding and resources to help victims of abuse.  Nora, for instance, through her contacts with the Ministerio Publico, can put victims in contact with referrals to services and organizations in other areas, yet it can cost 25 Q to  “ir y venir” (go and leave) to gain access to these services.  Unfortunately, many people can’t afford this 25 Q trip to get help no matter how dire their situation.  Thus, in Nora’s opinion, it’s important that “mas instituciones dan apoya” (more institutions give support) to help cover these expenses.


Furthermore, one of the recurring deficits appears to be the lack of a safe house for women who are victims of abuse in Santiago.  It was unclear if women escaping dangerous, abusive relationships have any type of safe refuge since friends and family may encourage the woman to tolerate the situation and return to a violent home.  I heard rumors about a safe house that was about forty minutes away, but not all of the professionals seemed to agree that such a refuge actually existed.  Regardless, the lack of a known refuge for women was brought up as troubling and something that Santiago could definitely benefit from having.

              Aside from a refuge, education sessions, and radio programs, more money could be used to provide psychological support to women who are victims of domestic violence, but the money needs to be used both on the services themselves and on campaigns to reduce the stigma surround psychological services.  Unfortunately, there is a strong stigma around seeking psychological help and there are not enough professionals to provide these services to the community. Both Nora and Lily of the Centro de Salud are providers of psychological support in Santiago, but they are the only two I was able to find.   Since psychological violence was cited by the professionals as one of the most common types of abuse, it would be very helpful to provide women with psychological support in order to deal with traumatizing abusive and relationships. 

Lastly, due to the lack of general support provided to women in these rural areas, both funding and more research are needed for the rural areas in particular.  Not only are the health centers not equal to those in the center of town, all forms of legal support are found close to the municipal building and far from the rural areas of town.  With the extreme impoverished conditions of people, particularly those outside of town, paying 3 or 4 Q for a ride into the center of town may not even be an option for most women.

 New possibilities for research 

As I conclude my research, I am concerned about how my research can help the community of Santiago. “What is crucial is that the project is always thought about in terms of relevance to community needs and what is important to them, in other words, that the project goals are owned by the community” (Becvar 436).  Although I have been analyzing my research outside of Guatemala, away from the community, the eventual ownership of my data collection needs to be with the community of Santiago, Atitlán.  After completing this essay in English, the next goal would be for a complete translation into Spanish, but even this is not going far enough.  Since most of the community speaks Tz’utujil, this research needs to be put into the indigenous language in order to be truly useful and “owned” by the community.

              The day before I left Santiago last summer I held a “despido” (farewell) dinner in order to share my preliminary findings with the people I had interviewed and befriended in the town.  Only about nine or so of the twenty plus persons I invited ended up attending the dinner.  Though I was disappointed with the low turnout, I should not have been surprised that many could not attend.  It had been raining for a few hours before the scheduled dinner, which usually caused a low attendance at events in Santiago.  In addition to the rain and their busy schedules, many did not live right in the center of town where I held the dinner.  On the other hand, I assumed a free dinner would be enticing enough for most people to attend.

              Things in Santiago have a way of turning out completely different from what you would have expected to happen.  One outcome of my research was that the sharing of my findings connected these professionals to an anthropologist whose family was from Guatemala and who ran an anthropology field school in the neighboring town of Panajachel.  Dr. Walter Adams had also been helping me all summer of 2009 with my research.  Based on his research on domestic violence and its link to both alcohol abuse and zinc deficiency, he concluded that the lack of zinc from the typical indigenous diet made users of alcohol much more inebriated when consuming alcohol compared to those with adequate zinc levels.  Dr. Adams explained to the group at dinner that this directly related to domestic violence in places like Santiago where domestic violence was greatly affected by the consumption of alcohol.  The professionals listened intently as the anthropologist explained his idea for an intervention plan, which would provide female victims with free atoll (nutrient fortified mixture called Incaparina) to give all members of their families, especially to the abusive husband.  Not only would this help provide nourishment to a struggling family, it would mean would mean the husband would become less drunk, and ideally he would be less abusive toward his wife than usual.

              Although Dr. Adams is still working toward getting this project funded through resources within Guatemala, the best thing that came out of the dinner was connecting these professionals to one another, especially Dr. Adams to Nora from the Ministerio Publico.  The two of them have actually been in contact via phone and email since I left Santiago in August, yet only time will tell if their collaboration is successful.  Establishing more organization between professionals themselves could provide a more visible front against the seemingly impossible task of reducing domestic violence in Guatemala.

Final Reflection and Summary

              Despite being one of the most beautiful places in the world, Guatemala is not one of the best places to find equality and tranquility as a woman.  While many tourists comment on the beauty of Santiago’s Lake Atitlán and the “cute” Tz’utujil people in this quaint town, there are undetected wounds on many of the people, especially the indigenous women who are victims of domestic violence.  Unfortunately, violence against women often reflects larger problems that a country is dealing with; Guatemala certainly has its share of insecurities and stressors such as the civil war, natural disasters, economic hardships, and the corruption of politicians.  Both in the micro and macro levels of a patriarchal society, stress, insecurity, and violence are taken out on females.  Though the history of violence, destruction, and loss in Santiago are not excuses for the high rate of domestic violence, these devastating events have normalized all types of violence in the community.  Not only has natural and human-induced destruction had consequences for women, but also cultural norms such as machismo, economic dependence on men, religious subordination of women, and other factors have a powerful impact on how women are valued in their communities.  

              Guatemala, and all other countries, must respond to the crisis of domestic violence since it reflects the underlying subordination of women at all levels of society.  All types of leaders on the federal, local, and international level need to take an unyielding position that violence against women must be addressed.  Promises should not only be made, but these promises should be made in conjunction with clear action plans and proper timelines.  Since more rural areas like Santiago are usually from the government’s services, we need to reach out here first in order to collaborate with community leaders.  Once the communities want to address the issue of domestic violence, national and international organizations can assist in addressing domestic violence on the ground.  More funding, resources, and workers are necessary to implement many of the recommendations for change.  For instance, holding lectures and meetings requires paying for transportation, food, and materials for attendees.  Resources and money, however, are not the solution to this problem; people must truly desire men and women to become equals in the eyes of society before we can eradicate domestic violence in Guatemala and all over the world.
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