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Introduction Nicolás from San Marcos 

 

On the morning of the twenty-fifth of April 2005 I travelled by chicken-bus1 to San Marcos, 

department San Marcos to meet Nicolás. Nicolás and I had met a few weeks earlier and I had 

become interested in his story. He is one of few Guatemalan youth that has a defined political 

participation, and in a land where political interest among youth is low, his life-story of political 

activism could shed an interesting light on the subject I had come to study in Guatemala.  

 Eventually we meet on San Marcos’ plaza central. He arrives a half hour late and 

apologizes a few times, but by now I have become quite accustomed in Guatemala to being 

patient. After a few friendly comments on the ride from Quetzaltenango to San Marcos, we settle 

in a little café nearby to share a coffee and a good conversation. I put my tape-recorder down on 

the table and the interview begins… 

  

The present study, of which this report is the result, took place in a highly conflictive context of 

post-dictatorial society building in Guatemala. Guatemala, ‘land of thousand volcanoes and lakes’, 

and lovingly called by its inhabitants ‘país de la eterna primavera’, had gained over the last 

decades a new name. Those same inhabitants now bitterly refer to their land as ‘país de la eterna 

repressión’.2 Guatemala recently emerged from an internal armed conflict that lasted from 19543 

to 1996 that has left the country economically on its knees the conflict has led to an upsurge of 

violence resulting in over two thousand deaths and over a million people displaced.4 The 1996 

Peace Accords offered a new start, and an opportunity to undo the economical and social 

inequalities that had deepened under the military dictatorship. Guatemala anno 2006 also finds 

itself in a decisive moment of its political history: the ‘full’ democratization process that had been 

initiated after the Peace Accords was the first opportunity for the population to experience a 

democratic government.5 The success of the democratization period not only depends on the 

well functioning of Guatemala’s young system of political parties and democratic institutions, but 

                                                 
1 This is the typical transportation between villages and cities in Guatemala. Chicken-busses are converted 
American school busses. The adjective chicken comes from the absurd capacity the bus has to harbour people, 
oftentimes exceeding twice the normal holding capacity. 
2 Respectively ‘land of the eternal spring’ and ‘land of the eternal repression’. 
3 Sources usually cite 1960 as the official initiation of the internal armed conflict with the rebellion of army 
officials and the beginning of the guerrilla movement. 1954 however marks the violent counterrevolutionary 
attack on the democratically elected social democratic government of Jacobo Arbenz, after which date the leader 
of the counterrevolutionary army Castillo Armas assumed power.  
4 Source: Comisión de Eslcarecimiento Histórico (1999). 
5 Factually this might be so, technically this is not: democracy has been installed in Guatemala before from 1986 
onwards, but under military control and thus not to be considered ‘full’. The democratic period from 1944 to 
1954 formed another real experience of democracy, but international pressure (from the United States of 
America) made continuation impossible. The Peace Accords of 1996 thus provide a new scenario.  



also greatly on the ability and willingness of the population to support and vitalize the democratic 

system.  

 The present study wants to look at the role youth play within this democratization 

process. Youth are demographically a highly important segment of society: roughly a fifth of 

Guatemala’s population can be called ‘young’.6 Strategically their position in the democratization 

process is of vital importance. They belong largely to the post-dictatorial generation. While their 

parents have ‘learned’ under dictatorial rule to silence their criticism, the present generation 

should be able to practice their full political critique in the new democratic era. The success of 

the democratization process will also largely depend on the willingness of youth to become 

critical participants in society building. This participation is crucial in order to minimize an 

authoritarian response in the future. Youth are a marginalized population in Guatemalan society 

and economy; therefore studies on their possible (political) protagonism are even more urgent. 

This has resulted in the following research question: How do Guatemalan youth position 

themselves in relation to politics in a post-dictatorial context? 

The study subject is highly relevant for political analysis on current Guatemalan politics 

and society. The topic is equally relevant within the broader Latin American context, where many 

countries in the region face challenges in creating representative and participative democracies7. 

These studies would be valuable in the European context as well. The study subject has gained 

more recognition within Guatemala, but is still little known outside the country.8  

The research in Guatemala mainly focused on contextualizing youth’s political 

protagonism in Guatemalan society-building, and thus connecting the socio-economic position 

of youth in society to the possible role they could play as political actor. A case study was added 

to give more insight in the dynamics of political formation among youth in post-dictatorial 

society. Following the life-stories of a couple of politically active young Guatemalans, these 

interviews analyzed which factors had been important in the development of their participation. 

This is an insightful study because at first glance the Guatemalan context is blamed for the low 

political participation among youth.  

 

Coming back to the interview in the early morning in a San Marcos café, Nicolás explains what 

politics means to him and how he became involved. His mother and father had fled Guatemala 

during the armed conflict, when their political outspokenness became a risk. Nicolás was born in 

                                                 
6 Guatemalan ‘youth’ form 18.9% of the population, the group between fifteen and nineteen years old 
constituting 56.22% (Poitevin, Moscoso, Rivera, 2000, 14).  
7 The only example that I found during the preparations of a study similar to the present study is the master’s 
thesis by Cerda Pereira (2003) on the political participation of youth in postdictatorship Chile.  
8 Reason for undertaking this present research was the lack of material to be found in Holland on the subject.  



exile in Mexico. Nicolás tells me how he and his mother returned to Guatemala in 1989, three 

years after the partially democratic re-opening. Life for Nicolás’ mother has been difficult; she is a 

single mother9 in caring for Nicolás and his three younger brothers. Economically the family tries 

to make ends meet. Nicolás works to pay his own expenses; an extra workload next to his 

university studies on Agronomical Sciences. Nicolás’ socio-economic condition is comparable to 

that of many Guatemalan youth.  

In spite of this, he sees a strong distinction between how both he and ‘Guatemalan youth’ 

view society: 

“And like I tell you, that right now, youth are not that interested in changing Guatemala. ‘If it’s 
like this, well then that’s how it’ll be.’ They have comforted themselves in that if it doesn’t change, 
well then it won’t change. They just don’t care anymore.” 

 
Politics, as far as he can remember, has always been a part of his life. His mother without a doubt 

has had a great influence on how Nicolás sees Guatemalan society. In one of his comments, he 

relates the role of his mother to his perception of society: 

“Afterwards, there [Mexico] I was born, but the formation that my mother gives me, her 
instruction and the ideals she has, form within me the idea to work for a change. After that, when 
I’m seven years old we come to Guatemala and I see Guatemalan reality. The fact of seeing so 
much poverty on every corner that you find with someone who…it’s ridiculous, the poverty is 
visible.” 
 

The way Nicolás and ‘Guatemalan youth’ view reality is distinctly different from one another, as 

he will explain in the course of the interview. His political consciousness led him to participate in 

local organizations from an early age. Now, he is part of the local department of a leftist political 

party, and takes a course on political formation organized by INGEP.10 His story and those of 

other participants in the case study will be used to come to a better understanding on why some 

youth do and the majority do not become active and critical participants in post-dictatorial 

society building. The life-stories do not only give a clear perception on the factors that have 

shaped the trajectories of the participants, but they also show how the participants interpret their 

activism and that of the rest of the youth population.  

 The political position of youth in Guatemala can be interpreted in two ways: what actual 

spaces do they have to participate in Guatemalan society and politics? And how do they 

participate; that is, how can they be interpreted as political actor? The title of the study 

‘Rearmando la Esperanza’ (translated as ‘Rebuilding Hope’) points to the hope that Guatemalan 

youth regain the important political position in society they have had in the past.  

                                                 
9 Nicolás’ father stayed behind in Mexico, for reasons he did not explain. 
10 INGEP is one of the political institutes offering courses on political formation for Guatemalan youth. See 
chapter 3. 



The following chapters are the outcome of the central research question. Chapter one will 

introduce the central theoretical frameworks in which to interpret Guatemala’s historical and 

recent political development, as well as the conjuncture of the present political situation. Chapter 

two will explain the studies’ methodology and related issues. Chapter three will go into the 

process of society building and ‘citizenship’ in the post-dictatorial context of Guatemala, and 

how this situation affects youth politics. Chapter four will address the political expressions 

among youth in Guatemala and how these reflect ‘citizenship’. Chapter five will close off the 

study with a summary of the research and a reflection on the methods and main findings.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 1 Theoretical perspectives 
 

Different theories will be introduced in this chapter to contextualize the present study. The 

different segments focus on diverse themes related to the topic. The first sections 1.1 and 1.2 are 

introductory meant to make the reader acquainted with Latin America’s economic development 

and its repercussions on political development. Sections 1.3 and 1.4 bring a theoretical 

contextualization of Guatemala’s post-dictatorial process of democratization and society building. 

1.5 is specifically relevant for the choice of researching youth and introduces a framework to look 

at the process of political formation seen from the specific conditions of youth’s socio-economic 

environment.    

 

1.1 Economic and political developments in Latin America: general context 

Latin America has had a unique trajectory, bounded to, but different from the development of 

the rest of the world. Because of this many of the Latin American nations face, along rough lines, 

the same problems and challenges.  

Latin American economies and to a certain extent politics have historically always been 

greatly influenced by ‘outside’ economies. After colonization, the emerging Latin American 

economies were directed towards satisfying the growing needs of the booming European 

economies for raw products, such as sugar, cotton, and gold and silver. The economies based on 

the export model matched well with the local power structures, which were mainly formed by the 

Spanish and subsequently the criollo11 elites. Enormous amounts of riches and products moved 

from Latin America towards Europe. Some Latin American cities, such as the mining towns of 

Guanajuato in Mexico and Potosí in Bolivia, grew rapidly due to the riches found in the region 

and knew an astonishing splendor in its hey-days (outdoing most European cities at that time), 

but also lost their position quickly once the gold rush was over. This has led commentators to 

describe Latin America’s economic relations with the rest of the world as one of ‘dependency’, as 

it has always been dependent on outside markets for its products.12  

 On a cultural level, one can say that the economic and political projects of the Latin 

American colonization brought a process of mestizaje, a (forced) adoption of the dominant 

Hispanic culture. This can be seen in the constant attempts to incorporate the indigenous 

population as mestizos into the national population with the adoption of the symbols coherent 

                                                 
11 A ‘criollo’ is a person from European descent, but born in the Latin American continent. 
12 One of the most popular books written on this theory is Eduardo Galeano’s “The Open Veins of Latin 
America” (1973), popularizing the dependency theory in economics.  



with ‘Spanish’ culture. The creation of culture, as Brazilians, as Argentineans, as Colombians etc. 

was important for social cohesion within states that were still weak political entities.  

The export oriented economies continued up until the beginning of the twentieth century. 

With relative success some Latin American nations had managed to consolidate a position as the 

prime supplier of raw products such as meat and wheat. The economic world crisis of the thirties 

in the last century threw Latin America into despair as the risks of a dependable export economy 

became very clear. The following decades, Latin American nations sought to break this 

dependency by concentrating on strong national industrialization coupled with the protection of 

internal markets in order to win a stronger position in the world market13. Often these economic 

systems were coupled with an authoritarian regime: thorough-going economic steering fared well 

with centralized power. The necessary investments needed to start up the immature industries 

were retrieved by taking on big loans from international financers, which in turn led to deep 

debts, and thus a new dependency. As the debt accumulated up to the eighties, international 

lenders such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank (WB) began to 

impose demands for open markets, as these were regarded a condition for economic growth. As 

Latin American nations faced abysmal debts and outlook for further loans were limited, they 

were forced to liberalize their economies and enter without restrictions the world market. The 

ranks of the poor in the meantime had been growing. Economic growth mainly favored the elite 

who held the leading economic positions. The export economy furthermore gave incentives to 

lower wages in order to maximize profits. The ISI model temporarily created a small sector of 

industrial workers that benefited from this new upcoming economical sector, but the rest of the 

population did not reap the benefits of this development.  

The process of adaptation to the open market economy has posed whole new challenges 

to the Latin American nations. These challenges are magnified by the (historical) inequalities that 

centuries of elitist led export economy have created. 

 

1.2 Neoliberalization and democratization: new challenges 

This part looks at the democratization process that took place roughly from the eighties onwards 

(the so called ‘Third Wave of Democratization’14), at different times in different countries. 

Democratization is not only state propelled (top-down) but also promoted by civil society actors 

(bottom-up). Within these dynamics citizenship is seen as a product from these societal 

                                                 
13 This economic system is called the ISI model. For a historical development of ISI in Latin America, see 
Rosemary Thorpe (1998). Progress, Poverty and Exclusion, and economic history of Latin America in the 20th 
Century. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.  
14 As coined in Huntington, S. (1991). The Third Wave of Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century. 
Norman: University of Oklahoma Press.  



democratization initiatives. These dynamics (neoliberalization and democratization) are also 

visible in Guatemala. The Guatemalan case however followed a different trajectory through the 

installation of the authoritarian period. The Guatemalan economic and political developments to 

which this part of the chapter offers a theoretical background will be discussed in more depth in 

chapter three.  

Neoliberal programs were implemented in Latin American nations from the eighties 

onward. The World Bank (WB) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) pressed the Latin 

American government to apply structural adjustment programs to cut back the big state 

expenditures. These expenditures, in the eyes of the WB and IMF, were a cause of the growing 

depth accumulated by the Latin American nations.  

 Among the many changes that neoliberalization entailed, most central to this process are 

the already mentioned opening of markets, cutting back of state expenditures and 

decentralization. Because the state was forced to step back, this left a undeniable void in society. 

Private enterprises were expected to take over state roles but, in reality, many social sectors went 

ignored.    

 The relationship between state and society has become redefined. In the face of 

neoliberal restructuring, some political commentators on Latin American society have argued that 

a new social and political reality has emerged. The lines of what this new reality would be are 

drawn in the volume Faultlines of Democracy in Post-Transition Latin America (1998) by Agüero and 

Stark. As state and society become further separated, Lechner (1998) observes, they evolve into 

opposing poles. Society begins to function as organizing power towards its own problems in 

order to attend to the specific needs of its different societal sectors. The state cannot fulfill this 

task anymore. As one of many consequences, people construct their identities more in relation to 

society than in relation to the state. The state finally loses its protagonism as organizing power: 

the ‘multiplicity of spaces and tempos’ makes ‘vertical command’ inadequate and incapable, and 

‘coordination becomes more horizontal’ (Lechner, 1998, 35-36).  

Other contributions of the volume take on different dimensions of the ‘neoliberal 

faultlines’ in society, such as capitalism and decreasing public economic and political power 

(Borón, 1998) and globalization and state-society relations (Stark, 1998).  

A theme brought into the context of the Latin American democratization context is that 

of depolitization, indicating the growing distance between politics and the public. This in its turn 

has repercussions for how the population can and wants to act as citizens in the democratization 

process. The depolitization can be interpreted as well from the side of institutional politics as 

from the side of the public. 



Hagopian (1998) reviews the position of representational institutes such as political parties, labor 

unions and social movements. The political parties in Latin America find themselves in a severe 

crisis as the percentage of the population that identifies ideologically with political parties has 

declined over the last decade. Also electoral volatility and electoral abstention are clear indications 

that political parties have lost their protagonism as political representatives for the population. 

Labor unions have been strong during populist governments but their position has recently been 

weakened in the context of a changing and volatile market and changing labor relations. In turn, 

social movements have succeeded in taking on themes and issues close to the interests of societal 

groups. However, Hagopian warns that their role as representative mediator between state and 

society is still unclear because of their lack of accountability on their practices towards the 

population. Even though the presence of social movements has made democracy more inclusive 

by representing societal concerns, their role as representative actor is limited as they are not 

relegated decisive power in the democratic system such as political parties (Hagopian, 1998, 114-

7; Hagopian, 1998, 125-6). Thus, there became a problem of representation in recent Latin 

American politics. 

 The depolitization can also be viewed from the perspective of the population as they 

become removed from politics. The public has become disenchanted with politics, as can be 

evidenced in a decline in electoral participation, low levels of union affiliation, deteriorating 

perception of politicians and political institutions and a decline in party identification. Democracy 

then should become a citizen responsibility says Varas as the population should increase its 

monitoring capacity as citizens (their ‘citizen power’) by demanding accountability of the political 

parties, the political institutions and the state. This citizen responsibility is important for 

confronting the social and economic problems in society (Varas, 1998, 158). Depolitization in 

short is another important dimension threatening the Latin American democratization processes.    

 Societal and public initiatives at local organizing have gained more attention the last 

decades. The protagonism civil society has is often underscored in the literature, and ‘civil society’ 

is acknowledged as political actor. This feat is clearly seen in recent literature on democratization 

processes. Such examples can be found in Biekart’s (1999) The Politics of Civil Society Building and 

Avritzer’s (2002) Democracy and the Public Sphere in Latin America. Biekart’s study traces the process 

of civil society building in several Central American nations. He uses a model to assess this 

process, by placing civil society at one end and state at the other. Political society, a third sphere, 

mediates between these two. Political society are those organizations, bodies, institutions that are 

not part of the state, but do exert pressure on the state through their political agenda’s (i.e. 

political parties). Democratization takes place as civil society can increase its influence on the 



state through political society (Biekart, 1999, 43), and as political society gains legitimacy in its 

mediating position. The process of civil society building can be demarcated in five phases. The 

last phases constitute the ‘building of citizenship’ and the formation of democratic culture among 

the population (Idem, 44-5). The building of citizenship is thus a consolidation of the 

democratization process as a result of civil society organizing.  

 Avritzer offers another example. Avritzer points to the organizational capacities of the 

public sphere, a place where societal actors can meet, discuss and plan strategies. The results are 

deliberative politics. The examples he cites are telling: participatory budgeting in Belo Horizonte in 

Brazil and electoral monitoring by the IFE in Mexico are examples of deliberative politics that 

have pressed the state for transparency and openness to influence societal initiatives. He also sees 

that the successful operation of the public sphere will lead to ciudadanización, comparable to 

‘building citizenship’.  

 To which kinds of citizenship is alluded in this literature? The discussion on citizenship in 

Latin America is vital, especially with the resurgence of indigenous and democratization 

movements. Citizenship solely interpreted as the right for adults to vote and be elected is too 

narrow a definition. Westheimer and Kahne (2004)15 identify three important models of 

citizenship: personally responsible citizenship, participatory citizenship and critical citizenship. 

Also, the role education can play within ‘building citizenship’ is briefly highlighted. ‘Civic 

education’ can be an instrument to create citizenship. The following descriptions of citizenship 

will be important in the assessment of the Guatemalan situation. 

 

Personally responsible citizenship: 

The focus here is on personal responsibilities and law abiding behavior towards state and society 

(Van Gunsteren, 1992).  Education is centered on knowledge of the Constitution and the 

learning of social rights and responsibilities (Print and Coleman, 2003, 132).  

 

Participatory citizenship: 

This concept of citizenship focuses on the active incorporation of the individual in society. A 

participatory citizen learns to solve local problems by looking for solutions through local 

organizations. Education is centered on knowledge of the functioning of governmental and local 

institutions, and the role of the individual in society and within democracy (Newton, 2002, 525). 

                                                 
15 Note that these models were devised within the United States and therefore when applying to Latin American 
context should be critically reviewed to see if these concepts can be un-problematically applied to a foreign 
context.  



In education, the active participation of students in school affairs and extra-curricular activities is 

stimulated (Print and Coleman, 2003, 133). 

 

Critical citizenship: 

The third concept is based on the active critical involvement of the individual in society. This is 

achieved by a critical knowledge of the economic, social and political causes underlying 

inequalities in society. As Westheimer and Kahne (2004, 240) say: “If participatory citizens are 

organizing [a] food drive and personally responsible citizens are donating food, [critical] citizens 

are asking why people are hungry and acting on what they discover.” The position of the critical 

citizen is implicitly political:  

[Critical citizenship education] teaches students how to exercise power and responsibility in a 
democracy and how to exercise the distinguished tradition of critiquing the status quo, posing 
embarrassing questions, confronting dogma’s and orthodoxies, and avoiding being co-opted by 
corporations, governments or power networks (Giroux in Torres, 1998, 246).  

 
In education, an exploratory critical reading of history and society coupled with an analysis of 

present society would be a practice to facilitate this critical citizenship.  

 

When talking about democratization processes and citizenship, oftentimes the term political culture 

is used. Biekart refers to this in the fifth step in civil society building. In short, the concept entails 

the political orientations of a population towards the political system and attitudes towards the 

role of the self in this system.16 However, this concept can become slippery as it is constantly 

subject to change (Knight, 2001, 242) and varies among the population according to the 

information access of the population (Moreno, 2001, 30).  

The neoliberal advance in Latin America has altered the relationship between state and 

society. When discussing citizenship promoted by the state via education, or as result from 

democratizing movements in society, we should be aware which kind of citizenship is ‘built’ and 

what role this can play in democratization processes. An assessment of the relationship between 

civil and political society and the state further give an indication of democratic transitions.   

 

1.3 Post-dictatorial societies and political participation 

Democratization will evolve differently in countries that have recently known an armed conflict, 

or an authoritarian regime. These particular contexts pose specific obstacles to the 

democratization process: political institutions might have been weakened and a loss of 

confidence in politics can undermine the participation of the population. Where the historical 
                                                 
16 As paraphrased from Almond and Verba. In Almond, G. and Verba, S. (1968). The Civic Culture, Political 
Culture and Democracy in Five Nations. New Jersey: New Jersey University Press. 



context has been violent, other dynamics are at play such as the effects of fear and repression on 

the critical individual. Guatemala faces a context that can be described as ‘post-dictatorial.’ 

Guatemala has known a highly violent and repressive internal armed conflict that lasted from 

1960 to 1996, although continuities from this period can be observed during the democratization 

process. Violence and impunity are still recurring issues in debates on Guatemala’s 

democratization process. To this must be added the influence of the authoritarian repressive past 

and the present remnants of these on the way people now perceive politics and political 

participation. Democratization thus also involves a change in political culture.  

 The concept Society of Fear (Koonings and Kruijt, 2002) has been introduced to denote 

societies that have known a violent political context, but still encounter in society and politics 

destabilizing elements from this period. One of the most pragmatic questions in the (usually 

following) democratization process is that of the monopoly on violence. Democratic states should 

have the sole monopoly on violence through the use of the police apparatus. Post-dictatorial 

societies, or in this case societies of fear, are special in that the state cannot control this 

monopoly and violence is perpetrated by diverse actors in society leading to insecurity and 

instability. The problem is that the democratic system cannot win legitimacy if the state cannot 

guarantee physical protection for its citizens (Kruijt and Koonings, 2002). An accompanying 

element, fear, is often interspersed with the use of extra-state violence. Creating trust in political 

institutions and stimulating active citizen participation is difficult in these contexts.   

The military dictatorships in Latin America (such as Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay, Chile and 

Guatemala) have made use of political violence and fear to suppress the critical elements of 

society and politics. Political violence instills ‘the certainty in society that life is uncertain.’ When 

this mechanism is implemented successfully, the (military) dictatorship need just incite fear at 

intervals to keep the effects of political violence functional. The case of Argentina shows the 

effects of fear on the critical individual and political participation. 17 This example can be analyzed 

according to what Freire has written on the ‘culture of silence.’ Freire is known for his efforts to 

bring critical awareness to the ‘dominated’ classes of society such as poor workers and farmers, as 

is resembled in the title of his most famous work Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1972). Summarizing his 

ideas, Freire states that we do not observe the world, but always actively interpret reality (this would 

be called consciousness) (Freire, 1972, 99). When we stop doing this, dominant actors can impose 

their meanings on our perceptions, which are in turn internalized in our conception of reality. 

Consequently, this leads to a form of submission (as our ‘humanity’, our faculty of reason is taken 

away from us). The ‘silencing of the critically conscious individual’ is what results in a ‘culture of 

                                                 
17 Little is known in the literature on Guatemala of this phenomenon in the context of the military dictatorship. 



silence.’ This term is eloquently chosen because “in their condition of oppression, the masses are 

‘mute’” (Crotty, 1998, 154).  

The following quote from Hollander on the Argentinean dictatorship shows the 

formation of this new ‘consciousness’: 

In conditions of extreme political repression, the population was forced to work out a way of 
understanding the rules, the cues, what made a good citizen and what made an enemy of the state. 
Citizens were compelled to feel that their homes, their jobs, their loved ones, their own lives were 
in jeopardy. (Hollander, 1997, 111) 

 
The silencing of the individual is clearly detailed in the next quote: 

They came to trust no one, to confide in no one, to seek self-preservation in isolation. Contacts 
with others endangered everyone. Citizen’s fearful hypervigilance resembled a kind of paranoid 
character disorder that was so widespread it looked like a national trait. Individual behavior in the 
terrorist state was characterized by silence, inexpressiveness, inhibition, and self-censorship, all of which 
resulted over time in depolitization. In this situation, individuals became obedient and potentially 
punitive towards self and others. (Ibid.) (Italics VW) 

 
This was not only a guard towards the ‘outside’, but internalized with consequences for their 

generation18: 

As parents, for example, altered their vocabulary and their vision of reality in response to their 
children’s questions in order to protect them, they imposed denial, repression, and censorship 
within the family, which contributed to the creation of an apolitical and self-censoring generation. 
(Hollander, 1997, 15) (Italics VW) 
 

Freire points towards the changing relation between individual, society and state in a culture of 

oppression. The individual does not question reality (i.e. as dictated by dominant actors) and his 

inactivity demobilizes society. Consciousness can be regained when causal relations underlying 

social problems are critically discussed. The method for this is the dialogue between social actors. 

The solution would be to stimulate a critical citizenship.  

 These experiences present clear future obstacles for the democratization process as the 

population might still share a political culture based on obedience and ‘silence’. The notion of 

citizenship coherent with this political culture would be a very limited and obedient form of 

personally responsible citizenship. This ‘uncritical’ and ‘inactive’ political culture weakens the 

necessary relations between the population and political representational institutions and thus 

debilitates citizen’s protagonism in civil society. The problem is further complicated when an 

ambience exists in post-dictatorial society where this political culture is passed unaltered to the 

younger generation. An analysis of post-dictatorial society (as a society of fear) indicates the 

probability of these dynamics. Democracy is thus more than ‘re-installing the political party’ 

                                                 
18 As the effects of repression and fear in the Guatemalan case will reveal in chapter three, these consequences 
might also work through in the next generations. 



system, as Biekart also indicates the creation of an accompanying civic and political culture 

coherent with democracy. 

 

1.4 (Re)Building democracy: political projects 

Where post-dictatorial societies pose an obstacle to democratization, the theory of political 

projects can provide an explanation of how the democratization process should be guided after 

the authoritarian period. The concept of political project is devised within the context of Chilean 

democratization and addresses how Chilean society can break from the authoritarian period and 

canalize efforts towards society building. The Chilean experience can give insights into (possible) 

obstacles and challenges within the Guatemalan post-dictatorial democratization process.  

 Society building after an authoritarian period cannot go without existence of consensus in 

society. Authoritarian societies tend to aggravate existing inequalities in society and mark sharply 

the positions of supporters and adversaries of the regime. In the case of Guatemala it is clear that 

the population has suffered economically and socially from the prolonged conflict, and the 

different (and often opposing) political positions are still visible in society and politics.19 Working 

towards a political consensus within society building is what constitutes a political project. This 

consensus building also alludes to the dialogue Freire advocates to break the discursive 

oppression of the dominant actors.  

 The concept of political project is elaborated by Garretón, a Chilean political scientist. 

Political projects can be defined as the political strategies, consensually upheld by political society, 

to fortify the democratization process directed at eradicating the social and economic inequalities 

that before gave rise to the social and political fraction. Two central elements in this concept are 

community and memory. Community denotes the three existing types of community that should 

exist as pre-condition to democratization. Society should constitute, or should work towards 

creating an ethical, socio-economical and political community. Regarding Chile, the ‘ethical’ refers to 

the question of impunity and a consensual interpretation of authoritarian history defining the 

‘good’ and ‘bad.’  The ‘socio-economical’ refers to the necessity to equalize socio-economic 

differences between sectors of society, that otherwise could lead to opposing political project 

from within these sectors (i.e. conservative versus distributive). The ‘political’ finally points to the 

definite rupture with authoritarian politics, in for example abolishing past constitutional changes 

that carry the dictatorial signature (assuring a ‘clean slate’).  

                                                 
19 One can point for example towards the former Civil Defence Patrols (Patrullas de Autodefensa Civil), with 
bonds to the FRG (Frente Repúblicano Guatemalteco; political party surrounding Rios Montt, former military 
junta leader), the FRG itself as political actor, and at the other end the human rights organizations handling a 
sharp discourse of impunity and revindication of human rights in Guatemalan society.  



The other central element that Garretón addresses is memory. Memory is strongly linked to what 

Garretón describes as the ethical community. Within society during and after the authoritarian 

period different interpretations can exist on the importance and significance of central moments 

and persons from that period (this is what he calls Memoria Fragmentada). Fragmented memory is 

what would lead to the creation of several political projects, parting from their own 

interpretations of society and its historical social-economic evolution. Ideally, Garretón sees post-

dictatorial society possessing a Memoria Collectiva (collective memory), a consensually established 

interpretation of the authoritarian past, clearly defining the developments that have lead to the 

inequalities and political strive enabling the authoritarian response. It is clear that a climate of 

open discussion on the past should exist to search for this consensus. This consensus, in its turn, 

will enable and direct political restructuring.  

Political projects are about knowing and understanding the structural forces underlying 

society. These are especially relevant in post-dictatorial political projects, as structural inequalities 

were often intimately related to the social unrest and subsequent authoritarian answer. Defining 

political projects in post-dictatorial democratization process is important for understanding the 

way structural inequalities are addressed and how political society and state address the ‘political 

democratic blue-print’ to create stable communities. This is equally an issue in Guatemala, a 

country with historically developed socio-economic inequalities. Chapter three will position 

Guatemala in its post-dictatorial context, its challenges towards democratization and the effects 

on political participation of youth. 

Identifying Guatemalan democratization along the lines of a political project will be 

discussed later on in the research in more depth. It is however relevant for the significance of this 

section to note that initiatives towards creating consensus as well as addressing structural 

inequalities are taking place in Guatemala. The dialogue platform created between Guatemalan 

political parties to stimulate an inter-party dialogue and consensus building (an initiative 

stimulated by as well the OEA (Organization of American States) as the NIMD (Dutch Institute 

for Multiparty Democracy)) is an important step in creating the ‘political blue prints’ for 

democratization. The Agenda Nacional Compartida (Common Shared Agenda), a document 

unifying consensual viewpoints among Guatemalan political parties, should compromise all 

parties to adhere to these agreed upon guidelines for political practice. The 1996 Peace Accords 

and in a different way the truth reports of REMHI (Recuperación de la Memoria Histórica; 

Recuperation of the Historical Memory) and CEH (Commisión de Esclarecimiento Histórico; 

Commission for Historical Clarification) have also tried to fulfill the role of political blue prints. 

Other important initiatives that respond to the structural inequalities of Guatemalan society are 



for example the Cultura de Paz (Culture of Peace) project held in schools by UNESCO and the 

series ‘Por qué estamos como estamos?’ (Why are we how we are?) by CIRMA (Centro de 

Investigaciones Regionales de Mesoamerica; Centre of Regional Investigations in Mesoamerica). 

The former initiative questions the lived experiences of raciality and discrimination in society. 

The latter traces the social, economic and political causes of a divided society. 

 

1.5 Youth, political participation and political formation 

This part of the chapter will look at ‘youth culture’ and the themes of political participation and 

political formation. Youth studies rightly form a new focus in social sciences as ‘youth’ do not 

think and perform in the same way as ‘adults’. This section will also go into how the reality of 

youth is connected to political participation and the process of political formation.  

 Youth in many aspects live in distinct realities from those of their elders. The 

‘technological’ reality of the arrival of mass media and telecommunications, has led to new forms 

of perception and communication, which is especially noticeable among youth (Reguillo, 1998). 

Also in many other aspects, the social reality of youth has changed. Consumerism, individualism, 

urbanization have had their influence in the composition of the family, also leading to new 

networks of social relations. The ‘gang’ culture (also called mara or pandilla) can be interpreted as a 

new form of socialization among marginalized youth. Within youth culture, this new context 

leads to new perceptions on reality, ‘new forms of expression’, for which sociological study has 

already given many indications (i.e. hip-hop, graffiti). These new forms of expression are however 

always a reflection of reality. As members of this youngest generation define and interpret the 

reality in which they grow up, youth culture (or expressions of youth culture) might be a 

reflection of societal changes. Youth gangs are again an example in point. The new forms of 

relationships resemble the loss of communitarian bonds within the process of urbanization. The 

violent aspect youth gangs have, should therefore not be interpreted as an anomaly within the 

culture, but as an expression of inequalities and feelings of marginalization that the new situation 

has produced (Martín-Barbero, 1998).  

 The political expression of youth has changed within the political developments. The 

political disillusions of the last decades have discredited political institutions such as political 

parties, courts, police force etc. This has direct influence in the way youth position themselves in 

the political spectrum. With regards to political organization, we can observe a strong 

identification with ‘local’ issues instead of abstract goals (Perea, 1998). Themes are construed 

more within the local spaces of the community and the street instead of the state and the nation.  



Also (and this is especially noted within youth organizations) organizations becomes more 

‘horizontal’ instead of ‘vertical.’ This same aspect is what Cerda Pereira found while researching 

youth participation in post-dictatorship Chile. Chilean youth do not anymore want to be part of 

the masses, but want to work within non-hierarchical, horizontal organizations, where they can 

participate in concrete projects, through which they can find a ‘personal realization’ (Cerda 

Pereira, 2003). What Lechner identified in civil society, seems to have taken root as a new 

characteristic of a political youth culture in Latin America, as can be witnissed in the post-

dictatorship Chile that Cerda Pereira describes. 

 The concept of Habitus can be used to grasp the influences youth receive from their 

context in the construction of their perception of reality. In the words of Padilla the habitus 

(mode of being, feeling, learning and acting in reality) refers to: “the basic ground from which the 

different individuals’ strategies of actions will be built facing different situations in different 

contexts” (Padilla, 2002, 25). Padilla states that this habitus of youth is distinctly different from 

the elder generations. In the case of his study on the political participation of Salvadorean youth 

he identifies the following differences within the social sphere: changed family structures as result 

of the armed conflict, different ‘mediatized’ relationship with reality, individualism and 

consumerism, and new relationships to political entities because of the recent political 

development in El Salvador (Padilla, 2002, 28-30). This was already identified before in the 

characterization of youth culture. 

 Political formation within the theoretical perspectives of this chapter can be described as 

the process of citizenship building: the incorporation of the individual within politics and society. 

In order to understand the dynamics of political formation among youth in Guatemala, we can 

look at some factors that can be identified within this process. What is the trajectory from 

‘unconscious/uncritical’ towards ‘conscious/critical/participative’? The habitus of youth should 

be the starting point from which any formation, as well a political formation can be initiated. To 

better understand the dynamics of political formation, McAdam has written an insightful study 

on the Freedom Summer generation and their involvement in the ‘New American Left’.20 He 

shows how the experience of participating in Freedom Summer in the south of the United States 

has changed the lives of many volunteers, to such extent that many now view their lives in terms 

of ‘before’ and ‘after’ (McAdam, 1988, 12). He distinguishes a few common factors that have 

played a role in the volunteers’ involvement. Mc Adam elaborates on the social context of the 

                                                 
20 Freedom Summer was the summer of 1964 where white middle class students from the North travelled to the 
South of the United States to help inscribe the black population for the coming elections. This was seen as the 
start of the civil rights movements in the United States. McAdam’s thesis is that many of the people who would 
lead the ‘new’ leftist movement if the next decades came in large numbers from the group of Freedom Summer 
volunteers.  



participants, since most volunteers came from well-to-do families and thus could dispose of the 

time and means to travel south (McAdam, 1988, 44). Another central element within the social 

context is the already existing ties between the volunteers and social movements: the stronger the 

ties, the higher the pressure felt by the volunteers to travel south. These ties were also in many 

cases decisive in later participation in social movements of the ‘New American Left’. Finally, 

what stands out is an already existing disposition towards social and political critique among the 

university students. McAdam shows however that this consciousness changed from an undefined 

perception of reality into a highly politicized perspective on American society and politics 

(McAdam, 1988, 136). All these factors are elements that can be traced in the habitus (i.e. friends, 

family, schooling etc.) 

The question remains how the disposition towards critique can change and radicalize 

across time. In the case of the volunteers, the lived experience of poverty and racism in the 

American south was naturally important in this process, but were they not already aware of these 

realities before? Tarrow (1998) uses the concept ‘framing’ to explain how themes can get replaced 

and reconnected so that new frames of meaning emerge that reinterpret social reality in a 

different perspective (Tarrow, 1998, 110). This process of “naming grievances” (Ibid.) is own to 

the work of social movements (in identifying social problems and offering new interpretative 

frameworks), but it also explains the ideological changes on the personal level: the contact with 

reality makes that themes get reworked into new frameworks of meaning.  

The ‘model’ of political formation, will be used within the interviews with politically 

active youngsters to understand the factors that influence the process of citizenship building, 

central in the democratization process. The factors that could be of importance, learning from 

McAdam, are the social context (‘habitus’ of young Guatemalans: socio-economic conditions and 

connections) and schooling (already existing notions of citizenship as part of civic education).  

 

1.6 Summary 

Guatemala’s democratization as it has been initiated from 1996 after the Peace Accords is in 

many aspects much more than the reinstallation of the party system. Centuries of elitist, 

authoritarian rule have differentiated the Guatemalan population into large segments of poor, 

rural and often indigenous population and a small segment of rich, urban often ladino elites. The 

internal armed conflict from 1960 to 1996 has furthermore created a climate where the 

population mistrusts political institution and political participation as interaction with these 

entities. This chapter sought to contextualize this situation for Guatemala using theories related 

to themes that are highly relevant for the Guatemalan situation and the subject of this study. 



Sections 1.1 and 1.2 gave general introductions to Latin American political and economic 

development and highlighted new perspectives on the democratization processes and state-civil 

society relations in Latin America. Between state, civil and political society, citizens construe their 

sense of adscription which can be qualified according to various definitions of citizenship. These 

democratizing processes are a ‘phenomenon’ that can be seen across Latin American in varying 

degrees, but encounter within Guatemala a specific context of post-dictatorial society building 

that poses whole new challenges to redefining politics and society building after the authoritarian 

period. Confronting the differences between segments in society and the question of the 

authoritarian past are two of the main issues that determine the stability of any plan for post-

dictatorial rebuilding. These are just some of the issues that have to be taken into account when 

analyzing how Guatemalan politics now takes on the task of creating an equal, inclusive society. 

Section 1.5 goes specifically into the target group of this study. Youth can be said to represent a 

new relation to politics, foremost expressed in their way of participating. To understand better 

the way this relation takes form, one can focus on the micro-environment of youth, the ‘habitus’, 

to see how youth within their new (globalized) contexts are positioned within society and how 

this shapes the perceptions youth have on reality. In the way these perceptions result in a critical, 

participative inclusion in society, one can determine the political importance of these new 

habitus. This can then be related to the process of society building and democratization, and the 

question of which kind of citizenship is stimulated within this post-dictatorial context.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 2 Methodology 

 

2.1 Objective of study and central research question 

The main research question of this study is ‘How do young Guatemalans position themselves in 

relation to politics in a post-dictatorial context?’  

This question was deliberately formulated broadly. During preparations for this research, 

it was surprising to see how little information was available on the topic in Latin American 

literature. Latin American youth studies have become more commonplace, but the theme of 

political youth participation is not yet greatly explored. Post-dictatorial society analysis is also 

mainly related to the Argentinean and Chilean cases. Therefore, it was difficult (if not impossible) 

to arrive at a more defined research question in the case of Guatemala, as the context of the 

study in relation to the youth situation could not be defined more sharply. An advantage is that 

‘position’ enables a flexible treatment of the research question regarding the found researched 

context in Guatemala. Possible angles for the study were explored mainly by reading studies on 

post-dictatorial youth participation in Chile. 

A direct consequence for this research is that the aim of the present study is explorative in 

character. There is still little information on the subject, especially outside of Guatemala. On the 

knowledge gathered in this study, further specific studies can be elaborated to explore subsequent 

dimensions of the phenomenon.   

 The structure of this research report does not follow the above questions, but comes 

forth from the relations found within the central research question. In the following chapters 

three and four the research results will be discussed. Chapter three focuses on the relation 

between ‘post-dictatorial context’ and ‘politics’. Chapter four goes into the relation between 

‘politics’ and ‘youth’. Chapter three analyzes the post-dictatorial context of the Guatemalan 

democratization process in relation to society building and building of citizenship. This chapter 

takes on a broad perspective, but is a necessary step in understanding the specific context in 

which political participation of youth can take place. Chapter four explores the political 

expression of youth as this takes shape in post-dictatorial context. Chapter five closes with a 

conclusion and discussion on the research results. 

 

2.2 The position of the researcher/research context 

This study was carried out in a very specific context. Not only does all non-Western research 

bring extra epistemological and ethical questions, but when dealing with youth and a highly 



subjective topic such as ‘politics’ extra attention should be given to the position the researcher 

takes within the studied context. 

 Epistemologically this research has adopted a constructionist perspective.21 

Constructionism states that meaning is not ‘there’, ‘ready to be found’ in reality,22 but is constructed 

out of the engagement with that reality (Crotty, 1998, 8). In research terms, meaning comes forth 

from the interaction of the researcher with his research subject. There the Guatemalan context and 

especially that concerning the youth situation was largely new or unknown at the outset of the 

research, it was deemed wise to adopt a constructionist epistemological position as researcher. 

Practically this meant that the context of study was discussed with key-informants so that central 

issues relating to the problem could be identified with the use of national actors (see further 2.3 

Methodology and methods). 

 The culture the researcher carries with him/her can be at the same time enriching as 

obstructive. Perceptions are laden with meanings that we carry from within our own culture. This 

can be enhancing from the researcher’s point of view, but can also block out possible other 

interpretations (Crotty, 1998, 82). An intimate contact with the local context and its actors can 

make the researcher more sensitive to the local meanings that exist in relation to the 

phenomenon. A small internship of four months with a local organization was part of the 

research period as to become more sensitive to the local context and local issues.  

 The timeline of research covers the period from November 2004 to end of May 2005. 

The first four months were part of an internship with a Quetzaltenango23 based organization 

called Escenario Político de Unidad Maya (EPUM). The last three months were dedicated specifically 

to the research. The internship with EPUM was an obligatory part of the exchange with 

Guatemala. The choice for EPUM was made on the basis that the EPUM staff would initiate 

projects with youth directed towards political participation and conscientization within the period 

of research. This would prove a rich opportunity to gain valuable observations. The projects, 

however, did not materialize. Instead, in cooperation with the Procuradoria de los Derechos Humanos 

(PDH) office in Quetzaltenango, an event was organized at the beginning of March around the 

themes of ‘Historical Memory’ and ‘Political Participation’ for Quetzaltenango high school 

students. The location was the San Carlos University of Quetzaltenango. The information gained 

for the research during the previous months was used to create the contents of the event. The 

                                                 
21 Constructionism and the more often heard concept of constructivism are very similar and in fact 
interchangeable. Constructivist epistemology reacts against essentialism and holds that reality is value-laden. An 
understanding of reality follows from a critical inquiry into this. I follow here the concept of constructionism as 
coined by Crotty (1998).  
22 Crotty (1998, 20) ascribes this perspective on knowledge to positivism.  
23 Quetzaltenango is the second city of Guatemala and an active centre of indigenous culture and activism. 



last months were dedicated entirely to field work, and were based in the capital city. Throughout 

the whole period interviews and visits were planned. The case study, the interviews with political 

youth, was scheduled in the month of April. The last month in Guatemala City was used to 

structure the research findings and plan end presentations on the research, held on different 

occasions in Quetzaltenango and Guatemala City.  

 With hindsight, it would have been beneficial for the research if the internship period had 

been fulfilled with an (youth) organization already working on related projects.24 On the other 

hand, the experience within EPUM provided the opportunity to understand the Guatemalan 

situation from a related, but different perspective. EPUM works with the political organization of 

the Mayan population in the western part of the country. The many visits to communities, 

attended workshops, and numerous conversations on the topic with colleagues enabled a wider 

contextual understanding of the political (and in this case ethnical) problems facing Guatemala. 

Given the importance of sensitization towards the local research context, this parallel experience 

has been felt as very enriching.  

   

2.3 Methodology and Methods 

This section will look at how the research period has been structured and which techniques have 

been used to gather the results. Also, some ethical questions surrounding the research will be 

explored.  

 At the outset of the research a series of interviews with key informants in Guatemala City 

were planned. Objective of these interviews was to become acquainted with the different 

dimensions of the problem related to youth culture and political participation in Guatemala and 

thus adjust or sharpen the research question. The role of the researcher in the exploration of the 

study subject becomes clear in the selection and verification process of the key-informants and 

informants he/she has used. The key-informants were principally selected from academic centres, 

political institutes and youth organizations, in order to assure a broad exploration of the topic 

from different institutional angles. These interviews led to further contacts and interviews with 

other informants.25 Verification was assured by writing a small detailed report on every interview 

and submitting this report for correction and approval to the interviewees. These corrected 

reports have been included as sources in the analysis. Out of the total of fourteen interviews 

conducted only eleven could be used for the research because the remaining three interviews 

could not be verified due to difficulties with communication. These interviews have then not 

                                                 
24 It proved very difficult from Holland to get into view who these (youth) organizations were and 
communication with these was often complicated and very slow. 
25 See Appendix for more details on the selection of key-informants and informants.  



been included as sources in the research.26 The key-informants and informants were asked to 

recommend rapports and academic publications on the subject for further exploration. This was 

an important step in the methodology as many of these Guatemalan publications could not be 

accessed from Holland.  

During the last period, the interviews were planned with politically active youngsters. The 

in-depth interviews gave an opportunity to hear the life-stories of a selected number of politically 

active youngsters, and the factors that had been important in their ‘political formation.’ These 

interviews were clarifying for the research in that they gave a reflexive perspective of an insider. 

The participants were selected from the students of the INGEP program of political formation.27 

All selected participants belonged to the group of students who had shown most determination 

and critical and constant participation during the course. Establishing trust with the participants 

was essential seen the context of political participation in Guatemala (see for more details 2.4). 

The interviews were recorded with a small tape recorder, which use was consented by the 

participants at the outset of the interview. The information and citations used in the research 

come from the transcriptions of the interviews.  

During the research period I further had the opportunity to participate in various events. 

Although these were not initially part of the methodology these events have helped to shape the 

perception of youth participation. 

 The method employed throughout the research was the interview. For the key-informants 

and informants, the form of the non-directive interview was chosen: this style of interviewing seeks 

to incorporate the specific perspective of the interviewee by using themes as guideline for the 

interview instead of a pre-defined set of questions. This has the advantage that the interviewee 

can explore freely the dimensions he sees as essential to the subject (Gray, 2004, p.217). In the 

context of the study this form was deemed appropriate, as the key-informants were central in 

sharpening the research’s context. For the case study, the form of the semi-structured interview was 

used: a pre-defined set of questions was devised, but since the objective was to capture the 

reflection of the participants, the questions were used to structure the interview without 

determining the sequence (Gray, 2004, 215-6). Space was created during the interview to 

elaborate on certain points while jumping from one topic to the other, if beneficial to the 

development of the interview. Throughout the research period informal conversational interviews 

were held with politically active youngsters etc. to gather information or test hypotheses, but all 

                                                 
26 These interviews were conducted with social organizations in the departments of Alta Verapaz and 
Quetzaltenango and treated the context of political participation within indigenous youth. The inability to use 
these valuable sources is partly the reason for the lacking of a more specific analysis on Mayan youth within the 
Guatemalan youth population.  
27 For list of participants also see the Appendix. 



under informal circumstances. Some of these have been included as observations used in the 

analysis.   

Aside from the qualitative approach through the use of interviews, the literature gathered 

during this period gives a quantitative base to the study. Qualitative and quantitative research 

methods work complementary as quantitative data can provide the context in which qualitative 

data can be interpreted correctly. In the case of this research, the socio-economic conditions of 

youth were important in interpreting the trajectories of political formation of the participants 

from the case-study. 

 In order to verify and ground the research results, there is a triangulation between gathered 

literature on the study object, the interviews with the key-informants and the interviews with the 

politically active youngsters. Upon entering a foreign context, the researcher can find 

himself/herself in a playfield of contesting meanings and interpretations between the key-

informants, informants and the information gathered from documents, which in turn 

consequently implicates a defining of his/her position vis-à-vis these sources. For example, it was 

important to define beforehand a set of themes to be discussed during the interviews to centre 

the discussion and make possible the identification of the various discourses used by different 

parties. This helped also in maintaining clarity on the own position as researcher towards these 

discourses.  

Personal observations and informal conversations further provide extra contextual 

information to the study. 

 

2.4 Ethical questions and reciprocity 

Doing research in a foreign context always entails ethical questions. In the case of the present 

study, the relation between the position of the researcher and the research topic is not 

unproblematic. ‘Studying youth’ was easy and difficult at the same time. The differences in 

money and education are always evident, but the studied population may come to see the 

differences as a barrier to interaction, leading to feelings of ‘superiority and inferiority’ 

(Scheyvens, Nowak and Scheyvens, 2003, 149). As well, politics is still a problematic topic among 

the population and as well among youth. Many might not feel comfortable talking about this as 

these types of conversations are still rather uncommon, and sometimes felt as unpleasant. Also 

has to be reminded that during the dictatorial period, political involvement and political critique 

equalled an extreme risk for personal safety to youth and adults alike. With the climate of 

continuing political violence in Guatemala (although on a smaller scale than during the dictatorial 

period) it was essential to create a relationship of trust with the participants to assure confidence 



and openness in the interviews. Since I am as well myself a young ‘political’ youth, this oftentimes 

was perceived to facilitate the contacts and made me ‘win confidence’. Creating a climate of 

‘honesty’ is essential is gaining reliable research results, with emphasis in investing in a good 

understanding with the research subjects (Scheyvens, Scheyvens and Murray, 2003, 174). Being 

open about the research objectives was key to this, 28 as was the assurance of complete anonymity 

in return for cooperation. In preparation to the interviews with the participants I discussed my 

objectives for the interviews with the INGEP staff and participated in a subsequent event to get 

to know the participants and explain my motives personally to them. On a second occasion when 

everyone had already consented their participation, dates and locations for the interviews were 

established for the month of April. Creating trustworthy relations with youth required constant 

attention to being open about my life and always appearing in casual dress. Although this may 

appear trivial, the image your study subjects create of you will influence greatly the access to the 

information they can facilitate you with. Again I perceived that my own position as political 

youth persuaded the participants that I would treat them seriously and ethically. In spite of the 

open communication with the research subjects, sometimes it was difficult to withhold my 

personal political experience from the Guatemalan context. This resulted in that sometimes I had 

to present myself a certain way that was in tune with what they expected of me, without, off 

course, giving a false representation. The interviews were held as much as possible in the local 

contexts of the participants. I would arrive in informal dress and the interview would start after a 

short informal conversation and ‘a cup of coffee’. The relationship with the participants was 

almost without exception experienced as very positive by both sides. 

 Reciprocity is also an ethical aspect of doing research. In the opinion of some 

investigators, research should not just ‘not do any harm’ but as well should contribute to 

increasing the knowledge and self-esteem of the studied population (Scheyvens, Nowak and 

Scheyvens, 2003, 158). Communicating the research results with the studied population or 

national academics can also give the research a valuable critical reflection. 

 The internship with EPUM was a much appreciated experience to come into contact with 

marginalized segments of society in the department of Quetzaltenango. The event organized in 

coordination with the PDH especially was a personally gratifying way of ‘giving something’ to the 

youth in Quetzaltenango. 

 The end-presentations on the preliminary results of the research were an opportunity to 

receive critique from an ‘insider perspective’ from national academics and youth organizations 

alike. The end presentations were given on three occasions in the last week of my stay in 

                                                 
28 This is called ‘informed consent’ (Scheyvens, Nowak and Scheyvens, 2003, 142). 



Guatemala. One presentation was held in Quetzaltenango for local organizations and institutes 

that had helped my research or shown an interest in its results. The other two presentations were 

held in Guatemala City, one for youth organizations and the other at the INGEP office for 

representatives of academic centres and political institutes. All presentations were an opportunity 

to receive a critical reflection on the research results. The critique in general was positive and 

supportive of the outcomes of the research. An important comment that was made during the 

last presentation at the INGEP office entailed the predominantly negative image surrounding 

Guatemalan politics in general and specifically the political participation of youth. The 

commentator hoped that in spite of the evident problems and obstacles facing Guatemalan 

politics we would not lose out of sight the improvements and gains that have been made. 

Democratic consolidation can logically not be reached so shortly after the dictatorial period, but 

needs perhaps decades of hard and conscientious work on behalf of all parties involved. I hope 

an optimistic tone simmers through the pages of this report in spite of the negative image that 

speaks from the condition of youth in Guatemala. With the title of this research report I hope to 

have set the tone for an optimistic and hopeful reading of political youth participation in 

Guatemala.    

Finally, I hope that this thesis might be a stepping stone to further research on youth 

politics in Guatemala (in Holland, as in Guatemala) as many dimensions of the problem still wait 

to be explored.  

 

2.5 Introducing some participants 

In this section the participants of the in-depth interviews will be introduced.29 The participants 

were taken from the INGEP program on political leadership. This set of participants was 

interesting in light of the research since they represent some of the extremes found within the 

Guatemalan youth population. Guatemalan youth is per definition heterogeneous as the 

determinants Mayan/ladino, woman/man and urban/rural give rise to many distinctive socio-

economic local cultures that produce very different positions and outlooks in society. The eight 

participants represent a combination of these diversifying factors: 

 

Julio is twenty four years old and from a ladino family from Coatepeque, a relatively big urban 

centre in the department of Quetzaltenango. His father works as schoolteacher and has been 

politically active for thirty years in local politics. His mother is also teacher and involved with a 

local organization for social help. His two sisters work respectively within justice and within the 

                                                 
29 All participants of the case study have received imaginary names to ensure anonymity. 



Ministry of Health. He is finishing his thesis for law at the San Carlos University in 

Quetzaltenango. The economic situation of his family can be described as relatively stable. 

 

Josefina is twenty six and from Kichee descent from Totonicapán, the capital of the department of 

the same name. She lives in an area with a predominantly indigenous population. Her father is 

active for over twelve years in a local organization for local development in Totonicapán. Her 

mother is ama de casa30. She has two sisters and five brothers of whom two live in New York, the 

United States. She has been working since six years as schoolteacher in a bilingual elementary 

school in a community an hour away from Toto. She also studies law at the San Carlos University 

in Quetzaltenango.  

 

Monica is thirty two years old from a ladino family from San Sebastian Huehuetenango, a rural 

community in the predominantly poor and indigenous department of Huehuetenango. She comes 

from a family with ten children. Her father is electrician, her mother ama de casa. All children 

study and help within the household. Monica has worked since she was fifteen to help support 

the family, first in the maquila industry in the capital city and from her twenties in diverse NGO’s 

(Non-Governmental Organizations) in the local region. She studies during the weekends at the 

Rafael Landívar University in Quetzaltenango. 

 

Marcos is the youngest participant with sixteen years. He is ladino and lives in Malacatán, an urban 

centre close to the border of Mexico in the department of San Marcos. He comes from a very 

poor family. He lives with his mother who is ama de casa and his stepfather who is a teacher in 

the school Marcos visits. He has three half-brothers who receive complete support from their 

father, whereas Marcos has to rely partially on the support from his aunt (clothes). As he is still in 

high school he cannot help a lot with the family economy but works during vacations to 

contribute his share.  

 

Nicolás is twenty three years old from ladino family from San Marcos, the capital of the 

department of the same name. He lives with his mother who is school teacher and his three 

younger brothers. He started his agronomical studies at the San Carlos University in San Marcos 

and repairs computers a few hours a week to pay his own expenses to relieve the financial load 

from his mother. The economic situation of his family is little stable. 

 

                                                 
30 Housewife 



Rosana is twenty eight years old from Kichee descent from Quetzaltenango, the second largest 

city of Guatemala situated in the department of the same name. She occupies a position within 

the local government. Her father is a professor at the San Carlos University in Quetzaltenango 

and her mother has a shop for traditional clothing. Her sister is a doctor and her brother 

attorney. Next to her job in the local government she loves spending time in the clothes’ shop of 

her mother because of her fascination with her indigenous culture and its typical clothes. She is 

almost finished with her Engineering degree in San Carlos University in Quetzaltenango. Her 

economic family situation is very stable.  

 

Erica is twenty five years old from Mam descent from San Pedro Sacatepéquez, an urban centre 

close to San Marcos in the department of San Marcos. Both her parents are agricultural 

producers who live in Comitancillo, a rural community in San Marcos. She has five brothers and 

sisters. Two have stayed in Comitancillo, two moved to Guatemala City and Erica lives with one 

sister in San Pedro. She works within a local indigenous organization for local development. A 

part of her salary she sends to Comitancillo to help support her family. In the weekends she 

studies to be school teacher at the Mariano Gálvez University in San Marcos. She also 

participates in various activities such as the INGEP course and a woman’s group. Her economic 

family situation is weak.  

 

Maria Carmen is twenty years old from Mam descent from San Ildefonso Ixthuacán, a rural 

community in the department of Huehuetenango. Her father works as translator Mam-Spanish 

and her mother organizes local workshops for the women of the community. She has seven 

brothers and sisters all of whom are teachers, including herself. Next to her work as school 

teacher and her activities with INGEP and a local youth organization in San Ildefonso she has 

not had time to continue studying but she wishes to do so in the future.  

 

The heterogeneity among Guatemalan youth is not a specific topic of this study but cannot be 

overlooked. A few words are therefore necessary on the subject. As Guatemala has known a 

highly unequal development along the lines of Mayan/Ladino population and urban/rural areas, 

the Guatemalan population logically represents these historical inequalities. Only a small 

percentage of Guatemalan youth can be considered rich. This is usually youth from ladino 

descent, mainly located in the capital city or big urban centres outside of Guatemala City. 

Especially the indigenous population fills the ranks of the poor in Guatemala, adding also a 

substantial group of poor ladino agricultural producers. As youth in Guatemala your 



opportunities are usually scarcer when from indigenous descent. More so if this concerns an 

indigenous woman. The urban bias is also evident here. The participants of the case study 

partially represent the heterogeneity found among Guatemalan youth, making a comparison of 

their political trajectories more interesting. The trajectories of political formation and 

participation of the participants of the case study will be taken on in chapter three and four.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 3 Society building and citizenship in post-dictatorial Guatemala 

 

“But youth they don’t participate, they don’t notice the reality that we’re facing.” 

Josefina, twenty six years, Totonicapán31 

 

“Without a reference point like this it is difficult for a youth to respond (…) the basic questions: ‘Where 

do I come from?’ ‘Where do I go to?’ And most of all: ‘Do I want to go’?” 

Interview Chacón, head of Youth program INCEP32 

 

This chapter will look at the effects of the post-dictatorial context in Guatemala on society 

building and the process of ‘citizenship’ building. Regarding the central research question, this 

part of the study goes into the relation between ‘post-dictatorial society’ and ‘politics.’ It takes on 

a broader scope, but this broader context is deemed necessary to understand the dynamics of 

political youth participation nowadays in Guatemala. This part of the research is built on the 

information gathered on the position of youth in Guatemalan society, accompanied by the 

discussion on this position from the interviews with key-informants and the insights from the 

case-study. Section 3.1 follows the process of society building and citizenship building as 

indicated in chapter one. Section 3.2 takes a step back from the research question but provides an 

essential context of currently existing spaces for political participation for youth in post-

dictatorial society, and how this situation has evolved under the influence of the military 

dictatorship. Section 3.3 then picks up the research question by analyzing how the process of 

citizenship building takes place among youth and the subsequent discussion on their position in 

society. Chapter four will then specifically look at how this participation is concretized in political 

perceptions and actions, and which kind of citizenship this embodies.    

 

3.1 Post-dictatorial Guatemala: new roads to sustained peace?    

The 1996 Peace Accords ended an internal armed conflict that lasted over thirty six years. It also 

marked the end of the authoritarian period in Guatemalan politics. Present day Guatemala 

however still is marked by high degrees of violence. In other aspects as well, Guatemalan society 

and politics can be seen to suffer from the authoritarian past, for example the little confidence 

towards politicians and political institutions. This situation creates an unfavourable context to the 

democratization process. Neoliberal restructuring offers a ‘second challenge’ to Guatemalan 
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politics. This part of the chapter recounts how theoretical frames from chapter one are applicable 

to Guatemala and how this influences society building and politics in this post-dictatorial context. 

 The signing of the Peace Accords in 1996 was not so much the rational conclusion of a 

conflict between opposing parties but more the mediated and negotiated end of a conflict under 

international pressure. The guerrilla forces combined in the URNG (Unidad Revolucionaria 

Nacional Guatemalteca) and the Guatemalan military faced stalemate positions in a war that 

neither side could any longer win. During the conflict international attention on the human rights 

abuses in Guatemala increased. In 1993 the United Nations placed a permanent monitoring entity 

MINUGUA to facilitate peace negotiations. During this conflict over two hundred thousand 

people were killed, one million displaced. The conflict has been called a ‘genocide’ since the 

repression concentrated mainly on the indigenous populations in the countryside.  

 The Peace Accords has had from the outset two main objectives. One objective aimed to 

implement (constitutional) changes to combat the historical structural inequalities that had set off 

the internal armed conflict, such as changes in land distribution and a new tax reform. The other 

objective was meant to separate the military’s influence from society, including strengthening 

civilian power, rethinking the role of the military in democratic society and a comprehensive 

report on human rights (Jonas, 2000, 69-92). These objectives are highly relevant regarding recent 

national developments. 

   As in many Latin American countries, as well in Guatemala the adoption of neoliberal 

reforms has entailed a stepping back of the state. This has lead to new roles for civil society and 

state. This becomes markedly clear regarding recent neoliberal policy. Guatemala in 2005 saw two 

important issues dominating national news. The first, the approval of the free trade agreement 

with North America, the Central American nations and the Dominican Republic (called the TLC 

agreement), exposed the opposing roles state and civil society played. The state’s advocacy for 

‘open markets’ and ‘taking advantage of international competition’ contrasted sharply with civil 

organizations’ criticism on the already weak positions of national agricultural producers who 

would be negatively affected by the treaty. The planned demonstrations and marches by civil 

society organizations and the use of the police force by the state demonstrated the difficulties for 

dialogue. The second event was the granting of mining concessions in the west of Guatemala to 

foreign (North American and Canadian) enterprises. Here again, the claim of the Guatemalan 

government on the riches under the soil differed sharply from criticism of civil society 

organizations on the health risks and environmental risks of mining. Adding to this the fact that 

the mining operations were to be executed on the terrain of indigenous communities, whose title 

to land would have been safeguarded within the Peace Accords and the ILO 169 convention on 



Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries of 1993, both ratified by the 

Guatemalan government.  

The opposing roles of state and civil society regarding Guatemala’s economic policy are 

relevant as both represent different solutions to the structural inequalities (such as was indicated 

during one of the interviews33). This is also congruent with Lechner’s observation that civil 

society more often takes the role as protagonist in responding to social problems identified in 

society. This role became strongly visible in the first stage of the peace negotiations. After a failed 

coup by president Serrano in 1993 civil society organizations bundled their interests in the ASC 

(Asamblea de la Sociedad Civil; Assembly of the Civil Society), representing the rich diversity of 

political and ideological positions within oppositional civil and political organizations (Jonas, 

2000, p.95). The ASC functioned as opposition force to the rightist economical interest of the 

CACIF, the political voice of Guatemala’s industries and business. Vela signals that leaving 

Guatemala’s social and economical inequalities unresolved will lead to a new critical explosive 

situation in the future (Vela, 2001, 88-9) that could seriously weaken the country’s democratic 

stability. The existing poverty has been called Guatemala’s structural violence (Vela, 2001, 82).  

 Linked to the above mentioned issue of oppositional positions is the question of political 

representativeness in post-dictatorial Guatemalan politics. There Guatemala has historically had 

an elite based, authoritarian style of government for most of its history, certain sectors of society 

most noticeable the indigenous communities have been left out of the political system. Post-

dictatorial politics is for a large share directed to rebuilding democratic institutions and 

government, rebuilding faith in politics among the population and increasing political 

representation of indigenous communities, women and youth (Olascoaga, 2003).  

The political party system in Guatemala is still very young and political parties cannot 

always continuously fulfill the role of mediators between society and state. González stated in an 

interview that this is logical seen the total dismantling of political parties during the military 

dictatorship. The partial democratic reopening of ’86 did not lead to the free circulation of ideas 

among the re-installed political parties. Among important side effects are the loss of prestige and 

legitimacy of political parties in the public eye. González adds that subsequent bad and corrupt 

administrations during democratic government have further undermined the position of political 

parties34.    

                                                 
33 “The government follows closely the norms of the international economy and continues facilitating and 
deepening the neoliberal strategies in the country. This historical process sidesteps the opinion of the 
Guatemalan people and if we want to construe a stable political future it will depend much on a more equitable 
and just division of the resources.” (Interview Chacón, 1st of December, 2005, Guatemala City)  
34 Interview González, 22th of February 2005, Guatemala City. 



The second objective of the Peace Accords is reflected in the following facts. Post-dictatorial 

society and politics have in some aspects shown signs of a continuation of the authoritarian 

period, such as evidenced in the predominance of violence in society and the supposed existence 

of ‘hidden powers’ in politics that run parallel to official power. In spite of closing the dictatorial 

period, Guatemala could be referred to as a ‘society of fear.’ That violence indeed is a daily reality 

is easily seen when opening Guatemala’s newspapers every day. It appears that the issue has 

decreased, but this is an image created by the media: many cases have lost their centrality in the 

news such as is the case with lynching, although these still occur on a daily basis.35 The violence 

against women is another case in point. The feminicide in Guatemala easily outnumbers those 

cases in Ciudad Juarez in Mexico, even though the problem is downplayed in Guatemala.36 These 

issues question the state’s monopoly on violence, which is one of the central securities a 

democratic state should provide its citizens. The violence inflicted upon these women often 

resembles torture tactics used by military and paramilitary groups during the armed conflict.  

Another phenomenon that also brings into doubt the state’s monopoly on violence is the 

often acknowledged but difficult to prove existence of parallel powers in Guatemalan politics. 

Peacock and Beltrán (2003), in one of the few publications that exist on the phenomenon, write 

that the ‘Hidden Powers’ refer “to an informal, amorphous network of powerful individuals in 

Guatemala” who use their connections in the public and private sector to enrich themselves from 

illegal activities and to protect themselves from prosecution from these (Peacock and Beltrán, 

2003, 5). This leads to a situation where state authority has formal power, but, de facto, members 

of these ‘hidden organizations’ hold ‘real’ power. “Although its power is hidden, the network’s 

influence is sufficient to tie the hands of those who threaten its perceived interests, including 

state actors” (Ibid.). These hidden powers work at different levels. Some hold political control at 

official levels; others are regarded as dismantled (para) military units from the authoritarian 

period that have entered drugs and arms trafficking. The ‘fear’ that such situation produces in 

society is evident in political participation of the population (as will be discussed later).  

 This post-dictatorial context poses obstacles for the democratization process. As 

Garretón has shown, ‘creating communities’ is a central work of the state in this transition to 

democratic society. The Peace Accords and the truth reports of the CEH and REMHI all provide 

roadmaps to how this society could be construed, where the truth reports address directly the 

issue of ‘memory’. As we have seen before, the socio-economic community is weak, since 
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36 The Guatemalan authorities cite 1.188 violent deaths of women and girls between 2001 and 2004, although 
Amnesty International believes that this number might even be higher. Source: Amnesty International (2005) 
Guatemala. Ni protección ni justicia. Homicidios de mujeres en Guatemala. www.amnesty.org.   



Guatemalan society still shows clear sharp dividing lines within the population. The step away 

from the authoritarian period in politics has been partial. Rios Montt, head of the military junta 

from ’82 to ’83 and having orchestrated one on the bloodiest episodes of the armed conflict 

presided over Guatemalan Congress up till 2003 and has even successfully entered the 

presidential elections of that same year even though this was initially constitutionally prohibited 

(see Box 1). With regards to the ethical community, the question about human rights abuses 

during the internal armed conflict and subsequent justice has become even more complicated. 

The discussion on democratization thus focuses on the questions of the structural inequalities 

segmenting Guatemalan society and the historical developments of these.  

 This past is cited as of crucial importance in the construction of a new and just society 

(CEH, 1999, 2). The importance of the past had already been highlighted by one of Guatemala’s 

most renowned scholars Severo Martínez Paláez in his seminal work on the Guatemalan history 

(1971): El Patria del Criollo. Ensayo de interpretación de la realidad colonial guatemalteca.37 In this work he 

comes to an approximation of the Guatemalan historical economical and political project, which 

sought to install and afterwards deepen the structures of a colonial economy (Martínez Paláez, 

1976, 575). The structural inequalities that were in his time evident in society have to be 

interpreted as a result from that system. He calls the (modernized) colonial system “our most 

deep reality” (Martinez Paláez, 1976, 573-4). Economic stratification and racism are two of its 

direct noticeable consequences. The colonial structure of society has impeded the construction of 

an historical sense of citizenship of ‘belonging to the Guatemalan nation’:  

It is undeniable that the large majority of Guatemalan Indians – and as well a growing percentage 
of ladino agricultural proletariats – miss completely a notion even geographically of what is 
Guatemala, and that, in general, they do not share the Guatemalan fatherland even though the 
Constitution of the Republic defines them as citizens with all rights (let us note meanwhile that 
nor they have a notion of the existence of the constitution). (Martinez Paláez, 1976, p.591-2) 
(Translation VW). 

 
According to Martínez Paláez a solution would entail a confrontation with the past, since an 

understanding of Guatemalan colonial reality can help rethink the existing colonial structures.  

 The colonial structures found their political consequences during the military dictatorship 

in the political repression of the population. This process of ‘colonization’ as pictured by 

Martínez Paláez has been accompanied by a negation of citizenship and, during the military 

dictatorship, a silencing of critical citizens (Garavito Fernández, 2003, 93). The practice of 

political violence and fear is similar to those strategies used in Argentina, Chile and Brazil. 

Recounting Freire’s use of the ‘culture of silence’ Garavito Fernández writes about the 

Guatemalan context that the military’s strategy aimed at that the population would “block its 
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capacity to analyze and recognize reality in objective manner” (Garavito Fernández, 2003, 122). 

The effects were a “vague, superfluous, distortioned and limited” perception of reality (Garavito 

Fernández, 2003, 123), and a sense of fatalism when confronting state power.  

 The present situation does not show the reinstallation of the critical, active citizen from 

which the Guatemalan democratization process could benefit. Within the Guatemala context it 

has been proposed that a ‘civic education’ should take on the function of creating this new sense 

of citizenship from within the Guatemalan educational system. As the CEH and the REMHI 

reports were urged to become part of the educational material in school, subsequent educational 

reforms undergone in 1997 should accompany this change towards an education more in line 

with existing national reality and history. A critical evaluation on the role the educational system 

plays in creating notions of citizenship among students will follow in 3.3.    

Nowadays knowledge on the political history of the country is still weak in spite of the 

emphasis the past has been given in post-dictatorial discourse. CEH and REMHI explicitly stated 

the centrality of historical education in the democratization process. The CEH was itself an 

outcome of one of the accords from the Peace Accords. During the interviews this topic surfaced 

several times which illustrates above statements. In one interview was mentioned the reluctance 

of the then current president Arzú to receive the final report of the CEH, which can be ‘read’ 

according to the interviewee as “a symbolic reflection of an institutional and governmental 

political position regarding knowledge on the recent history of the country”. Another 

interviewee, himself working with the theme of education, lamented that even the national zoo 

could dispose of a larger budget than SEPAZ, the governmental entity charged with the 

implementation and monitoring of the Peace Accords. 

Citizenship, as discussed in chapter one, can be the result from democratizing processes 

and can be constructed within political projects. This part of the chapter has tried to show which 

difficulties post-dictatorial Guatemala faces during this face of democratization. The importance 

of this analysis is that citizenship is a crucial step: not only to position citizens as active 

participants within the political processes, but also because it forces citizens to question 

economic and social reality and partake in defining a common political future.38 This seems vital 

for Guatemala a country that long has been governed under ‘colonial’ elite rule with subsequent 

inequalities in society as result of exploitative structures. To question Guatemala’s current 

political development and construe an equitable, inclusive society it is necessary that the 

population gain an understanding of Guatemala’s historical development to be made active 

participants in its’ political project. Understanding present day Guatemalan reality is de facto a 

                                                 
38 This is a normative position, since different forms of citizenship do exist besides critical citizenship. 



question regarding the historical evolution of Guatemala, which had its most violent outburst in 

the dictatorial period. Obstacles related to this coming to terms with the authoritarian period 

seem to impede up till now such process. 

 

Box 1 ‘Black Thursday’. Rios Montt and his run for the presidency in 2003 

The presidential elections in 2003 gave an interesting insight into post-dictatorial politics. It 

started when Rios Montt, president of Guatemalan Congress, announced himself candidate for 

the presidency. This immediately received a constitutional ‘No’ from Guatemala’s High Court as 

ex-junta leaders were constitutionally dispelled from the presidency. Rios Montt had been the 

leader of the military junta that governed from ’82 to ’83. He had received charges against him 

for human rights violations as had been demonstrated by several massacres of indigenous 

communities that had been executed under his command. Rios Montt was little impressed with 

the decision and ‘warned’ that the supporters of his party the FRG would not accept the Court’s 

verdict. On the 24th of July 2003 (now recalled as ‘Black Thursday’) thousands of supporters of 

Rios Montt’s party were driven by bus from the countryside to the capital city, this mobilization 

very probably organized by FRG militants. The ‘thugs’ carrying machetes and guns filled the city 

centre and brought damage to shops and stores. Barricades of burning tires closed off central 

parts of the city. Their final goal was the High Court’s building, to pressure the Court for the 

approval of Rios Montt’s candidacy. The High Court ceded and the ex-general could thus partake 

in the presidential elections thereby sidestepping the constitution. He ended in third place, far 

behind Colom from the UNE and the later winner Berger from the GANA. The event showed 

clearly the position of actors from the authoritarian period and their weight and influence in 

current politics. The charges against Rios Montt for genocide during the internal armed conflict 

have not been carried through, but he has been found guilty for the death of Spanish citizens 

during his regime as was proven by a Spanish court in 1999.  

 

3.2 Spaces for political formation and participation of youth in post-dictatorial society 

 

This section will look at the spaces for political participation and formation available to youth in 

Guatemalan politics/society nowadays. This descriptive section of the research is necessary to 

place political participation of youth in perspective of the reconstruction of a political youth 

culture, as embodied by (political) youth organizations. A look at the historical development of 

(political) youth organizations also shows how the military repression has affected youth 

protagonism during the last decades. These spaces are important since they provide an 



opportunity for political activism and political formation for youth. The connections between 

youth organizations further present the possibility to integrate in civil and political society as 

youth actor. This section therefore also considers the possible current attraction of these spaces 

(political parties, social organizations, youth movements) for youth participation. The next 

section will then look at how the process of citizenship building among youth takes place within 

this context.  

 The development of youth organizations in Guatemala is only extensively treated in one 

specific publication known on the subject.39 This study details how the decades of military rule 

have impacted on various forms of youth organizations, from university students’ movements, 

Catholic youth, Mayan youth to youth active in political parties.  

These forms of youth organization suffered as political repression increased in the 

seventies. The San Carlos University in Guatemala City had become an outspoken sympathizer of 

the guerrilla which brought in turn the positions of university staff and students at risk. In rural 

areas Mayan youth as well as Catholic youth (Catholic youth, mainly from Acción Cathólica, often 

filled the ranks of the Mayan movements in the countryside) were important actors in the 

political formation of the countryside using alphabetization and conscientization campaigns. The 

urban student and university movements are targeted first by the military. The assassination by 

military forces of Oliverio de Castañeda de León, a central figure in the student organization 

AEU (Asociación de Estudiantes Universitarios), in broad daylight in a busy shopping street in 

the city centre, is a clear warning from the military towards any form of political criticism from 

social movements or youth movements.   

The eighties mark an intensification of the conflict. The Sandinistas have won the social 

revolution in nearby Nicaragua in 1979 and the Guatemalan military fears that this can lead to a 

growing enthusiasm under the guerrilla forces. In the first two years of the eighties an intense 

campaign wipes out the urban guerrilla. Arrests and disappearings of university staff and students 

have paralyzed the San Carlos University by 1983. The AEU has to go into hiding. In the next 

years of this decade the military concentrates its focus on the countryside where the URNG is 

mainly located. Youth from Acción Cathólica and youth from Mayan movements suffer the same 

repression as the student movement and their organizations are soon decimated. Youth from 

church movements turn away from political actions and start to organize apolitical activities such 
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as sports activities. In the same line many people in the countryside turn away from revolutionary 

Catholicism and opt for the apolitical evangelism which offers a safer alternative. 

 Together with the intensified repression on youth organizations, the deterioration of the 

educational system in the eighties also has its impact on youth participation. The small economic 

depression in Guatemala at the beginning of the eighties means that many teachers move from 

public schools to private schools. The authors of the cited publication make special notice of the 

fact that the deteriorated educational system has its repercussions on the student protest: youth 

increasingly become less capable of negotiating, planning tactics and establish objectives for 

action, with the result that their participation becomes unarticulated and prone to violence 

(Instituto de Estudios y Capacitación Cívica, no date, 45). They further cite consumerism and the 

mass media to have aggravated the disarticulation of the student protest which signals the 

downfall of youth protagonism in political protest.  

 Throughout these developments youth participating in political parties have had little 

influence. At the end of the authoritarian period this role will have even decreased, due to the 

altogether weak position political parties have gained.  

Political parties in Guatemala have a disputable role in strengthening youth participation. 

On the one hand, political parties offer little space for the inclusion of youth as active 

participants in the decision making process. Little youth have succeeded in reaching deliberative 

positions within their parties (ASIES, 2002, 132). The hierarchical organization of the political 

party and the paternalistic culture are often cited as the most obvious obstacles to this inclusion. 

Although political parties state to value capacitating its youth members (Ibid.), a thorough study 

on the participation of youth within political parties revealed that they hardly have any consistent 

program concerning youth issues and youth participation and that the entities responsible for this 

are most often led by ‘elderly’ members who show no affinity with youth (Olascoaga, 2003, 210). 

At the same time, this weakens the identification of youth with the party or with the political 

leaders (Ibid.).  

Youth active in political parties are regarded by the outside generally as the ones who 

‘place posters, hand out leaflets and animate manifestations during election times’. This is a 

stereotype that recurrently has come up during the research. Olascoaga writes that youth within 

political parties are ‘manipulated’ by the political parties into taking on these activities, playing on 

the ‘creative and energetic power’ of youth (Olascoaga, 2003, 213-5). Within these activities youth 

are not relegated any kind of responsibility within the actual decision making process in the party. 



González: “It has to be noted that the leaders of the parties in general have not conceded them 

these spaces, which really debilitates the position of youth as political actors within the party.”40 

From the side of youth, for these same reasons many youth do not see political parties as 

a means to realize a political participation. To this can be added that almost consensually political 

parties are regarded as corrupt and particularistic, by adults as well as by youth. The study of 

Olascoaga indicated that for youth active in political parties, the possibility of a career is often a 

strong motivation to participate. That is, youth would be more interested in the possibilities to 

assure a secure financial position than exploring the possibilities of politics for social change. As a 

participant in Olascoaga’s study phrases the issue: “Those of my same class [in university] they 

look at politics as a trampoline towards a position (…); so we talk about that they want to 

become ambassadors, to become consuls” (Olascoaga, 2003, 216).  

 A case in point might be the role of CONJUVE, a presidential commission designed to 

propose and safeguard public policies directed at the youth population in Guatemala. The 

members who constituted CONJUVE, all youth themselves, have traditionally been elected based 

on their family ties to the governing party. CONJUVE was repeatedly criticized during interviews 

by youth organizations as doing nothing at all during their mandate besides ‘organizing parties.’ 

The result is that CONJUVE lost its legitimacy in the eyes of youth organizations. Chocooj41 

emphasizes now however that the current president Berger wishes to give CONJUVE back the 

importance it was officially delegated as presidential commission for youth. Chocooj emphasizes 

that for the first time the constituting members of CONJUVE were selected on their capacities. 42  

The present day constitution of youth organizations (and other forms of youth groups) 

shows a wide array of themes and foci. The study by Poitevin, Moscoso and Rivera, a recent 

valuable base of information on youth in Guatemala, cites that 55% of youth is not affiliated in 

any way to an organization. The rest, 45% of youth is primarily organized in religious or sports’ 

groups. Little groups are organized around study and politics (Poitevin, Moscoso and Rivera, 

2000, 114). The authors see this as a reflection of the low level of organization in society in 

general (Ibid.). According to the same study youth believe that youth organizations should 

primarily occupy themselves with environmental issues. Just under half of youth (47.8%) seem to 

adhere to this position. Strengthening Christian values and faith in God is seen by a good third 

(33.9%) as prime objective of youth organizations. A smaller number (29.9%) regard building 

citizenship (the authors speak of ‘educate youth to be good citizens’) as priority. It could be 

                                                 
40 Interview González. See Appendix for further details on date and location of the interviews.   
41 Subdirector of international relations CONJUVE. 
42 Interview Chocooj, 8th of April 2005, Guatemala City.  



questioned to which type of citizenship would be alluded by being a ‘good’ citizen. Fourth and 

fifth place relate to recreational activities (Poitevin, Moscoso and Rivera, 2000, 117).  

Taking into account the studies on democratization and civil society and the formation of 

citizenship, it can be argued that ‘building citizenship’ should be an important task of youth 

organizations to strengthen youth participation in post-dictatorial society. In the discussion on 

rebuilding citizenship in post-dictatorial Guatemala any formation of citizenship (responsible, 

participative and critical) has an important function strengthening democratization among the 

population. However, it could be argued that seen the historical structural inequalities underlying 

Guatemalan society, a critical sense of citizenship could benefit more the incorporation of the 

citizens in politics.  

Youth and student organization have played an important role as political actor in the 

1944 socialist revolution and in the beginning of the dictatorial period. During the beginning of 

the dictatorial period they were an important criticizer to the military regime. Several youth 

organizations nowadays are active in diverse ways in conscientizising and involving youth with 

the political developments of the county. One of the most visible organizations FUNDAJU 

(Fundación para la Juventud) in this field has as its explicit objective to give political formation to 

youth and youth organizations and create new linkages between organizations so as to recapture 

the political protagonism held before.43 Other youth organizations, such as Mojomayas, ACJ 

(Asociación Cristiana de Jóvenes), HIJOS are also active with conscientization projects, based on 

a critical evaluation of the history of the country. Partially the attraction of the youth 

organizations, says González, is the political orientation that these organizations have, which can 

be explained by their proximity to civil society and especially organizations defending human 

rights. González also signals the open structures that youth organizations generally have (no 

hierarchy, strict leadership or narrow ideologies).44 Many of the post-dictatorship youth 

organizations also are run by youth and for youth, which heightens the attraction for youth 

participation (Poitevin, Moscoso and Rivera, 2000, 59). This affirms the observations by Beck 

about new forms of youth organization indicated in chapter one.  

This study has not tried to asses the protagonism youth organizations can have in current 

Guatemalan politics. However, some observations can be made: firstly, Guatemalan youth 

organizations are weakened by the relatively small numbers of youth participating as active 

members or as participants in activities. All interviews with youth organizations lamented the lack 

                                                 
43 This is evident in the name that was originally given to the organization Fundación para la Juventud Oliverio 
Castañeda de León, in dedication to the student leader.  
44 Interview González 



of time and interest on behalf of youth as one of their weaknesses as youth organization.45 

Secondly, youth organizations and youth politics in general are said to suffer from an ideological 

polarization. Ideological positions are either formed within extreme leftist or rightist perspective, 

a consequence of the highly polarized historical context. These fixed positions can attract and 

equally repel youth. Thirdy, and as the possible result of this, youth organizations are said to take 

in a critical position towards the government as claimants, without following up with a proactive 

proposal towards a certain policy. Rodríguez (2001) therefore calls the Guatemalan youth 

movements ‘over-polarized’.46   

 A new actor has come on the stage to stimulate the political formation and participation 

of youth. Political institutes such as INCEP, INGEP, OEA and FES47 provide courses and 

workshops for youth participating in political parties, civil society organizations or youth 

interested in politics that they may dispose of the necessary tools and capacities to partake 

qualitatively in the political processes of the country. All political institutes have programs of 

different scope concerning their target group, the area of activity and the number of youth 

reached. In the programs that work with smaller groups of youth (around thirty to thirty five 

people) (such as the OEA and FES), the groups themselves have influence on the themes being 

discussed during the coming course.48  

The presence of these institutes is important. Their existence next to youth organizations 

is important in that they provide extra spaces where youth can access critical information on 

political theory and practice. INGEP as only program specifically aims for the areas with 

traditionally weak political influence, such as the departments of Quetzaltenango and 

Huehuetenango.49  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
45 Interviews with ACJ, 13th of December 2004, Guatemala City, HIJOS, 10th of December 2004, Guatemala 
City and Mojomayas, 1st of December 2004, Guatemala City 
46 He draws his criticism from his experiences observing political encounters organized by the Asamblea 
Nacional de Jóvenes de Guatemala (ANJG) and FUNDAJU to discuss state policies regarding youth. He bases 
this also on studied documents of Centro de Acción Legal en Derechos Humanos (CALDH). See Rodríguez, 
(2001).  
47 Instituto Centroamericano de Estudios Políticos (INCEP), Instituto de Gerencia Política (INGEP) part of the 
faculty of Political Sciences of the Rafael Landívar University, Organización de Estados Americanos (OEA) and 
Friedrich Ebert Stiftung (FES) also called locally the Fundación Ebert.  
48 Interview González and interview Vázquez, 14th of December 2004, Guatemala City. 
49 Personal communication with INGEP staff, 15th of May 2005. 



3.3 From citizenship to participation? Youth participation in post-dictatorial 

Guatemala 

 

In the past two sections we have seen the context of the Guatemalan democratization process 

within post-dictatorial society building, and which effects this has had on the constitution of 

‘spaces’ for the political formation and participation of youth within civil and political society.  

This section picks up the question of citizenship building contextualized for the youth situation 

in Guatemala. Where in 3.2 (external) spaces such as political parties, youth organizations and 

youth groups were considered, the analysis made here will concentrate on socializing spaces that 

are closer to the daily life world of youth.  

 This section will bring the analysis to the level of youth and their position in society. As 

indicated in chapter one, the habitus is a relevant framework for understanding the changed 

context of youth and the reflection of youth on their position in society, as expressed by the 

perceptions they form on their environment. Those spheres of the habitus are taken (school, 

work, friends, family) that constitute central spaces in the life world of youth. Also, these can give 

an insight in the process of political formation as these are indicated as dynamic factors in the 

political participation of youth, as McAdam has identified within the Freedom Summer 

volunteers.   

 

3.3.1 The educational system and the challenge of citizenship 

The Guatemalan education system has been given the task to promote a new citizenship as part 

of the democratization process. The educational Reforms of 1997 were further meant to align the 

contents of the educational curriculum with the social, economic and political realities of the 

country. More so, installing citizenship via education was postulated in the Guatemalan 

constitution under article 72: “The education has as its primordial end the integrative 

development of the humane person, the knowledge of reality and national and universal culture” 

(Palma et al, 2001, 15). This citation would allude to what we understand as critical citizenship, 

and denotes the importance of school as part of the habitus of youth in the political inclusion in 

society.  

The deemed essential educational reforms have been slow in implementation. Palma and 

Collusi both made notice of the reluctance of the Guatemalan Ministry of Education to see 

through the reforms.50  

                                                 
50 Interview Palma, 13th of December 2004, Guatemala City and interview Colussi. 



The educational system in Guatemala is criticized for its ability to form critical students. Palma, 

who has researched extensively the educational system and the images on the ‘Nation’ it 

produces, is critical on the way the educational system as it has been currently organized can 

produce students with a critical perception of reality.51 The question is whether this socializing 

role of the educational system is consistent with the democratization process. 

 Firstly, the educational system is not equally present throughout the country. Especially in 

the countryside the educational system cannot reach all students. This can be seen in the presence 

of public schools representing state education throughout the country. On the level of primary 

schools, there is equal spread of schools in urban and rural areas. On the level of básico (fifteen to 

eighteen years) ninety one percent is concentrated in urban centres. Of the nine percent in the 

countryside, the state holds 1.7% of these schools, 7.1% are private. The quality of education in 

public schools is often worse than in private schools. For diversificado (nineteen to twenty years) 

just 3.7% of all establishments are located in rural areas. Of these, 0.7% is in state hands, 3.0% 

are private schools (Palma et al., 2001, 5)52. This could be read as the reluctance or incapacity of 

the state to provide equal educational opportunities to all students in the country. 

 Secondly, it is questionable whether the educational system can successfully produce 

students who can critically position themselves within Guatemala’s socio-economic, ethnic and 

political reality. The 1998 and 2001 investigations by AVANCSO on which referents of national 

reality were dispersed through the educational system concluded that the image students receive 

of national reality is “fragmented, dispersed and discursive” (Palma et al., 2001, 51). The national 

imagery  

(…) would be fundamented in a sentimental adhesion to patriotic symbols and habits, a duty 
concretized in values such as respect, a higher tolerance towards the other but missing the 
investments and knowledge that permits them to understand adequately the present in which they 
live and develop themselves (…) (Palma et al., 2001, 51) (Translation VW).  

 
Palma questions in his 2001 study the breach within students between national reality and the 

images they receive from the educational system to perceive this reality. He writes: “Are they 

aware of the contradiction that they find themselves in, between what they say, what they know 

and the implications that can be derived [from this position] to be a part of this totality to which 

they allude?” (Palma et al., 2001, 66) This has concrete repercussions for the notion of citizenship 

that can be derived from the contents of the educational system: “These results show that the 

questioned [student] do not know distinctive aspects of the actual reality of the country, 

important in the process of conformation of their identity, and of their placement in their today 

                                                 
51 Interview Palma 
52 Data found in Palma et al. (2001). Original source: Anuario Estadístico de la Educación, 1997. Guatemala: 
Ministerio de Educación Pública, Sistema de Información Educativa. 



and tomorrow” (Palma et al., 2001, 87). Clearly, the educational system has not been able to play 

the role it has been devised to take on in post-dictatorial society building. This role is however 

indicated, but still can be noted that: “(…) there is not a concrete effort for democratic education 

that could give support to the process of political socialization, given the inexistence of a content 

linked to the civic formation of the student” (Azpuru, 2001, 12). Poitevin furthermore states that 

the Guatemalan state has not sought to actively include the youth population as citizens into 

society through the use of the educational system:  

“The Guatemalan state has postponed the task of education in a systematic way since the 
nineteenth century, seen that the education of the masses was not considered necessary for the 
insertion of the country in the productivity and more so was considered dangerous from a 
political point of view. The result is a grave educational setback that today reaches levels of social 
tragedy.” (Poitevin, 2003, 80) (Translation VW)   

 
We can shortly comment on the education on university level, which is also illustrative of the 

situation. Poitevin (2001, 2003) notes the limited capacity of universities to capacitate 

intellectually and professionally its students for the labor market (Poitevin, 2003, 74). He has 

questioned in publications the academic level of students and teachers alike. He further notes 

bitterly that saturated areas such as law are still popular, whereas studies from which Guatemala’s 

development could benefit, such as social and political studies are still unpopular (Poitevin, 2001).  

  

3.3.2 Socio-economic position of youth in society 

Another sphere of the habitus of Guatemalan youth that has a strong relevance for position of 

youth in society is the labor market. This is a relevant aspect of habitus since it influences the 

perspectives on issues as ‘future’ and ‘stability’ within the individual. The socio-economic 

conditions of youth are seen as an impediment for the inclusion of youth in politics or any 

activities that go beyond ‘everyday survival.’ The possibilities of youth to enter the labor market 

and so secure stable positions are so difficult that ‘economic survival’ is said to dominate the 

priorities of youth. Camey stated that this condition divides the Guatemalan youth into different 

segments thereby fragmenting any collective national project.53 The economic reality among 

youth is that in the range from fifteen to nineteen years old 54.08% is working and in the range 

from twenty to twenty four years this is 67.08% (Poitevin, Moscoso and Rivera, 2000, 40). These 

figures refer to the formal sector, where a critical note has to be made that large numbers of 

youth are forced into the informal economy because of scarce possibilities in securing formal 

jobs. A quick look on the streets in a Guatemalan city or village easily confirms this image. Not 

                                                 
53 Interview Camey, 24th of November 2004, Guatemala.  



counted are the youth that work in household (as accounts for many young women) and in family 

business. In rural areas non-paid employment is more common.  

 The outlooks for the position of youth on the labor market are pessimistic: the 

Guatemalan economy has more imports than exports and Pape predicts repercussions on the 

youth labor population in the forms of under-employment, precarious self-employment and 

lowered wages. The minimum wages are not enough to foresee in the basic needs. The last 

decades the employment sectors in the Guatemalan economy for youth have seen a shift towards 

the commercial and service sector. Both now account for roughly 34.1% of youth employed in 

the formal sector54. At the same time, the employment rate for youth in the agricultural sector has 

dropped from 50% to 36% (as measured between 1981 and 2001) (Pape, 2003, 55-6). 

 The situation of the youth labor force itself is precarious. Of the 59% of registered 

economically active youth in 1999, 17% did not have any education, 31.3% were working 

children from which half had left school prematurely to start work (Pape, 2003, 50-1). Not to 

mention the conditions is which the work is performed, especially in agricultural sectors.  

 The state is attentive to this situation but cannot adequately combat the precarious 

situation. Several initiatives exist to prevent economic marginalization among youth, but the 

budget generally is too small to give these programs the weight to effect change in the real 

economic situations. Furthermore, the state public politics directed at youth have a strong focus 

on different sectors (education, health, labor market) so that these programs run parallel without 

presenting a multidimensional approach (Rodríguez, 2001). The state’s institute for professional 

capacitation of youth (INTECAP) receives positive criticism, but suffers from the same lack of 

funding which limits its effects on the professional formation of the youth labor force (Poitevin, 

2003, 79).  

 The necessity to work and the limited possibilities to pursue higher education pose 

limitations to the development of Guatemalan youth.55 It would come as no surprise that exactly 

these issues feature as main concerns for youth: in the study by Poitevin, Moscoso and Rivera ‘to 

educate oneself’ and ‘find oneself with good work’ were listed as the two issues that preoccupied 

most Guatemalan youth. The option to ‘form a stable family’ received just a small percentage 

higher in the answers, but it is clear how this is connected to the other answers (Poitevin, 

Moscoso, Rivera, 2000, 121).  

Continuing this line, Guatemalan youth is often characterized as being a highly 

individualistic generation. Guatemalan scholars connect this individualism to the specific national 

context in which youth develop. Vela (2001) sees that the situation of insecurity creates a culture 
                                                 
54 Commercial sector 21% (as measured in 1999) and the service sector 13.1% (as measured in 2001). 
55 Note that this is ‘development’ from a Western perspective and therefore normative. 



of ‘the survival of the fittest’, which permeates society so that it becomes a ‘collective psyche’ 

(Vela, 2001, 101). As was already indicated earlier in this chapter, this can lead to that people limit 

their social spaces to decrease exposure to society. The loss of the collective project leads people 

to submerge into their own personal projects, assuring (economic) survival through the focus on 

work. Poitevin:  

“It’s notorious (…) that here does not exist, or as least does not become clear, a project for the 
future in social terms, even though the will to change things is clear, but this is presented in individual 
terms, that is, through education or through spiritual options: being humanely better persons.” 
(Poitevin, 2001, 19) (Translation VW; personal emphasis added) 

 
Poitevin highlights this orientation towards the culture of the United States (fashion, music, 

‘American dream’) as a symptom of this condition. The lack of educational opportunities and the 

incapacity of the educational system to form include critical students can further strengthen the 

development of individualism as observed by national scholars among Guatemalan youth. In this 

respect, Camey talked about youth behaving mainly like an apolitical mass that can be easily 

manipulated by political parties. And that perhaps this uncritical youth mass, without political 

direction, was also what would be convenient to the state.56 A political distance between youth 

and state signifies a detachment with the national political project of Guatemala. Not only the 

large perceived apathy and disinterest, but even more the migration in large numbers of youth 

towards Mexico and further United States is a result of the lack of economic possibilities and 

lacking feeling to be part of a national development.57 It is audacious to read a deliberate political 

strategy into this. Note that in interviews this was very often hinted by youth organizations, who 

interpreted socio-economic reality of Guatemala youth as a ‘convenient’ situation where youth 

could not develop a political protagonism as was held during the dictatorship. 58 In another 

interview, Ramos stated that the perceived low self-esteem of youth was a result of their position 

in society and that this problem was located at the root of many of the problems facing youth in 

Guatemala today.59 We can stay with the words of a national scholar Poitevin who dares to speak 

of a ‘hidden logic’ prevailing in Guatemala state policy towards youth: 

“Concerning the professional formation and capacitation of the youth population, there appears 
to prevail in Guatemala an occult logic, that being so evident the qualitative deficiencies of the 
work force and of that of youth in particular, significant efforts are not observed to elevate in a 
sustained and broad way the educational coverage oriented at bettering the productivity of work. 
The occult logic is that in these conditions capital can count with better advantages to exploit and 
overexploit the workers, especially the children and youth.” (Poitevin, 2003, 79) (Translation VW) 

 
                                                 
56 Interview Camey  
57 Once again, it is difficult to access reliable data, but from conversations with rural youth, it appears that in 
some cases up to half of the village’s youth population migrate to work to Mexico or the United States, even if 
this is for a temporal period. 
58 Interview Caja Lúdica, 24th of Februari 2005, Guatemala City, interview HIJOS and interview ACJ 
59 Interview Ramos, 7th of December 2004, Guatemala City 



3.3.3 The personal environment of youth: influence of family and friends 

Friends and family are other important elements in the habitus of youth, especially concerning 

the possibility to discuss politically related issues. Although one can point to the negative imagery 

surrounding politics among the population it is difficult to measure the real influence. The in-

depth interviews provide an interesting opportunity to see in eight individual cases how school, 

work, family and friends have been important factors in their trajectories of political 

participation. When reflecting on their political formation, family and in lesser extent friends were 

stated as influential factors. Especially surprising was the link they placed between their personal 

environment and the perception of national reality they had formed. Interestingly, this appeared 

to overshadow differences in socio-economic conditions and urban/rural location in their 

trajectories.60 The contexts show, in varying degrees, an interesting interplay between personal 

environment, (local) lived reality and consciousness. 

The following eight interviews show almost opposing contexts. On one hand, Monica, 

Josefina, Nicolás, Rosana, Julio and Maria Carmen talk about growing up in their local 

communities, where political participation in the home environment was commonplace. Monica 

recalls her childhood in San Sebastian Huehuetenango, where her father participated on various 

occasions in local elections. When asked what her first memories on politics are, she immediately 

goes back to being a little girl and discovering the community:  

“And he started to let us know what politics was because he was there! (…) That’s how I was 
formed. And apart from the fact that he gave me his ideas, I as well got to know the reality of the 
community, since I started very young to work with the local development, so I also saw how 
they lived, what their necessities were, what were their problems.”61 

 

From her fifteenth year she worked during summer vacations in the maquila62 industry in 

Guatemala City to pay her schooling, but looks back on this as a bad experience. During her 

childhood her parents have always been supportive to her participating in workshops and 

activities. Monica: “My father told me ‘Go, don’t worry’. He always supported me since I was 

fifteen years old. ‘Go, have some hundred Quetzales, have some fifty Quetzales, but go and 

prepare yourself’.” Among her friends, some are critical about her participation, and others are 

more supportive. She has received comments on the fact that she participates as a woman:  

“I’ve got some friends tell me ‘But you’re a woman.’ Well, they don’t tell me directly that I’m a 
woman and that therefore I can’t participate, but yes they stay with some doubt you know, and 
with laughter ‘let’s see if she’ll make it’ and then there are some friends that have told me ‘Well, if 
you’ve got these thoughts, good for you, then I’ll support you.” 
 

                                                 
60 For an overview see chapter 2 
61 Interview Monica, 23rd of April 2005, Quetzaltenango 
62 Type of industry found in Mexico and Central America. Based on large production and cheap labor.  



At the beginning of the nineties she gets involved in party politics, but admits not having had a 

clear vision of why she opted for a specific party: of more importance was the possibility of a 

space to participate so she could do something with her criticism on local development. The 

experience however was a deception: she did not receive the support she hoped for. Even now 

(she is active for the governing party GANA in her community) her decision to become involved 

is because she supported the person running for mayor, without really knowing the ideology of 

the party. The motivation to participate for her is the critical perception she has formed through 

the years on reality as she saw around her.  

“And apart from that, I think that I carry this within my blood I would say, because it’s not just 
seeing reality, I’m also a person that says ‘Why is this happening’ and then in spite of not having 
some kind of course that is forming you, but your mind is you know, and this is what makes you 
ask ‘Well then, why is this happening, and why that’.”  

 
“And the reality that I’m living you know, there’s nothing more than living your own reality, to 
feel it, how children die of malnutrition, it’s a terrible pain.” 

 
Josefina showed a reflection on her involvement with politics that resembles elements from 

Monica’s story. She grew up in Totonicapán, the capital of the department with the same name. 

Her family background also shows continuous political activity. Her father has worked since 

twelve years in a local organization for local development in ‘Toto’. She sees him as an inspiring 

person in her life. Her first political experience was witnessing political parties in the surrounding 

communities buying women’s votes. The manipulation of women made her conscious of existing 

inequalities between men and women and the sway political parties had over these. Around four 

years ago she decided to participate in the UNE because she perceived the party would give her 

as a woman an opportunity to address this issue. Her participation in the UNE made it possible 

for her to visit the communities and talk to the women about this issue: 

“This helped me considerably because when I was participating we went to the communities and I 
talked them in our own language, which is Kichee here in Totonicapán, and telling the women 
that we shouldn’t let them use and manipulate us. That we as women also have dignity, have the 
capacity to do things. This was one of the objectives that sparked my participation.”63  
 

Through the UNE she could have access to courses given by the OEA and later on INGEP. 

Josefina says her work as a schoolteacher in a rural settlement an hour away from Totonicapán 

has further helped her to keep seeing what happened in the countryside of the department. Her 

father supports her participation, but her mother is more withholding: she fears that the negative 

image surrounding political parties will damage the image of her daughter in town: “And soon 

they’ll say that you’re also doing badly or that you’re collaborating in doing bad things.”  

 

                                                 
63 Interview Josefina 



Friends on average are supportive to her she says, but she signals that some react withholding: 

“But then there are others that say ‘No, why did you put yourself in politics. You’re better than 
that and your image (…), politics is dirty.’ Everyone has his way of thinking and of seeing things. 
And they also generalize it, just for the simple fact that I’m participating. They generalize, but I 
feel that this doesn’t affect me because I know what I’m doing and I what I like.” 

 
She feels her participation was inspired by what she saw happening around her: 

“A lot of violence, a lot of delinquency, a lot of discrimination, lack of work, lack of education; 
many are the things that make one think ‘how can we change, what can we do?’” 
 
“But I suppose that youth see all these things because they are in their surroundings. So then, why 
have these things passed and still participation is low?”  

 
Maria Carmen is involved in a local youth organization in her local community in San Ildefonse 

Ixthuacán. She remembers to have been conscious of local politics since she was young. The way 

the mayor of the village handled local issues made her aware about the meaning of political 

participation: 

“When I see what people do, for example the mayor who doesn’t do a certain thing and 
sometimes they just promise something and then don’t follow it through. And I pondered ‘Why 
do they do these things and why don’t they do the job conscientiously, right? Because they’re not 
dedicated to society, they just think about their private matters. (…) And I put myself to think, 
what could I do then in this respect?”64 

 
She started an organization of youth in her community to increase their participation in local 

politics. Especially her mother is proud, who herself is active locally in organizing workshops to 

capacitate the women of the community. Her father is not directly involved with politics, but 

Maria Carmen says he supports her because ‘he wants his children to become important people 

in the community.’ Her friends, those outside of the youth organization, show little interest in 

what she does. She says only one out of ten are interested. On this she comments: 

“There’s no interest whatsoever to get something done. Some just come to play or irritate without 
touching a difficult theme and others really do come to give ideas to get something done.” 

 
Nicolás’ story was already shortly highlighted in the introduction. Recalling his youth, his parents 

had fled Guatemala during the military dictatorship to Mexico, where Nicolás was born in exile. 

With the democratic (re)opening in 1986, his mother decides to return in 1989. Nicolás 

immediately recalls the memories of seeing dire poverty upon his return:  

“After that, when I’m seven years old we come to Guatemala and I see Guatemalan reality. The 
fact of seeing so much poverty on every corner that you find with someone who…it’s ridiculous, 
the poverty is visible.”65  
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65 Interview Nicolás, 25th of April 2005, San Marcos 



The influence of his mother in the way he perceives Guatemalan reality is very clear in his story:  

“Afterwards, there [Mexico] I’m born, but the formation that my mother gives me, the instruction 
and the ideals that she has, are forming within me the idea to want a change.” 
 
“Given the formation that my mother has given me and which she received herself and because 
of all the capacitations in search of solutions, I was present since I was very little.” 

 
The first practical experience he has with participation in when he decides to join the youth 

league of the Red Cross, when they come and talk at his school. He is twelve years old at the 

time. 

“At the moment they tell me their objectives, they caught my attention and I decided that well, I 
could make a difference from within there, so I entered in the Red Cross and I did it.” 

 
The experience in the Red Cross permits him to move into the countryside of San Marcos, one 

of the poorer departments of Guatemala. He is confronted with the situation in the villages: 

“In the Red Cross I had the opportunity to each time we visited the communities and talk with 
the people about their reality, to see how it was, which were their problems, see what they needed 
and that too much off course.” 

 
When he is eighteen years old he joins a leftist political party in San Marcos.  

 His mother has been important in the way he has learned Guatemalan reality. She still is 

nowadays a big inspiration for him. He is very clear and decisive on the role his mother has 

played for him regarding his participation: 

“She doesn’t like to stay calm and see the problems and do nothing, but to look for a solution and 
I think that the education that you’re being fed, what you live in the family, you will copy it. And 
that’s how you grow right?” 

 
On friends he comments that he sees a difference between friends and ‘real’ friends. With his real 

friends they can talk freely about the issues that are important to them; they don’t focus on 

‘unimportant things.’  

 He gets very agitated during the interview when talking about the commitment of other 

youth to Guatemala’s situation. He notes very little interest of Guatemalan youth in looking 

critically at Guatemala’s reality and looking for ways to change this. He refers implicitly to the 

concept of consciousness that he finds lacking among Guatemalan youth: 

“We all live in reality, but we don’t all perceive it. (…) And this is the problem, we don’t perceive 
it, or we don’t want to perceive it. Like I tell you, youth don’t care how Guatemalan society is. 
The only thing they do is comment: ‘No, we doing badly, there’s no security, but while they don’t 
assault me I’ll be all the same, I don’t care.’ They’re blind accomplices of national reality.” 

 
Nicolás says that further youth are wary of political participation as politics has a negative image.  

 Rosana’s conception of politics also started from the family sphere. She responds that her 

first memories of ‘politics’ are listening to her grandfather talk, who always discussed political 

themes in her parents’ house. In her youth she learned the leftist political perspective, she says. 



Now she is participating in the rightist GANA party, for which she occupies a high position in 

the municipality of Quetzaltenango. Her father had worked in the municipality under the 

previous government. He is professor in the San Carlos University in Quetzaltenango and active 

participant in a political party. As to be expected, seen her father’s career, he has been supportive 

of his daughter’s participation. She even states explicitly responding to her parent’s influence:  

“I think that a fundamental part for youth to participate is the support of the parents, because the 
ideology that one carries a lot of times comes from the home.”66 

 
Her mother was a little more preoccupied about her daughter’s participation: 

“My mother said ‘No’, that it was not correct for a woman to be participating in these activities. 
My father always has been supportive. ‘If you want to, we’re going to help you.’ And I found 
considerable support in that.” 
 

Her friends show signs of interest: they are impressed that she has come so far in her party. She 

says that they are enthusiastic about the possibilities she now has to change things.  

She also says that her political perception was formed by the military dictatorship: the 

father of her best friend was killed during this period. This made her conscience of the meaning 

of her own participation, when the FRG the party of ex-general Rios Montt assumed the 

presidency in 1999.  

“It’s not right that someone like that person could govern the country and he was doing it in such 
a way that he was decomposing it again, it’s not right. So if I wanted a change, I had to participate 
in some way, so I had to work with some political party, because it’s the only way to succeed a 
little that they hear you. So I decided to work because I didn’t agree with the present 
government.” 

 
She further comments that history is very important to her as she says that so many of 

Guatemala’s current problems have historical roots. This is also evident in the previous citation.  

She initially started out with her father in the party where he was participating at that moment, 

the PAN, but after an internal discussion over the party leadership, she joined one of the 

candidates Berger in his new party the GANA. She decided to become seriously involved with 

the GANA when she felt that she as youth would get a chance in the party: 

“That’s what made me start to work in the party: that they gave me the opportunity that my ideas 
would be heard so I put myself to work.” 

 
Within the municipality she has an opportunity to work with gender issues and with indigenous 

culture, which is personally very gratifying, as these issues concern her deeply as young woman 

from indigenous descent.  

Julio comes from a highly politicized family. His father is a teacher and has been over 

thirty years politically active in Coatepeque. He never opted for the position of mayor, but always 
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for the advisor or front man of the labor union, as he perceived these positions conceded more 

political influence. His mother is also a schoolteacher and involved in a local organization that 

offers social service. For him it was natural he says to form his own political involvement. He 

never had much interest in participating in a political party: 

“(…) no political party had an ideology that suited me. So I preferred to be organizing and 
watching over the completion of the democratic process.”67 

 
When he was eighteen years old he joined the TSE, the institution that organizes the elections 

and the inscription of the political parties. He started as member of the commission that counted 

the votes. He later joined the municipal electoral commission, the highest commission within the 

TSE. His participation also took form on other levels. Through his studies, law at the San Carlos 

University Quetzaltenango, he became involved with a student organization that controlled and if 

necessary criticized national laws. Simultaneously he volunteered as juridical assessor at the 

Defensoría Maya, a national organization defending the rights of the indigenous populations. He 

stepped back as assessor but is still active as advisor to the organization. As noted, his family is 

supportive to his participation. But they have feared from time to time his involvement since 

Julio started at a young age to demonstrate against the military regime when military repression 

was still present. His friends can be divided into two groups of people, the same as with Nicolás. 

One group of friends has interest in what he does and supports him, the other group is also 

supportive but do not have any interest in his ideas. He identifies this dividing line between these 

groups as follows: 

“Because of the way they see life. That is, many people say ‘We’re doing badly and I can’t do 
anything because I’m just one’ and then there are others that say ‘We’re doing badly but I’m 
already one and I can do something’.” 

 
He is aware of the influence his personal environment has played in his political formation. But 

he also specifically cites the socio-economic conditions he and his family have: 

“First of all, my family is very open; they tolerate different ideas, a thing that is found in little 
families. So, they tolerated ideas and I had the means to study, that’s what it takes to gain more 
‘weight’.” 
 

The cases of Erica and Marcos show an altogether different image to the last six trajectories of 

political participation. Erica comes from a poor rural family from a village in the department of 

San Marcos. She admits openly that her parents are little involved with her participation. Her 

father does not take any interest in what she does. She expresses that her mother though is quite 

enthusiastic: she did not aspect her daughter to achieve this participation.  
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When talking about what incited her participation, she mentions more what had inhibited this:  

“There wasn’t any opportunity so to speak, nothing was presented to me, I just worked and 
studied, that were the only things I did.”68  
 

Her first contact with a political topic was when she became involved a few years ago in a project 

for bilingual education in San Marcos. Being from Mam69 culture herself, this proved her a 

challenging opportunity. After this project ended, she had to search for new work. In the 

meantime, during the course of the project, she had moved to San Pedro Sacatepéquez, a town 

close to San Marcos, to live with her sister.  

Through the contacts she gained during her last project she got a position with a local 

NGO in San Marcos that concentrated on local development of the indigenous population. This 

was not a random decision, as being involved with the local community has always been quite 

important to her. This sense of ‘urgency’ had accompanied her during her youth:  

“I’m not with a political party, but I’ve always said that not just in political parties should we be 
politicians, but in everything we do, right?” 

 

She sees her participation as a way to help her community. As she was looking for ways to 

develop her capacities she came in contact with the INGEP course on political formation, which 

provided her with a new opportunity. She says that she doesn’t see herself yet as someone who 

has been ‘formed’ politically. But she does say that she started to look for possibilities to do so by 

leaving her community and looking for opportunities, such as the INGEP course.  

A comparable context is that of Marcos. He mentions that his family has been of little 

importance in why he decided to become politically active. Participation for him takes form in 

being active in the student board in high-school (he was just sixteen years old at the time), and 

participation in the INGEP course. His mother and stepfather are not that interested in what he 

does: they see politics as risky and hope that Marcos grows up as a ‘normal boy’. Marcos says that 

they express to be worried that his participation would negatively influence him. His friends think 

that his participation will help him to represent them better. His experience with politics began 

with participating in the student board (‘I’m someone that can listen well to people’). From there, 

the school board incited him to participate in the INGEP course. He explains his participation in 

the INGEP course as if it this just overcame him:  

“So, they called me, they told me ‘Come, you will fill out this application form. What do you 
think?’ ‘It’s OK.’ ‘You’re one of the selected [students] within the class, because you’ve got the 
characteristics of a leader: you help, you contribute, you’re compatible, you’ve got good ideas, so 
you’re going to help the group and that’s why you’ll fill out the application form.”70 
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As well Marcos does not yet have a defined idea of his participation, nor does he sees himself as 

‘formed’. Surprisingly, he is very clear on what it takes in Guatemala to become formed 

politically: 

 “That your parents or your family are politicians, and well, that they have money.” 
 

3.4 Chapter summary and discussion 

The interviews show a strong relationship between the personal environment and citizenship, as 

indicated in the role the parents have played in the political formation of the interviews youth. 

Most of the participants cite a stimulating personal environment as an important factor in their 

political conscientization and the beginning of their political participation: in many of the stories 

one of the parents or both parents are an ‘example’ for their children. The parents formed a 

family environment where political critique was possible and in some cases with the interviewed 

youth even stimulated. This also reflects McAdam’s analysis of the Freedom Summer volunteers 

in that personal contacts where decisive incentives for the North American youngsters to travel 

South. The personal environment of youth as part of their habitus has a more decisive influence 

of political formation than education, another space of the habitus that is important in the 

shaping of the critical individual. To this has to be added that in many Guatemalan families such 

an ‘example’ is non-existent. This example is furthermore missing from political parties and youth 

organizations as the political repression from the dictatorial period ended a generation of young 

critical and politically active persons. 

The previous eight interviews show varying strong linkages between the personal 

environment, (local) lived reality and consciousness. In some cases these are more evidently 

present than in others. Monica, Josefina and Nicolás for example made explicit and separate 

reference to these, whereas in some cases these were implicitly present in the way they talked 

about the attitude of friends (Julio) or the motivation for their participation (Maria Carmen and 

Rosana). The stories of Erica and Marcos are interesting in that they show little relation between 

the personal environment, (local) lived reality and consciousness and coupled with a less directed 

process of political formation.  

 An important concept during the research is the concept of citizenship in order to quality 

the political participation of youth in Guatemala. The analysis of the post-dictatorial development 

of Guatemalan democracy shows that ‘citizenship’ as this was indicated within the Peace Accords 

as vital element of post-dictatorial society building has been not qualitatively included in the 

educational curriculum. The studies by Palma et al. on the Guatemalan educational system give 

support to this claim. Furthermore the spaces in society where youth can acquire a critical 

citizenship (which seems most desirable in Guatemala’s democratization process; see Varas, 



1998) are scarce. A quick overview was given of the possible spaces where youth can participate 

in society and politics. The interviews with politically active youngsters emphasized the 

importance of the personal environment in the formation and stimulation of this critical 

citizenship.  

 An interesting feature for the discussion at the end of this chapter is the concepts 

encountered in Guatemala to analyze youth participation. During the interviews with key-

informants and informants for the research the concepts of ‘political horizon’ and ‘historical 

memory were more often brought up than the concept ‘citizenship’. These are new concepts 

which are used locally and should be discussed in relation to the concept ‘citizenship’ used 

throughout the study.  

 Palma, Chacón and Camey all made specific reference to the concept of political horizon. 

A political horizon can be seen as a (critical) reflection on the national economic and political 

processes, which results in a (critical) position towards these. The choice of the word ‘horizon’ is 

used because it indicates that this critical position can be the guiding line for the development of 

an individual political project. This resounds most clearly in the following statement from Palma 

during one of the interviews:  

“The question of the political horizon comes before that of the political participation of youth, 
assuming that having clarity on their political horizon is a prerequisite to have a real participation. 
The political horizon provides knowledge, the possibility of its realization and the strengthening 
of a determined national project.” (Interview Palma; translation VW) 
 

Chacón stated during her interview when she referred to the political horizon of youth: 

“As well, it forces us to position ourselves in relation to what happened, to take a position, or 
identify ourselves as ‘Left’ or ‘Right’, and question these concepts; whether they are still viable or 
not, in search of the answer that will permit us to evolve as a country.” (Interview Chacón; 
translation VW) 

 
The political horizon defines the position of the individual towards the political processes in the 

national context thereby also forcing the individual a proactive attitude towards this situation. 

Palma: “Their actions are political in the way that they look consciously to participate in the 

construction of political and social processes.”71 A political horizon then also leads to the 

reframing72 of the national context as the situation can be become interpreted as a situation of 

injustice, poverty etc. This conceptualization of a critical political horizon approximates what can 

be understood as critical citizenship.  
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Aldana Mendoza, a Guatemalan scholar, defines citizenship as follows, where the presence of the 

‘horizon’ of the individual is also evident: 

“Being a citizen (…) is having a position towards the dynamics, phenomenon or happenings of 
society. And having a position means being in favour or against of these happenings, but also to 
compromise oneself with all actions that would be coherent to this position.” (Aldana Mendoza, 
2004, 100) (Translation VW) 
 

Intimately related to the concept of political horizon is the concept of historical memory. Only 

Palma made specific reference to this concept, but in other interviews as well the importance of 

the past within the political formation of youth was emphasized. Palma defines the historical 

memory as the capacity to relate past historical processes to present political processes and the 

lived experience of these by the individual. An individual ‘possesses’ a historical memory when he 

is aware that societal changes and his/her own position in society is part of larger historical 

developments. This historical reflection is central to position oneself politically. Palma comments 

on the role the past has within the educational system on the historical memory among youth: 

“The little elaboration that is given in the educational system on the past does not permit youth to 
position and identify themselves as part and result of a long during social process, and in 
consequence, this makes it difficult for them to take on a positive and active disposition to 
participate in politics.” (Interview Palma) (Translation VW) 
 

Also Chacón referred directly to the role of the past in the political formation of youth: 

“What has occurred during the armed conflict is part of a history badly known, not just by youth, 
but by all Guatemalans. Furthermore, it is a part of history that they have taught us not to touch. 
We mask it or hide it so deep that we do not give it the importance or sense it has. Why is all of 
this important? Because this makes us ask ‘Where do we come from?’, since we do not know our 
history so the emptiness this creates is very big.” (Interview Chacón) (Translation VW) 

 
“The inexistence of a past or present referent inhibits the naming of the dynamic political 
processes and afterwards the imagination and defining of the desirable political future.” (Interview 
Chacón) (Translation VW) 
 

It is interesting to question why these concepts have come up in the context of Guatemala in the 

analysis of the youth situation there where the concept of citizenship can also be used to qualify 

the position of individuals as political and social actor in the democratization process. An 

explanation might be that ‘citizenship’ already implies a form of innate knowledge on society and 

politics the student has; a knowledge that is being transmitted by the educational system in the 

formation of the student as future citizen. The three conceptualizations of citizenship 

(responsible, participative and critical) expound on the kind of knowledge the student acquires. 

Most clearly this is expressed in the critical citizenship where the student learns to interpret ‘the 

economic, social and political causes underlying inequalities in society.’ As has been indicated 

before, the Guatemalan educational curriculum lacks the incentives to stimulate an active and 

critical reflection on national reality. The use of ‘political horizon’ by national actors instead of 



citizenship can emphasize then the process of construction of knowledge within the student, as 

this critical knowledge is not automatically transmitted from the educational curriculum. The 

question is then not whether a young person has acquired a political horizon, but rather what kind 

of political horizon this person holds. In the interviews the youngsters explained how the 

experience of their local context has defined their political consciousness and how this has 

motivated their political participation. The local context functions as important source of 

information on reality, where the personal environment of the youngster is vital for how he/she 

‘frames’ reality as unjust, unequal etc.   

The use of the concept ‘historical memory’ can be explained from a similar perspective. 

History is a specific and important source of knowledge on the state of current politics and 

society. The weak position of national history in the educational curriculum and national 

consciousness has repercussions on the possibilities to form a critical political horizon. The 

knowledge on the past through the historical memory can define further the political horizon of a 

young person.  

 Throughout the analysis the use of the different kinds of citizenship has been employed 

instead of political horizon and historical memory. In chapter 5 the motivations for this will be 

discussed and its implications for the research.  

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 4 Citizenship and participation among youth in Guatemala 

 

This chapter will take on a macro and micro perspective when looking at how the participation of 

Guatemalan youth can be defined according to ‘citizenship.’ Methodologically, this part of the 

research corresponds to the relation between ‘youth’ and ‘politics’ from the research question. 

The following sources were used to sketch this situation for Guatemalan youth: studies on the 

democratic values among youth to picture the more macro perspective, and the interviews with 

politically active youngsters to see how the initiated political participation of the participants 

corresponds to notions of citizenship thus offering a more micro perspective. These two 

perspectives offer a valuable comparison as the effects of political formation in the trajectories of 

the participants can be measured in relation to the perceived citizenship embedded in their 

participation. Although this research has not focused specifically on youth organizations, it is 

necessary to comment briefly on these actors as well because of the interesting initiatives and 

projects from these groups in light of the research topic.  

 

4.1 Macro perspective: Guatemalan youth and citizenship 

How youth think about politics is essential for how they can and want to participate in the 

political developments of the country. As indicated in the introduction of the research report they 

are a highly relevant group for their absolute numbers in society. They are an important electoral 

group as the last presidential elections in 2003 showed. The electoral group covering eighteen to 

twenty four years of age comprised 22.19% of the voters. Summing this to the group covering 

twenty six to thirty five years, these two groups form 47.62% of the voting electorate (TSE, 

2004). The analysis should go beyond these findings since focusing on periodical elections are a 

narrower definition of democracy. The democratization process at this phase could benefit more 

from the experience of a ‘participative democracy’ than just a ‘representative democracy.’ The 

following analysis can shed some light on the manner youth could partake as ‘participative’ 

actors.  

The findings for this section are derived from studies by Poitevin, Moscoso and Rivera 

(2000) and Azpuru (2001, 2002) on the democratic values among youth, based on questionnaires 

among youth in general and high-school students. These data can therefore not easily be 

generalized. This accounts especially the Azpuru studies as these were held in schools with 

predominantly students from an urban ladino class who shared relatively stable socio-economic 

backgrounds, which is not a representation of Guatemala youth. As these are some of the only 

studies on the subject of democratic values and perceptions among youth, they form important 



material in the assessment on how citizenship is conceptualized.73 The perceptions on the 

political regime and democratic values among youth will be assessed using the concepts of 

citizenship as indicated in chapter one: responsible citizenship, participative citizenship and 

critical citizenship. 

 A good starting point is the expectations of youth on democracy in Guatemala and what 

the democratic system means to them. These two show a strong correlation. The study by 

Poitevin et al. revealed that the greatest expectation of youth regarding the democratic 

development of the country is the decrease in violence (with 63.2%). Secondly, the democratic 

system should reduce poverty (valued with 47.7%). Further, producing honest governments 

(33.6%) and creating more work (20%) were the other important concerns (Poitevin, Moscoso 

and Rivera, 2000, p.120). It is clear that what youth expect from democracy is intimately related 

to the problems Guatemalan society faces. The study by Azpuru (2001) also showed that these 

issues facing post-dictatorial society were perceived by the questioned students as the dominant 

problems facing Guatemalan society and politics. Most concerned were students about the socio-

economic conditions of the population (33.9%), educational and environmental problems 

(17.8%) and problems related to the political system (17.5%) of the students (Azpuru, 2001, 9).  

These results correspond strongly with what were perceived as the benefits of democratic 

government. The same study by Poitevin et al. found that youth valued mostly the establishment 

of political equality (38.4%). Afterwards they regarded as important the freedom of expression74 

and thirdly the possibility to elect the people to govern (17.9%). Only 6.9% of the questioned 

youth did not think democracy had any purpose, which is a surprising finding (Poitevin, Moscoso 

and Rivera, 2000, 97).  

These results would indicate a positive assessment among youth of the democratic system 

and the role this can play in rebuilding society from the dictatorial period. This could indicate a 

critical understanding of the problems facing Guatemalan society building and the subsequent 

democratization phase that can reduce the explosive inequalities. However, the same study by 

Azpuru mentioned that when asked to describe what democracy is, 43.5% did not answer. When 

asked to describe what a dictatorship is, 61.7% left the question open (Azpuru, 2000, 48-9). This 

can point to the little conceptualization of the political system among the questioned youth. This 

forms a stark contrast with earlier results of what democracy should provide.  

There is also a noticeable tension between the previous evaluation of the democratic 

system and the conceptualization by youth on values central to the democratic system such as 
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tolerance, political equality and solidarity. What is evident is that youth estimate highly the 

importance of these values. As an indication of tolerance, youth expressed they were willing to 

marry a person from another culture (72.5%) which is positive considering the legacy of ethnical 

inequality and racism in the country. They were however less tolerant about marrying a person 

with different political views (57.1%) or different religious beliefs (59.8%) (Poitevin, Moscoso 

and Rivera, 2000, 101). As well, on political equality the questioned youth scored very high. They 

were firm that everyone in society should have the right to receive aid (94%), receive an honest 

defence in Court (82%) and have the right to vote irrespective of the political opinion of that 

person (76%) (Azpuru, 2001, 21). Equally strongly the students felt about the value of solidarity 

in society: 69% expressed they were prepared to work for the social benefit for others, 76% said 

the differences between the rich and poor should be decreased and 60% thought that poverty 

was the result of an unfair society (Azpuru, 2001, 24). At first sight the values of political equality 

and solidarity seem to reveal a critical understanding of the problems facing Guatemalan reality.  

On the other hand, there appears to exist a distinction between what they say about the 

democratic values and how they act in accordance with these. Regarding tolerance and political 

equality, atheists and homosexuals do not have a good image among youth. Contradicting their 

expressed value of political equality they thought these two groups should not be allowed to be 

elected or to teach in school (Azpuru, 2001, 15). The expressed solidarity among the students 

finds a counterweight in the perceived lack of confidence among students towards other 

nationals: only 47% of the questioned students said they trusted other Guatemalans. 59%75 

mentioned that people would take advantage of the other when the opportunity for these would 

arise (Azpuru, 2001, 58). 

This could lead to the indication that there is a discrepancy between the knowledge on 

the democratic system and democratic practice. Two further issues aid in assessing what this 

would mean for the conceptualization of citizenship these youth have. Firstly, we can view the 

way in which youth wish to participate actively in democratic society. This finding, also in light of 

above analysis of democratic values and democratic practice among youth, would make a strong 

argument for a sense of participative citizenship among youth. Azpuru measures this by defining 

the support Guatemalan youth give to the political community, the political regime and evaluate 

how this political regime functions. To indicate the bond with the political community, Azpuru 

found that 75% of the questioned students felt proud to be Guatemalans. An appreciation of the 

political democratic regime as abstract concept follows from the value the students give to active 

organizing as means to solve national (89%) and local problems (92%). Students thus value 
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participation as a way to solve societal problems which is a positive finding. Democracy as 

functioning political regime did not receive a high appreciation. This can be understood because 

of the turbulent history of democratic governance Guatemala has had since 1986 including 

corrupt regimes and a failed coup in 1993 (the so called Serranazo) (Azpuru, 2001, 33). 

Summarizing these three levels of adscription Azpuru says: “(…) less than ten percent of the 

young people consider that the country is very democratic, feel pride to live in a democratic 

system or agree that the political system represents them well” (Ibid.; Translation VW).  

Secondly, and continuing along the line of the democratic values and perceptions among 

youth, we can look at the reference youth make at the history of Guatemala and/or Guatemalan 

reality. This would advocate a critical citizenship. As seen in the discussion in chapter three, the 

historical knowledge is deemed important for establishing any political (or ideological) position 

towards the processes in Guatemalan society. An estimation of this form of citizenship can be 

given by the way youth know and apply the contents of the Peace Accords in their perception of 

politics and political participation. Azpuru (2002) researched the familiarity of high-school 

students with the Peace Accords. Here as well we can note a certain breach. The Azpuru (2002) 

study shows that the students value highly the Peace Accords: 47% says these are very good, and 

40% says these are good. However, the same study revealed that 52% did not know the contents 

of the Peace Accords, adding to this that 17% did not even respond to the question. The 

Poitevin et al. inform shows that on national level 43.9% did not know the Peace Accords.  

The previous results seem to indicate that the participation of Guatemalan youth 

(concerning the youth under investigation by Poitevin et al. and Azpuru) can be compared with 

the conceptualization of participative citizenship. These findings should be contrasted with what we 

found earlier in chapter three. Here it was stated that most of Guatemalan youth did not belong 

to any form of organization, and where this was the case the character of the organization was 

mostly apolitical. That is, the participation concerned mostly religious or sports activities. This is 

also congruent with the observation from chapter three that youth’s objectives are formed 

according to individualistic concerns (Poitevin, 2001), that is focused on becoming a ‘humanely 

better person.’ Furthermore, seen from the perspective of civil education we can state that the 

educational system seems to work predominantly towards creating ‘responsible citizenship’ 

witnessed by the adscription to duties as indicated in the educational curriculum. In the light of 

the analysis of chapter three we can state that the Guatemalan democratization process would 

benefit mostly from a critical notion of citizenship. The observations made here on 

conceptualizations of critical citizenship among youth affirm the weak position educational 

material on the past (including the Peace Accords, CEH and REMHI) has within the educational 



curriculum. When summarizing her findings among high school students, Azpuru comes with the 

same preoccupation:  

“If the new generation Guatemalans do not have the adequate democratic orientation, the 
problems of polarization and social violence that exist in the country can persist and the weak 
conviction that exists on national level concerning democracy can give way to deplorable 
authoritarian regressions.” (Azpuru, 2001, 72) (Translation VW) 

 

4.2 Youth organizations 

As this research did not concentrate on the notions of citizenship as expressed in the discourses 

and political practice of youth organizations this section does not present a conclusive analysis on 

this specific topic regarding youth organizations. However, just as in section 3.2 of the last 

chapter it is essential to comment briefly on the way youth organizations in Guatemala partake in 

societal and political criticism so as not to form a hiatus in the present analysis. The youth 

movements in Guatemala (the most visible organizations are located in the capital city) are many 

and diverse. The following analyses are based mostly on personal observation and 

communications during my research time in Guatemala.  

One of the most noteworthy examples of political expression of youth in 2004 was the 

occupation of a historical building in the city centre. The action, organized by an amalgam of 

leftist urban youth movement united in el Bloque Antiimperialista (the Anti-Imperialist Block), was 

intended to create in the middle of the city centre an open space for political discussion and 

expression. The location of the building was significant for the action as the building was called 

‘The American House’ and the new cultural space was devised to reopen discussion among youth 

on the role of the United States in the political development of Guatemala. The space was in a 

practical way used to give presentations and show videos on various themes relating to the 

military past, but also signified the creation of a space where the (political) voice of youth could 

be heard. It is also an interesting project as it managed to unite several urban youth movement 

around a common theme. This is relevant because this form of cooperation is indicative of civil 

society building, concerning the formation of networks around themes as detailed by Biekart 

(1999). The house was taken the 3rd of June 2004 and was eventually cleared and shut down by 

police four months later. 

 A project that represents another face of youth participation is the Voto Consciente 

campaign (Conscious vote campaign) of 2003. This was a united effort by several youth who 

mounted a conscientization campaign for the 2003 presidential elections. They provided 

workshops on the different party programs. They also organized campaigns to register the youth 

as voters, as is required in Guatemala.  



Several small organized popular protests are also indicative of youth participation since many 

times urban youth movements are involved in these. The happenings of the youth organization 

HIJOS related to the disappearance of individuals during the armed conflict is a recurring activity 

that can be seen in the streets of the capital city.76 These protests are almost per definition 

confrontational in character regarding the deployed political discourse. However, they specifically 

do not seek a physical confrontation with the opposition/police.  

 The ANJG (Asamblea Nacional de Jóvenes Guatemaltecos) uniting the interests of one 

hundred twenty youth organizations have construed a National Youth Agenda with analysis and 

recommendations for public policy regarding youth issues. Both the presidential candidates of the 

presidential run-off in 2003 Berger and Colom signed the agenda to implement this within their 

party program. 

These few examples offer a small perspective of initiatives from youth organizations, 

although by no means this is a conclusive evaluation. Both the project of the Anti-imperialist 

Block and the Voto Consciente are examples of critical citizenship although their discourse and 

strategies vary greatly. The position of youth organisations in strengthening youth participation 

merits more attention as they take on more visible and explicit positions in political criticism 

towards Guatemala’s political past and present reality.  

 

4.3 Micro perspective: political formation, heightened citizenship? 

We now turn to a micro perspective with the interviews of the politically active youngsters. These 

contributions are for two reasons interesting. Firstly, it provides the possibility to indicate in 

which way their own political involvement has changed the way they perceive political 

participation and their role as citizens. This in turn lets us reflect on the relationship between 

political formation and citizenship. Secondly, from the perspective of the interviewed youth who 

in some degree have already initiated a political formation, how do they view the participation of 

Guatemalan youth? This thus permits an insider’s reflection on the political participation of 

youth.  

To contextualize their perception of their own participation, these are placed between 

their prior political involvement and their perceptions on future participation. What is directly 

visible is the emphasis the participants put on the capacity to ‘know’ and the ability to ‘change’ 

within their perceptions of citizenship.77 Another constant in their comments is the perceived 

lack of interest on behalf of Guatemalan youth to become involved through political 

participation. Monica has had a long trajectory of political participation as could be deducted 
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from her story from chapter three. Political participation was stimulated from within the family; 

as well she started to look to political solutions when being confronted by the reality around her 

in her community. She answered that she always had been participating because “How can I stay 

aside if I stimulating them and then don’t support them in their protest (…). If I’m talking to 

them about it, then I also have to become involved.” This echoes in how she defines her 

participation nowadays:  

“I Think this is very important because if I don’t participate actively, then what am I doing?  I’d 
just be a person, but not really a citizen. Because a good citizen has an active participation, has 
leadership and comes with positive ideas for his country.”78 

 

The themes she wishes to continue working with are the themes she can address during her work 

in local development. Education, health care, agricultural development, popular participation, 

these themes are for her central in the community: 

“There’s a lot of necessity in the rural area and we can’t let these people die. So if I’m not working 
with these components, with these programs, then I won’t be contributing towards them. That is, 
I wouldn’t be doing anything for Guatemala, really.” 

 
Her own preoccupation with Guatemalan reality and her resulting active participation contrasts 

with how she sees the participation of the ‘other’ youth: 

“There is some participation in some social aspects, like sports, but just up to there. Further, on 
the political level, on the economic level and on the social level, it’s like it’s not given to youth. 
There’s not this kind of real participation.” 
 

Josefina’s trajectory of political participation started four years ago when joining a national 

political party in Totonicapán, but says that participation was formed earlier, where in the role of 

schoolteacher she was confronted with the reality of rural communities and this made her assume 

the social responsibility to participate in some manifestations in solidarity with the people she 

worked with. This critical aspect is also evident in how she defines her current participation: 

“Well through the knowledge one has, one is looking and sketching what is good, what is bad, you 
feel having the capacity to have some important position one day with the possibility to change 
things, to do positive things. We know that right now, there are lots of negative things. So, the 
vision I have is to one day get there and change.”79  
 

For the future the theme of gender and citizen participation (of women) should be central in her 

participation, because both are still real problems in Totonicapán. What is surprising is that she 

wants to work with these themes principally from outside the political party she is with. This 

brings back to memory Avritzer’s public space where societal and political themes can be openly 

discussed outside of traditional mediating entities such as political parties. Avritzer indicates that 

through the public space a critical notion of citizenship can emerge as expressed by the 
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deliberative politics resulting from this space. This is a conscious strategy understanding rural 

reality:  

 “Yes, because through the parties I could do it, but the people don’t like them that much, they 
don’t really like to participate in political parties. But through organizations we can do it so they 
become conscious and then participate in politics.” 

 

She contrasts her own participation with those of Guatemalan youth pointing towards the lack of 

time and interest on behalf of youth: 

“Another of the things is the economical factor and what the elders say, the lack of experience. 
Time, as well time since many dedicate themselves to studying, to finishing their careers or to 
working. They don’t dedicate themselves to just one thing. On average I think that’s also how 
they want it.” 

 
Similar to the context of Monica, Nicolás knew a family history of political participation and thus 

his trajectory of participation is also long. Where it started with the formation he received from 

home with his mother as example, he stated to have always looked for ways to become involved 

in the contexts he sought to change. His initiation in the Red Cross at the age of twelve is a good 

example. On her further ‘previous’ participation he commented that he always tried to come in 

touch with institutions and NGO’s to become informed on the current problems these were 

involved in. When there was a manifestation or demonstration he would participate to express 

his compromise. His perception on his participation follows from this attitude: 

“It’s one of the ways I think youth should project themselves. They should be realistic, open their 
eyes, take notice of what is national reality. To see that a change can be made. We youth are not the 
future; we are the present of Guatemala. And if we don’t change, Guatemala won’t change.”80 

 
Comparable again to the context of Monica the themes he identified as most important in his 

future participation future as central elements in the rural surroundings he has been involved with 

through his participation: education, agricultural development, health care. Note that Nicolás also 

recently initiated his studies on Agronomical Sciences in the University, which shows his 

compromise with the theme. His criticism on the involvement of Guatemalan youth with the 

countries’ problems resembles strongly his earlier comment on (his) participation: 

 “The position of youth is that of a negative criticism and little constructive. (…) And like I tell 
you, that right now, youth are not that interested in changing Guatemala. ‘If it’s like this, then 
that’s how it’ll be.’ They have comforted themselves in that if it doesn’t change, well then it won’t 
change. They don’t care anymore.” 

 
Rosana’s personal environment has also been stimulating for her participation. Her participation, 

as she sees it, was mainly shapes by the demonstrations organized in the San Carlos University 

and when accompanying her mother with her clothes’ business where they would also talk to the 

women about their rights as women. Before entering the political party what she sees as her real 
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initiation in politics, she was thus already active. Her participation was formed by the motivation 

to join the political party: 

“So if I wanted the change, I had to participate in some way, so I had to work with some political 
party, because it’s the only way to succeed a bit in that they hear us. So I decided ‘Well then I’m 
going to start to work because I don’t agree with the actual government.”81 

 
She thinks her future participation will be formed by the themes of education, gender and 

intercultural relations, the last two themes clearly evident in the participation with her mother’s 

work. Her experience within the political party and the position she holds in the municipality is 

for her an important position from which her participation can be more valuable in the future: 

“Before arriving at elections for a public position, first I have to serve the people (…). Right now 
I’m learning and if I don’t know the problems that the people have then what can I go 
demanding? First I have to understand which problems they have and how to solve them.”82 

 
She is not that negative on the participation of other youth. She emphasized the existing 

possibilities for youth to enter politics, like has happened in her case with her party: 

“There are more workshops for youth that try to wake them up. For the capacitation, we are 
already on the way to wake up. We’re not anymore in the stage of total tranquillity.” 
 

The trajectory of political participation of Julio as well has been marked by participation from a 

young age. Family discussions on politics have been a part of his upbringing; he himself already 

participated in pro-democracy demonstrations against the military government at the age of 

twelve, which however was discouraged by his parents. His participation further was formed 

through participation in student organizations, assessor work and involvement with the 

departmental electoral bureau the TSE. Also, he identifies his participation by the possibility to 

learn and do more as youth: 

“It’s a possibility to grow and a possibility to change.”83 
 
Participation and the further growing bureaucratization in Coatepeque are themes that he wishes 

to work with in the short future. His comment on youth participation is also markedly more 

optimistic.  

“It’s [participation] active, but like I said, there’s necessity to ‘pull’ and ‘push’.” (…) That is to say: 
‘come over here’ or to give them a kick in the behind so that they start running and get there.” 

 
In explaining the different position of Rosana and Julio in relation to the other commentaries one 

can remark that both deliberately looked for an entrance in the political institutions and have 

‘succeeded’ where apparently this access is many times blocked for youth.   
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Maria Carmen’s previous participation has been limited she says by the necessities to study and 

work. Apart from participating in some workshops and the initiation of the local youth 

organization, she has not been that active she says. She did participate in the manifestations 

against the TLC treaty although this is not her favourite way of expressing her criticism.  

She emphasizes that she wants to learn while participating because this will increase her influence: 

“Even though I’m not going to change the totality in a little time, at least I have to contribute 
something as a youth. Since I’m still young I still have to learn many things because I still lack a lot 
of knowledge.”84 

 
The central theme she wants to work with is ‘youth’, combining also the themes of gender, 

participation and culture. She thinks that working with these themes together with youth she can 

create within the youth organization a new understanding on these themes which will make the 

youth of her community more dedicated and involved community members. Indicative of her 

description of her participation is that she was one of the few participants that could not really 

identify is their political ideology lied within leftist, centre of rightist ideology. For her this does 

not form any obstacle in her participation, because ‘change’ can be construed on an analysis of 

the problems: 

“I always wondered why they say ‘left’ about some party and why ‘right’ and why ‘centre’. I still 
don’t know, and that’s why I can’t decide. (…) Well, I’ll just go with my own ideology.” 

 
How she thinks other youth participate also resembles the difficulties she has encountered with 

setting up the youth organization in her community. It also resembles some of the obstacles she 

identified herself in previous participation: 

“I think that the fathers and the mothers of the family say that you have to get married already 
when you’re fifteen and if not then you’ll get old without getting married. And others are just 
interested in their own things in order to survive.” 

 
The last two examples of Erica and Marcos were characterized by the missing example of 

political participation from within the family context. Their examples also differ from the others 

in how they perceived their participation. They emphasized the importance of ‘participating’ 

without referring to a ‘change’ that they sought with their participation. Their perceptions of their 

participation refer more to a participative citizenship. What is indicative in these trajectories is the 

lack of family support which in the previous examples has inspired a more critical environment 

from where the participation of the other participants has taken form. Erica locates the initiation 

of her participation when she became involved with the program for Bilingual Education. Before, 

she didn’t participate; she says all she did was study and work. She did participate in 
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demonstrations (in defence of Human Rights) sometimes, although this was partly 

uncomfortable experience for her: 

“Why I did do it? Because, well to be honest I didn’t like it, it made me scared participating in a 
manifestation. But I realized that if I didn’t partake in this, would that say that I wasn’t helping 
them? Or: saying one thing, but doing the other? So when I participated for the first time, it was 
like having strength, something more…”85 

 
Her participation is important to her because it enables her to help the people, especially the 

youth, of her home community: 

“Because I’ve found out many things, that also a lot of people need me, also youth. I would like 
to work a lot with youth and share what I know, well you also learn a lot from them right?” 

  
Her future themes are formed by citizen participation which reflects her interest in youth and 

furthermore the environment. She says that she has seen the environmental situation in 

Comitancillo change rapidly since her childhood and that she wants to preserve a healthy 

environment for her own future family. She also had difficulties putting her participation within 

an ideology. Her criticism on the participation of youth much resembles the commentary from 

earlier participants: 

“The youth that I’ve seen, it’s like they prefer to have fun in other activities (…). So, little youth 
are interested.” 

 
Marcos’ participation initiated when becoming active in his schools’ student body and through 

that participation in the INGEP course. He did not participate before; he says he did not have 

any idea of what was going on in Malacatán. Besides, manifestations or demonstrations did not 

occur really that much in his city. His perception of his participation is not that formed, but is 

also logical seen his young age and short trajectory of participation: 

 “Make that everything works out alright. That what I have planned will be worked out rightly.”86 
 
He would like to know more about the communal themes in Malacatán such as public services, 

the system of drinkable water and cleaning as he sees that these are not that well organized in his 

city. Not surprisingly it is difficult for him to place his participation within an ideological 

perspective. As in the case with Maria Carmen he did not think this would limit him in having a 

valuable participation: 

“I think that further on I will become aware of this. I think I’m someone who is concerned about 
the problems that exist in Guatemala you know. I can’t say if I’m right, left or centre, but yes I’m 
someone who is concerned about what happens in the country.” 

 
His comment on the participation of Guatemalan youth follows most of the other commentaries: 

“Because they think that if they participate they won’t be able to do anything, that they won’t be 
able to do anything for Guatemala.” 
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The first six examples of political participation indicate a critical awareness of their participation. 

Their political formation has likely accentuated their perception of their activism and 

subsequently the goals of their participation. How the participants reflect on their political 

formation is a final measurement of the factors they perceived as important and can also give 

feed-back on the analysis of chapter three which concentrated on the process of citizenship 

building among youth. The commentaries of the participants then can possibly identify in which 

directions stimulants should be sought in the strengthening of political participation among 

youth. 

 Chapter three pointed towards the difficult process of citizenship building among youth 

(via education) and the limited spaces available in Guatemalan society and politics to provide this 

political formation. In the final reflections of the participants on their trajectory of political 

formation it was surprising to read a more positive stance towards political participation than the 

position extracted from the interviews with key-informants on the possibilities of youth 

participation. The participants were critical on the availability of spaces but, without ignoring the 

limited interest of youth, did not see these as determining obstacles in assuring an active 

participation: 

“And sometimes as well the opportunities don’t exist. Well, some exist but we have to look for 
them and it’s not like they come and say, or that they demand us to participate. And if we don’t 
look, well then there aren’t any.”87 
 
“To get a political preparation there’s no government type that says ‘let’s go and prepare our 
youth’, but I think that as well youth have not pushed for this.”88 
 
“There are spaces, but here we don’t have this thing that says ‘come, come, come and participate!’ 
That way you won’t get there. There are a lot of people who want to, but who are waiting to be 
called or to be given a push.”89 
 
“I think that there’s not a lot of opportunity to participate, but yes there are spaces and we have 
to occupy these. Because it’s not a job where one says ‘come and work’, since one has to look for 
what he needs.”90 

 
Only Nicolás made a special referent in his reflection on his political formation about the 

influence the educational system has in this. This comment affirms the analysis on the 

educational system and citizenship as dealt with in section 3.3. of the previous chapter: 

“You have to look how to form yourself on your own. While you’re coursing from primaria to 
diversificado, you’re in the blank. You just hear vaguely what politics is, what the idea is in rough 
lines (…). But in reality you don’t have any contact with it.”91 
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They do not seem pessimistic about the limited possibilities to participate, although they do 

acknowledge that it is difficult for youth to occupy these spaces. Almost simultaneously with this 

observation, they emphasized their resolve to search for these spaces. The determination is what 

they ascribe to their success of their political formation: 

“Not a lot, not a lot, but if as a youth you want to do something, you have to look and win this 
space.” (…) Because I looked for the space, I interested myself, I looked how to form myself and 
I do want to form myself. I don’t want to stay behind just knowing how to give classes to children, 
I want to know something more and I want to know especially about politics.”92 
 
“Well, if you don’t want to do it, or you don’t have the willingness, then you won’t do it. Simply 
you’ll accommodate yourself, sit down and say ‘Ah look at the poverty, there’s no change’.”93 
 
“You’d have to know what you want. And then look for someone who can give you support. And 
if there’s no one to give you support, well then create it yourself.”94 
 
“The will to do things. If I saw what happened, I would want to put an end to it and say how 
good it is to participate. Like I tell you, participating in workshops and in courses. And also the 
help from my party, who’ve helped me considerably.”95 
 
“And I want to know about politics, so I have to find out where to move, where I can get my 
books, in which library (…). But that’s the only way to do it, doing it yourself.”96 

 
The academic discussion on youth participation that borders on a loss of a critical horizon and a 

culture of individualism (as apparently stimulated by the Guatemalan national context) goes 

beyond many of the interviewed youngsters who have grown up in their (family) contexts gaining 

a critical perception of their surroundings and national reality. As was evidenced in the 

comparison between the sketched habitus of Guatemalan youth and of the participants, the 

context of the participants’ lives showed in the majority of the examples important elements that 

have sparked their participation. These elements were the personal environment in interactive 

relation with the (local) lived experience of reality in which process a new framing of the situation 

could take place leading to a critical perception of their life-worlds. Their local lived experience 

has set these youngsters apart from the general depolitization of the population witnessed in 

Latin American nations. 

 The interviews then form an exception to the majority of Guatemalan youth, at least how 

this group is perceived within academic studies. Applying the lessons learned to the identified 

context of citizenship building in post-dictatorial Guatemala we can point towards the important 
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role initiatives like those of INGEP, INCEP, FES and the OEA have in constructing a new 

critical and equipped generation of political youth. 

   
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 5 Conclusions and discussion 
 

This study has tried to assess the role of youth as political actor within the current Guatemalan 

democratization process. To be able to do this, the central question that has guided the research 

was ‘How do Guatemalan youth position themselves in relation to politics in a post-dictatorial 

context?’ The research question put special emphasis on the conflictive context of Guatemala as 

post-dictatorial society as this context influences directly the relation between the population and 

politics and therefore has repercussions on the political participation of youth and adults alike.  

Methodologically, the research made use of interviews with key-informants and 

informants to construct the context of study by identifying with national actors the key aspects 

forming the discussion on youth, politics and society. Further on in the research, in-depth 

interviews with politically active youngsters were included to go into the factors that had 

stimulated and complicated the political formation and political participation of eight young 

individuals.  

Citizenship was a key concept used within the theoretical framework of this study. The 

use of this concept in its three definitions as responsible, participative and critical citizenship made 

possible qualitative assessments of how the political participation of youth can be defined. 

‘Building citizenship’ is considered an important outcome of democratization processes as 

evidenced by the discussed theoretical frameworks on democratization.  

 The societal and political reconstruction in the post-dictatorial era provides a specific 

context of study; therefore, the research focused on the one hand on the process of ‘citizenship 

building’ was promoted ‘bottom-up’ by state-guided society building. On the other hand, the 

research focused on the actual notions of citizenship among Guatemala youth as expressed by 

their ideas and actions towards state, society and politics.  

The Guatemalan democratization process faces difficult challenges. Political parties and 

political institutions experience a lack of confidence in the eyes of the public. At the same time, 

the existence of a new ‘open space’ where societal and political actors can freely speak and debate 

issues without fear of repression could strengthen the relationships between society, political 

parties and the state. The Peace Accords and the truth rapports indicated together with these 

challenges the necessity of a process of ‘citizenship building’. The educational system in 

Guatemala was given an important role in construing a new notion of citizenship congruent with 

national reality and recent history. One of the main findings of this research is that it is difficult 

for the educational system to fulfil this role. The educational system is unequally represented 

throughout the country, where a strong urban bias can be discerned in the allocation of schools. 

On the levels of básico and diversificado (from fifteen to twenty years) state schools in the 



countryside only account for 2.4% of all national educational institutions. Private schools in the 

countryside form 7.7% of all national educational institutions. To this has to be added that 

private schools are often located in the urban centres of the department and too expensive for 

rural families. Furthermore, national studies have concluded that the educational curriculum 

taught in schools is not able to transmit a realistic and critical understanding of national reality to 

the students. The national imagery is built on patriotic symbols and abstract values without giving 

incentives to the students to how this imaginary can be critically deducted from national reality. 

The weak positions of the educational system is a direct critique towards the Guatemalan state in 

that it cannot provide the Guatemalan youth with equal educational opportunities and comply 

with the task of constructing citizenship through education as agreed upon in the Peace Accords 

and concretized in the Educational Reform of 1997. This from the outset puts limits on the 

critical involvement of youth as political actor. 

Another important finding of this study is that the position of youth within society and 

politics is still very weak and undermines the role youth as political actor can play in the 

Guatemalan democratization process. Their position in society can be called weak as evidenced 

by the socio-economic conditions of youth and the exigencies of the labour market. For most 

youth finding work is a necessity for personal survival (and that of their family) and this has 

direct repercussions on what they see as their main preoccupations in life. This results in that 

their objectives are more individualistic, undermining the possibility and willingness to become 

politically involved.  

The present constitution of spaces for political formation and participation for youth is a 

direct result of the dictatorial period. Political parties represent a limited opportunity for youth to 

participate, as political parties very often resemble vertical, hierarchical and closed organizations. 

It is still difficult for youth to access positions that permit influence in the decision making 

processes of the parties. Furthermore, youth active in political parties are most often relegated 

the role of ‘animators’ who carry out practical work during election times: placing posters, 

organizing marches, animate the crowd etc. Youth within political parties have never played an 

influential role as political youth actor. Youth organizations were an important political actor 

during the 1944 revolution and at the start of the dictatorial period. During the dictatorial period 

youth leaders and students leaders were relentlessly persecuted which means that youth now do 

not have strong examples of youth leadership (most have been assassinated) and a strong 

network of youth organizations. It is not yet clear which role youth organizations can play in the 

current democratization process and in which way their proposals and activities can influence the 

construction of critical citizenship among youth, but the examples of critical involvement of 



youth organizations are hopeful and a more specific study on their protagonism will be essential 

in assessing their real effect. The position of youth within society and politics is weak in that 

neither the socio-economic conditions of youth in society nor the scarce spaces available to youth 

to participate offer the possibility of an active involvement as political actor. 

  If we are to classify the political participation of Guatemalan youth according to 

responsible, participative and critical citizenship, the political ideas and behaviour of Guatemalan 

youth adhere mostly to what could be described as participative citizenship. Guatemalan youth 

show a strong appreciation of democratic values as tolerance, political equality and solidarity. 

However, they also express opinions and behaviours that go against the compliance with these 

democratic ideals in daily practice. This raises the question whether Guatemalan youth can 

critically indicate and comply with the values they see as necessary for a functioning equal 

democratic society. Guatemalan youth also show to have little knowledge on the political history 

of the country.97 This would indicate that there is little ground to assume the existence of a 

critical citizenship, which demands a critical understanding of national reality, including its 

historical dimension.  

There are stronger arguments for the existence of a participative citizenship among 

Guatemalan youth. They express the importance of participation on local and national level as a 

way to solve problems. This is also reflected in the high participation of youth (45% of youth) in 

sports, religious, study groups etc. This is indicative for an active involvement in civil society. To 

this has to be added that the majority of youth does not participate (55% of youth) and that their 

participation is mainly apolitical. Still, we should emphasize the valuable contribution this social 

participation has for the formation of civil society even though from the viewpoint of the 

democratization process Guatemala would benefit more from a critical involvement of youth and 

adults alike.  

Finally, we can comment that the educational system stimulates a responsible citizenship 

with the emphasis on patriotism and an understanding of the Guatemalan nation as a collection 

of national symbols and values.  

 The interviews with politically active youngsters that were conducted within the research 

show that most often the influence of the parents was decisive in how the youngsters interpreted 

their local reality and their role in society and politics, as evidenced in the way they explained 

their political participation. This shows that the personal environment of youth is vital in the 
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construction of citizenship, more than the urban/rural location and education of the individual. 

We should remark that people in Guatemala still are rather withholding towards political 

participation and that people still associate political participation with the risks of repression from 

the dictatorial period. The still pending violence and political repression in the Guatemalan 

democratization process will deepen this feeling on behalf of the population more than creating 

new incentives for political activism.  

 

As has been indicated earlier in this chapter the concept used throughout the research to qualify 

the political participation of youth in Guatemala was the concept of citizenship, in its three forms 

as responsible, participative and critical citizenship. In chapter three I noted some national 

concepts that had come up during the research. National scholars and professionals referred on 

various occasions during the interviews to ‘political horizon’ and ‘historical memory’ when 

discussing the political participation of youth. In this part of the chapter I would like to come 

back to this issue and put into question the use of citizenship versus the ‘national concepts’ 

found during the study.  

 To start, when discussing democratization processes it often seems ‘natural’ to talk about 

citizenship. In the Western world we often perceive our citizenship as a ‘given’ in society and 

politics seen the large historical process of democratization that the Western world in general has 

lived. In the Western world where possibilities to participate are widely available in theory, 

citizenship in its different forms can qualify the gradations of involvement individuals have in 

politics and society as citizens.  

In Latin America citizenship is much more contested, mostly due to problems related to 

the exercise of citizenship by the population. Here people speak of ciudadanos postergados98, citizens 

that cannot exercise fully their constitutional rights. Various struggles like the popular social 

protests for water and gas (Bolivia), foreign enterprises exploiting indigenous land (Ecuador and 

the Mapuche’s in Chile and Argentina) and indigenous rights (Zapatista’s, Chiapas, Mexico) show 

that numerous groups in Latin America feel that the state fails to protect their citizen’s rights 

against other (foreign) interests.  

The models of citizenship used throughout the research were devised within a Western 

context and so we should be sensitive when implementing these concepts in a non-Western 

context.99 The use of different concepts in Guatemala might rightly point towards this problem. 

Understanding the historical context of the research topic is very important in this respect. 

                                                 
98 Ciudadanos postergados can be translated as ‘neglected citizens’ 
99 The forms of citizenship devised by Westheimer and Kahne (2004) were created within the context of the 
United States of America, and so were intended to principally have explanatory value within this context. 



Unlike most Western countries Guatemala’s democracy is still very young. The repressive context 

of the last decades has determined the constitution of society, politics and the mentality of the 

population so profoundly that certain ‘factors’ are still not sufficiently present to guarantee a full 

exercise of citizenship. For example, political parties have to learn to respond more closely to the 

interests and demands of the population. Access to critical information regarding the political 

history of the country and current political processes is still scarce and difficult. People still 

associate political participation with risks, more so when political violence continues to exist.  

Citizenship, unlike in the Western context where citizenship can be categorized within 

different qualitative ‘gradations’ of citizen’s involvement, should be interpreted in Guatemala as a 

process of ‘constructing citizenship’. Both the national concepts ‘political horizon’ as ‘historical 

memory’ highlight this process of construction within the individual in his/her formation as 

citizen. The use of ‘political horizon’ refers to the formation of a (critical) position of the 

individual vis-à-vis the political processes he/she is contemplating, instead of accepting the pre-

existence of a critical position of the individual based on a prior open access to critical 

information. ‘Historical memory’ point towards this often missing critical historical perspective in 

the Guatemala context with which Guatemalan youth can evaluate current political practices. 

That citizenship among Guatemalan youth is indeed more a process of construction instead of a 

pre-existing critical disposition towards national reality is highlighted in the interviews with the 

politically active youngsters where the stimulation of one or both of the parents based on their 

prior participation was a decisive factor in the political formation of the youngster.  

The use of Western models of citizenship does not sufficiently take into account the 

delicate context in which this citizenship has to be constructed after decades of political 

repression as in the case of Guatemala. Building citizenship is a difficult process; therefore 

research should focus on local initiatives where citizenship is constructed locally on the level of 

individuals. For example, by youth organizations working in local urban and rural contexts and by 

diverse initiatives such as those by FES, OEA, INCEP and more so INGEP who have entered 

the rural areas in the South and the West with their courses on political formation, areas where 

traditionally the political participation has been low.  

In spite of the military dictatorships of the past and the legacy of political repression 

positive initiatives are taking place within the democratization of the country. It is more hopeful 

to focus on these initiatives and look for ways to strengthen these. As for the political youth 

movement, we should continue research from the premise that “We are re-arming ourselves with 

hope” as can be found painted on a wall on the 7th avenue in the city centre of Ciudad de 



Guatemala. Further research should indicate ways to stimulate the active and critical inclusion of 

new generations of Guatemalans in the construction of a future Guatemala.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



List of acronyms 

 

ACJ                 Association of Christian Youngsters 

AVANCSO   Association for the Advancement of Social Sciences in Guatemala 

CEH            Commission for Historical Clarification 

EPUM              Political Stage for Mayan Unity 

FES         Friedrich Ebert Foundation 

FLACSO        Latin American Faculty of Social Sciences 

FRG                Guatemalan Republican Front 

H.I.J.O.S.    Sons and Daughters for Identity and Justice against Oblivion and Silence 

INCEP            Central American Institute for Political Studies 

INGEP            Institute for Political Leadership 

JURNG                  Youth of the URNG 

Mojomayas              Movement of Mayan Youngsters 

OEA            Organization of American States 

REMHI            Recuperation of the Historical Memory 

URNG        National Guatemalan Revolutionary Unity 
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Appendix 

 

I. List of interviews with key informants and informants 

 

Interview Palma (AVANCSO), 13th of December 2004, Guatemala City 

 

Interview Camey (FLACSO), 24th of November 2004, Guatemala City 

 

Interview Chacón (INCEP), 1st of December 2004, Guatemala City 

 

Interview representative of Mojomayas, 1st of December 2004, Guatemala City 

 

Interview Ramos (INGEP), 7th of December 2004, Guatemala City 

 

Interview representative of H.I.J.O.S., 10th of December 2004, Guatemala City 

 

Interview representative of ACJ, 13th of December 2004, Guatemala City 

 

Interview Vázquez (FES), 14th of December 2004, Guatemala City 

 

Interview González (OEA), 22 th of February 2005, Guatemala City 

 

Interview representatives of Caja Lúdica, 24th of February 2005, Guatemala City 

 

Interview Colussi (UNESCO/Cultura de Paz), 4th of April 2005, Guatemala City 

 

Interview Chocooj (CONJUVE), 8th of April 2005, Guatemala City 

 

 

II.Interviews with politically active youngsters 

 

Interview Maria Carmen, 23rd of April 2005, Quetzaltenango 

 

Interview Monica, 23rd of April 2005, Quetzaltenango  



Interview Rosana, 24th of April 2005, Quetzaltenango 

 

Interview Nicolás, 25th of April 2005, San Marcos 

 

Interview Julio, 26th of April 2005, Coatepeque  

 

Interview Marcos, 27th of April 2005, Malacatán 

 

Interview Erica, 28th of April 2005, San Pedro Sacatepéquez 

 

Interview Josefina 29th of April 2005, Totonicapán  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


