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  From I, Rigoberta to the Commissioning of Truth
 Maya Women and the Reshaping of Guatemalan History 
 
  Victoria Sanford 
 
  
  Let our history be as factual, logical, reliable and documented as a history book needs to be. But also let it contain the dialogic history of its making, and the experience of its makers. 
 
  --Alessandro Portelli, The Death of Luigi Trastulli 
 
  The writing of history, both archival and oral, is necessarily a theoretical and political activity which makes it a practice in and for the present. Theory, politics and current trends are driving forces of this practice even when their existence is overlooked or denied. 
 
  --Popular Memory Group, Making Histories 
 Officially erasing both community and individual memory and agency, the Guatemalan army, elite interests, and some academics have attempted to explain Maya political activism as a manipulation of the Maya by the guerrillas and/or popular organizations andreligious groups. Indeed, such representations of the Maya tend to conflate or draw little to no distinction between these sectors, thus reinforcing the official conflation of ethnicity with political affiliation. I suggest that the perception of the "manipulated" Maya is a recovery and transformation of the official story. Like the official story upon which it is based, it shares the same racist ideational foundation that denies political consciousness and free will to the Maya; to explain away Maya political action as a manipulation is to negate the memory and agency of Maya communities, families, and individuals. In this article, I explore testimony, official discourse, and truth in popular memory in relationship to the still contested reconstruction of Guatemalan history. It is my intention to posit that [End Page 16] understanding the political ideologies and mobilizations of these organizations through Maya experience, instead of official state discourse, offers a more nuanced analysis of Maya political activism as experienced by the majority of rural Maya, remembered within their world cosmology, and expressed in their political memory and agency as conscious subjects.
 
  Rigoberta Menchú and the Small Voice of History 
 In "The Small Voice of History," Ranajit Guha asks, "But suppose there were a historiography that regarded 'what women were saying' as integral to its project, what kind of history would it write?" Guha offers that a rewriting attentive to women's voices will (1) "challenge the univocity of state discourse" and (2) "put the question of agency and instrumentality back in the narrative" (Guha 1996, 11). 1
 This is exactly what happened with the 1983 publication of Rigoberta Menchú's autobiography Me llamó Rigoberta Menchú y así me nació la conciencia (published in English as I, Rigoberta Menchú: An Indian Woman in Guatemala in 1984). By asserting the political consciousness, self-expression, and political action of Maya women, Menchú challenged official histories of Guatemala and romantic representations of Maya women that, each in distinct ways, negated the dynamic and varied political responses of Maya women to Guatemalan state violence. Recorded and written in Paris by anthropologist Elizabeth Burgos-Debray, I, Rigoberta chronicles the life of Rigoberta's family, which becomes the vehicle for the outsider (both non-Maya Guatemalans and the international community) to understand the struggle of the Maya in Guatemala to defend their lands, communities, and culture in the face of ever-increasing state violence. Rigoberta's standing in the world community as Maya, female, and campesina was transformed by her book and multiple speaking engagements in Europe and the United States. Thus, Rigoberta came to represent the antithesis of stereotypes of Maya women as silent, traditional, static, without politics, and without agency. Indeed, I, Rigoberta, and later Rigoberta herself, demanded recognition of Maya women as more than pawns of political processes designed and led by others. Rigoberta obliged the world to recognize Maya women [End Page 17] as agents of their own history whose participation in political movements shaped those very movements regardless of their initial catalyst. Tenacity, commitment, and determination brought Rigoberta recognition as an international advocate for the rights of the Maya--culminating with the Nobel Peace Prize.
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