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Introduction
A Transition to Misery

Guatemala’s armed conflict was one of the longest and bloodiest in
modern Latin American history. It spanned decades of organizing by peasant, indigenous, student, religious, and workers’ organizations, along with
several armed revolutionary groups—motivated by anti-imperialism, land
reform, equality, and social democracy—that were all violently opposed by
a fascistic military dictatorship backed by national elites and the US government. Its nadir was a brutal scorched-earth campaign in 1981–1983,
during which the army killed tens of thousands, displaced over a million,
and committed hundreds of massacres in order to divide guerrilla organizations from their civilian base in the indigenous western highlands.1
With the internal enemy defeated, and confronted with economic disarray
and international condemnation, the army pursued limited democracy in
1985 while permanently occupying rural towns and forcing village men to
participate in antiguerrilla civil defense patrols (PAC).2 With great courage, civil society organizations fought to expand the democratic opening
as human rights advocates risked their lives to denounce state violence
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and to search for loved ones who had been forcibly disappeared.3 The
most storied protagonist of Guatemala’s transition was the Pan-Mayan
movement, which pursued cultural revitalization, self-determination,
and a pluri-national state.4 Throughout the 1990s, indigenous organizations took power in rural towns across the western highlands—a tectonic
shift in local racial hierarchies—just as state decentralization raised the
stakes of local control. In 1992, the 500th anniversary of Columbus’s
voyage, Rigoberta Menchú was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for her
testimonio depicting life as an Indian girl, her family’s struggle for land
and experiences with state violence, and indigenous support for resistance movements, as well as for her global advocacy for indigenous rights
(Burgos-Debray, 1985).
Pressure from a coalition of popular and Mayan movements and business elites led to the signing of peace accords in 1996.5 The left found
more success in UN-brokered negotiations than on the battlefield. Hailed
internationally as a historic transition to multicultural democracy, the
accords’ call for structural reforms alongside the official recognition of
human and indigenous rights inspired hope for lasting change. Although
the accords were limited and many remained skeptical,6 they were a
watershed in Guatemalan history, their significance marked by the return
of refugees from Mexico and mountain hideouts, the dismantling of rural
paramilitaries and army garrisons, the legalization of leftist parties and
movements, the recognition of indigenous identity, and the arrival of UN
monitors and a phalanx of national and international organizations promoting development and human, indigenous, and women’s rights.7
Two truth commissions cut through army propaganda and silence
about the causes, extent, and perpetrators of the violence, and they wove
a new narrative of Guatemalan history. The UN Commission for Historical Clarification (CEH), established in the peace accords, found the
army and paramilitaries responsible for 93 percent of nearly 200,000
estimated deaths, including 626 massacres, and revealed that the vast
majority—83 percent—of those killed were Mayas, members of Guatemala’s majority indigenous underclass. They also concluded that the
army had committed “acts of genocide” during the scorched-earth campaign. The CEH further framed the violence as an expression of racism and inequality at the heart of Guatemalan society: an agro-export
economy founded on indigenous dispossession, the 1954 overthrow of a
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democratically elected president who was implementing land reform, and
deeply rooted patterns of violence and racism. Testimony catalogued by
the Recuperation of Historical Memory Project (REHMI 1998), a separate truth commission directed by Catholic Church’s Office for Human
Rights, corroborated and added depth to these findings.
Democracy was marketed in Guatemala as the path to peace and to the
economic and political inclusion of the indigenous majority, a clean break
from a history of internal colonialism, dictatorship, and war. As President
Clinton apologized for US complicity, Guatemalans were rethinking their
ethnic and gender identities and rebuilding communities and institutions,
often with direct assistance from the state they had fought against for
decades and international donors whose motives were opaque. Guarded
optimism coursed through the programs and workshops of Asociación
Ceiba, a leftist, human-rights–oriented nongovernmental organization
(NGO) in rural Huehuetenango, for which in 2002–2003 I conducted a
collaborative investigation of Mayan women’s organizations in Colotenango. Ceiba’s members—a collection of former revolutionaries, returned
refugees, feminists, agronomists, physicians and health promoters, and
European and US volunteers—imagined their programs as the leading
edge of democratic transformation in a region recently awakened from
a long nightmare. My first exposure to this energy was in 1998 as an
anthropology graduate student in Austin, Texas, where several Guatemalan activists had come to develop politically engaged research agendas.8
Perhaps predictably, democracy has been profoundly disappointing to
Guatemalan progressives; their hopes for lasting social transformation
have been crushed by persistent poverty, state violence, impunity, rising
inequality, and the election of corrupt authoritarian parties.9 Right-wing
parties have blocked the peace accords while pursuing a transition to free
market policies of free trade, deregulation, austerity, privatization, and
resource extraction that have harmed the majority to benefit the few.10
Violent crime and femicide thrive in a climate of economic and physical insecurity and impunity that has prompted hundreds of thousands
to migrate north since the 2000s.11 Deregulation, speculation, and rising
demand for raw materials have accelerated extractive industries and land
grabs, unleashing a new cycle of conflicts.12
Rather than expanding in civil society, progressive movements are
divided and have an uneven following in rural communities.13 In 1999
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voters rejected a constitutional referendum required to implement the
accord on indigenous rights (Warren 2002). Twenty years after peace,
no movement or party wields the capacity to force significant economic
redistribution, or even implementation of the accords, now a dead letter
(Hernández Pico 2005). Violence against indigenous and peasant organizations proceeds routinely in the name of defending the democratic order
while army assassins, mobster politicians, and white-collar criminals walk
free and while transnational corporations and national elites monopolize
national resources, wreck the environment, and pay minimal taxes.14 Patterns in Mayan politics feed democratic disenchantment. Unlike in Bolivia
and Ecuador, where indigenous and peasant coalitions mounted electoral
challenges to free market policies, rural Mayas have mostly avoided radical movements and many have voted for authoritarians, most disturbingly for former dictator Efraín Ríos Montt for president in 2003, whose
evangelical populist image contrasted starkly with accusations of genocide
during the scorched-earth campaign.15

The Democracy-Development Paradox
This book confronts the chronic failure, nagging persistence, and
deep interrelationship between democracy and development—two pillars of Western modernity—and their implications for rural politics in
the age of neoliberalism, especially in post-conflict societies. Liberal
democracy—free elections and free markets—is the seemingly self-evident
form of government in most of the world, based on an idea of popular
sovereignty, celebrated as the ideal, widely understood as synonymous
with peace and freedom, and promoted by international institutions as a
remedy for a host of social ills. Yet liberal democracy increasingly channels illiberalism, its ostensible opposite, producing war, intolerance, and
authoritarianism from within the democratic process itself. Across the
world, frustrated multitudes rally behind authoritarian populists who
employ violence and other illiberal means alongside claims to defend
“the people” against immigrants, economic stagnation, terrorism, corrupt elites, cultural decay, and sometimes their own neighbors. Authoritarian populism is not new but has proliferated alongside the shift to
neoliberalism: a philosophy that sees the common good as best achieved

A Transitio n to Mis er y     5
by concerted efforts to maximize individual economic freedom and economic growth; restrictions on regulation, redistribution, and labor power;
and the global expansion of free markets.16 More than a set of economic
policies, neoliberalism is a political rationality that extends market logic
into all domains of social life.
Development is a paramount value in market societies, associated with
economic prosperity and progress and encapsulated in the idea of living better. Development is synonymous with economic growth, rebuilding communities riven by war and natural disaster, and improvement in
general. Development is the primary responsibility of all states and the
metric by which they are judged, the putative motive of much of their
activity. In dominant conceptions of the global South, development is
further understood as a necessary and inevitable process through which
poor and conflict-ridden “third-world” countries become more like the
“first world” as their citizens overcome endemic cultural backwardness
to become “modern.”17 Democracy and development are widely assumed
to be fundamentally compatible and mutually reinforcing. Development exists outside of democracy, but democracy—in the global South
especially—depends on development: it is built out of efforts to train
individuals to understand the scope and responsibilities of democratic
citizenship, participate in free markets, and engage in democratic decision
making, the latter largely centered around development. However, democracy and development routinely fall short as neoliberal polices exacerbate
poverty and inequality and expose citizens to exploitation, displacement,
and environmental harm. Disillusionment with democracy is largely a
result of its inability to address the failure of development; their fates are
intertwined. Yet the pull of democracy and development remains strong,
even among the very people who bear the brunt of their failures.
Anthropologists and cultural critics are decidedly ambivalent about
the dangers and possibilities of democracy and development, mirroring
divided and increasingly pessimistic perceptions of the political present.
Critics on the left point to liberal democracy’s violent foundations and
features—differentiated regimes of citizenship, border policing, repression
of dissent, and assimilationist tendencies—perpetuated through seemingly
apolitical procedures.18 They highlight liberal democracy’s disregard for
historical struggles for material rights, its affinity with imperialism and
free market hegemony, and its remarkable capacity to neutralize critique.19
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Political theorist Jodi Dean (2009) dismisses democracy as “communicative capitalism”: a “neoliberal fantasy” that derails and absorbs dissent.20
Development is similarly derided as a form of economic and cultural
imperialism rooted in neocolonial inequalities that disrupts indigenous
economic and political structures and spoils ecologies in the name of
progress.21 James Ferguson (1994) branded development an “anti-politics
machine” that reinforces state power and spreads bureaucracy and market rationality while obscuring the structural and political causes of poverty. Development and democracy appear as mechanisms of control rather
than liberation.
In a different register, political theorist Wendy Brown (2015) warns
of the evisceration of liberal democracy, along with more radical possibilities, by neoliberal political rationality,22 while the poverty economist
Amartya Sen (1999) sees development, understood as the increase of
human capacity for the marginalized, as the expansion of freedom. Others
look to the potential of “alternative” or “radical” democracy and development to challenge injustice and construct egalitarian futures, either
from the bottom up, as with the Zapatistas, or through the state, as in
Bolivia.23 Anthropologists have analyzed multifarious efforts to weaponize and militarize democracy and development and to foster democratic
citizens habituated to free markets and resigned to spiraling inequalities.
They have also shown how democracy and development are generative,
open-source ideals that are reworked and reimagined by various groups to
challenge violence and exclusion.24 Neoliberal and authoritarian varieties
of democracy and Eurocentric, capitalist models of development predominate, and they become entangled with both egalitarian and reactionary
populist politics on the ground.
How do different combinations of development and democracy operate
alongside political and economic violence to transform the terrain of rural politics under neoliberalism? How have democracy and development been imagined, assembled, and securitized to extend counterinsurgency—coordinated
action against radical movements—through post-conflict transitions? What
are the dangers of pursuing decolonization on the terrain of neoliberal
democracy and development? How do the contradictions of “neoliberal”
empowerment inform alliances with authoritarian populism? These matters hold great urgency for marginalized populations throughout the global
South who over the last several decades have navigated a political terrain
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defined by post-conflict and post-socialist transitions, indigenous rights
movements, neoliberal policies, and progressive and reactionary populisms.
The Democracy Development Machine explores these questions in
San Pedro Necta, a Maya-Mam majority town in the rural department
of Huehuetenango in Guatemala’s western highlands. Huehuetenango
is one of Guatemala’s poorest departments, and more than 65 percent
of its inhabitants are indigenous. Because of its remoteness, poverty, and
indigenous peasant majority, Huehuetenango is commonly imagined as
a hinterland. The department’s indigenous communities rallied behind
the democratic revolution of 1944–1954, were the cradle of the guerrilla
movement in the 1970s, were devastated by counterinsurgency, and have
staged a political resurgence since the 1990s. In 2003 San Pedro joined
the ranks of many highland towns where the authoritarian Guatemalan
Republican Front (FRG), led by Ríos Montt, gained a strong indigenous
following to notch victories after the peace accords.
Throughout the western highlands, democracy was established through
development during an ongoing counterinsurgency and a peace process to
extend neocolonial order alongside demilitarization and free market restructuring.25 Organized villagers seized upon democracy and d
 evelopment to
extend long-standing struggles for individual and collective advancement,
dignity, and basic resources: central elements of decolonized citizenship.
Wary of reifying power or romanticizing resistance, I explore Mayan Sampedranos’ entanglements with distinct facets and fusions of democracy and
development as they took shape over two decades. My analysis is based
on seventeen months of ethnographic and historical fieldwork beginning in
2003, spanning all of 2004, and then in subsequent visits through 2014.
“Neoliberal” democracy and development disappointed local expectations,
brought unintended consequences, and extended counterinsurgency by
other means, calling into question their efficacy as vehicles for progressive
change even when subalterns try to reclaim them. I attribute the success of
authoritarian populism in San Pedro to the ways that it offered ephemeral
but material forms of relief from the failures of democracy and development,
from within the confines of neoliberal order, while simultaneously reinforcing these limits.
Critical scholars of post-conflict settings question the separation
between democracy and war, approaching democracy as a field of power
that reproduces wartime antagonisms in altered form.26 Democracy’s
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politics becomes most evident in post-conflict transitions when its edges
line up against competing national projects and histories of struggle. The
Democracy Development Machine analyzes how democracy and development worked alongside political and economic violence in a context of
material deprivation to reorganize indigenous politics on market and electoral terms, and to erode collective solidarity and instill competitive individualism, in part through Sampedranos’ efforts to put them in the service
of their own struggles. This book also contributes to public and scholarly
discussions of political and social transformations in Mayan communities
since democratization (1985) and after the peace accords. Specifically, it
reframes Mayan support for authoritarian politicians, particularly Ríos
Montt, by showing how Sampedrano political alignments were not based
on consent, fear, false consciousness, or strategic engagement but were
reactions to the deficits and perverse effects of neoliberal democracy and
the forms of development at its core.27
On the ground, democracy and development interacted with grassroots
political imaginaries that were forged through centuries of colonial state
formation and most recently by engagements with nationalist governments, religious organizations, revolutionary politics, and counterinsurgency. In San Pedro, under military rule and through the peace process,
different forms of development wove local struggles for advancement into
market activities and local democratic politics by empowering new kinds
of subjects with new outlooks and capacities. Frustration with the limits of these spaces found tragic expression through authoritarian populisms that harvested pessimism, uncertainty, vulnerability, and resentment,
only to reinforce the structures that made them inevitable. Authoritarian
populism advanced during a transition away from military rule despite
the profound misgivings of its own supporters. In these ways, politics in
San Pedro blurred distinctions between state and civil society, violence
and development, decolonization and counterinsurgency, and democracy
and war.

Developing Neoliberal Democracy
The Democracy Development Machine describes the assembly and operation of a “governing assemblage” (Li 2007a)—a network of political
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regulation—that was composed of political violence, official historical
narratives, market-oriented capacity development, infrastructural development, clientelist party politics, and state multiculturalism. These seemingly disconnected and conflicting elements were brought together in
the context of extreme poverty and racial inequality to displace radical
politics into a severely reduced political field, repressing memories of past
struggles, reinforcing pessimism, empowering new political and economic
subjects whose desires and politics fit neocolonial and neoliberal parameters, telescoping broader conceptions of development and well-being into
“projects” and private advancement, incentivizing participation in divisive party politics, promoting narratives of Mayan neutrality and multicultural inclusion, exacerbating class divisions and resentment, sowing
mistrust, aggravating insecurity, fragmenting autonomous organizations,
marginalizing traditional governing structures, and blaming indigenous
citizens and leaders for poverty, abandonment, corruption, and d
 emocratic
failure.
Democracy and development reorganized rural society and political
culture—landscapes of memory, capacities, livelihoods, self-conceptions,
understandings of the politically possible, community relations, and organizational forms—creating new spaces for agency within a constricted
horizon. Kathleen Stewart (2011) asks how “circulating forces . . . become
the live background of living in and living through things” in a process
of worlding (445). Democracy and development constituted a political
world defined through privatized experiences of advancement, influence, and access tethered to collective defeat, insecurity, uncertainty, and
fragmentation.
Theories that view subaltern reappropriations of democracy and development as resistance treat democracy and biopower as separate from
violence, and they draw a line between the “practice of politics . . . the
expression, in word or deed, of a critical challenge . . . a refusal of the way
things are,” on the one hand, and governance—“calculated attempts to
regulate conduct”—on the other (Li 2007b: 12). These binaries implode
when democracy and development align themselves with local struggles
for expanded citizenship in order to reformat them into limited and contradictory spaces of market advancement, ethnic politics, and electoral
competition that transform political imaginaries and erode the bases of collective action while political and economic violence foreclose alternatives.
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Democracy and development enabled and rationalized trade-offs between
victimhood and political agency, national and local change, individual
and collective well-being, development projects and self-determination,
and indigenous and class politics. Founded in violence and steeped in
market rationality, democracy and development have reshaped grassroots
politics and shattered community solidarity more insidiously than the official counterinsurgency. Despite historic gains, democratic politics in San
Pedro has lost its way. This predicament, and the propensity for authoritarian alliances that it creates, reflects the unmaking and remaking of a
political world, not false consciousness.
Anthropologists have countered narratives of postwar liberation by
examining how democracy reinforces asymmetrical social relations during post-conflict transitions. Julia Paley (2001) demonstrates how the
discourses and practices of democracy in post–Pinochet Chile redefined
citizenship on market terms. Strategically framed opinion polling managed public attitudes, while technocratic expertise excluded poor communities from decision making and gave them new roles as “service
providers” while the state retreated. Movements became “responsible”
for their government, for they had voted for it and had a seat at the table.
This reorganization of citizenship, she argues, legitimated free market
reforms and contributed to the demobilization of civil society despite
major continuities of policy and personnel between democracy and dictatorship that were not up for a vote—a great irony of democratic Chile.
In reaction, she describes how some social movements resisted their relegation to service-provider status by asserting expertise and demanding
decision-making power.
Charles Hale (2002) describes a continental shift to “neoliberal multi
culturalism” as a form of democratic governance in Latin America that
departs from assimilationist nationalist projects of mestizaje (mixing) by
extending a limited package of cultural rights to apolitical (nonconfrontational) indigenous groups while repressing indigenous organizations that
directly challenge foundational inequalities or free market policies. This
mix of symbolic inclusion and violence aims to produce “permitted Indians” who pursue cultural politics that do not directly confront capital or
historic inequalities. Although concerned that partial inclusion might divide
and neutralize indigenous politics, he favors pragmatic engagement with
multicultural states to strategies of refusal, as exemplified by the Zapatistas.
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These approaches reveal the limits of free market democracy and different dimensions of its cultural politics. Paley exposes how power works
through democratic discourses and mechanisms that blend with market
logic, but she understates the ways in which neoliberal democracy is
constituted by violence.28 Hale contends that authoritarian violence limits indigenous politics to “permitted” multicultural spaces, but he treats
democracy as generally neutral and downplays the significance of development and market rationality in mediating indigenous inclusion.29 Neither approach explains why members of Guatemala’s majority indigenous
underclass, with a long history of radical politics, would follow ultraconservative populists who oppose human rights and structural reform
and embrace criminality and violence. And neither theorizes the interplay
between democracy and development or the totalitarian strain of democracy that I encountered in San Pedro.
Instead of comparing Guatemalan democracy to a normative model,
I describe how it was assembled, imagined, and experienced in a particular place and connected to processes of state formation.30 Guatemalan
democracy was not simply “a tangle of elements thrown together in a
radical composition” (Stewart 2013, 1) but purposefully arranged and
linked to existing realities in order to produce or reinforce particular subjects, affects, conceptual horizons, and repertoires of action. The army,
state and international development institutions, and political parties
established democracy in Guatemala’s rural communities on the heels of
genocide under intensive militarization, with the aim of completing the
counterinsurgency and streamlining neoliberal restructuring by dismantling a radical political culture and cultivating a docile, market-oriented
form of indigenous citizenship focused on private advancement and local
party politics. Indigenous villagers saw democracy and development as
hard-won openings in a rigidly exclusive, racist political order and as a
means of changing that system by claiming citizenship and transforming
themselves. Governance requires rendering a field of intervention on technical terms, which tends to “exclude the structure of political-economic
relations from . . . the diagnoses and descriptions” of planners (Li 2007b: 7).
Democracy and development in Guatemala were not depoliticized; they
were concrete spaces for advancement that offered immediate material
gains within prevailing political and economic structures that were packaged as similar to, but distinct from, revolutionary visions of democracy
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and development that focused on dismantling structures of oppression.
Democracy and development were “boundary objects”: ideas and sets of
practices that united villagers, the army, state, international institutions,
and social movements in a common project and fields of action despite
vastly distinct conceptions of democracy and development and political
aims.31 I analyze the dialectic between governance and subaltern reappropriation, paying close attention to the forms composing neoliberal
democracy, the different scales at which democracy and development
were produced and contested, and corresponding shifts in micro-political
relations.
The chapters examine how neoliberal democracy was established in a
rural town—specifically, how it was composed out of forms of development focused on “improving” historical memory, individual capacity, and
political capacity: efforts that were framed as safe concessions to grassroots demands but that excluded historical struggles as well as desires
for far-reaching, national-level redistribution, such as land reform. They
also describe how neoliberal democracy and development operated and
were experienced in rural villages. Chapter 1 provides background on San
Pedro’s political history and describes how the army’s promotion of sanitized historical memories led to the denial, even after the peace accords, of
any trace of local revolutionary politics or radical desire. It analyzes the
conditions under which these denials are maintained, in part by helping
stake claims to legitimate democratic citizenship while critiquing state violence, and how they set limits on democratic political agency and fostered
uncertainty about past struggles that provided political cover for the FRG.
Chapters 2 and 3 bridge critical scholarship on human-capacity development, infrastructure, and democracy by showing how market-oriented
capacity development equipped some Sampedranos with the normative
skills and outlooks associated with neoliberal democratic citizenship.
Capacity development was a new measure of individual value and neoliberal democracy’s human infrastructure.32 Chapter 2 examines how
discourses and practices of capacity development promoted by various
institutions instilled new desires and forms of self-fashioning, particularly
an enterprising individualism that simultaneously challenged, accelerated, and rationalized socioeconomic inequality, created a new method of
ranking people, privatized notions of well-being, modified and reinforced
gender hierarchies, and promised “deindianization” while informing the
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adoption of Mayan identities. Chapter 3 describes a model of political
development through which villagers were trained to navigate state institutions to obtain development projects and to run political campaigns. It
also examines how a development-oriented Mayan leadership inspired by
the revolution but wary of state violence channeled collective struggles
into capacity development, market advancement, and local electoral politics centered on development projects. These forms of capacity-driven
advancement helped some escape poverty and legitimated local Mayan
electoral ascendance while eroding radical political imaginaries, blaming poverty on individual choices and backwardness, legitimating interpersonal discrimination, sidelining traditional forms of authority, and
empowering a Mayan leadership class disengaged from collective movements for redistribution. However, some locals criticized discriminatory
uses of capacidad and embraced ways of being human not rooted in individual improvement.
Chapter 4 shows how structural and political violence infuse democratic political imaginaries under neoliberalism, informing engagements
with authoritarian parties and (dis)engagements with social movements.
It draws on theories of political affect to examine how Sampedranos
experienced neoliberal democracy through weakened capacities for collective action, structural violence, everyday suffering, resentment, and
uncertainty.33 It describes how targeted repression, framed as defending
the democratic rule of law, echoed counterinsurgency patterns, reinforcing
pessimism and chilling participation in radical politics, despite the persistence of radical common sense. What I call “radical pessimism” is part of
a global political affect attuned to neoliberal curtailments on collective
agency that normalize self-interested politics. Radical pessimism builds on
analysis of the decentered performances through which states are constituted as social facts and as objects of fear and desire by examining how
Sampedranos engage with interlinked state and corporate sovereigns that
they see as violent, indifferent to their suffering, impossible to defeat, and
willing to kill indigenous life or offer temporary relief from structural
violence in exchange for complicity.34 Rather than principled refusals of
state authority, or hegemony, persistent desire for radical social change
in San Pedro was smothered by a history of violence, compromised solutions, uncertainty, and patterns of deceptive complicity that fueled a climate of betrayal and distrust.35 Nonetheless, new forms of organizing and
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challenges to state violence, extractive development, party politics, and
corruption seek to harness pessimism as a force for radical politics.
Chapter 5 explores how infrastructural development anchored a democratic political world of electoral politics that operated in a machine-like
fashion to refocus politics and shatter local solidarity.36 Narrated as Mayan
inclusion, party-led development was a carnival of self-interest that redefined grassroots demands for development in terms of discrete “projects”
distributed through exclusionary patronage networks. Clientelist, zero-sum
distribution of insufficient projects in conditions of extreme poverty,
inequality, and pessimism reinforced powerlessness and insecurity, and it
inflamed community divisions while shifting blame for structural inequality and corruption onto individual greed and bad Mayan leadership.
Project-led, clientelist party politics turned Sampedranos into agents of sovereign violence: they acquired vital resources by ensuring their neighbors’
“slow death” by abandonment (Berlant 2007).37 Through these politics,
Mayas became complicit with structural violence by marking individuals,
families, and villages for abandonment, an injustice for which they held
one another responsible. These realities complicate recent reassessments of
patron-client exchange as consistent with local moral economies and collective action38 and as vehicles for material rights in what some call a new
“politics of redistribution” emerging as a countercurrent to neoliberal austerity.39 Clientelist redistribution in San Pedro left poverty unchanged, violated moral economies, and fostered a divisive politics of self-interest that
further depleted capacities for collective action. It also engendered intense
criticism rooted in an ethic of reciprocity.
Guatemala’s transition to democracy as part and parcel of a moderately progressive yet still historic peace agreement staved off an electoral
revolt against free market policies—such as what happened across Latin
America in the 2000s—and instead created conditions for authoritarian
populism. As a political discourse that divides “the people” against the
powerful, populism is the dominant idiom within democracy for addressing exclusions and grievances.40 Populisms hail from the right or left, veering into fascism when resentments are channeled into racism, or radical
mobilization when it challenges economic and political power.41 Neoliberals criticize populism as irrational and threatening to democracy, although
they often make populist appeals. Many have examined how populist
renderings of social antagonisms resonate (or not) with grassroots moral
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economies across diverse publics. Instead of trying to understand receptions to populism by unraveling the deep meanings of populist symbolism, chapter 6 illuminates populism’s materiality and affective force in
contexts of political violence, material deprivation, division, and pessimism. More than a mirror of democratic exclusions (Panizza 2005) or
a mediating mechanism in “civic governmentality” (Roy 2009), authoritarian populism reinscribed neoliberal democracy’s foundational limits as
it tapped into wells of insecurity, mistrust, uncertainty, and resentment
created by its failures. It appealed to corporeal needs and perceived grievances, gaining followers without ideological resonance and despite revulsion at national candidates and policies.

A Rural Town
Nested in the Cuchumatanes Mountains high above the Inter-American
Highway that follows the snaking and turbulent Selegua River, the town
of San Pedro Necta sits midway between the Guatemala-Mexico border to
the northwest and the department capital to the east, half a day’s journey
from Guatemala City by bus.42 Perpetually green, rounded peaks laced
in mist rise like giant walls around the small plateau that contains San
Pedro’s urban center. A bright, multicolored, eye-shaped cemetery sits on
a slope overlooking narrow, gray-paving-stone streets that are laid out in
a grid around the Catholic church, the municipal building, the market,
and a small park. The town houses a police station, several development
organizations, two high schools, a cooperative, a state hospital, government offices, various party headquarters, and numerous small businesses,
private residences, a few sparse mini-hotels, a bank, and recently an Internet cafe.43 San Pedro is famous for excellent coffee and is home to several large fincas (plantations). Although visually stunning, San Pedro is
not a tourist destination. There is a handful of sparse comedores (diners), a few bakeries, and more than a dozen grimy cantinas. Older adobe
buildings with cracked plaster walls and fading paint press against newer
buildings of grey cinder block, many bought with money from los estados
(the United States). A turbulent river roars through the center of town, its
brown water frothing with sewage and agrochemical runoff and choked
with plastic waste.
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In the evenings, children play fútbol on a dusty concrete basketball
court where uniformed schoolchildren congregate after class and where
vendors sell fried chicken, tacos, and French fries. On Sundays, the court
transforms into a loud and pungent market, crowded with people and
plastic tarps, as thousands come down from the villages to buy and sell,
socialize, exchange news, eat, drink, see a dentist or barber, listen to exuberant street hawkers, or attend Mass at the Catholic church or a culto
(worship service) at one of nearly a dozen evangelical churches. Roads
that twist and climb up the mountainsides to rural villages are paved only
at the steepest points to enable the passage of overloaded Toyota pickup
trucks. Ordinary marvels of civil engineering, paved roads are potent signs
of recent state-funded modernization and increased flows of commerce
to and from remote villages, as well as visits from missionaries, teachers, health providers, police, development workers, politicians, and NGO
agents of various stripes. A local, indigenous-owned bus service travels
to and from Huehuetenango twice daily, and pickups make hourly trips
down the steep mountainside to the highway. “Tuk tuks,” three-wheeled
motor taxis, a recent addition to local transport, sputter as they carry passengers to and from nearby villages.
Seventy-five percent of San Pedro’s nearly 30,000 residents are MayaMam speakers, and the other 25 percent are monolingual Spanish speakers. The Mam occupied this place long before the arrival of the Spanish; the name “Necta” derives either from the Mam nej ta (first father),
for Saint Peter, or nect a (a place where there is water), for an abundant
mountain spring. Indigenous women wear handwoven huipiles (blouses)
with distinctive red-and-white horizontal stripes, and black cortes (skirts)
tied with red sashes. Most Sampedranos identify as either Mam or Ladino
(nonindigenous), although the more recently introduced terms “Maya”
and “indigenous” are gaining ground. Throughout the book, I use both
but generally use “Maya” for more-recent events reflecting both the later
adoption and political meaning of this term. I reserve the term “Indian”
to signal the usage when that racial pejorative was common (pre-1990s).
I refer to nonindigenous, monolingual Spanish-speaking residents as
“Ladinos,” although some prefer the term “mestizo” because of their
mixed ancestry and negative associations with “Ladino.”44
Unlike most rural municipios, where Ladinos live almost exclusively
in town centers, many also live in San Pedro’s villages, where their

A Transi tio n to Mis er y     1 7
grandparents settled to grow coffee, gaining private titles to communal
indigenous land. The vast majority of indigenous Sampedranos live in one
of twenty-two surrounding aldeas (villages) located far from the town
center, but a rising number of economically mobile families live in town.
Villages typically have one small school and two churches (Catholic and
evangelical), a few tiendas (stores), and a sports field, with small houses,
mostly adobe, hidden by coffee and milpa (maize fields) and connected by
winding paths. Villager livelihoods consist of subsistence farming, cash
cropping, day labor, construction, transportation, and other commercial
activities. Many poorer villagers migrate annually to work on coastal
plantations. Most indigenous households grow their own food—primarily
maize and beans—a fact of which they are proud and which they accomplish on steep slopes with hand tools and the help of chemical fertilizers
and pesticides. As fertilizer costs rose, many bought cheaper, but less tasty,
maize from Mexico. Families supplement modest diets with sugary coffee.
Poverty and illiteracy are endemic and far more prevalent in indigenous
villages, where infrastructure remains minimal despite recent improvements.45 Many families still lack potable water, housing, stoves, sewage,
sinks, and electricity, most of which began to arrive in the mid-1990s.
Remote villages are accessible only by steep, unpaved roads, some tracts
graded with packed gravel, the rest turning to mud during the rainy season (May-October), impeding most trucks. Ladinos are far more likely to
be comfortable, educated professionals and to be monolingual (Spanish
speaking), but most are poor, with minimal schooling or skills training.
Indigenous Sampedranos, especially men, are often bilingual and increasingly literate, and a small number are high-school and college educated
and work as teachers, merchants, and professionals. Animosity between
indigenous and Ladino groups runs deep, but significant interaction, kinship ties, interdependency, and attachments to place also unite the groups
and blur the divide. A strict gendered division of labor and discrimination against women are also dominant in both communities. A significant
percentage of local youths migrated to the United States in the 1990s and
2000s seeking work, and many, but not all, sent remesas (remittances) to
their families back home. Some of those who returned built houses and
started businesses.
Inhabitants of villages closer to the town center have easier access
to commerce, schools, and development, and show more outward signs
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Figure 1. View of San Pedro Necta, 2017. Photo by Esdras Ramírez.
Used with permission.

of socioeconomic differentiation in personal appearance and ownership
of commodities such as trucks and cinder-block houses. Closer-in villages have also produced the most successful indigenous entrepreneurs
and prominent indigenous political leaders of the last several decades.
Youths in these villages are on average better economically positioned
to migrate to the United States. San Pedro’s massive northwestern slope,
on the other side of the mountain from the town center, is a giant finca,
its endless rows of coffee stretching down the mountainside, disappearing into a bluish mist and Mexico. Villages engulfed by the valuable
black-green slopes of the finca zone are among the poorest in the municipio. Their exclusively indigenous residents work as plantation mozos
(peons) and farm small plots of maize rented from the owner, who lives
in Guatemala City. San Pedro’s poorest villagers, also the most remote
and the least developed—the farthest from the state—have become
increasingly pivotal in local elections and a key constituency in authoritarian populism.
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Engaged Anthropology after Counterinsurgency
San Pedro was not a regional revolutionary epicenter, but the guerrillas
found significant support in many villages and left an imprint on local
imaginaries that persisted through the counterinsurgency. Autonomous
indigenous political organization at the village level reemerged after 1983
and took over town politics in 1993 before splintering in the late 1990s
and creating an opening for the FRG victory in 2003. Arriving shortly
after those elections, I lived in San Pedro until December 2004 and made
numerous return visits, the last in 2014.46 While there, I participated in
everyday life and attended numerous events in villages and the town center,
had hundreds of conversations with Mayas and Ladinos, and conducted
dozens of formal interviews, with emphasis on politically influential individuals or people who were close to important events in town history or
whose experiences crystallized broader trends. Observations and inquiries
about villagers’ perceptions of and interactions with various state governments, religious organizations, the guerrilla movement, the army, political parties, state and nonstate institutions, and social movements shed
light on local conceptions of politics and history, as well as the origins
of village organizing and divisions before the revolution, during the war,
through the transition to democracy, and after the accords. Living for six
months in “Los Altenses” (The Heights)—a pseudonym for the local village that had birthed the most influential indigenous political organization since the 1970s—helped me to understand the milieu in which this
movement rose to prominence and why it broke down, and revealed the
village-level reverberations of the 2003 election. Following various candidates to rural villages during the 2011 election season provided additional
insights into local experiences of democracy and engagement with authoritarian populism. Interviews with the directors and village representatives
of the main development programs from the 1970s to the 1990s, observation of the planning and implementation of development projects, and
review of assorted program documents shed light on the histories and
local meanings of development, as did accompanying villagers to work in
their parcels and to protests against mining and free trade.47 These methods further revealed local meanings of indigeneity, historical narratives,
perceptions of power and violence, and the dynamics of town/village and
indigenous/Ladino relationships. Over time, I became familiar with local
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livelihoods, home economics, the reality of poverty, and meanings of success and failure, and watched a generation grow into maturity between
the United States and Guatemala. Making numerous return visits over a
decade enabled me to reinterview key individuals and gave me insight and
access unavailable to one-time visitors.
Being a white male gringo with an advanced degree lent me credibility and helped me access both indigenous and Ladino communities and
male-dominated spaces, but limited my access in various ways. My prior
work as a researcher with Asociación Ceiba in nearby Colotenango, a
revolutionary hotbed, may have lent me some credibility because Ceiba
ran projects in several villages in San Pedro, staffed by various national
and foreign “experts,” but might have given me an aura of radicalism.
For this reason, I left Ceiba prior to beginning this research, and such
perceptions, if they existed, did not impede my access to villagers from a
range of backgrounds and political leanings. I learned key words in Mam
but conducted the bulk of this research in Spanish and worked with Mam
research assistants. Most adult men and politically influential women
spoke fluent Spanish, and many generously translated conversations from
Mam. My inability to understand more than basic phrases in Mam significantly limited my participation in everyday life, but I made many friends,
had numerous in-depth conversations and interviews, and developed rapport with many influential individuals. Participant observation enabled
me to peer beyond campaign rhetoric and reductive frames to apprehend
local politics and history as lived experience. Names and details have been
altered to protect individual identities, with the exception of elected officials and others connected to well-known events. As a study of only one
town, this research is limited, but it does provide intricate details about
how democracy and development work at the local level, whose dynamics
are hidden beneath framings of state failure. Although there are significant
differences among municipios, the patterns described here are common in
the highlands.
Neutrality in the face of great injustice constitutes complicity, and it
contradicted my motivation to pursue research in Guatemala, which was
to produce analysis that would be useful to grassroots actors and organizations, and to create a compelling depiction of shifting forms of power
and to draw attention to emergent alternatives. My aim was to conduct
anthropology “yoked . . . to the service of the poor” (Farmer 2005, 138),
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which is never a straightforward task, but nevertheless informs the questions I asked and my interpretations. My research questions, methods,
and analysis took cues from discussions with Mayas and Ladinos engaged
in struggles against interlocking systems of race, class, and gender oppression and regimes of state and corporate power. I was particularly influenced by concerns that Sampedranos expressed about local divisions.
Aligning with one group—a hallmark of influential conceptions of activist research—seemed misguided or impossible given the splintering of the
indigenous movement and the alignment of one faction with the far-right
FRG.48 Not taking sides allowed me to move between opposing organizations whose members were generous enough to tolerate and trust me. I did
my best to listen empathetically and to provide feedback when I could.49
This positioning also allowed me to align my research with shared values and concerns beneath divisions and shifting alliances, the basis for
previous and possibly future modes of collective action.50 My aim was
to understand the factors and motivations behind local antagonisms, not
endorse them, especially as Sampedranos’ misgivings about their own
political entanglements became clear. This was a kind of “virtual alignment” rooted in the potential for multiple rearticulations of current identities and relationships, rather than alignment with the expressed politics
of a particular group. This orientation guided my research into the rise
and fall of the most important political coalitions in San Pedro since the
1990s, examining how they formed, their strategies, and the currents that
each rode to power. I followed the rise of the first indigenous political
organization after the scorched-earth campaign, which became the coalition of José Antulio Morales: the most influential local Mayan politician
during and after the transition to peace. I also examined the FRG coalition
led by Mariano Díaz, a Mayan shoe salesman who defeated Morales’ local
candidate in 2003, and the surprising victory of Rony Galicia, a Ladino
suspected of narco-trafficking, who took over the Guatemalan National
Revolutionary Unity (URNG) in 2011. Slowly and unevenly, moving
among villages, the town center, and state institutions past and present,
I investigated the world of local democratic politics, tracing the origins of
local divisions back to contradictory spaces for indigenous advancement.
Neoliberal democracy presented Sampedranos with sanctioned forms
of agency whose realization undermined the possibility for collective
struggle against the oppressive conditions that motivated that agency in
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the first place. While undeniably tragic, framing this predicament as a
“double bind” (e.g., Fortun 2009, Cattelino 2008) is too rigid; it treats all
options as equally problematic ethically and strategically, when Sampedranos must decide and take action, which they sometimes regret, but
always knowing that the only way out of double binds is through them.
Neoliberal democracy, composed of various forms of democratic development, can be a devastating machine for disfiguring grassroots politics
even as it opens up new political possibilities. Far from including Mayas
as full citizens with distinct rights, neoliberal democracy in San Pedro was
founded on the defeat of historic struggles and their reconfiguration in
local, ethnic, individual, and market terms. Stripped of material rights,
neoliberal democracy drew villagers into complicity with their collective exclusion; it waged “war by other means” (McAllister and Nelson
2013), achieving counterinsurgent goals not only through repression but
always against a background of physical and economic coercion. Neoliberal democracy and development wove grassroots desires for material rights into productive and privatized relationships with the state
and the market—structures that systematically victimize Mayas in the
collective—in ways that undermined their collective dreams and organizational capacities. Authoritarian politics offered piecemeal solutions to
the failures of this democratic assemblage that ensnared people who passionately opposed authoritarian policies, only to reproduce those failures,
which reflected deep contradictions in Guatemalan society. At the same
time, grassroots reconceptualizations of democracy and development
rooted in material rights, reciprocity, and antipathy to state and corporate
power emerged in reaction to the failures of neoliberal democracy, animating alternative politics.
Daniel Jordan Smith (2008) describes a confounding situation in which
“Nigerians are active participants in the social reproduction of corruption
even as they are also its primary victims and principal critics” (5). In a
similar vein, years of violent manipulation did not foster a new imaginary
in which Sampedranos consented to neoliberalism and authoritarianism
or saw Ríos Montt as a populist hero;51 authoritarian engagements were
“atmospheric attunements” to a pathological political world built on the
wreckage of past struggles (Stewart 2010). This was a maddening democracy in which Mayas forged alliances with hostile forces and enacted violence on their neighbors in a climate of uncertainty, insecurity, pessimism,
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and mistrust. Such attention to the micro-practices though which evolving patterns of violence and governance were lived and contested illuminates how neoliberal democracy “literally accretes” and distributes
“energies . . . across a field of subjects-objects-bodies-affects” (Stewart
2013).52 This ethnography assesses the dangers of neoliberal democracy
and development as paths to advancement after armed conflict, and possibilities for rearticulation. In pointing to unmet desires for alternative ways
to organize economic and political life, it underscores the violence of the
international capitalist order and shows how, “even in resisting the modernizing project that is imposed upon them, the subaltern classes embark
on a path of internal transformation” (Chatterjee 2005, 96).
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