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The Cenrer for Larino Policy Research (CLPR) is an affiliated rescarch program of the
Insdtute of the Study for Social Change at the University of California, Berkeley., The CLPR
supports, coordinates and develops research on public policy issues relared to Latnos in the Unired
States and serves as a component unit of a muld-campus Larno policy smdies program in the
University of Califorrua, Although CLPR’s current research focus is Ladno yvouth achievement-
CLPR is commirred to supporung and prometng the development of public policy research frem a
wide range of disciplines, including, bur not limited to e¢ducanon, health care, immigranon and
political participatuon.

The Instirare (or the Srudy of Social Change (FS5C) is an organized rescarch unit at the
University of California at Berkeley devored ro studies that will increase the understanding of the
mecbantsms that influence social change, The ISSC has a parucular mandate to conduct research
and to provide research raining on martters of social smadficadon and differendation, including the
condidon of economically and polidcally depressed minoriues as well as the more proivideged strata.

The CLPR Working Paper Series provides an opporwmunity for faculty, students and
rescatchers who are working on policy issues of importance to the Launo commurury in the Unirted
States to publish and share preliminary data on works-in-progress and on-going projects. The Series
15 supported through a grant to the CLPR from the Unsversity of California Commirttee on
Larino Research (UCCLR) administered through the UC Office of the President. The
rescarch component of this working paper was supported by a grant to the author from the CLPR
Faculty Mini-granr Prograr also funded by the UCCLR. The views and opinions in rhis
wotking paper are those of the authors and do nor necessarily represent those of the Center for
Larino Policy Research, the Insdrure for the Study of Socil Change, the UCCLR, or the Regents of
the University of California.
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INTRODUCTION

Increasing numbers of Central Americans, primarily from El Salvador and Guartemala, began
arrtving m  the United Stawes in the carly 1980s, fleeing brutal military  repression  and
counterinsurgency cffores in their home countries (Hamilton and Chinchilla-Stolez 1991, 1998, Julian
1994; Benz 1996; Burns 1988). The Commission for Historteal Clarificadon (CEH) concludes that
200,000 people were killed or disappeared, and that stare forces and related paramilitary groups
carricd our 93 percent of rhis violence {1999, 18, 20). During the most intense pertod of the military
onslaught, from 1981 ro 1983, as many as 1.5 million people were displaced inrernally or had to flee
the counory, including abour 150,000 who sought refuge in Mexice (CEH 1999, 30). The
Guaremalan Peace Accords in 1996 signaled an end to overt hostlites but not to bitter social
tensions, polideal violence, stark incequality, and scevere cconomic hardship, all of which fuel
CMIPradon Pressures.

Numurous scholars have documented the factors conributing to immigration, partcularly
the critical connectons berween economic and polideal modvations (Richmond 1986; Chivez 1998,
Chinchilla, Hamilron, and Loucky 1993: Fagen 1988; Hagan 1994, Viach 1992, Portes and Bach
19853). Guawmalans, however, add a unique socioculrural dimension o migradon flows. Unlike that
of other Central American nadons, more than half of Guatemala’s populadon is indigenous, from
various Muava crhnolinguistic groups, adding comples issues of idendty te the ummigration
expericnce. '

In this smady, we explore the stages of migration through an c¢thnographic study of
Guatemalan migranes to the San Fruncisco Bay Area. Qur study first oxamines the demanding
preparatory phase cither in Guatemala or the refugee camips of Mexico, then the perilous journcy
north, and finally the arducus process of settlement in the United States. Two themes intersect
throughout the journey: the role of social nerworks and issues of idendty, In our research, we found
that social nerworks are pivotal through all stages of migrauon and, in turn, intersect wich flaid,
changing concepuons of idendry.

Social nerworks are fundamental suuctures thar mediate ransnatdonal migradon (Wilson
1998; Chaver 1998; Sanders and Nee 1996, sassen 1995; Duncan 1994, Massey et all 1994, Bovd
1989; Kearnev et al, 1989 Coleman 19385; Briody 1987). Within these nenworks, relanves, friends,
and peoplc from ‘the sarme town or distant commumtices assist with housing, loans, emplovment,
advice, and other aid. 1In the preparatory phase, socal nerworks offer the economic resources and
cmouonal support that lay the basis for the journey. beginning with information crideal 1o rhe
deaision-making process. [During the migtatory expenence, the shared demands of crossing borders
ilegally can strengthen nerworks or, as a resull of abandonmuent, shatter them. At nmes, new
transnanonal and rranslocal nenworks emerpe while Guatemalans are crossing wirth other groups, for
cxample, Mexicans or other Central Amencans. Dunng the process of settling in the Unated Srates,
social nenworks shape the wavs in which the mugrant 15 able ro negordate with borh the larger soclety
and local communides, Finally, in some cases, networks offer support for the rerurn journey.

Recent literarure on the role of nenworks among imrmugrant groups has offered a more
soplhistcarted ser of observatons than previous research. A varnlety of scholars have challenged
assumpuons about kinship assistance, houschold uniry, and pgender neurrality and  ideas of
permancent, unchanging, unfailing networks (Rouse 1991, 1995; Menjrvar 1995, 1997; Hagan 1998;
Morera 1999, Glick Schiller ¢t al. 1995; Rumbaut 1992). Nerworks have been long considered
crucial to immmigrant flows, primarily from a funcuonalist perspecuve. A nerwork in the receiving
community provides low-cost housing to new arrivals, as well as aid in becoming oriented o a new




environment, finding employment, and reducing sociopsychological stresses. Menjivar {1997, 105)
makes reference to previous work that considers immigrant nerworks ro reflect common goals and
interests and praises new work that “avoids the functonalist overtones and consensual tendencies
that have characterized most studics of immigrant families and networks, and may capture more
accuratcly the social worlds of immigrants.” She examines the conditions surrounding faltering
nerworks among Salvadoran immigrants, drawing on scholars who have considered nerworks’
problematc aspects. She considers recent research thar examines, for example, deciston-making
disagrreements along gender and generadonal ines, arguing that the “contexr of recepnon includes
political, cconomic, and communiry-level factors that influence the viability of imnugrant kinship
networks.” She points out that most conflicts stem from cconomic tensons—for example, over a
family member who does not obtain a job quickly.

Special atrendon is devoted to social nenworks because, through them, immigrants wend to
select a desunaven and find employment, and they are fundamental in providing material and
cmotonal support. Our research found ambiavalent aspects to social neoworks as well: they can serve
to limit opuons and reswuict opportunirics for acquiring new skills and pursuing  different
employment opdons. This bias can be gendered and ambigucus, Women can be more limited by
nerworks than men, but they can also find more freedoms for themselves within networks 1o a new
setung, and within the setdement process. Qur research provides evidence for a hypothesis that the
contexts of recepoon have been suongly favorable to stable nerworks among rural indigenous
Guaternalans. The specificities of rwo of our sites--Casa Oakland and a houschold in Stockton--
provide different but strong remnforcements to networks that have been negodated and surengrhened
over time and varied conditions.

Although these two recelving contexts do aid in stabilizing nerworks, we turn back to
Menjivar again, who concludes that “social nerworks ... are not automadecally reproduced.
Immigration and immigradon policy are often based on the assumption that immigrnts may rely on

networks without fail. The insight that this assumpodon is not independent of forces in the
context of recepron may scrve to dluminate policy” (1995, 230). Her comparadve study in 1995
contrasts tensions amony Salvadorans with a swong sense of “socal oblipatnon among Mexican
[immigrrant families] to share food with a relative, a compadre, or a friend from home” (223). This
type of oblizadon is swongly felt among many informants, We learned of cases of very low income
Guaternalan immugrants who offered matenal assistance to other Guatemalans who needed help,
even when they had no kinship or community des with them.

Intertwined  with networks s the theme of idenury. We sclected indigenous  rural
Guatemalans as the group we would seek for interviews, probing self-percepdons of their identities.
[>id wvarious mugradons transform their scelfiidendficanon? What role do nerworks play in their
constructon of sclf?

Idendry had been long considered stade, fixed. Compounding this are the “essenualized
notons of Mavan identity” (Nelson 1999). Contempeorary social scientists view idenuty as more fluid
and linked to social construcuons, Or as stated by Berger (1966, 116), “ldenry is socially bestowed,
socially sustained and socially ransfornmed. People build their personal idenndes out of the cultare
they bve in” Clearly, then, the constructon of idenury for a person who has lived dramane, varied
experiences will be a complex, fluid process.

Idendties are negotated via power relatonships with Mexicans, with Anglos, with the INS
(Immigratdon and Naturalizadon Scrvice), berween  genders, and  with  employers.  Gender
constructons, partcularly the disproportionate number of male inmigrants, are crucial facers to
understand., Also, communitarian and individual idendry formauons are key, especially in terms of
our mcthodology: the miformants are predominantly living in homes or areas with a concentration of
Guatemalans.
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Translocality is a logical way of thinking about internatonal migradon where the sending and
recelving conununities cononue to interact. And yet, the very factors creaung the cconomic and
polidea! mounvatons for migraung also prevent or weaken ties migrants may have to the larger
soclety or naton i cither siee (Wilson 1998). Guaremala’s history of cconomic and social
marginalizanon of the indigenous populavon has contributed o the lack of conncecuon of
indigenous Guaternalans to the naton and the subsequent focus on rhe local. “The ann-democratic
nature of the Guatemalan polincal wradition has its roots In an ¢conomic structure marked by the
concentration of productve wealth in the hands of a minority. This established the foundadon of a
svstern of muluple  exclustons, including  clements of racism, which is the most profound
manifestadon of a violent and dehumanizing social system”™ (CEH 1999, 12).

Rousc, in his analysis of peasant farmers tnarned wage laborers in Northern California,
describes a sumilar phenomenon. “The simple fact of living within the boundaries of a nadon-
building state did not mean that people necessarily rreated the logic of idendry as their only or even
their dominant way of understanding personhood and collecnviry.... [They] long operated at the
margins of stare and corporate influence and, as a result, for most people from the mpicipre, it was
only when they mugrated to the Umited States thar the polioes of idendficanon first affecred them
with sigmificant force™ (1995, 369). This lack of stronger sociceal links not only affects idendty, but
also forges rhe basis of the ranskocal nature of the migragon experience.

METHODOLOGY

LCthuographic methods were invaluable for exploring the system of concepts, beliefs, and
pracrces of migradon. We did not seck to map a fixed, swne group of people, but rather wo
understand a fluid dvonamic populaton. The movement of Guatemalan Maya to the United States
and its patterns, wndencies, and problems do not exist ouwside sociocconomic, political, and
historical conditons. Ethnography allowed us to analydcally develop this context and provided the
basis for inking local specificides with global perspectves.

We used several forms of inrerviews, including key informant interviews, in-depth
inrerviews, and focus groups. We began the rescarch by speaking with individuals who had special
informaton regarding Guatemnalans in the Bay Arca: key informants who work with imumigrants,
belong to organizadons focusing on Guaternala, or do scholarly research on Guaternala or
imrmugration. These interviews helped us to rentatively map the populadon and thus focus our
effores on arcas with a significant concenrraton of Guatemalans. The key informanrs also asststed in
building bridges with Guatemalan informanes and helped us define nerworks, emplovment wends,
and related informadon that might disunguish Guatemalans from other migrant communitcs.

Social networks were a central focus of our research. A number of questons were key: What
types of netwaorks exist, and whart is their importance? How do informants” perspecuves compare
with recent literamare on migradon and social networks? In whar ways do nerworks crosscur the
stages of the mugradon process, and how do they intersect with gender, migradon history, and
recelving communities? Are these networks purely posidve, or do they imposce consuaints on
members also?

B3y cross-referencing key informant responses, we developed a demographic picture of the
pool of potental paracipants: where immigrants reside and their living conditions, life histortes, and
tvpical emploviment. Tlus informaton shaped the interview guide and provided a foundaron to
dwscuss enrcal issuces.

Given the difficulty of interviewing undocumented people and the preliminary nature of this
studyv, we make no claim to a representadve or randomly drawn sample. Twenry-five rural




indigenous Guatemalan migrants were interviewed; psceudonyms are used in this document to
protect their privacy. We sought a group thar would embody many of the central experniences
migrants face. We interviewed twenoy men and five women, ranging in age from sixteen to fifty years
old, with most in thetr fwvenries or carly thirdes. The majority had attended primary school for a few
vears; only three had secondary school or college experience; nearly a third had no formal cducation
at all. The sample included both married and single people; more than half had children, and it was
common for the children 1o remain behind in Mexico or Guatemala, A range of Mayan cthnic
groups were represented, including Mam, Ixil, K'iche’, Kagehikel, and (Q’anjob’al (some monolingual
Spanish speakers did not specify their ethnic origin). All interviewees were of a low socloecononuce
level and originally came from maral areas in Guaternala, primarily from the departments of El
(Quich¢ and Huchuerenango; nearly all are undocumented, with the excepdon of a few who have
polincal asylum, work permits, or pending immigrarion cascs.

We conducted once-on-one interviews, using an open-ended format. Special attention was
paid to issues thart lnk mipragon and social strucrure. The testmonies underscore collecnve
cxperiences that place the local Guaternalan community in the larger context of political persecuton
and c¢conomic hardship in Central America. We were well aware thar people who have suffered
polidcal persecuton or racism are liable to be skeptical of pardciparing in a study and, once
involved, are often guarded in their responses. We sought 1o address these underlving fears, at least
in part, by developing connecnons via key informants. People were contacted in advance by
someone they knew or through a local community-based orgamization and invited to pardapate in
the rescarch project. After the invitation was accepted, we explained the goals of the project and the
strucrure of the interview and its mechanisms and encouraged participation,

The interviews explored the phases of the individual’s migravon while mapping the
networks that have arisen in the Bay Area. The guide was chronologically organized to begin with
the preparatory phase of migratdon, conunue through the experience of migrating, and finally
examine the process of settlement in the United States. Each phase was divided inte four
subcategories thar link individual background, broader family and community experiences, and the
larger geopolideal coneexr.

We also conducted focus groups, which proved cffectdve in gathering a large sample of data
concerning patterns and beliefs. Pardeipants in the groups knew one another, which facilitated
discussion. The juxtaposition of shared experiences from Guatemala, the refugee camps, and
Califormia against the specific circumstances of individuals provided insights into the complexites
and diversity of refugee experiences. Pardcipants would builld on one another’s statements by
sharing a similar expericnee bur would aiso highlighr the diversity of experiences and oprmions by
offering differing perspecdves. By following the lead of the partcipants, focus groups facilitated
discussiotis around issucs that may not have arisen during a one-on-one mteracton,

Partcipant observanon was a complementary source of data throughout the rescarch,
immersing, us n the communides, building new relationships, and estabhshing bhonds of wust. Some
of this engagrement conunues even though the resenrch has been concluded. Several researchers, for
example, contnue to teach Lnglish ar Casa Oakland, rranslate in court, or appear 15 Cxpert witnesscs
in political asylum cases,

THE SETTING

Eduardo Stein, Foreign Minister of Guartemala, csomated thart approximately 1.1 million
Guatemalans, of a population of 11 million, live outside Guatemala, and of those, less than half have
legal status in their country of residence (presentation at the Umversity of California Berkeley,




Seprember 30, 1998, Guatemalan Consulate, October 9, 1999). Guatermnalan mugration patterns have
a significant cconomic effect on both the sending and receiving counmmes. Remirances, the carnings
sent back to Guatemala by immugranes, currently represent the scecond-largest source of foreign
revenue for rthe country, surpassed only by coffee (CIEH 1999). As a result, economic and social
links e¢stablished by migrants creare a system of interdependence not only among individuals,
farmilies, and communines, bur among nadons as well,

The number and distribudon of Guaremalan immigrants is difficult to measure accurately, whether
in the Bay Area, m Califormin, or in the Unired Srtartes. Many Guatemalan immigrants are
undocumented and thus fearful of official surveys. The 1990 censux, however, idenuafied 159,177
persons in California as Guawemalan, accountng for 2.1 percent of the stare’s Latnos and 0.5
percent of California’s roral populanon  (Sriles er al. 1998, 2-5). Almost 60 percent of all
Guaremalans in the United States reside in California, comparable to the percentage of Salvadorans,
but hugher than that of any other Launo group excepr Mexicans (Sules cer al, 1998, 1-2).

The Cenrer for Ladno Policy Rescarch provides a derailed breakdown based on thas 1990 census
dara, supporung our gualitadve findings from key informants. Census tracts in the Mission district of
San I'rancisco, the Fruireale district in Oakland, and the ciny of San Rafael in Marin County all have
large Latune populadons, and the Guaremalan populadon rends to follow these concentrarions. In
our own research we found that many Guaremalans 1in San Rafael come from San Carlos Siga in the
department of  Querzaltenango, 1 what  immigrauon  literarure  desenibes as a “binatonal
commurnry,” a community spread out berween rwo geographical points in constant interacuon.
Most of these Guaremalans work in consrrucdon, landscaping, or domesac work. In Frutovale, a
house called Casa Oakland, coordinated by a local religious organizadon, hosts arcund twenty
Cruatemalan migranes at any given ®ime, with frequent turnover. Male residenes here work in
constructon ox gardening and femnale residents as domestc workers, Further east, Stockron conrtains
a small Guartemalan community which 1s centered around once parucular houschold, consisting
primarily of (’anjoly’al and Mawm Maya from Huchuctenango. Focus groups indicate that nearly all
these Mavan Guatemalans lived in refugee camps in southern Mexico for up o scventeen vears
before coming to the Unired States, Most of the people we spoke with work in the fields and have
loose bur crucial links ro instmvcons in the Ease Bay and 1in San Franasco, making Stockton a useful
point of reference for the urban experience of other informanes.

These concenrrations of Guatemalans share a basie characreristic: people locate 1noa
neighborhoad where they ean live in common and support one another, In the neighborhoods we
visited, there was usually a small grocery store scelling a mux of Amencan and Central American
products, a courter company for sending remuttances back 1o Guaremala, and lines of men standing
along the man strect patenty waitng for an oceasional—or repgular—cemplover, Guaremalans often
live mixed with other Latino groups, usually Mexicans and other Cenrral Amuericans.

PREVIOUS MIGRATIONS AND PREPARATORY PHASE

Previous Migratory Experiences Inside the Country

Many rural Maya-origin Guatemalans engaged 11 other mugravons both inside and ourside
the country prior to making the journey 1o the United Stares. Two prnimary, often inrertwined,
circumstances cexplain the internal flow of people from their villages to orther parts of Guatemala:
econormuc necd and politcal perscecudon. Economic nced compelled many 1o make the demanding
seasonal treks o plantaton regions, to enter the service sector, 1o colomze remorte, humid rain forest
arcas, or to scek work in the maqduiladoras (assembly plants in frec rade zones generally scer up by




transnatonal firms). Fconomic need stems from Guatemala’s acurely inequitable distmbunon of
land, which is the basis of livelihood and of the cconomy. In 1979, 88 percent of farms were oo
small to provide for the needs of a family (USALID 1982 sce Manz 1988a, 1988b). A hisrorical
patrern of forced labor and debe peonage on coastal plantations was conunued via highlands’
communites’ needs for wage labor to supplemoent whar they produced on small plots of land.
Political perseeution was embodied in the military onslaught that drove people frorm their villages to
the rain forest, border towns, elsewhere in Guatemala, or southern Mexico.

Some informants reported having made the seasonal mugranon to the coast for work since
childhood. Considering the harsh  economic reality, migradon to sugar, cotton, and coffec
plantations was undesirable bur necessary. The migration was usually done in groups, lasted only for
the duradon of the harvest (owo to four months), and was repeated annually (Bossen 1984). Before
cever considering migradon to the United States, many Guatemalans had expertenced the disrupoon
of being swept up n these scasonal journeys. Ansclmo, a married Kaqgchikel man with five children,
deseribes the grueling worlk and the hardships thar accompanied coastal migration:

The ficst tme I left my village, T was four years old, We went down to the “ferra caliense” (the
coast] to harvest cotton. Both my parcnes and my older siblings worked all day. My little
sister and I were always with my mama. [ remember how beads of sweat would fall from her,
We eame from the “Yerme fria” [the highlands], and we weren’t accustomed to the heat nor to
SO many mosquiroes. Each year was the same: living in the barracks and taking along the few
things we had brought with us from one place o another. 'Then, at night, myv mama would
soak the corn, make torallas, and cook beans. That 1s all we ate. Thar is the basic food for
campesinos. A lrtde egg or meat, that was for fiestas.... I would have been six or seven when
I started to work. 1 remember the bales of cotton we picked. They were taller than me. We
worked the whole day. This is how my childhood went, beoween my village and from one
Sfinea to another. | went many times.

In2 the midst of this scarciry, Ansclmo also found personal relanonships, nirual, and new experience:

There were many advenrures, [t was fun to mecet girls from other villages who spoke other
languages, and at night somerimes, mostly on Saturdays, woe would start chatting, If it was
Christmas season, s peopes that lived all vear on the facer made Posadas [Christmas
celebradon| and /fews [nightume pattues with cosmumes]. The women, after the prayers, served
the zamaliios. Sometimes, there was even a dance. There were always plenoy of drunks and
fizhts. (OOnce my father got drunk, and they had to mke hien to the hospital. That's how 1
know about the capital. T had never been to the capitals 1 didn’t know how ro speak Spamsh
well.

Violence and Drisplacemeornt

In 1998 the Office of Human Rights of the Archdiocese of Guatemala (ODHAG)
completed the Project for the Recuperanon of Histoncal Memory (REMHI). The study recounts
55,021 cascs of violenee committed during the armed internal conflict, among them 442 massacres
committed berween 1978 and 1995, The most affected area was the deparmment of El Quichd,
wlhose populanon 1= mosdy indigenous (86 percent), Two days after the presentation, the
coordinator of the project, Monsignor Juan Gerardi, was murdered,




The Commission for Historieal Clarification estimated the number of displaced persons
berween 500,000 and 1.5 million people in the most intense period of violence, from 1981 o 1983,
including both those who were displaced mternally and rhose who were forced to seck refuge
abrond. Approximatcly 150,000 people sought safery in Mexico, According to the United Nanons
High Commussioner for Refugees (UNHCR), abour 50.000 people were assigned refugee starus by
the Mexican government. Another 50,000 refugees were dispersed throughout Chiapas, Campeche,
Quintana Roo, and other states in Mexico. Combining rhe data of the CEH with other work on
political violence 1 Guatemala, the esdomated number of persons killed or disappeared reached a
total of over 200,000, Eighty-three percent of fully idenufied victims were Mayan (CEH 1999).

Safia 1s an Ixil woman from Santa Rosa Morelia, Nearly owo decades ago, Sofia’s young son
was kidnapped and killed by the army, and she fled for her life to the mountains. She describes the
horrific nature of the experience:

The first time 1 left my home was when the army came, then we went, just how we were,
running to the mountains, flecing from the army. They [the army] killed my three year-old
son, and someone rerurned him to me in a piastae bag, his little body in parts. It 1s something
I will never recover from. 1 sull ery a lot, I am sdll very sad. 1 suffered a lot Life totally
changed for me, [ didn’t have any reason to keep Lving anvmore. We {the Community of
Popular Resistanec (CPR)] spenr fourteen years in the mountains, surviving off anything, We
were from various places; that is where I learned to speak a litde Mam, QPanjob’al, and
Kiche’. T had left ¢verything in my house; the army razed everything, We lost everything, At
umes I didn't even have clothes to wear I wore nvlon to keep the cold out.

Afrer fourteen years in the mountains, she and her husband decided to migrate to the United
States. They first went to a refugee camp, which they found mntolerable, but which provided an
exposure to modernity in the form of documents and access to a nenwork that looked north.

In Mexico where we lived, there were a lot of mosquitoces; there were cattle that didn’t ler s
sleep. The heat was tremendous; it was the same shitty life as in Guatemala, bur withour the
army. Why lhve like that® There was nothing to lose.. .. 1 spent two months in Mexico; 1
worked for a lady who helped me a lot. When I rold her my storv, she cven gave me a
document. I didn't know anything abour that; 1 had never left my village or the mountins.
Everything was very quick, like a nighunare. She gave me clothes and money. With thar, my
husband and 1 decided to join a group comung to the USAL That's how we passed through
Mexico and arrived in Tiuana,

Anselmo relared his experience of flecing Guaremala to Mexico. His journey took him
through a decade-long engagement with the insurgenes, the dearth of a brorher, and then arrival in
the Mexican camps, In the camps, he wrestled with the fear of o Guatemalan military incursion and
the hope of a better life in the United Stares:

I notdcaed the misery of our people. That's why when the gucerrillas came, 1 jomned them. I was
in the guerrillas ten years, T was really young when [ joined. Everything there was group
worlk, 1t was a beaudful cxperience, although wiath 1ts problems. 1 learmed a lot, but suffered a
lot. It’s not casy bemg so long without a house, without anvthing, moving from onc place to
another, When I came down from the mountuns the first nme, 1 had gone abour six years
withour touching pavement. I even felr dizzy from walking crecr. 1 was also working with a
COIMMuUIILY In rcsi_stancc in the mountains. Later I had problems, and my family no longer
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supported me. I had a brother they killed, you know—ir was during the ume of civil patrols.
Thun we went to Mexico; we were all together again [with his children and his wife], We
went to a camp in Campeche. T was there a long ume, abour four vears, bur I never got used
to ir. In addivon, I was scared the army would enrer the camp and kill us—vou hear a lor of
things. Also, the work was very hard, and it was living just ro live; I didn’t have faith
anymore, Then I began ro save, from my work in the planung and harvesung of coffec 1n
Mexico, in order ro come to the ULS. to work and give my family a berrer Life,

The hardship suffered by Guatemalans in their precanous existence as exales in communiries
of resistance and in the Mexican refugee camps has been well documented (Sunon 1987; Manz
1988a and 1988b; Amnesty Inrernanonal 1990; CIREFCA 1990; Simon and Manz 1992, Falla 1992;
Billings 1999, among others). The experience of flectng ond’s home, perhaps losing family members
in the process, is in itself raumatiec. Once in Mexico, the refugees faced addidonal challenges and
crises. For example, the Mexican governmenr relocated many of the refugee camps, and the
Guatermnalan army sraged atracks against the camps even though they were located within Mexican
borders. ['o face 1 a place of refuge the danger one risked so much 1o escape, and then to be
uprooted apain by the Mexican government, is an incredibly strong second blow. Muluple
migratons of this kind can, and in the ease of Guatemalan migranres, often do lead to a distrust of
government agencies, ‘This may later affect the willingness of a migrant to apply for legal residency
or to seck our needed health care or social services once 1n the United Srates (Miralles 1989). The
refugee camps were an extension of suffering thar only added to the loss of welatves and the
destruction of property.

The move o refugee camps 1in Mexico involved significant cultural adaptation, making the
arrival 1n the United States less of a transidon than for those who come direetly from Guatemala.
The Mexdean experience allowed refugees moving roward the Umirted States to adapr 1o the changes
in cultare, language, and environment in stages, stages at tmes separated by vears. This tansidon
takes many forms, from living in a diverse community to being exposed to new sources of
informaton. “In Guatemala we only had a radio and would listen just at night to the news or cermain
programs,” Javier commented, “ but in Mexico we started to watch the relevision all the gme.”

Preparatory Phase

When imminent threat of violence 1s not involved, the process of preparing for migration is
complex. Immiprants relv on nerworks, on previous expericnces of adapradon, and on family
support. The decision to migrare is seldom simply an individual one: the inpur of family members
and acquaintances plays a role. Migradon then s both famibal and social, with vanous people,
representing distinet points of view and interests, participating n the discussion regarding bencfis
and drawbacks.

In contrast, migrants who fled their communitics in response to the army’s scorched carth
campaign i the carly 19805 had to make the deaston instantly. Some informants we spoke wirh fled
massacres in their villages, death threars, or the murder of loved ones. Although family members
were involved in the decision to flee and may have pardcipaced 1in the migradon itself, the urgeney of
the cirenmsrances hardly allowed for methodical planning,

As we have seen, many immigrants prepared for the move to the United States afrer living in
Mexico, Every member of the Stockron focus group, for example, had been mn cither of two camps
in Mexicor one near the Guatemalan border and one in Camipeche. All were originally from
Huchuctenango, and they constututed a network in the camps that supported migradon wo Stockron.




Though the imual migmton to Mexico was often an urgent decsion to flee violence, once people
arrived in the camps, their deasion to migrate 1o the United Srares was morc carcfully considered
and arranged.

As an infant, Cammen lived in the jungle for several months after the army burned her village.
FHer family later remarned to the village when 1t was under army conuol, and Raquel and other
siblings were born in what the military ealled a “model village.”” Meanwhile, Javier and his wife and
children, from the same village, remained in dhe jungle for one year as part of a “community in
reststance’” and later setded 1in a refugece eamp in Mexico. Although each of these informanes made
decisions defined by their immediate safety concerns, the later deciston of migraung to the United
States was made over a longer period of oime and was maore carcfully arranged.

Feonomically mouvared migradon is often difficult to distinguish from s politically
mouvated counterpart, Although informants may attribute migragon o a single factor, such as “the
moncey didn’t strerch,” in the same discussion they mayv refer to political tirmoil in the country.
Strrularly, migranes who explain ther motdvanon as “the army burned our village™ may also allude to
the impovenished condinons in which they lived. Even when one facror more profoundly affected
the decaision, other forces influence the cholces thar are made.

Amaong the informants in this research projuct, vconomically modvared migravon tended o
have clear goals, The majorniry of male parucipanes menuoned the desire to earn money for a specific
purposce, such as to acquire land, buy a wruck, or construct a house. All informants described a logical
process for deciding to migrate, Certain factors, such as money, nerworks, and available assistance,
determined the precise opporranity to leave once the deaision had been made. Gender issues emergre
as central factors, If the migrant 1 a marned man with children, for example, his parents will often
take on responsibility for looking after his family. Informants mentoned that the parents recerve and
distribute the money sent by their children in the United States. They are then in charge of gmiving o/
gasts (domeste supend) to the wiafe. In a case like this, the family is fullv involved in the deasion and
1in orghnizing the houschold around the absence of that family member.

l.anguage abilines also mfluence the cholce to migrare. One informant who speaks Mam as
his first language repotted that when he told his family about his desire to migrate, hus farher told
him he could nort leave Guatemala because he did not speak Spanish and therefore would not be
able to survive.

“My Cousin Helped Mo Pay che Coyore”™

Resources are necessary to cross Mexico and to pay a covote to arrive ar a desunaton in the
United Srates. For a peasant, who carns berween five and ten dollars (U.5) a day, accumulanng these
resources 1s an cnormous sacrifice and, in some cases, a major family investment. Kelly and Portes
pomt our that “there 15 brde empirical evidence to support the percepuon that people leave thar
places of ongm pushed by the fear of starvadon and abject desututdon. In facr, moving away from
one’s place of birth tequires a muumum base of marterial and human resources, as well as
informaton. Thetefore, 1t 1s people with some cducadon, some moncey, and some knowiedge abour
emplovment prospects who are most ikely to migrate” (1992, 2725,

The cconomics of migrauon is linked to networks, Informants mennoned that relagves from
the United States sent them money to pay for the wrip noerth or friends from Guatemala lent thoem
money with the promise that 1t would be repaid as soon as rhey had a job. In the collecuve
imaginatdon the iden exists thar those who go to the north enrich those who stav in the south. The
construction of this image 1s based on cases of individuals who send money back to their familics,
arce able to bDuild a “good house,” take back a vehicle, or buy land to cultvare. Using the case of
NMexican mugrants who reside in California, Rouse explains that “migranon has been seen principally
as 2 way of mising outside funds to finance their local realizagon” (Rousc [991, 13).




Constder Carmen and Raqucl, two sisters who worked i1 maquiladoras an hour from

Guatemala City. Carmen developed repetnve strain injunes, Feeling she had exhausted all mcome
possibiliues in Guaternala, Carmen fooked to migration as the only way to find suntable employment,
Frustrated by the jolr opportunines in Guatemala, she hoped to find berrer work in the United
Srares, where she could carn more and work ar a less demanding job. Her three eldest sisters were
already in the United States, providing a solid kinship nernwork that could look curt for her and
provide housing and food while she found a job. These sisters sent enough money to hire a
respected coyore for her and Raquel and ro make the journey.
Javiuer's circumstances were quite different. He remained in the Mexican refugee camp for nwelve
vears, during which hus family painstakingly saved moncey for his trip to the Unared Sraces. I decided
to come |to the United States] in Mexico,” Javier recalled. ““The money didm’t stretch anymore, Many
from the camp were coming. I also wanted 1o wy my luck.” Carlos described the discrepancy
berween hus life and the stories and pictures of life in the United States as a factor in considering
migrauon. “The Voice of the Americas has programs where they talk abour other parts of che
world,” he told us. “This is how [ began to figure things our, and it made me want o knew.” He
conunued:

Where I lived, everything was mud. There wasn't water or furnirure, nothing, nothing. 1 saw
on the TV how the others bved. When I stayed wainng for my cousin who was already here,
he wrote me that | should come, and 1 camme. 1 saw that those thar went o the Upnited Startes,
they returned with money and they could do something, dMany even renurned with a vehicle

they rerurned well-off. Many people want to come just to try; thev hear so much spoken
about the Unired States. [ also wanted to come 10 see how 1t was in realiry to be herc.

Anseclmo explaned that the stories thplﬂ.g has ideas abour migradon were not those of
wealth, but of danger and sk, The ceconomic support of family members already living in the
United States and the arrangements made by family members at home 1o compensate for his
absence. however, ounwvelghed the pereeived nisks,

I thoughe abourt it every night [the possibility of mugraring]. I walked abour v with my wife.
She was scared by evervthing she heard on the radio: about people who ger lost in the desert
ot who die drowmng. She wold me, “It makes me scared; 1 don’t wanr vou to dic like a dog
and be caren by buzzards. | prefer that we remain poor bur together.” My cousin was gong
to> help me. He had already come once and knew how o do it He was also going 1o lend me
monev [more than S500]. T was sure my sons would be cared for, since they were going 1o
live with vy parcents.

In some cases, mixed feclings ¢xisted about going ro rthe United States among mugrants who
had been engaged in the revolunonary movement Javier described the wension dhis way: “Dra como
renir d fa boca del lofo V|1 was ke coming to the belly of the beast).

CROSSING BORDERS

Migrants who cross into the Unired Stares confront vicious artacks by gangs seeking to rob
or rape them, cailous abandonment by the covore, and rhe collapse of their dreams through
derenton and deportanon by the INS, Courage, resourcefulness, ‘Rtrtnbth, and religious faich all are
drawn upon dunng the experience. Cenrral American migrants ¢ross viarious borders and expenience
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muleple new environments before arnving 1 rhe Unired Stares. For indigenous Guaremalans, this
experience is magnified. Attemprng to blend into Mexican sociery durnng the journey nosrh,
informants reported that they told others they were from Chiapas or other regions of Mexico with
large indigenous populations. By assuming this idennry, migrants were able to both claim Mexican
nauonality and explain therr indipenous feartures and flawed Spanish. In this way, the Mava represent
a unique migratory experience. Migranon becomes more than just the home left behind and the new
destnauon. For many, the journey itself is a transformartive experience. As Leo Chavez stared, “The
border is a poliucal fiction. The border is both a symbolic and a physical separanon. It s a diade
that must be crossed, a barrier that must be surmouneed, a moment that must be ranscended™
(1998, 45).

The expenience for Mayan Guatemalans of physically crossing the United States —Mexico
border is similar in some ways to the experience of any other undocumented Lanno immigrane, If 1o
is the first tme a person has made such a trip, the experience is jarring regardless of one's
background. Increased patrolling and violence along the border make an ilegal crossing all the more
danperous. Amnesty Inwernadonal, in a special report regarding the human righes situaton along the
border, states that “berween 1993 and 1996, 1 1s esumared thar ar least 1,185 migrants died in the
attempt to cross the border, and it is feared that the truce number 15 much higher since many bodies
are never found™ (1998, 6). For women there are additnonal safery concerns. “Women who attempr
to cross into the USA illegally face many perils, The IINS enhanced securniry operadons in San Dicgo,
El Paso and Brownsville have channeled magrants ro more dangerous, remorte areas of desert and
maountamn ranges, where they are ar risk, among other things, of dehydration, hypothermia, drowning
or abandonment by their guide if they fail to keep pace with the group. Women are at particular sk
of bewng physically assaulted, raped, robbed or murdered on their journey™ (36), Women mipranes
sometimes pay a higher ratwe 1o coyotes, as one woman reported who crossed undocumented with
her seven children,

Though crossing borders is a huge nisk for migrants, the conditions they leave behind often
make such a risk worthwhile, For the Guatemalan Mava who fled the country during the violence of
the 1980s mugradon presenred a possible risk, but remainung in Guatmwemala would have mecant
almost certain death or continuing condidons of socal vielence and extreme poverty. Sofia
described her panic when she was derained by the INS and faced deportadon to Guatemala,

We ran through the mountains of Tijuana at night. When the INS caughr us, [ wold them 1
was Mexiean, but they didn’t belicve me, Then they told me to tell the truth; then T told
them [ was from Guaremala. They rold me to sign so thev could deport me; I said 1 didn't
know how to sign my name and that 1 didn’t understand what they were telling me. They
scparated me from the Mexicans, Then they told me o call my lawver, the court sraff, 1
didn’t even know what a lawyer or a court was, [ didn’t understand anvthing, and I barely
spoke Spanish. I told them my story, the wuth, and I rold them, “*What the army will do
with me when you send me back, vou can do here. Please, kil me here, Why would vou
prolong my crucifivion? Please, please, I beg you, kill me here. You can do it too. T prefer o
dic here than with the army in Guaremala,” I remember how they had killed myv son and
everyvthing that they had done in my viliage, with my house, with my animals. 1 told them,
“Don’t send me back; it's better if you kill me here. It's the same thing. Why send me back
to Guartemala? They are only going to kill me there. I beg you, kill me here.” Then the agent
felt pity for me and told me that he would not send me back. 1 was so happy, 1t was like a ray
of sun had entered my life. T was ready to die. They made me sign: [ didn'’t even know how
to write my name, [ didn’t have a lawyer, 1 defended mysclf with my tesaumony, and 1 rold
my story. In jail they had us all mixed. There was a Mexienan lady thar knew the laws, T asked
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her to help me write my wsuamony. Stster Maurcen [a nun in the Bay Area) took over my
case. | arnived in Qakland, afrer nearly three months, Here T am in heaven. I am scared to
think that it could be 2 dream, that I am going to wake up and T will be dead. Or that I am in
the mountains agam, This 1s like heaven,

Covotes play an cssental yet ambivalent role in the act of mugraton; they are border
specialises. Their reputation, established rhrough word-of-miouth recomumendations, often travels
through nerworks to Guatemala to link with those who are contemplating migration. Covotes
negodare multiple languages, cultures, and legal, geographic, and social landscapes on behalf of their
clicnes and for rheir own enrichment. They seek out clients who are healthy, eager, determined, and
intelhgent. Pregnante, il, clderly, or very voung people are considered high-risk and are discouraged
or avoided completely. These valnerable groups mught endanger themselves and the group, as well
as the coyore’s career, which greaty depends on his success rate. Antonia described her experience:

My father lent me the six hundred fifty dollars that it cest. But when we got to Mexico, the
covote had me change out of my /e and into pants, Then he realized 1 was pregnant. He
said T had te go back, that I couldn’t go like that. T told him I wasn't going back. He told me
to go back, have the baby, and then come back. I got angry, and he told me, vou're gomng to
have to pay rent, the hospital bill, and rthen you will end up living on the street, Ifs better if
yvou go back. But I had already paid my money, which he wouldn't refund. My cousin and
the others convinced him ro let me go. I didn’t even know the others—they were from other
aldvas, 1 had never seen them before in my life—Dbur they took pity on me. The coyote
demanded more money for me, since I was pregnant. My cousin and my father paid more,
like: a thousand dollars, and I have finally paid back my cousin, but I sull owe my father. For
that, I need 1o keep working. Fifteen people from my village came here, but they live all
over—in Chicago, and other women from my town live in Loz Angeles with my cousin,
Here, Sister Maurcen helps me.

The language employed by migrants and others involved in the “border culture” reflects the
mythlike status of the covore, whether posidve, negadve, or a combinaron. Accountng for the
symbolism of language, Dormuidlo reflected on the terms used:

You know, I am a peasant. And for us, coyotes are very inuiguing anmimals, And I understand
whv they are called covotes, Because they have to be quick, they have to be risk takers, and
thev have to have strong blood. T prefer to call them coyotes and not pofferes, Beeause a polfers
s for chickens, and we are not cowards, we are not chickens. I prefer to idenafy them with
C(J)’()t‘.‘s.

The ambivalent view of covotes is a result of the wide range of experiences migrants have
had. If a client becomes a risk to the group or to the covorte, the coyore must decide whether to
accept that risk or abandon the client. For example, a coyote abandoned Javier in the Arnzona desert.
After four days without water or food, Javier was convinced he would die. Instead, an INS agent
found him and took him to a detenden center where he was jaled for three months. Despite this
setback, he considered himself lucky to be alive. One of his greatest fears during the journey, being
apprehended by the INS, may actually have saved his life,

Covote stories and legends abound, conveying contrasting fears, trust, and berrayal. l'or
Carmen and Raquel, from Chimalrenango, the coyote tramned their group how to “act Mexican,”
how to dress, what to say in certain situanons, and what to expect. Before leaving, the covore first
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came from Huchuetenango to meer with their family and a neighboring family, Their father had
heard about him and was told he had a good reputation. Because the daughters wanted to go, the
family discussed the coyotwe’s tustworthiness. The father negonated the price and the details of the
trip and was finally sadsfied with the rerms. The eldest sister, who lbved in San Diego, sent the
money for the wip, approximately three hundred dollars cach. Afrer leaving Guaremala, Carmen and
Raquel’s covore took them o a sceret house in San Cristobal, Chiapas, where they hid for one week,
He coached them on basic facts, such as the colors of the Mexican flag, the name of the Mexican
president, and what Pemex is. They were instructed to idendfy themsclves as Tzorzil Indians, o
name a town of origin from Chiapas, and ro pretend they were sleeping if soldiers came onto the
bus. Onee mn Mexico City, the group visited the Basilica to say prayers for a safe journey. This is a
scene often repeated, as most rnigrants must pass through Mexico City and the religious aspects of
the trip are of central importance to both the migrants and their families. They traveled in secrecy in
Chiapas, bur in Mexico Ciry, they were free to spend the day bke tounses. Both girls were very
impressed by the grandeur of the capital. In fact, they described the vemainder of the trip, mainly by
bus, with happy surprisc also. “We traveled like tournsts the whole way, 1t was very casy, 1t was first
class.”™ Pleased with their success, even thewr clandestne border crossing to El Paso scemed less
traumatc. Carmen recalied:

\We tried to cross the river one ome at night, but the water was too fast, so we rurned back.
The next morning ar nine, we crossed. We could see the puard rowers down the niver. We
had to run across a wide-open area, and we por stuck with thorns from the shrubs, It was
easy o cross the river—we waded across, then ran to an abandoned house where we stayed
for o while. A man there gave us water, and we waited for our clothes to drv. Then we went
tor the bus staton and rode to San Diego direcrly. God was with us. Thank God we had no
problems. We had very pood luck.

Although migrants make some superficial changes 1o appear Mexacan, the INS 15 often able
to identify a Guatemalan., Cermain features cannot be modified. “We ran for the mountains in
Tijuana,” Sofia recalled. *“When Immigration stopped us, I said T was Mexican, but they didn’t
belicve e, because of my golden brdge. So, T told them T was a Guatemalan.” Physical
transformanons have addidonal complicatons for women, causing them ro address idendry sssuces,
often for the first ume. To cut their hair, for example, or o usce malicup or wear wnnis shoes or
jeans arc all trares linked 1o Ladino, and often masculine, charactensucs. Antonia recalis the moment
of that physical transformanon:

Can vou unagine, 11 the morning when I wake ap, 1 sdll have my tradinonal clothes on, but
when the covore arrived, I had my tennds shoes and pants 10 a bag. 1 was walong undl the
last moment to change into these clothes. If the people 1n my community saw me dressed
like thar, they would laugh at me. T didn’t want people o think badly of me. [ never cur my
laair: that was oo much for me!

By minimirzing indigenous features, clothing, and specech, many Mavan migranes belicved
they would pass more casily through Mexico and across the border. If detained at the border, by
appearing Mexican and claiming Mexican ciuzenship, the Guaternalans hope to be deported back to
Mexico rather than all the way ro Guatemala.
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PROCESS OF GETTING SETTLED

Initiaf Impressions: It Was Like a Dreamn

When muagrants arrive in the Bay Area, muldple barriers to permanent scetdemenr rernain,
such as the INS and legal problems as well as other challenges related to culrure, language, and new
soclal scrtings. As in the journey irsclf, nerworks allow the successful negotinnon of these new
borders and integration inro the life of a new cormmunmry.

Berween the rime of crossing the border and dhe process of setdement, liminal moments
exdst thar are difficult o situate mn mme and space. People tend to move berween theirr dreams,
inemorics, and reality. With hindsight, informants often describe this imoal encounter as secming as
though they were in a dream, This descripdon, however, only ¢merges with the perspecuve gatned
by reflecnon and a better understanding of those rthings thar inidally impressed them. Informants
repeatedly referred to an unreal, dreamlike, or even nighomare, experience, “Tode era comio um snerio’
[Everything was like a dream].” Many informants deseribed their first reactions to not being in their
home community and to confronung a different reality. Anronia’s shock was so great upon arriving
dircctly from her rural comrnunity, she could not eat more than crackers and water for a full weck,

»

I had never left my village. I only knew the town next door where we had gone to leave the
caffee. Bur [ had never gone anywhere before. I had only ridden in a bus two dmes; 1 had
not even been to Huchuctenange. Just once T wenrt to Barillus and another time to Xalbal o
leave coffee. T had never seen anything, [ had never seen what a crry was like, or TV, In my
villagre there is no electricity. My mama has never left our village. ... 1 was very frighrenced;
sometimes [ =oll feel thar T am in a dream. Ac first I couldn’t even ear.

Some migrants were amused by the gulf berween the stores of the United States they had
heard and the reality thar they weoere now facing. Many members of a focus group recalled, laughing,
how shocked they had been at these contrasts. “Some say that when you come here to the North,”
limiliano related, “dollars are lying everywhere, and you just have to go sweeping them up with a
broom—thev're just lying there. It's a toral Le”

Manyv of the informants, when asked what unpressed thermn the most arriving in the United
States, desenbed thelr surprise about the infrastructure—irs seale and modernity. Sofia commented,

In my village there are only small gvers. 1 had never scen the sea or even imagined . 1
thought that the USA was like Barillas, ke Alramira, mavbe bigger, but 1 didn’t imagine it
was lke it 15, What impressed or surprised me the most ar the beginning were the two-story
houses and the stories [how do they make them? she asks] and the brndges and the boats and
the metro and evervihing,.

Clanvel elaborared:

Here evervehing is differene. In my village the people are very poor; there 1sn’t anvrhing like
what there 1s here. People make their own clothes, eat whar they grow or what they are able
to buy at the marker. If someone wants a chicken, well, vou kill i, you cook 1t, and have
fresh broth. Here you go to the supermarker and buy cvervthing., You can even buy food
already made. The woman makes tordllas, makes evervthing, She washes in the niver or in
the sink; there 1s no washer or hor wartet. There is no light or clectrielty, yvou can'’t keep the
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food in the refrigerator, and everything has to be fresh since there is no elecrricity, There
arcn't a lot of things; [ didn’t know about “big carrots” until here. Here everyrthing is big,
and they have it in bulk, in the supermarker and the stores. I had never eaten fish (I don't
like ir, just shrimp). Here they even throw away what they don’t wanr it's a lot of garbage.
They take 1t away in trucks.

NMultiple Borders

Onece immigranes are in the United Srates, the INS remains a concern. Immigrants need to
pass several contrel poines near the border and fear INS patrols in the areas where they sectle. Day
laborers are among the most vulnerable of the undocumented populadon. They congregare at
known stops, or paradas, so employers can find them, and thus are ar risk for INS sweeps. This
experience ts comparable to contnually recrossing the border, but inside the couneoy. In San Rafacl,
day laborers stated that the INS sweeps the boulevard every two weeks whete they wair for work.
“When 1 was ar the parwda,” Javier commenred, “the sygra passed, and | had to jump a fence inte a
backyard. 1 asked the woman to let me hide there, and I had to stay for several hours. T was afraid
that she would report me”

Adolfo took a rrain from Encinitas to Los Angeles and hid in the bathroom for the enurc
rip so the INS would not queston him when they boarded the rrain. He had planned to stay in
Encinitas, but a fricnd reld him there was heavy INS parrolling in Southern California and he would
be safer in Northern Califormia with his cousin. This fear, plus a contact (diffused network wes)
derermined his choice 1o go to the Bay Arca. Orther informants mentoned similar strategies, Carmen
and Raquel were fearful while staying with rherr sister in San Dicgo. They kepr the curtams closed
and were reluctant to leave the aparunent, Some people do not even want o leave therr rooms. This
confinement is a significant phase for many during the process of gerdng scrded. An invistble
peogpraphy of fear and uncertamny, based on power relauons that relate specifically to undocumented
imumigrants’ condidons, means thar privae and public spaces are constituted differendy for them.

Translocality
The term frawséiocal designates a current patwern of migration, and of inrerrelations between
places and peopie... 7 Many such locatons create complex condinens for the producnmon and

reproductuon of locality, in which nes of marrnage, work, business, and leisure weave together
various circulating populauons with kands of locals 1o create neighborhoods that belong in one sense
to o particalar nawvon-state, bur thatr are from another pomt of view, what we mipghe call
rransiocalives” (Appadurar 1996, 192),

IFor rural indigenous (Guatemalans, a srrong link to Guatermala as a nadon may be
subsidiary—ro the extent that it exists at all—to ves o the aldea (small village), ethnic group (owenry-
three languages are spoken), or extended family, The idea of locality 1s rooted in the adidva. Becomung
translocal requires people to expand rherr notions of territorializanon to larger geographics: where a
Guatemalan mught mically regard the aldea or perhaps the municipaiity as the key reference of his or
her spadal idenury, migrating requires a larger frame, Thus, 1n an mrerview in Stockton, informants
identified their wldea, the municipality, the department, and then Guartemnala as their pointg of
reference. Withour dropping the meost local, they add o this wo give the liswener a berter
understanding of therr sense of place. When asked about idenury, people often consider themselves
Mam, Qanjob’al, or K’iche’. Also, other informants respond that they are Guatemaian, but that
bemg Guatemalan has a localized significance, referring ro their immediate municipalicy.




Nerworks

Casa Oakland residents have a wndency toward insulariry vis-a-vis the larger sociery, n
characreristic reinforced by their nor fecling safe in the neighborhood and usually going places in
small groups rather than alone. Within Casa Oakland, migrants receive substantal support from
North American community-based organizatons, particularly one that assists them specifically as
recently arrived Centeal Americans. The organizadon began as a responsc 1o the large numbers of
refugees from the wars in the 1980s and thus 1s sensitive to the context of thewr sending
commumtes. This form of support reinforces their wdenaties as Guatemalans, encourages them to
celebrate their cultural identities, and also relieves matenal pressures and wensions.

The Stockton houscheld is not as closely connecred to this supporr organization, receiving
only legal atd rather rthan other marterial assistance. Nerworks, however, oo residents to refugec
camps in Mexico and to Guaternala, Almost everyone traces their heritage to Huchuctenango, and
all parucipants in our focus group lived 1n one of two refugee camps in southern Mexico. The
camps, home to an ennre gencrauon of Guatemalans who were raised there, possess strong social
networks that inivally aided settiement in Mexico and were effeenve in fighung for refugee rights
there. These nerworks were reconfigured in Stockton and continue to be linked to those who remain
in Mexico, This mamnuining of nerworks over widely disparate condidons is remarkable and poses
an extraordinary conrrast to the difficulaes that Menjivar (1995, 1997) and others document among
other imnugrant communitics.

The impulse to migrate is often embedded within myths, but nerworks guide the migratory
journcy iwsclf. One parucipant had imagined the United States o be one vast city, with no
countryside or undeveloped land. Although part of this image was constructed from media such as
television, the specific plans for where to migrate were developed within specific informanon flows
among friends and family, not within a more abstract framework of depersonalhized geographics, 1
had a cousin who [ knew was in Pinsburgh, bur I didn’t know his phone number, nor where
Pittsburgh was,” Ernesto said. “Now T have his phone number, and he has told me that, of
necessary, I ean join hon there and he can get me a job”

Communitics are partally reconsatuted in the Stmws, due 1o the networked migration of part
of the village populatnon. Several informanes were advised to po 1o Qakland because they could be
helped there. When Adolfo arrived in the Unired Stares, he hardly had any contact besides the
cousin of a friend he had heard was bving in a refugee home i Oakland, Neoworks constirute
“social capital,” as they offer different contacts and oppormimnes from which the migrant can
choose. “Althoupgh the occupanonal niche of the first migranes from a communiry 15 often a martter
of chance,” Massev writes, “once migrants become established 1in a parocular occupatonal-industrial
posinton, they tend o channel other rowns-people mro the same stracrural locauon, thereby
determining the character and composition of the subsequent stream™ (Massey ceral. 19943,

The Stockton houschold has developed a strategy in the local agro-indusiry. Maost Mexican
mugrant laborers rerurn 1o Mexaco duning the slower season, beginming in November, so although far
less work expies dunng the winter months, the Guatemalans can positdon themselves as the
predominant workforce during this tme. Thus, although subordinate o the Mexican working
populaton overall, the Guaremalans have establshed a specific role that allows them to contunue
aeneraung incomne during the slower work period.

Gender differentiation runs through nenworks, Hagan (1998) obscrves thar men'’s nenworks
expand as they serle into work and Lfe 1n the United States, while women’s netwaorks contract, This
disuncuon s rooted i the type of work that immugrants deem suitable for men and women and by
the ovpe of workers that employers seek. Thus, two separate and speeific constructons of gender
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and class incersecr, and Guaremalan Mayan men typically work in landscaping, dav labor
construction, and janitorial work, while women rypically do domesde work and child eare. Men,
then, find themselves in the public sphere, working with many other people, wainng for work on the
street, and networking together for employment openings, while women work for an individual boss
(pazrora) within a private houschold. This differendation reinforces our smudy’s gender bias toward
male mnformants, Although more men migrate to begin with, women who magrare tend to be less
accessible for this type of stady. In San Rafael, dozens of men were waiung to be hired along the
main boulevard and told us that Guatemalan women were cither at home or working in privace
homes at jobs they obrained through more personal nenwvorks,

Although a recent migrane obrains a job through local nerworks, the migrant will then be
incorporated into larger Mexican, Salvadoran, or other Laun American circles once on the job. For
example, in Stockron, informants described a sense of unity among ficid-workers that wanscended
national Spanish-speaking groups. Although a pardcular nerwork provides access to emploviment,
the joly exposes one ro additonal networks. The new reladonships among day laborers in San Rafael,
for example, llustrate the “strengrh of weak des in nenworks expansion” (Wilson 1998, 397),

“A seres of open concentric cireles can be envisioned, deseribing a contunuum from the
most dense ro the most diffuse network members” (Wilson 1998, 398). Hagan (1994) found thar
networks for employvment among the Maya in Houston are so strong thart those currendy cmployed
with a company recommend friends or relatves so that most avaiable posigons are never posted for
the general public, Workers who hear of a vacant position or ktow of someonce being promoted or
transferred immediately confer with friends and acquainmnces so as to have n recommendauon
prepared for the manager. A similar labor nerwork was observed 1o Stockron, and, despire the
transitory narure of agriculmural work, word-of-mouth informadon regarding positions and practical
support such as transporraton were present. [hese employment nenworks are not universal, but
mndustrial or occupational patterns exist noncrheless. Maya in Los Angeles are dispersed mnto various
sectors, but 90 percent are estimared to have worked in the gnrment industry at one point since their
arrival (Loucky 1995, 31). Unlike the Houston Mayva, 75 percent of Mayan respondents i a survev
conducted 1in Los Angeles said that they had recceived assistance from a relative or friend upon
arrival, but only 25 percent of these reported thar the aid ook the form of job placement (32).
Though this 15 no smal amount, it docs not compare with the significant ecmployment assistance
reported in Houston.

All female mformanes in the Bay Area worked as domestics or in other gender-coded jobs,
such as seamstress or cook. The Houston research indicates similar wreuds; nearly 97 perecent of
Mavan women there were emploved as domesucs (Hagan 1994). Domesdc work 1s usually donce
alone and 1n an unfamibiar space, thus it can jead o a sense of 1seoladon from the larger socicty and
from locul networks. This experience 15 in sharp contrast to rhat of the men, who tend o work
together more and inreract with other communides, This employment pattern for women lmits
'therr access to established networks and thewr ability to creare new ones.

Another significant gender disuncuon is that women uare more bkely to follow relarives than
their male counterparts, Men may wait on roadsides for work as day laborers; women remain in the
hotme undl work 1s secured. Generally, members of the extended farmily assist in secking work on the
female migrant’s behalf When Sofia left her village, she borrowed moncy from a cousin living in the
United States who later helped her to find work in o house where he worked as a gardener, Afrer
working for six months, she was able to repay the debr to him and pursue her own employment
options. Her decision ro migrate was anchored in famuily, reflecring a pattern mn women's networks.

Many mugrants, especially ar Casa Oakland, voiced an ideabsoc vision of the country in
which they had recentdy arrived. “Here the Amencans give away everything,”” Antonia remarked;
“they are very kind. At Casa Oakland they brang us bread, bags full of clothes. Since I've been here 1
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haven’s even boughr a pair of shbes; evervthing has been donated—and nice rthings. They are very
kind.” This community-based network augments immigrants’ impressions of a culture where class-
based behavior 1s not as sharply marked as in Guaremala, Those who do nor find a nerwork like this,
however, can find systems to be far less accessible and friendly.

Nerowogks can also have negadve conscguences, such as hindering  English-langruage
acquisidon, which would expand options for employment, social services, and legal assistance. In
addidon, nenworks can fulfill immediate needs such as housing and food upon arrival bur can falter
in the longer rerm. Although parucpants were mainly parr of “immaturd’” migrations, we were
surprised by the resilicncy of networks and the amicability of houscholds, which stand in contrast to
poruavals by studies of other immigrant groups or moge “marture” flows. For example, Menjivar
(1995, 1997 obscrves familial conflices over employment, houschold expenses, and other issucs
among recenty arrived Salvadorans in San Francisco. (There 1s need for caudon when discussing
“mature” migrations: there 1s no clear indication that recenty arrived Guaremalans are on a path to
bringing ther familics or permanently setding here. Although some have plans to do so if the
opportuniry ariscs, others are specifically saving for an investmenr in Gaatemala or Mexico.)

Cufruraf Idenrin:

The interviewees in Stockton expressed a sentiment that closely parallels Rouse’s analvsis of
Aguwilillans (1991, 1995). These Guatemalans insisted upon the notion of a unified, campesino
character of the houschold. They portraved themselves as a solid communicy, with strong links to
families in refupgee camps In Mexico, with a common location of ongin, and with a common goal of
waorking in agriculture 1o earn money to live and to support faraway families. Although some
members of the houschold were born in Mexico, and perhaps half were reared in Mexico with no
memories of Guatemala, all self-idendfied as Guatemalans, When asked abour language, most stated
Mam  as their primary language, although there was a marked gencratonal difference. This
transiocalized commumty, then, scees ttself as a branch, or satcllite, one of several locatons of a
people united by family des, culrure, and shared histary.

In contrast, Casa Oakland is a4 wansivonal home for immuagrants from all parts of Guaremala,
with various lanpguages, migragon c¢xperiences, and goals. Situared in a large and diverse urban area,
Casa Qakland iz a valuable support nerwork for new arnvals who need to find theirr wav. Maost
restdents work as dav laborers 1in construcdon and landscaping, but some branch out into bakeries,
restaurants, and other parts of the service sector, Javier justficd his cholee of work as a gardener by
stating that he onlv knew about the land, so this job draws upon his skills and culture as a
campesino. Thus, he mcorporares his current work idenrnty with a deeper sense of his hastorieal
idendry.

All of the informants we interviewed spoke Spanish, some fluently and others halnngly.
Spanish 1s essenual to their daily exastence, as most live in Launo neighborhoods where Spanish can
be more common than English. Interviews conducted ar Casa Qakland revealed that many
indigenous Guartemalans continued to speak in their Mayan language with other residents of the
house. For those who were living in Mexico prior to comuing to the United States, this represented
the opportuniny o engage themselves wirth their first language again afrer many years. One
informant said he had not spoken Mam for ten vears afrer leaving Guatemala and living in Mexico.
LUpon his arnival at Casa Qaldand, he found himself living with others from his region and bepan o
speak Mam again. “Its a miracle,” he remarked. To go so far from one’s home, culture, and
language only to encounter 1t again in the Unired States was an unexpected, bur pleasant, surprise.
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Rouse (1995) in “Questions of Idendry” 15 skepdeal about the universality of idennry
formadon. Most importandy for our project, he challenges the nodon that the presence of mulople
identdes within migrants is only a wansidon from one idendry o the new, stanc, assimilated
immigrant. Although a large number of informanms do not wish to return to Guatemala, there is no
cvidence that they see themselves on a linear path toward becoming Americans. In the majoricy of
observed cases, Guaremalan men strive to appear Mexiean, In part, this can be understood as an
acknowledgment of the long history of Mexicans in the United Srates, parnculariy in California.
Mexican and Chicano lives and mugradons are integrally woven into the hustory of California; in
contrast, Guatemalans were few in number before 1980, Guatemalan men pay close artendon to
clothing styles, language, and mannerisms and strive to appear “Mexacan,” parneularly when seeking
work. Denving any discrimination or resentment on the part of Mexicans and Mexican-Americans
the focus group in Stockron clatmed to ¢njoy a suppornve, umfied relanonship with Mexicans in the
arca. Thev did discuss tenstons with neighbors, however, They feared being reported to the INS and
feared other agencics, such as the Health Department. They have more residents per houschold than
allowed by city codes, and they know the neighbors think they are different and strange. One
proposed soludon is to pool money and buy a licde rarefio where they could live as a houschold but
withour meddling neighbors,

T'hix shifring idendty is complex and ambiguous. In a nightelub where the majority were of
Mexwan origin, for example, the Guaternalans emphasized theirr “Mexican macho” swvle of
appearance, wearing boots, jeans, and silver ebare belts. “Can yvou imagine being dressed in o
mradinonal way here? No oway! Evervbody will make jokes abour us: the betde Indians,” Ernesto
commented.

In the context of “Mexicanizadon,” we find muldpic, mulnlocal, and fluid idenddes,
“ecspeaally for those that challenge the wdea of loyalty 1o a single sovercign stare” (Rouse 1995, 353).
T'he form of male Mexicamizadon is associated with a wersorde rural acsthetce of the people who are
actually working in the fields and, thus, is a role meodel for the reconsoucdon of idendty thac is
chosen by Guatemalan men who are sccking a pracucal and meanmingful idendry within a new
context. Men frequently Mexacanize themscelves as a survival strategy, because, in their view,
Mexicans have a deeper hustory and reladon to the area than new immigrants. There is also the more
mmmediate fear of depormnon o Guaternala, Men are at grearer risk because of their work sites, their
visible presence. In San Rafael, for example, men are exposed in a public space every day, walting to
be picked up for work., Two fascnating questons rernain unanswered: To what exrent have men
internabiecd fears of appearing Mayan so that Mexicanizadon 1s desirable? Has thar translated into an
interalizaton of Mexican values and 1cons?

Nearly all male imnformants sav thev idenufy themselves as Guatemalans or as members of
their ethnie group, Informants seem comfortable balanang acceprance and prde in their own
tdennny and incorporatnon of new influenees, both by cholce and out of necessity. For women
mugrants, the ssues of culwaral idendne once 1in the Unuted Stares are experienced and arnculared
much differently. In contrast to male intfarmants, they express a desire to matnratn a strong,
connection with Guatemala and the tradivons of ther famulies and communiuces. When we asked of
three women, “\What would vou have liked to bnng with you?” thev all mendoned, “My e Sofia
described the longing for her rradidonal dress in the following context:

[Inn Guatemala] we have notlung. We are simple country people. There aren’t any stores to
buy thungs. One finds other ways to be ensertained. There aren’™ games; you don’t go to big
stores. There are not any stores, we only go somenmes to Barillas but just to buy food. My
dad bought us clothes and shoes and school notebooks when we neceded them. Whar 1
would like to do now 13 send for my /rgfe thae T lefr there. It cost a lot of money, and it was
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almost new. The shipping 1s very expensive, bur when [ have the money, [ will have 1 sent
to me. I miss wearing it, although I would only wear 1t in the house.

Antonia claborated on these sendments:

The first thing Il do when somceone goes rhere 15 have them get my srage. IU0s very lovely,
and [ muss having 1t. I am used to having my waist wrapped snugly in a sash. Withour my
corte I feel like my stomach is loose. I'm going to wear my /raie here, ke Ragoberta Menchu,
At least [ will wear it at home, and when I leave the house, maybe I will change into other
clothes. Bur 1 sce the women from India, they wear their frge here, and they are very
beaunful.

This discrepancy berween responses from male and female informanes s in part due o
differences that exisred in Guaremala, where wormen conrinue to wear tadidonal clothing and most
men wear Western-style dress. This disancdon tn Guaremala iz ranslated into the new scuing of the
United Srates.

Relations with Ocher Latinos and Othicr Ethnic Groups

The relauonship of Mayan Guatemalan imrmugrants in the United States with other ethnic
groups begins with the social fabric of Guaremnia itself. For indigenous Guatemalans, conract and
connecton with Ladinos is lunired and often impeded by geographical disrance. This separadon
begins ro hlur, however, once the experience of magration is encountered, Whether due o internal
cmplovment migraton or international political mugration, new alliances form among diverse pardes.
Common past experniences and present challenges bring rtogether diverse Guarernalans, in some
msrances people who would otherwise never mect. The refugee camps of southern Moexico are a
grapluc example of this phenomenon, though it occurs 11 an anfinite number of wavs and places.
Arnval m the Unired Srates further deepens the bond among Guaremalans and expands the social
context in which they east as a group. I knew that in Guatermnala, there were anjob’ales,
Cobaneros, who spoke other languages” Sofia stared. “Olne of my auvns married a Cobanero. |
didn't know him before. The others are Ladinos, who anly speak one language, They don’t know
about customs like we Mayans do.™’

Contact with people from non-Latno ethnic groups has been mted for many informants,
as most live in predominantly Latino neighborhoods and work 1in ficlds dominated by Larino
lnaborers. Expericnces ranged from superficial observaton to conunuous working relationships to
asststance with needed serviees. One informant reporred working with an Asian-American man who
spoke o lude Spanish and would, in tarmn, teach the informant certn things i English. Orther
mformants  had  less  onc-on-one  contact and shared  thowrr general mmpressions,  frequently
stereotvpical. e blacks are Lke us, only different: they shout a lor and walk in the streer with thewr
radios,” Tomas relared. “Also the Mexicans, They hang out on the corners and donk a lor. The
others that speak Spamsh are faster and shour more.” Clanvel remarked that m the Unired States
“there are many people. In Grare we are just indigenous, and there are Ladinos, bur there aren't
Chinuse or black people.” Antonia shared her impressions:

t had never scen black people, I didn’t know they exasted. At first it caught my atcennoen:
they cat the snme, laugh the same; they are like me. Later 1in Oakland where I live, there are




manyv: [ am always staring at them, T just feel they are differene With rhe Asians ic's not the
same, they look more like Guatemalans.,

Some umpressions were vague, othoers were stronpger and more specific. Based on a migrant’s
experience with social service organizatgons, percepuons of mainly white Americans can be positve.
Javicer, who has received legal and housing assistance from a religious organization, reported the
following. *“"Ihe Americans who speak Spanish are really preac; 1 think they are delightful. T've even
ecaten at restaurants with them, and they have asked me for my testmony. 1 have spoken with
students—rthey are so educared.” Javier conunued, “And the people never leave someonce alone and
helpless. On the bus, someone helped me find my way, and in San Francisco, someone helped me
buv a BART dcker withour even knowing me.”

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

In this preliminary ethnographic study, we explored the intersection of social nenworks and
idenuey among rural Mayan Guaternalans in Northern Californmia, “These networks are the soctal
highwavs transporting increasing numbers of Guaremalans to new communities in the United States.
What began as an anguished and tumultuous cxodus o refugece camps in Mexico in the carly 1980s,
as a result of the vicious countennsurgency war inside Guatemala, evolved into a further migration
to the United Srates and now conrinues despite the formal cessadon of hosulities. Although the
bloody war has officially ended, we found that people’s sense of msccurity, marginalization,
vulnerabilitv, and neglect remaimns. For the yvouth there are few economic opuons. The study
explored the stages of migravon from its origins in aither the terrified flight from villages under
attack or the more measured separation from refugee camps in Mexico to the ansacery-filled arrival in
the United States.

(ur rescarch, conducted primarily in Qakland, Stockron, and San Rafacel, revealed cthe
importance nenworks play 1n each stage of the journcy north: from the imnal idea of migrating, to
preparing the journey, through the crossing first of Mexico and then of the border with the United
States, to the difficulr sertlement in an overwhelmingly different environment in the Bay Arca. These
netwaorks provide the cconomic resources, the guidance, and the emotonal support to eadure the
journey. In the case of the Guatemalans we interviewed, we found the networks to be swonger and
more restlient than other rescarchers had concluded tn the context of Salvadoran imrmigrants.

Intertwined with the social dumensions of nerworks were complex, evelving, at dmes
conflictive nouons of idenury and gender. Contradicdons abound: nenworks open doors to new
worlds, yer restrict the opions women may act on; migrants began with a swong wdennry fixed on
the local, vet under the pressures of a new life and the process of integration to a new community

ganed a stronger vision of being Guatemalan, even Larino. Asstmiladon often involved appearing
more Mexican rather than becomuing more like rthe dominant culture.

In scholarly terms, the rescarch posced Lrnportant questons concerning the evolunon and
tnteracdon of networks, identiry, and gender over tme and in evolving communirties. In policy
terms, this preliminary study underscored the importance of nerworks both 1n understanding and n
relating ro this growing immigrant population.
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