
 
      

 
 

July 16, 2018  

Stephen W Manning 
IMMIGRANT LAW GROUP PC 
PO BOX 40103 
PORTLAND, OR 97240 

 
Dear Mr. Manning: 

 

This is in response to your question about the legacies of the Guatemalan Genocide, gang 
violence, and the connection between gangs and government actors, including local and state 
police, in Guatemala.  

 
I am professor and chair of anthropology at Lehman College where I also serve as the director 
of the Center for Human Rights and Peace Studies. I am also a member of the doctoral faculty 
at City University of New York. I am an Affiliated Scholar at the Center for the Study of 
Genocide and Human Rights, Rutgers University. I have conducted extensive field research 
with Maya communities in Guatemala, Afro-Colombian and indigenous peace communities in 
Colombia, and Colombian refugee communities in Ecuador. I have authored several books 
including Buried Secrets: Truth and Human Rights in Guatemala (Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 
Violencia y Genocidio en Guatemala (FyG Editores, 2003), Guatemala: Del Genocidio al 
Feminicidio (FyG Editores, 2008), co-edited Gender Violence in Peace and War: States of 
Complicity (Rutgers University Press, 2016), and co-authored the Guatemalan Forensic 
Anthropology Foundation's report to the Commission for Historical Clarification (the 
Guatemalan truth commission). 

 
I hold a certificate in Human Rights Law from the Inter-American Institute of Human Rights 
in Costa Rica. I have received numerous awards for my work and research including a 
Guggenheim Fellowship, the Bunting Peace Fellowship at Harvard’s Radcliffe Institute for 
Advanced Studies, a United States Institute for Peace grant, a Fulbright Teaching/Research 
Award, a Rockefeller Fellowship for research on violence, a MacArthur Consortium 
Fellowship, and the Early Career Award of the Peace Society of the American Psychological 
Association, among others. I have served as a consultant and provided invited expert briefings 
on human rights to private foundations as well as to governmental, nongovernmental and 
United Nations entities.  I received my Ph.D. in anthropology from Stanford University in 
2000. 

 
I am familiar with gang violence, and the dangers faced by people who resist gang recruitment 
and violence in Guatemala from more than two decades of field research in indigenous 
Guatemalan communities as well as work with Mayan refugees in the United States. I have 
also worked extensively with indigenous women throughout Guatemala on issues of state and 
familial gender violence. 

 
While initially focused on state violence during the Guatemalan Genocide, my recent research 



has focused on the continuum of gender violence from the Genocide to the present, including 
the very particular ways that traditional cultural practices became instruments of repression 
during the genocide, especially violence against women. Guatemala has one of the highest 
female homicide rates in the world. My research indicates that this epidemic of the killing of 
women has its roots in the Genocide. This research resulted in the publication of Guatemala: 
Del Genocidio al Feminicidio in Guatemala in 2008 as well as articles in human rights 
journals.  Most recently, I published an edited volume entitled Gender Violence in Peace and 
War ~ States of Complicity with Rutgers University Press (2016). I am currently completing 
Bitter Sweet Justice: Feminicide, Impunity and Courts of Last Resort about gender violence, 
feminicide and impunity in Guatemala. In spring of 2017, I was invited to present my research 
at Oxford University, Harvard University, Brown University and the Autonomous University 
of Mexico. This semester I am presenting my research at Columbia University and the 
University of Guelph Law School in Toronto. In spring of 2018, I presented at Cambridge 
University and the Austrian Academy of Sciences in Vienna. 

 
Historical Context 

 
The Guatemalan internal armed conflict took place from 1960 to 1996. Between 1980 and 
1983, the Guatemalan army carried out a planned genocide of indigenous Maya communities. 
During the span of the 36 years of war, the country witnessed unspeakable atrocities 
perpetuated primarily by government and military forces against rural Mayan communities in 
the highland regions of the country. It is estimated that 40,000 to 50,000 people were 
disappeared and up to 200,000 were killed during the war. The army was found responsible for 
93% of atrocities. 

 
The Guatemalan army targeted Maya communities and the military government’s 
conceptualization of anti-government guerrillas became synonymous with indigenous 
Guatemalans. The government developed a pre-emptive strategy and engaged in a “scorched 
earth” campaign during which they systematically burned, tortured, raped, and terrorized into 
submission Guatemala’s indigenous population. This genocide was carried out to prevent the 
possibility of dissent and revolution. 

 
Villages would be massacred, as men were rounded up, shot, and buried in mass graves. The 
military would also round up men, women, and children force them into churches, and then 
burn down the churches. Once the massacres took place, all of the remaining structures in that 
community would be burned to the ground, and the military would destroy all of the food crops 
so that any massacre survivors would be left without homes or food. By the end of the 
scorched earth campaign, over 626 Mayan villages had been burned to the ground, their 
residents massacred. Maya women survivors were rounded up and frequently held captive as 
sexual slaves at army bases or villages would be required to send women to the local base to 
“deliver tortillas” which was a euphemism for presenting themselves for what the army 
referred to as “recreation” for the soldiers – rape of indigenous women. When I have asked 
women why they would present themselves knowing they would be gang-raped, the response 
was always that they knew if they did not go, the army would come take their young daughters. 

 
Indeed, thousands of women were subjected to sexual violence and torture prior to being 
assassinated by state agents. In fact, the report of the Commission for Historical Clarification 
confirms that the state trained its soldiers and other armed agents to rape and to terrorize 
women. During the war, army soldiers and other security officers were responsible for 94.3% 



of all sexual violence against women.1 

 
The Experience of Children in Genocide and its Aftermath 

The indigenous children who experienced and survived the violence during the civil war, as 
well as those born as it came to an end, were subject to unique suffering. First, the children 
experienced the violence in a personal, deeply held way. Too young to understand the socio- 
political aspects of the violence into which they were born or to be able to connect the violence 
to larger themes, the children experienced the violence as personal. As the army continued to 
control villages up to the signing of the peace accords in December 1996, children born in the 
1980s and 1990s witnessed first-hand the government invading their homes, torturing their 
parents, relatives, and neighbors, killing them, raping their mothers and sisters, and burning 
their homes, livestock, and means of survival. They experienced their government intending 
their death and destroying their culture. And, they lived under constant army surveillance.  
Children born after the genocidal massacres lived with the constant fear, dread and pain carried 
by their parents who in Western terms suffer from severe post-traumatic stress disorder. 

Second, the children of survivors experienced a profound dislocation wherein their rhythms of 
life were entirely disoriented. Over 1.5 million individuals were displaced in Guatemala due to 
the violence of the civil war. This displacement disproportionally affected indigenous women 
and children, particularly young children. As massacre survivors fled from their destroyed 
villages into the remote highlands, or towards Mexico, mothers were often encouraged to 
abandon their children, who were seen as a threat to the safety of the fleeing group as they 
moved at a slower pace and had less ability to withstand hunger and thirst. Children were also 
targeted for forced recruitment into the civil patrols, where they received arms training and 
were forced to follow Guatemalan army orders. Orphans were numerous because the military 
killed parents. Older siblings became guardians without knowledge or capacity. Educational 
systems were destroyed. The ability to pass down from one generation to the next vital family 
and cultural knowledge was irrevocably interrupted. 

Third, the impact of displacement was profound. The children experienced the dire conditions 
in the refugee camps such as overcrowding, food shortages, lack of shelter, poor sanitation, a 
disintegrated social or family support structure, and isolation. 

 

Finally, for the children the impacts of the genocide were compounded one on the other. 
These experiences undoubtedly left an indelible mark on the generation of indigenous 
Guatemalan children who grew up during the civil war. 

Contemporary Violence 

Contemporary violence in Guatemala persists, and is perpetrated by many of the same actors.  
Indeed, the former and current military structures have restructured and entrenched themselves 
in Guatemala in a complex web of organized crime, drug trafficking, and gangs each with links 
to different police and army units as well as political parties. Gangs have significant ties to the 
police, with gangs often paying quotas to the police for permission to operate, and even 
carrying out illicit activities on behalf of or at the request of state and local law enforcement. 
Much in the same way, gangs also have ties to drug traffickers and organized crime which, in 

                                                        
1 CEH 1999. Memoria del Silencio. Guatemala City: CEH, Consorcio de actors de cambio. 2006. Rompiendo el Silencio. 
Guatemala City: La Lucha de las Mujeres por la Justicia y el Instituto de Estudios Comparados en Ciencias Penales de Guatemala, 
32 



turn, also have ties to the military and police. Many observers believe that the clandestine 
structures in Guatemala are embedded in the military and police structures, and directed by its 
officers and former officers.2 

While the genocidal war that took the lives of 200,000 Guatemalans officially ended in the 
1990s, the country has not yet recovered from it. The main legacy of that period, popularly 
known as la violencia, is that power and violence are inextricably linked to one another. The 
structures of la violencia did not end with the signing of the peace accords. As the military 
dictatorship ended, the hierarchies and interactions within the military, organized crime, and 
death squads remained in place, even as their power was transformed and rearranged at all 
levels of Guatemalan society. 

 
These violent groups constitute a parallel power structure in Guatemala, which has continued 
to dominate the country now, just as it did during la violencia. This parallel power structure 
influences the country a great deal. Former generals and other high-ranking officials from the 
dictatorship have taken on roles in the civilian government and through political parties and, at 
the same time, they have sequenced out into their own individual organizations, where they 
continue to use violence to pursue their own ends. Some dominate particular geographic areas. 
Others are involved in drug trafficking or high-level organized crime. The gangs control 
territories, and the people who live there. 

 
All of the elements of the parallel structure interlock with one another, in vertical as well as 
horizontal relationships. For instance, the gangs make payments to the police so that the police 
don’t interfere with their operations in their territories. Those payments flow upwards: The 
local police officers have to pay a certain amount of the money to their boss, who in turn has 
to pay off his boss. And then at the higher levels, there are the drug traffickers, who might buy 
the services of someone much more senior in the police, who might then send some of the 
payments downwards, to individual officers. At the same, the narcotraffickers and organized 
crime syndicates are often paying off the local gang members for doing contract jobs to 
support illicit trafficking and existing power structures; these jobs range from violent work as 
hit men, kidnappers, extortionists, arsonists and car jackers to recruitment of low level 
traffickers and other support networks for narcotraffickers and organized crime. In short, these 
are not just informal, local arrangements. They are extensive structures of violence, bribes, 
threats, and patronage. 

 
It is important to understand this interlocking power structure, because its influence means 
that threats and violence which might appear minor from a U.S. perspective are actually 
extremely dangerous. The parallel power structure of interlocking violent groups has the 
effect of amplifying, strengthening, and sustaining violence. Groups gain power by violence, 
wield it by violence, and lose it by violence. This is true not only of the gangs, drug 
traffickers, and other criminal organizations, but also of the police and even members of the 
government. Even protection from harm is accomplished by brute force. The only way to stay 
safe is to outmaneuver anyone who threatens you by responding with greater violence of your 
own. The key to establishing and perpetuating one’s power is by establishing fear and loyalty 
in the subservient population.  As a result, resistance to acts meant to establish power—for 
example, through recruitment, the charging of “rent,” or rape and forced sexual servitude of 

                                                        
2 Washington Office on Latin America, 2004. The Hidden Powers of Guatemala. Washington DC: WOLA; 
“'Guatemalastan': How to Prevent a Failed State in our Midst.” 
http://www.brookings.edu/opinions/2009/0522_guatemala_casaszamora.aspx. 



young women—is seen as unacceptable disloyalty and resistance to the power structure itself.    
 
The state is aware of this parallel structure. Its involvement ranges from tolerance of what goes 
on, to corrupt acceptance of it, to actual complicity in the crimes. Members of the elite still 
work within and dominate this violent power structure. The only difference is that their status 
and resources sometimes give them the means to overpower violence more frequently than 
poorer, normal citizens. 

 
According to a June 2009 Brookings Institute report, “predictably, Guatemala exhibits some of 
the world’s worst violence indicators.”3 The U.S. State Department agrees, noting in its 2017 
Crime and Safety report that Guatemala is one of the most dangerous countries in the world, 
thanks to “endemic poverty, an abundance of weapons, a legacy of societal violence, and the 
presence of organized criminal gangs” including the Mara Salvatrucha (MS-13) and Mara 
Barrio 18.4  According to humanitarian organization the Mutual Support Group, at least 469 
people were murdered in January of 2018 alone.5  The Brookings report points out that the 
Guatemala homicide rate doubled from 23 murders per 100,000 inhabitants in 1999 to 45 in 
2006, reaching 108 in Guatemala City, nearly 3 times as high as Baghdad’s current rate. As a 
point of comparison, the murder rate in the United States is currently 5.9 per 100,000 people.6 
The violence continues unabated due to the country’s “severe impunity problem,” which is 
exacerbated by the wide-scale availability of firearms and the inability and unwillingness of 
public institutions to intervene.7 

 
 

Gang Control of Neighborhoods and Other Geographic Territories 
 
Since 2005, I have been researching Guatemalan gangs and gang recruitment, as part of a 
broader study I am making into the issue of child soldiers and child combatants. This 
work has led to pro bono consultative work with the Political Crime Unit of the 
Guatemalan Prosecutor’s Office (Ministerio Publico) on extrajudicial executions, 
political assassinations and social cleansing.  I have been comparing the situation of 
youths conscripted into Colombian armed groups to those forcibly recruited by gangs. I 
have found that there are many similarities between the two countries. That may appear 
surprising, given that Colombia is in the midst of demobilizing from a decades-old civil 
war, but the structure of the various violent groups, and the way they work together, is 
quite similar.  
 
The gangs, or “maras,” play a key role in the parallel structure of violence in Guatemala. The 
two most common gangs are MS-13 and Mara-18, both of which have operations all over 
Central America. Those particular gangs have their roots in the United States and have come to 
prominence recently, but gangs in general have played a role in organized violence in 
Guatemala for decades. During la violencia, the government often employed assassins, or 
death squads, to murder people whom they saw as enemies or guerilla sympathizers. Gang 
members served as informers on factory workers, union organizers, teachers, and students 
involved in political protest. In exchange for this information, the police acceded neighborhood 

                                                        
3 http://www.brookings.edu/opinions/2009/0522_guatemala_casaszamora.aspx.  
4 https://www.osac.gov/pages/ContentReportDetails.aspx?cid=21628. 
5 https://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/At-Least-469-Murders-Committed-in-Guatemala-in-January-Report-20180209-
0021.html. 
6  http://www.brookings.edu/opinions/2009/0522_guatemala_casaszamora.aspx. 
7  https://www.osac.gov/pages/ContentReportDetails.aspx?cid=21628. 



territory to gangs for their illicit activities. 
 
After the peace accords, clandestine groups with ties to former and current police and army 
officials used the army routes, landing strips and heliports for the movement of weapons and 
drugs. These routes were previously utilized for army counterinsurgency operations which 
interlinked to every municipality in the country. Today, the narcotraffickers control drug 
supplies and smuggling routes, and other groups are involved in high-level corruption, and 
the gangs continue to get most of their power from controlling neighborhoods and the 
people who live in them. 
 
While gangs dominate urban areas, they can be found high in the mountains in small 
indigenous villages as well. Whether rural or urban, their operations are based on the 
territories they control. The borders between one gang’s territory and another’s are incredibly 
dangerous. The gangs have checkpoints on their borders, (a tactic initially used by the military 
during la violencia), so it is impossible to pass unnoticed from one area to another. They 
focus particular efforts on public transportation (buses and taxis), because most Guatemalans 
have to travel by public transportation, making buses and taxis effective points of control and 
“taxation.” Most Guatemalans have to pass through many different territories to get to work 
or to school, which makes everyday life extremely risky. The problem is especially bad for 
people from poor areas, because their homes are likely to be even further away from their 
schools, jobs, and essential services. Anyone traveling daily on a bus or taxi route to get to 
work or school comes into regular contact with various gangs as they cross these internal 
borders and are extorted for “protection.” 

 
The gangs are extremely dangerous. They engage in rape, murder, and other violent crimes, 
and their ties to the police and to other violent groups allow them to operate with impunity. 

 
It is essentially unheard of for the police to conduct actual investigations or valid operations 
against the gangs. When they do act against them, it is not because they have done an 
investigation, or responded to a complaint, or gathered evidence. It’s just because someone 
with more power than that particular gang is wielding it against them, through the police. The 
occasional arrests and big raids are about that, not about controlling the gang problem or 
protecting innocent citizens from crime. It’s just another example of one group beating another 
with violence. It could be that the gang has angered someone more powerful than they are, or 
that another group is trying to take over their territory, and have paid off the police to do their 
work for them. Or it could just be a show –it’s very common for gang members to be 
“arrested,” but then released within hours. These arrests can be seen not proof of the 
government’s attempts to crack down on gang activity, but as a demonstration of law 
enforcement’s complicity with gang activity and support of the gang’s freedom to continue 
business as usual.  

 
Control: Gangs Taxing Residents and Public Transportation Routes 

 
As far as the gangs are concerned, there is no room for neutrality: you are either with them, 
or against them. For people who live in gang-controlled areas, that means that any 
interaction, no matter how apparently minor, can escalate into a situation that threatens their 
lives, and their families’ lives. That is because when a gang member gives an ordinary citizen 
an order, or makes a request, it’s not just about that situation itself –it’s about the gang’s 
power and control.  Resistance to the gang’s orders, then, become resistance to the gang 



itself, while compliance is seen as the sought-after loyalty and support of the gang and its 
controlling structures. 

 
The gangs seek stability, and to maintain their own security. They seek to control revenues, as 
well as risks to themselves from the government, the police, or other armed groups. That 
means that they need to control people: the people who live in their territories, the people who 
work in industries that they seek to dominate (such as bus drivers, for instance), the people 
who are witnesses to crime or victims of it, the press, etc. This need for control is what can 
transform an ordinary interaction, such as being asked out on a date, into a life-threatening 
situation. Saying “no” to a member of one of these violent organizations is perceived as a 
threat to their control, and therefore as an act of political defiance. 

 
For instance, when a gang asks neighborhood residents, bus drivers and taxi drivers to pay 
the gang “tax,” they might want to enrich themselves, but they are also proving that they 
have control over those people. It is a way of constantly re-establishing their power. If a 
person refuses to pay the tax, the gang does not perceive that simply as a person depriving 
them of a dollar, they see a person who is challenging their authority. And if someone 
challenges their authority, they will punish them, and often their families as well. 

 
In other words, any interaction between gang members and regular citizens carries two 
meanings. The first meaning is about the immediate situation itself: “will you give me that 
money?” The second meaning is about the gang’s power: “do you accept my control over your 
life?” Answering ‘no’ is seen as a direct challenge to the gang’s power, and that means that 
even refusing to give up a dollar can be enough to designate a person as an enemy of the gang, 
which is a very dangerous position to be in. 
 
As a result, even minor interactions with gangs can be incredibly dangerous, because they 
have the dual significance of acquiescence to the specific demand, and acceptance of the 
gang’s control and power. When the demand is for a sexual relationship with a woman, then 
there is a treble significance: acquiescence to the relationship, acceptance of the gang’s 
power, and acknowledgement of the gang member’s position of dominance as a male. A 
young woman who refuses a gang member’s proposition is threatening not only his power as 
a gang member, but his status as a male within the social hierarchy. 

 
Therefore, young women who are sexual targets of gang members are in great danger. They 
cannot exercise their basic rights to life and freedom or movement, much less their right to 
control their own sexual relationships. If they refuse to accept the gang member’s advances, 
then the gang will retaliate against them for standing up to their authority, often with rape or 
murder. But even if they do accept them, they are still in danger, because they have no 
control within the relationship. If the gang member gets angry, or tired of her, then the 
woman is once again at risk of being raped or murdered. And once a woman has a 
relationship with a gang member, then she is associated with that gang, and therefore also at 
risk of being harmed by other violent groups.  This incredibly precarious position endangers 
not only the targeted woman, but also family and community members connected to her.  She 
would be perceived within her community as a gang member, gang member property or 
marked by gang members by virtue of the relationship, whether real or perceived, with a 
gang member. This association or perceived association makes the young woman a threat to 
her family and her neighborhood, who the gang would also target for supporting the woman 
in her efforts to resist sexual subservience. For example, if she stays in her home, then the 
gang may attack her family, in retaliation for her insubordination. 



 
The response to resistance—whether actual, perceived, or by association—is often quick, 
brutal, and unavoidable.  A person who refuses to pay rent, travels outside of the 
neighborhood boundaries delineated by the gang, resists recruitment, threatens to report a 
gang’s activities, or struggles against sexual subservience will be subjected to the gang’s 
assertion of power, through violence, brutally and promptly.  The resisting party might be 
given the option to comply with the demand within a certain period of time, or else face 
torture, the death, torture, or rape of family members, or death themself.  Just as likely, the 
resister will face the threatened consequence immediately.   
 
It is nearly impossible for Guatemalans who resist gang violence to flee to safety in another 
part of Guatemala. The gangs are connected, both to other chapters of the same gang in other 
towns, and to the narcotraffickers and other criminal organizations that they work with. 
Safety cannot be found to another area controlled by the same gang, because they would tell 
the persecutors. And the victim could not flee to an area controlled by a rival gang, because 
that would be a political statement that s/he was accepting that gang’s control. That would 
not only make the first gang even angrier, it might also put the target at risk that the other 
gang would come after him or her, to show that they could exert control when the first gang 
could not.  Moreover, the act of fleeing itself—whether internally or to another country, like 
the United States, would be seen as a disloyal act because it expresses resistance to the 
gang’s authority.  The fleeing party would most likely be at risk of violence and punishment 
upon return to their community, or to anywhere where the gang had knowledge of his or her 
whereabouts.   

In sum, Guatemala’s parallel structure of violence serves to amplify and reinforce the dangers 
to ordinary citizens. First, it allows the gangs to operate with impunity. They can attack those 
whom they perceive as threatening their control without fear of punishment.  Second, it gives 
them a national network of other people they can call on to help them kidnap, harm, or kill 
someone, even if that person flees from the city or town where they live. Finally, it leaves the 
gang’s victims helpless, because other people are too afraid to help them, out of fear that they 
will be targeted themselves. The gangs are powerful, organized, and highly skilled at what they 
do. They have been raised in a violent society where whoever holds the most recourse to 
violence has the most power, and they make good use of those existing structures to get what 
they want. They know how to find people. They know how to move things. They know how to 
make things happen. And the government is not only powerless to stop them, but often 
supports and collaborates with them for the benefit of corrupt government actors.   

 
Police Corruption and Ineffectiveness in Guatemala 

 
The police in Guatemala are corrupt and ineffective. My work on feminicide has brought me 
into close contact with police methods, and I can say from firsthand knowledge that those 
methods are deficient. 

 
The Guatemalan police do not play the same role that police in the United States do. They do 
not investigate crimes, or patrol the streets. When a crime occurs, they see it only through 



personal terms. Was the victim someone important, someone with influence? Was the 
perpetrator someone who pays them bribes, or someone powerful? And if the answer to both 
of those questions is “no,” then why should it be their concern at all? 

 
The police are also very corrupt. The corruption goes further than just bribes to look the other 
way when a crime occurs, or payments in exchange for information. The police are often 
involved in extrajudicial killings and “social cleansing,” and have ties at many levels to 
gangs, organized crime, and other elements of Guatemala’s system of violent groups. 

 
One such example of the involvement of the state in social cleansing and extrajudicial 
executions is the brutal torture and assassination of three Salvadoran members of the Central 
American Parliament who were kidnapped, confined in a clandestine jail and tortured near 
Guatemala City by police officers who lead the narcotics unit of the National Police. These 
police then transported the Salvadoran officials to an isolated location where they shot them 
with high caliber weapons and doused them with gasoline before setting them on fire. The 
position of the burned corpses and forensic examination indicated that they were not dead 
when set afire.8   
 

Limited efforts to combat corruption at the national level have faced significant barriers.  In 
March of 2018, the Guatemalan national government summarily removed eleven police 
investigators from the International Commission Against Impunity for Corruption in 
Guatemala, an organization created in 2006 to investigate “widespread high-level corruption” 
touching high-level government officials, including the past and current presidents.9  The move 
was widely seen as a way to protect corrupt officials from investigation.  

 
 
 

I appreciate the opportunity to share this information. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
 
 
 
Victoria Sanford, PHD 
Professor & Chair of Anthropology, Lehman College 
Director, Lehman Center for Human Rights and Peace 
Studies 
Doctoral Faculty, The Graduate Center, City University of New York 
US Fulbright Scholar Colombia 2016-2017, Facultad de Derecho, Universidad Libre 

                                                        
8 El Periodico, February 26, 2007. 
9 https://www.occrp.org/en/27-ccwatch/cc-watch-briefs/7803-guatemalan-government-removes-corruption-investigators 


