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Several months ago in a Xela classroom, two groups of students from two different 
schools sat down to talk. To understand each group, it’s helpful to understand who they 
weren’t: one was not lazy, stupid, or biologically prone to crime and poverty. The other 
was not apathetic or elitist, more interested in money than others. 
 
The former group, primarily low-income indigenous high school kids, was hosting a 
group of my students, who attended an expensive private school and tended to have a bit 
more European blood. If there’s hope that Guatemala’s next generation will look better 
than the last, it lies somewhere in the intersection of these two groups. This is not because 
of an unrealistic expectation that these kids will join hands and forget the past. The hope 
is in the conversation they need to have, centered on a fundamental question: what sort of 
nation do we want to be? 
 
This question is important because it’s a question many nations have never asked, and are 
all the worse for it. Israel, for example, has not had that conversation in a long while, and 
according to journalist Thomas Friedman that’s a big reason why Jews and Palestinians 
haven’t yet found a way to share a narrow strip of ancient land. Friedman argues that 
Israel, which wants to be democratic, ethnically homogenous, and occupy all of the 
Holy Land can only truly be two of those three things at any one time. Because of its 
current occupation of Palestine, all of the Holy Land is “owned” by Jews but only 
through strong-armed military tactics, making Israel homogenous and complete, but not 
truly democratic. Without open conversation, that is how it will remain. 
 
These same three issues exist as unanswered questions in Guatemala. 
 
“What kind of government should we have?” Guatemala has been legally democratic 
since the 80’s, but a long line of pro-free-trade Presidents has stunted any real discussion 
about what kind of democracy it should be. 
 
“What role should different ethnic groups play?” At the turn of the last century the 
government built Greco-Roman architecture to emphasize the nation’s European heritage. 
Today it covers the airport in glossy photos of exotic women in típica. Both decisions 
were made to make Guatemala more attractive to foreigners, but choosing to demonize or 
romanticize the indigenous skips the bigger discussion over who in Guatemala will have 
access to what. 
 
“Who gets what land?” Arbenz failed to redistribute it in the 50’s, military dictatorships 
failed to burn it all in the 80’s, and now Perez’ militarization may just be a cover for 
foreign mining groups moving in all over the country. If there is one great issue in all of 
Guatemalan (and Latin American) history, it’s the struggle for land. 



 
Asking these three questions is never easy. The Guatemalan Constitution, a long blend of 
the abstract and needlessly specific, is not an adequate answer. But while globalization is 
here to stay, it comes with a freedom that the Cold War world didn’t give to Guatemala: 
the freedom to be defined by what they’re for, not just what they’re against.  
 
That first conversation with those high school students successfully got past the 
stereotypes listed above. The next step is to start asking some hard questions. It’s not a 
conversation for a first meeting, or even a second. But in the future when these students 
get together, and I know they will, I hope they try to articulate who they want to be as a 
nation. 


