
Refuge and Return 
The Challenqes of nansition f o ~ ~  

~uaFemalan Women " s q a n i r a  tioirrs 

Cetarticle examine commentles re~ugiPesguatPmahques ont 
occupi l'espace politique qui leur a Pte' offert duns les camps 
au Mexique et comment elles ant organisileurplan de retour 
en identzfzant et en modzfzant les obstacles qui s bpposaient ir 
leur transfert. 

In the early 1980s, between 100,000 and 150,000 Gua- 
temalans fled the brutal counter-insurgency tactics of the 
Guatemalan army and crossed the border into Mexico 
where they sought refuge. The terror of the war was 
profound and will never be forgotten by those who 
endured it. Yet, at the same time, exile and refuge in 
Mexico provided Guatemalan women an opportunity for 
reflection and change (Worby). Refuge opened new po- 
litical spaces in which Guatemalan women could organize 
and assert their rights to land, an education, work outside 
the home, reproductive choice, and to be free ofdomestic 
violence (Baines). While significant progress was made in 
Mexico toward gender equality, the process of return 
poses serious challenges to women's organizations. In 
particular, the end of the Guatemalan civil war has 
signaled a return to "normalcy" marked by a reversion to 
traditional gender roles. Yet, women's organizations are 
determined that their homecoming is not "to return to a 
life they had before exile" (Vasquiz 3). 

Refuge: organizing to make change in Mexico 

At the height of the 37-year civil war in Guatemala, 
hundreds of highland villages were targeted by the Gua- 
temalan army in a brutal attempt to quash guerrilla 
activities. Scorched earth tactics, forced conscription, 
kidnapping, disappearances, torture, and rape forced 
highland peasants to flee from their homes (Falla). Be- 
tween 1980-1985, 50,000 to 75,000 Mayan peasants 
were murdered and 440 highland villages were com- 
pletely destroyed (Krznaric). In total, over a million were 
internally displaced from their homes (Krzraric). Most of . - 
the refugees settled in the Mexican stare of Chiapas in 
order to remain close to their homeland, although in 1984 
the Mexican government relocated many refugees further 
north (MMQ/CIAM). 

All of the refugees had traumatic memories of seeing 
loved ones raped, tortured, or murdered. Most lost all that 
they had owned. Despite this, many never gave up the 
hope ofreturning to Guatemala. In part, it was this desire 

that led to the organization of the 
refugees under the Permanent Com- 
missions (CCPP). The CCPP quickly 
became involved in the negotiation 
of a return process with the Guate- 
malan government eventually result- 
ing in the signing of the October 8 
Accordoutlining the conditions refu- 
gees could return to their country in 
a safe and dignified manner. The 
leadership was completely male. 

At the same time, refugee women 
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in camps. In 1989, 48 indigenous that they - 
women from Chiapas, Campeche, had owned 
and Quintana Roo met to form the 
Organizaci6n de Mujeres Guate- 
maltecas 'Mamri Maqui'n' (MamiMaqui'n O~MMQ), which 
eventually became the largest women's organization ofthe 
Northwest Region.' Within a year, the membership of 
MMQ grew to 8,000 members (MMQ/CIAM). Other wom- - 
en's organizations also formed, including Madre Tierra 
and Ixmucani, growing in membership and strength over 
the years. 

Founders of MMQ traveled to the different camps to 
survey over 860 women of various ages and ethnic back- 
grounds. Women conducting this survey sometimes met 
resistance from men in the camps they entered. O n  oc- 
casion, men wanted to answer the questions claiming that 
theirwives or daughters do not "know how to t a l k  (MMQ/ 
CIAM). Despite this resistence, once completed the survey 
provided critical information about the demographics of - .  

refugee women. The results helped guide MMQ'S future 
strategies of work, but also helped legitimize the impor- 
tance ofwomen's opinions. In addition, the information 
collected helped support the position that refugee women 
have particular protection needs. 

For example, through the survey, a high incidence of 
domestic violence and sexual assault were detected in 
camps and yet few to no incidents had been reported. Be- 
tween ten and 17 per cent ofwomen had experienced ma- 
rital violence and around 30 per cent believed their hus- 
bands had the right to beat them. Likewise, cultural prac- 
tices such as the rape and kidnapping of a woman to claim 
her as a man's bride was considered unavoidable in certain 
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cases (MMQ/CIAM). In instances of marital violence, many 

women thought they brought the abuse on themselves. 
The survey also revealed the extent to which women 

were responsible for and restricted by domestic work. 
Women worked between 14 and 17 hours a day in refuge, 
making participation outside the home difficult. The 
division of labour in camps was clearly gendered. While 
some men did "help" with women's domestic work, the 
majority saw certain tasks such as making tortillas strictly 

women's work (MMQ/CIAM). Do- 
mestic work is not valued across 

The programs different ethnic groups, nor are 
women's efforts to supplement the 

addressed family income by selling fruits or 

questions of handicrafts. Only 16 per cent of 

domestic violence women interviewed had any ac- 
cess to a monetary income (MMQ/ 

and rape and CIAM 1994 36). 

emphasized the Yet womenwere responsible for 
providing basic necessities to the 

fact that women family, such as health care, food 

did not have to andwater: 

end re 
Women's daily schedule begins 

forms of human before 5:OOam and finishes 

rig hts a b aroundnine or ten at night. The 
workday for women increases to 
18 hours during plating or har- 

vest seasons, when, in addition to housework and 
caring for their husbands and children, the women 
also work in the fields, although they do not consider 
this to be their occupation. (MMQ/ CIAM 35) 

Most women have children throughout their reproduc- 
tive cycle, averaging 5.5 children per mother. Many 
women were married young, and often without choice. 
Religion and tradition both dictate that women exercise 
no control over her reproductive cycle, accepting as many 
children as "God sends" (MMQ/CIAM 46). 

Refuge presented a number of cultural challenges to 
refugees. Women wear huipilj, a traditional indigenous 
dress woven by women. Each ethnic group (and within 
each group, each community or region) wears a distinct 
form of dress which distinguishes their culture and lan- 
guage. Mexican employers refused Guatemalans work 
unless they shed their traditional dress. Poverty also forced 
many women to adopt commercialized clothing. Lan- 
guages of Mam, Jacalteco, and Kanjobal were threatened 
in Spanish-speaking Mexico, particularly as the younger 
generation of Guatemalans began to learn Spanish first. 
Traditional marriages within the same ethnic groups also 
began to break down. All of these threats to Indigenous 
lifestyles placed additional strains on refugee women who 
played a central role as educator ofthe their children in the 
traditions and religion of their ancestors. 

Of the total population, 84 per cent of the women in 

camps were from different indigenous groups, including 

Kanjobal(57percent), Mam (ten per cent), Chuj (ten per 
cent ) and Jacalteco (seven per cent). Each indigenous 
group has a different language and the majority of refugee 
women were monolingual. This meant communication- 
and therefore organization across ethnic groups-was 
difficult to facilitate. In practice, most Guatemalanwomen 
are denied access to an education, as they are not thought - 
to need one for their future roles as mothers and wives. 
Refugeewomen had a high illiteracy rate, up to 90 per cent 
amongst women over the age of 35 (Lozano). As one 
refugee woman explains: "Women study less because later 
they are going to get married" (MMQ/CIAM 35). However, 
the survey also presented the position that women- 
occupied by domestic work-do not have time to go to 
S C ~ O O ~  (MMQ/CLAM). 

Mama' Maquin and s u p p o r t i n g ~ ~ o s  established educa- 
tion as a priority for refugee women and girls. Together 
they trained a "literacy" team who in turn started classes 
for women in camps. Literacy classes also included acom- 
ponent to discuss women's rights. The results were mixed. 
O n  the one hand, a large number of women were able to 
attend classes and reported an increased sense of self- 
esteem. O n  the other hand, mixed groups of men and 
women sometimes formed with the result ofsilencingwo- 
men. Likewise, child care continued to prevent women 
from fully participating in classes (Lozano). 

In order to reduce the amount of hours women spent 
working, the women were provided with common clothes 
washing basins, mechanical corn grinding mills, tortilla 
presses, and fuel-saving stoves. For the most part, these 
tools and equipment were successful in freeing up some of 
the women's time. However, the structural barriers still 
prevented women from fully controlling the equipment 
and, after a time, many of the mills were taken over and 
managed by men. 

Refugee women founded a radio program to reach a 
wider audience. The programs addressed questions of do- 
mestic violence and rape and emphasized the fact that 
women did not have to endure these forms of human 
rights abuses. Following a series of public education cam- 
paigns, the number of gender-related cases reported in- 
creased from zero per cent of all human rights cases to 40 
per cent between 1992 and 1994 (Morel). The Mama' 
Maquin considered these public denunciations a symbol 
of the advances Guatemalan refugee women have made in 
terms of being aware of and demanding their rights. Spe- 
cial medical clinics and a safe house-La Casa de h 
Mujer-provided support and a private space for women 
seeking to escape violence (Sayavedra). 

By the time the October 8th Accord came into effect in 
1992, MMQ had successfully realized the election ofseveral 
of their members as representatives on the CCPP. The 
negotiation of the return included specific details on the 
right of refugees to regain or secure land, including the 
government's promise to obtain land for all landless adults 
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by providing a special credit agreement. In Mayan cul- 
tures, land plays a pivotal role in providing sustenance. 
While women play a critical role in the cultivation and 
harvesting of land, they are not considered "farmers" in 
the sense that men are and therefore, they have not been 
included in the ownership or control ofland. For example, 
ancestral land is usually passed through the generations to 
male children, although occasionally women do inherit 
land. While fully supportive ofthe CCPP and their negotia- 
tion of the return, Guatemalan women recognized it was 
necessary to ensure that women's interests were protected 
with regard to property titles. 

Legally, the October 8th Accord acknowledges that 
women and men are entitled to own land and access credit 
(Worby). However, in practice, the distribution of land 
titles favoured the male head of household. This was 
disconcerting given the relatively high numbers of wid- 
owed women or women without partners. Marriedwomen 
who wanted to return without their partners were seri- 
ously affected by this practice as well. Thus, women's 
organizations began to insist on the inclusion of their 
rights to be CO-owners ofland until eventually this became - 

an accepted part of the negotiation process. 
Apriority ofGuatemalan women's organizations was to 

raise women's self-esteem regarding the value ofher work, 
and as a woman. In an interview I conducted with a leader 
of Madre Tierra, the fact that women had to constantly 
prove to others the value of their organizations in dollar 
terms frustrated her: 

What we do can not be "quantified" it is qualitative 
and should be measured in terms of women's self- 
esteem. What is important for us is how each one of 
us has begun to change in our own [personal] 
development. We can notwork toward "quantitative" 
results, it would not be a women's development 
project otherwise. (personal interview) 

Often women did not perceive themselves to be capable 
of participating in meetings or economic projects and this 
self-perception, coupled with machismo, was a great 
obstacle to their involvement. At first, 

many women began this process [of understanding 
their rights] illiterate and often prisoners oftheir own 
homes and husbands, they left their homes only to 
wash their clothes in the river. (Garcia 6) 

Yet some women came to view Mexico as a time of 
learning, likening it to a school (Madre Tierra). 

The small groups where we began to participate with 
time grew to larger groups. These [groups] became 
our own spaces where we talked to and listened to 
each other, where we began to come to our fears, 
where we began to know our rights, and to speak 

about our necessities as women. [translation mine] 
(Vbquez 2) 

Back in Guatemala, we would never have been able to 
gain that learning. [Before the violence], women 
could not participate, or perhapswe could participate 
but our culture didn't support it, we ourselves deval- 
ued ourselves in our activities. By contrast, in Mexico 
we received help from NGOS, SO we began to receive 
courses, many things. (Taylor 40) 

The accomplishment of raising "These g rou PS 
women's self-esteem and awareness 
can not be underestimated for its became our own 
m~bilizin~effect. Forexample,some Spaces where We 
refugee women found new ways to 
negotiate workloads and responsi- 

talked to and 
bilities with men in their communi- listened to each 
ties. In the border camp of El Por- other, where - .  - 

venir, midwives organized and net- 
worked with international agencies we began to 
to receive not only official training Come to Our 
and recognition oftheir skills, but to 
build a place oftheir own, La Casade 

fears, where we 
fa Mujer. The midwives originally began to know 

v .  

encountered resistance from the men 0 U r rights. " 
in their communities but, through a 
process ofcompromise and negotia- 
tion, were able to solicit the help of the men in the actual 
construction of the building. In the process, Kathleen 
Sullivan argues, everyone involved learned more about 
gender relations. La Casa has come to represent a place 
where women can meet to discuss issues of importance to 
them and, what is more, has established their participation 
in public issues (Sullivan). 

However, not all of the experiences of refugee women 
and the field workers who supported them was positive. 
Amongst refugees, the organization of women was often 
perceived as a threat to a man's position in society, and his 
masculinity: 

If our wife goes out, ifwe help her in the house, later 
other cornpaiieros come and criticize us. They say, 
"you look like an old woman. That's woman's work." 
(CONGCOOP 6) 

The reluctance to accept women's changing position 
then, remained a formidable obstacle in camps. Resistance 
to women's organizations themselves deepened during 
the return process when a number of economic obstacles 
weakened refugee women's organizations as the following 
section demonstrates. 

Return: transitional challenges in Guatemala 

The final Peace Accords were signed on December 26, 
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1996-ending the thirty seven year civil war in the 
country. O n  the one hand, coordinators from "Mami 
Maquin," "Ixmucan6," and "Madre Tierra" were able to 
establish a national presence in newly emerging demo- 
cratic structures (see L6pez). For example, refugee and 
displaced women are represented in the Women's Forum, 
a space established under the Peace Accords in order to 
monitor the implementation oftheAccordswith respect to 
women's issues. Both "Madre Tierra" and "MamiMaquin" 
opened offices in Guatemala City in order to maintain 
pressure on the government to fulfil1 its obligations to the 
returning refugees. O n  the other hand, women's organi- 
zations encountered difficult conditions upon return, 
including less stable economic environments and closed 
political spaces in their newly established communities, 
identified in the following sections. 

Physical dispersment 

located in densely forested highlands or jungles not acces- 

sible by road. Indeed, it may take up to several hours to 
hike into any one community and this may be an arduous 
journey, stymied by mud, ravines, and challenging paths. 
Even within some communities, women may be separated 
from each other by a half-an-hour or more walk. Without 
electricity or telephone, walking to carry a message may be 
the only means of communication. 

Physical dispersion has a number of disadvantages. For 
women still reluctant to participate in meetings, the 
support of friends they had in exile is greatly missed. For 
women in leadership positions, contact with the "base" 
becomes a real challenge. For instance, in order to make a 
democratic decision, leadership would be required to visit 
each of the communities they represent-a task that takes 
a substantial amount of time and resources. In addition, 
coordinators of women's groups still have considerable 
domestic responsibilities, and sometimes must travel with 
their children as there is no daycare provided at home. 

Machismo 

A second major challenge women have encountered is 
a resurgence ofmachismo. It is important to note that male 
leaders are more likely to support women's organizations 
in Mexico for political reasons: male leadership recognizes 
the potential funding women's organizations attracted, in 
addition to the powerful image women's demands make 
to the international media for their cause. Upon returning 
home, this role was perceived to be no longer necessary 
and many men insisted that women reassume traditional 
gender roles. This involves focusing completely on do- 
mestic "duties" and leaving public spaces. 

In some cases, men's insistence that women return to 
"traditional" ways has been extreme; for example, in one 
case, men expected women to abandon the mills and 
tortilla presses obtained in Mexican camps, to go back to 
the labour-intensive and time-consuming process of mak- 
ing tortillas by hand. Women have also encountered 
violence or threat of violence which prevents them from 
participating. For these reasons, Madre Tierra has begun 
to emphasize the importance of educating children from 
an early age about equality between the sexes and raising 
the consciousness of everyone-especially men-about 
thevalue ofwomen's workwithin the home, and her right 
to participate outside it (Vasqukz). 

Political struggle for control 
In Guatemala, women who had worked together closely 

in Mexican camps are now physically dispersed through- A third factor which has significantly affected the 

out the country. In Mexican camps, women lived in close transition from refuge to return has been the increase in 
proximity to one another, facilitating their communica- political tensions and struggle for power and influence 
tion and attendance of meetings. Returns to Guatemala withinreturncommunities. Decision-makinghaschanged 
were staggered, occurring at different times over a six-year from broad and inclusive structures promoted by the 
period. Women returned to different communities lo- UNHCR in Mexico, to authoritarian and hierarchical struc- 
cated all over Guatemala. Many of these communities are tures completely composed of men (Worby). At times, the 
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struggle for control has had violent outcomes. In early 
1997, leaders in communities of the Ixcan region accused 
"Mamri Maquinn of being supporters of the guerrillas 
thought to be interferingwith community life. Under the 
direction of village authorities, an angry mob tore down 
and burned the meeting i lace O ~ M M Q ,  erecting a wooden 
cross on the ashes to symbolize the death of the organiza- 
tion. As Worby argues, these accusations were ironic given 
the same male leaders had previously supported the guer- 
rillas. That MMQ contested political power within these 
communities is more likely the cause of the attack. Later 
that same year, members of the MMQ were threatened, 
robbed, and assaulted by supposed bandits on their return 
from their yearly assembly in the same region. MMQ felt 
this attack was also politically motivated, as assailants 
made specific and demeaning comments to Coordinators 
they knew by name. 

Economic hardship and lulls in international 
support 

A fourth factor that must be taken into consideration is 
the harsh reality of economic survival in return commu- 
nities. In Nueva Esperanza, women are intent on continu- 
ing theirwork in MMQ, but the energy they arrivedwith has 
declined as they face exhausting days collecting firewood, 
water, cleaning cloths, caring for gardens and crops, 
shifting and cleaning beans and corn, making tortillas, 
taking care of animals and children, weaving and making 
goods to supplement their income, and so on. Indeed, 
many women in this community feel their participation in 
M ~ ~ h i n d e r s  their ability to maintain their families' needs 
(Davis). As Davis explains, assistance from the UNHCR 

(such as food aid and economic projects) in camps have 
helped ease this burden, freeing women's time and ability 
to participate. In part, the ability to survive economically 
in the absence of international aid relies upon women's 
return to traditional gender roles. 

Economic instability helps explain why so few women 
opted to be CO-owners ofland upon return to Guatemala, 
despite the work ofwomen's organizations and the UNHCR 

on this issue. Traditionally, co-operatives were founded 
on the principle that each member pay dues. Women were 
concerned they would not be able to pay their dues given 
their relative lack of access to monetary income. Further, 
women were afraid of being overburdened by fines im- 
posed on persons who failed to attend meetings. Respon- 
sible for child care, women also miss more meetings than 
their male counter-parts (Worby ). 

This leads to a final challenge of transition identified 
here-the lull in international funding and support to 
return communities. At times, the reasons for this lack of 
fundingwould appear to be due to the difficulties encoun- 
tered in reaching some of the more hard to reach return 
communities. Presently, MMQ, "Madre Tierra" and 
"IxmucanC" are at various stages ofbecoming legal entities 

under the Guatemalan constitution. Official legal status 
will enable them to apply for funding and manage their 
own economicprojects, in addition to giving them greater 
legal footinginwhich to lobby the government. However, 
women's organizations are still painfully dependent on 
international funding and guidance. For instance, many 
women do not have experience writing or managing 
economic projects, necessary skills for securing interna- 
tional funding independent of NGOS. 

Conclusions 

The capacity ofwomen's organizations to adapt to their 
new, demanding and often hostile environments will 
depend on their ability to negotiate gender relations 
within their communities and to communicate with one 
another. While the transition has closed spaces once 
opened in exile, Guatemalan women have also returned to 
find a new era in the women's stuggle in their country. O n  
International Women's day in 1997, thousands ofwomen 
marched in the streets and shouted "SomosAqui" ("We are 
Here"), reminding civil society and the state that they plan 
to remain visible in peacetime. This movement was at 
once made stronger by the return of thousands of refugee 
women. It is in the years to come that the real accomplish- 
ments of their work will take root and grow. 

Erin K Baines is a doctoral candidate in the Department of 
Political Science at Dalhousie University in Halz;fm, Nova 
Scotia. She has volunteered with Project Accompaniment of 
Canada, a national network which responded to the request 
of Guatemalan refugeesfir international accompaniment on 
their return home. She recently completedan internship at the 
United Nations Commissioner for Refugees in Geneva. Her 
other publications include "Gender Construction and the 
u ~ ~ c ~ ' ' G e n d e r  Politics in Global Governance (EA. M a y  
Meyer and Elizabeth Priig9. 

'MMQ derives its name from a couragous Q'eqchi woman 
who was murdered along with 100 other campesinos 
during a peaceful demonstration to regain their appropri- 
ated lands in 1978. 
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These and other useful resources can be found at 
the Women in Conflict Zones Network website, 
http://www.yorku.ca/research/cfr/wicz/ 

African Gender Institute - http://www.uct.ac.za/ 
org/agi/ 

Association of African Women Scholars - http:ll 
www.iupui.edu/-aaws 

Autonomous Women's Center Against Sexual 
Violence, Belgrade - www.won1enngo.org.yu 

Bibliography of Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict 
- http:IIwww.suffolk.edu/law/ihrhlp/docs/ 
biblio5.html 

Centre for Conflict Resolution, University of Cape 
Town - http://ccnveb.ccr.uct.ac.za/ 

The Bosnian virtual fieldtrip http://geog.gmu.edu/ 
projects/bosnia/default.html 

Dubrovnik www - http://www.tel.fer.hr/iuc and 
http:Ilwww.tel.fer.hr/dubrovnik 

Etre femme d'Haiti - www.deja.com 

Human Rights Watch Report 2000 (including the 
Women's Commission on Refugee Women and 
Children - http:llwww.hnv.org/wr2kl 

North-South Institute - http://www.nsi-ins.ca 

Rape is a War Crime - http://www.icmpd.org/ 
women/ 

Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict - http:// 
www.suffolk.edu/law/ihrhlp/docs/biblio5.html 

Sisterhood is Global Institute - http://www.sigi.orgl 

Transitions Online (TOL) http://www.tol.cz 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission - http:// 
www. truth.org.za1 

UNHCR~CEDAW Reference Page - http:// 
www.unhcr.ch/refivorld/welcome.htn~ 

Virtual IFY- www.vifu.de 

Women, Law and Development International - 
http://www.hnv.org/wr2k/ 
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