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ABSTRACT 

 

 This thesis is a discursive analysis of the daily Guatemalan newspaper, El Imparcial. It is 

a cultural study of attitudes toward the illegitimate militarized state, the role of ethnicity and 

class, and modernization as a shared goal between traditional elites and the burgeoning class of 

military officers turned economic elites. Based on an examination of hundreds of pages of 

Guatemalan newspapers, spanning nearly a decade, and housed in special collections in the Latin 

American Libraries of the University of Florida and Tulane University, the thesis treats topics 

such as how elites chose to make sense of a rapidly changing and uncertain world. The thesis 

focuses on three central elements: violence reporting, consumer and political advertising, and 

reporting of national development. I argue that El Imparcial, as a supposed elite vehicle within 

the militarized state, presents many contradictory messages for its readers. El Imparcial wavered 

in its political support for the state as demonstrated by the trends in violence reporting; the 

paper’s consumer and political ads that sent similar contradictory messages of the state. 

Conversely, the adverts did send a consistent message of rigid social hierarchies promoted by a 

limited consumption style. El Imparcial’s coverage of developmental projects reveals the paper’s 

closest marriage to the militarized state. Development strategies served both civilian elites and 

the militarized state in mutually self-interested ways. Taken together, these elements reveal a 

complex cultural artifact with many opportunities for complicit and dissenting voices. It also 

shows how newspapers contributed to making the perception of violence into an unremarkable 

quotidian reality and how they encouraged the virulent dehumanization of Native peoples. The 

thesis shows the necessity of cultural history to explore the complexities of a contested history 

during a key transitional period in Guatemala’s history, from a state dominated by elites and 

protected by the military, into a full fledged militarized state where military officers became 

coequals with traditional elites.
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

  

“There has never been a separation between the private sector and the army… 

particularly in these times which are so crucial to our country. In these times, 

private initiative is very much threatened and the only thing that can save private 

initiative is the army.” 

—Carlos Manuel Arana Osorio, 19821

 

 

 

Colonel Carlos Manuel Arana Osorio, known as the “Butcher of Zacapa,” made the 

statement above, eight years after he left the presidency to his fellow military cohort, Kjell 

Eugenio Laugerud García.2 A belief in the central importance of the military has been a major 

theme of Guatemalan history since Central American Independence in 1821. But Arana Osorio’s 

words also speak of the growing obsession within the Guatemalan military of its self-hallowed 

destiny. Following the coup of 1954, the army has taken up a long and bloody struggle against its 

own people to define the boundaries of what it considers the appropriate nation. It hoped to 

define a nation on its own terms dispensing with resources as it saw fit. For this hope to come 

true, the military would have to create the militarized state. 

Military involvement in politics had been nothing new in Guatemala. A quick glance at 

the heads of state in the twentieth century implicates many infamous (and famous) names such 

as: General Jorge Ubico Castañeda and Colonel Jacobo Arbenz Guzmán, to name but two. 

Clearly, the military has long served as springboard institution for individuals to seek power and 

prestige. What unites these individuals is definitely not a shared political ideology, neither is it a 

simple urge for self-enrichment. The union may arguably be their internal belief in the right to 

                                                 
1 Guatemala in Rebellion: Unfinished History, Eds. Jonathan L. Fried, Marvin E. Gettleman, Deborah T. Levenson, 
and Nancy Peckenham (New York: Grove Press, 1982), pp.112-113 
 
2 I borrow this term from Jim Handy. See Jim Handy, Gift of the Devil: A History of Guatemala (Boston: South End 
Press, 1984), p. 191 

1 



rule. While Jorge Ubico maintained a right to rule by catering to the propertied elements of 

society; Jacobo Arbenz maintained a right to rule through popular sentiment. But neither basis 

could prove adequate in the face of immense internal and external pressures. The exertion of 

internal pressure came from the multitude of dissidents, poor Guatemalans calling for land  and 

the few holding onto very large shares of the national wealth. These pressures contributed to 

Ubico’s deposition in 1944, but the army would play an important role supplying two of the 

three major players in the revolutionary junta: Major Francisco Javier Arana and Colonel Jacobo 

Arbenz. External pressure came from the United States. U.S. presence had strongly established 

itself on the scene very early: most emblematically through the voracious United Fruit Company. 

Its presence would only become more diverse and expansive as the century unfolded. As popular 

sentiment ostensibly secured Jacobo Arbenz in his position, the army soon became the key 

institution affecting change of rule. It supplied the conclusive push requiring Arbenz’s 

resignation.3

Through concerted action in the 1960s, the military came to play an integral role in 

tipping the balance. By then its interests lay in securing its own sustained institutional 

domination, it went from a partner institution in support of elite rule to the dominant institution 

in the country. Through an integration of military officers into key sectors and by bringing 

civilian institutions under military control, the Guatemalan military spawned the militarized 

state. It is the wake of these efforts to quell dissent and muster support, the study of newspapers 

comes into focus. The printed press is an invaluable public relations device of the ambitious 

state. Yet studying newspapers reveals both a closeness and distance between the two 

institutions. The critical newspaper columnist for La Hora, Irma Flaquer, wrote in an open letter 

to President Arana Osorio in 1971, “Every time an idea is repressed, it comes back stronger, 

more insistent, more dangerous. If ideas cannot flow, they emerge wherever and whenever 

possible.”4 Her comment is an important counterpoint to Arana Osorio’s statement for several 

reasons. A vocal opponent of the administration, Flaquer’s privileged (and damned) position of 

                                                 
3 Piero Gleijeses, Shattered Hope: The Guatemalan Revolution and the United States, 1944-1954 (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1991), pp. 342-351. Here Gleijeses gives a intimate analysis of Arbenz’s resignation as 
prompted by his close friend and head officer, Colonel Carlos Enrique Diaz. 
 
4 Jane Erlick, “Reflections in 2005,” in Stephen Schlesinger and Stephen Kinzer, Bitter Fruit: The Story of the 

American Coup in Guatemala, Revised and Expanded edition (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005), p. 
xxxiv. Erlick gathers this editorial column from La Hora, 4 February 1971. 
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visibility suggests the deep ambivalence between press and militarized state.  It also tells of a 

characteristic very familiar to another daily Guatemalan newspaper: El Imparcial. An 

organization of less daring resolve, the newspaper nevertheless embodies both the ambivalence 

towards the emerging militarized state and the sometimes erratic diffusion of ideas. 

 

Setting 

Elected in 1970, the particularities of the Arana Osorio presidency find their immediate 

roots in the counterinsurgency campaign waged in Guatemala’s Eastern departments (political 

units roughly akin to provinces) in the 1960s. The decade would prove tumultuous for most of 

the world, but its stability had new significance in a world increasingly more critical of U.S. 

policies. In 1960, President Miguel Ydígoras Fuentes agreed to allow the CIA to train operatives 

for the Bay of Pigs operation in Guatemala.  This sparked a simmering opposition in the 

Guatemalan’s military officer corps who took to rebellion under the name: MR-13 

(Revolutionary Movement of November 13, 1960) headed by officers Luis Turcios Lima and 

Marco Antonio Yon Sosa.5 The opposition gained some momentum joining other guerrilla 

movements including the Communist Party (PGT) and the Armed Rebel Forces (FAR). By 1963, 

a military coup led by Colonel Carlos Peralta Azurdia deposed President Ydígoras. But 

paralyzing the guerrilla opposition would not come fully until 1966. The return to a civilian 

elected president Julio Cesar Méndez Montenegro began the first step of the military’s rise to 

institutionalized political power through ostensible legal means. The military required the 

president to given them free hand to ferociously suppress the insurgency in return for a promise 

it would not depose him. 6 The military could then handle the concentration of guerrillas around 

the area of Zacapa, located in eastern Guatemala, in the most brutal manner. Indiscriminately 

killing civilians and guerrillas en masse, Colonel Carlos Manuel Arana Osorio could wipe out 

the challenge to order with little worry of castigation.7 The proliferation of right-wing death 

squads—only nominally separate from the government—also contributed to the brutal repression 

                                                 
5 James Dunkerley, Power in the Isthmus A Political History of Modern Central America (Verso: London, 1988), 
pp. 441-442  
 
6 Deborah Levenson-Estrada, Trade Unionists against Terror: Guatemala City 1954-1985 (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina, 1994), p. 45 
 
7 Dunkerley, Power in the Isthmus, p. 457 
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of opposition forces.8 Apparent widespread violence on the left and the right fomented a culture 

of fear. Thus, when Arana Osorio ran for president, the most obvious platform he would sell 

would be one of law and order.  To those with much to lose, it was an appealing but in no way 

novel promise. 

The Arana Osorio Presidency marked the first of three successive military presidencies to 

assume political control under the apparent guise of a democratically held, open election.9 Of 

course the military had held and would hold power many times through military coups, but this 

particular presidency represented an interesting twist of events. As Julio Cesar Méndez 

Montenegro left office, the increasingly confident military assumed the presidency through 

electoral intimidation. The military had come to see itself as the one capable institution of rising 

above fractious civilian politics to guide the nation toward peace and prosperity. Arana Osorio 

moved further to wed the state to violent repression by bringing death squad leaders into 

government positions at various levels.10 A bloodied and potent hand in anticommunism would 

not be the only legacy of the Arana Osorio presidency. The president’s comment, “If the military 

are to combat subversion, they don’t have to be the employees of the rich, but their partners,” 

pithily describes the military aspirations for personal riches and greater role in managing the 

nation’s wealth.11

In various ways, the Arana Osorio administration encouraged the greater involvement of 

the militarized state in economic and social life. Arana Osorio inaugurated the Banco del Ejército 

(Army Bank) to push the institution into economic investments early in his rule.12 Being more 

intimately involved with the population created more opportunities for conflict. So, the 

militarized state attempted to present itself in even greater fashion as a central institution 

                                                 
8 See Gabriel Aguilera Peralta, “Terror and Violence As Weapons of Counterinsurgency in Guatemala,” Latin 

American Perspectives, Vol. 7, No. 2/3, Central America: The Strongmen are Shaking. (Late Spring - Summer, 
1980), pp. 91-113. 
 
9 Ibid. Aguilera Peralta also succinctly discusses the widely acknowledged orchestrated elections of Carlos Manuel 
Arana Osorio (1970-1974), Kjell Eugenio Laugerud García (1974-1978), and Fernando Romeo Lucas García (1978-
1982). 
 
10 Susanne Jonas, The Battle of Guatemala: Rebels, Death Squads, and U.S. Power (Boulder: Westview Press, 
1991), pp. 60 & 121 
 
11 Dunkerley, Power in the Isthmus, p. 467 
 
12 Jonas, The Battle for Guatemala, p. 90 
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responsible for the stability, growth, and safety of the country. Given these lofty aspirations, the 

press seemingly formed an important organ for the militarized state’s blossoming body; it could 

either represent a thorn of criticism in the side of the institution or a potential syringe entrenching 

the values of the ruling coalition in the population. The press, then, did not play a simple role of 

subservience or contestation, but a focused study of the role of the press has yet to emerge. 

 

Sources and Methodology 

This study is a cultural history of elite attitudes as seen through the daily newspaper El 

Imparcial. In selecting sources, El Imparcial immediately stood out because of its continual, yet 

sidelined treatment in the existing literature.13 The newspaper could be critical of illegitimate 

governments yet eagerly complicit at other times. At least in the era of revolution and 

counterrevolution, the relationship between the state and this particular newspaper seemed to be 

complex and shifting. It begged the question of whether or not this apparent social conservatism 

and political effervescence would maintain under the less studied military government of Carlos 

Manuel Arana Osorio.14 Even though some of the literature has depicted the press as a 

subservient entity dependent on state subsidies, the relationship proves much more complex.15 

                                                 
13 Reflective of the tendency to study the era of 1944-1954, the historiography has drawn on the newspaper as 
anecdotal evidence applied to larger arguments of the time. Assembling the various references to El Imparcial points 
to the paper’s apparent socially conservative position and a wavering political disposition. See Schlesinger and 
Kinzer, Bitter Fruit, p. 35, The authors point out El Imparcial’s founder, Alejandro Cordova paid with his life for 
his opposition to the dictator Jorge Ubico in 1944. See Jim Handy, “"A Sea of Indians": Ethnic Conflict and the 
Guatemalan Revolution, 1944-1952,” The Americas, Vol. 46, No. 2. (Oct., 1989), pp. 194-196, Handy points out the 
paper’s uncritical stance toward Guatemala’s existing social organization. It relied on entrenched racial stereotypes 
to explain away an uprising in 1944. At least in 1944, it appears that El Imparcial aligned itself with conservative 
propertied classes on social issues and with progressive elements on political issues. See, Stephen M. Streeter, 
Managing the Counterrevolution: The United States and Guatemala, 1954-1961 (Athens: Ohio University Press, 
2000), pp. 196-197. Here Streeter evokes a nationalist El Imparcial to point out the publication of a string of 
editorials in 1956-1957 arguing for restrictive laws on imported products already produced in Guatemala. See 
Schlesinger and Kinzer, Bitter Fruit, pp. 234-235. Here the authors suggest the paper’s political malleability after 
the CIA coup. It defended Carlos Castillo Armas against an accusation of corruption initiated by the more 
autonomous University of San Carlos newspaper of the time, El Estudiante.  
 
14 See Gabriel Aguilera Peralta, “The Militarization of the Guatemalan State,” in Guatemala in Rebellion: 

Unifinished History, eds. Jonathan L. Fried, Marvin E. Gettleman, Deborah T. Levenson, and Nancy Peckenham 
(New York: Grove Press, 1983), pp. 114-121 for succinct discussion of the Military’s proclaimed “legitimized” 
expansion into politics in this period.  
 
15 Rick J. Rockwell and Noreen Janus, Media Power in Central America (Urbana: University of Illinois Press 2003), 
see Introduction and Chapter 5, “Guatemala’s Struggle with Manipulation” 
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Probing for the possibility for accommodation in the newspaper seemed an ideal departure point 

for understanding how the press and state may have functioned together and apart.16  

To understand changes in reporting a systematic review of hundreds of articles for every 

week of the Arana Osorio presidency was undertaken. The method provides a better opportunity 

to observe general trends in reporting. After consulting a specialist in Guatemalan periodicals, 

Carlos Micheo Almengor, Circulation Manager of La Prensa Libre, I undertook a detailed 

examination of the Thursday editions to gain a better understand the trends in reporting.17 These 

editions revealed a succinct newspaper usually between 18 to 26 pages in length. Their breadth 

of the material covered suggests an intentional audience of cosmopolitan origins. The first few 

pages presented both international and national news with very little adverts. A brief editorial 

page appears with articles taking positive perspective on developmental prospects and travel 

stories to Europe and other locales in Latin America. The following section included female 

gendered articles and adverts called: “Vida Social.” In the middle of the paper, three to four 

pages included spacious film ads mixed in with domestic news articles. Very rarely did an 

autonomous “Sports” section appear; instead articles usually appeared grouped together with 

domestic news. The end of the paper included a classified section similar to U.S. papers and an 

“English Section” containing international news presented in English. Both men and women of 

higher economic class appear to be the most expectant audience. Collecting these newspaper 

samples first began with photocopying, a very costly endeavor, of microfilmed versions housed 

at the Latin American library at University of Florida. A subsequent research trip to Tulane 

University’s Latin American Library presented the opportunity to examine original editions of El 

Imparcial. This proved invaluable to understanding the physical layout of the paper, including 

critical elements such the size of fonts, allocation of space and placement of articles and 

                                                 
16 Most influential on this study was the works: Gilbert M. Joseph, Catherine C. LeGrand, and Ricardo D. Salvatore, 
eds. Close Encounters of Empire: Writing the Cultural History of U.S.-Latin American Relations (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1998); and Seth Garfield, “Beholding the Miracle: Xavante Indians and Economic "Development" 
under Brazilian Military Rule,” The Americas, Vol. 57, No. 4. (Apr., 2001), pp. 551-580. The works present 
numerous instances showing how strict dichotomies of powerful and oppressed obscure the flexibility of such 
relationships. 
 
17 Email Correspondence with Carlos Micheo Almengor on 26 April 2006. According to Micheo-Almengor, the 
paper sells the largest number of editions on Thursdays. I used information from this top-selling newspaper because 
El Imparcial ceased to function. 
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adverts.18 A much more truncated examination of the Guatemalan newspaper La Prensa Libre 

was employed to assess typical versus outstanding reporting. The thesis also employs a series of 

largely unnamed newspaper clippings in the Robert Claxton collection to provide a context for 

newspaper coverage in the U.S. versus Guatemala. These sources do not appear directly in the 

scope of this study; however, their presence conditioned the approach taken. Requesting the 

microfilmed copies of El Imparcial from Yale University streamlined the entire operation. This 

allowed for a more convenient examination and the efficient digitizing of full newspaper pages. 

The total sample of digitized images amounted to 578. The sample reveals a complex document 

attempting to summarize a world of activity. The corpus of documents hinged immediately on 

ostensibly visible items such as front page articles, huge articles, and advertisements. The first 

search criteria sought out both explicit and suggestive text in headlines and within the articles. 

Expectedly many of these pages include the imposing and overwhelming presence of ads—

indicating numerous discourses about societal organization, consumption styles, and political 

activity. The articles and adverts are the fruits of a concentrated effort to evenly sample the 

newspaper spanning publication shortly before, during, and after the presidency of Arana Osorio. 

By including congruent months, the study sought out perceptible changes in reporting during 

periods of regime changes.19

The study focuses on three highly visible elements in the paper: violence reporting, 

consumer and political ads, and articles on national development. The approach considers both 

individual and relative factors of position, size, content, and language of articles. These 

considerations inevitably and variably tap into issues of gender, race, and class as they appear in 

the paper.  Much like Licia Fiol-Matta applies a “discursive reading” of the ambivalently treated 

Gabriela Mistral, the approach employed in this thesis searches for ways the newspaper both 

subverts and/or contributes to the state’s desired self-image.20 What this most explicitly entails is 

the treatment of images and texts as potential signifiers to and of elite attitudes toward violence, 

                                                 
18 Physical copies revealed exactly where the newspaper folded and the paper’s physical dimensions unlike the 
flattened microfilm copies. Thus a clear distinction could be made between the upward facing top and bottom. 
 
19 The complete study surveyed a sample of newspaper from 1 February 1970 to 30 July 1974.  
 
20 Licia Fiol Matta, A Queer Mother for the Nation: the State and Gabriela Mistral (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota, 2002), “Introduction,” pp. ix-xxix. My approach follows suit except I do not explicitly draw on the 
findings of psychoanalysis to discuss sexuality. 
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social organization, and perceptions of prosperity. The power for suggestion is inherent in all 

discourses even that of position and images. The approach seeks to identify the multiple voices 

within the newspaper—identifying their suggestions as opposing or reinforcing sociopolitical 

domination.  

The treatment of El Imparcial articles reporting on violence divides these articles into 

two broad analytical categories: “cadaver reports” and “political violence.” 21 On the most 

superficial level, “Cadaver reports” recount the appearance of dead individual(s) while “political 

violence” articles evince some story line flowing from both official and unofficial sources.22 The 

chapter presents the two categories as somewhat disparate, but this is mostly for organizational 

purposes.  Many articles blend and combine characteristics of both categories. In particular, the 

cadaver reports and the much more inclusive political violence reports frequently appear together 

within one larger article forming various subsections. The determinant in classifying one article 

as either or both rests on the articles’ particular emphases. Reading the articles with such 

defining parameters seeks to position articles as representations of an escape or an affirmation of 

the permeating turmoil of the country. These representations make implicit suggestions to that 

paper’s relationship with the state. 

The analysis of ads attempts to integrate multiple considerations of historical context, 

advertising visual and textual methods, and theoretical concepts used by scholars. The works of 

Peter Burke and William O’Barr provide the methodological approach of the study’s  use of 

ads.23 O’Barr’s work on the “other” in U.S. advertising helps frame this chapter’s approach.24 

                                                 
21 Two works influenced this particular categorization: María Gabriela Torres, “Bloody Deeds/ Hechos Sangrientos: 
Reading Guatemala Record of Political Violence in Cadaver Reports” in When States Kill: Latin America, the U.S., 

and Technologies of Terror, eds. Cecilia Menjívar and Néstor Rodríguez, (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2005), 
pp. 143-169, conditions my use of the category “cadaver reports.” In this work, she argues how “cadaver reports” 
served to normalize the perception of political violence by replicating a particular and recognizable format; and 
Patrick Ball, Paul Kobrak, and Herbert F. Spirer. State Violence in Guatemala, 1960-1996: A Quantitative 

Reflection (Washington D.C.: American Association for the Advancement of Sciences, 1999); for use of the general 
category, “political violence reporting.” Available online: http://shr.aaas.org/guatemala/ciidh/qr/english/index.html 
 
22 “Cadaver reports” and “political violence” reporting receive deeper treatment in Chapter 2. 
 
23 William M. O’Barr, Culture and the Ad: Exploring the Otherness in a World of Advertising (Boulder: Westview 
Press, 1994) and Peter Burke, Eyewitnessing: The Uses of Images as Historical Evidence. (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2001). 
 
24 I use the term, “other,” to refer to individual(s) subject to generalization and degradation on the basis of 
differences. It implies the consequence of social and political exclusion. See Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1978), for the most influential work on this process. 
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Remembering Raymond Williams’s 1980 dictum calling ads, “‘the official art of capitalists,’’ 

O’Barr argues for the potential transmittal through ads—an idealized image of people and proper 

social interactions.25 The study heeds this potency and points out various visual components that 

make suggestions of these phenomena. O’Barr also sees the ad as involving an “interpretive 

triangle” including the author, audience, and critical interpreter. 26 This interpretive triangle 

poses limitations on the analysis of the ads themselves. Given that anonymous nature of the ads’ 

authors, the study avoids an excessive guesswork of discussing the author’s intention. Also the 

audience is flexible including both intentional and unintentional viewers. The intended audience 

was a very small readership that variably identified with the alliance of military officers and 

capitalist interests, yet the unintended included the much larger population of both literate and 

illiterate, affluent and poor, and Ladino and Indio individuals.27 Therefore, the analysis avoids 

proposing either a unitary or overly pervasive interpretation of the ads studied. Instead it 

recognizes the possibility of multiple interpretations. It highlights the elements linked to the 

reinforcement of inequities, the image of the idealized, an exoticized “Other,” state agenda, and 

stratified consumption style divided by social classes. Relli Shechter’s summary of a Marxist 

derived notion proves useful here; he claims ads promoted the consumption of products and 

services by accentuating the “social and personal status” obtained or maintained.28 Coupled with 

Peter Burke’s acknowledgement that ads use cunning methods to construct highly associated 

mental images with their products via provocative visual images, I analyze multiple signifiers in 

the appropriate historical context of Guatemala during Carlos Manuel Arana Osorio’s 

presidency.29

                                                                                                                                                             
 
25 O’Barr, Culture and the Ad, pp. 2-3 
 
26 ibid, p. 7. See also, German Rodrigo Mejia. “Colombian Photographs of the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth 
Centuries.” In Windows on Latin America: Understanding Society through Photographs (Coral Gables, FL:  North-
South Center, University of Miami, 1987), p. 45, for a similar use of this interpretative framework. 
 
27 I use the terms “Ladino” and “Indio” to refer to social assignations used in Guatemala. The term, Ladino, most 
widely encompasses Westernized individuals who do not identify as “white.” The term, Indio, refers to individuals 
who identify with one of the many Native Maya language speaking groups living in Guatemala. 
  
28 Relli Shechter, “Reading Advertisements in a Colonial/Development Context: Cigarette Advertising and Identity 
Politics, c1919-1939,” Journal of Social History 39:2 (2005): p. 483. This author provided a distilled description of 
this complex process. He said: “Advertisers ‘educated,’ tempted, and scared consumers into buying, by emphasizing 
the significance of doing so for their social and personal status and identity.” 
 
29 Burke, Eyewitnessing: The Uses of Images as Historical Evidence, p. 95 
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Historiography 

 Much of modern Guatemala’s historiography includes works discussing the political 

history of the country.  The girth of historiographical work on modern Guatemala relates directly 

to the highly contested period of 1944-1954. A time of dramatic change and dashed hopes, 

scholars have rightly identified this period as immensely influential still casting its long, hideous 

shadow into the present. The most binding element in all of these works is the critical stance 

taken against the U.S. policy of intervention. They emphasize the illegal and disruptive nature of 

this policy. Their debates center on two central issues: what motivated the coup and why the 

Arbenz government fell. Stephen Schelsinger and Stephen Kinzer’s Bitter Fruit: The Story of the 

American Coup in Guatemala is probably the most frequently debated and reproduced analysis 

of this time period. 30 Their narrative suggestively places the interests of the United Fruit 

Company front and center. It downplays the relationship President Jacobo Arbenz had with 

communists. The authors allow for a primarily economic motivation for U.S. intervention. 

Richard Immerman’s The CIA in Guatemala, provides a richer archival basis for the findings 

presented in the work.31 He argues the coup resulted from Cold War misperceptions of 

Guatemala and Guatemalan needs by the U.S. He derides the glaring indifference the U.S. 

showed toward Guatemala’s right to sovereignty and fate of its people. Training his sights on the 

Guatemalan perspective, Piero Gleijeses’ Shattered Hope adds the emotional testimony of 

involved individuals including Jacobo Arbenz’s wife.32 Gleijeses stresses the influence of 

Communists on Arbenz. He argues the subsequent 40 years of conflict may be understood as 

prolonged effort of the army to renounce its emasculated position.33 Nick Cullather’s Secret 

History reinforces Gleijeses’ condemnation of army abandonment by showing how precariously 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
30 See Stephen Schelsinger and Stephen Kinzer, Bitter Fruit: The Story of American Coup in Guatemala, Revised 
and Expanded Edition (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005). 
 
31 See Richard H. Immerman, The CIA in Guatemala (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1982). 
 
32 See Gleijeses, Shattered Hope, 1991. 
 
33 Ibid, pp. 385-387. Here he argues the army’s abandonment of Jacobo Arbenz caused this sentiment. 
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weak the coup really was.34 In each of these studies, the authors have rightly suggested the 

Counterrevolution’s agitation of political and social life would establish a dangerous precedent 

right-wing frenzy. But their major source of critical analyses directs attention to the U.S. unable 

to fully discuss the long-standing domestic dynamics within Guatemala. Jim Handy’s Revolution 

in the Countryside partially rectifies this deficiency by pointing out the emerging conflicts over 

Agrarian Reform.35 He brings into light the internal divisions between race and class that became 

magnified by these conflicts. The complexity of the domestic sphere became more pronounced 

as historiography focused on the subsequent years of strife. 

 The historiography of the post-coup years discusses more closely the interaction of 

numerous historical actors within Guatemala. Scholars from history, political science, and 

anthropology have shared in this broad task. The debates mostly center on the class struggles of 

the time. Most works explore the endurance of popular movements under the hostile conditions 

of intolerant military rule. The shifting emphasis on international U.S. bullying to domestic 

bullying reflects the general trend of increasingly interventionist policies adopted by the military. 

Stephen Streeter’s Managing the Counterrevolution opens the stage for this shift.36 Still 

maintaining an emphasis on Eisenhower administration effort to secure U.S. hegemony, he 

introduces the growing discontent within the military and the residual frustration with the 

American coup. Although a hopeful comprehensive history, Jim Handy’s Gift of the Devil 

focuses mostly on the counterrevolutionary period.37 He calls attention to the complex, 

incomplete fusion between the oligarchy and the military command. This relationship receives 

even closer analysis by political scientist Susanne Jonas. Her Battle for Guatemala highlights the 

complexity of the domestic scene as military control strove to adapt to social, economic, and 

political crises throughout the 30 years of conflict. In this work, she points out the general 

tendency of elites to adopt an undemocratic stance in opposition to popular calls for 

democratization. Class conflict runs deeply in many works on the period including Deborah 

                                                 
34 See Nick Cullather, Secret History: The CIA’s Classified Account of its Operations in Guatemala, 1952-1954 

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999). 
 
35 See Jim Handy, Revolution in the Countryside: Rural Conflict and Agrarian Reform in Guatemala, 1944-1954  
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1994) 
 
36 See Stephen Streeter, Managing the Counterrevolution: The United States and Guatemala, 1954-1961 (Athens: 
Ohio University Press, 2000). 
 
37 See Handy, Gift of the Devil, 1984. 
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Levenson-Estrada’s Trade Unionists against Terror.38 Levenson-Estrada’s study studies the 

social history of Union members under military rule through numerous interviews. She 

highlights the inordinate repression suffered by workers in the face of military government 

increasingly dependent on violence to maintain total control. Studies of the counterinsurgent 

state in the 1960s through 1970s rely heavily on class-based analyses.  

 The historiography on the genocide of the late 1970s and early 1980s has taken a 

decidedly more ethnographic turn. Works by ethnographers and anthropologists bring the 

struggle of the indigenous Maya to the forefront of this period. Victor Montejo’s Voice from 

Exile and Robert Carmack’s edited collection, Harvest of Violence, form two important works 

discussing the racialized violence wrought by the militarized state.39 Up to this point, what had 

been conspicuously missing was a study of the elites, Jennifer Schirmer’s The Guatemalan 

Military Project, fills this void by interviewing many military leaders responsible for state 

repression.40 She provides a valuable perceptive on how military leaders strove for an order 

contained by curiously mixing calculated repression and patronage. Thus, the depth of 

historiography of modern Guatemala has evolved to include critical works of U.S. imperialism, 

complex class-based analyses, and ethnographic studies. The press as a cultural artifact of elites 

has not received its due attention.  

Work focused on the press in Guatemala is mostly dismissive or lacks a broad approach. 

Robert Buckman’s article, “Cultural Agenda of Latin American Newspapers and Magazines: Is 

U.S. Domination a Myth?” is the closest example of a study attempting to explore Latin 

American newspapers as cultural documents. 41 Searching for dependency on U.S. culture, 

Buckman analyzes newspapers from multiple countries compiling data on the frequency of 

“cultural articles” about U.S., Latin American, and European culture.42 His study is limited 

                                                 
38 See Levenson-Estrada, Trade Unionists against Terror, 1994. 
 
39 See Victor Montejo, Voices From Exile: Violence and Survival in Modern Maya History (Norman: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 1999) and Robert Carmack, ed. Harvest of Violence: The Maya Indians and the Guatemalan Crisis 

(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1988) 
 
40 Jennifer Schirmer, The Guatemalan Military Project: A Violence Called Democracy (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1999) 
 
41 Robert Buckman. “Cultural Agenda of Latin American Newspapers and Magazines: Is U.S. Domination a Myth?”  
Latin American Research Review. 25:2 (1990): pp. 134-155. 
 
42 Ibid, p. 136. Here is gives a brief description of what his study considers “cultural articles.” 
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because of its conception of culture as an aesthetic quality only. Rick Rockwell and Noreen 

Janus’ Media Power in Central America provides a general institutional focus on the press.43  

The authors dismiss printed press for the low circulation and the low literacy of the population. 

They point out how media is owned and controlled jointly by a small elite and the state. Their 

work does not analyze newspapers’ texts or images in a focused manner. In State Violence in 

Guatemala, 1960-1996: A Quantitative Reflection, Patrick Ball, et al, collect data pointing out 

the low level of reporting on state-sponsored violence. 44 The impression they give is one of 

oppressor (state) and oppressed (press). María Gabriela Torres offers a more complicated 

relationship between press and state. Her article, “'Bloody Deeds/ Hechos Sangrientos: Reading 

Guatemala Record of Political Violence in Cadaver Reports,” discusses how “cadaver reports” 

served to normalize the perception of political violence by replicating a particular and 

recognizable format put forth by the state.45 She presents the press as an ideal vehicle of the 

state’s repressive measures The specific historiographical uses of El Imparcial are mostly 

anecdotal. 

This thesis builds on the works of Susanne Jonas and Deborah Levenson-Estrada by 

closely examining the suggested tension between the elite class, military officers, and the 

popular classes throughout the newspaper. It inquires how their arguments about political and 

social struggle came across in El Imparcial. This depiction offers a rough sketch of the 

permissible publication of state criticism. It also contributes to María Gabriela Torres’ work 

through a discursive reading of violence reporting in an earlier period. This discursive approach 

questions the ways newspapers disseminated violence as a mundane backdrop to international 

news and development projects. A more tense relationship between economic elites and the 

militarized state appears in this study. The thesis expands on Robert Buckman’s study of culture 

in newspapers by including adverts as vital elements of consumer culture. Examining the 

proposed consumer culture can further qualify his position that newspapers did not evince a U.S. 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
43 Rick Rockwell and Noreen Janus. Media Power in Central America (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2003). 
 
44 Patrick Ball, Paul Kobrak, and Herbert F. Spirer. State Violence in Guatemala, 1960-1996: A Quantitative 

Reflection. See Chapters, “Reporting the Violence” and “Rural versus Urban Violence,” available online at: 
http://shr.aaas.org/guatemala/ciidh/qr/english/index.html 
 
45 Torres, “Bloody Deeds,” pp. 143-169. I borrow the term “cadaver report” from Torres. 
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cultural dependency. It shows how aspects of U.S. material culture dominated the purchased 

spaces of El Imparcial. This study parallels findings of an influential U.S. consumer culture in 

Louis A. Pérez’s On Becoming Cuban.
46

 As in Cuba, U.S. cultural forms and products had a 

modern and progressive appeal in Guatemala. But their marketing proposes an exclusive 

consumer culture ultimately creating some disillusionment of unfulfilled promises of social 

mobility and material gain. Finally, the thesis contributes to works like Julia Rodriguez’s 

Civilizing Argentina and Seth Garfield’s article, “Beholding the Miracle” by exploring the ways 

the state sought to legitimize its expanding control through a positivist language of 

development.47

 

Chapter Overview 

The thesis consists of three core chapters, Two, Three and Four, and an introduction and 

a conclusion, Chapters One and Five, respectively. Chapter Two, the first substantive chapter, 

treats violence reporting in El Imparcial. It discusses the suspicion of state culpability and the 

permeating atmosphere of violence.  The newspaper betrays the multiple perspectives and 

agendas presented in such reports. It proposes contexual guidelines for understanding violence in 

the paper. The precarious relationship between journalists and the state and that of reader and 

violence informs the analysis. Pointing out the position of articles and the grouping of stories, the 

chapter demonstrates how reporting on the dead evades a consistent and identifiable agenda pro-

state or otherwise. It shows how the depiction of turmoil and prosperity sends contradictory 

messages about state intentions, newspaper allegiance, and reader reception. The chapter also 

explores the variable ability of newspaper reporting to suggest death squad or guerrilla 

culpability.  How the figure of the family provides opportunities for the newspaper to recount 

blame and accusations toward the state also receives analysis. It concludes with the suggestion 

that the paper’s multiple messages of violence can ultimately help to create a mentality of 

acceptance for illegitimate military rule. 

 Chapter Three explores the implications that consumer and political advertisements can 

convey. The chapter shows how adverts promoted a consumption pattern similar to the United 
                                                 
46 See Louis A. Pérez, On Becoming Cuban: Identity, Nationality, and Culture (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1999). 
 
47 See Julia Rodríguez, Civilizing Argentina: Science, Medicine, and the Modern State, pp.  249- 256 and Garfield, 
“Beholding the Miracle,” p. 579 
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States—highlighting the promotion of gendered consumption, prevalence of U.S. commodities, 

and status these products convey. The chapter suggests travel literature leaves evidence of widely 

visible foreign consumption patterns.  It also shows how consumer advertisements reinforced the 

apparent naturalness of racial and social hierarchies. It shows how state agencies also exhibited a 

preference for such hierarchies through its ads. The chapter also provides examples of how 

adverts commodified individuals and foreign cultures by sharply depicting stereotypical 

differences. The chapter concludes by showing how private companies produce ads promoting a 

shared state-capitalist agenda of order and prosperity and how political ads loudly promoted the 

administration of Arana Osorio as active and responsible for Guatemala’s “progress.”  

 Chapter Four explores the issue of “national development” in the newspaper. These 

efforts of the military government are the most forcefully presented of the studied elements. The 

chapter provides a basis for understanding why and how the government pursued developmental 

programs. It points out the state’s interests in the economic, social, and security functions of 

these programs. Although development strategies came in many different manifestations, this 

chapter focuses on the two most visually arresting strategies: expansion of agricultural export 

industries and public health programs. The expansion of agricultural export entailed various 

infrastructure programs improving roads and irrigation. El Imparcial drew most attention to 

these programs when inaugurated by top-ranking officials. The difficulty in developing the 

northern province of El Petén, at the time largely rainforest, reveals some opportunities the paper 

presented to criticize the state’s inefficacy and conversely promote a greater centralized power 

under the President. Covering the Public Health initiatives, the paper afforded the most attention 

to the extension of services into rural areas. The chapter suggests how these conveyed the 

military state’s preoccupation with establishing itself as the preeminent source of modernization 

and health. The coverage of donations to public health initiatives reveals the vested interest 

private companies had in ostensibly selfless acts. Donation coverage also reinforced the hopeful 

notion of the state as the willing patron of the poor. Development, as portrayed in El Imparcial, 

easily conformed to the state’s aspirations to present itself in a legitimate, active, and responsible 

manner. 
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Conclusion 

 Modern Guatemalan history is filled with blood and suffering. The Guatemalan people 

have faced this adversity, and undoubtedly their stories hold powerful lessons. Their complex 

history merits a profound understanding of all its elements.  Unfortunately, the study of 

Guatemala’s cultural history has largely treated newspapers in a sideline manner: drawing on 

them as anecdotal evidence of larger arguments. When studies have focused on newspapers, they 

have resisted the application of flexible definition of culture or derided the paper’s inability to 

reproduce information independent of state influence. The application of discursive analysis 

incorporating considerations of position, language, and visual images provides a concentrated 

way to explore the multiple suggestions of violence reporting, advertisements, and reporting on 

national development. These multiple suggestions reveal many opportunities to view evidence of 

state/press complicity and dissenting voices. This selective wavering reveals the newspaper as 

quintessential artifact of elite attitudes toward social organization and the appropriateness of 

political institutions.
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CHAPTER 2 

 

 

MULTIPLE MESSAGES OF VIOLENCE 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Violence reporting in Guatemala’s daily conservative oriented newspaper, El Imparcial, 

offered a precarious balance for its audiences. Rather than simply comply with the state, it 

supplied audiences with images and texts that sometimes offered an escape and other times an 

affirmation of the kaleidoscopic turmoil of Guatemala’s social and political life. This vacillating 

portrayal indicates the wide-ranging concerns and proclivities of the intended readership. 

Different alliances and accusations suggest a document produced for and by a heterogeneous 

group. This diversity of agenda contributed, in part, to a mentality of acceptance for the 

illegitimate military rule. Acceptance reconciled two sources of dismay for many in Guatemala: 

the unrealized promises of order and prosperity and the endemic presence of political violence 

and coercion.1 The chapter explores the relationship between contradictory messages and 

acceptance by analyzing cadaver reports and reporting on explicit and ambiguous political 

violence in El Imparcial. 

Acceptance was not a definite characteristic shared by all members of the readership; the 

attempt at such an elusive claim might only meet frustration. Acceptance was a probable 

outcome of the numerous conflicting messages in El Imparcial’s violence reporting. The paper’s 

most direct readership, to different degrees, probably identified with the small and intertwined 

                                                 
1 See Robert Williams, States and Social Evolution: Coffee and the Rise of National Governments in Central 

America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1994), pp. 260-261. Williams gives greater understanding 
of this situation. He notes that the uneven economic development during the 1970’s coupled with a state unwilling to 
responsibly resolve conflicts resulted in greater divisions between the state and the poor. 
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oligarchic leadership of military and capitalists.2 But, as James Dunkerley suggests, the closer 

marriage of these two groups through economic interests did not necessarily mean the demise of 

bourgeois power.3  El Imparcial offers a testament to the uneasy relationship between the 

paper’s authors, audience, and the military government. Discerning the effects of texts and 

images as they disseminated throughout a heterogeneous population can prove daunting. The 

most appropriate approach to this task is to complicate previous notions of the press as Licia 

Fiol-Matta has done for Gabriela Mistral. 4  

As noted, scholars have identified the press as complicit in hiding true levels of violence 

by documenting the disparity between the level of political violence reported in other sources 

and the level reported in domestic newspapers.5 Indeed the press in Central America has long 

been tainted by large government subsidies and controlled by small groups of people closely 

linked with an oligarchic ruling class.6 Some note the very low circulation of the printed press 

and argue for its ineffectual nature excepting instances when radio broadcasts used newspapers 

as their sole source of information. These considerations lead scholars to conclude that 

newspapers’ appeal only extended to the government and business elite. 7 Deborah Levenson-

Estrada also gives evidence that trade unionists shared this dismissive view of the press. She 

cites a CNUS (National Committee on Trade Union Unity) leaflet that urged union members to 

voice their concerns “without depending on the capitalist press to give it!”8 Considering the 

authors and audience as both cognizant and unaware of El Imparcial’s different messages 

                                                 
2 For a closer examination of the oligarchic ruling class of military officers engaged in and aligned with capitalists 
during this period, see Jonas, The Battle of Guatemala: Rebels, Death Squads, and U.S. Power, Chapter 5: 
“Economic Growth and Crises of the 1970s and 1980s” and Chapter 6: “Social Polarization, Social Crisis.” 
 
3 Dunkerley, Power in the Isthmus, p. 462. Also see: Levenson-Estrada, Trade Unionists against Terror, p. 101. She 
notes that Arana Osorio proclaimed his hand-in-hand relationship with business at the opening of the Bank of the 
Army. 
 
4 Licia Fiol Matta, A Queer Mother for the Nation: The State and Gabriela Mistral (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota, 2002), “Introduction” pp. xxviii-xxix 
 
5 Ball, Kobrak, and Spirer. State Violence in Guatemala, see Chapter 7, “Reporting the Violence” and Chapter 9, 
“Reporting Urban Versus Rural Violence.” 
 
6 Rockwell and Janus, Media Power in Central America, see Introduction and Chapter 5, “Guatemala’s Struggle 
with Manipulation” 
 
7 Rockwell and Janus, Media Power in Central America, pp. 99-101 
 
8 Levenson-Estrada, Trade Unionists against Terror, p. 136 
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situates the newspaper as a dynamic document capable of affecting meaning beyond a simplistic 

dismissal of the press as an apparatus of elite control. 

The chapter first establishes context to condition the analyses of numerous suggestions 

within the newspaper. A brief sketch of sociopolitical developments and a discussion of the 

privileges/dangers facing journalists assist here. It also employs fictional literature suggesting the 

implications of violence as enunciated by a member of the intended audience. Turning next to an 

analysis of cadaver reports and various reports of political violence, the chapter presents an 

individual treatment of these elements searches for representations of escape or affirmation of 

generalized turmoil.  

Given the cadaver reports’ close kinship with political violence reporting, some reflection 

on their particular constitutions is relevant. On its most fundamental level, cadaver reports offer 

the reader specifically the finding of a dead person. They detail discoveries mostly made without 

significant knowledge of the context of the death. The major clues to this context are bodily 

signs. As expected, many cadaver reports direct the action of the headline to the discoverers. For 

example frequently reoccurring words in these articles’ headline were localizar or hallar (to 

locate or to find).9 Headlines emphasizing the murder as an action appear but less commonly in 

the consulted issues.10  

Building on the work of María Gabriela Torres, cadaver reports open the analysis of El 

Imparcial’s numerous suggestions.11 Torres makes these newspaper articles the primary focus of 

her study. She suggests how these articles contributed to the permeating fear and uncertainty, but 

above all she argues that they represented a “recognizable discourse” between the public and the 

state. She finds this discourse was an essential element to the state’s project to make violence 

“quotidian, ‘natural’, and ‘cultural.’”12  Spreading fear and mundane death are reconcilable 

concepts working to minimize dissent. Fearful death can intimidate challengers of the status quo 

                                                 
9 See for examples: “Localizan Cadáveres en Maleza.” 16 July 1970, p. 1., “Hallan un Cuerpo Baleado y Torturado”  
15 October 1970, p. 8., “Cadáver Fue Localizado esta Mañana” 15 April 1971, p. 1., “Calavera y 3 Cadáveres 
Hallan; Varios Muertos en Accidentes.” 8 November 1973.  
 
10 See for examples: “Dos Cadáveres Aparecen en San Marcos” 18 March 1971, p. 1., “Torturado, Quemado y con 9 
Tiros Fue Muerto Un Joven” 11 May 1972 p. 1. 
 
11 Torres, “Bloody Deeds/ Hechos Sangrientos: Reading Guatemala Record of Political Violence in Cadaver 
Reports,” pp. 143-169 
 
12 Torres, “Bloody Deeds,” pp. 164-165 
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while its naturalization attempts to make its use unquestionably valid. The incorporation of 

position, relative position to other articles, and city/countryside considerations demonstrates the 

cadaver reports can evade swift assignation of this agenda. The corpus of consulted materials 

generally found very little mention of women. It largely confirmed Torres’ acknowledgment of 

women on the margins of reporting the appearances of cadavers.13  

 Political violence encompasses the numerous expressions of violence and endeavors not 

to privilege those solely of the physical nature.14 However, here the major themes of the articles 

deal with physical attacks and kidnappings. These types of articles distinguish themselves from 

the previous category by their emphasis on an event rather than an appearance or finding—

including discussion of the circumstances of an attack fatal or otherwise. The label is more 

flexible and inclusive than cadaver reports. Political violence (both veiled and overt) and the role 

of family in violence reporting do not indicate a clearly defined source of allegiance within El 

Imparcial. Relative position becomes a key variable in this complication; it reveals a tension 

between acknowledgement and denial. The multiplicity of contradictory messages shows El 

Imparcial as a forum for elite concerns and proclivities—however limited by the particular 

context. 

 

Context of Violence 

As Carlos Manuel Arana Osorio entered the presidency, seemingly endemic violence 

between insurgents, the military, the nominally civilian government, and rightist death squads 

proved a ripe climate for a ruling rhetoric of law and order. Death squad activity blossomed 

during the previous civilian presidency of Julio César Méndez Montenegro. Multiple and 

interdependent historical developments fed the emergence of these infamous right-wing terror 

groups. The U.S. supported counterrevolution placed reactive conservative elements in positions 

of power. The circumstances proved volatile as frenzied anti-communist tendencies contributed 

to the criminalization of any type of protest, labeling discontent as socialist to justify 

                                                 
13 Ibid., pp. 155-156. 
 
14 This goal has also been sought out by other scholars—most influential to this study was: Kay B. Warren, ed., The 
Violence Within: Cultural and Political Opposition in Divided Nations (Boulder: Westview Press, 1993.) 
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repression.15 President Méndez Montenegro began his term on highly contested terms.  In a 

desperate move to gain support with the increasingly heavy-handed military, Méndez 

Montenegro signed away a number of civilian constraints allowing the army more autonomy to 

direct the counterinsurgency efforts.16 Successes of rebel groups like the FAR, Fuerzas Armadas 

Rebeldes, also contributed to the emergence of death squads. As the formal transfer of political 

power approached, U.S. State Department officials discussed an upsurge of death squad violence 

in the final months of the Méndez Montenegro administration. The State Department claimed the 

apparent reluctant position of the lame-duck administration to take substantial action against the 

FAR contributed to the impatient vigilante retribution of death squads.17  Heightened concerns 

among propertied classes over FAR operations such as the abduction and murder of West 

German Ambassador Karl von Spreti led to stronger alliances between the civilian elite and the 

military. Consequently, highly institutionalized repression emerged and further whipped up an 

anti-communist sentiment.  

Gabriel Aguilera-Peralta argues that the military government used and supported these 

death squads while divorcing itself from direct culpability.18 He also notes that under Colonel 

Arana Osorio’s presidency, government officials did very little to sever ties with these groups. 

The increasingly selective nature of repression during this period signaled an institutionalization 

of elite class-military domination.19 The political coalition between the army’s official party, the 

PID (Institutional Democratic Party) and the MLN (National Liberation Movement)—the 

extreme right-wing party associated with the 1954 counterrevolution—formed the core of this 

institutionalization. The MLN faction even openly boasted of its close involvement with death 

                                                 
15 For a more lengthy discussion see: Greg Grandin, “Introduction,” in The Last Colonial Massacre: Latin America 

in the Cold War (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004.) 
 
16 Numerous scholars have pointed this out including: Jonas, The Battle of Guatemala, p. 60, Levenson-Estrada, 
Trade Unionists against Terror, p. 45, Aguilera Peralta, “Terror and Violence as Weapons of Counterinsurgency in 
Guatemala,” p. 97. 
 
17 For example:  Department of State, “Guatemala: Violence from the Right,” Intelligence note, 26 May 1970, 
available online: <http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?url_ver=Z39.88-
2004&res_dat=xri:dnsa&rft_dat=xri:dnsa:article:CGU00420> 
  
18 See Gabriel Aguilera Peralta, “Terror and Violence As Weapons of Counterinsurgency in Guatemala,” pp. 91-113 
 
19 Ibid, pp. 101-103. See also Levenson-Estrada, Trade Unionists Against Terror, pp. 45-47 in depth discussion of 
death squad operation. 
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squads.20 In this hostile and reactionary context, El Imparcial disseminated implicit and visible 

elements of class alliances and disenchantment with military consolidation.  

Decisions of how and what to report posed particularly difficult considerations to 

journalists in Guatemala. Despite a growing division between the poor and the affluent, 

solidarity in either class never became a central characteristic. Greg Grandin argues the 

counterrevolution attempted to retrain people away from solidarity “dissolving” larger social and 

political sympathies between people.21  Individuals took complex stances toward contemporary 

polemics evincing numerous, sometimes contradictory alliances. Thus, civilian elites at this time 

did not produce a singular voice. Many journalists had ambivalent relationships with the state. 

Some were merely lower middle-class individuals tempted to bend to the government’s pressure. 

Others had a much more complex relationship with the state experiencing both overt coercion 

and extended toleration. The highly visible cases of Irma Flaquer and Mario Ribas Montes 

provide examples of journalists’ hindrances and privileges.22  

Flaquer published articles condemning the state’s corruption and mistreatment of the 

poor and Natives in the daily La Hora.23  In 1968 a group of unknown men attacked her. Her 

close relationship with government officials of the time afforded her promise of safe passage out 

of the country by then-president Julio César Méndez Montenegro. Instead she chose to stay in 

Guatemala and wrote a book forgiving her attempted murderers entitled A Las 12:15, El Sol.
24

 

She continued to write for the newspaper criticizing the government. By 1980, she had made 

enough enemies to fall from the tight rope of free and compromised expression. She received 

reliable warning of potential attack and was advised to leave the country. Before she could leave, 

a group of men killed her son and abducted her. Her whereabouts remain unknown and she is 

                                                 
20 Handy, Gift of the Devil, p. 162 
 
21 Grandin, The Last Colonial Massacre, pp. 196-197, Quote at 196. 
 
22 See Comisión para Esclarimiento Historia, Guatemala: Memoria del Silencio. Tomo VI Casos Ilustrativos. Caso 
No. 49 pp. 155-161 for Irma Flaquer’s case and Aquiles Pinto Flores, “Arca de espejos: La Estrella Asesinada,” La 

Prensa Libre, 9 August 2004. Available online: <http://www.prensalibre.com/pl/2004/agosto/09/lectura_opin.html> 
[7 April 2007] for Mario Ribas Montes. 
 
23 Ibid. p. 154 
 
24 Ibid. pp. 155-156. She dedicated the book to her “beloved assassin”. 
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presumed dead.25 The Secretary of Public Relations for the President, journalist Mario Ribas 

Montes, provides another telling example of the oftentimes dangerous positions occupied by 

journalists. During the Arana Osorio presidency, Ribas conducted press meeting to discuss 

policy goals.26 Before taking up that position, he had worked for El Imparcial since 1947.27 As a 

chief spokesman for the government, he was an integral member who helped negotiate the 

nationalization of the electric company, Empresa Eléctrica.28 But by 1980 he had returned to 

private journalism at El Imparcial as general manager when he was assassinated.29 Thus, not 

even his once close links with Arana Osorio spared Ribas Montes a violent death.  The 

experiences of Irma Flaquer and Mario Ribas Montes do show how some journalists in their 

privileged positions of information and expression also faced real and identifiable danger. Their 

line of work was one under continual and pernicious examination of the repressive state. Also it 

points out the frequently intertwined relationship of press and government. Competing notions of 

class entitlement and intransigent intolerance of opposition sets the tone of El Imparcial’s 

reporting on the country’s reeling aura of violence. 

The use of fictional literature to gain insights into the cultural understandings of social 

groups such as women or elite classes proves to be a useful tool for historians.30 Guatemalan 

born writer, Rodrigo Rey Rosa, introduces potential elite perceptions of violence—in particular 

the substantial impact of identity. Rey Rosa was born into a fairly affluent family in 1958; he 

later moved to New York to escape Guatemala’s violence and to explore a creative career. There 

                                                 
25 Ibid. p. 160 See also Jane Erlick, Disappeared: A Journalist Silenced. The Irma Flaquer Story, for a detailed 
description of her abduction and presumed death. 
 
26 See, “Meta de las Jiras del Presidente,” 18 November 1971 pp. 1 & 2. 
 
27 Aquiles Pinto Flores, “Arca de espejos: La Estrella Asesinada,” La Prensa Libre, 9 August 2004. Available 
online: <http://www.prensalibre.com/pl/2004/agosto/09/lectura_opin.html> [7 April 2007]  
 
28 See, ““Empresa Eléctrica Pasa a Ser Parte del Patrimonio Nacional,” 20 April 1972, pp. 1 & 2. 
 
29 Pinto Flores, “Arca de espejos: La Estrella Asesinada,” La Prensa Libre, 9 August 2004. Available online: 
<http://www.prensalibre.com/pl/2004/agosto/09/lectura_opin.html> [7 April 2007]. 
 
30 See for examples: Eileen Suarez-Findlay, Imposing Decency: The Politics of Sexuality and Race in Puerto Rico, 

1870-1920 (Durham: Duke University Press, 1999), pp. 74-75. After identifying Ana Roqué de Duprey as an elite 
feminist, she cites her book Luz y Sombra and the character, “Sara” to show how the image of the “decent” working-
class women implied de-Africanization. See also Michel Gobat. Confronting the American Dream: Nicaragua under 

U.S. Imperial Rule (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005), pp. 138-139 for an example of class-based cultural 
understandings with literature. 
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he joined Paul Bowles who helped translate his work into English.31 Despite the publication of 

his work after the period discussed in this thesis, Rey Rosa’s contemporaneous experiences in 

Guatemala make his short stories important artifacts of reflection. With little doubt, he 

experienced the daily filtration of the turmoil as presented by Guatemalan newspapers. Called 

Kafkaesque by Marc Zimmerman, his stories reveal some possibilities of the ways violence have 

been processed and re-imagined—especially by individuals associated with regular readership of 

newspapers.32 The stories present imbedded fascinations with violence and its relationship to the 

mundane. His acerbic plot development shares the fast-paced, terse tone of newspapers like El 

Imparcial.  

The short story, “Privacy,” points to the potency of violence to recreate and break with 

the past. The main character of this story enters a medical facility for an apparently obligatory 

exam. In the privacy of the exam room, the main character tells the reader it is maybe “useless” 

or “wise” for him to not delve into details. The only detail he affords his audience is that he 

awoke sitting on the cot with the dead doctor nearby. Nonchalantly, he informed the stunned 

nurse of the doctor’s death, and as she exits the room, he recovers a writing sample done by him 

for the doctor. He proclaims relief now as he says, “I’m another man.”33 Significantly, the story 

omits scores of explanatory information. Rey Rosa mimics the press’ inability to posit damning 

possibilities. It has revealing notions of the confused relationship between identity and death. 

The character’s casual treatment of the circumstances relates a cultural acceptance of 

inexplicable death as daily and reformative. 

Notions of culpability, denial, class, and violence also show up in Rey Rosa’s “The 

Truth”.34 In this story, a young boy rides his horse to a dilapidated stone bridge overlooking a 

busy highway.  He dislodges a large rock to test the providence of God and potentially kills an 

                                                 
31 Martín Solares,. “Entrevista con Rodrigo Rey Rosa: Un poco de paranoia no le hace mal a nadie” Obtained on 
internet: http://www.sololiteratura.com/rod/rodentrunpoco.htm 14 November 2006. 
 
32Marc Zimmerman, Literature and Resistance in Guatemala: Textual Modes and Cultural Politics from El Señor 

Presidente to Rigoberta Menchú Vol. 1 (Athens: Ohio University Center for International Studies, 1995), pp. 189 & 
198. 
 
33 Rodrigo Rey Rosa, “Privacy.” trans. Paul Bowles, Dust on Her Tongue (San Francisco: City Lights Publications, 
1992), pp. 25-29. 
 
34 Rey Rosa, “The Truth.” trans. Paul Bowles, Dust on Her Tongue (San Francisco: City Lights  Publications, 1992), 
pp. 51-57 
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innocent woman. While being chased, the main character encounters another young boy dressed 

similarly but without status accoutrements of shoes and horse. The newly encountered boy 

threatens the first boy as a witness. The main character beats the boy into bloodied silence and 

passes blame onto the unfortunate witness as the angry men approach. The main character knows 

the men will accept his condemnation because he appears as an intervener and can draw on his 

perceived higher status for support. Even as he returned home for supper, his family does not 

believe his fantastic story of deceit. Again this story contains revealing suggestions about the 

confused operation of identity, culpability, and evocation of violence. The boy’s truth is 

summarily dismissed as out of character and inconceivable. His passage of blame signals a 

recognized, yet remarkable avenue to absolution. This tale of class preferences and tensions is 

also a suggestive theme in reporting in El Imparcial.  Together these stories represent only two 

examples of how violence appeared ordinary and integral. Possibilities for interpretation 

abounded from individual to individual. Heeding these writings as a part of elite cultural 

production on violence shows the implicit connections between violence, acceptance, and the 

mitigating factors of class and identity. 

 

Cadaver Reports 

Historians have cited the appearance of cadaver reports to illuminate the frequency of 

attacks, to give context to societal horror, and to correctly identify the malfeasance of the 

government.35 María Gabriela Torres argues these articles were an essential element to the 

state’s project to make violence “quotidian, ‘natural’, and ‘cultural.’”36  There is a good deal of 

truth in these findings, but they downplay the complexities of the newspaper. While Torres sees 

the obscuring of victim and perpetrator as primarily a tool of the state social control by terror, 

one can readily find examples that do not fit so neatly into this scheme. Cadaver reports could 

also represent the conflicting concerns of the small, intended readership. Even though 

newspapers like El Imparcial, conceivably reached wider audiences through radio usage of these 

sources, the intended audience probably consisted of literate upper and middle-class individuals. 

Rick Rockwell and Noreen Janus estimate that contemporary newspaper subscribers of 

                                                 
35 See for example: Levenson-Estrada, Trade Unionist against Terror p. 45 and Ball, Kobrak, Spirer. State Violence 

in Guatemala. See Chapter 7, “Reporting the Violence” and Chapter 9, “Reporting Urban Versus Rural Violence.” 
 
36 Torres, “Bloody Deeds,” pp. 164-165 
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Guatemala make up less than 3% of the population.37 Their figure is problematic because it does 

not account for other paper sales and should not be regarded as definitive evidence of their 

narrow appeal. It is indicative, however, of a small regular readership readily privileged by 

scholars and journalists alike. Some concerns of these privileged individuals included the 

perceived necessity of violence to quell disorder and encourage productivity, the growing class 

antagonisms, and an erratic distrust of the military government’s pacification methods.  

The determination of typical cadaver report becomes very elusive in light of the rampant 

run of contradictory suggestions in El Imparcial. Torres describes the typical cadaver report as 

involving an “unknown,” containing information largely taken from official reports—indicating 

location and clothing.38 The placement of cadaver reports solitary and as parts of larger articles 

concerning death within the country more generally complicates a designation of typicality. The 

varying positions of cadaver reports and their relative position to other articles indicate the 

potential to solicit different responses and suggestions. At least during this particular period, 

Torres’ typicality is more so a lowest common denominator—a roux on which various 

contradictory notions are added. 

The article “Estudiante Muerto a Tiros; Hallan Cadáver Mutilado,”39 serves as a fitting 

example of cadaver reports’ variegated forms. The article’s headline illustrates the conjoined 

relationship of cadaver reports and political violence reporting. The first portion details the fatal 

attack by unknown men of Noé de Jesús Rodriguez Barrios. The article does not attribute 

information to official sources or to eyewitnesses, yet it recounts detailed knowledge of his 

death. These particular constitutions make suggestions to an apparent complacency or 

disinterest—efforts at unmasking culprits are nil. The second portion resembles an example of 

cadaver reporting as defined here. This section begins on page four and describes the discovery 

of a dead man. The article does not speculate or suggest the circumstances of his death; it does 

not even describe them “unknown.” The most explicit descriptions lie in his corporeal 

                                                 
37 Rockwell and Janus. Media Power in Central America, pp. 99-101. Here the author identifies the role of 
newspapers as agenda makers for reporting in other forms of media and gives figures to literacy and newspaper 
currency. 
 
38 Torres, “Bloody Deeds,” pp. 154-155 
 
39 Author Unknown, El Imparcial, 20 August 1970. This article began on page 1 and finished on page 4. For the 
remaining citations, the author is unknown unless addressed in the text. 
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condition.40 Silence and explicit conjecture frequently alternated sometimes within the same 

article. Contradictions like these manifest themselves frequently.  

The position of an article in a newspaper can make numerous suggestions. If placed very 

largely and prominently, the initial implication is the article has a significant importance to the 

authors of the newspaper.41 If placed in an inconspicuous manner, an initial inference is the 

article has minor importance to the authors. These are not the only necessary inferences. Other 

inferences can be made when position is considered in conjunction with the article’s relationship 

with other elements such as international news, domestic nonviolent news, political and 

consumer ads. Various patterns of placement offered both affirmation and escape from 

murderous turmoil.  

 Placement patterns of cadaver reports are wrought with contradictions and appear 

frequently in different manners. When the newspaper contains one or more cadaver reports, at 

least one appears on the front page.  From a sample of 101 articles identified as cadaver reports 

gleaned from El Imparcial from January 1970 to June 1974, less than five of the newspapers did 

not include a cadaver report on the front page. This suggests a certain importance afforded to 

these particular reports, but their relationship to other articles on the same pages complicates a 

simple inference. The predominant trend during this period was to place such articles near the 

bottom of the front page and usually limit the article to one to three columns.42 The 

accompanying headlines had a comparable size to other articles in its vicinity. The most obvious 

exceptions to this rule involved the deaths of highly visible people like that of well-known 

industrialist, Angel Zardetto.43 His suspected suicide received the prestigious place of secondary 

headline underneath the El Imparcial banner found near the middle over the front page’s fold.  

Cadaver reports appeared heavily in issues of El Imparcial consulted during 1970 to 1971 and 

less frequently afterward. This pattern seems to coincide with previous scholarship that identified 

                                                 
40 Ibid. p. 4. The article describes his condition as beaten and decapitated with signs of mutilation on the arms and 
legs. 
 
41 I use the term author in this section to refer very generally to those responsible not only for writing the articles but 
also those responsible for the paper’s layout. 
 
42 The articles appearing near the bottom appeared “under the fold” of the newspaper indicating their relative 
diminished significance to articles “above the fold.” I borrow these expressive terms from Dr. Max Paul Friedman. 
 
43 “Zardetto Apareció Muerto en Antigua,” El Imparcial, 8 July 1971 pp. 1 & 8. 
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the opening months of the Arana Osorio presidency as highly active in selective political 

assassinations.44 Cadaver reports again figured more heavily preceding the ascension of the new 

president Kjell Eugenio Laugerud García. At this particular juncture, however, cadaver reports 

assumed a more explicitly political dimension with reference to death squad accountability.45 

Noting this pattern, the newspaper largely affirmed turmoil of country at transitory moments of 

rule. The suggestion is that turmoil necessitates repression—reproducing the perceptible need for 

military control.  

Finally, the grouping of reports on deaths in the country was very common. El 

Imparcial’s authors lumped together car accidents, drownings, suicides, and ambiguous murders, 

and political assassinations. The significance of this pattern is difficult to pin down as well. It 

could be a principle of organization or convenience—placing deaths in one section. Groupings 

lack substantial description all around. Following closely the official reports given by police, the 

articles’ victims may not represent subjects believed to be important to warrant a full 

development. Here, the brevity of El Imparcial and the endemic precarious financial stance of 

newspapers in Central America speak to its ambivalent relationship with its readership and the 

state.46 Journalists may have not identified these reports as significant and chose to emphasize 

other aspects of news like world affairs.  Many of the top banner stories did relate stories of the 

United States, Southeast Asia, and the Middle East.47 The potential for the newspaper to judge or 

present other countries as more tumultuous than Guatemala was supposedly limited by a ban at 

this time on reporting on “subversive activities in other countries.”48  Supposed limitations aside, 

                                                 
44 See for examples: CEH Memoria del Silencio. Capítulo primero. “V. Reorganización de los actores del 
enfrentemiento” pp. 150-153. Robert McClintock, The American Connection: State Terror and Popular Resistance 

in Guatemala. p.170. Aguilera Peralta, “Terror and Violence as Weapons of Counterinsurgency in Guatemala.” pp. 
105-106 
 
45 See “Muerto por Asaltante; el Escuadrón de Muerte Cobra su 12 Victima” 14 February 1974, pp. 1 & 8 for a 
recounting of recent death squad activity. 
 
46 For the years consulted, El Imparcial had a total number of pages ranging from 12-26 pages. This is significantly 
shorter than many other contemporary newspapers of the time. The precarious financial stance of newspapers in 
Central America is treated closely in: Rockwell and Janus, Media Power in Central America. Introduction. pp.7-8 
 
47 See front page of El Imparcial 17 December 1970: the largest article on the top of this issue is, “Disturbios 
Sofocan” about insurgents in Poland. Also see “Mordaza Somocita” in 4 October 1973 issue. This article describes 
the debate over press freedoms in Managua. Both of these examples emanate from UPI sources. Consequently, the 
origins of their political jabs are difficult to attribute directly to the newspaper. Their publication does suggest a 
degree of press flexibility however. 
 
48 Aguilera Peralta, “Terror and Violence as Weapons of Counterinsurgency in Guatemala.” p. 105 
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El Imparcial definitely revealed its elastic ability to report on other countries’ troubling 

circumstances.  

Position as a variable for suggestions also entails the relative consideration of other 

articles. Contradictory messages emerge in this relative position. The following front page is 

particularly evocative of such a scheme. It makes numerous suggestions but generally 

demonstrates what Eileen Suarez-Findlay posits of state homogenization social projects. She 

notes that these projects combine the alternating pressures of reform and repression.49 The front 

page of November 4, 1971 is heavily suggestive of this orchestrated mix. The article, 

“Acribillados y Torturados Aparecieron Tres Cadáveres” stands in contrast to the reform-minded 

headline under the El Imparcial banner, “Vivir en Paz, Trabajar en Honestidad Tal es lo 

Urgente.” The article details the appearance of three tortured cadavers with one appearing as a 

“hippie.”50 The would-be social subversive meets the vivid retelling of death and repression. The 

latter article’s headline is a direct quote from President Arana Osorio as he addressed numerous 

municipalities while on a national tour. “To live in peace and to work with honesty” sets the 

preferential agenda for the authors of this newspaper.51

In these contradictory expressions, one sees potential evidence for a state homogenization 

project and the simultaneous affirmation/escape from turmoil presented for the reader.  Here, the 

president’s message resonates the loudest with the readership and reinforces the values of order 

and a docile labor for development. A large photograph of three columns in width strengthens 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
49 Suarez-Findlay, Imposing Decency,  pp. 10-11. Concerns over the homogenization of a Guatemalan identity 
remained potent into the 1980’s as evinced by General Gramajo’s comments in Schrimer, The Guatemalan Military 

Project, p. 85. 
 
50 According to the article, the “hippie” was dressed in vivid colors and had long hair. See, “Acribillados y 
Torturados Aparecieron Tres Cadáveres,” 4 November 1971, p.1. The “hippie” qualifier appears in El Imparcial 
frequently in connection to various outsiders to idealized Guatemalan state. They are connected with both North 
Americans and Guerrillas as this case. Most frequently the paper evokes the term to suggest not only a transient 
lifestyle but also a subversive element. See “5 Norteamericanos Capturados por Andar Hippies,” 17 June 1971, p. 1: 
here the North Americans appear “badly dressed” and had “suspicious appearance.” See also: Fernando Juárez y 
Aragón “Por la dignidad de Antigua ¡Fuéra ‘Hippies’ Fuéra!” 21 March 1974. This editorial claims treatment of 
“dirty,” “disrespectful,” Hippie “tourists” in Antigua is too lax. The author calls for a stricter treatment of them by 
the government. 
 
51 It is important to note here that I use the term “reform” here to refer to a state initiative to produce docile workers 
and minimal consumers. I do not extend its use beyond that. I generally agree with Susanne Jonas who said of Arana 
Osorio’s reform, “In practice, ‘modernization’ amounted to making the structures of class domination more 
efficient, but without making any real structural changes. In this sense, ‘modernization’ should not be confused with 
genuine ‘reformism.’” The Battle for Guatemala. p. 121 
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the visual impact. It depicts the Colonel in full formal combat fatigues walking seemingly side 

by side a crowd of people engaged in discussion. The picture conveys a march toward capitalist 

development headed by the military and supported by the people. This filtered expression of an 

elite notion of reality could contribute to the audience’s mentality of acceptance. Violence as a 

necessary step to unity and unity in development: a development through the military—these are 

the multiple messages contributing to a sense of acceptance instead of dissent. This does not 

imply that newspapers produced an idealized agenda that influenced people broadly throughout 

the nation. As Diane Nelson points out for contemporary Maya-identifying communities, the 

state’s homogenization project had other side affects. Her study finds that such efforts reified 

ethnic identities within the Maya population that had little thrust before or had been limited 

within a local community.52

Arguing for the later period of 1978-1983 María Gabriela Torres argues that the 

prevailing publication of unidentified cadavers appearances contributed to an inability of the 

reader to separate himself/herself from the possibility of being a victim of similar 

circumstances.53  In this sense, newspapers offered readers a veiled affirmation of the turmoil. 

No individual might escape the threat of violence. The consideration of a possible city and 

countryside separation in cadaver reports complicates the paper’s ability to offer simply an 

affirmation of the turmoil. El Imparcial demonstrates a differentiation in reporting style for 

urban and rural cadaver reports. The suggestion was: the city can be bad, but the countryside is 

worse because of heightened uncertainty and cruelty.  

Historically El Imparcial conveyed a strong sense of separation between the city and 

countryside. Jim Handy gave evidence of this notion in his analyis of El Imparcial’s reporting on 

the massacre at Patzicia in 1944. He notes that the paper exhibited very little understanding (or 

willingness to) of the massacre’s antecedents. Instead the paper blamed racial tensions as the 

                                                 
52 Diane Nelson,  “Introduction: Body Politics and Quincentennial Guatemala,” A Finger in The Wound: Body 

Politics in Quincentennial Guatemala (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), pp. 1-40. Many mono-
lingual Maya speakers probably did not read El Imparcial; their example points out the volatile consequences of 
state homogenization projects. 
 
53 Torres, “Bloody Deeds,” pp. 147-154. 
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root, and gory depictions accompanied the reporting.54 The paper had chosen to represent a 

distance between a ruthless, native countryside and the civilized city.   

Almost thirty years later, El Imparcial contained elements that harked back to this divide 

between city and countryside violence. Cadaver reports published stories of minimal description 

especially in the city. Frequently the victim was usually “killed by shots.”55 There appeared no 

large gap in number between cadaver reports of Guatemala City and the surrounding 

countryside.56 Instead reporting in the city reflected more frequently the constitutions of the term 

employed here, “political violence.” Articles evince more knowledge of the circumstances of 

death. The uncertainty of “appearances” of dead individuals is largely absent from these articles 

and replaced with a sometimes seemingly formulaic recounting of attacks by a group of 

unknown men.57 This is not to say that political violence operated on a less horrendous level in 

the city or that it was totally absent from the newspaper. Notable exceptions certainly appear. 

The tortured, burned, and bullet-ridden body of the young man, Luis Felipe Constante, in zone 

eight of the city serves as striking deviation. 58  

Overall, the explicit detail of gruesome death and condition of body predominated in 

reports of the countryside.59 Also the paper frequently published attacks on administrators of 

                                                 
54 Jim Handy, “‘A Sea of Indians’: Ethnic Conflict and the Guatemalan Revolution, 1944-1952.” Americas Vol. 46 
No. 2, 1989. pp. 194-196 
 
55 See for city example, “Identifican dos Cadáveres en Lago Azul” 19 November 1970  
 
56 See for countryside example, “Lo Plagiaron y Lo Hallan Acribillado,” 15 July 1971. See also “Muerto a Golpes y 
Torturas; 2 Baleados, Incluso Señorita,” 1 April 1971. This article details the appearance of an identified badly 
tortured man near a finca and a woman shot in her home in Guatemala City. The study did not observe a definite 
preponderance of either city or countryside cadaver reports. 
 
57 See for examples: “5 Muertos Por Violencia Incluso un Subinspector de la Judicial” 5 November 1970 p. 1, 
“Diputado Abatido. Dr. Adolfo Mijangos L. Acribillados” 14 January 1971 p. 1, This article received a prominent 
position underneath the newspaper banner because of the victim’s visibility as a political opponent to Arana Osorio. 
The article makes an interesting suggestion to U.S. sponsorship noting the unidentified men fled the scene in a car 
with North American plates.  
 
58 See “Torturado, Quemado y con 9 Tiros Fue Muerto Un Joven” 11 May 1972 p. 1. 
 
59 See for examples: “Sale de Casa y Muere Acribillados; Banda de Ladrones Fue Capturada” 25 April 1974, p. 1. 
“Dos Cadáveres de Acribillados con Golpes Hallan Policía” 28 October 1971, p. 1. “Sin Reconocerlos Inhuman 2 
Cuerpos Hallados en Patzún,” 22 July 1971, p. 1. Finally, “Otro Cadaver” subsection in “‘Ojo por Ojo’ Cadáver de 
Desconocido Acusado de Desertor FAR” 7 May 1970 p. 4. The subsection describes the appearance of a mutilated 
man; the article’s emphasis is discussed later in this chapter. 
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fincas and other elite agricultural positions.60 One possible explanation for these phenomena is 

the interests of fomenting fear, distrust and separation from the countryside. The implicit 

message the countryside is an untamed jungle where perceived pernicious elements roamed. This 

suggestion contributes to the military state’s desire to penetrate these areas more deeply. It can 

also be that information is simply reported as it flowed from official sources, but this does not 

negate the notion that these representations offered the reader a simultaneous affirmation and 

escape. The city might represent a site for political turmoil, but the countryside could also 

represent the sphere of macabre, bestial violence. 

 

Political Violence Reporting 

The political dimension of violence was variably represented. The analysis of this 

dimension can many times be a slippery slope, because the tendency to see the political 

everywhere can be tempting. Resisting the temptation entails this section’s primary emphasis on 

the unveiled—explicit political references in violence reporting and secondarily to the veiled—

implicit references identifiably political with specialized knowledge.  

The most explicit political dichotomy found in the newspaper deals with guerrillas and 

death squads. Significantly both elements appear more frequently in the very beginning and end 

of the Arana Osorio presidency. The guerrillas appear more frequently in the former and the 

death squads in the latter. The earlier concentration of guerrillas in the newspaper indicates both 

a real and perceived lingering of the counterinsurgency struggle so ruthlessly pursued by Arana 

Osorio before his presidency.61 The positions of these articles generally followed the dominant 

ones of cadaver reports save for notable exceptions. An article titled “2 P.M. Caen Abatidos. 

Acribillados por 3 Guerrilleros,” deviated significantly from the normal inconspicuous 

                                                 
60 “Finca” here mostly means a large landed estate used for commercial agricultural production. See for example: 
“Administrador Secuestrado” 29 April 1971 P. 1, “Asesinado en Jutiapa Finquero Mientras Estaba en el Parque” 9 
Dec 1971 p. 1, “Un Descuartizado; Agricultor Acribillado; Matan a Alumno” 17 February 1972 p. 1., 
“Administrador de Finca Muerto a Tiros Para Despajarlo de Suma,” 31 May 1973 p.1,  “Ayudante de Catador de 
Café, Muerto,” 10 September 1970 p. 1. An interesting side note of this issue was a testament to the city of New 
Orleans’ short-sighted character judgement was the article: “ Llaves de N. Orleáns al Presidente.” p. 1 
 
61 For an example of this type of article, see the lengthy headline “Dos Guerrilleros Huyen Tras Tiroteo en 
Encuentro Casual; Quizó 1 Herido,” 3 September 1970, p. 1. Despite its long headline the article still occupied the 
position of bottom right-hand corner with inconspicuous text size. 
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positioning.62 This article occupies the position immediately beneath the El Imparcial banner; 

the sensationalism of this story might suggest one elite concern with remaining rebellious 

elements. The article contains some suggestive comments about the appearance of these 

guerrillas and their motives. The article describes them as “hippies” and later reiterates their 

“poorly dressed” appearance. The article depicts their motives as being sinister to development 

as they attacked elements of the mobile military police, a paramilitary branch of the military used 

in a policing function and hired out as security personnel, while on duty at the Empresa Eléctrica 

del Guarda (Electric Company). The article relays the blame explicitly laid on FAR because of a 

political pamphlet left behind.63 The pamphlet contained five points defining the FAR and its 

motivations. The last one is particularly evocative of class tensions and military subterfuge. They 

claim that “All of the police and national army are forces of the rich; FAR is the force of the 

people.”64 The veracity of such a finding on the scene is hard to negate or substantiate, but the 

publication of details like this signals the maintained concern for security of the propertied 

classes. Political violence reporting could incite and promote a heightened phobia of the 

pernicious subversive. In doing so, the militarized state could rely on a perpetual justification for 

greater repression. 

 Another article concerning guerrillas, “‘Ojo por Ojo’ Cadáver de Desconocido Acusado 

de Desertor FAR,” tells the appearance of unknown dead man with signs of torture and an 

affixed note claiming his the cause of his death—desertion from the FAR.65 The choice of words 

here strongly indicates the contradictory messages disseminated by the paper. The “Ojo por Ojo” 

(An Eye for an eye) precedes the ostensibly explanatory headline text. The contemporary use of 

the phrase solicited understandings of both the Biblical adage and the recently established death 

                                                 
62 Found on Front Page of El Imparcial 12 November 1970. The “P.M” in the article’s title refers to policía militar 
(Military Police). 
 
63 The article finishes on page 2 with a description of five points made in a FAR political pamphlet.  
 
64 The original reads: “Todos los policías y ejército nacional son fuerza de los ricos, las FAR son fuerza de los 
hombres.” 
 
65 Found in 7 May 1970, pp. 1 & 4. The article is explicit in detail and notes his eyes were covered and hands and 
feet tied.  
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squad.66 The decision to publish the headline in this manner suggests the implicit understanding 

of death squad culpability but the superficial complicity with military state designs. As such, El 

Imparcial wavered between allegiances of class and military. Citing an El Imparcial article from 

1965, Jim Handy also notes the paper’s wavering claim within class; the paper’s authors claim to 

support “social justice” yet exhibit reservations toward burdening the landowners.67

 A little over a week later, U.S. Ambassador Nathaniel Davis also expressed his 

skepticism of reporting accuracy concerning “Ojo por Ojo” murders. In that airgram addressed to 

the State Department, he even suggests that some murders may even be the work of a “clever, 

cuckolded husband.”68 This suggestion is dense considering the reported bodies he listed are all 

men or “unidentified bodies.”69 The airgram is also an interesting commentary of the official’s 

perception of Guatemalan society as irrationally gripped by emotional violence. Also it points to 

his perception that Guatemalan men engage in virulent gendered violence smoke-screened in 

political motivations. Framing the blame in an apolitical and cultural way, he hoped to disarm 

criticisms of the Arana Osorio presidency. 

Death squad activity in El Imparcial also reflected an almost time-regimented 

appearance. In the middle portion of Arana Osorio presidency, mention of such activities is 

nearly absent. One implication of this trend is the military state no longer needed to foment an 

atmosphere of chaos during its more settled years. It could still use security forces to repress 

dissent but saw less reason to promote the image of roaming bands of anti-communist murderers. 

Fissures between the ruling coalition’s two main parties, the MLN (National Liberation Front) 

and PID (army’s party), began to appear in late 1972 when Arana Osorio ordered the raiding of 

                                                 
66 Aguilera Peralta, “Terror and Violence as Weapons of Counterinsurgency in Guatemala,” pp. 112-113. The author 
gives a list of anti-Communist clandestine terror groups and their believed founding. “Ojo por Ojo” was established 
in 1970 at the beginning of this study’s temporal framework. 
 
67 Handy, Gift of the Devil, p. 191 
 
68Nathaniel Davis, “Ojo por Ojo” 19 May 1970.  Digital National Security Archive 

<http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?url_ver=Z39.88-
2004&res_dat=xri:dnsa&rft_dat=xri:dnsa:article:CGU00419> [January 25 2006] “Airgram,” here refers to the 
memorandums sent to and from the Department of State and American Embassies abroad. 
 
69 Ibid.  
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MLN leader, Oliverio Castañeda’s home.70 Much like Smallman shows for early twentieth 

century Brazil, the ruling coalition including the army suppressed factionalism through coercion 

to present itself as imminently powerful and unified.71 The political violence of death squads was 

not limited to publication of their actual murders; they also published their death lists. In the 

consulted sample, only one such article mentions an issued threat. It occupies a position close to 

the largest article underneath the El Imparcial banner. The article details the denunciation issued 

by Fidencio Bolaños and Rolando Aquiles Lemus de Paz against threats received from the death 

squad known as “Ojo por Ojo.”72 Union leaders frequently received the brunt of the repressive 

measures of state and state-sanctioned terror. Their denunciations, however, rarely saw 

publication by El Imparcial. In one sense, this reduced visibility in El Imparcial suggests an 

escape from the turmoil. It minimized the pervasiveness of political violence. 

At the end of the Arana Osorio presidency, reporting on death squad activity became 

more pronounced in the newspaper.73 Even though the right-wing murders probably never 

ceased to operate in the country, their publication had nearly disappeared. One might infer again 

illegitimate transition of the government necessitated both the real and representative threat to 

order and progress. The apparent threat posed by both guerrillas and death squads does suggest 

an affirmation of the general turmoil throughout the country. Indeed it would be difficult to fully 

ignore these vying forces. 

Veiled political violence is a difficult analytic category because very little certainties 

exist. The enumeration of weapon types in attacks and murders offers some indication of veiled 

political suggestions. Following what Jennifer Schirmer recorded in an interview of a G-2 

                                                 
70 John T. Dreyfuss, “Fascell Sub-Committee on Guatemalan Public Safety Program,” 2 September 1971. Digital 

National Security Archive <http://gateway.proquest.com.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/openurl?url_ver=Z39.88-
2004&res_dat=xri:dnsa&rft_dat=xri:dnsa:article:CGU00454> [7 April 2007] 
 
71 See Shawn C. Smallman, Fear and Memory in the Brazilian Army and Society, 1889-1954 (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina, 2002). 
 
72 See “Amenazados de Muerte se Dicen. Dos Dirigentes SAMF por Ojo por Ojo” 30 July 1970 pp. 1 & 2. SAMF 
refers to the Railroad Workers’ Mutual Aid Union. 
 
73 See “Muerto por Asaltante; el Escuadrón de Muerte Cobra su 12 Victima” 14 February 1974, p. 1., “14 
Escuadronado: por Asaltante” 4 April 1974, pp. 1 & 4. An interesting side note about the portion of page 4: its 
headline, “14 Escuadronado” is printed upside down. It may be a mistake. But it is notable that this is the only 
instance I encountered an upside down headline in the study of El Imparcial. 
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torturer74, the torturer informed her that the 9mm pistol was a strong signifier of the 

organization’s culpability.75 This caliber was not frequently mentioned in attacks by the 

newspaper, so its utility becomes harder to harness for analytic development in this particular 

case.76 Another veiled expression of the political in crimes relates to the public display of dead 

bodies. During this particular historical juncture the apparent junking of dead persons took on 

new political significance.77 Aguilera Peralta noted a leaflet by Anticommunist Council of 

Guatemala (CADEG) with some evocative language concerning this junking. It stated of its 

victims: “…their stinking bodies must not be interred in the sacred soil of Guatemala, but rather 

be offered as carrion to birds of prey.”78 This junking served three purposes for a repressive 

state: sought to discourage opposition through fear, show the violent ejection of wayward 

members of society, and somewhat paradoxically make death an integral component of daily life.  

In light of this intense stance on the display of bodies, articles describing the ravaged remains of 

individuals and/or their appearances in ditches make some suggestions of the veiled political 

nature of their deaths. “Comido por las Aves de Rapiña lo Hallaron” 79 serves as an eerily fitting 

example of this type of article.  The article does not directly attribute this as a political murder, 

but a reader cognizant of CADEG-styled anti-communists leaflets could infer the potential 

connection. 

 The evocation of family in political violence reporting also provides another point of 

analytic departure of contradictory messages. Family could be brought into an article’s narrative 

through the mention of witness to political violence. The articles’ varied presentations provided 

the reader with substance to form emotional connections with the subject and/or to heed the 

fearful imagery of macabre death. Family could also be evoked to play the role as informants of 

                                                 
74 “G-2” refers to a branch of Military Intelligence comprised of the “foot soldiers” of institutionalized terror. They 
are accused of being responsible for carrying out extrajudicial executions and extracting information by torture. 
 
75 Schirmer, The Guatemalan Military Project, pp. 285-288  
 
76 This study only had one article containing “9mm” mention. See “Secretario Municipal de Zacapa Murió,” 13 
April 1972, pp. 1 & 7. 
 
77 I use the term junking to refer to the disposal of victims not interred in the earth or otherwise and the intentional 
attempt to rob individuals of their dignity by discarding of them in manners deviating from societal conventions. 
 
78 Aguilera Peralta, Gabriel. “Terror and Violence of Counterinsurgency in Guatemala” p. 104 
 
79 Found in El Imparcial. 4 June 1970. p. 1, The headline accentuates the birds preying on the cadaver. 
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potential motivations or culpability. This aspect revealed opportunities to present class alliance 

and disaffection with military. The use of family in these articles might not indicate conscious 

manipulations of these notions of family; rather, they show the meaningful potential of family. 

 The article, “Joven de 14 Años Desaparece y Madre Angustiada Inquire” demonstrates 

the multiple contradictory messages conveyed by El Imparcial. 80 The article relates the 

disappearance of the young girl Concepción Yasenia Rodas Mendizábal. She disappeared after 

leaving a Dental Health Center, and the story relates the mother living in “anguish” since the 

incident. The mother has searched “night and day” in the city and the country. She draws on her 

real anguish, the perception of her maternal virtue, and her daughter’s diffidence to appeal to the 

readers for any information on her daughter. The young girl’s picture located in the article’s 

boundaries strengthens its visual impact. It affirms the turmoil and uses the paper as an appeal to 

class and social allegiance. In the late 1960s, Levenson-Estrada noted that family appeals for the 

return of their kidnapped children appeared frequently in newspapers.81 While potentially not a 

political crime, the story’s messages become more significant and contradictory in light of its 

relative position to other articles. Immediately beside this inconspicuously placed heartfelt 

appeal is a nearly hidden article titled, “Apoliticidad del Ejército se Reafirma.”82 It shows the 

army’s desire to reassure the readers of its apolitical nature—its distance from political activity 

especially political violence. Again, maybe not evident of a conscious decision of placement, this 

article nevertheless offered the reader a peculiarly contrasting voice. The article’s possibly 

sought to recondition readers’ notions of the turmoil—absolving the army from culpability and 

reaffirming the apparently criminal and apolitical turmoil by relative position. It complicates a 

clear delineation of the newspaper’s allegiance to class or military state. 

 When family functioned as informants to the press, their presence in the newspaper took 

on different significance. In the article, “Estudiante de 22 Años Secuestrado” the student’s father 

informed the newspaper of the details of his son’s kidnapping. He was kidnapped while driving 

to the university in zone twelve; his car was later found abandoned and the interior torn apart. 

The family member apparently supplied background information for the reason his son may have 

                                                 
80 See “Joven de 14 Años Desaparece y Madre Angustiada Inquire” 5 April 1973. p. 2 
 
81 Levenson-Estrada, Trade Unionists against Terror, p. 45 
 
82 See “Apoliticidad del Ejército se Reafirma.” 5 April 1973. p.2 
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been kidnapped. He had been attacked once before while involved in litigation over land. During 

that dispute he had problems with “military commissioners.”83 The seemingly administrative 

quality of the term undermines the more toxic everyday function of the position. Under the 

Arana Osorio administration, the so-called military commissioners were a group of individuals 

contracted by the military to repress and murder opposition; their ranks came primarily from 

members of the fervent anti-Communist MLN.84 Here, in the article, the military commissioners 

served as an identifiable link between the son’s dissent and coalescing, repressive military 

government.85 The family’s information engenders contradictory messages as well. The father is 

a figure for sympathy, but conversely he provides for the reader a forbidden behavior. The father 

establishes implicit causality between the son’s challenge to the established order and his 

kidnapping. In this case the paper transmits an affirmation of turmoil and indictment of military 

connivance, but the relative positioning of other articles is telling. Immediately above the article 

is the opposite voice of escape: an article titled “El Candidato Mejor es Sandoval A.”86 The 

reputed “grandfather of the death squad” and leader of the MLN was identified in an interview as 

the best candidate for next president.87 The paper offers a path to order residing on side of a past 

of disorder—albeit both dictated heavily by the ruling coalition. 

These two examples help bring into sharper relief the function of the newspaper as a 

forum for elite hopes and fears. This newspaper, like other cultural artifacts, did not represent a 

solitary voice but multiple outlets. The explicit and unveiled “political” supported this idea of 

multiple musings. The family and its importance to the political and social development of the 

country is complicated by its representative role in political violence reporting. Thus violence 

                                                 
83 See “Estudiante de 22 Años Secuestrado” 8 June 1972 pp. 1 & 7. See also “Secuestrado en el Areo no aparece,” 2 
December 1971. 
 
84 CEH, “Las Violaciones de los Derechos Humanos y Los Hechos de Violencia,” Capítulo segundo in Memoria del 

Silencio pp. 158-180. This section offers a succinct discussion of the evolution of the position known as “military 
commissioners” in Guatemala. See also, Grandin, The Last Colonial Massacre, pp. 87-88 for a discussion of 
“military commissioners” fomenting fear and subordinationg in the countryside. 
 
85 Schirmir, The Guatemalan Military Project, pp. 158- 159 The author describes the “coalescing” of the military’s 
repressive apparatuses during this presidency. 
 
86 “El Candidato major es Sandoval A.” 8 June 1972 p. 1 
 
87 I borrow this term from Jonas, The Battle for Guatemala. p. 198 
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reporting including family testified to the cultural heterogeneity of social groups—even a small 

oligarchic elite.88

 

Conclusion 

Dismissive notions of newspapers in Guatemala as simply vehicles of elite thought, in 

particular El Imparcial, do not adequately acknowledge the multiple suggestions emanating from 

this cultural artifact. Envisioning El Imparcial as a pliable arm of the state’s project to 

disseminate terror and quell dissent denies the fundamental heterogeneity of social groups—even 

those as restrictive and small as an elite oligarchic newspaper readership. Instead, complicating 

the newspaper’s role within growing institutionalized military rule helps to situate El Imparcial 

more accurately as a “forum”89 for elite contemporary concerns.  

This forum was far from freely exercising its complete discretion. Death squad activity, 

whipped up by frenzied anti-communist sentiments, increasingly provided a climate of fear and 

hushed dissent. The framers of this forum were not divorced of consequences.  The journalistic 

dangers of Irma Flaquer and Mario Ribas Montes demonstrate the tight rope between privileged 

knowledge and dangerous visibility. The short stories of Rodrigo Rey Rosa offer a rough 

template to approach the multiple suggestions and significances of endemic violence. 

The introduction of analyses of position, relative position, language, and imagery to 

cadaver reports and reporting on political violence draw into sharp relief the multiple and 

contradictory messages of newspapers.  Scholars have seen the cadaver report as a utilized text to 

disseminate state’s goal of transforming violence into a day-to-day affair and presenting a 

recognized discourse with the public. Cadaver reports, in conjunction with other articles/images, 

also demonstrate elite concerns and admonitions over sociopolitical behavior—presenting 

oneself as a “hippie,” encouragement of a docile and subservient workforce, and stigmatization 

of those opposed to maintaining a status quo. Obvious political violence shows the activities of 

hyper-politicized groups like guerrillas and death squads in variable lights. These articles make 

the implicit and explicit suggestion of death squad culpability alongside stigmatized guerrillas 

opposing propertied classes and development. The evocation of family in political violence 

reporting also transmitted contradictory messages: class and social appeals appear beside 

                                                 
88 I owe this notion to Warren, Kay B. “Introduction” in Violence Within. 
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absolutions of military brutality. The warning against political dissent appeared next to the article 

of secured order through repression and submission. 

Contradictory texts and images—concomitantly subversive and reifying, circumventive 

and confrontational, repressive and reformative, all converged to produce an elite-minded 

cultural document. In the end, an overall theme does emerge. The chaotic was demonized, and 

order-imposed appears more palatable to a readership hoping to hold onto its status in the face of 

challenges from a resurgent military bent on increasing its political and economic power and the 

socialist insurgents. Thus, El Imparcial provides the potential to elicit a mentality of acceptance. 

The acceptance for a repressive and illegitimate military government opposed to the uncertainty 

of change and inclusive policies.  

The next chapter turns to the study of advertisements—both political and consumer 

oriented. In these sources, one can find the numerous suggestions about cultural preferences, 

class biases, and ethnic stereotypes. These are the powerful images confronted and processed by 

individuals everyday. Their analyses may provide possible clues to the ways people understood 

and reflected on the advancing consumer culture and capitalist inculcation of consumption and 

work attitudes. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

CONSUMER AND POLITICAL ADS 

 

Introduction  

 Opening up almost any newspaper, one cannot avoid being struck by the significant space 

occupied by advertisements. They take up some of the most visually captivating positions and 

present forceful text in the forms of images and writing to audiences. They hold even extra 

significance in that they make use of elements appealing to both literate and illiterate audiences. 

These truisms extend to the Guatemalan newspaper, El Imparcial. Adverts contain much more 

significance than initially afforded in historical scholarship.1 They make up an integral 

component of the many daily bombardments of images and texts that seek to spark interest, 

motivation, and in particular consumption.  

Consumer and political advertisements can be revealing facets for historical analysis. In 

Guatemala, ads functioned in multiple ways just as they continue to do in much of the world. To 

various degrees, ads informed and were informed by elite notions of what Victoria de Grazia 

terms “consumption styles”.2 Advertisements in El Imparcial evoke and encourage consumption 

resembling the U.S. and Europe. They draw on, recycle, and manipulate cultural understandings 

of the distribution of power and resources in an adept process of localization. They evince 

prescriptive understandings of social and economic hierarchies. Hierarchies are thus given extra 

encouragement through these productions. In many ways, consumer ads could prove to be an 

obliging medium for the state—disseminating the assorted messages linked with an ongoing 

project to make Guatemala a ripe climate for oligarchic capitalist interests. As such, ads 

                                                 
1 The historiography of Modern Guatemala has largely ignored newspapers and advertisements as cultural artifacts 
in history. In other parts of Latin America, historians like Katherine Bliss, Compromised Positions: Prostitutes, 

Public Health, and Gender Politics in Revolutionary Mexico City (University Park: Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 2001), pp. 155-183 have used the highly suggestive advertising of brothels in magazines to explore the 
ambivalent relationship the public had with prostitution. 
 
2 Victoria de Grazia. The Sex of Things: Gender and Consumption in Historical Perspective (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1999), p. 8 

41 



communicated the values of order, docile labor, and endured inequities. The apparent complicity 

between the state and consumer ads should not be overstressed to indicate the creation of some 

hackneyed notion of societal brainwashing. Their ultimate goal remained first and foremost to 

sell: to encourage the expansion of consumption.3  An important consideration to remember is 

the extension of mass consumption has at best been uneven and erratic. 

Predictably, most political ads during this period reinforced the official rhetoric of the 

oligarchic ruling coalition of military officers and monopoly capitalists. These political ads 

achieved their aims through unabashed textual and pictorial methods—most visibly the careful 

and deliberate use of what Peter Burke terms “image management.”4 Treated together the 

representations of these ads help illume the daily confrontations elites had with the two-prong 

permeation of capitalism and institutionalized military rule. Greg Grandin’s general 

characterization of capitalist expansion as a “dramatic torsion between the anticipation of 

development and equality and the reality of exclusion and exploitation…” succinctly details the 

dizzying consequences that the mass of people confronted in face of these permeations.5 Adverts 

then, far from simple and unworthy accidental content in periodicals, reveal a tremendous 

amount of information on a region’s history, cultural confrontations, and societal structures.   

 

Consuming like a Gringo: Cultural Agendas in Advertising 

Robert Buckman argues that by 1982 El Imparcial (and Latin American printed media in 

general) did not evince a strong quantitative “cultural” dependency on the U.S. and Europe.6 Yet 

he fails to take into consideration the spaces allotted to ads and their potential effect on readers. 

During the period studied, advertisements in El Imparcial did disseminate and encourage a 

consumption style roughly akin to that of the United States and Europe. Locating the core of a 

                                                 
3 O’Barr, Culture and the Ad, p. 3. O’Barr’s description of primary and secondary discourses within ads most 
influenced the use of this theoretical basis. 
 
4 Burke. Eyewitnessing: The Uses of Images as Historical Evidence, pp. 72-73 
 
5 Grandin, The Last Colonial Massacre, p. 17  
 
6 Buckman. “Cultural Agenda of Latin American Newspapers and Magazines: Is U.S. Domination a Myth?” pp. 
134-155. Buckman defines a cultural article as one that pertained to aesthetic qualities of life including: 
“architecture, art, classical, and popular music, literature, poetry, philosophy, dance, theater, opera, cinema, radio, 
television, fashion, gastronomy, journalism, photography, history, archaeology, anthropology, royalty, folklore, 
culture” (Quote at p. 136). 
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consumption style characteristic of diverse and complex areas like the U.S. and Europe 

inevitably requires some reflection on transnational trends. Here the contemporaneous travel 

literature concerning Guatemala is informative in that it catered to individuals traveling for both 

business and pleasure. It suggests what commodities these travelers preferred and how they 

viewed the social organization of the country. This latter suggestion is important to consumption 

style because it points to transnational notions of a division of consumption along racial and 

social hierarchal values. The second half of the twentieth century saw capitalist trends 

emphasizing the expansion of consumption rather than production.7 This emphasis would not be 

picked up in Guatemala; to the contrary, the early 1970s saw a period of economic growth 

hostile to creating a broad domestic market.8 The immense showing of U.S./ European 

commodities throughout the newspaper also suggests the dissemination of limited consumption 

as central value.  

 A gendered pattern of consumption resembling what de Grazia calls 

“Mr.Breadwinner/Mrs. Consumer” style clearly appears in El Imparcial during the period 

studied.
9
 It promotes a wage-earning male and circumscribed female via domestic commodity 

associations. De Grazia notes that women formed an imperative focal point because of their 

position “at intersection of reproduction, production, and consumption.”10 Probably most 

indicative of this style is the “Vida Social” pages of the newspaper. Although not explicitly 

called sections for women, these pages generally provide articles concerning women, women’s 

professional careers, marriages, baptisms, and other items of a gendered nature. Consumer ads 

directed at women predominate on these pages. Ads concerning commodities and services such 

as cosmetics, female birth control, children’s and women clothing boutiques fill the “women’s “ 

pages.11 Adverts for men’s products like cologne also usually appear throughout the year as 

                                                 
7 Daniel Miller, Capitalism: An Ethnographic Approach. (Oxford: Berg, 1997), p. 7 In this study of Trinidad, he 
found that consumption was stressed in an area potentially designated as the periphery of capitalism not the core. 
 
8 Jonas, The Battle for Guatemala, pp. 78-79 
 
9 de Grazia, The Sex of Things, p. 152-157. In this section the author notes that many factors like commodities 
directed at women and cartoons such as “Blondie” contributed to this notion. 
 
10 de Grazia, The Sex of Things, p. 8  
 
11 See for example (issue dates and page numbers): 7 October 1971 p. 12, 18 April 74 p. 9, 21 March 1974 p. 4 & 9, 
24 August 1972 p. 14, 28 November p. 6. See Appendix Figure 1. 
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solitary exceptions to these predominating ads. Although commodities intended for male 

consumption, they do not cater to male stereotypical characteristics. These ads probably target 

women as consumers for males. The pattern, “Mr. Breadwinner/Mrs. Consumer,” is also 

observable in household appliances connected to cleaning—frequent depictions of women using 

vacuum cleaners, washing machines, etc.12 Scholars have argued these depictions had the effect 

of contributing to the circumscription of women’s opportunities and supposed aspirations within 

the home.13

Ads for U.S. or European products make some suggestion on an idealized notion of 

consumption style.  They suggest prescriptive material cultures for different social classes. Elites 

grafted importance on some imported goods establishing them as status signifiers—separating 

themselves from the working-class and the destitute.14 A glaring example of this is the case of 

whiskey, an expensive imported commodity above the reach of most Guatemalans at the time.  

The association between whiskey and Europeans travelers with business connections in 

Latin America appears in international travel publications. A brief survey of the pan-Latin 

American travel guide The South American Handbook, published in England, reveals telling ads 

during this period. In the 1970 edition, nine of seventeen ads accumulated in the middle-section 

were for whiskey. The following years through 1973 contained whiskey ads as well—amounting 

to a smaller two of nine ads in the final year consulted. The implicit business connection might 

also be surmised from the other ads including large shipping firms to and from Latin America 

and investment banks.15 Even though the principal area for distribution of this travel literature 

was North America and Western Europe, the advertisements do help to reify the notion of 

whiskey consumption as an elite-dominated practice and status signifier. The various 
                                                 
12 See Appendix: Figure 2. 
 
13 See  Bowden, Sue and Avner Offer, “The Technological Revolution That Never Was: Gender, Class, and the 
Diffusion of Household Appliances in Interwar England,” in The Sex of Things. eds. Victoria de Grazia and Ellen 
Furlough. (Berkeley: University of California, 1996), pp. 244-274 
 
14 Bill Orlove and Arnold J. Bauer. “Giving Importance to Imports.” In The Allure of the Foreign: Imported Goods 

in Postcolonial Latin America. (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1997), pp. 7-14 These authors explore 
how an analysis on imports can serve as complementary aspect to Latin American History focused on the export 
economy. 
 
15 For this section see: The South American Handbook. (Bath, England: Trade & Travel Publications, 1970-1973).  
The advertisements sections can be found in the approximate center of each edition. Also as a side note, imports 
information located in the section on Guatemala in 1970 claimed the U.S. provided 45% of the country’s imports. p. 
747 
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appearances of whiskey in El Imparcial demonstrate this proclivity to foreign consumption 

styles. The Supermarket, “La Sevillana” forcefully supports this. The advert is divided into 

squares advertising various products at low prices. The largest and most prominent square 

boasts: “We received the most famous Scotch whiskeys: Chivas Regal and Passport Whiskey.”16 

In the same square, there is also provocative suggestion about the U.S. as the preeminent source 

of cleanliness. The subscript advertises the principal products from the U.S. including numerous 

toilet papers.17  Whiskey, however, was definitely not the only or most advertised alcoholic 

beverage.18  

The advertising of other alcoholic products did little to discount the notion of whiskey as 

a status identifier especially in regards to the government. The front page of El Imparcial on 

June 22, 1972 features an article demonstrating this importance. The article’s headline, “50 Cajas 

de Whiskey Exoneradas para la Reunión Parlamentaria” immediately catches the readers’ eye as 

an odd introduction. Officials dropped the tax burden on whiskey for a special event of the 

legislature. The article then segues into a detailed discussion of the congress’ plans for 

expenditures.19 The choice to emphasize the distinctively foreign alcoholic beverage as the 

preferred celebratory-status drink of the ruling coalition indicates both a stratified class 

consumption and reminder to the readers of who accesses imminent power in the country.20  

Whiskey, far from a simple beverage, carried with it notions of class and political hierarchical 

power. 

Like whiskey adverts, film adverts also suggest an adoption of foreign consumption 

styles. Films, especially U.S. imports, occupied large spaces within the newspaper. Every issue 

of El Imparcial during this period devotes at least one full page to advertisements for various 

movies in the theaters in the city.21 Corroborating and expanding this general trend, Robert 

                                                 
16 See “La Sevillana” Grocery ad in 29 July 1971, p. 2. 
 
17 The brands it lists are: “Waldorf, Soft-weve [sic], y Lady Scott” 
 
18 Beer appeared most frequently while other liquors and wines were notably less prominent. 
 
19 See “50 Cajas de Whiskey Exoneradas para la Reunión Parlamentaria” 22 June 1971 p. 1  
 
20 See also “Exonerado el Licor para Huelga Bufa,” 4 April 1974, here the government shows its central power again 
by authorizing the suspension of the liquor tax for the popular Huelga de Dolores ceremony held by college 
students. 
 
21 Remember that El Imparcial issues during this period were comparatively brief numbering between 12-26 pages. 
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Buckman notes that cinema was the most frequently appearing “cultural article” of importation 

in Latin American newspapers in both 1949 and 1982. Most dealt with U.S. cinema, but 

principally they discussed it as a product—mostly reviews.22 Approaching the cinema ads (and 

not the articles) from a more qualitative stance lends a similar impression. Every newspaper 

consulted advertises a U.S. movie appearing in at least one of the theaters in Guatemala City if 

not two or three of them.  Film advertisements appear many times in both English and Spanish.23 

The size of film ads does not indicate a decisive predominance for one country or another. 

European, U.S. and Latin American movies juggle advertisement size.24

The meaning of the multilingual presentation can prove nebulous. All consulted issues of 

El Imparcial contain an “English Section” wherein domestic and international news appear in 

English. This may be a convenience device for readers fluent in English, but it also suggests an 

expected behavior. The authors of the newspaper envisioned their readership as cosmopolitan 

people demonstrating their worldliness with a working knowledge of English. On another level, 

the newspaper incorporated the English section to perhaps increase its own standing among the 

elites. Yet the expectation that readers have knowledge of English serves as another strong 

signifier of U.S.-styled consumption. 

Like travel ads elsewhere, those in El Imparcial show how domestic companies portrayed 

foreign travel destinations and how foreign companies depicted foreign destinations to 

Guatemalans. Tapping into popular conceptions, the ads use a variety of images to spark the 

audience’s interest. They reproduce and strengthen existing notions. Pointing to the commodity 

of exoticism in travel ads, William O’Barr claims that ads enter into a “cyclical maintenance” 

with its intended audience. 25 The ads’ authors depict places as exotic expecting consumers to 

expect/desire the exotic, and in turn consumers expect the exotic because of the emphasis in 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
22 Buckman, “Cultural Agenda of Latin American Newspapers and Magazines,” pp. 142-146. Other cultural articles 
of foreign import for Robert Buckman included ones concerned with art, dress, and music. Cultural Articles of that 
nature more frequently pointed back to European figures like Pablo Picasso. 
 
23 See Appendix: Figure 3 for example. Notice the trend of having many of the U.S. movies both in English and 
Spanish. 
 
24 The content of many of these movie ads will be touched upon later in the chapter as it pertains to recycling of 
ethnic stereotypes and prescriptive societal hierarchies. 
 
25 O’Barr, Culture and the Ad, p. 13 
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travel ads. While a bit like asking what came first the chicken or egg, this concept is nevertheless 

provoking when applied to an ad for Florida homes produced in the U.S.26 Two important 

signifiers appear in this ad. First it is completely in English. The opulence and status associated 

with the imagery of a light-skinned individual playing golf in a tropical paradise is connected 

with the use of English. The ad expects an audience to recognize this connection and to agree 

with it—thereby reproducing such connections. Secondly, the U.S. appropriate “coupon” form 

for more information does not include sufficient spaces for Guatemalan addresses. It may be 

surmised the form can be used in Guatemala, but the suggestion is that the effort to adapt and 

change must be made on the Guatemalans’ part. One might see travel ads as an example of an 

attempt to impose an idealized consumption style. Enjoying the perceived splendor entails 

buying into, what Gil Joseph terms, an “asymmetrical relationship” of power between the U.S. 

and Guatemala.27  

Not all ads concerning the U.S. attempted to tap into ideas of ominous status recognition 

and reproduction as these Florida ads. Aviateca, at the time the state-run airline, chose to market 

travel to New Orleans on less pompous terms. 28 The Aviateca “New Orleans” is in nominal 

Spanish and does not exhibit explicit references to racial stereotypes or status signifiers.29 The 

“man” enjoying the shopping, ambience, and jazz of the city is virtually desexualized although 

he does appear as white but not in an explicitly racialized manner. The stylistic representation 

does resemble human characters in the animated series, the Pink Panther; whether or not, 

viewers of the ad make this connection is difficult to ascertain given the unknown popularity of 

the cartoon in Guatemala during this period.30  

                                                 
26 See Appendix: Figure 4. and also ad for Hotel Shelbourne (Miami Beach, FL). The ad states “Disfrute Navideño 
en sus vacaciones marvillosas en Miami Beach.” p. 14.  21 November 1970 El Imparcial. 

 
27 Gilbert M. Joseph  “Close Encounters: Toward a New Cultural History of U.S.-Latin American Relations” in 
Close Encounters of Empire: Writing the Cultural History of U.S.-Latin American Relations. eds. Gilbert M. Joseph, 
Catherine C. LeGrand, and Ricardo D. Salvatore. (Durham: Duke University Press, 1998), 3-22. 
 
28 See Appendix: Figures 5.  
 
29 Ibid. The ad employs the “a” designation and has a bottom caption that reads: “Discounts for public employees, 
students, professionals, businessmen, and a fabulous family plan.” in Spanish. 
  
30 Students from the “Gender and Sexuality in Latin America” seminar (fall 2006) brought this stylistic similarity to 
my attention. 
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The shared interest of capital across national boundaries is suggestive in these travel ads 

in El Imparcial. Indeed the economic relationships were increasing in number and breadth 

between Guatemala and many investors of the so-called Sun Belt states in the U.S.31 These 

representations help reaffirm a level of give-and-take between the United States and the 

Guatemalan ruling coalition in terms of cultural understandings of idealized travel consumption 

proclivities.32  It also clearly implies that at least some readers of the newspaper had the means 

to travel to the U.S., arguably the center of hegemonic power, and as such had the minimum 

familiarity with its inner workings. 

 

Prescriptive Commodities: Gendered Advertisements and Consumption 

Consumer and state-sponsored advertisements in El Imparcial suggest ways for people to 

look, buy, and behave. Consumer ads depict social interactions, material accoutrements of class, 

appropriated historical cultural symbols, and sex as a commodity. By no means are these 

characteristics specific temporally, culturally, or geographically. Creators of adverts produced 

and continue to produce similar images. As Daniel Miller points out of previous ethnographic 

scholarship, many times commonalities are found in seemingly disparate areas.33 Art historian, 

Samuel Jay Keyser, explains the usage of art forms in ads as an intentional creation of a larger 

community of at least nationally recognized symbols; he describes ads as hyper-inflated “Folk 

art.”34 Conversely, Miller also points out, for contemporary Trinidad, that advertising may be 

regarded as a paradoxical force: superficially creating “global homogenization” while reinforcing 

new notions of what he terms as “localization.”35 These notions of advertising help to 

demonstrate how conflation of meaning regularly occurs between the author and audience of ads. 

Employing this conflation the following section discusses these prescriptive elements and 
                                                 
31 See Jonas, The Battle for Guatemala, p. 90 for discussion of this relationship. 
 
32 It should be noted that advertisements for other destinations were certainly published. These have been selected 
because of their imposing size and their mono-destination emphasis. For an example of grouped travel ads for 
packages to Europe, the Caribbean, Asia, and the U.S., see: El Imparcial, 3 August 1972 p. 17 
 
33 Miller, Capitalism: An Ethnographic Approach, p.7. In this section he refers to studies that reached similar 
conclusions in Japan and Norway. 
 
34 Samuel Jay Keyser, “There is Method to Their Adness: The Formal Structure of Advertisement.” New Literary 

History. Vol. 14, No. 2 (Winter 1983), pp. 331-333. “Folk art” quoted at 333. “Hyper-inflated” is a term of my own. 
 
35 Miller, Capitalism: An Ethnographic Approach, p. 196 
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simultaneously reemphasizes the fundamental notion that being a consumer did not necessarily 

imply complicity with state designs.36 Ultimately making meaning of ads rested on the 

particularities of the audience.37

Prescriptive appearances of women and men were among the most frequently observed 

trends of commercial ads in the sources consulted. Idealized men and women appear in 

numerous ads.  In clothing ads, in a reaffirmation of racial and class hierarchies, both sexes 

appear white, thin and young.38 Social interactions in ads between men and women allude to 

prescriptive sexual behaviors. Ads for a feminine vaginal deodorant, Norform, make these 

allusions. The text markets the product as explicitly for “married women,” and the shadowy 

image of a man with his back to a woman embracing him from behind is telling.39 An 

implication of the marketing toward married women is reflective of the continual concern among 

elites to guard female sexuality to maintain status position. To some this may seem an 

anachronistic interpretation, but Carol A. Smith points out the study by Laurel Bossom finding 

the persistence of these guarded sexual notions into the 1970s.40  Viewers concerned about the 

supposedly degenerative effect of sexually marketed products would be set at ease by the 

patriarchal presence of the shady male. The couple’s position evinces a decidedly non-equivocal 

relationship. The man seemingly looks out a window while the woman offers an embrace despite 

the lack of reciprocity. Their body language suggests his disinterest and her unending adulation. 

The female depiction is one of willing change for the empowered male. These ads spoke to the 

audience’s cultural understandings of sexual behavior, and they could reinforce these notions 

through exposure. The advert also notes the product’s manufacture in New York—offering a free 

sample and reinforcing the perceived scientific reputability of U.S. firms. One may consider this 

                                                 
36 This notion was influenced by: de Grazia, The Sex of Things. The author argues similarly for Fascist Italy that 
because simply because the government disdainfully looked down on excessive consumption—consuming did not 
imply resistance.  
 
37 O’Barr, Culture and the Ad, p. 8 
 
38 See Appendix: Figures 6 & 7. 
 
39 See Appendix: Figure 8. 
 
40 Carol A. Smith “Race-Class-Gender Ideology in Guatemala: Modern and Anti-Modern Forms.” Comparative 

Studies in Society and History. Vol. 37 No. 4 (October 1995): pp. 735-737  
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ad as evidence of the paradoxical functioning of advertisements—simultaneously creating a 

greater homogenization of culture while evoking localized cultural understanding.41

Complementary to female prescriptions of behavior, men appear in ads seemingly 

empowered by their products. The commodities marketed at men reproduce stereotypical notions 

of men as flagrantly desirous of multiple women.42 Ads marketing men’s clothing frequently 

show the vestments as having a captivating effect on women. An ad for synthetic fibers in 

clothing by the company INSINCA (Industrias Sinteticas de Centro America) demonstrates this 

trend.43 The depiction is of a young man fawned over by young women; the strength of the 

fabric has an implicit connection with his apparent strength over women. Following what Peter 

Burke and others generally observe, the mental image of commodity is built up through 

numerous associations with visual images.44  

Consumer ads for vitality pharmaceuticals for men also contributed to male notions of 

virility. Again this phenomenon is not specific to this period, and indeed, it continues to this day. 

The ads appear frequently—sometimes up to three times in a single issue and one nearly every 

consulted issue. The particular content hardly varies; different brands promise “youth,” 

“optimism,” “mental clarity,” and “vigor.” They offer relief from symptoms of  “sexual 

debility,” “emotional and physical depression,” and “memory loss.”45 Notably, the ads connect 

sexual power with mental traits, making it clear to the readers that sexual prowess and mental 

acumen are directly linked.  The ads assert an implicit connection between these qualities and 

masculinity. By ingesting the physiological representation of maleness—men were purportedly 

able to reclaim these lost characteristics. Thus, as the ads reveal, the idealized man should 

embody or seek these qualities. These ads frequently point to the drugs’ development in the 

United States; the significance, when analyzed through the lens of understanding the commodity 
                                                 
41 For a similar idea, see Shecter, “Reading Advertisements in a Colonial/Development Context.” pp. 498-499. 
Shecter argued that cigarette ads in Egypt evinced a “modernity rooted in tradition.” 
 
42 This stereotypical notion was informed by a reading of Matthew Gutmann. “Men’s Sex,” in The Meanings of 

Macho: Being a man in Mexico City. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), pp. 111-145 
 
43 See Appendix: Figure 9. INSINCA is a synthetic textiles manufacturer with its headquarters in El Salvador. An 
interesting inexplicable visual component here is the young man’s eye patch. The swashbuckling image of pirates 
was not part of the “cultural repertoire” in Guatemala. (Personal Correspondence with Robinson A. Herrera.). 
 
44 Burke, Eyewitnessing: The Uses of Images as Historical Evidence, p. 95. Burke introduces multiple examples 
including sports cars and virility.  
 
45 See Appendix: Figures 10, 11, & 12. 
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fetishism of imported goods, implies scientific respectability to the products. The reputation can 

serve as an ideal vehicle to reify a technological eclipse of U.S. interests. Finally the vitality 

drugs’ encouragement of the desirability of youth and newness speak of the capitalist trend to 

discourage older, engrained forms of consumption in favor of one rooted in novel U.S. terms.  

Many examples suggest ad content represents an amalgamation of societal 

understandings of both U.S. import and Guatemalan stock. In this sense, these ads might 

represent the refraction of societal views and/or daily dissemination of visual imagery affecting 

cultural values.46 The historical significance points to an advertising culture that encouraged the 

adoption of U.S. consumption style characterized by the “…predominance of individual 

acquisitiveness over collective entitlement and defined the measure of good society as private 

well-being achieved through consumer spending.”47  The promotion of this consumption style 

worked hand-in-hand with efforts to solidify an exclusionary democracy more attentive to the 

right of ownership. It discourages a more participatory consumption (and democracy) valuing the 

right to public wellness.   

 

Militarized Commodities: Paints and Warfare 

 The militarization of Guatemalan society continued formally during this period with the 

institutionalization of the army’s official party, the PID and its coalition with the MLN, the 

extreme right-wing party.48 The army took virtual control of politics during this period, extended 

its direct connections with capitalist interests, and provided some nominally social programs 

adept at removing rural laborers from subsistence farming and creating a landless, exploitable 

labor force.49 Although infrequent, consumer advertising did draw on implicit militarized 

images. Generally, ads that did so attempt to link their products’ durability or strength with that 

of a similar military perception. A contemporary audience acutely aware of the country’s 

continuing struggles with instability and repression could easily understand this association. This 

                                                 
46 The choice of “refraction” instead of reflection intentionally derives from O’Barr’s summary of Roland 
Marchand’s theoretical approach in Advertising the American Dream. Cited in O’Barr, Culture and the Ad. pp. 6-7. 
 
47 de Grazia, The Sex of Things, p. 5. 
 
48 PID refers to the Partido Institutional Democratico and MLN refers to the Movimiento Liberacion Nacional. 
 
49 For more on these general issues, See: Jonas, The Battle for Guatemala, pp. 79-80 
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association is especially strong given the recent memory of the army’s counterinsurgent activities 

where military brutality, for the most part, silenced opposition.  

Sherwin-Williams products exhibit the blending effect of brand homogenization with 

localization of cultural concepts and images.50 The depiction of a flag with sections labeled 

“objectives,” “strategies,” “arms,” and “munitions” associates Sherwin-Williams product with 

stereotypical military qualities of precision, planning, and durability. The appropriation of a map 

of Guatemala for a battle plan is a good example of localization of a transnational brand name. 

The ad also details the results of the battle: “unconditional surrender of the enemy” and “a 

durable peace.” These results tap into and remind viewers of the concern to establish order 

against perceptively “degenerative” elements. Whether the audience simply equates these with 

rust and dirt or subversives and disorder depends on the individuals’ particular tendencies. 

Nevertheless, ads such as this are artifacts reflecting the massive accumulation of physical and 

symbolic power and coercion felt during Arana Osorio’s illegitimate military presidency. 

 A 1972 ad for Plaza cigarettes in El Imparcial forcefully connects cultural perceptions of 

the military, power, and masculinity with the product.51 The ad depicts a man dressed in 

camouflage, holding a rifle, and looking forward at the viewer. With chin held high, his facial 

expression exaggerates his apparent self-confidence and satisfaction. With left arm around the 

barrel and positioned forward, his body language suggests combative readiness. His 

surroundings appear tropical and forested. Two men appear in the background a distance away—

one dressed ostensibly in a light colored suit.  The other men’s diminutive statures and wary 

expression put them in direct contrast with the hyper-masculine, smoking military man in the 

foreground. The text reads ambiguously: “ You know… Plaza pleases… because Plaza keeps its 

flavor.”  The ad attempts to draw a connection between military imagery and the pleasing power 

of the cigarettes. In his sunglasses, an apparent refraction of three-quarters of a human skull 

appears as a suggestive element of his fearless, masculine attitude toward death. The contrast of 

the empowered man and emasculated civilians reinforces an understanding of the military as the 

ultimate arbiter of power. Ultimately, the contemporary audience was the site of meaning 

manufacture. This limitation does not preclude some degree of critical observation. The ad 

definitively transmitted the association of cigarette smoking with masculinity, ostensible 

                                                 
50 See Appendix: Figure 13. 
 
51 See Appendix: Figure 14. 
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confidence, and weaponry. Ads function as visual artifacts of the “cultural repertoire” of 

militarization to strengthen the commodities’ perceived endurance/power.52 Advertisements as 

multiple sites for the reaffirmation of social hierarchies become even clearer in the treatment of 

figures and individuals as “others.”53

 

The Others 

Consumer ads and governmental agency ads conveyed a distinct stigmatization of non-

whiteness. O’Barr argues that consumer ads frequently revealed “relationships of hierarchy, 

dominance, and subordination…”54 Foreigners appear in a variety of manners befitting to each 

ad’s specific sales angle. Natives and rural peoples were relegated to specific agricultural labor 

activities. By stigmatizing certain behavior, appearances, and occupations, ads make suggestions 

about the intended audience. O’Barr claims that otherness in ads indicates something of the 

authors’ “boundaries of the audience” and that emphasized exoticism could function as a 

marketable commodity.55  Ads for Toyota cars and for films cashed in frequently on this 

exoticism.  Finally, ads appropriate artifacts of “otherness” to invoke their symbolic value in 

favor of the commodity. In regards to women’s struggle for equitable societal position, Victoria 

de Grazia pithily notes that patriarchal forces innovated ways to usurp powerful symbols for their 

exploitative potential.56 In a similar fashion, Gallo beer exploits nationalism by associating a 

distinctive historical genealogy with its product. In the sources consulted, a Gallo beer ad 

containing a Maya ceremonial plate from Petén appears very prominently.57 The ad attempts to 

draw a direct link between the artifact’s long heritage of distinctively Guatemalan culture and 

                                                 
52 Shecter, “Reading Advertisements in a Colonial Context,” p. 483 influenced this notion of successful ads using a 
“cultural repertoire.”  
 
53 I use the term “others” here to connote social groups frequently stigmatized as fundamentally different and/or less 
capable by a social group claiming dominance and adhering to a strict, hierarchal organization of society. 
 
54 O’Barr, Culture and the Ad, p. 2. 
 
55 Ibid, p. 12. 
 
56 de Grazia, The Sex of Things, pp. 275-276. See also O’Barr, Culture and the Ad, p. 5. He makes similar 
conclusions from the specific example used by de Grazia concerning cigarettes.  
 
57 See Appendix: Figure 15. 
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pride with the beer. The ad succinctly appropriates historical symbolism to spur nationalistic 

consumption.  

 Period Toyota ads depict glaring examples of ethnic stereotypes. The car ads feature 

pictures and information about the new models accompanied by a small cartoon of a stereotyped 

Asian boy named “Toyotío.”58 One ad in particular, appearing near the New Year, emphasizes 

Toyotío’s stereotypical features.59 Toyotío appears in a gracious manner—bowing forward with 

arms folded around his belly. His large head and solitary bucked tooth evince an intentional 

exaggeration of his physical persona. He addresses the audience thanking them for making 

Toyota successful in Guatemala. The authors made his textual accent into an object of derision. 

They intentionally draw into light his stereotypical phonemic struggle with “r” and “l” by 

inverting them within his text bubble.60 These diminutive exaggerations ultimately helped sell 

cars. The exotic retains its appealing qualities and diminishes the threatening unfamiliarity by 

infantilizing and poking fun at its differences. The ad stresses these notions along with gratitude 

to draw on stereotyped notions of Asians and help make Toyotío a household name The blatant 

stigmatized representation here suggests that ads’ and newspaper’s authors did not consider 

Asians as a fundamental member of the intended audience. To some degree, this expected 

exclusion signals El Imparcial’s ability to reinforce racial hierarchies.  By disempowering the 

foreign through caricature, this ad also contributed to a bitter nationalism of exclusion. 

 Film ads were also ripe grounds to emphasize exotic otherness and turn it into a 

commodity. They use it in conjunction with the female gender, foreignness, and racial 

stereotypes to sell products and support distinctions between people. Women as “others” appear 

most frequently in advertisements for theaters/ performance houses like Cine Paris. The venue 

marketed both adult films and performers. It used recognized Anglicisms such as “Strip Tease” 

and sometimes pointed out performers’ country of origin.61 That “Strip Tease” had gained so 

much currency in the venue’s advertisement schemes is suggestive of the assumptions made of 

                                                 
58 This moniker, “little Toyota” suggests something of his boyish stature and also a racial stigmatization. 
 
59 See Appendix: Figure 16. 
 
60 See again Appendix: Figure 16. Notice for example: “Plofundamente Agladecido” versus the standard Spanish: 
“Profundamente Agradecido.” 
 
61 See Appendix: Figures 17, 18 & 19. 
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the clientele—minimally cognizant of idiomatic English. These ads can be seen as nods to status 

and privilege afforded to those adopting these qualities. Other theaters showed films marketing 

the exotic appeal of foreign women.62 The ad for the film “Africa Secreta” represents a 

particularly strong example of emphasizing the exotic “other.”  The bombardment of textual 

references sells Africa as a place of huge harems, virility rites, orgies, and bloody deeds. Theater 

and movie ads did utilize exoticism as a selling point and reproduce stigmatized notions. Several 

factors within the newspaper remind the critical interpreter that the newspaper did not exhibit a 

narrowly defined cultural preference or political agenda. The abundance of film ads marketing a 

variety of other images supports this. Also contrasting the ad content of the “Vida Social” pages 

to the male-oriented ads signals an intended audience of both sexes. Even though these images 

might have contributed to a forged separation between different peoples, it is important to 

remember the ads’ primary function—to encourage mass consumption. This function brings to 

the forefront larger questions of elite notions of the right to consume.  The film ads suggest the 

extended right to consumption by a group of consumers who are not commodified as “others” in 

this section—namely self-identified white males of power.  

 Images of indigenous characters and peoples in consumer ads reinforced prescriptive 

labor beliefs and also appropriated past symbolic imagery to situate products in a national 

genealogy. In ads for the restaurant, El Tamal, the restaurant’s animated spokesperson is a small, 

infantilized ostensibly Guatemalan Native woman.63 To convey a friendly atmosphere of the 

restaurant, the ad depicts her as happily serving food. The appropriation of the indigenous image 

also suggests an idealized docile and subservient workforce. This notion helps to reinforce 

O’Barr’s notion that “otherness” suggests the nature of the intended audience. He finds similar 

expressions in commercial ads in the U.S. that depicted African Americans in happily 

subservient positions.64

 In the years consulted in El Imparcial, the notion of a prescriptive indigenous labor force 

was prominent in state-sponsored and commercial ads for grocery stores and foodstuffs. A series 

of ads by INDECA (Instituto Nacional Comercializacion Agricola) portrayed infantilized 

                                                 
62 See Appendix: Figures 20 & 21. 
 
63 See Appendix: Figure 22. 
 
64 O’Barr, Culture and the Ad, pp. 117-139. In this section, O’Barr collects numerous examples of these depictions. 
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campesinos happily showing off their crops.65 The portrayal also hints at indigenous roots as 

well—their sandals, wide-brimmed hats, waist bands, and machete sheaths. One even tips his hat 

in expected modesty. This imagining of a docile work force comes into stark contrast with the 

persisting, yet repressed memory of violent forging of this ideal by capitalist interests.66  

A belief in the circumscription of Native peoples’ spheres of influence was not limited to 

elements within Guatemala. Organizations with international clout, such as the OAS 

(Organization of American States), reinforced the legitimacy of these beliefs.  In a 1972 

pamphlet produced in conjunction with the Guatemalan state, Image of Guatemala, the OAS 

legitimizes some concerns of the ruling coalition.67 It heavily employs the rhetoric promoted by 

the Arana Osorio government—describing his platform as one of “law and order” receiving 

majority support and controlling “terrorist and guerrilla activity.”68 Image of Guatemala  

presents the country as a veritable “showcase for capitalist development.”69 The pamphlet 

contains a photographic blend of pristine nature, the high-rise Bank of Guatemala building, and 

assortment of industrial complexes.70 Its depiction of “Indian Culture” resonates with Carol A. 

Smith’s Race-Class-Gender ideology of modern Guatemala. The pictures depicting women in 

various Maya traditional clothing71 supports Smith’s assertion of women as the expectant 

carriers of communal, ethnic identity.72 Another international source of legitimizing such beliefs 

is the travel manual, The South American Handbook.  Contemporaneous issues contain 

                                                 
65 See Appendix Figure 23. I use the term, “campesino” here to refer generally to rural inhabitants who engage in 
agricultural cultivation either or both export and subsistence. 
 
66 Cindy Forster,“Forging National Revolution: Campesino Struggles in Guatemala, 1944-1954.” in Identity and 

Struggle at the Margins of the Nation-State: The Laboring Peoples of Central America and Hispanic Caribbean, 
eds. Aviva Chomsky and Aldo Lauria-Santiago (Durham: Duke University Press, 1998), p. 218. Specifically Forster 
referred to the United Fruit Co.’s cover-up of the massacre at Tiquisate. 
 
67 See Organization of American States (OAS hereafter), Image of Guatemala (Washington, D.C.: Department of 
Information and Public Affairs of the General Secretariat of the Organization of American States, 1972), p. (S-1) 
 
68 OAS, Image of Guatemala, p. (S-8) 
 
69 See Jim Handy, “The Post-1954 Economy: ‘Showcase of Capitalist Development,’” Gift of the Devil, for more on 
this imported ideal. 
 
70 OAS, Image of Guatemala. For high-rise buildings, see “The Modern Capital,” pp. (S-14 & 15) For industrial 
complexes see “Social and Economic Development,” pp. (S-21 & 22). 
 
71 Ibid. p. (S-13) 
 
72 See Carol A. Smith “Race-Class-Gender Ideology in Guatemala,” pp. 723-749 
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prescriptive analyses of the country’s labor force. In the 1972 edition it stated, “Skilled workers 

are comparatively few, but the Indians have an innate capacity which, properly organised, [sic] 

would turn Guatemala into a great food-producing country.”73 The travel literature calls for the 

regimentation of native peoples to modernize agricultural production; this call appears very 

prominently throughout El Imparcial.74 Within the nation and internationally, various sources of 

enunciation reproduced these stereotypical and circumscribed views of Native peoples.    

 State institutions also relied on ads that presented “otherness” in stereotypical ways to 

reaffirm a stratified society built on racial and social hierarchies. The following two ads 

produced by the IGSS (Instituto Guatemalteco de Seguridad Social), the social security 

organization, evince several state suggestions about the appropriate spaces and commodity 

ownership of seemingly lighter-skinned urban Ladino versus Native and or rural individuals.75 

The first case, a cautionary ad warning readers to use sidewalks depicts a man in identifiably 

rural clothing—tattered coat and wide-brimmed hat—nonchalantly walking in the street. The 

image’s message becomes more forceful when juxtaposed with the second IGSS ad. In the other 

ad, the subject is decidedly less rural and more light-skinned in appearance. He drives a car and 

signals his intention to turn as the caption’s admonition advises. Whereas the first ad suggests the 

negative uncouth behavior of rural dwellers and Natives that sophisticated urbanites should 

avoid, the urban lighter-skin character demonstrates the appropriate behavior of a civilized white 

Ladino. Not accidentally does the darker skin rural dweller walk while the light skin Ladino 

drives. Between the two figures, the contrast in status accoutrements such as cars and clothing is 

significant. In light of these considerations, the state sponsored ads clearly reflect the ethnic and 

class biases of state institutions, in this case the IGSS, and the ways in which the state privileged 

certain members of society. 

                                                 
73 See “Guatemala” in The South American Handbook. 1972 edition. p. 647. For a similar view proposed by a U.S. 
source see Vera Kelsey and Lilly de Jongh Osborne. Four Keys to Guatemala. (New York: Funk & Wagnalls, 
1978), p. 13. The authors describe the indigenous in a broad, haughty manner when she claims they are “taciturn” 
and “secretive.” She claims they do not ask for much simply, “[a] thatched hut, chickens, pig, and dog.” 
 
74 See Chapter 4 for more on the centrality of modernizing agriculture as covered in the newspaper. 
 
75 See Appendix: Figures 24 & 25. It is important to note here that these ads did not appear congruently as they do 
here. They both came from the same issue of El Imparcial (23 March 1972) but appeared on different pages. Also 
my descriptions of these two labels attempts best to incorporate the multiple considerations for these characters as 
social groups labeled by phenotype, cultural and social signifiers. Ladinos most widely encompasses Westernized 
individuals who do not identify as “white,” or with a Maya-speaking community. 
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Disseminating the Ruling Coalition: Values in Beer Adverts 

The military state of Colonel Arana Osorio sought out a ripe environment for capitalist 

development—consumer ads could be an obliging medium to disseminate these concerns. In the 

celebratory spirit of Central American Independence Day, consumer as well as governmental ads 

offered homage to Guatemala.76 In particular, the lingo of these ads frequently indicated the 

primary agenda of development and confidence.77 One company—Cerveceria Centro Americana 

(CCA)—took lengthy measures to demonstrate its confidence and celebration for Guatemala. On 

the day preceding Central American Independence, El Imparcial published three full-length ads 

commissioned by the CCA and dispersed throughout the newspaper. The three ads use repetition 

to restate the nationalistic marketing slogan of the three actions/positions the brewery professes. 

The company claimed, “We believe in, have confidence in, and invest in Guatemala.”78 Each ad 

designates itself primarily to one of those three actions/positions. The first ad states the company 

believes because Guatemala has “vast, unexploited natural resources and enormous force in its 

children to expand the boundaries of all productive human activity: scientific, cultural, and 

artistic.”79 The pictures carefully depict the mentioned values: progress, development, large-

scale use of natural resources. The second ad stresses the company’s confidence in Guatemala 

because of its universities, its industrial labor capacity, and its ability to produce quality goods to 

satisfy both the domestic and international markets.80 This ad is also visually baroque as it 

depicts books, theater, industry, a female Ladino office worker, and an indigenous female 

engaged in domestic textile work.81 Thus the ad reifies the class and ethnic divisions prevalent in 

Guatemala.  The third ad conveys the company’s self-laudatory notion that it invests in 

Guatemala. The text reiterates this claim—stating that it contributes to the socioeconomic well-
                                                 
76 These references refer to El Imparcial issue of 14 September 1972. 
 
77 See AGIS ad on p. 14 and FYDEP ad on p.22. Both use words such as “Desarrollo,” “Fomento,” and “Fe” to 
convey these agendas. 
 
78  The phrase, “Creemos, Confiamos, e Invertimos en Guatemala,” appears in all three ads. 
  
79 See Appendix: Figure 26. 
 
80 See Appendix: Figure 27 
 
81 Ibid, The image of the indigenous woman near the bottom also supports Smith’s  “Race-Class-Gender Ideology” 
arguments. 
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being of the people by investing in the various companies pictured in the ad.82 By highlighting 

these characteristics of Guatemala in a baroque textual and visual manner, CCA complied with 

the state’s nationalistic project to encourage the notion of Guatemala as ripe for investment and 

actively pursuing development via these means.83 But this compliance does not have to suggest 

complicity. More accurately it further points out the current, but not indestructible close marriage 

of capitalist interests, military officers, and political power.  

 

Political Ads  

 Probably one of the most transparent and widely observed manifestations of the military 

state’s agenda could be found in its political ads in print throughout the nation’s newspapers. In 

these purchased spheres candidates voiced their complaints and denunciations of political 

violence; opposition candidate Jorge Lucas Caballeros did so in political ads calling himself, “the 

president with clean hands” obliquely accusing Carlos Manuel Arana Osorio of corruption.84 

Despite public accusations such as these, the army’s official party (PID) still placed Arana 

Osorio into the presidency through coercion and electoral fraud. Throughout his rule, the Office 

of the Secretary of Public Relations of the Presidency continued to produce political ads to 

bolster the President’s image among the newspaper’s readership. That office purchased or 

otherwise acquired numerous, large ads emphasizing supposed social perks and “social justice” 

affected during his term.85  

Generally the president’s visual representation evinces a large dose of what Peter Burke 

terms “image management.”86  In the press, the President appears in three manners. When 

photographed with social non-equals, he maintains his military connection on a less formalized 
                                                 
82 See Appendix: Figure 28. 
 
83 See similar finding: Miller, Capitalism: An Ethnographic Approach, p. 201 
 
84 See for example: El Imparcial 12 February 1970, P. 9. In this ad, Lucas Caballeros appeared pointing at the 
camera and his text accused the Partido Revolucionario (PR) in conjunction with the government of electoral fraud 
and assassination of Guatemalans. 
 
85 See for examples: issue: 1 July 1971, a two-page political ad shows off the president’s multiple public 
appearances and bridges completed in the first year of his term. He is also depicted as politically tolerant meeting 
with former revolutionary president Juan José Arévalo. See also issue: 16 December 1971 p. 19. In this full-page ad, 
the president’s public relations office attempted to visually represent new state services. Near the bottom in bold are 
the words, “Más Justicia Social.” 
  
86 Burke, Eyewitnessing: The Uses of Images as Historical Evidence, pp. 72-73. 
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manner appearing in field dress khaki with a combination cap. When addressing the readership 

directly through ads, his appearance straddles the dual official rhetoric of “law and order” and 

“development.” He appears in either a full business suit or formal military attire.87 Thus, this 

dress micromanagement serves to bolster perceptible legitimacy as a visual embodiment of 

commitments made in official rhetoric. No doubt the increasingly highly visible nature of 

political leadership in mass media in the twentieth century contributed to these conscious 

manipulations of image.  

More interesting characteristics could be found in a political ad for the president that 

appeared in late 1972.88  In this ad, the President Arana Osorio’s name appears with the word 

“Acción” in each “A” of his name. The placement of the Acciónes within his name in a vertical 

manner recalls the use of “exemplification” in ads noted by Samuel Jay Keyser.89 The ad asserts 

the upward progression of the administration not only through listing of newly delivered goods 

but also spatially within the President’s name. An interesting claim of this ad—the “lands for 

campesinos”—exaggerated the contours of the efforts to redistribute lands to a mass of 

dependent wage-earning labor force described as “sporadic and halfhearted” by Susanne Jonas.90 

The President’s picture here depicts him dressed in a business suit sitting at a desk apparently 

pausing from work to smile for the camera. Peter Burke also notes how many political leaders 

intentionally chose recognizable metaphors like the ship and its captain and horse and rider to 

demonstrate their skillful guidance of a nation.91  This reoccurring image of the President in the 

workplace can conjure up metaphorical associations of Arana Osorio as a businessman and the 

country as a business.  Depending on the situation, therefore, Arana Osorio appears either as a 

relaxed soldier, an officer in full regalia or an industrious businessperson.  Regardless of the 

different modes of dress, however, the images seek to depict Arana Osiorio as a singularly 

commanding individual from whence power emanates. The frequency, tone, and prevalence of 

                                                 
87 See Appendix: Figures 29 & 30. 
 
88 See again Appendix: Figure 30. 
 
89 Keyser, “There is a Method in Their Adness: Formal Structure of Advertisements,” pp. 325-327 
 
90 Jonas, The Battle for Guatemala, p. 80. 
 
91 Burke, Eyewitnessing: The Uses of Images as Historical Evidence, p. 60. 
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these political ads reflect the growing endeavors the military state took to involve itself 

intimately in more aspects of life. 

 

Conclusion 

 Political and consumer ads contain multiple meanings and suggest different ways in 

which they could strengthen or counter the militarized state. Their significance should not be 

brushed aside by historians tending to view history as a discipline bound and gagged in the trunk 

of archival preferentiality. These artifacts have revealing components that inform and are 

informed by cultural preferences of a given social group.  

Considering Robert Buckman’s thesis that Latin American newspapers did not exhibit a 

clear preference to United States or European culture, I argue that advertisements did encourage 

a consumption style akin to these areas: one marked by mass consumption extended only 

nominally to all and in practice limited by material realities and social stratifications. By 

exploring the gender prescriptions, the chapter postulates that ads encouraged reification of 

attitudes: female domesticity and male vitality. The use of militarized images in ads draws on 

viewers’ understandings of ultimate physical power residing in that institution and relied on 

notions of masculinity to associate strength with these products and by extension the military 

institution. The commodified “Others” suggest inklings of the newspaper’s intended audience 

and also of its readers’ views toward the appropriate consumption styles as they relate to 

ethnicity, race, and class. The “Others” also demonstrates the use of state sponsored ads to affirm 

racial and social biases. Consumer adverts did not necessarily have to comply or support state 

rhetoric. The interests of business and the interests of right-wing governments does not always 

imply definite congruence, but the case of Cerveceria Centro Americana’s Central American 

Independence celebration ads illume how these interests frequently did meet in confluence.  

Finally, political ads figured prominently in newspaper. Frequently occupying large spaces, these 

ads gave opportunity to voice moderate political opposition and for state propaganda. The careful 

manipulation of political leaders’ images is suggestive of a larger trend to connect visual 

appearances with official rhetoric. 

 The chapter also explores the possibility that propagation of material/consumer culture 

can stifle social activism. The possibility that the allure of material comfort diminishes the 
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collective identities of the exploited in favor of rabid individualism beckons consideration.92 De 

Grazia finds the most pertinent question is how do “regimes of power” recognize or deny rights 

to consumption.93 This ponderous question is a fitting departure for this chapter. At the very 

least, advertising in Guatemala during this pivotal moment of political-military 

institutionalization did evince a limited and privileged consumption style, reproduced notions of 

racial and class hierarchies, and commodified individuals in an effort to define who should 

consume. 

 The next chapter turns its emphasis back to articles to explore how the military state’s 

project for national development appeared in El Imparcial. It looks at two major strategies of 

development: promotion of export agriculture and rural health programs. The paper’s coverage 

of these elements shows the centrality they occupied to the state and to the authors of El 

Imparcial. Several examples explore the congruent interests between private businesses and the 

military government. The chapter shows how articles in the newspaper clearly reflected the 

augmentation of state power and resource centralization. The faithful representation of the 

developmental endeavors helped discourage a significant dissension with irrefutable language of 

modernization and the application of nominally social benefits. 

                                                 
92 Most influential here are the discussion of: Grandin, The Last Colonial Massacre, p.15, Grandin agrees with 
Patricio Silvo’s argument for wealth alluring people away from social activism in Chile. Cited in Grandin, The Last 

Colonial Massacre, p. 212:  see Patricio Silvo, “Modernization, Consumerism, and Politics in Chile,” in Neo-

liberalism with a Human Face? The Politics and Economics of the Chilean Model, ed. David Hojman (Liverpool: 
University of Liverpool, 1995) See also: de Grazia, The Sex of Things, pp. 276-278, de Grazia acknowledges 
conditional validity in both Marxists who viewed commodity fetishism as a preemption of social movement and 
Albert Hirschman’s counterpoint that the materially satiated possess a strong appetite for protest.  
 
93 de Grazia, The Sex of Things, p. 279 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

“DESAROLLO:” THE CONTOURS OF DEVELOPMENT 

 

Introduction 

 Within Guatemala, probably the most forcefully publicized aspect of Carlos Manuel 

Arana Osorio’s military government was the extensive plan for national development. The 

government’s efforts in this realm were by far the ones about which it boasted the most. The 

state conveyed this pride through its numerous optimistic and celebratory official statements and 

ceremonies. The uncritical, frequent and prominent publication of these official statements in El 

Imparcial point, at very least, to the paper’s superficial willingness to depict the state on the 

terms it preferred. “Development” became a central concept to the Arana Osorio government and 

a central issue frequented in the paper. 

The meaning of “development” to this government most succinctly translated into 

“modernization.”1 This idea largely evolved from premises of “modernization theory” as 

encouraged by the now-waning U.S. led program: the Alliance for Progress.2 The military 

government accepted the idea that modernizing Guatemalan society could produce a stable, 

profitable nation. But it adopted a significant alteration of the basic premise: rather than 

envisioning modernization as a key to democracy; modernization could strengthen military rule. 

“Development” might be had without “progress” because development did not require economic 

or political reforms.3 This helps explain the military government’s wide-ranging adoption of 

programs aimed at “developing” the nation—be they agricultural, industrial, sanitary, or related 

to infrastructure. El Imparcial regularly detailed the massive effort to modernize multiple aspects 

                                                 
1 Jonas, The Battle for Guatemala, p. 75 
 
2 See Nick Cullather, “Modernization Theory” in Explaining the History of American Foreign Relations, Eds. 
Michael J. Hogan and Thomas G. Paterson, 2nd edition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 212-
220 for more on the historical origins, premises, and implications of “modernization theory” in U.S. foreign policy.  
 
3 “Progress” refers here mostly to the extension of political participation—the active and explicit negotiation of 
politics by a more inclusive group.  
 

63 



of Guatemalan life: extension of basic services of electricity, water, affordable housing, 

introducing modernized health care, and application of technology to agriculture. As Julia 

Rodríguez argues similarly for turn-of-century Argentina, the Guatemalan state could likewise 

frame its expanding control over more and more within the language and appearance of 

scientific, mutually beneficial development.4  

The following sections highlight two of the largest and most publicized efforts of the 

military state’s plan for national development: modernization of export agriculture and 

propagation of rural public health programs. Both of these aspects receive considerable attention 

in the newspaper. Concerning agricultural development, El Imparcial details the inauguration of 

modern irrigation systems widely celebrated in highly orchestrated presidential ceremonies. 

These articles reproduce the military government’s developmental rhetoric and reveal 

suggestions about social relationships between governments and rural peoples.  Articles about 

road construction tell of the encouragement of expanding export agriculture. The northern 

department, Petén, provides a revealing example of how the military government could not 

operate without a degree of internal friction. Multiple bureaucracies affecting agricultural 

development appear in both an effective and abrasive light. The adverse consequence of 

expanding export agriculture also receives contradictory treatment between official and 

unofficial sources.  

Concerning rural public health programs, articles generally demonstrate a close 

relationship between the newspaper and the central government. The paper presents 

developments prominently and largely uncritically. A discursive analysis of these articles shows 

how the rural health programs served a security function of increasing state presence.5 They also 

show how the military state attempted to usurp the authority over health by imposing its own 

values of health care through training. A large number of articles also discuss the multiple 

sources of funding through loans and donations. These articles send a favorable image of the 

state as enjoying widespread support. They also suggest how private members of the sector had a 

shared interest in contributing to rural health programs. Donations from members within the 

                                                 
4 Rodríguez, Civilizing Argentina: Science, Medicine, and the Modern State, p. 252. Rodríguez postulates, 
“Compulsion in the modern era was thus masked by the language of progress…” in reference to pseudo-scientific 
laws seeking to more closely regulate people’s everyday lives. Here I use the term “development” rather than 
“progress” because of the newspaper’s overwhelming reliance on the particular term, “development.” 
 
5 Fiol Matta, A Queer Mother for the Nation: the State and Gabriela Mistral, pp. ix-xxix 
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government suggest the propagation of an identifiable line of patronage as it extends directly 

from the military government. 

 

Developing Agriculture: State-Defined Modernization 

 The early 1970s witnessed a significant shift in the economic organization of Guatemala. 

As the Central American Common Market began to lose momentum and fail to produce 

significant industrial transformation in its five member states, Guatemala turned more 

increasingly to the intensification and diversification of agricultural exports.6 This strategy fit 

well into the military’s plan for national development. It required no significant distribution of 

resources—namely land; therefore, it entailed no great dilution of power.7 Concentration of 

power could be preserved and augmented while enriching those who held the resources, namely 

cultivable lands. As prominent military officers acquired large tracts of land, military interests no 

longer simply operated as the caretakers of a traditional landed oligarchy: the ranks began to 

integrate themselves.8 The military government also saw the expansion of export agricultural 

production as a logical step toward eliminating an evasive guerrilla movement. An integrated and 

substantial involvement in the development of rural areas could bring greater military presence 

and surveillance over the entire country.9 In particular, the military took interest in the northern 

traversal zone and the large, tropical department of Petén.10 However, reporting in El Imparcial 

points out that military development was not solely limited to these two locales. Development in 

the agro-export industry strove for the modernization of agricultural production and the 

                                                 
6 Victor Bulmer-Thomas, The Economic History of Latin America Since Independence (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003), p. 341 
 
7 Jonas, The Battle for Guatemala, p. 52. Jonas calls this “export promotion” strategy “anti-reformist” because of its 
opposition distribution reforms and reliance on cheap labor. 
 
8 Susan A. Berger, Political and Agrarian Development in Guatemala, p.165. Also see Carol A. Smith, “The 
Militarization of Civil Society in Guatemala: Economic Reorganization as a Continuation of War,” Latin American 

Perspectives, vol. 17, no. 4 Guatemala, Debt, and Drugs. (Autumn, 1990), p. 9. Both scholars discuss military 
officer’s acquisition of lands. 
 
9 Smith, “The Militarization of Civil Society in Guatemala: Economic Reorganization as a Continuation of War,” p. 
36. Smith claims the military control of state institutions and economic incorporations of the highlands aimed to 
consolidate the “counterinsurgency state.”  
 
10 See Jonas, The Battle for Guatemala, p. 122. The “Northern Transverse Strip” refers to the departments bordering 
Mexico including departments of the Cuchumatán Highlands including Huehuetenango, El Quiché, and Alta 
Verapaz. 
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construction of infrastructure including irrigation systems and roads. Announcing these programs 

as social benefits, the Guatemalan military state’s directed effort to permeate economic and 

social development closely paralleled Brazil’s similar PRORURAL program.11  Support for 

these projects came from a collusion of Guatemalan bureaucratic might, an influx of foreign 

capital and advisors, and the large accumulation of land under small ownership. A consequence 

of agro-export expansion included the displacement of small-scale subsistence farmers; many 

entered into wage-earning agricultural work, and the production of domestic foodstuffs fell 

below demand.12 This necessitated greater importation of foodstuffs for sale in a minimal capital 

market. El Imparcial recounts many of these developments, but the paper almost always presents 

information in a manner fitting to military government’s aspirations to present its programs as 

inherently progressive and effective.  

 The construction of irrigation systems in rural areas received a great deal of attention in 

reporting. The most highly publicized articles generally appeared underneath the banner or near 

the very top of the page. These articles detailed inauguration ceremonies attended by the 

President. The ceremonies they recount evince a high level of image manipulation. The story, 

“Presidente Inauguró Riego en Atescatempa: Promesa se Cumple,” teems with official positivist 

developmental language promoting an apparent indisputable beneficial outcome of 

modernization.13 Addressing a crowd, Arana Osorio claims the project “betters the level of life 

for Guatemalans.” The Minister of Agriculture, Mario Martínez told “campesinos” that the 

modernizing project was “indispensable” and would improve the quality of their harvests. Such 

comments hark back to Seth Garfield’s observation of military rhetoric about rice mechanization 

in the Amazon. He claims the military advocated an “uncritical and unskeptical faith in science, 

technical progress, and comprehensive panning to regiment production.”14 Towards the end, the 

article recounts Martínez’s estimation that the project will benefit at least 300 families. On the 

second page, the article reinforces the image of an active and integral leadership with a 

                                                 
11 Garfield, “Beholding the Miracle: Xavante Indians and Economic “Development” under Brazilian Military Rule,” 
p.555. Garfield claims the military of the mid-1970s promoted similar social benefits to strengthen its presence and 
influence over the local oligarchy and to “depoliticize rural labor.” 
 
12 Jonas, The Battle for Guatemala, pp. 79-80. 
 
13 “Presidente Inauguró Riego en Atescatempa: Promesa se Cumple,” 17 February 1972, pp. 1 &2. 
 
14 Garfield, “Beholding the Miracle: Xavante Indians and Economic “Development” under Brazilian Rule,” p. 579 
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photograph of the president bending over and opening the first large valve inaugurating its 

service. The scene is seemingly plebeian and appears to evoke the image of an attentive ruler 

unafraid to engage in a little dirty work for national development. The ceremony also included an 

orchestrated adulation of the president.  The article claims a campesino “flattered” the president 

by presenting him a huge watermelon. The scene distantly recalls the form of a “first fruits” 

ceremony with the products of land and labor proffered to a religious authority in exchange for 

favors.15 In this, one also sees the reinforcement of a rigid social organization where the rural 

poor submissively supply the agricultural work for the responsible state. The coverage of 

irrigation ceremonies tended to emphasize these central themes of the military state’s 

development program aimed at maintaining its concentration of social and economic power.  

The position of this particular story presents torsion between the concern for national 

news versus the display of international news. Positioned near the dwarfing huge headline: 

“Nixon to Peking,” the article garners some additional secondary attention away from the 

international news with its much larger body size.16  Articles about initiation of irrigation 

systems not attended by the head of government received less substantial positions usually 

within the paper.17  

Modernization of agricultural production also required the expansion of roads. The 

pursuit of these projects figured in prominently into military state’s security goals of 

incorporating a larger population into its surveillance and its economic goals of providing the 

necessary infrastructure to expand export agriculture’s efficacy. The article, “Rutas Directas a la 

Producción” openly acknowledges these goals and conveys a sense of their importance in the 

development project.18 The article’s position is conspicuous under the El Imparcial banner, and 

it includes a photograph of current road construction detailed in the article. The photograph 

stresses the mechanized technology at use in the modernized operation. It depicts pieces of heavy 

                                                 
15 Adriaan C. Van Oss, “Parish Finance: The Tithe and its Alternatives,” in Catholic Colonialism: A Parish History 

of Guatemala 1524-1821 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), pp. 79-108. Van Oss gives a succinct 
description of these ceremonies as they functioned as an alternative parochial contribution. 
 
16 The headline, “Nixon a Pekin” is much larger, but its attendant article is much smaller occupying only a short 
single column. See El Imparcial 17 February 1972, p. 1. 
 
17 See for example, “Han Dado Comienzo en Zacapa Dos Nuevos Sistemas de Riego,” 27 January 1972, p. 4. 
 
18 “Rutas Directas a la Producción,” 23 December 1971, p. 1 & 18. 
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machinery deployed to build the roads. The caption reinforces this emphasis immediately 

exclaiming, “We offer a partial look at a group of the road-building machines that are widening 

and improving the terrain and drainage of highway La Blanca-Tijapa.”19 The article’s text is as 

explicit as the headline; it states these roads primarily serve as avenues to increase the extraction 

of agricultural products of the departments along the Pacific coast. The overall movement 

includes three road projects to service different departments. The article lists the agricultural 

products of each area emphasizing their extraction for export; of the different products listed 

bananas, sugar cane, and cattle appear in multiple areas. The article forcefully presents the 

military position that development entails greater market participation achieved through 

application of technology. The only other article to rival in headline size here is the “Struggle 

between Peking and Moscow,” placed at the very top.20 The contrast between the two major 

articles is significant. It gives the impression a progressive, flourishing Guatemala in a world of 

tumultuous Communist struggle. At its most visually captivating level, El Imparcial here 

reproduces loudly the military government’s desired self-image. The pattern of top-page 

international news and middle-page banner domestic news articles seems to be regularly repeated 

in the consulted issues of El Imparcial. The pattern also reflects an authorship desiring to see 

itself as both nationally and globally conscious. 

The sparsely populated northern department of Petén occupied a special place in the 

minds of the state officials during this period. It represented a vast, untamed territory teeming 

with tempting potential for integration into the national economy. Early on in the Arana Osorio 

presidency, the government showed a strong desire for a concerted effort to recall the area’s 

development more strongly into its own hands. Reporting in El Imparcial reflected this early 

desire.  

When it reported on the first meeting of the Congress of Agronomy, the event made 

front-page news, but it did not receive the illustrious positions of top page or underneath the 

banner.21 The article begins with an introduction of the major themes of the Congress and its 

members, but it dedicates the largest portion to a “Sub-Theme” of the Congress: Petén. The 
                                                 
19 The caption reads in Spanish, “Ofrecemos un aspecto parcial de un grupo de máquinas camineras que están 
ampliando y mejorando la terracería y el drenaje de la carretera La Blanca-Tijapa.” 
 
20 See “Pugna Pekín-Moscú, ” 23 December 1971, p. 1. 
 
21 See “Desarrollo Rural y Crédito Agrícola Fueron Debatidos,” 12 November 1970, pp. 1 & 10. 
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paper described the conclusions generically as “interesting,” and recounted them verbatim for its 

readers. Its conclusions are indeed interesting because they appear to have influenced policy 

through the remainder of the presidency. It divides its conclusions into the following categories: 

natural resources, human resources, economic resources, infrastructure and services, and land 

holding. The natural resources section concludes that the forests of Petén are its most important 

resource ecologically and economically; it advocates a “rigorous forestry management” program 

to ensure their appropriate utilization. This recommendation conditions its condemnation of the 

“human resources.” The Congress claims peasant cooperatives and emigration to the area are 

“disorderly,” have little capacity to work, and threaten with destruction of these natural 

resources. The Congress also dismisses other groups like chicle harvesters and cattle ranchers as 

unorganized, ineffective, and or unviable.22 Current lumber industries were irrational and had 

grave consequences for the forest. It positioned itself strongly against informal colonization 

citing the augmentation of scarcity of food, public health services, and electricity as a result of 

the human influx. Instead it recommended a development plan to develop a rational forestry 

policy—vaguely entailing an “industrialization of forests.” The government should also conduct 

more studies to advance production of chicle, vanilla, and pepper. As far as human resources, the 

government should organize “campesinos” dedicated to an appropriate development. Top 

government officials like the president and congressional president, Mario Sandoval Alárcon, 

would draw on conclusions like these and argue against slash-and-burn techniques of peasantry 

and advocate programs of reforestation.23 State interest in the lumber industry slowly gained 

momentum during this period; accordingly, reporting on the government’s reforestation efforts 

appears frequently in El Imparcial toward the end of the Arana Osorio presidency.24 The 

officials attacked the swelling population as an obstacle to its aspirations to control Petén 

development and resources. The self-interested nature of these programs is especially stark if one 

                                                 
22 “Chicle” is natural latex used to make chewing gum. The Congress argued its harvesters were too unorganized 
and inefficient to affect development. It argued the Cattle ranchers were unviable because pastures were difficult to 
adapt to Petén’s terrain. The remainder of the article’s information comes from its continued portion on page 10. 
 
23 Berger, Political and Agrarian Development in Guatemala, pp. 161-162. 
 
24 See “Q. 6,000 Millones Requeriría la Reforestación Integral del País,” 6 September 1973, p.1; “Ministro de 
Agricultura Abrió Hoy Campaña de Reforestación,” 23 May 1974, p.1; “Incentivos pro Reforestación: Reforman 
Ley Orgánica del IGSS,” 13 June 1974, p.1. In the final month of the presidency, President Arana also inaugurated a 
building especially for the General Directorate of Renewable Natural Resources; see “Recursos Renovables con 
Sede: Presidente Inauguró el Edificio” 6 June 1974, p. 1. 
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considers the land-holding figures given by the Congress of Agronomy. It estimated that the 

national government owned 90% of the land while the municipal government owned only 9.55% 

and a meager 0.45% privately-owned.25 On grounds as these, the military government reasoned 

its justifiable right to sole dictation of development. 

Various elements within the state disputed the appropriate tactics to achieve the 

development of Petén. The attention to these issues received their greatest detail in the purchased 

spaces of El Imparcial; rather than simply recounting official information, these spaces offered a 

greater degree of explicit political positioning.  An advert titled, “¿Desarrollo? No Todo Puede 

Hacerlo Un Gobernante a Solas,” criticizes government inefficiency in the form of a lengthy 

solicitation.26 The anonymous author “El Asesor Agrícola,” literally translates to Agricultural 

Specialist, lays the blame squarely on Congress for its inactivity in reforming the Law for 

Holding and Awarding Land of Petén from the outset. The solicitation then goes on to state that 

Guatemala is ready for a “leap” toward development. It claims that the Bank of Guatemala has 

stated that “Guatemala has never been in a better position,” and has plenty of money to finance 

developmental strategies. Like the title suggests, the solicitation absolves the President because 

of his obvious interest in development. The ad defends him saying he cannot affect changes 

without the support of an active Congress. The solicitation also claims individuals already 

working in the department and investing their money and time have not been “disillusioned;” in 

the face of this delay they have continually expressed interest in investing in vast development 

programs. It paints the image of an apparent Congressional self-ostracism from the chief 

executive and the will of Petén’s laborious and capital-holding individuals. Some scholars have 

also claimed an expanding body of ill-coordinated bureaucracies also contributed to a divisive 

and stagnating push into Petén.27 These bureaucracies appeared frequently and prominently in El 

Imparcial’s articles concerning national development. 

One of the principal bureaucratic arms laboring for modernization in agro-export 

production was the National Institute for Agrarian Transformation (INTA). This Institute 

                                                 
25 See “Desarrollo Rural y Crédito Agrícola Fueron Debatidos,” 12 November 1970, p. 10. 
 
26 See “¿Desarrollo? No Todo Puede Hacerlo Un Gobernante a Solas,” 13 July 1972, p. 2. 
 
27 Berger, Political and Agrarian Development in Guatemala, p. 159. 
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operated under direct authority of the President.28 The direct connection with the president may 

partially explain why INTA, in particular, appeared so often as front-page news and in an 

especially active light. Early in the Arana Osorio presidency, articles detailed INTA’s efforts to 

streamline agricultural planning and coordinate worker colonization plans.29 INTA allocated 

plots of land in various departments for construction of schools.30  It appeared as an organization 

supposedly willing to engage in a degree of land distribution policies claiming that over 70,000 

rural people would receive land for cultivation in departments of Izabal, El Quiché, and Alta 

Verapaz.31  The Institute’s girth of activity even extended to allocating buildings to serve as 

medical clinics.32 The paper presented the institute’s apparent vitality. Given its pervasive 

attempts to modernize agricultural production and affect nominally social reforms, INTA did 

meet some opposition from the landed oligarchy. Reporting in El Imparcial shows this particular 

quarrel between intransigent land owners and the military state flexing its bureaucratic muscle in 

the article “500 Fincas Penden de Ir a Juicio.”33 The article’s headline is immediately noticeable 

beneath the El Imparcial banner. It reports that at least 500 large landholding agricultural 

producers will have to face judgment by the INTA to determine their eligibility for tax collection 

on their idle lands. The head of collections for the INTA expressed concern over the 

unwillingness on the part of the landowners to honor the mandate to pay, but the official stated 

he remains hopeful. INTA, then, served as a coercive tool by which recalcitrant elites would be 

brought to heel under less than violent means.  If they appeared to obstruct INTA’s plans, than 

elite landowners would face the potential of losing lands that in turn would be distributed to the 

poor. Through INTA the military cast itself at once as drivers of modernization and protectors of 

the poor against elite interests.  The expansion of export agricultural industries also caused 

significant friction in the less affluent groups within Guatemala. This became more evident in El 

                                                 
28 Ibid, p. 159. 
 
29 See: for agricultural planning, “Estudio sobre Zonas Agrarias de Desarrollo,” 23 December 1971, p. 1. For 
coordinating colonization, “Plan de Trabajo del INTA para el Año Entregado,” 24 June 1971, p. 1. 
  
30 “Terrenos para Erigir Escuelas Entrego el INTA,” 18 May 1972, p. 2. 
 
31 “71,226 Campesinos Recibirán Tierras Cultivables en 1973,” 31 May 1973, p. 1. 
 
32 “INTA Entregó 29 Edificios para Clínicas,” 6 July 1972, p. 1. 
 
33 “500 Fincas Penden de Ir a Juicio,” 14 October 1971, pp. 1 & 2. 
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Imparcial as the presidency matured; it features articles about food supply, shortages, and worry 

about the increasing cost of life. 

On the issue of food supply, the paper presents two opposing viewpoints. Ruling 

coalition members including private agro-export organizations and state institutions sought to 

reinforce the image of a productive and stable Guatemala while neighborhoods decried the 

expense of daily provisions. Sugar distributors assured readers of their sufficient supply and 

normal prices in ostentatiously large ads.34 In a prominent ad under the banner entitled, 

“Cosecha de Trigo Salvo,” the Ministry of Economics informs the newspaper that wheat harvest 

exceeded expectation and the supply of bread would suffer no ill effects.35 But stories emanating 

from unofficial sources tell a story of struggle and instability. The article, “El Alto Costo de la 

Vida Aquejando en Comalpa,” details a community’s claim that numerous food prices have risen 

sharply recently.36 The bulk of the article lists old food prices versus new ones according to 

community members interviewed. The article’s visibility is significantly smaller considering it 

does not appear front-page and is comparatively smaller to the sugar ad and wheat article. It 

seems that the newspaper had the ability to print articles contradictory to the ruling coalition and 

popular origin, but celebratory pieces tended to enjoy a general advantage of visibility. This 

favoritism of official perspective is also readily discernible in the next major component of the 

state’s development plan: public health. 

 

Public Health: An Investment in Power 

In the wake of the recent struggle against insurgents in the Eastern departments, the 

Guatemalan military state saw rural public health programs as an indispensable component of its 

extensive plan for development. Such programs offered indirect opportunities to realize its 

security goals by expanding its presence in rural life. By controlling rural health, the military 

government could influence the composition of development. They could make development 

Western and make it service the economic desires of the ruling coalition. The state portrayed 

itself as the staff of modernization and the central patron to which the people subject themselves. 

It could improve its own domestic and international image. In short, pursuit of rural public health 

                                                 
34 See “Hay suficiente azucar para consumo al precio normal,” 28 June 1973, p. 7. 
 
35 See “Cosecha de Trigo Salvo,” 13 December 1973, p. 1 
 
36 See “El Alto Costo de la Vida Aquejando en Comalpa,” 15 November 1973, p. 7. 
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provided the military government a potential social, economic, and political tool to consolidate 

its power. The intended consequence of promoting public health was to uphold the “existing 

social and economic order.”37 The possibility of this consequence receives little attention in El 

Imparcial. 

Given the extensive potency of such nominally social programs, it is unsurprising that 

articles about public health programs appear frequently and prominently in El Imparcial. The 

paper relates this prominence through consistent front-page publication of public health 

developments throughout most of the Carlos Manuel Arana Osorio presidency. Through 

positioning, the paper dutifully conveys the centrality of public health as a desired hallmark of 

the regime’s program for development. At times the articles appear beneath the fold of the paper, 

but they can also occupy the visually arresting position under the El Imparcial banner with thick 

bold lettering rivaling the headline text size of articles placed at the very top of the page. In the 

two prominently positioned articles, “Promoción Rural del Salud” and “Impulso para la Salud 

Rural,” the state’s new push to develop facilities in rural areas resounds loudly. 38  Upon cursory 

glance, the articles accentuate the military government’s hopeful self-image making as reformist 

and socially conscious. But much like the ambiguity of a solid-colored puzzle piece, the 

prominence of these articles and their content are more suggestive in the context of a larger state 

project propelled by capitalist development.  

“Promoción Rural del Salud” details the planned construction of a training facility for 

rural health care providers in Quiriguá in the Eastern department of Izabal.39 Bent on 

strengthening its control over the insurgency-ripe Eastern departments, the chosen location 

provides an excellent site to secure these interests. Substantial U.S. AID funds over the next four 

years also provided an extra impetus for rural health care directed at thwarting political tumult.40 

                                                 
37 Linda B. Green, “Consensus and Coercion: Primary Health Care and the Guatemalan State,” Medical 

Anthropology Quarterly, vol. 3, no. 3, p. 246 
 
38 See for examples: “Promoción Rural del Salud,” 11 November 1971, p. 1 and “Impulso para la Salud Rural,” 16 
December 1971, p. 1 
 
39 “Promoción Rural del Salud,” 11 November 1971, pp. 1 & 8. Izabal is the easternmost department including the 
major port: Puerto Barrios and encircles the large lake Izabal. 
 
40 John C. Fiedler, “Latin American Health Policy and Additive Reform: The Case of Guatemala,” International 

Journal of Health Services, 15(2), p. 288. Fielder claims the AID for 1971-1975 amounted to 8.5 million dollars 
geared at developing Guatemala rural health programs. 
 

73 



Here the Guatemalan militarized state strategically deployed a minimum form of medical 

patronage to bolster its legitimacy and provide minimum health care for the increasingly 

important agricultural workers of export industries. Promoting health with technological 

innovations helped to “depoliticize social reforms.”41 The state’s “social reforms” thus attempted 

to create depoliticized and minimally healthy workforce. The imperative nature of such a 

workforce becomes more pronounced when recalling export agriculture in Guatemala rapidly 

expanded during this time period.42 The article, “Algodoneros: 3 Centros de Salud,” also points 

to a state-led public health program in service of the agricultural export industry.43 It details 

President Arana Osorio’s determined efforts to assist the construction of health centers for areas 

of cotton production. Efforts such as these were not specific to Guatemala or to the period under 

study. Julia Rodriguez notes a similar dynamic in turn-of-the-century Argentina; she claims the 

state colluded with science to maintain a divisive “social order” essential to the “export 

economy.”44  “Promoción Rural del Salud” is an article packed with even more profound 

meaning as well. The emphasis frequently returns to the health center’s ability to train 

“traditional midwives” and standardize their practices. The article shows the state’s attempted 

usurpation of defining the nation’s healthy future and modernization through its assumption to 

train midwives in scientific techniques. The gesture discounts the midwives’ claim to legitimacy 

without state help. Thus, one of the quintessential symbols of traditional rural health care, the 

midwife, would no longer operate outside of the state’s control. They too would need the state’s 

patent of approval to operate and in the process the state’s power over control of national health 

would increase. 

Articles about public health programs also imply a strong relationship between the central 

government and the press; they present information as reported directly from leading bureaucrats 

such as the minister of public health Dr. José Trinidad Uclés Ramírez or vice-minister Carlos 

                                                 
41 Green “Consensus and Coercion: Primary Health Care and the Guatemalan State,” p. 250 
 
42 Victor Bulmer-Thomas, “Economic Development over the Long Run. Central America Since 1920,” Journal of 

Latin American Studies, Vol. 15, No. 2. (Nov., 1983), pp. 280-293. Bulmer-Thomas traces the reasons for this 
expanding agricultural export industry as directly related to state policy encouraging investment in these areas, 
increasing world market prices for these products, and a faltering Central American Common Market unable to 
garner a substantial share of the gross national product. 
 
43 “Algodoneros: 3 Centros de Salud,” 27 July 1972. This article also occupies the significant position under the El 

Imparcial banner. 
 
44 Rodriguez, Civilizing Argentina: Science, Medicine, and the Modern State,  pp. 255-256 
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Antonio Recinos Mazariegos.45 Consequently much of the reporting carries an uncritical tone 

toward government policy. The paper relates developments in public health solely as beneficial 

reforms unquestioning appropriateness or motivation. Many detail expansion of services into 

new areas encouraging the image of the state as a responsive and effective entity for the 

people.46 El Imparcial also faithfully reproduced official statements celebrating the state’s self-

aggrandized successful ventures over a given time period. The article, “Activa Labor en el Area 

Rural Realizada por Salud Pública,” is a typical example; officials from the Department of 

Environmental Health announce the initiation of potable water into communities in the 

department of Chiquimula accomplished over the passing year.47 Celebrating the extension of 

basic sanitary services assisted state efforts to disregard claims that elite-controlled health care 

serviced only the rich with curative rather than preventative measures.48  In these humdrum 

regurgitations of official statements, one sees the tightening grip the military government exerts 

over the composition of development, its dissemination, and its press representation. 

Reporting on public health developments also relayed the multiple sources of financial 

and material support lent by multilateral financial institutions, the private sector, and personal 

donations of individuals within the government. In terms of prominent position or text size, these 

articles variably appeared on the front page below the fold or elsewhere within the newspaper. 

Superficially these articles shored up the military regime’s claim to legitimacy through diverse 

anecdotal evidence of endorsement of its social programs.  

Donations reported included one of medical supplies to be distributed to various hospitals 

in different departments by the Lion’s Club.49 The government’s health programs also reported 

                                                 
45 See for examples: “Se Da a Conocer el Programa para Atención Médica Integral,” 27 May 1971, p. 1, “Ministro 
Uclés Recorrió el Servicio contra la Malaria,” 6 April 1972, p. 1, and “Lucha contra el Paludismo Intensifican,” 28 
September 1972, p.1. 
 
46 See for examples, “Campaña Masiva contra la TB se Iniciará en Chimaltenango,” 15 April 1971, p.1 and 
“Vacunación Masiva Anti-Rábica en el Republica,” 28 January 1971, p. 1. The article describes the widespread 
efforts vaccinate animals including dogs and livestock against rabies as preventative protection for humans. The 
inclusion of livestock here also suggests public health servicing the agricultural export industry. 
 
47 “Activa Labor en el Area Rural Realizada por Salud Pública,” 23 December 1971. 
 
48 Fiedler, “Latin American Health Policy and Additive Reform: The Case of Guatemala,” pp. 278, 282, and 292. 
Fiedler collects such complaints as they disseminated from Pan American Health Organization, the World Bank, and 
Inter-American Development Bank to show this widely held perception. 
 
49 “Equipo Médico Hospitalario en Beneficio de Sector Popular,” 27 January 1972, p. 1 
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support by foreign companies including West German chemical/ pharmaceutical company, 

Hoechst.50 The article’s headline is particularly celebratory calling the contribution “valiant,” 

and it suggests a degree of international acclaim for Guatemala’s efforts because the ceremony’s 

principal attendants were President Arana Osorio and West German Ambassador Wolfran 

Hucke. The company pledged its unwavering cooperation and assistance to the Guatemalan 

government’s public health initiatives. Even though relayed as a selfless act, complicating the 

picture was congress’s decree to lower prices of basic medicines and the establishment of rural 

national pharmacies.51 The combined efforts created a larger market for trade medications and a 

greater consumer dependency on them while bolstering apparent state reform.  Reporting on the 

superficially selfless act presents opportunities to connect disparate strains of information 

blurring lines between self-interest and social consciousness. 

The article, “Donativo de EXGUAPAGRA a Salud para Erigir Puestos del Ramo,” is 

another complicating example of the blurry lines of between donation and self-interested 

investment.52 It describes a small ceremony where the private meat exporter donated 4, 600 

Quetzals to assist in constructing health centers to benefit “all of the country.” The article points 

out the mutual supportive role of agricultural export industry of the military state. Private 

organizations of Agro-export producers also pursued nominal public health programs. The 

National Association of Coffee Growers (ANACAFE) pursued a medical campaign for workers 

of plantations in the Northern department of Alta Verapaz.53 The story did receive front-page 

coverage appearing in a relatively inconspicuous position beneath the fold. Its content is very 

general and superficially discusses the plans as beneficial to the interchangeable “campesino” 

and “plantation worker.”  The construction of rural health centers not only benefited such 

industries by encouraging worker health, but also it attempted to establish a visible line of 

patronage to industry and state. Fostering these associations, military and agricultural industries 

                                                 
50 “Firma Hoechst Dio Valioso Aporte a los Programas de Salud Pública,” 3 February 1972, p. 1. 
 
51 See “Menos Precios en Medicinas: Congres Emite un Decreto,” 24 August 1972, p. 1 for information about the 
Decree 57-72 concerning medicine prices. See “Obra Realizada por el Gobierno,” 22 February 1973, p. 11. This 
large ad presents the comments of Minister of Public Health, Dr. Uclés about the establishment of national rural 
pharmacies. The ad receives closer examination below. 
 
52 “Donativo de EXGUAPAGRA a Salud para Erigir Puestos del Ramo,” 27 April 1972, p. 1. 
 
53 “Campaña Médico Sanitaria que Hará Anacafé,” 1 June 1972, p. 1 & 13. 
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sought to stave off dissent or rural out-migration. Rural out-migration presented a potential labor 

problem for agricultural export producers as their expanding operations entailed the dislocation 

of many rural people from their subsistence lands.54 By offering minimal health services, the 

militarized state could encourage dislocated rural peoples near landowners who could use this as 

a readily exploitable workforce. 

Promoting associations of state and patronage was an urgent goal in solidifying the 

military’s power over development. The most direct efforts to establish this link among articles 

about public health involve President Arana Osorio’s wife: Alida España de Arana. Donations 

made or delivered by Señora de Arana received substantial coverage in El Imparcial. In terms of 

position, the articles never occupy the most visually arresting positions at the very top of the 

page or under the banner, but they do appear front-page news below the fold. In the article, 

“Señora de Arana Donó Tubo de Rayos X al H. Roosevelt,” the strength of the ruling coalition’s 

patronage resounds.55 The article details a ceremony attended by Alida España de Arana and the 

Vice President’s wife Mercedes de Cáceres Lehnoff who under the Central Committee for Social 

Action donated an X-Ray tube valued at 3,933 Quetzals, roughly the same amount in U.S. 

dollars.56 The inclusion of cost stresses the generosity of the gesture. Articles of this nature 

sought to encourage an appropriate pattern of power: centralized power flowing downward 

through society. 

As one may expect, explicitly government paid advertisements demonstrate the most 

forceful use of images and texts to depict the regime’s public health programs in a favorable 

light. But these ads also suggest a highly centralized power dynamic within the regime as well. 

These ads stress the vitality of the most visible leader: the president.  He appears as the 

personification of the military government; his presence is strong in all areas of government 

initiative. As expected the Secretary of Public Relations for the President mostly financed these 

political ads. A 1973 advert about public health displayed these strong characteristics; the large 

introductory caption reads, “Accomplished work by the government of Carlos Manuel Arana 

                                                 
54 Bulmer-Thomas, “Economic Development over the Long Run.” p. 287. Bulmer-Thomas suggests this as a 
possible consequence of expanding agricultural export industry at the expense domestic use agriculture. 
 
55 “Señora de Arana Donó Tubo de Rayos X al H. Roosevelt,” 18 October 1973, p. 1. 
 
56 H.J. Maidenberg, “Commodities: Windfall for Poorer Nations,” New York Times, 18 March 1973, p. 168. 
Maidenberg points out Quetzals tied nature to the dollar at “1-for-1.” 
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Osorio for the benefit of the people.”57 The underlined portion stresses the people’s benefit, yet 

the remainder of the text asserts the president as its ultimate source. The advert begins at the top 

with a presidential questionnaire submitted to various ministries requesting description of the 

accomplished work and how it benefits the people of Guatemala.  Below this large text and 

picture of full suit and tie photo of the president is a smaller picture of the Minister of Public 

Health, Dr. Uclés with smaller text of his response to these two questions. Within his response he 

emphasizes the shared belief of his ministry and the president that national development cannot 

be obtained without public health. He identifies the two central developments: vaccinations “in 

all corners of the Republic” and the founding of the Rural Health Training facility at Quiriguá. 

The minister concludes his statement claiming the ministry’s efforts are harmonious with the 

president’s own words, “The poor are the reason for my Government.” In this complex and large 

ad, one sees the obvious concern for increased governmental presence in the countryside. Also 

the dominating size and position of the president’s picture and text in relation to the response 

clearly suggests a highly centralized rule. The president provides the impulse of progressive 

action carried out by the civilian bureaucracy. The ad is a beacon of the Guatemalan military 

state’s growing preoccupation to depict itself as the sole provider and protector of the nation 

 

Conclusion 

 Reporting on the expansion of export agriculture and the propagation of rural health 

programs suggests how these two agendas intertwined frequently as co-terminal objectives of a 

state development policy aimed at producing a stable, profitable nation controlled under the 

watchful and capricious eye of the military. A variety of articles about different governmental 

institutions, private organizations, public works projects, and individuals encourages two 

suggestions about El Imparcial. For one, the frequency and domination of articles originating 

from official statements suggests an apparent closeness between the newspaper and the central 

government. It also suggests how it identified positively with the military government’s 

development plan through its choice to emphasize certain aspects of that strategy at the expense 

of others.  

                                                 
57 Original heading in Spanish, “Obra Realizada por El Gobierno Que Preside El Presidente Carlos Manuel Arana 
Osorio en beneficio Del Pueblo [sic],” 22 February 1973, p. 11. 
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 Covering irrigation system inaugurations, El Imparcial faithfully depicted the official 

rhetoric praising modernization as an ultimate tool toward efficiency and mutual benefit. The 

ceremonies also evince a great deal of orchestration directed at establishing a centralized power 

under a hallowed leader, namely Arana Osorio, supposedly responsive to the needs of his nation. 

Road construction articles emphasized the mechanized and technological nature of such 

operations. They also explicitly pointed out that modernization could benefit export agriculture 

by improving extraction for a larger market. Developing Petén suggests how conflicting interests 

within even the superficially monolithic military government can show up in the newspaper as a 

stagnation—especially in the purchased spaces of advertisements. Bureaucracies in the 

newspaper receive greatest attention for their activity and their contributions to social 

developments such as schools and clinics. The increasing reliance on food imports to substitute 

domestic use cultivation comes out in the newspaper in two different lights. Officials and landed 

interests try to reassure abundance and stable prices.  Unofficial sources in that paper complain 

against the ever-increasing costs of basic foodstuffs. This contradiction reveals an indirect debate 

over state subterfuge. Although the unofficial sources do not explicitly draw attention to the 

connection between actual and purported price, the contrast is telling. 

 Rural public health initiatives show their centrality in El Imparcial through their 

favorable positioning on the front page. The overwhelming amount of articles flowing from 

information from top officials suggests some acceptance on the part of the newspaper of the 

development program. The establishment of medical training facility in Izabal reveals how rural 

health might have a security function. It also points to a state seeking to garner scientific 

authority over traditional healthcare providers such as the midwives. The donations of private 

companies involved in pharmaceuticals and agricultural exports points to a self-interested 

investment in the nominal bettering of society. The charitable work of Señora de Arana, the 

president’s wife, shows an interest in establishing a patronage line from the military government 

to the people.  

 Taken together, these suggestions form a small part of the larger picture of how 

“development” could strengthen the elements upon which an illegitimate repressive government 

rests. “Development” can further enrich those holding power, increase surveillance through 

presence, and obscure sources of suffering by providing nominal benefits through patronage. As 

far as the newspaper’s role, these suggestions also reaffirm the idea that newspapers such as El 
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Imparcial are complex documents influenced by the hands and words of many. There is a 

difficulty in dismissing the paper as simply one-sided—especially in light of the contradictory 

positions that it contains. 

 The following chapter discusses how the three central elements under study: violence 

reporting, advertisements, and development reporting share commonalities. It looks at how 

ethnic and gender stereotypes appear in all three and suggests how these reinforced hostile 

attitudes toward Natives. The newspaper’s contribution to making violence appears as a product 

slighted coverage appearing as a backdrop to momentous developments in international news 

and national development. It also discusses how El Imparcial offered opportunities to proffer 

dissent. These contributions can be still seen in domestic news coverage in Guatemala to this 

day. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

CONCLUSION 

  

Introduction 

To better understand Guatemala’s complex history, and specifically the role of 

newspapers, sometimes as bulwarks of the militarized state and at other times as somewhat 

muted sites of contestation, it proves necessary to undertake a fresh analysis of the dailies.  Far 

from simple disseminators of official propaganda, papers such as El Imparcial contain all 

manner of contradictory and problematic information. Violence reporting appears as a complex 

phenomenon ill-fitted to quick dismissal. It shows elite fears of disorder and of an untamed 

countryside. But it also shows how violence reporting might solicit multiple responses from an 

audience identifying to different extents with the militarized state and civilian elites. Similarly, 

the content of advertisements could make numerous suggestions and rarely saw a cohesive 

agenda other than selling products. Adverts did encourage a limited consumption style congruent 

with the promotion of similarly limited political participation. Reporting on development 

projects in El Imparcial reveals how articles suggest the promotion of agricultural export 

industry and public health initiatives fit into a wide-ranging plan of the militarized state. This 

plan included the consolidation of political, social, and economic power through greater military 

intervention in civilian life.  

Analyzing how El Imparcial recounted the world on a daily basis requires an approach 

that searches both the loud proclamations as well as the obscure whispers. The analysis of the 

sources has not only sought out emergent general trends but also the aberrations of the multiple 

voices expressed in the paper forms the thesis’ basis. The approach advocates a broad conception 

of audience where different suggestions may take root. Throughout the thesis, I have not 

privileged text as the sole form of evidence; I also draw on complicating factors of position and 

images. The three elements carefully analyzed represent three major concerns of Guatemalans: 

violence, consumption, and development. The undercarriage of all three of these elements is the 
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militarized state. In each of the elements, the role of the state appears both explicitly and 

implicitly. 

Three common threads link these elements together in El Imparcial. Most visibly the 

three elements reinforced virulent ethnic and gender stereotypes. A consequence of this 

reinforcement suggests how heavy-handed repression could have drawn from these stereotypes 

for justification of its brutal actions. Together the elements also contributed to the transformation 

of violence from something extraordinary into a mundane, almost expected, phenomenon. They 

made violence both a backdrop to development and an understood tool of everyday power. A 

consequence of this transformation was the necessity to increase violent measures to subdue 

popular dissension. Finally, all three elements reveal spaces for the newspaper to present 

dissenting voices. These small spaces of expression challenge the idea of total oppression. 

Approaching the newspaper as a cultural document helps to qualify many of the challenges 

posed to cultural history by Stephen Haber.1 Cultural history, rather than obfuscate a historical 

understanding, proves an indispensable tool in understanding complex process such as the rise of 

the militarized state and the role that newspapers played in that development. El Imparcial’s 

problematic stance with Arana Osorio government did not disappear with the weakening of the 

militarized state, contemporary reporting shows the same types of strain even today in 

Guatemala. 

 

Persisting Gender and Ethnic Stereotypes  

One of the common threads running through all of the studied elements of El Imparcial is 

the persistence of gender and ethnic stereotypes. Consumer and political adverts provide the 
                                                 
1 Stephen Haber, “Anything Goes: Mexico’s ‘New’ Cultural History,” The Hispanic American Historical Review, 
Vol. 79, No. 2, Special Issue: Mexico's New Cultural History: Una Lucha Libre. (May, 1999), pp. 309-330. Haber 
offers a number of biting criticisms to cultural historians of Mexico. His criticisms, however condescending, deserve 
some discussion for their relevance to this thesis. Haber launches one of his principal complaints against the 
“…categories of analysis and systems of classification that are vague, imprecise, and inconsistent… (p. 310)” He 
claims that they allow many inconsistencies in arguments to hide behind a “fog of words (p. 315)” He calls for a 
“grounding” of analytic categories. (p. 330) Yet Haber misses the usefulness of the very vague categories that he 
denigrates.  In this thesis “vague categories of analysis” help show that categories like gender, ethnicity, and 
socioeconomic class cannot be definitely distilled from one another in the newspaper. Frequently references to one 
of the other require the inclusion of the others, and they should. These perceptive characteristics only make up small 
parts of complex individuals. One cannot simply be of low socioeconomic class or of the female gender. Therefore, 
without “vague categories of analysis” one cannot analyze complex historical phenomenon.  It continues to battle 
grounding analytic categories. Without flexible analytic categories, the multiple messages of violence reporting 
could very well be drowned in a sea of “grounded,” yet homogenized notions of the press. Flexible analytic 
categories also allow several suggestions to come through in articles’ relative position and multivalent language and 
images.  
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most glaring examples. Native peoples appear as infantilized caricatures. They give readers cues 

to their supposed Native origins through stereotypical visual signals like sandals and machete 

sheaths.2 These infantilized caricatures convey a blatant, patronizing tone that advertisers 

expected their readers to understand. Furthermore, these images reinforced notions of a 

subservient Native people eagerly tending to the desires of the Ladino audience. Thus, these ads 

portrayed friendly Natives, those in compliance with their servile positions, into ones who accept 

their lots near the bottom rungs of the social hierarchy. Not only private companies promoted 

this imagery, state organizations also belie an official acceptance of the racist imagery in their 

adverts. Adverts did not limit themselves to ethnic stereotyping of Natives. They also mock 

Asians turning them into harmless, little boys graciously serving the nation.3 Ads also present 

peoples of African descent as wild and exotic.  The depictions strongly suggest the close links 

between repulsion and intrigue. Adverts consistently demonstrate lighter skinned individuals as 

objects of beauty and carriers of wealth. In the world of advertising, white was equated with 

power, Native and Asian with subservience, and African with savagery. Thus, adverts helped 

condition the mentality of readers into an acceptance of the state’s genocidal practices by 

depicting non-whites in dehumanized ways. 

Gender stereotypes also appear frequently in the sources consulted. Ads promote the 

apparent naturalness of males as the virile, clear thinking, rational sex. They further reinforce 

this by promoting the consumption of male hormones to maximize inherent natural maleness.4 

Political ads also depict male gender as the active and vigorous sex. They emphasize the personal 

achievements wrought by the center of power, President Arana Osorio. By contrast, adverts 

depict female gender into two lights, one as modern domestic consumers and the other as a 

desired object. The domestic consumer buys and works for and within the home. Her 

commodities are the modern washer and the vacuum cleaner. The machinery clearly bifurcates 

between backwards social elements, namely Natives, and the modern Ladino female. Women 

also appear as objects of desire. Adverts typically contain “exotic” foreign women to cash in on 

                                                 
2 See Appendix: Figure 23 
 
3 See Appendix: Figure 16 
 
4 See Appendix: Figures 10, 11, & 12 
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the two expected desires, for women and for foreign women in particular.5 Both gender and 

ethnicity collude frequently in ads to reinforce one another. Native women appear spinning 

textiles or serving food, showing the dual stereotyping at work.6

Ethnic and gender stereotypes appear less blatantly in violence reporting. Generally 

physical descriptions can leave some cues to readers, either in the form of telling types of 

clothing or location of the violent acts, countryside versus city. But definitive suggestions are 

elusive: being found in a finca (akin to a plantation) or wearing tattered clothing does not overtly 

label individuals with ethnic stereotypes; these are the details that El Imparcial most frequently 

gives in cases involving violent acts.7 Gender stereotypes are also muted suggestions in violence 

reporting. The language hardly differs in cases reporting men as compared to cases involving 

women. Reports on dead bodies are overwhelmingly blasé in tone and rarely suggest the how-

and-whys of unexplained deaths. The bulk of such reporting references the male gender, perhaps 

because men were most targeted for death squad activity during the period studied. 

 Ethnic and gender stereotypes appear in reports about national progress. In highly 

orchestrated ceremonies, the agriculturally bound Native or rural Ladino shows his gratitude to 

Arana Osorio for providing him the means to serve his country more efficiently in his 

appropriate position. Western medicine, as a purported gauge of superiority, also reinforces 

ethnic stereotypes. It replaces the “outmoded” traditional caregivers and extends modern health 

care possibilities y to individuals otherwise left behind by the vehicle of progress. In these 

articles, the state also presents itself as the beacon of male and female behavior. The active and 

vigorous male of the state embodied by Arana Osorio appears as a central source of power and 

initiative. The state represents the embodiment of caretaker and selfless provider through Señora 

de Arana who appears frequently as a matron to public health and social programs for women.8

 These multiple expressions of gender and ethnic stereotypes reflect the importance given 

to them by the state as well as the civilian elite. These are not merely background considerations. 

Very clearly they come across as significant guidelines for life. Their rigidity among elites is 

                                                 
5 See Appendix: Figure 18 
6 See Appendix: Figure 22 depicts a caricature Native woman serving food. Figure 27 shows an ostensibly native 
woman spinning textile near the center bottom. 
 
7
 Finca refers to a large agricultural landholding used primarily for commercial production. 

 
8 See “Donativo para Capacitar a la Mujer Entrega,” 28 February 1974 and 
 “Señora de Arana Recorre Nuevo Tipo de Casas que Erige el INVI,” 17 August 1972, p. 1 
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reflected in El Imparcial, but as an evolving process, their appearance also strengthens this 

rigidity. These considerations become more and more central to people’s understanding of the 

world. The persistence of ethnic stereotypes in adverts might be conceived of as both a 

consequence and a contributor to elite adoptions. This adds greater context to later ethnic 

genocide in the countryside. Even illiterate individuals could gain exposure to the powerful 

images in newspapers. The message of a naturalness of Native subservience, with little doubt, 

could contribute to heavy-handed repression deemed necessary in the face of apparent 

“unnatural” resistance to “natural” Ladino power. 

 

Making Violence Mundane 

 El Imparcial’s violence reporting and adverts both contributed to the making of violence 

into a mundane occurrence rather than something rare or worse, a signifier of turmoil. Violence 

reporting more frequently bowed to international news and to news about development. These 

reports occupy positions of begrudging acknowledgement. They are not loud pronoucements. 

While they do appear front page, they rarely ever take center stage. Violent incidents of all 

different types: potentially political to accidental appear grouped together under broad, generic 

headlines.9 These articles encapsulate succinct stories and are taken almost exclusively from 

official sources. They evince very little investigative urge. This general trend minimizes the 

disruptive element of violence. Vividly describing dead body conditions can also, paradoxically, 

internalize the norms of violence. Macabre articles about tortured victims appear in less 

compelling, visual positions but frequently enough to sustain the ordinary nature of their 

presence.10  The contrasting emphasis on how the state improves the lot of its people presents a 

provocative mix. Violence appears as background yet an ever-present part of the developing 

nation. 

A highly pronounced political face of violence does appear on occasion in El Imparcial. 

The strongest showing of “Guerrillas” and “Death Squads” in the paper appears near the time of 

                                                 
9 See for examples: “Varios Ahogados, Un Acribillado, Un Ahorcado, Hallazgo Macabro,” 4 January 1973, pp. 1 & 
7, “Calavera y 3 Cadáveres Hallan; Hallan Varios Muertos en Accientes,” 8 November 1973, pp. 1 & 4, “Secuela de 
Accidentes y Violencia,” 17 January 74 pp. 1 & 8, and “14 Muerto Más en el País durante la ultimas 24 horas,” 27 
December 1973, pp. 1 & 9.  
 
10 See for examples: “Torturado, Quemado, y Con 9 Tiros Fue Muerto un Joven,” 11 May 1972, pp. 1 & 8 and 
“Acribillados y Torturados Aparecieron Tres Cadáveres,” 4 November 1971, pp. 1 & 2. 
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presidential administration changes.11 This trend implies the very calculated use of violence by 

the state. Its endemic application against opposition necessitates downplaying in the press. While 

simultaneously, the military’s hold over political and social life requires the punctuation of 

visible violence. Changes in administrations represent a liminal time—a period of uncertainty 

when the state must perforce wield greater violence to maintain order.  In this way, state violence 

provides a malleable tool to effect people’s perceptions of security. But there is an apparent 

consequence of making violence appear mundane; it becomes an entrenched part of reality. The 

power of shock diminishes, and popular discontent against the violence grows muted. This feeds 

a cycle whereby more and more violence is needed to capitalize on the shock value. One might 

observe this cycle culminating in the late 1970s and early 1980s as state violence magnified to a 

grotesque level to discourage opposition. 

 Adverts also contributed to making violence more mundane. By reinforcing the imagery 

of warfare with household products, individuals receive positive images of violence as a show of 

strength and pleasure. Paints that wage unceasing war against their grimy adversaries are the 

stuff people purchase to protect their homes (in this case ostensibly against rust and rot).12 The 

smooth integration of such discourse into quotidian activities is significant. Adverts also could 

conjure up gender stereotypes to make violence less an aberration. The militarized, cigarette-

smoking man emasculates those who do not ascribe to his tough ways.13 Also the “Butcher of 

Zacapa,” Arana Osorio, the military leader of the nation, appears frequently to remind the 

readers of his strength and resolve. The combined imagery is a powerful suggestion of the day-

to-day legitimacy of violence. This trend is a strong suggestion of the contributions newspapers 

like El Imparcial could make towards reifying violence’s apparent naturalness as well. 

 

Resisting as an Elite Vehicle 

 Although unable to operate in an atmosphere of complete press freedom, El Imparcial 

nevertheless presented information not completely silenced by oppression. It did not always 

                                                 
11 See for examples: “Dos Guerrilleros Huyen Tras Tiroteo en Encuentro Casual; Quizó 1 Herido,” 3 September 
1970, p. 1, “Muerto por Asaltante; el Escuadrón de Muerte Cobra su 12 Victima” 14 February 1974, p. 1., “14 
Escuadronado: por Asaltante” 4 April 1974, pp. 1 & 4 
 
12 See Appendix: Figure 13. 
 
13 See Appendix: Figure 14. 
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present information like a fawning ally of the militarized state. Despite the repression, it still 

managed to present spaces for dissenting voices. Adverts offered some small places of 

contestation. As a purchased space, they offer the greatest opportunity for a private or public 

actor to put forth a political agenda. Under ambiguous pseudonyms, one could advance bitter 

criticisms with relative anonymity. Adverts purchased by companies could deny charges or 

attempt to explain away unpopular actions to readers.14  

As previously discussed, the violence reporting in El Imparcial comes across at first very 

uncritical of the government. However, it too offers chances to advance accusations of state 

culpability. The infrequent, yet tense headlines containing contradictory phrases offer oblique 

suggestions of state culpability.15 The inclusion of interviews from victims’ family members 

offers an unofficial voice of criticism.16 Many times these unofficial voices express some 

suspicion of state involvement. These opportunities are muffled cries, no doubt, but what they do 

suggest is a document of much greater complexity than previously thought. The paper presents a 

porous boundary between compliance and resistance. To this end, the cultural analyses also helps 

remind the dismissive scholar of the numerous hands involved in the creation of newspapers. At 

each stage before publication, individuals leave their own mark on the document. Expanding a 

study into newspapers would require an intimate investigation into the backgrounds of these 

individuals. Understanding their worldviews, experiences, and personal relationships with the 

militarized state could tell how the newspaper chose its particular agenda. 

 

New Research 

 The most promising new research will employ a similar method of cultural history to 

explore more newspapers over longer periods of time. The advantages of doing so may lead to 

more lines of inquiry. It may open up avenues to discuss how newspapers conditioned ground 

level military personnel’s understanding of their world and their place in it. Such work may 

                                                 
14 See for examples “Hay suficiente azucar para consumo al precio normal,” 28 June 1973, p. 7 and “INDE Medidas 
Preventivas,” 3 may 1973, p. 5, this large ad for the Nacional Institute for Electrification shows three articles taken 
from showing a scarcity of electricity in neighboring countries like El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica. It 
claims it is proud to claim no scarcity exists in Guatemala because of the institute. 
 
15 See “‘Ojo por Ojo’ Cadáver de Desconocido Acusado de Desertor FAR,” 7 May 1970, pp. 1 & 4 
 
16 See “Estudiante de 22 Años Secuestrado” 8 June 1972 pp. 1 & 7 
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contribute to the understanding how multiple lower level army conscripts could engage in a 

massive, planned genocide of the late 1970s and 1980s.17 Further challenging the idea of an 

ineffectual nature of the printed press also entails conducting research into how and what 

newspapers were drawn on for radio broadcasts. This may help explain what information was 

available for daily consumption and how it resisted or contributed to the hegemonic aspirations 

of the militarized state. The approach may also look for parallels elsewhere in Latin America like 

the repressive regime of Augusto Pinochet in Chile. A promising avenue may be to study the 

differences in advertising between Chile and Guatemala. How ethnicity in advertisements 

differed in each country may reveal some telling features of how insurgency and threat was 

perceived differently under repressive regimes.  

 

Conclusion 

 The press in Guatemala has entered a new stage with the advent of the Internet. The 

country’s most popular newspaper, La Prensa Libre, is now available online and provides a new 

way of looking at news. Despite this technological innovation, some similar patterns still arise 

concerning political violence. Coverage on the assassination of José Eduardo D’Aubisson 

Mungía, shows how Prensa Libre still practice forms of self-restraint.18 The son of the infamous 

death squad leader, Roberto D’Aubuisson, José Eduardo, two other prominent members of El 

Salvador’s elite and their driver, were brutally assassinated in Guatemala earlier this year. 

Despite the Guatemalan government’s quick arrests of police officers implicated in the crime and 

a supposed climate of press freedom, the content of Prensa Libre’s article is telling when 

compared to other coverage from Reuters and the International Herald Tribune.
19 While the 

other two news sources frequently mention José Eduardo’s father’s infamous reputation, Prensa 

Libre remains silent on the issue. It only points out that Roberto D’Aubisson helped found the 

                                                 
17 The body of literature discussing this movement is vast. Most influential here is the study of upper-level military 
reasoning for planned genocide in: Schirmer, The Guatemalan Military Project. 
 
18 See:  “Asesinan a tres diputados al Parlacen,” 20 February 2007, La Prensa Libre. (Available online: 
http://www.prensalibre.com/pl/2007/febrero/20/163937.html) This paper has had an obviously different trajectory 
than El Imparcial; it survived as a viable organization. 
 
19 See: Marc Lacy, “Killings of four Salvadorans evokes ‘80’s conflict,” 21 February 2007 International Herald 

Tribune (Available online: http://www.iht.com/articles/2007/02/21/news/salvador.php) and “Three Salvadoran 
Congressman killed in Guatemala,” 20 February 1971, Reuters (Available online: 
http://www.alertnet.org/thenews/newsdesk/N20458461.htm) 
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ruling party of contemporary El Salvador, Nationalist Republican Alliance (ARENA). In this 

respect, the other two sources definitively appear more willing to suggest the still lingering 

shadow of political violence in Central America. The International Herald Tribune article even 

points out Roberto D’Aubuisson’s order to kill Archbishop Óscar Arnulfo Romero. The most 

suggestive component of Prensa Libre’s article describes the efficiency of the security forces 

surrounding the crime scene. It claims that three checkpoints had been set up to restrict access to 

the crime scene. The article implicitly recognizes the importance of showing Guatemalan forces 

as capable and efficient. It also acknowledges the limited ability of the paper to press serious 

inquiries into the event. The conspicuous silence on the issue of death squads and recent history 

says something larger about practicing journalism in Guatemala today. It tells how a long legacy 

of self-restraint and careful reporting has survived to this very day and how a viable newspaper 

must blend the demands of the public with those of the state.  

 As the above example illustrates, the contours for press behavior exhibited during the 

Arana Osorio administration continue in operation today. Prensa Libre, like El Imparcial, 

operates within a society conditioned by quotidian violence, in the case of the latter the instituted 

violence of the militarized state, and in the case of the former a hydra-like violence fueled by an 

ever expanding international drug trade.  Indeed, José Eduardo’s murder has been linked to a 

feud between warring illegal drug runners.20 Just as overt and implicit threats of violence 

operated to silence the newspapers, with varying rates of success, during the Arana Osorio 

period, today different modes of violence attempt to smother voices of discontent.  To 

understand the historical process that led to today’s conditions, an understanding of past events 

proves indispensable. Perhaps this thesis can serve as a first step towards fuller cultural histories 

of modern Guatemala to better understand modes of resistance and accommodation during the 

country’s turbulent and often times bloodied history. 

 
 

                                                 
20 See James C. McKinley Jr. and Eugene Palumbo, “In Guatemala, Officers’ Killings Echo Dirty War,” 5 March 
2007 New York Times. Late Edition. 
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APPENDIX: FIGURES 
 
 

 
Figure 1.  Female Oriented Advert (Source:  18 April 1974 p. 9) 

90 



 
Figure 2. Household Appliance Advert (Source:  date unknown) 
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Figure 3. A Selection of Film Adverts (Source:  5 July 1973 p. 7) 
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Figure 4. Florida Lifestyle Advert (Source:  22 July 1971 p. 13) 
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Figure 5. To New Orleans Advert (Source:  29 March 1972 p. 16) 
 

94 



 
Figure 6. Idealized Female Advert (Source:  21 March 1974) 
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Figure 7. Idealized Male Advert (Source:  22 April 1971 p. 8) 
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Figure 8. “Norforms” Advert (Source:  20 January 1972 p. 8) 
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Figure 9. Stereotyped Male Advert (Source:  26 September 1973 p. 3) 
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Figures 10, 11, 12. Male Virility Adverts. Counter clock-wise from top (Sources: : 16 March 
1972 P. 16, 10 June 1971 P. 7, and 24 September 1970) 
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Figure 13. Militarized Paint Advert (Source:  16 March 1972 p. 16) 
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Figure 14. Plaza Cigarette Advert (Source:  16 March 1972 p. 16) 
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Figure 15. Gallo Beer Advert (Source:  9 March 1972 p. 9) 
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Figure 16. Toyota Advert (Source:  20 January 1972 p. 11) 
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Figures 17 & 18 Cine Paris Ads (Source:16 March 1972 p. 8 & 2 March 1972 p. 6) 
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Figures 19 & 20. Cine Paris Anglicism Advert and Sexualized Foreigner Film Advert (Sources:  
18 May 1972 p. 6 & 7 March 1974 p. 6) 

105 



 
 
 

 
 
Figures 21 & 22. Exoticized Africa Advert and Native Caricature Restaurant Advert 
respectively. (Sources: 3 February 1972 p. 7 & 23 May 1974 p. 4) 
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Figure 23. Natives Caricature INDECA Government Advert (Source:  24 April 1974) 
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Figures 24 & 25: Rural and Ladino Caricature IGSS Government Adverts, respectively (Sources: 
: 23 March 1972 p. 4 & p. 12) 
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Figure 26. Central American Brewery “We Believe in Guatemala” Advert (Source: 14 
September 1972) 
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Figure 27. Central American Brewery “We Have Faith in Guatemala” Advert (Source: 14 
September 1972) 
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Figure 28. Central American Brewery “We Invest in Guatemala” Advert (Source: 14 September 
1972) 
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Figures 29 & 30. Carlos Arana Osorio Political Ads (Sources: 1 February 1972 p. 2 & 5 October 
1972 p. 6)
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