Teaching the Human Story

of the Guatemalan Genocide

The Genocide in Guatemala

Overview

Guatemala, located in the heart of Central America, was once home to the thriving Mayan
civilization known for its incredible achievements in art, science, and architecture. The Mayans
built grand cities and developed a rich cultural legacy. Despite their enduring influence, the
indigenous Mayan population faced significant discrimination, which eventually led to growing

conflicts with the government and contributed to the violence of the Guatemalan genocide.

The Guatemalan genocide took place during the Guatemalan Civil War (1960-1996)—with violence
peaking during the late 1970s and 1980s—and represents one of the darkest chapters in Latin
American history. At its heart was the deliberate and systemic targeting of indigenous Mayan
communities, caught in a deadly cycle of conflict that gripped the nation from 1960 to 1996
(“Genocide in Guatemala” 2025). This violence escalated to unimaginable heights between 1981
and 1983 under the ruthless military rule of General Efrain Rios Montt (Higonnet 2009, 8). The
United Nations-backed Historical Clarification Commission (CEH) identified these atrocities as
acts of genocide, a tragic acknowledgement of the scale of atrocities. With over 200,000 civilians of
Mayan origin killed (“Genocide in Guatemala” 2025), this genocide was not an isolated eruption of
violence, but the culmination of deep-rooted political, economic, and social inequalities, further

inflamed by Cold War dynamics and state-sponsored counterinsurgency campaigns.
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Why Did the Genocide Happen?

The genocide was rooted in longstanding inequalities and tensions between the government and the
country’s indigenous Mayan population. For centuries, indigenous communities faced systemic
discrimination and marginalization. Land distribution was unequal, with much of the arable land
controlled by wealthy elites which left the Indigenous peasants impoverished.

During the Cold War, these social tensions escalated due to the emergence of leftist guerilla movements
that arose to challenge the oppressive status quo (Stanley 2007). The Guatemalan government, fearing
a communist uprising, responded with brutal counterinsurgency tactics. Backed by the United States
which was determined to eradicate the influence of communism in Latin America (Ewell 2005), the
Guatemalan army framed indigenous populations as sympathetic to guerrilla groups. The genocidal
campaign was justified under the pretense of national security. Indigenous communities were accused
of harboring insurgents and were labeled as “internal enemies.” This led to deliberate targeting of
Mayan villages, where the military aimed to destroy the supposed guerilla presence as well as the
cultural identity of the indigenous peoples.

Who Perpetrated the Violence?

The primary perpetrators of the violence of the genocide were the Guatemalan military and its allied
paramilitary groups. Under the leadership of General Efrain Rios Montt and other military personnel,
the government launched a brutal campaign to eliminate indigenous Mayancommunities, accusing
them of supporting guerrilla groups. This campaign would involve massacres, forced disappearances,
torture, destruction of villages, and summary executions of civilians at the hands of the military regime.
According to author and scholar Etelle Higonnet, “Between the years 1981 and 1983, the Guatemalan
anti-communist army and its right-wing parliamentary allies executed over one hundred thousand
Mayan peasants so unlucky as to live in a region identified as the seedbed of a Leftist insurgency”
(Higonnet 2009, 1). Consequentially, this campaign scarred the soul of a nation, leaving generations to
grapple with the profound loss and enduring pain inflicted upon the Mayan people.

Significant Events

The Panzos Massacre, which occurred on May 29, 1978, is one of the most significant events during the
genocide. In the small town of Panzos, government forces opened fire on indigenous Mayan civilians,
killing around 140 people including women and children (“Guatemala: Peasant Massacre” 2007). Many
of the victims were unarmed, highlighting the severe human rights abuses that were rampant during
Guatemala’s civil war.

Additionally, the government’s counterinsurgency strategy dubbed “Operation Sophia,” which occurred
between 1981 and 1983, aimed “to end insurgent guerilla warfare by destroying the civilian base in
which they hid” (“Genocide in Guatemala” 2025). This campaign involved mass killings, village
obliteration, and widespread human rights abuses with the intent to eliminate all threats to the
government and perceived opposition. Operation Sophia exemplified the extreme measures taken by
the government.
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Who Were the Victims, and Where did the Violence Unfold?

While the government claimed it was fighting rebels, the majority of victims were innocent
civilians, particularly indigenous people, who were targeted because of their ethnicity and
supposed opposition to the state. These were often farmers, families, and elders — ordinary people
living in remote villages who became caught in the crossfire of a brutal military campaign
(Blakeley 2009). The violence unfolded in the highlands of Guatemala, with massacres devastating
regions like the Ixil and Ixcan areas of northern El Quiché, as well as Baja Verapaz (Sanford 2009).
The military used a “scorched earth” strategy which entailed destroying homes, crops, and
livestock, thus forcing survivors to flee into the mountains or live in hiding.

According to the United States Institute of Peace, more than 200,000 people were killed with 83%
of the victims being of Mayan origin and 17% Ladino (mixed indigenous and Spanish) (“Truth
Commission: Guatemala” 1997). This violence was not just physical but cultural, as the
destruction of Mayan villages and traditions was an attack on their identity and way of life.

How did the Violence End?

The violence officially ended in 1996, when the government signed The Accord for a Firm and
Lasting Peace with the Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity (URNG). These agreements
ended the 36-year civil war between the government and guerilla groups, marking a shift toward
peace and reconciliation. While the peace accords brought a formal end to the conflict, many
survivors of the genocide still faced struggles, including a lack of justice and recognition. The
scars of the genocide remain, but the end of the violence marked a step towards rebuilding the
country and seeking accountability for the atrocities committed.
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What Were the Most Prominent Responses to the Violence?

After the violence ended, international responses pushed for justice and accountability. The
United Nations-sponsored Truth Commission (1997) documented the atrocities confirming that
the Guatemalan military was responsible for most of the killings (“Genocide in Guatemala” 2025).
Transitional justice efforts, like legal trials, faced many challenges, as most perpetrators were
never punished. It was not until the 2010s that high-profile trials began, such as the trial of former
dictator Efrain Rios Montt. After two months of trial, Rios Montt was convicted in 2013 for having
orchestrated a counterinsurgency campaign which led to the deaths of nearly 2000 Mayan Ixil
Indians as well as the forced displacement of many others (Efrain Rios Montt” 2025). Additionally,
he was convicted of pardoning other crimes such as torture and rape. This would mark the first
time that a former head of government would be prosecuted for such crimes in a national court as
opposed to an international court (Efrain Rios Montt” 2025).

However, shortly after, the Constitutional Court annulled the conviction of Rios Montt due to
procedural irregularities. A few months later, the same court ruled that Rios Montt be exonerated
under general amnesty. While a challenge to that decision was pending, a new trial was set for
January 5, 2015. However, the retrial was delayed when Rios Montt’s lawyers forced one of the
judges to step down from the case (“Efrain Rios Montt” 2025). After several delays and court
decisions, his retrial started in 2017. Because of his deteriorating health, the trial was held in
private, and it remained ongoing at the time of his death in 2018. Despite these efforts, the
process of achieving justice and healing continues, as many survivors still demand full
accountability and reparations.
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