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“Manz reads the larger political, national, and international contexts into
the gripping and nail-biting horror stories she tells about the life, death,
and rebirth of Santa Maria Tzeja, a tough little village in Guatemala to
which she is emotionally and politically bound for life. More than any
anthropologist of her generation, Manz is both ethnographer and com-
pafiera.” NANCY SCHEPER-HUGHES, author of Death without Weeping:
The Violence of Everyday Life in Brazil

“The violent overthrow of democracy in Guatemala in 1954 by the army,
with CIA backing, spelled the end of FDR’s ‘good neighbor’ policy. In its
stead, cold war ideology transformed Guatemala into one vast death camp.
No wonder President Clinton apologized to the victims of that genocide.
Beatriz Manz, as both an anthropologist and a human being, gives us the
precise account of the high price of a political mistake.” cArRLOS FUENTES

“Much more than the ethnography of a beleaguered village in Guatemala,
Paradise in Ashes is about how international politics, in this case, the
cold war, played itself out within a culture that is every bit as ‘foreign’
as that of Iraq or Afghanistan. Combining a lifetime of uncommonly solid
scholarship with a lively, accessible style, Manz has produced a genuine
landmark, blending the local with the global into a compelling new ap-
proach to problems that continue to bedevil our world.” vLars scHouLTZ,
author of Beneath the United States: A History of U.S. Policy toward
Latin America

“Studies of genocide, military repression, and the victimization of Latin
American peasants tend to be ordeals for all but the most dedicated
reader, full of stultifing statistics and harrowing violent incidents. But this
account of the settlement, destruction, and rebuilding of a single

Guatemalan village . . . is as emotionally enveloping as an Isabel Allende
novel.” Publishers Weekly

“Deeply engaging. . . . [M]akes an enormous impact as a first-hand ob-
server’s account of one of the largest-scale genocides in Latin American
history. . . . The details of Manz’s personal journey as anthropologist,
advocate, and friends to the people of Santa Maria Tzeja also make a
significant contribution to public anthropology.” ReVista: Harvard
Review of Latin America
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Foreword

The 1970s and the 1980s were a terrible period in Latin America. Coun-
try after country—Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Peru, El Salvador,
and Nicaragua, among others—was ravaged by repression and internal
armed contflict. The toll in lost lives and in suffering was immense. But
it was greatest of all in one of the smaller countries in the region where,
for a variety of reasons, it was least reported as it was taking place. We
now know that about two hundred thousand Guatemalans, most of them
Mayan Indians, were murdered during this period. The overwhelming
majority were slaughtered by the Guatemalan armed forces in what a
United Nations—sponsored “Historical Clarification Commission” that
published a twelve-volume report in 1999 appropriately labeled as
“genocide.” The number of deaths tabulated by the commission comes
close to the known total of all those killed in war and repression during
the 1970s and the 1980s throughout the rest of the western hemisphere.

Why was Guatemala so severely victimized? One hesitates to answer
such a question for fear of oversimplifying. Yet surely one factor was
that, of all countries in the region, it’s the one with the largest indige-
nous population and the country with the most notoriously brutal mil-
itary force. As the armed forces considered that insurgent forces were
rooted in those indigenous communities, they developed a counterin-
surgency strategy aimed at disrupting what they saw as the guerrilla base.
This was carried out by the armed forces, whose commanders had been
trained in the United States, and aided by the organization of paramili-
tary forces known as “civil patrols,” who set members of indigenous com-
munities against each other; through forced displacement and resettle-
ment so as to break up established relationships between residents of a
particular community; and through massacres that eradicated entire vil-
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xiv Foreword

lages by killing many of their residents and requiring the survivors to flee
for their lives.

Many factors combined to shield developments in Guatemala during
this period from outside scrutiny. The worst abuses took place in the high-
lands and distant rainforest regions of the country where the terrain is
difficult, where roads and communications facilities were absent, where
many different indigenous languages are spoken, and of course, where
it was very dangerous to be around while the killing was taking place.
During the worst times, there were no Guatemalan human rights or-
ganizations to report on developments, and most external human rights
monitors only visited for brief periods. Hardly any Guatemalan jour-
nalists reported on what was going on in the highlands, and the foreign
press corps covering the region focused on the wars in El Salvador and
Nicaragua, where the United States was much more visibly and overtly
involved. At the peak period of the massacres, during the presidency of
Efrain Rios Montt (1982-83), the United States Embassy in Guatemala
was effectively a public relations mouthpiece for the armed forces. It was
at this high point of the carnage that President Ronald Reagan labeled
human rights reports as “a bum rap” and that his Ambassador to the
United Nations, Jeane Kirkpatrick, said of the regime committing geno-
cide that it “offered new powers of self-government and self-defense to
the Indians” and that Rios Montt’s rule “included a strong effort to end
human rights abuses by government forces.”

Though the full extent of the slaughter in Guatemala was not known
internationally as it happened, enough was reported at the time to make
clear that a man-made catastrophe was taking place. One of the very few
outsiders who ventured into the heart of the most ravaged regions of the
country and stayed long enough to observe and understand what was
going on during the worst periods was Beatriz Manz. Her role was two-
fold. She pursued a scholarly study of a remote Mayan Indian commu-
nity, Santa Maria Tzeja and its people, and the manner in which the tragic
events of the period affected and transformed their village. At the same
time, enhancing greatly the risk to her own safety, she consistently spoke
out publicly about the crimes that she witnessed, providing crucial in-
formation for human rights reports, for the media, and for the United
States Congress.

Now Beatriz Manz has written a brilliant book that focuses sharply
on Santa Maria Tzeja and that simultaneously puts developments there
into the context of what was taking place throughout Guatemala. Her
book exemplifies public anthropology at its best. It combines close ob-
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servation of a community and its people and a wider-angle examination
of the political forces that distorted their lives. The author’s scholarly in-
tegrity and commitment to the cause of the Guatemalan villagers she
writes about are both evident, and neither is compromised in the inter-
est of the other. Beatriz Manz not only explains what happened but also
helps us understand what is happening in the postwar period. The result
is a book of singular importance. Paradise in Ashes is not only the most
outstanding work to emerge from the Guatemalan disaster; it also takes
its place among the handful of books—such as Elizabeth Becker’s account
of the Cambodian Holocaust, When the War Was Over, Chuck Sudetic’s
great work on the Bosnian tragedy, Blood and Vengeance, and Philip
Gourevitch’s book on the Rwandan genocide, We Wish to Inform You
That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed with Our Families—that we need to
read and reread to comprehend the terrible era through which we have

lived.

Aryeh Neier,

president of the Soros Foundation and
Open Society Institute, former
director of Human Rights Watch
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