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Maya after War is an engaging, ethnographically rich examination of how 
community members in the primarily Mam Maya community of Todos Santos 
Cuchumatán, Guatemala experience the transitional period following the 1996 
Peace Accords, a period deemed “after war.” Drawing from 20 years of 
grounded fieldwork, Jennifer Burrell expertly reveals the nuanced responses 
of community members to a complicated confluence of local, national, and 
transnational struggles for power, all of which are embedded within current 
constraints of ongoing violence, failed democratic processes, and economic 
pressures that have led to mass wage-labor migration. Burrell’s astute use of 
“inclusive methodology” (p. 22) has allowed her to masterfully portray the 
everyday frustrations, relationships, and agentive practices of Todosanteros 
who simultaneously grapple with the legacies of war and the current after war 
struggle for peace, justice, and democracy.  
 
Maya after War is a highly accessible book, appealing to anyone with a 
specific interest in Guatemala or a general interest in post-war transition. Part 
of Burrell’s effectiveness in this far-reaching work is her keen ability to 
present complex concepts and then to link them directly to quotidian 
experiences succinctly and comprehensibly. For example, the book’s first 
section begins with a concise overview of the historical processes that led to 
and fueled the 36-year civil war and genocide in Guatemala. Burrell then 
connects these larger historical factors to the lived experiences of 
Todosanteros during the period of la violencia, the local designation for the 
especially brutal period of the early 1980s. By exploring local accounts, 
Burrell carefully attends to the hardships experienced by community members 
and also elucidates how Todosanteros have actively engaged in locally 
situated strategies during and following the war, often in a counter-hegemonic 
struggle against the state. She similarly illustrates how long-standing personal 
and community-based conflicts stemming from issues such as land disputes, 
water rights, and unpaid debts were swept up into the politicized environment 
of localized experiences of the war and further fueled state-sponsored brutality 
commonly through civil patrols. As Burrell illustrates, the entanglement of 
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local conflicts with the war has continued to color the post-war period for 
Todosanteros in distinct ways.  
 
With this in mind, Burrell examines place and space in Todos Santos, where 
land shortages have been a central concern for generations. Engaging area 
students in a participatory mapmaking workshop, Burrell unveils how space is 
socially perceived and contested at the local level, at the same time that its 
documentation remains chiefly under state control. Through maps and map-
making, Burrell provides yet another lucid example of how the disjunction 
between local knowledge and state power manifests in Todosanteros’ 
everyday lives. 
 
Extending her analyses of Todosanteros’ local encounters with conflict, 
power, and politics, Burrell also centers on struggles over historical narratives. 
She notes that community-level conflicts over historical narratives and 
memories of war are commonly ignored in the larger, dominant historical 
narratives that have emerged after war. To counter this effect, Burrell 
moderated several history workshops with Todosanteros, which led to rich 
community discussions surrounding costumbre (Mayan religious practice and 
customs existing along with Catholicism). Through discussions of the 
contested history surrounding costumbre and of cultural revitalization efforts 
taking place in Todos Santos, such as the annual community fiesta, 
community members have brought to light local historical experiences that 
have been silenced, yet are imperative for expanding historical knowledge of 
the war and its aftermath. The inclusion of local and often competing versions 
of history into historical narratives is essential for the recuperation of history. 
Burrell also shows how such inclusion remains highly politicized, especially 
given widespread impunity. She illuminates how reconciling history is further 
complicated by issues of transnational migration and tensions surrounding 
migrant struggles for identity, belonging, legitimacy, and authenticity, as well 
as state projects of neoliberal multiculturalism that have emerged in the after 
war epoch.  
 
While initial analyses in Maya after War provide an indispensable framework 
and intriguing examination of local and state contestations of power, the real 
tour de force arrives in the final two chapters. Chapter 5 deals with the surge 
of lynchings in the countryside after the war. Occurring against an ambiguous 
backdrop of escalating violence, impunity, and poverty, lynchings reflect local 
desires for security and conflict resolution under circumstances where the 
state’s justice system has yet to prove its ability to redress local conflicts and 
issues. Burrell illustrates this deftly with the lynching case of a Japanese 
tourist and his driver in Todos Santos. Typically public lynchings afford 
anonymity to perpetrators, yet this lynching—which drew national and 
international attention—resulted in individuals turning in fellow community 
members to state authorities. Taking advantage of the unusual presence of the 
state in the community following the lynching, Todosanteros often falsely 
accused others, with whom they had long-standing conflicts, of participating 
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in the lynching. Through these accusations, Todosanteros sought to actively 
engage the normally absent state in resolving historic community-based 
antagonisms. Meanwhile press coverage largely touted the Maya community 
as ignorant and backward, reflecting the enduring and pervasive racism and 
inequality still prevalent in Guatemala. Therefore, this particular lynching 
reveals the multi-layered discords and complexities embedded in local and 
national contradictions, neoliberal governmentality, and competing ideological 
orientations that continue to surface after war. 
 
In the final captivating chapter, Burrell expounds on how regional and 
national anxieties are further spurred by increased criminal and gang activity, 
which exacerbate contemporary struggles for local power. To substantiate this 
point, Burrell focuses on the tensions between historical forms of authority 
and traditional age-grade hierarchies of power in Todos Santos and the 
intergenerational challenges to these systems. While intergenerational conflict 
certainly is not new, older Todosanteros now contend with heightened 
anxieties associated with contemporary youth, especially with mareros (gang 
members) and returned wage-labor migrants who have gained unusual access 
to material wealth and social capital.  Younger generations, including mareros, 
are contesting and supplanting the traditional community gerontocracy. Older 
generations view this as eroding social collectivity. Loss of power, coupled 
with fears of increased crime, impunity, and gangs in the absence of national 
policing, has caused older generations to establish repressive security 
committees that eerily echo former civil patrols and consist of much of the 
same leadership. Re-paramilitarization within Todos Santos in the name of 
“gang-control” (p. 21) has had detrimental effects in the community as the line 
between normal youth rebellion and actual gang involvement has become 
substantially blurred. Today, the label “mareros” has become a catchall 
category for youth rebellion and is being used to justify repressive actions by 
the security committees, shaping after war personhood, subjectivity, and 
community cohesion in new, confounding ways.  
 
Maya after War is an unparalleled work that substantively contributes to 
contemporary literature focused on understanding just what “after war” means 
for survivors, their communities, and the neoliberal multiculturalist state. Each 
section and chapter assume an almost meditative feel, connecting theoretical 
concepts with real life examples in such grounded ways that the reader cannot 
help but ponder them reflectively. The only drawback of this work is that it 
leaves the reader hungry for more. Undoubtedly, this book will prove a lasting 
contribution to the advancement of scholarship concerning transitions 
following war, genocide, and state-sponsored terror, in the process almost 
certainly creating a legacy of its own.  
 


