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Rural and Urban Ethnicity : Indios and Ladinos of Guatemala
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The population of Guatemala, which exceeds ten million today, is divided into two groups:
indigenas (or indios) and ladinos. The former comprises the majority of the Guatemalan
population, but there is an extremely wide range of estimates of the exact numbers. It is
impossible to determine the exact population ratio, due to the ambiguous nature of the ethnic
boundary. While there is a clear boundary between the indios and ladinos and the tension
between the two groups is fairly high, the actual definition of each group is indeterminate.
Ladinos are viewed as non—indios and indios are viewed as non-ladinos; thus they comprise
inverse images. Frequently indios are defined by their language and clothing, but we should
also consider the rural-urban axis as an essential factor in the ethnic dimension. This is not
the same as Robert Redfield’s folk—urban continuum; instead we should reconsider the mean-
ing of “rural community” as the essential component of the identity of indios and urban
orientation as essential to the identity of ladinos. By looking at the problem from this angle,
we can readily understand the issue of identity change, i.e. indios becoming ladinos. The
boundary between the two groups is porous and flexible, and there are a number of ways for
indios to become ladinos. In particular, the tremendous number of indios who quietly move
from rural communities into urban settings come to define themselves as ladinos. However,
many educated urban indios now claim that their primordial identity is Mayan, and this pan—
Maya movement may play an essential role in the development of Guatemala’s political future.
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1) John D. Early, The Demographic Structure and Evolution of a Peasant System : The Guate-
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