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MAYA K’ICHE’ FAMILIES AND INTERGENERATIONAL 

MIGRATION WITHIN AND ACROSS BORDERS: AN EXPLORATORY 
MIXED-METHODS STUDY
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1. 

estimated 44.5 million immigrants in the United States, 
comprising 13.7% of the U.S. population (Zong, Batalova, & Burrows, 2019). Although 
undocumented migrants are more difficult to count, an estimated 11.3 million, that is, 25% of the 
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immigrants in the U.S. were of Latino origin (Zong et al., 2019). Despite increasing research 
with latinx residing in the U.S., much less is known about how sending families and 
communities, that is, those who remain in countries of origin or are forcibly sent back, respond 
to and make meanings of these experiences. This exploratory study with one Maya K’iche’ 
village is part of a larger multi-year participatory and action research process through which 
local Mayan protagonists and local as well as transnational advocates, activist scholars, 
educators, and service providers understood and responded to longstanding intergenerational 
internal and transnational forced migration in the 21st century. Through iterative analyses of 10 
in-depth interviews and a community-based census we document one community’s meaning 
making processes “from the ground up”, situating them within a transnational discussion about 
political-economic migration. 

As Kanstroom (2007) has noted, the U.S. has always welcomed migrants with one hand and 
deported them with the other, processes that are deeply racialized.  Since 9/11, U.S. policies and 
practice have become increasingly hostile toward migrants from El Salvador, Guatemala, and 
Honduras, including asylum-seekers and “political-economic migrants” (Achiume, 2017; 2019). 
Changes to border and interior enforcement threaten both migrants who journey north as well as 
those living in the U.S. without proper documentation. For example, the Trump administration 
has turned to increasingly brutal practices of separating children and parents at the border, 
detaining youth in inadequate and repressive centers longer than the six weeks permitted by court 
decisions, and instituting so-called “Migrant Protection Protocols”, forcing migrants seeking 
entry at the U.S. southern border to return to or remain in Mexico or a “Safe Third Country” 
(e.g., Guatemala) rather than the U.S., the country in which they seek asylum. 

These repressive practices make headlines in Central America and the U.S. while neither 
reducing the numbers heading north nor clarifying why people living in sending communities 
continue to risk the journey. The policies and practices of 21st century neoliberal global 
capitalism are but the most recent repressive political-economic incursions in post-genocidal 
Guatemala where extreme poverty, gang violence, feminicide, extractive industries, and 
structural racism persist, continuing to marginalize rural Mayan families and their communities’ 
well-being. Trump’s inflammatory rhetoric and multiple efforts to “build a wall” at the U.S.’s 
southern border with Mexico as well as the growing militarization there and at Mexico’s border 
with Guatemala are designed to dissuade migration but are met by migrants’ increasing 
resistance or what José Luis Rocha (2017) characterizes as “civil disobedience” evidenced in, 
among other creative strategies, the caravans that they have organized that both reduce costs and 
enhance protection when traveling north.  

The work presented here reports on some of the characteristics and experiences of one Mayan 
community that has been significantly impacted by migration. This community is one among 
others who participated in the Migration and Human Rights Project (MHRP) of the Center for 
Human Rights & International Justice at Boston College (BC) and the Franciscan sisters in 
Zacualpa (see Lykes, McDonald, & Boc, 2012, for a full description of the project). The MHRP 
was developed to provide psychosocial accompaniment (Watkins, 2019) to migrant families and 
communities through designing and facilitating participatory and action research processes 
(Lykes & Crosby, 2015) that documented their experiences and the multiple ways in which these 
sending families were affected by transnational migration. The project was initiated in 2008 in 
response to the March 6, 2007 Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) raid on the Bianco 
factory in New Bedford, MA.  Three hundred sixty-one mostly Guatemalan and predominantly 
young Mayan workers, including 110 who were the sole caretakers of U.S. born children, were 
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detained in the raid. CHRIJ students and staff partnered with two U.S. immigrant organizations 
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*+(,-"+",&2.) [::3,'+) ":) Z"4,39) ;&/42'&"%? Migration flows to and from Central and South 
America have created a large number of transnational and mixed-status families, i.e., household 
units where members of the family have separate living arrangements in different countries 
and/or members with diverse citizenship statuses due to migration, but retain close 
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Álvarez López & Chich González, 2016). 
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they went, the amount of debt they had incurred for the journey, whether they were detained, 
deported, or returned to Guatemala by their own volition, as well as their legal situation in the 
U.S. The final section of the survey sought to document material benefits that respondents 
perceived to be the result of migration and included housing quality (i.e., building materials, 
plumbing, cooking methods (gas, electricity, firewood, etc.)) and other material goods (e.g., 
radio, television, cell phone, computer, or vehicle). Data collection was carried out by local co-
researchers from the MHRP during 2011. Responses were entered into an Excel sheet by the 
research team in Guatemala, and were later transferred to SPSS statistical software by the U.S.-
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sustain their intergenerational families whose well-being or 1$3%) 6&6&4 [living well] was a 
persistent goal. We describe the model’s elements (&'2.&,&O39 and in 1".9)as they are mentioned 
in the text) and the relationships among them in more detail below and include findings from the 
quantitative survey, providing a holistic mosaic.   

Interviewees’ unde
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with parents and children living in the home. However, 25.5% of households included three-
generations with parents living with their adult children and grandchildren. Only 8.8% of 
households were comprised of only one generation. Three-generation families were significantly 
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[crying] because I suffer too.” 
All interviewees noted multiple challenges attendant to A0&J-,.) -,) G%'/6:'(' ? Some 

emphasized “pitiful wages” or limited job opportunities due to owners’ “lack of [good]will”, 
while others noted difficult environmental conditions and crop failures. Despite ongoing 
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experienced migration had larger homes as measured by the number of rooms (p < .01). 
Specifically, families that had experienced migration had an average of 2.64 rooms in their 
home, while those who had not had a migrant had an average of 1.94 rooms (the survey specified 
that respondents should report the number of rooms excluding the bathroom and kitchen). This 
variable was a proxy for size of house since information on square footage was not available. 

We expected that families that had experienced migration but still had not paid off their house 
(of which there were 9) might have high levels of migratory debt. We found that this is the case: 
the families that had experienced migration and paid off their house had a mean family migratory 
debt of 14,294.12 quetzales ($1,822.07 USD), while those families that had experienced 
migration but had not paid off their house had a mean family migratory debt that was over three 
and a half times larger at 50,875 quetzales ($6,485.04 USD).  
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reported regular (e.g., weekly) or episodic communication with their family members in the U.S. 
Interviewees explained that they communicated more with their U.S.-based family members 
when they had important messages to deliver or particular issues to address, for example, 
regarding the migration debt, the need for money or a message regarding their children.  

Some interviewees explained how a migrant family member had left their children behind 
with grandparents or other family in Tablón or in a neighboring village. Some described the 
migrant parent as maintaining constant communication with their children, sometimes being 
actively involved in decisions regarding their children’s lives. Others, typically men, left their 
spouses behind with children. These women narrated new challenges due to a partner’s absence. 

Despite the important recognition of many children—and their teachers and other adults in the 
community—that parents have migra
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Despite complex and seemingly contradictory particularities within each family, work and 

family were salient themes in all interviews, and A0&J-,.)'1 )[part of interviewee’s])(-=6)1/&%..(6)
/0A'&41)(-@-,.)A6(()QL%6,)@-@-&`. Interviewees emphasized work as constitutive of who they were 
from childhood, noting that they had instilled this “habit of being” in their children and 
grandchildren. Participants underscored working hard and struggling as necessities and as 
reflective of their investment in providing more opportunities for future generations (e.g., their 
support of children’s and grandchildren’s education). Some interviewees noted that they had 
begun to reap the benefits of their work in Guatemala. Others explained that it was the efforts of 
U.S.-based family members that enabled them to have “a better life” in Guatemala. Hopes for the 
future included wanting to work for themselves (rather than for others) and to learn new skills. 
Central to most narratives was an expressed desire to live with dignity and respect, to progress 
towards clearly imagined goals. One man noted that “we may not have studied the letters, but we 
have a mind to think about how we want to live.” Mayan hopes, aspirations, and acts of 
resistance or protagonism are grounded in more than 500 years of love for family and 
community as well as hard work. Civil disobedience including the scaling of walls, traversal of 
borders, defiance of repressive immigration policies and practices, and trasnationalizing of 
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The findings from this mixed-
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material possessions. The qualitative interviews with older women required translation and 
interpretation from K’iche’ to Spanish and vice versa and local residents rather than professional 
translators provided these resources.  Ongoing training with co-researchers and interpreters 
helped illuminate and redress some of these challenges but the lack of formally trained K’iche’-
speaking researchers was a persistent limitation. Despite these limitations this exploratory 
sequential mixed-methods study offers a thicker description “from the ground up”, work that 
documents cross-border actions and multiple meanings made of family, work, and well-being by 
some rural May
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