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A memorial to victims of La Violencia, the Guatemalan government’s scorched
earth campaign against insurgents, which took place in the 1980s. Ostensibly
intended to root out guerrilla forces, military campaigns often targeted civilians in
rural indigenous communities.
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The Maya of New Bedford:
Genesis and Evolution of a Community, 1980 – 2010
LISA MAYA KNAUER

Editor’s Introduction: New Bedford has a long and storied history.
Europeans ﬁrst settled the area in 1652 when Plymouth Colony
settlers purchased the land from the Wampanoag tribe. During the
nineteenth century New Bedford was one of the most important
whaling ports in the world. Today it remains one of the nation’s
largest ﬁshing ports. Its working waterfront and Whaling Museum
attract visitors from around the world.
In the late nineteenth century, New Bedford also emerged as one
of the largest producers of cotton textiles and yarns in the country.
In 1920, at the height of its prosperity, seventy mills employed
41,380 workers, and the city’s population reached 121,217. Today
it stands at roughly 95,000, making New Bedford the sixth-largest
city in Massachusetts.
In 2007 a raid on a local garment factory by immigration agents
shone a national spotlight on the extent to which the local ﬁsh
processing and garment production industries relied upon a largely
undocumented immigrant workforce. New Bedford has always had
a unique, multicultural, and mixed-race population, with waves of
immigrants providing the labor for its ships, mills, and factories.
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African Americans, Portuguese, and Cape Verdeans joined Irish,
French Canadian, and other European immigrants. Today, however,
Latinos are among the city’s fastest-growing population. By ofﬁcial
census counts (which may underrepresent their true numbers), in
2000 Latinos were 10.1 percent of the city’s population; in 2010
they were 15.1 percent and 28 percent of students in city schools
were Latino. The Maya community in New Bedford is among the
most recent and least well-known.1
Drawing on a long-term ethnographic study of Central American
communities in New England, this fascinating article explores the
formation of the Maya community in New Bedford, examining
why the Maya chose to leave Guatemala and the social and
economic conditions that drew them to New Bedford. Lisa Maya
Knauer is an associate professor of anthropology at the University
of Massachusetts Dartmouth. She has traveled extensively in
Guatemala.
*****
On March 7, 2007, Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE)
agents, along with state and local police, carried out a dramatic assaultstyle workplace raid on the Michael Bianco Inc. factory, one of a small
number of garment and textile factories still operating in the former mill
town of New Bedford, Massachusetts. With patrol cars surrounding the
plant, helicopters swirling overhead, and Coast Guard vessels patrolling
the harbor to prevent any escapes by water, ICE agents and other law
enforcement ofﬁcers, many dressed in riot gear, entered the factory. There
they encountered a largely undocumented and female immigrant workforce
making leather backpacks to be used by U.S. troops; the company had
won a lucrative contract with the Department of Defense. Within a few
hours, ICE ofﬁcials loaded 361 employees onto buses and sent them to
an immigration processing center at Fort Devens, where other ofﬁcials
collected data and ﬁngerprints.2 ICE then sent most of the workers to
detention facilities, some as far away as Harlingen, Texas—against the
protests of New Bedford’s mayor, Scott Lang, and Massachusetts governor
Deval Patrick.3
While the detainees included migrant workers from several countries,
nearly half were Guatemalans, and most of those were Maya from the
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March 6, 2007: U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement ofﬁcials (ICE)
arrested 361 workers during a raid at Michael Bianco Inc., a leather goods factory
in New Bedford, and arrested the company’s owner and three top managers. They
were charged with helping workers obtain false documentation to live in the
United States. Source: www.southcoasttoday.com
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department of El Quiché, a region in the western highlands with a
predominantly indigenous population. The next largest national group
represented among the detainees was Salvadorans, with Hondurans
ranking third. Other nationalities represented included Portuguese,
Brazilians, Cape Verdeans and Mexicans.4 Over half of the detainees were
women—not surprising, as most workers in garment industries worldwide
are female—and several were mothers of young children. The raid placed
New Bedford’s Central American communities in an unaccustomed
spotlight as the story quickly spread to national and even international
media.5
The raid exposed what had been an open secret: the extent to which
local businesses (especially ﬁsh processing and garment production) had
come to rely upon a largely undocumented immigrant workforce. While
many local residents, especially those in the historically immigrant and
working class North End and South End neighborhoods, were aware of the
newcomers, most did not realize how extensive this population was and
how embedded it was in the local economy. The fact that so many detainees
were women and mothers also made evident a dramatic demographic shift
in the “new immigrant communities”: these were no longer primarily
composed of men on their own, but now included women, couples, and
families.6
The raid produced mixed responses both locally and nationally. Many
were outraged by the harsh and peremptory treatment of the workers, and
especially by the plight of children, including breast-fed infants, whose
mothers had been sent thousands of miles away. Local churches opened
their doors, and many elected ofﬁcials, including Governor Deval Patrick,
Senators Ted Kennedy and John Kerry, Congressman Barney Frank and
other members of the Massachusetts congressional delegation rushed
to New Bedford in the days following the raid. There, they visited the
basement of Guadalupe Parish at St. James Church (effectively a Latino
parish sharing a church building with an English-speaking congregation)
which had been turned into the nerve center of the support and advocacy
efforts. At the same time, the raid catalyzed anti-immigrant sentiment,
prompting local radio talk show hosts to step up their invective against
the immigrants.7
Thirty-ﬁve people who could prove they were caregivers of young
children were released within two weeks. Others remained in detention
for several months; the last detainee was released in March 2008, over a
year after the raid.8 One hundred sixty-ﬁve of the detainees were deported,
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some voluntarily and others involuntarily, while the remainder were
released. Many of these have pending immigration cases.9
News of the raid hit our campus, only ﬁve miles from New Bedford,
almost immediately, and many in the university community lent moral
and material support to the families of those detained. In the weeks and
months after the raid, students (and colleagues) would frequently ask,
“But how did all those Guatemalans wind up in New Bedford?” a city
that was ﬁxed in many people’s minds as a stronghold of Portuguese
and Azorean immigrants and their descendants. This article, based on a
long term ethnographic study of the Central American communities in
New Bedford, sketches the formation of the Maya community in New
Bedford, using the 2007 raid as an entry point. Although there are sizeable
Central American communities in several Massachusetts cities (notably,
East Boston, Chelsea and Lynn) and in nearby Providence, Rhode Island,
and Willamantic, Connecticut, scholars have only recently turned their
attention to these populations.10
Colleagues had told me about the Maya community when I ﬁrst came
to southeastern Massachusetts in 2003, but they were only tangentially
related to my research interests at the time. I had begun a project about
heritage politics and urban development in New Bedford, examining how
ethnically and racially deﬁned communities used festivals, parades and
other performances to stake claims on urban space against the backdrop
of urban revitalization projects and historic preservation. One day in the
summer of 2005, I attended a Portuguese street festival in New Bedford’s
North End, a solidly working class neighborhood whose streets are lined
with wooden triple-decker houses. I had brought a camera to help me
analyze both the performances and the audiences’ engagement. In other
words, I was conducting ethnography.
But as I observed and photographed a brightly costumed folk dance
troupe twirling around on a cordoned-off stretch of pavement, my eye was
attracted to a small cluster of people standing at the back of the crowd—a
few young men, and one woman pushing a stroller. Not only was their
appearance distinctive—they were all short in stature, with straight
black hair and golden-brown skin—but they also held themselves apart
physically. They stood quietly at the edge of the performance space, while
the rest of the audience carried on animated conversations in varying
mixtures of Portuguese and English. These, then, I told myself, must be
some of the Maya that I had heard about.11 One of the men pulled out a
small camcorder and recorded some of the dance, and then they moved off
to another part of the festival. I was curious about what their “take” on the
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festival might be (although I did not approach them to ask), and what they
would do with the recording. Were they gathering images for a personal
archive or to share with family back home? 12 It occurred to me that they
were conducting ethnography, after a fashion. Throughout the afternoon
I saw others who appeared to be Maya, usually sticking together in small
groups, and my curiosity was piqued. As I walked back to my car I started
to look at mailboxes and buzzers and noticed many Spanish surnames
mixed in with the Portuguese ones.
At the same time, I heard more negative responses to the Maya
presence from community activists in New Bedford’s South End, another
working-class neighborhood of triple-decker houses and housing projects
historically populated by Portuguese, Cape Verdean, and other immigrants
who worked in the nearby mills. During community meetings and
informal gatherings in 2005 and 2006, a few voiced concern that Central
Americans were taking away what had been entry-level jobs for minorities
and complained that the new arrivals received preferential treatment from
the Catholic Church and social service organizations. It was not until a
few months after the 2007 ICE raid, however, that I decided to shift my
research focus.
HOW DID THE MAYA GET TO NEW BEDFORD?
For several years prior to the 2007 raid, the Maya and other Central
American immigrants had been a visible presence in the New Bedford
landscape, although they remained somewhat marginal socially and
culturally.13 Residents who drove along State Route 18 or other roads
along the waterfront often saw Maya men (and some women) walking
or bicycling to and from jobs in the seafood and ﬁsh-processing plants
(in local parlance, “ﬁsh houses”). They were so ubiquitous in that area
that some locals called the stretch of North Front Street that extends from
the docks up to the North End residential area “Maya alley.”14 On the
commercial strip along Acushnet Avenue in the North End, Portuguese
bakeries and restaurants were joined by Mi Tierra (My Land) Grocery
stores and the Tienda Centroamericana (Central American Store). The
media coverage of the ICE raid and its aftermath called attention to the
extent and depth of the Central American presence in New Bedford, and
many local residents, like my students, began to ask why the Maya and
other Central Americans had come to New Bedford. These are really two
separate but related questions: Why did the Maya leave Guatemala? And
why and how did several thousand of them wind up in New Bedford?

THE MAYA OF NEW BEDFORD

THE MAYA DIASPORA FROM GUATEMALA
The Maya migration to New Bedford spans a period of approximately
twenty years, starting in the late 1980s during the height of the governmentsponsored massacres in Guatemala’s highlands, colloquially called La
Violencia (the violence). The government’s “scorched earth” campaign,
ostensibly to wipe out a guerilla insurgency, prompted a massive
outmigration from the war-torn areas.15 Although the armed conﬂict
ofﬁcially ended with the signing of peace accords in 1996, the country
continues to be plagued by violence, corruption, and economic disruption,
and migration has continued. However, the Maya diaspora has much deeper
roots in centuries-old patterns of economic and political inequality and
discrimination against the indigenous population.16 My Maya interlocutors
in New Bedford often place themselves in a ﬁve hundred year history of
repression dating back to the Spanish conquest.
Like many of its Latin American neighbors, Guatemala is characterized
by extreme disparities in wealth, status and power, with a tiny, privileged
elite and a deeply impoverished majority. More than 60 percent of
Guatemala’s population is indigenous (mostly Maya, with even higher

Church procession in Guatemala in memory of those disappeared during the war.
Photo: James Rodriguez/ www.mimundo.org
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concentrations in some areas).17 Moreover, about 70 percent of Guatemala’s
population is rural, and 80 percent of that rural population is poor.18 Yet,
the government and economy have been run almost exclusively by the
landed elite, who are almost entirely Ladinos, meaning of mixed Spanish
and indigenous descent.
For most of the modern period, foreign capital—especially multinational
corporations based in the United States—has dominated Guatemala’s
economy, skewing development towards exports of agricultural goods such
as fruit, coffee, and cardamom. The economy is thus highly susceptible to
ﬂuctuations in world market prices for agricultural commodities. Since the
1980s, Guatemala has also become part of the global assembly line as many
multinational companies have opened assembly plants (maquiladoras),
mostly near the nation’s capital, Guatemala City, and its environs.
While many Maya are small farmers, deeply entrenched inequities
in land ownership—two percent of the population owns seventy percent
of the land—mean that it is difﬁcult to support families on small plots.
And wage labor in cities or plantations has coexisted with a subsistence
rural economy. Men or even entire families continue to migrate to coastal
plantations for several months out of the year. Others, especially young
men and women, also migrate to Guatemala City in search of jobs.19 Most
of the Maya I have interviewed during the course of my research had been
internal migrants prior to migrating to the United States.
The actions of U.S. corporations and the U.S. government are also
at least partly responsible for the arrival of Guatemalans in the United
States. In the ﬁrst half of the twentieth century, much of the country’s
export-oriented agricultural production was controlled by U.S. companies
such as the United Fruit Company. In the 1950s, U.S.-based corporations
and the United States government saw President Jacobo Arbenz’ proposed
agrarian reform as a threat to United Fruit and other U.S. interests, and
the CIA engineered his overthrow in 1954, setting the stage for decades
of military rule by repressive regimes intent upon wiping out domestic
opposition and terrorizing the populace into submission, policies that
received the blessing (and material support) of several U.S. presidents. 20
The emergence of a guerrilla movement in the 1960s, based primarily
in the rural highlands, unleashed a murderous response from the militarybacked government, and the armed conﬂict lasted for more than 30 years,
until the signing of peace accords in 1996. The war took a heavy toll on the
country’s indigenous majority. While some Maya supported the guerrillas
and others backed the government, many tried to remain neutral. This
was often difﬁcult, as each side accused the Maya of sympathizing with
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Graph depicting the total estimates of killed. Source: State Violence
in Guatemala, 1960-1996: A Quantitative Reﬂection, by Patrick Ball,
Paul Kobrak, and Herbert F. Spirer, p. 83.

the other. The army launched military campaigns to root out support
for the guerrillas, often targeting rural indigenous communities.21 The
attacks increased in pace and intensity in the 1980s.22 Government forces
carried out some spectacularly bloody massacres, burning down entire
villages, including crops and livestock, and killing all the inhabitants. In
many cases they rounded up all the men and boys, who were then tortured
and/or killed; women and girls were not immune. The army established
“civilian patrols” in many rural areas, forcing the male inhabitants to join
or face torture and death.23
The Comisión de Esclaramiento Histórico (Commission for Historical
Clariﬁcation), established by the United Nations under the Oslo accords,
estimated that over 200,000 Guatemalans were killed during the armed
conﬂict: 83 percent of those killed were Maya. Government forces
were responsible for 93 percent of the killings.24 The department of El
Quiché was at the epicenter of the violence; over half of the documented
massacres—344 of 669—occurred in El Quiché.
Over a million Guatemalans, many of them Maya, left their homes and
many ﬂed their country. Some went to nearby Belize and southern Mexico,
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and others made it to the United States.25 The ﬁrst Maya communities
appeared in the southwestern United States and Florida, where Maya
joined the ranks of migrant agricultural laborers and factory workers.
Some traveled farther north and arrived in southern New England; around
1984, a small group of Guatemalans ﬂeeing the violence in El Quiché
arrived in Providence, Rhode Island, where they were able to ﬁnd jobs
in some of the remaining industries. As word got back to their home
communities in Guatemala that there were jobs available in Providence,
friends and relatives of the “pioneers” made the journey north as well.
Gradually these migrants formed a small enclave.26 The Maya were not
the only Guatemalans affected by the violence and economic instability,
and many Ladinos also left their country and settled in the United States.27
By the mid-1990s, there were around 15,000 Guatemalans in Providence,
but only about a third were Maya.28
Although the government and the guerilla forces signed peace
accords in 1996, thirty years of
war had taken a harsh toll on the
economy,
particularly in rural
areas. Army attacks left entire
villages depopulated and destroyed
homes, crops and livestock. While
a full discussion of post-war
Guatemala is beyond the scope of
this article, it is important to note a
few developments, as immigration
has continued and perhaps even
increased during the post-war
period—at least until the recession
that started in 2008.29 In the ﬁfteen
years since the peace accords were
signed, the Guatemalan economy
has stagnated. Although some
international NGOs established
ofﬁces in Guatemala and launched
Monsignor Gerardi (pictured) led
new development projects, many
the exhaustive Recuperation of
never saw completion.30
Historic Memory (REMHI) report:
Further, the cessation of hostilities
Guatemala Never Again. He was
did not mean an end to the violence.
assassinated in 1998 just days after
While Guatemala is nominally a
it was published. Photo: James
civilian democracy, many observers
Rodriguez / www.mimundo.org
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both inside and outside the country argue that the nature of power, and
the basic structures of inequality have not changed, except in external
appearance. Some of the military leaders who were the “authors” of the
wartime atrocities are still active in political life, while others operate
through more shadowy criminal enterprises.31 Political assassinations
have continued. A prominent Catholic clergyman, Bishop Juan Gerardi,
was murdered in 1998, two days after the publication of Guatemala Nunca
Más! (Guatemala Never Again), a report about human rights abuses during
the war that Gerardi had co-authored.32 Guatemala has one of the highest
murder rates in Latin America, and gang violence is a persistent problem,
especially in the cities.33 According to human rights activists, there are
approximately twenty murders a day, as well as numerous abductions
and rapes. In recent years, these attacks are increasingly directed towards
women, leading human rights advocates to use the term “femicide.”34
THE MAYA ARRIVE IN NEW BEDFORD
The formation of the Maya community in New Bedford also needs to
be understood in terms of larger historical patterns of migration, where
ethnic and family-based social networks (along with the local labor market)
play a large role in determining where refugees and migrants settle. In a
pattern that is common to many immigrant populations throughout the
world, once a small number of people from a particular region, town or
ethnic group have settled in an area, that town becomes a magnet for their
relatives, friends and co-ethnics as word travels back to the “sending
community.” Since employers often prefer to use employees’ social
networks rather than formal labor markets for hiring, those early arrivals
can often ﬁnd work for their relatives and friends.
By the height of the Guatemalan civil war in the 1980s, New Bedford
had succeeded in establishing itself as an internationally prominent ﬁshing
port, primarily for scallops and groundﬁsh. Investors set up seafood
processing plants along the waterfront, and there was plenty of work to go
around. Initially the work was unionized and relatively well-paid, and the
workforce was largely comprised of Azorean, Cape Verdean, and other
immigrants and their descendants. A concerted effort by the owners of
the packing houses broke the unions in 1983, laying the ground for the
employment of undocumented immigrants who began to arrive in New
Bedford around the same time.35
As already noted earlier, by this time Guatemalan refugees and migrants
from El Quiché—both Ladino and Maya—had already established a small
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enclave in Providence, Rhode Island. According to oral histories collected
by Dirlam et al, the settlement in New Bedford began when a Maya man
had trouble ﬁnding work in Providence and headed for New Bedford,
where he knew no one and spent the ﬁrst night under a highway overpass.
The next day he found a job at one of the ﬁsh houses and sent word back
to friends in Providence. He was soon joined by one of his brothers and
another friend.36 Over the next few years a small trickle of Maya moved
from Providence to New Bedford.
The early arrivals took whatever jobs were available that did not require
English language proﬁciency or speciﬁc skills. In addition to the ﬁsh
houses, some found work in construction, in various craft occupations,
and in the garment industry. Work was plentiful if grueling; as Jimmy,
a Salvadoran immigrant recalled, “They would come to your house and
knock on your door and offer you work.”37
During the ﬁrst years of Maya settlement in New Bedford, it was
a secondary destination for migrants. Most migrants spent months or
even years living and working in other areas (including but not limited
to Providence) and then moved to New Bedford. Few set out from
Guatemala with the intention of settling in New Bedford. However,
by the early twenty-ﬁrst century, New Bedford had become a primary
destination. While some still go to Providence ﬁrst, many Maya now settle
directly in New Bedford. However, familial and other ties continue to
link the two communities, along with other Maya nuclei throughout New
England, including Willimantic, Connecticut; East Boston; and Lynn,
Massachusetts. Providence boasts several Guatemalan grocery stores,
bakeries and restaurants, so many of New Bedford’s Maya residents make
shopping trips to Providence. The Guatemalan consulate has a regional
ofﬁce in Providence, and although the consul visits New Bedford a few
times a year to take care of routine matters like issuing government ID
cards, important or urgent consular matters are another reason that New
Bedford residents visit Providence. In addition, many have relatives or
friends in Providence, and some still commute from one city to the other
for work.38
The community in New Bedford grew slowly. Not all of the early arrivals
stayed, or at least not the ﬁrst time they came to New Bedford. Several of
my interlocutors had left Guatemala in the late 1980s or early 1990s, but
returned after a few years because of familial obligations or because they
thought the situation in Guatemala had calmed down sufﬁciently for them
to resume their livelihoods there. However, a combination of violence and
poverty pushed them to migrate again.39 Most of the early migrants were
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young men, often traveling on their own or with a small number of friends
or relatives. Although the army (and the guerrilla forces) was sometimes
indiscriminate in its attacks on indigenous communities, the army and
government-backed death squads more often targeted men. Young men
were especially vulnerable to forced conscription into the army or civilian
patrols. My research assistant Adrian Ventura recounted on several
occasions the degrading and dehumanizing treatment he received as an
unwilling recruit into the army before he was able to escape.40 In addition,
the war had disrupted traditional economies since violence and the threat
of violence forced people to ﬂee, and it was hard for people to tend their
milpa (corn) plots if they frequently had to seek refuge in the jungle,
leave their lands entirely, or serve in civilian patrols. Migrating to coastal
plantations was also risky since travel meant passing through numerous
army checkpoints, which always carried the risk of arbitrary detention,
conscription, or worse.41
Genaro’s story is fairly typical.42 He was fourteen years old when he
made up his mind to leave Guatemala in 1991. Two of Genaro’s older
brothers were already in New Bedford. He traveled alone through Mexico
and into the United States, where he was sheltered by a family in the
Southwest. They were eager for him to stay with them but he wanted
to join his brothers, and once they were able to send him the money he
headed across the country to New Bedford. He told me that when he
arrived, “There were only ﬁve Central Americans in New Bedford. There
were my two brothers and me, and two Salvadoran brothers. That was
it.” While Genaro’s two older brothers have since returned to Guatemala,
other siblings, along with cousins and friends, followed Genaro, who has
remained in New Bedford.
Some Maya had witnessed the armed forces torturing and/or killing
family members or neighbors, or were themselves threatened by the
military. Human rights advocates have argued that the government practiced
selective assassination to remove potential opposition leaders. In rural areas
like El Quiché, the government forces singled out community leaders,
including those who held traditional cargos (local leadership positions),
peasant organizers, or human rights activists.43 These analyses are borne
out by the experiences of my interviewees. Anibal Lucas, the longtime
director of Organización Maya K’iche (OMK), a cultural and advocacy
organization in New Bedford, said that the government had targeted his
father because he was a community leader, and a successful store owner.
44
His father-in-law, another community leader, was also assassinated.
According to Lucas, the army wanted to kill all the men in his family,
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and so he left Guatemala in the mid1980s, ﬁrst settling in Florida. He
returned to Guatemala but left again
in the early 1990s and came to New
Bedford.45 René Moreno, a court
interpreter, was a young child when
his father, also a community leader,
was murdered by death squads in
San Andres Sajcabajá. He went into
hiding with his mother and his baby
brother, and when he was older, left
for the United States. René’s father’s
remains were retrieved when many
Anibal Lucas was the Executive
mass graves were excavated after
Director of the Organizacion Maya
the peace accords were signed.46
K’iche in New Bedford. Source:
Adrian Ventura, who was brieﬂy
http://www.wbur.org/2010/05/10/
discussed above, lost several family
invisible-communities-i
members in one of the large-scale
massacres in El Quiché. On February
7, 1982, the army attacked the village of Agua Tibia, burning seventy-two
houses, including those of Ventura’s relatives. In another village, the army
tortured and killed the pregnant wife of one of his cousins: they cut out
her tongue, gouged out her eyes, and removed the fetus from her womb
before ﬁnally killing her.47
Ventura, like some others in the community, has a complex migration
history. He left Guatemala four times altogether: the ﬁrst two times he
went to Mexico and then returned to Guatemala where he married and
had children. He ﬁrst came to the United States in 1993 but returned to
Guatemala the following year. After the signing of the Peace Accords, he
worked with the Catholic Archbishop’s Human Rights Ofﬁce (known as
the Oﬁcina de Derechos Humanos del Arzobispado, or ODHA). That work
resulted in the 1998 publication of Guatemala Nunca Más! (Guatemala
Never Again), the report mentioned above.48 He later participated in
local government in the municipality of Chinique but was disgusted by
the widespread corruption he encountered. He was asked to sign off on
kickbacks to local ofﬁcials, and his refusal to do so put him in a risky
position. As the post-war situation continued to deteriorate, he left
Guatemala again in 2003, this time heading for New Bedford.
MIGRANTS OR REFUGEES?
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Some Maya, especially those who witnessed or whose families were
directly affected by the terror of the civil war years, are frustrated that many
of their American neighbors and co-workers view them as “immigrants”
who came to the United States in pursuit of the American Dream. When
I called Adrian to check the details of the 1982 massacre and ﬁnd out if
he wanted me to use his real name, he exhorted me, “Make sure you tell
them that it was the government of the United States that was responsible,”
citing the U.S. government’s support of then-president Efraín Rios Montt,
and the role of the School of the Americas in training Guatemalan military
ofﬁcers.49 What I thought would be a short and perfunctory fact-checking
query turned into a lengthy discussion about the ethics of scholarship and
the politics of representation. Adrian was adamant that I use his real name
because he wanted readers to have to confront historical realities: these
events happened to real people with names and biographies.
However, in most cases it is difﬁcult to untangle the varied factors
that prompt decisions to migrate. Several of my interlocutors, especially
those who assumed leadership positions in the New Bedford community,
frequently pronounced that the Maya were refugees and not immigrants,
insisting in public statements and private conversation that the violence of
the war and its aftermath were solely responsible for their arrival in the
U.S. They further stated that as indigenous people of the Americas, they
knew no borders.50 In some instances, these discursive claims seemed
intended to distinguish the Maya from other Central and Latin Americans
in the local community and more broadly. To elaborate their claims of
difference, Maya leaders often emphasized that they were not native
Spanish speakers but that the language had been imposed on them by
force.
By interrogating these claims, I do not want to diminish the very real
trauma of massacres, torture, or the genocidal nature of the violence, nor
do I want to diminish the structural and persistent racism that shape the
lives of indigenous Guatemalans. Many interviewees, without prompting,
directly linked their departure to the war. This was especially true of
the early arrivals. One of my male interviewees chose the pseudonym
“Sobrevivente” (survivor). However, Ventura’s statement above, that the
Maya were not searching for the American dream, needs to be qualiﬁed.
When asked about their reasons for coming to the United States, Maya
interviewees frequently used terms like “para salir adelante” (to get ahead),
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and “para sacar adelante la familia” (to improve the family’s situation or
to help the family advance).51
Rural Guatemala still bears the scars of the war, but it is also scarred
by structural conditions that shape much of the global South: declining
prices for agricultural goods, neoliberal policies that privilege exportled industrialization, and the failure of state policies to address historic
inequities in land tenure and promote rural development.
When asked why he risked a second journey to the United States after
being deported, former Michael Bianco Inc. employee Jorge told me, “I
couldn’t do anything there [in Guatemala].” Jorge explained that after
eight months of unsuccessfully looking for work, he and his wife decided
to borrow the thousands of dollars necessary for the journey north, leaving
their seven-year-old son in the care of Jorge’s mother-in-law.52 However,
he also spoke about threats to his life from bandillas (gangs), sponsored
by current and former military personnel.
WOMEN’S MIGRATION NARRATIVES
Most of the early Maya arrivals were men, as Jorge’s story makes
clear. But it is no longer an exclusively sojourner or bachelor community.
Jorge had traveled alone the ﬁrst time, but his wife decided to accompany
him the second time. This demographic shift in migration was revealed
dramatically in the New Bedford ICE raid, as over two hundred of the
detainees were women. The presence of so many women challenges the
prevailing image of the “typical” undocumented worker as a single man,
perhaps a day laborer who hangs out on a street corner. It also contrasts
sharply with stereotyped views of Latin American women, and especially
indigenous women, as being tied to the domestic sphere. While male day
laborers may be the most visible segment of the undocumented immigrant
population, the Michael Bianco Inc. raid, and subsequent ICE raids in
Postville, Iowa and Mississippi, where many employees were women
and young people, demonstrate that the immigrant population is more
diverse.53
The large number of women among New Bedford’s undocumented
immigrant population points to the growing feminization of both internal
and international migration. Women now account for half of the foreignborn population in the United States.54 Scholars have argued that we need
to understand the speciﬁcities of women’s migration experiences. Many
early studies of transnational migration ignored or underemphasized
gender. Some early studies of Mexican migration noted that many women
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who migrated to the Southwest were following their husbands. However,
more recent studies show that more women are migrating on their own.55
My research shows similar patterns among Maya women in New
Bedford. Among my interviewees, around half the women had migrated
on their own56. Preliminary interviews suggest that the ﬁrst Maya women
to arrive in New Bedford were teenagers, traveling on their own, who
were joining older male relatives, usually fathers and brothers, who were
already living in New Bedford. Jessica, who spent three months in a
Harlingen, Texas detention center after the Michael Bianco Inc. raid but
was later released, typiﬁes these women. Jessica was the oldest daughter
in a family of six children (three girls and three boys), in Aguascalientes,
a small village near San Andres Sajcabajá. Her father came to the U.S. in
the late 1990s, and her oldest brother followed a few years later. Jessica
set out a year after her brother, and moved in with her relatives when
she arrived; she still shares an apartment with her father. Her brother has
moved out but still lives nearby.57 One of her father’s sisters also lives in
New Bedford.
Some women came to join husbands already in New Bedford. In a
small number of cases, couples made the journey together, leaving their
children with relatives in Guatemala. Maria, another Michael Bianco Inc.

Maya K’iche’ Women Sewing
These women are making beaded “boarders” for the skirts, blouses, and aprons
they sell. Totonicapan, Southwestern Guatemala. Photo: Brian W. Conz.
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worker, came to New Bedford with her husband, Pedro, leaving their three
children, now teenagers, with Maria’s mother.58 Still other women were
single when they arrived but married or established partnerships in New
Bedford.
While several of the women, especially those who had accompanied
or followed their husbands to the U.S., were amas de casa (housewives)
in Guatemala, nearly half had had experience with wage labor outside
their home communities.59 Sometimes older daughters accompanied their
fathers and brothers as seasonal migrants to coastal plantations, leaving
mothers, young children, and elders to cultivate family plots. In some
cases entire families migrated. Another common wage labor experience
for women was domestic work in Guatemala’s larger towns and cities.
Middle class Ladino families in Guatemala City and elsewhere customarily
employ young indigenous women as maids, and girls in their teens (or
even younger) often migrate to cities on their own to work as domestics to
help their families.60

Maya K’iche Children
Department of Totonicapán, Southwestern Guatemala. Photo: Brian W. Conz
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Still others had factory experience. The neoliberal policies implemented
by “post war” governments to promote foreign investment culminated
in Guatemala’s signing the Central American Free Trade Agreement
(CAFTA) in 2004.61 As a result, Guatemala is now home to hundreds of
foreign-owned garment and textile factories producing almost exclusively
for foreign markets. The garment industry employs more than 100,000
people, and around seventy-ﬁve percent of these are women.62 Several
of the Guatemalan women I interviewed in New Bedford had previous

Ixil Maya Mother and Child
Department of Quiche. Photo: Brian W. Conz
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experience working in garment factories in Guatemala, some starting in
their early or mid teens.
THE MAYA PRESENCE IN NEW BEDFORD
PRIOR TO THE RAID
The ICE raid, and the local debate about immigration, takes place
against a backdrop of an economic decline and a host of “urban problems”
and uncertainty about the city’s future. New Bedford has been struggling
to rebuild its sagging economy and its reputation for more than a decade.
It is widely perceived, both within the surrounding communities and
more broadly within the state and region, as a violent, drug-ridden, and
economically depressed area.63 This image was established, in part, by the
media coverage of a 1983 gang-rape of a young woman at a local bar named
Big Dan’s (and the success of the ﬁlm based on that incident, The Accused,
starring Jodie Foster).64 In more recent years, the city has seen a string of
unsolved murders, mostly of young men of color, some of which may be
tied to the drug trade or gang- and neighborhood-based rivalries.65
Recent studies have highlighted some of the “problem areas.” There
has been a noticeable decline in full-time, living-wage jobs in the area. In
terms of educational attainment, 42 percent of New Bedford residents did
not graduate from high school. Only 11 percent of New Bedford residents
have a college degree. In 2009, the unemployment rate was 12.7 percent,
signiﬁcantly above the statewide average of 9.3 percent. The 2000 census
showed that the city’s population had continued to decline; New Bedford
lost 6.2 percent of its population between 1990 and 2000.66
While ﬁshing and seafood processing are still an important part of the
local economy, they offer only limited employment opportunities. While
there were twenty-four seafood processing plants in the early 1990s, there
are now only seven, and they employ only about 450 workers.67 During
the past decade, local government ofﬁcials, businesses, developers, and
others have proposed various strategies and projects that are intended to
“revitalize” the economy and attract new businesses and/or population.
These include developing a “creative economy,” preserving New Bedford’s
historic architecture, promoting tourism, and opening gambling casinos.68
Several unused mill buildings, as well as other vacant properties in the
downtown historic district, have already been turned into condominiums
or upscale rental units. In 2005, a developer’s proposal to tear down an
underutilized mill building, the Fairhaven Mills, and replace it with a
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Home Depot sparked a heated public debate. The controversy simmered
for several years but eventually in 2009 the mill was razed.
There are no completely accurate ﬁgures on the Maya population in
New Bedford. Earl Chase, a member of the American Indian Friends
Coalition, the ﬁrst local organization to systematically reach out and offer
support to the Maya, did an informal survey of households and estimated
that by 2000, there were between three and ﬁve thousand Maya in New
Bedford.69
Undocumented residents are chronically undercounted in census ﬁgures
as many prefer to remain in the shadows rather than risk exposure. There
are several other factors that complicate the picture. While many Maya
and other Central Americans have lived in New Bedford uninterruptedly
for many years, undocumented immigrants are very vulnerable to shortterm ﬂuctuations in local economies and labor markets and they therefore
may leave the area temporarily (or permanently) for work elsewhere.
In addition, because of the complexities of Maya identity, and the nature
of ethnic/racial categories on census forms, the Maya population may have
been especially underrepresented. Many of New Bedford’s Maya do not
identify as “Latino” or “Hispanic.” Most speak some Spanish, but many
did not learn it until they were older, and some learned Spanish only after
leaving Guatemala. Some are nearly monolingual K’iche’ speakers. While
many identify as indigenous, they might not see themselves in the census
category “Native American.”70 Immigrant advocates currently estimate the
Maya population at four to six thousand.71 It is hard to give precise ﬁgures
on gender and age breakdown, or family and household composition. But
it appears to be a relatively young community, with many recent migrants.
For example, at a fall 2008 meeting on local policy regarding immigrants,
when Anibal Lucas, then director of Organización Maya K’iche’, asked
how many had been in New Bedford prior to 2001, only ﬁve or six of the
75 attendees raised their hands.72
There is anecdotal evidence from outreach workers at local health clinics
and Catholic Social Services of a “Maya baby boom.”73 At nearly every
public event that I have attended in the last three years, there are always
infants and at least one pregnant woman. The Massachusetts Department
of Education reports that 27.4 percent of the student population in New
Bedford’s public schools are Hispanic.74
People in maritime industries knew that most of the workers in the
ﬁsh processing plants were undocumented. A former student of mine who
worked for one of the major seafood companies reported that nearly all of
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the workers “on the ﬂoor” in his plant were Guatemalan, and that most of
them were undocumented. 75
As noted above, the Maya were highly visible as they walked or bicycled
to jobs in the ﬁsh houses or garment factories; few owned cars, and the
local buses are relatively expensive. Since many were paid in cash, or used
check-cashing services because they did not have bank accounts, they
were often victims of muggings or robberies.76 According to immigrant
advocates and the police, immigrant crime victims were often reluctant
to report the crimes, for several reasons. First, they often feared that
the police would turn them in to the immigration authorities. But also,
many had painful histories with law enforcement ofﬁcials in Guatemala.77
Guatemalan police often collaborated with the military during the armed
conﬂict. Even today, ofﬁcials investigating the role of the police in the
conﬂict, as well as the ofﬁcials’ families, have been threatened, beaten,
kidnapped, and tortured. There is widespread police corruption and there
have been numerous allegations, including by Guatemalan president
Alvaro Colom that members of Guatemala’s National Civilian Police, or
PNC, collaborate with drug trafﬁckers.78
OMK and other groups that serve the immigrant community approached
the New Bedford Police Department and city administration about the
victimization of immigrants, and the police agreed they would not ask
questions about immigration status when people reported crimes.79 Police
ofﬁcials worked with immigrant advocates to encourage immigrants to
report crimes or other abuses. After a young Mayan man was murdered
in September 2006, Catholic Social Services held a community forum
to discuss violence and invited the police, and there have been several
subsequent meetings.80
In another move that demonstrated the city government’s recognition
of the immigrant community, in 2005, then-Mayor Frederick Kalisz issued
an executive order that the city would recognize the identiﬁcation cards
issued by the Guatemalan government as a valid form of identiﬁcation.
The ID cards would help Guatemalans prove who they were to utility
companies, the police and social service agencies.81
However, while the Maya community maintained, for the most part,
a good working relationship with the Mayor’s ofﬁce and the police
department, Maya and other immigrant workers were also subject to many
workplace abuses such as speed-up, which often resulted in workplace
accidents; forced overtime, often with no additional compensation;
inadequate health and safety measures; and pressure against collective
action or joining a union. New Bedford is a city with a strong trade union
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tradition, and local union ofﬁcials as well as other labor advocates had
been trying to reach out to and offer support to the immigrant workers,
including helping the ﬁsh house workers ﬁle claims against their employers.
An investigation into the operations of the Michael Bianco Inc. factory
after the raid revealed that to avoid paying overtime, the owners had set up
a second, sham company, Front Line Defense Inc., operating at the same
address and performing the same work. After their normal shift, workers
would clock out on their Michael Bianco Inc. timecards and clock in for
the second company.82
Prior to the raid, while there many have been some resentment of
the newcomers, the Maya co-existed relatively peacefully with other
residents. While limited language skills, timidity, and lack of cultural
familiarity meant that many Maya had few friends and little contact
outside the tight circle of co-ethnics, there were efforts by Maya to reach
out to municipal authorities and other communities, as well as interest
from other residents about the Maya. The Organización Maya K’iche was
founded in 1996, with the explicit mission of promoting and preserving
Maya culture both within and outside the Maya community. In addition to
occasional workshops and classes on topics such as cosmology, weaving,
and traditional dance, geared mostly toward community members, they
also organized cultural events for non-Maya audiences, such as a 2002
exhibit of Maya weaving at the public library, and participated in cultural
events and festivals organized by other groups.83
This contrasts with Maya in nearby Providence and Boston.84 In both
of those cities where the Guatemalan population is either predominantly
Ladino or more evenly divided between Ladino and Maya, Maya did
not foreground their indigenous identity; many simply called themselves
“Guatemalans” and did not use the label “Maya,” and did not publicly display
markers of Mayan identity (such as language or traditional clothing). The
open expression, and even foregrounding, of Mayanness in New Bedford
may be due in part to the fact that there are relatively few Ladinos in
New Bedford and so the Guatemalan population is predominantly Maya.
Another important factor is the resurgence of Maya identity politics and
the emergence of a pan-Maya movement in Guatemala during the 1980s
and 1990s.85 Through writing, public forums, and other means, Maya
intellectuals and other community leaders put forward both political and
cultural agendas of “Maya revindication,” including a strong push to
preserve, legitimate and promote indigenous languages.86 Maya activism
stepped up during the negotiation and signing of the peace accords; for
example, in 1994, 150 Maya groups came together to form Coalition
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of Organizations of the Maya People of Guatemala (COPMAGUA), to
ensure that Maya concerns were heard in the peace negotiations between
the government and the guerrillas.87 At least a few leaders in the Maya
community in New Bedford either had relatives who were active in Maya
and campesino (peasant) organizations in Guatemala, or were involved
themselves.88 Whether or not they were directly involved in Mayanist
politics, most of New Bedford’s current Maya population were living in
Guatemala during this time and this undoubtedly had an impact.
Thus, the leadership Organización Maya K’iche’ have, for the
most part, adopted a strongly indigenist stance. Early on they developed
strategic alliances with local Native American communities, especially the
Mashpee Wampanoags, who have allowed the Maya to hold ceremonies
on their sacred land. 89 The walls of OMK’s ofﬁces are hung with brightly
colored huipiles (woven tunics or blouses usually worn by women) and
other Maya textiles, along with posters depicting Maya and Native North
Americans in heroic poses. The Mayanist theme is carried over onto
the organization’s website, and even most of the screen savers on the
ofﬁce computers are images of Maya archaeological sites, calendars and
hieroglyphs.90
In the aftermath of the ICE raid, both the organization and the
community were thrust into the spotlight. In some cases, Maya identity
was now strategically deployed for political ends. For example, at one of
the early immigration hearings, OMK brought all the Michael Bianco
Inc. detainees—whether Maya or not—to one of the early immigration
hearings dressed in traje típico, or typical dress.91 This gesture was
designed to underscore the distinctiveness of the Michael Bianco Inc.
workers and to bolster the indigenist stance that the Maya, at least, were
not “immigrants.”
CONCLUSION
Three years after the raid, it is still difﬁcult to make a simple
assessment of its impact on the community. The community has hardly
remained static, with many departures (voluntary and involuntary) as
well as arrivals via continued immigration as well as births. In some
ways, the Maya community is more ﬁrmly established, but the economic
crisis that erupted in 2008 has made the employment situation even more
precarious.
Many former Michael Bianco Inc. employees have had trouble ﬁnding
stable employment. Following the raid, according to my interlocutors,
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many New Bedford companies would not knowingly hire former Michael
Bianco Inc. employees, so they learned to omit that information from their
job history. Many of the released detainees who remained in New Bedford
continue to be caught up in legal proceedings with few clear indications
regarding the ultimate outcome of their cases.
Those who were deported suffered a second shock. Being returned
to their country in a diminished status without having accomplished the
economic goals they had set was often humiliating. Some were recent
arrivals who had only been working at the company a short time and had
not yet repaid the loans that had ﬁnanced their journeys to the U.S. Many
spent months without work, and some still have not found stable work in
Guatemala.92 Some are resigned to remaining in Guatemala; however, as
many as half of the Michael Bianco Inc. deportees have returned to the
U.S.93 This is not a decision lightly made, as they must not only indebt
themselves again to pay for the journey, but they also face harsh legal
penalties if caught a second time.
At the same time, the raid also forced, or encouraged, members of
the New Bedford community to use that heightened—and initially
unwanted—visibility to assert their presence, forge alliances, and
stake claims.94 The community, and especially OMK, has also gained a
national and international reputation. When ICE carried out workplace
raids in Iowa, Mississippi, and elsewhere, local advocates contacted
OMK for advice and help, and OMK director Lucas ﬂew to Iowa and
Mississippi. Meanwhile, the Guatemalan government has recognized the
potential importance of transnational migrants, and has established a new
organization called CONAMIGUA in an effort to “integrate” migrants and
their concerns into national planning; Anibal Lucas, the longtime director
of the K’iche cultural and advocacy organization OMK, was named as
New England representative. A small number of individuals who were
victims or survivors of torture and massacres have begun the process of
applying for refugee status.
The global and national economic crisis that started in 2008 had a
harsh impact on local business, which has dried up many employment
opportunities for immigrants. Many have been laid off or have seen their
hours cut, and many report that working conditions have deteriorated.
Many employers, while continuing to hire undocumented workers, are
using temporary employment agencies rather than hiring workers directly
–presumably to shield themselves from legal penalties. At the same
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time, however, Maya and other undocumented workers have become
increasingly vocal in articulating their rights as workers.
HJM
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html and the U.S. Census.
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There were 362 undocumented workers at the plant that day, but one woman
was injured in an attempt to evade the government ofﬁcials and she was taken for
medical treatment, resulting in 361 workers being sent to detention.
3
See Aaron Nicodemus, “Governor, mayor complain as immigrants are sent to
prisons throughout country.” The (New Bedford, MA) Standard-Times, March 9,
2007, A-4.
1
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BRAZILIANS IN SOUTHEASTERN MASSACHUSETTS
While many long-time New Bedford residents voiced concern
about the Central Americans, they are not the only newcomers. There
is a sizeable (and also largely undocumented) Brazilian immigrant
population in southeastern Massachusetts.1 However, for several
reasons, they do not attract as much attention or play as central a role
in immigration debates. Most did not walk across the Mexican border
on foot like the Central Americans but instead arrived at airports with
valid tourist visas, which they overstayed. Relative to the rest of the
local population, they are not as physically distinctive as the Central
Americans; while much of Brazil’s population has African ancestry,
the Brazilians who travel abroad tend to be whiter. Since they speak
Portuguese they can—at least from an outsider’s perspective—blend
in fairly easily with the large Portuguese and Azorean communities in
southeastern Massachusetts.
Researchers who have studied Brazilian immigrants in New
York, New Jersey, California and elsewhere argue that Brazilians
are relatively “invisible,” as their racial/ethnic identities are fairly
ambiguous in terms of U.S. racial/ethnic categories. This seems to
be equally true in Southeastern Massachusetts and Cape Cod, with
substantial populations of immigrants from the Portuguese-speaking
world and their descendants. 2
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See, among others, Eduardo Siqueira and Cileine de Lourenço, “Brazilians
in Massachusetts: Migration, Identity, and Work,” Latinos in New England,
Andres Torres ed. (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2006),187-201;
and M. Gloria de Sa, “Brazilians in New Bedford and Fall River,” Paper
presented at workshop “New Immigrants in Urban New England,” Center
for the Study of Race and Ethnicity, Brown University, Providence, RI, April
2003.
2
See Maxine Margolis, Little Brazil: An Ethnography of Brazilian
Immigrants in New York City (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1994); and Ana Ramos Zayas, “Between ‘Cultural Excess’ and Racial
‘Invisibility’: Brazilians and the Commercialization of Culture in Newark,”
in Becoming Brazuca: Brazilian Immigration to the United States, eds.
Clémence Jouët-Pastré and Leticia J. Braga (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2008)
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The advocacy and support groups working with the detainees and their
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Development Council (CEDC), the Organización Maya K’iche (OMK) and
Greater Boston Legal Services, tried to compile a rough demographic breakdown
of the detainees. The information in this paragraph comes from conversations
with Anibal Lucas (OMK), Corinn Williams (CEDC), and Denise Porche and
Marc Fallon (CSS)
5
Yvonne Abraham and Brian Ballou, “350 Are Held in Immigration Raid,”
The Boston Globe, March 7, 2007; and “Raid Legal, But Outcomes Troubling,”
The Boston Globe, March 7, 2007. An Associated Press story on the raid was
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“Children Left Stranded After Migrants Held in Factory Raid,” The (London)
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Pursues Immigrant Case To Texas,” The Houston Chronicle, March 11, 2007, 3).
See also Pam Belluck, “Lawyers Say U.S. Acted in Bad Faith After Immigrant
Raid In Massachusetts,” The New York Times, March 22, 2007.
6
Migration Information Source, an online database and research hub, calculates
that women comprised 49.2 percent of the foreign-born population of the U.S. in
2000, and 50.1 percent of those who immigrated in 2000. It is not clear whether
these ﬁgures fully account for undocumented migration. See Aaron Terrazas and
Jeanne Batalove, “Frequently Requested Statistics on Immigrants and Immigration
in the United States,” published October 2009, http://www.migrationinformation.
org/USfocus/display.cfm?id=747#2
7
See Becky Evans, “‘Without Her I’m Dead’: Families Torn Apart by
Immigration Raid Struggle to Find Hope,” Standard-Times, March 11, 2007, A05; Yvonne Abraham, “Raid Bares Deep Divide; in New Bedford, hard lines over
illegal immigration,” The Boston Globe. Apr 15, 2007, A1.
8
One of the 361 detainees, who was only seventeen years old at the time of the
raid, was granted permanent residency as he was a minor without a parent (his
mother remained in Guatemala).
9
Becky Evans, “Last of Bianco Detainees To Be Freed,” SouthCoastToday.
com, March 19, 2008.
10
See Debra Rodman, “Gender, Migration and Transnational Identities: Maya
and Ladino Relations in Eastern Guatemala,” unpublished doctoral dissertation,
University of Florida, 2006; and Patricia Foxen, In Search of Providence
(Knoxville, TN: Vanderbilt University Press, 2007).
11
While many people, both Maya and non-Maya, use physical appearance
as one marker of identity, it is important to clarify that a collection of visible
physical markers, or phenotype, is not synonymous with ethnicity. In Guatemala,
indigenous and/or Maya identity is usually deﬁned by several factors: geographic
location (rural origins, and even more precisely, the speciﬁc town, village or
hamlet where one resides), speaking one of the twenty-two recognized Maya
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languages, and wearing clothing deﬁned as traje típico (“typical garments”).
Most of the New Bedford Maya are from the department of El Quiché, and speak
the K’iche’ language, and sometimes identify themselves as Maya-K’iche’, to
make clear the speciﬁcity of their ethnic origins. However, as Foxen points out, in
contemporary Guatemala these identity markers are continually in ﬂux, as many
Maya have migrated to cities or abroad, learned Spanish (not always voluntarily)
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12
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