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Irma Alicia Velásquez Nimatuj, the lead protagonist in 500 YEARS at the Ríos Montt genocide trial with                 
her daughter María Aguilar. (Photo: Daniel Hernández-Salazar) 
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At the time, the largest demonstration in the history of Guatemala took place in August 2015, after 
evidence of widespread corruption by the President Otto Pérez Molina was uncovered. Citizens took to 
the streets demanding his resignation and imprisonment. (Photo: skylight.is) 

ABOUT THE FILM: 500 YEARS 
(Pamela Yates, USA, 2017, 108 min. In Spanish with English subtitles) 
 
From a historic genocide trial to the ousting of a president, 500 YEARS tells a sweeping story of 
mounting resistance played out in Guatemala’s recent history, through the actions and 
perspectives of the majority indigenous Mayan population, who now stand poised to re-imagine 
their society.  
 
In 500 YEARS, the Mayans lead Guatemala to a historical tipping point, from the genocide trial 
of former dictator General Rios Montt to the citizen’s uprising that toppled President Otto Pérez 
Molina. While indigenous peoples of Guatemala are no strangers to oppression, with the recent 
events that took place over a tumultuous three-year span, change finally seems possible when 
their movement is met with the general public’s will to end corruption.  

THE RESISTANCE SAGA 
500 YEARS is the third and final installment in Director Pamela Yates and Skylight’s epic trilogy 
on Mayan indigenous resistance in Guatemala, The Resistance Saga, which began with When 
the Mountains Tremble (1983), is followed by Granito: How to Nail a Dictator (2011). The 
new film tells the sweeping story that led Guatemala to a tipping point in their history, from the 
genocide trial of former dictator General Ríos Montt to the popular movement that toppled sitting 
President Otto Pérez Molina. Focusing on universal themes of justice, racism, power and 
corruption, 500 YEARS tells the story from the perspective of the majority indigenous Mayan 
population in Guatemala, and explores their struggles in the country’s growing fight against 
impunity. 
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Mayan Ixil leader Matilde Terraza and Director of 500 YEARS Pamela 
Yates discussing the filming in Nebaj, Guatemala. (Photo: skylight.is) 

ABOUT THE 
FILMMAKER  
 
Pamela Yates is the 
Co-founder and Creative 
Director of Skylight, a 
non-profit company 
dedicated to creating 
feature length documentary 
films and digital media tools 
that advance awareness of 
human rights and the quest 
for justice by implementing 
multi-year outreach 
campaigns designed to 
engage, educate and 
activate social change.  

She is the Director of the Sundance Special Jury Award winning When the Mountains Tremble; 
the Executive Producer of the Academy Award winning Witness to War; and the Director of 
State of Fear: The Truth About Terrorism, which has been translated into 47 languages and 
broadcast in 154 countries. Her film Granito: How to Nail a Dictator, for which she awarded a 
Guggenheim Fellowship, was used as key forensic evidence in the genocide trial against Efraín 
Ríos Montt in Guatemala. Her third film in the Guatemalan trilogy, 500 YEARS had its world 
premiere at the 2017 Sundance Film Festival and is currently in wide release. 
 
Yates is a member of the Academy of Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences, Writers Guild of 
America, and the International Documentary Association. 
 

ABOUT SKYLIGHT  
At Skylight, we use media to inspire, envision and build a better world. Our partners in this work 
are human rights leaders around the globe who recognize the power of compelling narratives to 
change how people see themselves and others, moving societies toward greater justice and 
equality. 
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HOW TO USE THIS FILM GUIDE  
The Center for Latin American and Caribbean Studies (CLACS) at New York University has 
developed activities, discussion questions and gathered resources for educators to use as part 
of their lesson plans or adapt to meet the needs of their own students.  
 
The themes below contain additional information that may be useful in sparking conversation 
with your students. Use the discussion questions and activities to guide screenings of the film in 
segments, a format that might be more conducive to shorter class periods.  
 

 

THEMES FROM 500 YEARS  
GENOCIDE 
 

In any discussion of genocide, it is important to consider a variety of questions including: 
who are the perpetrators and the victims? How does genocide happen? How is justice 
implemented? How do communities recover from atrocities?  

 
The 1948 Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide 
(article 2) defines genocide as “any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, 
in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group…”, including:  
 

a) Killing members of the group;  
b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group;  
c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its 

physical destruction in whole or in part;  
d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group.1  

 
Ratification of the definition of the term “genocide” took many years for some countries, 
including the United States which ratified the definition nearly 40 years later.  
 

Discuss genocide:  
1. Given the definition above, has genocide occurred in your home country or in 

your ancestors’ home country?  
2. To what extent has there been justice in the cases of genocide you identified? 
3. How has memory played a role in the examples of genocide you identified? For 

example, do you think that removing statues to the Confederacy in the South 
could help restore justice considering the history of slavery in the US?  
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EXTRACTION  
 

Extraction of vital resources has far-reaching and long-lasting consequences. The 
destructive process affects plants and animals and it continuously displaces people from 
their homes and communities. Extraction contaminates the water. Isolating one 
consequence can be difficult since all of these systems that affect the earth and its 
inhabitants are interconnected.  
 
Here are a few common examples of resource extraction around the world:  

 
Natural Gas (hydrocarbons)  

● Fracking: the process of drilling into the earth and forcing high-pressure water 
mixed with chemicals below which causes oil or gas to surface.  

 
Minerals  

● Surface (or open-pit) mining: removal of soil and rock near the surface of the 
earth. It can be labor-intensive, expensive to maintain and dangerous for miners.  

● Mountain-top removal: this process uses explosives to mine coal. It is the 
cheapest and least labor-intensive but can be dangerous and destructive.  

 
Water  

● The process of resource extraction relies on water at nearly every stage of 
production. It often requires rivers and streams to be diverted and groundwater to 
be extracted. This depletes the amount of water available to local residents who 
rely on this water for everyday necessities. Remaining water is sometimes 
monopolized by companies who profit from selling it elsewhere.  

● Toxic waste devastates local habitats and renders the land incapable of growing 
food or sustaining life long after resources are exhausted.  

● Gold mining, for example, is notorious for requiring and contaminating immense 
amounts of water. Gold is mined in Guatemala, along with minerals such as 
nickel, antimony, iron ore, lead, and silver.2  

 

Discuss extractivism:  
1. Proponents of extractive industries phrase their support in terms of immediate 

job creation and economic progress. How would you describe “progress” given 
the products and costs of extractive industry? How do the long-term effects 
differ from the short-term effects? 

2. Identify a scene in the film where extraction occurs. Describe how its effects 
are ongoing. What can be done to slow or stop this process?  

3. What are some examples of extraction near your community? What are some 
of the effects of those extractive industries on your community? How can you 
voice any concerns you might have?  
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CORRUPTION  
 
The term “corruption” describes dishonest or illegal behavior especially by powerful 
people. Corruption may involve abuse of power for personal or monetary gain. 
Corruption can take many forms, some harder to pinpoint than others. It can be 
manifested as physical violence, environmental racism, dehumanizing communities, land 
grabs, legislation and more. Corruption also describes a system of violence that 
perpetuates itself. For example, a government that relies on values and ideals that 
reproduce inequality can normalize genocidal ideas. In an increasingly globalized world, 
its participants (actors or bystanders) are complicit.  

 
Key terms from the film:  
 

● Structural racism  
● Indigenous  
● Ladino 
● Testimonio 

● Historical memory  
● Dictator  
● Criminalization  
● Silencing  

● Networks 
● Impunity  
● Protests 
● Activism 

 

Discuss corruption:  
1. What forms of corruption can you identify in the film? 
2. How do the key terms from the film relate to corruption and to each other?  
3. In what ways can you speak out against systemic and cultural violence?  
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INDIGENOUS/ HUMAN RIGHTS  
 

In the early 1970s, a new wave of indigenous-led community organizing and mobilizing 
occurred in various parts of Latin America. After decades of work, their efforts resulted in 
more countries recognizing indigenous people living there and developing systems of 
legal pluralism where indigenous communities could be governed by their traditional 
laws as well as by the government. Their success resulted, in part, from the political 
opportunities created by the movement for human rights.  
 
Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) also work for indigenous human rights and 
their numbers have grown since the 90s. Unfortunately, these organizations have been 
confronted with repressive regulations that not only restrict access to state resources but 
most significantly threaten the self-determination of indigenous communities.  

 
As we see in 500 YEARS, indigenous women have been at the forefront of indigenous 
rights movements. They continue to work to ensure that their rights are protected at both 
the community and state levels. Many indigenous women are active in politics and 
occupy positions at local, regional, national and international levels. They have opened 
spaces for women to initiate a social justice framework that has enabled them to redefine 
their gender rights on their own terms. 

 

Discuss indigenous and human rights:  
1. Who are some famous indigenous women leaders or women leaders that you 

can name and what are they known for?  
2. In what ways are women fighting genocide, corruption and extractivism?  
3. In 2016, indigenous networks gathered at the Standing Rock Indian 

Reservation in North and South Dakota to protect the water from possible 
contamination from the construction of the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) 
through their land. What comparisons can you make between indigenous 
movements in the US and in Guatemala?  

4. Do you think the comparisons you identified are a trend in indigenous 
communities around the world? Why or why not?  
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CLASSROOM DISCUSSION QUESTIONS  
& IDEAS FOR ACTIVITIES  
The film 500 YEARS is divided into three parts:  
 

● Part I: The Trial (approx. 44 minutes duration)  
● Part II: Defending the Land (approx. 25 minutes duration)  
● Part III: The Uprising (approx. 39 minutes duration) 

 
This section contains suggestions for classroom discussions and activities that pertain to the 
topics in each segment of the film. Depending on your class, watching the film in segments may 
be conducive to approximately one-hour periods during which you can screen the film, check for 
student comprehension and begin to facilitate a discussion that enables students to draw 
connections between the themes.  
 
Part I: The Trial  
 

I. Read and discuss the following quotations from the film:  
 
“The justice system is a monster cloaked in suit and tie. It has never provided justice for 
indigenous people.  Mayan survivors had to push 13 years to start this trial. But our 
desire for justice does not waver. For Guatemala to advance there must be justice for 
the lives taken and lands stolen.“ (00:08:15) 
- Irma Alicia Velásquez Nimatuj 

 
“More than 100 witnesses have given their testimony, Mayan Ixil witnesses, who spoke 
about the barbaric acts against the Mayan Ixil people. But it’s not just against the Mayan 
Ixil people. This took place throughout our history. Seeking justice is not revenge nor 
vengeance. Seeking justice is not about ideologies, left or right. Seeking justice is a 
right. And what the Mayan Ixil have done here, asking for justice, shows the world that 
they are the ones who want to live in a civilized country, and in a country where the rule 
of law is the same for all. Justice is poised to play an important role in the historical 
memory of our country. For the first time in 500 years we are able to judge genocide in 
our country. That’s what we ask, Honorable Tribunal. What we are asking is to convict 
the accused of genocide and crimes against humanity.” (00:33:54) 
- Juan Francisco Soto, victim’s representative during the trial  
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Rigoberta Menchú speaking with Mayan Ixil survivors at the Ríos Montt genocide trial. (Photo: 500 
YEARS, Daniel Hernández-Salazar) 
 
 

Justice3  
1 a: the maintenance or administration of what is just especially by the impartial 

adjustment of conflicting claims or the assignment of merited rewards or 
punishments ○ Meting out justice ○ social justice 
b: judge ○ a supreme court justice —used as a title ○ Justice Marshall  
c: the administration of law ○ a fugitive from justice; especially: the 
establishment or determination of rights according to the rules of law or equity 
○ a system of justice  

2 a: the quality of being just, impartial, or fair ○ questioned the justice of their 
decision  
b(1): the principle or ideal of just dealing or right action (2): conformity to this 
principle or ideal: righteousness ○ the justice of their cause  
c: the quality of conforming to law 

3 : conformity to truth, fact, or reason: correctness ○ admitted that there was 
much justice in these observations — T.L. Peacock  
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1. Using Merriam-Webster’s definition of “justice” and the quotations above, 
describe how the meaning of justice changes depending on a person’s 
perspective or position. How does the idea of justice differ from the reality of the 
justice system? Why do you think that might be? 

 
2. What is the rule of law? Who determines what it is and how it is enforced?  

 
3. Historical memory, or as it is sometimes called, collective memory, is “the shared 

meaning a group of people gives the past”.4 What role does historical memory 
play in this trial and what are its effects? 

 
 
Part II: Defending the Land 
 

I. What are some of the consequences of extraction of resources, government corruption, 
and violence against indigenous communities in Guatemala? To what extent are some of 
these consequences manifested beyond Guatemala?  

 
II. Andrea uses technology such as her cell phone and laptop to share important 

information locally and globally. She urges her listeners to “broadcast the truth” with 
these tools. What are other ways to document narratives? 

 
1. Have students interview a classmate, family, community member or one another 

using the tools at their disposal (cell phones, laptops, etc). Ask students to reflect 
on the process of interviewing, documenting and sharing narratives. What did 
they learn in the process?  

 
2. The Internet and social media platforms are ways of documenting and sharing 

narratives on a large scale. How does this technology provide a degree of safety 
that was unavailable in the past? In what ways does it fall short?  

 
3. Discuss media activism. How can students play an active role in the issues they 

care about?  
 
III. What is the power of music, memory, and storytelling, all of which play an important role 

in the film? How was it used and what did it convey?  
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1. ACTIVITY: Analyze and discuss the lyrics and impact of “Amnesia” by Alejandro 
Arriaza and the Alioto Lokos: 
 
“They came, brutal and uninformed to finish off the people in the name of the 
State. A revolution had broken out, but there was no place for the people in this 
bogus nation. Men and women, young and old, were swept away in the brutal 
storm of genocide. And now they want to decree amnesia, and now they’d like to 
rewrite history. But they didn’t count on our resistance, nor that we have really 
good memory.” (00:30:58)  
 

2. ACTIVITY: Watch the music video and read the lyrics of Mayan singer-songwriter 
Sara Curruchich titled “Sons and Daughters of the Earth” at 
youtu.be/ow9kMJA7Ofc. Analyze and discuss the video’s elements (e.g. lyrics, 
rhythm, instruments, artists, etc.). Why is she singing in Spanish and Kachiquel 
(a Mayan language)?  

 
 
Part III: The Uprising 

 
Andrea Ixchíu, protagonist of 500 YEARS leading 
a demonstration in Totonicapán, Guatemala. 
(Photo: skylight.is) 

I.  In the film, Andrea Ixchíu asks,  
 
“What do you mean Guatemalans have 
finally woken up? Don’t you realize that 
indigenous communities have been 
protesting for years? Or do we only get 
pissed off when they rob our money? 
The problem isn’t just with our 
government, it is with our attitude. We 
worry more about our own money than 
anything else.” (01:22:45) 
 
What influences people to take action? 
What narratives are louder than others 
and why? What can be done to change 
this? 
 

II. Over 500 years, many generations have participated in shaping Guatemala. How is the 
youth participating today? How do different generations work together to remember the 
past and impact the present as well as the future in a positive way?  

 
1. ACTIVITY: Ask students to write a postcard or create a short video letter to share 

with youth in Guatemala. In what ways can students connect with young people 
who are making a difference in Guatemala?  
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III. The voices of Guatemalan women in leadership roles are featured throughout the film. 
Compare and contrast their approaches, roles, vision, networks, etc. Some women who 
appear in the film are (in no particular order):  
 

● Andrea Ixchíu Hernandez, Mayan activist, social communicator, law student 
● Irma Alicia Velásquez Nimatuj, activist, writer, journalist, anthropologist 
● Matilde Terraza Gallego, Mayan Ixil leader 
● Rigoberta Menchú, activist, winner of the Nobel Peace Prize in 1992 
● Alaíde Foppa, poet, writer, feminist  
● Inés (also known as María Magdalena Pascual Hernández), joined the 

Guatemalan armed resistance at age 16 
● Zury Ríos, politician, daughter of Efraín Ríos Montt  

 
Can you think of other examples of women in leadership in your community?  

 
IV. After watching 500 YEARS, many people have connected the film’s themes to current 

US politics. How might the themes be related? How are they different? Why are these 
differences significant? How are the issues of land and extraction of life-sustaining 
resources such as water compare between Guatemala and the US? 
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CHARACTER LIST  
 
The documentary film 500 YEARS features many Guatemalan voices including scholars, 
activists, organizers, politicians, and many others who serve in various roles within their 
community. We highlight some of them here along with a brief description of each. They are 
listed in order of appearance. These short paragraphs can serve as a starting point for student 
research projects or classroom activities.  
 
 

 

Gaspar Cobo 
Indigenous leader and environmentalist. Cobo has organized resistance 
movements against land exploitation carried out by multinational mining 
corporations, particularly barite mining, present in his home departamento 
(province) of Quiché. As an activist, his guiding principle is one of utmost 
respect towards the land: “This land is our mother, and of course you 
don’t exploit your own mother. This is what sustains us. It can’t be defiled. 
This is what the community has decided.”5 

 

Photo extracted from 500 YEARS (Dir. Pamela Yates, 2017) 
 

 

Irma Alicia Velásquez Nimatuj  
Journalist, social anthropologist, and international spokeswoman. She 
has been a leading advocate for indigenous cultures. She was Executive 
Director of the Mecanismo de Apoyo a Pueblos Indígenas Oxlajuj Tzikin 
(Support Mechanism for Indigenous Peoples) from 2005 to 2013.6 She 
also served as advisor on indigenous issues for the Latin American and 
Caribbean office of United Nations Women (2014-2015).7 Velásquez 
Nimatuj writes a weekly newspaper column in elPeriódico8 and through 
her political and academic efforts, seeks equality for indigenous peoples 
and a truly democratic Guatemala.  
 

Photo extracted from the Nantucket Film Festival / Getty Images 
 

 

Matilde Terraza Gallego 
Maya Ixil activist and political leader from Nebaj, El Quiché. Terraza is a 
member of Acción Ciudadana, a Guatemalan NGO that coordinated the 
country’s nationwide parallel vote tabulation during the 2015 presidential 
elections. This citizen observation methodology, commonly called a 
“quick count”, was used to independently verify election results.9 Terraza 
continues working to empower members of the Guatemalan civil society, 
particularly in the political participation of indigenous women and youth.  
 

Photo credit: Melle van Esses / skylight.is 
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Rigoberta Menchú Tum 
Mayan K'iche' political activist whose life work is to fight for peace and 
indigenous rights throughout the world. She became known for speaking 
out against the crimes of the Guatemalan Army and State toward the 
Mayans and sought justice for the burning of the Spanish Embassy in 
1980 where her father was killed. In 1992 she was awarded the Nobel 
Peace Prize.10 Menchú Tum founded WINAQ (Mayan: “the wholeness of 
the human being”), an indigenous political party. As the head of WINAQ, 
she ran for President of Guatemala in 2007 and 2011.11 In her well-known 
biography, I, Rigoberta Menchú (1983), she utilizes the “testimonio” genre 
to describe the effect of the Guatemalan civil war on her life. She is also 
the protagonist in the 1983 documentary film When the Mountains 
Tremble. Additionally, Menchú Tum is a UNESCO Goodwill 
Ambassador.12  
 

Photo extracted from the University of LaVerne’s Official Website / 2017 
 

 

José Efraín Ríos Montt 
Career military officer and politician who served as President of 
Guatemala from 1982 to 1983 after taking over the presidency following 
a coup d'état. His military government practiced large-scale violations of 
human rights. The three-year period between 1981 and 1983 accounts 
for 81 percent of the violations reported by the truth commission related 
to the 36-year conflict—with nearly half (48%) of all reported violations 
occurring during 1982.13 In May of 2013, despite having been found guilty 
of genocide and crimes against humanity,14 Ríos Montt’s sentence was 
overturned by Guatemala’s Constitutional Court. Later, a Guatemalan 
court ruled he could stand trial but not be sentenced due to his age and 
deteriorating health.15  
 

Photo extracted from International Justice Monitor’s Official Page / Credit: Johan 
Ordóñez AFP. 
 

 

Zury Ríos 
Guatemalan politician who ran for office during the 2015 presidential 
election with her newly-formed political party, Visión con Valores (VIVA). 
She is the daughter of former Guatemalan head of state José Efraín Ríos 
Montt, whom she has vocally supported at home and abroad. She served 
four consecutive terms as a Congresswoman, where she was the Chair of 
the Foreign Relations Committee. 
 

Photo extracted from Zury Rios’ Official Facebook Page 
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Yassmín Barrios 
Judge and the president of one of Guatemala’s two High Risk Court 
Tribunals. She was the presiding judge in the 2013 case of José Efraín 
Ríos Montt, a former dictator of Guatemala, where Montt was found guilty 
of the genocide of indigenous Ixil Mayans. The trial was the first time a 
national judiciary tried a former head of state for genocide in his home 
country.16 However, on May 20, 2013, the Constitutional Court of 
Guatemala overturned the conviction, voiding all proceedings back to 
April 19 and ordering that the trial be "reset" to that point.17 Barrios 
received a 2014 International Women of Courage award.18  
 

Photo by US Department of State / 2014 IWOC Awards 
 

 

Daniel Pascual 
K’iche’ indigenous rights defender and labor organizer, currently serving 
as the head of the Comité de Unidad Campesina (CUC). He works with 
the CUC “on land recuperation and sustainable farming with local 
communities, getting back land that was taken away, and setting up 
projects that allow people to work the land.”19 His sister Inés (alias María 
Magdalena Pascual Hernández), was killed during the Guatemalan 
armed conflict after joining the guerrilla movements in the Western 
Highlands of Quiché.20  
 

Photo Credit: Carta Maior 2017  
 

 

Francisco García Gudiel 
Defense attorney for José Efraín Ríos Montt. Soon after the Guatemalan 
Constitutional Court overturned the genocide sentence, García Gudiel 
was suspended by the Guatemalan College of Lawyers and Notaries 
(CANG, its acronym in Spanish) after an internal Honor Tribunal found 
him guilty of “terrible breaches to the code of conduct.”21 However, he 
continued to defend infamous Guatemalans in national courts, operating 
with total freedom and impunity.22 
 

Photo credit: Claudia Palacios / La Hora Guatemala, 2015 
 

 

Andrea Ixchiú 
K’iche’ activist and community organizer.23 In 2012, Ixchiú was elected to 
be the President of the Board of Natural Resources of the 48 Cantones, 
the local indigenous authorities in her hometown of Totonicapán. It was 
the first time that a young woman was elected to this position.24 She also 
participated in the Sister-to-Sister Mentorship Program organized by the 
Nobel Foundation and was nominated by various Guatemalan NGOs for 
her activism at a local level, primarily through Tz’ikin TV, an independent 
news outlet focused on social justice, indigenous rights and 
environmentalism.25  
Photo credit: skylight.is 
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Iván Velásquez 
Colombian jurist and current Commissioner of the International 
Commission Against Impunity in Guatemala (CICIG in Spanish). CICIG 
has legal standing to make administrative complaints against public 
officials, actions that in the past have resulted in the prosecution against 
former President Otto Pérez Molina and former Vice President Roxana 
Baldetti. A Guatemalan court recently rejected an order to expel 
Velásquez from the country after CICIG requested President Morales’ 
immunity be removed so he could be investigated for campaign finance 
violations during 2015.26  
 

Photo extracted from the CICIG’s Official Page 
 

 

Otto Pérez Molina 
President of Guatemala from 2012 to 2015. Prior to his political career, 
Pérez Molina had a military career in the army under the nom de guerre 
Tito Arias, while the Guatemalan Armed forces operated in Nebaj.27 
Pérez Molina was indicted on corruption charges while still in office in 
2015. Prosecutors allege a scheme, known as “La Línea”, accrued $3.8m 
in bribes between May 2014 and April 2015, including $800,000 each to 
Mr. Pérez Molina and former vice-president Roxana Baldetti, who had 
already been jailed at the uncovering of this wrongdoing.28  He is currently 
being prosecuted for these allegations.  
 

Photo extracted The Business Year Magazine / 2014 
 

Julio Solórzano Foppa 
A Guatemalan cultural producer who has worked all over the world, 
including with the Ballet Folklórico Nacional de México. His mother Alaíde 
Foppa, a poet and feminist, was disappeared and two of his brothers 
were killed in the Guatemalan conflict. As a survivor, he created a site of 
conscience in Guatemala called Memorial para La Concordia (Memorial 
for Reconciliation). He also created the performing symphonic orchestra 
for young women named after his mother The Alaíde Foppa Women’s 
Symphonic Orchestra, the largest female orchestra in the Americas. 
 

Photo extracted from 500 YEARS (Dir. Pamela Yates, 2017) 
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TERMS TO KNOW  
 
In this section we highlight some important terminology and listed definitions from a variety of sources. 
This word bank can be used as part of a classroom activity or assignment in which terms can be 
grouped to show relationships between the words and their meanings.  
 
 
 

TERM DEFINITION SOURCE 
 

Activism 
 
Taking action to effect social change which can occur 
in myriad ways. It is often concerned with ‘how to 
change the world’ through social, political, economic or 
environmental change. Individuals can be activists, but 
it is often done collectively through social movements. 
 

 
Permanent Culture Now 
http://www.permanentcultu
renow.com/what-is-activis
m/  

 
Corruption 

 
Generally speaking “the abuse of entrusted power for 
private gain.” Political corruption is a manipulation of 
policies, institutions and rules of procedure in the 
allocation of resources and financing by political 
decision makers, who abuse their position to sustain 
power, status or wealth. Corruption can take many 
forms, some harder to pinpoint than others. It can be 
manifested as physical violence, environmental racism, 
dehumanizing communities, land grabs, legislation and 
more. Corruption also describes a system of violence 
that perpetuates itself. For example, a corrupt 
government can rely on values and ideals that 
reproduce inequality can normalize genocidal ideas.  
 

 
Transparency 
International 
https://www.transparency.o
rg/what-is-corruption/#defin
e  
 
Moral Economies of 
Corruption: State 
Formation and Political 
Culture in Nigeria  
by Steven Pierce  

 
Criminalization 

 
The action of turning an activity into a criminal offense 
by making it illegal. Poverty can be criminalized when 
the criminal justice system produces harsher outcomes 
for poor defendants. Fees and fines, cash bail, private 
probation – all of these phenomena link criminal justice 
outcomes to a person’s economic status.   
 

 
Criminal Justice Policy 
Program (Harvard Law 
School) 
http://cjpp.law.harvard.edu/
criminalization-of-poverty  
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Dictator 

 
One holding complete autocratic control; a person with 
unlimited governmental power who governs in an often 
oppressive way. During his rule, ex-dictator José 
Efraín Ríos Montt installed a military regime, dissolved 
the congress, and suspended the constitution. His era 
was characterized by massacres against the 
indigenous population and the destruction of 440 
villages.  
 

 
Trial International 
https://trialinternational.org/
latest-post/efrain-rios-mont
t/  

 
Environmentalism 

 
A social movement or an ideology focused on the 
welfare of the environment. Environmentalism seeks to 
protect and conserve the elements of earth's 
ecosystems including water, air, land, animals, and 
plants, along with entire habitats such as rainforests, 
deserts and oceans. Environmentalism works to 
correct the damage as well as prevent future 
destruction, spawning numerous environmental groups 
worldwide. 
 

 
Learning to Give 
https://www.learningtogive.
org/resources/environment
alism  

 
Extraction / 

Extractive industry 

 
Processes that consists of operations that remove 
metals, minerals and aggregates from the earth. 
Examples of extractive processes include oil and gas 
extraction, mining, dredging and quarrying. All 
countries have financed their development in part 
through resource extraction. While natural resource 
wealth provides significant opportunities for economic 
and social development, it also brings substantial risks. 
These include volatile economic growth, limited job 
creation, violent conflicts, corruption, environmental 
degradation and gender-based violence. 
 

 
United Nations 
Development Program 
http://www.undp.org/conte
nt/undp/en/home/ourwork/s
ustainable-development/na
tural-capital-and-the-enviro
nment/extractive-industries
-.html  

 
Historical Memory 

 
Historical memory, or as it is sometimes called, 
collective memory, is “the shared meaning a group of 
people gives the past”. One example is “Granito: Cada 
Memoria Cuenta/ Every Memory Matters,” an online 
digital archive of memories related to the 1976-1985 
Guatemalan armed conflict. It aims to serve as a 
resource for future generations so that they know what 
happened in Guatemala during this time and contribute 
to building a peaceful future. 

 
Communication and 
Collective Memory 
http://www.oxfordbibliograp
hies.com/view/document/o
bo-9780199756841/obo-97
80199756841-0126.xml.  
 
Granito Cada Memoria 
Cuenta Every Memory 
Matters 
www.granitomem.com  
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Human Rights 

 
Rights inherent to all human beings, whatever their 
nationality, place of residence, sex, national or ethnic 
origin, colour, religion, language, or any other status. 
All people are equally entitled to their human rights 
without discrimination. These rights are all interrelated, 
interdependent and indivisible. 

 
Office of the High 
Commissioner of Human 
Rights (OHCHR)  
at the United Nations 
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Is
sues/Pages/WhatareHuma
nRights.aspx  
 

 
Impunity 

 
The impossibility of bringing the perpetrators of 
violations to account - whether in criminal, civil, 
administrative or disciplinary proceedings - since they 
are not subject to any inquiry that might lead to their 
being accused, arrested, tried and, if found guilty, 
sentenced to appropriate penalties, and to making 
reparations to their victims. 
 

 
Commission on Human 
Rights (United Nations) 
http://derechos.org/nizkor/i
mpu/principles.html 

 
Indigenous 

Peoples 

 
People defined in international or national legislation 
as having a set of specific rights based on their 
historical ties to a particular territory, and their cultural 
or historical distinctiveness from other populations that 
are often politically dominant. The concept of 
indigenous people defines these groups as particularly 
vulnerable to exploitation, marginalization and 
oppression by nation states that may still be formed 
from the colonising populations, or by politically 
dominant ethnic groups. 
 

 
Indigenous Peoples’ 
Network 
http://www.indigenouspeop
le.net/  

 
Ladino 

 
The term "Ladino" is applied to any non-indigenous 
person in Guatemala. Ladinos are intermixed with 
indigenous, mestizo (people with mixed 
Indian-Hispanic ancestry), or criollo (term that 
describes white people born in the New World) groups. 
It can also describe the culture of persons who have 
some degree of indigenous culture in their background 
and who have turned away from it to seek a new, 
non-indigenous, national, and urban cultural identity. 
 

 
Every Culture 
http://www.everyculture.co
m/Middle-America-Caribbe
an/Ladinos-Orientation.htm
l#ixzz4vb5e99to 
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Non-Governmental 

Organizations 

 
Representatives of independent citizen organizations. 
"NGOs" are often the most effective voices for the 
concerns of ordinary people in the international arena. 
NGOs include the most outspoken advocates of 
human rights, the environment, social programs, 
women's rights and more. 
 

 
Global Policy Institute 
https://www.globalpolicy.or
g/ngos.html  

 
Protest 

 
A statement or action expressing disapproval of or 
objection to something. In recent days, Guatemala has 
experienced massive social protests over allegations 
of corruption against President Jimmy Morales and the 
complicity of 107 members of Congress who passed a 
law protecting the corrupt. 
 

 
OpenDemocracy 
https://www.opendemocrac
y.net/democraciaabierta/jo
s-cepeda/guatemala-prote
sts  

 
Racism  

 
The false belief that a particular race is superior or 
inferior to another, that a person’s social and moral 
traits are predetermined by his or her inborn biological 
characteristics. During the past 500-1000 years, 
racism on the part of Western powers toward 
non-Westerners has had a far more significant impact 
on history than any other form of racism (such as 
racism among Western groups or among Easterners, 
such as Asians, Africans, and others). One of the most 
notorious examples of racism by the West has been 
slavery, particularly the enslavement of Africans in the 
New World (slavery itself dates back thousands of 
years). This enslavement was accomplished because 
of the racist belief that Black Africans were less fully 
human than white Europeans and their descendants. 
 

 
Anti-Defamation League 
https://www.adl.org/racism  

 
Resistance 

 
The refusal to accept or comply with something or the 
attempt to prevent something by action or argument. 
Contemporary global capitalism's harmful effects on 
indigenous communities have roots in the historical 
projects of colonialism and imperialism. Indigenous 
communities are resisting the harmful social and 
environmental effects of such policies. Social 
movements and activist organizations are increasingly 
networking across borders in solidarity.  
 

 
Cultural Survival  
https://www.culturalsurvival
.org/publications/cultural-s
urvival-quarterly/indigenou
s-resistance-new-colonialis
m  
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Social Movements 

 
Organizational structures and strategies that may 
empower oppressed populations to mount effective 
challenges and resist the more powerful and 
advantaged elites. Social movements are flourishing in 
today’s Guatemala, drawing on rich traditions of 
indigenous and popular struggle for collective survival, 
self-determination, and emancipation. 

 
Political Sociology: 
Oppression, Resistance 
and the State  
by Deric Shannon  
 
Latin American Social 
Movements 
http://www.latinamericanso
cialmovements.org/guatem
ala/  
 

 
Sustainability 

 
The idea of sustainability is based on the principle that 
everything we need for our survival and well-being 
depends, either directly or indirectly, on our natural 
environment. To pursue sustainability is to create and 
maintain the conditions under which humans and 
nature can exist in productive harmony to support 
present and future generations. 
 

 
Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) 
https://www.epa.gov/sustai
nability/learn-about-sustain
ability#what  
 

 
Testimony 

 
Spoken or written statements that something is true, 
especially those given at a court of law. During five 
days of hearings at the Genocide Trial in Guatemala, 
17 Mayan survivors and one expert witness gave 
testimony and answered questions from Judge 
Santiago Pedraz. They described, in vivid and often 
wrenching detail, their experiences as the Guatemalan 
army unleashed a sustained and savage attack against 
Mayan communities scattered across the rural 
highlands during the early 1980s. 
 

 
North American 
Congress on Latin 
America (NACLA) 
https://nacla.org/article/gua
temala%E2%80%99s-gen
ocide-survivors-speak  
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RESOURCES FOR EDUCATORS 
 
FILM WEBSITES 
 
Skylight :: http://skylight.is  
Learn more about Skylight and their work as a human rights media organization.  
 
500 YEARS :: http://500years.skylight.is/  
Watch the three-minute trailer and learn more about the film, its filmmakers and upcoming 
screenings of 500 YEARS.  
 
The Resistance Saga Trilogy :: http://500years.skylight.is/resistance-saga/  
Watch the two-minute trailer about the film series by Pamela Yates that traces Guatemala’s 
indigenous-led resistance over the course of 35 years. The films in the trilogy include When the 
Mountains Tremble, Granito: How to Nail a Dictator and 500 YEARS.  
 

 
The Skylight crew of 500 YEARS filming in the Totonicapán forest. (Photo: Melle van Essen /skylight.is) 
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FURTHER READING ON THE GUATEMALAN GENOCIDE 
 
Guatemala Memory of Silence: Report of the Commission for Historical Clarification :: 
aaas.org/sites/default/files/migrate/uploads/mos_en.pdf  
This 82-page report offers conclusions and recommendations to be implemented in Guatemala. 
It provides some historical context of Guatemala and contains helpful charts and images such 
as a chronology of events during the armed confrontation in Guatemala 1962-1996, Presidential 
Periods 1900-1996, maps of regions by languages spoken, and graphs illustrating human rights 
violations 
 
Guatemala: Never Again! by Archdiocese of Guatemala  
A summary of the Recovery of Historical Memory Project (REMHI) report. It contains thousands 
of oral testimonies given by people who witnessed and experienced human rights violations 
during the civil war. It also documents the army’s methodology and provides historical context. 
Bishop Juan Gerardi, who led the project, was assassinated in the spring of 1998, only two days 
after the four-volume report was published.  
 
The Art of Political Murder: Who Killed the Bishop? by Francisco Goldman  
A narrative account of the Guatemalan bishop’s murder and the resulting investigation.  
 
I, Rigoberta Menchú: An Indian Woman in Guatemala by Rigoberta Menchú and Elizabeth 
Burgos-Debray  
Rigoberta Menchú uses testimonio to describe the effect of the Guatemalan civil war on her life.  
 
“A Brutal Expulsion in Guatemala Shows How Neoliberalism Gets Greenwashed” article in 
The Nation by Greg Grandin  
A short article from July 8, 2017 about the ongoing criminalization of marginalized communities 
in Latin America. Read more at: 
https://www.thenation.com/article/a-brutal-expulsion-in-guatemala-shows-how-neoliberalism-get
s-greenwashed/  
 
Granito Cada Memoria Cuenta :: www.granitomem.com  
A digital memory archive where every “granito” or “tiny grain of sand” is important. Julio 
Solórzano Foppa shares memories of his family that are documented in this archive. He talks 
about his mother, Alaide Foppa in the film.  
 
International Commision Against Impunity in Guatemala  :: www.cicig.org  
News articles, reports, and additional information in English and Spanish.  
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Challenging the Conventional: Case Studies - Guatemala :: 
https://www.ictj.org/sites/default/files/subsites/challenging-conventional-truth-commissions-peac
e/guatemala.html#01 
A timeline and slideshow containing information about the truth commission, the commission’s 
final report, challenges, and successes.  
 
Timeline from International Justice Monitor :: 
www.ijmonitor.org/efrain-rios-montt-and-mauricio-rodriguez-sanchez-timeline/ 
A helpful timeline from the start of the armed conflict in 1960 to the Constitutional Court rulings 
in 2013. The website also contains news, commentaries, summaries, a glossary of legal terms, 
and other resources.  
 
RELATED CURRICULUM WEBSITES 
 
Unlocking Silent Histories :: www.unlockingsilenthistories.org  
Indigenous youth-led organization that encourages storytelling through filmmaking.  
 
“Building a Peace” lesson plans for students ages 11-14 from The Guardian. 
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2004/mar/30/schools.rwanda  

TWITTER  

The indigenous organizers in 500 YEARS encouraged using tools like social media to connect 
and join a larger conversation about local, regional and global issues. For those who use social 
media, we encourage educators and students to connect with others, especially if you would like 
to share your classroom projects, interviews, discussions, etc. Let us know if you start your own 
hashtag or use existing ones like #500Years #LifeInResistance #ResistanceSaga.  
 
You can stay up to date with some of the protagonists from 500 YEARS on Twitter like Andrea 
Ixchíu @Andreakomio. You can also follow the filmmaker Pamela Yates @pameladyates and 
Skylight Pictures @skylightpix. Follow the creators of this guide, Center for Latin American and 
Caribbean Studies at New York University @CLACS_NYU for news articles, upcoming events, 
photos and blog posts.  
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