CHAPTER XI'V
SUMVARY AND CONCLUSI ONS

An inventory of the man-habitat interactions of a culture is
difficult to summarize: its details are its essence. Reducing the
costs and gains of all activities to a common currency of cash or
Cal ories can be done, but only inprecisely and only with swarns of
expl anat ory conments.

To take the nobst central exanple, consider the apparent unprofit-
ability of many Qeqci ? famlies' efforts to grow nmai ze and beans.
The appearance mght result fromerrors in ny own extrapolation from
measur ements, but even accurate cal cul ati on woul d describe quanti -
ties which are nmuch | ess precisely known to the heads of a fanmily.

Al so, ny neasures reflect only a nonentary situation that may not be
likely to recur (according to the fanily's past experience) or that
may be enbedded in a context of anticipated inheritance (or dispos-
session) that outlines the famly's prospects far nore forcefully
than the fact of a food deficit.

Non- econoni ¢ val ues and nornms of behavior are key factors in the
cul ture-ecol ogi c equation, too. To be a Q?eqci?, for instance, is to
grow and store and dine on one’s own nai ze insofar as is possible;
the minute calculation of gain and loss in market transactions does
not oblige a Q?eqc¢i? to take the same approach to his or her donest-
i c econony. Also, one can draw parallels in ternms of margins of self
respect and social continuity to match J. K Gl braith' s observation
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the first and nost elenentary effect of poverty is to
enforce attitudes and behavior that make it self-perpet-
uating. If there is no nmargin to spare, there is no mar-
gin for risk. One cannot try a new variety of wheat or
rice that pronises an additional twenty per cent yield if
there is any chance that it ... mght fail altogether
However wel cone the extra twenty per cent, it is not
worth the risk of not eating for a whole season, the
consequences of which tend to be both pai nful and
irreversible.?

If cultural conservati smhas many nore di mensi ons than the eco-
nom ¢, then the added di mensions, and the |large systemof inter-
actions that they inply, may partly nullify the assunption that
cul tures which have changed little through time are nuch sinpler to
study than nore ‘nodern’ cultures. However, the reason behind se-
lection of Alta Verapaz and the Q?eqci ? for study was that they
seened to have larger agricultural and cultural autonony than other
pl aces and peoples in Mddle Arerica. Even fragnmentary autonony is
better than no autonony at all when the purpose is to excise a cul-
ture and its habitat and account for both as though the rest of the
worl d did not exist. Let no one suppose that the ‘conservatism of
Q?eqci ? culture is an achi evenent rather than an accident: the po-
tential for changes in land use, especially, is very evident in the
field. The barrier to rapid change is not so nuch obstinate tradi-
tionalismas it is a shrewd m strust of Ladinos and even Gi ngos
bearing gifts, merchandise, and forked tongues. Exploitation of the

Indians is a way of life in Guatenala, and Indians as well as fin-

gueros know very well that “not the soil but rather the | ow wages of

@l braith, 1965: 3.
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our | aborors are the wealth of the Coban [district].”?

Al t hough the Q?eqci ? appear not to have experienced recent and
drastic changes in the fabric of habitat, econony and society,® this
appearance predicts nothing. The fact that some one hundred persons
per square kil ometer subsist on nmy field site without instantly rav-
aging the [and does not prove that a gradual decline in the land s
carrying capacity is not going on, nor does it inply that changes in
carrying capacity through changed technology will not occur.*

Wth all the foregoing warnings to light the way, a synthesis of
t he present circunstances in the Q?eqci ? highlands can be offered
and sonme guesses at the likeliest future changes can be nmade. The
nost unlikely future of all is one in which no drastic changes are
suffered by the Q?eqci? and their lands! So | ong as popul ati ons con-
tinue to increase at 2.4% annually and commercial |and use conti nues
to divert the H ghlands’ superior soils to nore profitable (though
| ess intensive) uses than milpa, something will have to give. The
nunber of emigrants to adjacent |owl ands will increase, no doubt,
but the absentee owners of the prine parts of those | ow ands wait

like spiders to enmesh the nmigrants whil e anbival ent governnents

2Hi gbee, 1947:190.

®The allusion to Forde, 1934, is deliberate: this remains one of
the best early efforts to make nore than determ nistic sense out of
man- habi tat rel ati onshi ps.

“On the pitfalls in the concept of carrying capacity, see Street,
1969.
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stand by.®> The Q?eq&i ? who remain in the Highlands will reduce to-
day’'s tattered forests to the shrubbery of a sub-m ninumrotation
swi dden cycl e in anot her decade, whether or not anything is done to
| ower the present rate of natural increase. Ironically, there seem
to be no cultural obstacles to a birth control program (supposing
the Catholic enbargo could be lifted); one man — in his cups — asked
me outright if there night not be sone neans to end the flow of ba-

bi es while he could yet provide a good home to the five on hand.

The Environnental |npact of Q?eqc&i ? Culture

After digesting and sinplifying the infornmation which fills
earlier chapters it |ooks as though there are about twenty-three
hectares planted in maize, another hundred hectares resting after
havi ng been cleared in the last four to ten years, one hundred net-
ric tons (dry weight) of firewood cut, and alnost 1.5 netric tons of
limestone dug in order to provide and prepare the food for one hun-
dred Q?eqci ? for one year. Wile the houses, baskets, ropes, nets,
pots and other inplenments come mainly out of |ocal resources, the
| argest part of their worth in terns of energy cones fromthe human
effort expended in their making and not directly fromthe habitat.

In terns of the Calorie equivalent of human effort invested in
handcraft articles, a house would be worth about 300,000 Cal.; a
basket, 1,000 Cal.; a hammock, 3,240 Cal.; a water jug, 1,000 Cal.

and so forth. These values are calculated fromthe esti nated con-

SCarter, 1969: 143-148.
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sunption of 3,000 Calories of food per day by a noderately active
I ndi an man (see p. 139, above) in conbination with the man-days of
work per article recorded in preceding chapters. Total Calorie value
woul d necessarily include the energy content of vegetable materials
and of the firewood used to process maguey, pottery and |ine.

Cal cul ating the Calorie balance in maize production gives sone
very interesting results. Supposing that the renoval of pericarps
makes no significant change in grain weight, then at 2,375 Cal. per
kg. of mmize at anbient humidity the ratios of workers’ food Cal o-
ries in to harvested maize Calories out in the three cultivation
sites were: Koxila, 1:3.6; Caxaneb, 1:3.3; and SaSa?an, 1:5.5. The
same ratio for our one plot of beans was 1:3.4, supposing a val ue of
340 Cal. per 100 grams of dry common beans is valid for our crop.?®

In terms of the relation of the going daily wage to the maize
produced for a day's work, at Q.50 per day our best yield (Sasa?-
an: 7.0 kg., at anmbient humidity, per man-day) exceeds the six kil os
of maize that fifty centavos will buy in the market although our
| esser yields (4.6 kg. per man-day at Koxila and 4.1 at Caxaneb)
fall short — but then very few Indian enpl oyers pay nore than the
corresponding Q.35 to 0.40 daily wage.

In the process of surviving in the traditional way a popul ation
of Q?eqci ? makes sone inroad on the popul ati on of edible mammal s,
nol l uscs, fish, reptiles and birds by taking themfor their protein,

but this drain nust be nore than balanced (in sumif not for indi-

6 Church and Church, 1970: 77.
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vi dual species) by the added productivity of habitats opened up by
cutting holes in the cloud forest. And, though the forns may be
different, the energy content of food produced by Q?eqci ? effort but
consunmed by wild animals is probably greater than that of the wild
ani mal food consuned by the Q?eqci ? — even with a 90% di scount for
goi ng one link up the food chain.

Today’'s diet is said to include nore neat than elderly Q?eqci ?s
renmenber eating, nost of it purchased beef or pork rather than dom
estic fow thanks to the governnent-pegged price of the nontradi-
tional neats. But this “inprovenment” in diet is one facet of changes
which 1 ook very unlike inprovenents. Pastures are displacing nmlpa
mce thrive in pasture habitats and prey on Indian mai ze harvests
that barely suffice; nmeat and nore nmi ze nust be bought wi th noney,
whi ch nmust be earned; enploynent favors the better-educated and | ess
scrupul ous person who accepts schooling and with it, Ladinoization
and in any case children who spend their time in schools do not
spend it working alongside their parents and learning what it is to

be Qeqci ?.

Econom ¢ Equi li brium

For the nmonment it appears that (with a large margin for error)
the returns to | abor are conparabl e regardl ess of which way an abl e-
bodi ed man or woman chooses to spend his or her tinme. Perhaps the

meani ng of this is that the Q?eqci ? have taken the marginal profit-
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ability of their technology to its final limt.” Despite |large
errors of estimation in the income frommilpa, handcrafts, and mi -
gratory occupations, the economc census of the field site showed
quite clearly that only a few fanmilies were not huddl ed agai nst the
zero net incone per adult-equivalent line. Froma cynical viewoint
this poverty is no hardship since no beneficial means exists for
savi ng and investing additional noney, supposing it could be earned.

The uniformity of net incone fromtime spent on any econonic ac-
tivity nakes optim zation of resource allocation absurd, unless it
can be shown that one activity or another has unexpl oited econonies
of scale. This is unlikely since sone famlies specialize in each of
the traditional crafts, including mlpa, but the only outstandingly
rich Indians are userers, shopkeepers, |unber whol esal ers, and sone
pedl ars — nost of whomfatten at the direct expense of their Kkinsnen
rat her than through greater productivity of their |abor. The way a
Q?eqci ? spends his working tine may nore realistically be considered
as a function of the set of skills individuals happen to acquire,
and this in turn relates to the details of spatial distribution of
resources and to fanmily history rather than to market opportuniti es.
The only explicit or inplicit optimzation nade is to take up crafts
whi ch dovetail into the fixed parts of the cal endar of cultivation
as does potting, or crafts which nay occupy any and all spare tine,
as does the working of Iime or naguey. The alternative is to drop

agriculture entirely, or to mgrate to unhealthy |ow and frontiers,

"See Schultz, 1964:107.
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and with the growing scarcity of heritable land these neasures of
desperation are being taken by increasing nunbers of Q?eqci ?. But
mlpais so integral a part of the culture that the children of
tradesnmen will surely becone Ladi nos, while fromsone accounts the

children of imrgrants to the | ow ands do not often survive.

The Future

Not hi ng Short of evacuating all non-Indians and pl aci ng Guatemal a
in “cultural quarantine” could preserve Qeqci ? or any other Guate-
mal an I ndian culture in an autononous formrecognizably like its
present character. Perpetuation of the present caste systemwth al
its shrieking social injustice is about the only likely — though
scarcely desirable — alternative. A thorough presentation of the
hi storical roots of this injustice, tying together the Conquest, the
Anerindi an heritage, and foreign interference, can be found in a re-
cent book by Carlos Guzman B. and Jean-Loup Herbert; the sanme story
wi t hout simlar docunmentation appears in an earlier report by Eduar-
do Gal eano.® The irrel evance of Marxian theories to M ddle Anerican

realities does not invalidate what these authors have to say, though
it doesn’t nmake their work any easier to read.

By living with themone | earns that the Q?eqc&i ? (and ot her Muy-
ans) are remarkabl e people. They remain relatively honest, stoic,
i ndustrious, perceptive and hunorous human bei ngs despite alien

domi nation as long as — and perhaps as cruel as — Turkish dom nation

8@izman B. and Herbert, 1970; Gal eano, 1969.
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of the Bal kan countries. Many Q?eqci ? are al so al coholic, suspi-
cious, evasive, litigous, and other unpleasant things, but inpotence
in the face of powerful and unscrupul ous Ladi nos aggravates these
characteristics even if it does not cause them The fatal Achilles
heel, however, is the sane as it was in the 16th Century and the
same throughout nost of the Anericas then as now. non-cooperation.
So long as a people can be divided they can be doninated, their hab-
itat expropriated, and their culture erased on a whim The Indians
of Quatemala, including the Q?eqci?, seemto be suprenely divisible.

But even though Guatemala and all its Indians will surely be very
much changed i n anot her hundred years, the information presented
here may have a value quite apart fromthe antiquarian kind. One way
or another, people nust cone to terns with the probl ens of survival

The Q?eqci ? seemto have managed to find one of the many possible
solutions, though not the ultimate and not pernmanent thanks to its
i nconpatibility with a conpeting way of |ife. But conpetitive suc-
cess in the short run is no indicator of potential for |ong-run
survival; if anything, the opposite must be nore likely. The truth
may be that the price of long life as a species will be the substi-

tution of small joys for the big thrills.



