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Abstract 

 

 The history of the United States is a history of immigrants.  From the Irish in 

Boston and New York, and the Chinese drawn to the open American west in the 1800s, to 

the French-speaking Canadians drawn to New England’s industrial cities in the beginning 

of the 1900s, to successive waves of migrants from Latin America fleeing war and 

poverty, their stories are woven into the fabric of American history.  The United States 

has long been a destination for individuals and families from all corners of the world 

seeking freedom and a better life.  Their stories are not dissimilar; all were motivated by 

a desire to overcome dire circumstances in their homelands, and did so by taking 

advantage of the opportunities available in urban areas of the United States. The story of 

each wave of immigration is a combination of simultaneous circumstances in the country 

of origin as well as the destination; some have referred to these as push and pull factors.  

These are simultaneous circumstances in both the sending and receiving country/city that 

cause migrants to transplant their lives from one place to another.  Massey, et al. (1993) 

explain the need to observe immigration through the lenses of multiple disciplines in 

order to understand it thoroughly. That is exactly what I intend to demonstrate via my 

research - an understanding of the Guatemalan migration to the Boston area via the lenses 

of sociology, international politics, economics, and gender studies.  

 



iv 
 

 

Acknowledgements 

 

 This work would not have been possible without the cooperation of the fifteen 

individuals in the Greater Boston Area whose stories constitute the primary source matter 

for this research.  I am very appreciative of those who opened their homes to me and 

allowed me to learn more about their lives and the struggles they have endured; this 

project would not have been possible were it not for the candor and the thoroughness 

with which each recounted their life story to me. 

 I am also grateful to Mary Waters, Ph.D., for her guidance in the selection of 

secondary source materials in the field of contemporary study of immigration, as well as 

her guidance through the Institutional Review Board Approval process.  Doug Bond, 

Ph.D. provided guidance for the formatting of this work into its final version.  Further, I 

would like to thank Chuck Houston and Sarah Powell for their advising during my time 

as a student at the Harvard Extension School. 

 I would also like to thank Renelle Lawrence, Ed.M., for her initial guidance and 

recommendations on the Institutional Review Board process.   

 Lastly, I could not have completed this project without the immense amount of 

support I received from numerous friends and acquaintances, not to mention the constant 

support and encouragement I received from my husband, Maynor Campos.  He has been 

my number one supporter throughout my entire academic and professional career and I 

would have never been able to complete this project without him.   

 



v 
 

 

Table of Contents 

 

List of Tables………………………………………………..…………………… vii 

I.    Introduction:  Guatemala, the United States and Immigration………………   1 

II.   Research Methods…………………………………………..………………..   6 

            Privacy and Anonymity:  Best Practices……..………………….……….   7 

            Researcher-Participant Relationship…………………………………......   8 

            Boston:  Operational Definition…………………………………………. 10 

III.  Research Limitations………………………………………………………... 12 

IV.   Findings…………………………………………………………………….. 13 

 

 

              Economics…………………….......……………………..…………….. 14 

              Violence and Intimidation……………………………………………... 18 

               Politically-Motivated Violence……………..………………………… 19 

               Narco-violence and Extortion………….......…..……………………... 21 

               Gender and Sexuality-Based Violence………............…………….…. 

 

24 

               Machismo:  Domination and Oppression………………………….…. 25 

               Post Migration………………………………………………………… 31 

               Coyotaje……………………………………………………….……… 31 

               Family Ties…………………………………………………………… 35 

               Employment Opportunities……………………………………........... 37 

               Sanctuary Communities……………………………………………… 40 

               Livability of Boston……………………………………....................... 41 

               Careers…………………………………………………………………. 42 

               Quality of Life……………………………………………………...…. 44 

              Ambiente Hispano……………………………………………………... 45 

               Remaining in Boston vs. Returning to Guatemala…………………… 47 

V.   Conclusion…………………………………………………………………. 51 

VI.  Appendix…………………………………………………………………… 

 
 
 
 

53 



vi 
 

VII.  Works Cited……………………………………………………………....... 57 
 

 

 

  



vii 
 

 

List of Tables 

Table 1.  Population Details for Guatemalans and Hispanic/Latinos in Boston……….50



 

 
 

 
Chapter I 

 
Introduction:  Guatemala, the United States, and Immigration 

 
 
 Guatemala has a legacy of political instability and weak state influence that can 

be traced back to at least the 1950s.  In the early 1950s, Guatemalan president Jacobo 

Arbenz sought to eliminate rural poverty by ensuring citizens’ access to arable land.  To 

accomplish this, his administration sought to nationalize foreign-owned private land 

holdings.  This nationalization of private land conflicted with the large land holdings that 

the American-owned United Fruit Company owned in Guatemala (Carey 2001, 98).  The 

United States perceived this as a communist action.  In the spring of 1954 the CIA (along 

with then-ambassador John Peurifoy) coordinated a coup d’état by supporting 

Guatemalan rebels who overthrew Arbenz’s government and installed Castillo Armas, a 

former military general, as president.  Armas’ installation was meant to protect American 

economic interests in Guatemala (Barrett, 2007).  This overthrow preceded a period of 

thirty years of civil war within Guatemala during which paramilitary rebels fought 

against the government.  The 1980s were the most violent decade in Guatemala’s history. 

Two presidents - first Fernando Lucas and then Rios Montt - sought to rid the country of 

perceived communist sympathizers and rebels.  Their armed forces carried out acts of 

violence against citizens of the countryside (who were mostly indigenous Guatemalans).  

This includes Montt’s “scorched earth” campaign, during which villages were razed and 

burned, and civilians were murdered.  Between 1981 and 1983, several thousand people 

were killed (Garrard-Burnett 2009).  Despite an in-person meeting with Rios Montt 

concurrent to the massacres, then-U.S. President Ronald Reagan dismissed the charges 
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that the military under Montt’s leadership was committing these atrocities (Wilkinson 

2002, 327).  

 Intermittent violence continued until an internationally brokered peace agreement 

was reached in 1996.  However, the signing of the Peace Accords was not sufficient to 

break the cycle of poverty, government corruption, and violence in Guatemala.  

Concurrently, Mexico and Colombia took measures to curb the rampant violence within 

their respective borders fueled by drug trafficking.  Drug trafficking activity was then 

displaced from Mexico and Colombia and found a new basis of operation in Guatemala 

due to the weak influence of the state and the poor rule of law that permeates the country 

(Brands 2010). 

 Martínez (2017) conducted interviews with former Guatemalan military and 

government officials who explain that, prior to 2008, the narcotrafficking that happened 

in Guatemala did not generate as much violence as it does today.  They explain that 

narcotrafficking families in Guatemala operated in a similar fashion to legitimate 

businesses - that is, for the most part each would not interfere in the affairs of the others, 

and they existed in relative (albeit uneasy) harmony.  Martínez also interviewed one drug 

trafficker, currently imprisoned in Guatemala, who in the early 2000s worked as a “free 

agent” for several of the powerful drug trafficking families, at the same time, with no 

conflict of interest from either of the families.  When a feud amongst the families caused 

two of them to join forces and order the assassination of a problematic adversary, they 

contacted assassins associated with the Mexican drug cartel known as Los Zetas.  Los 

Zetas, as it turns out, then exploited the ample territory and available market share of the 

drug trafficking market in Guatemala, and has been a presence there ever since.  
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Martínez’s sources claim that Los Zetas are far more violent than the “old” Guatemalan 

drug traffickers and do not operate by the same honor code.  They blame Los Zetas for 

the waves of violence that have plagued Guatemala starting in the latter part of the first 

decade of the 21st century (2017, 45-53).  Jenny, a woman from a village in eastern 

Guatemala who was interviewed for this project remarks, “el narcotráfico está de moda 

ahora en Guatemala” (drug trafficking is in style now in Guatemala), noting the now 

obvious presence of this not-so-clandestine activity in her city and elsewhere.   

 Several respondents corroborate Martínez’s claims that the violence in Guatemala 

has increased in the last decade.  Jenny claims that in her city there are a lot more drugs 

than there used to be.  Her village has become more populated and congested, and she 

suspects this is because of the increase in drug activity.  Alejandro, who is from a suburb 

of Guatemala City and was also interviewed for this project, recounts that when he 

returned home to visit his family the streets in his neighborhood were too dangerous for 

him to go out.  He felt like he was imprisoned; this is due to the increased crime 

including robbery.  He states, “en mi aldea abrieron más bares que escuelas” (in my 

town there are now more brothels than schools)1 and that he witnessed gang members 

running drugs through the brothels.  He claims he was a target for robbery and extortion 

because he had lived in the United States and earned income in dollars while he was here.  

He claims that owners of the best properties his town discovered that they could exploit 

the town’s location on the main route between Guatemala and El Salvador and make 

more income by opening brothels which inevitably will attract drug money (and, drug 

violence). 

                                                 
1 Colloquially, a bar in Guatemalan Spanish is an establishment that serves alcohol and function as 

a brothel.    Cantina is an establishment that only sells alcohol.   
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 Although most of my interviewees left Guatemala before the worst of the drug-

related violence began, and this was not an original “push” factor that led to their 

migration out of Guatemala, this ongoing violence can still be considered a push factor 

that otherwise deters Guatemalan expatriates in Boston from returning to their homes in 

Guatemala.  Indeed, the violence in Guatemala is so menacing that civilians who are not 

involved in illicit activities nevertheless are held captive by its grip in certain areas of the 

country.   

 These factors, as well as others, have led to significant migration out of 

Guatemala and the establishment of a Guatemalan expatriate community in the 

metropolitan Boston, Massachusetts area.  Through my research, I aimed to identify the 

pre-migration factors that led to the decision to migrate, and the post-migration factors 

that led each individual to the Boston area, and to identify any correlations with the 

existing knowledge of the contemporary social political, and economic state of affairs in 

Guatemala.  In other words, what were the “push” factors leading to emigration out of 

Guatemala, and what were the “pull” factors that led many to immigrate to the Boston 

area in particular as opposed to other regions of the country?  Massey et al (1993) believe 

that when a powerful country intervenes, unsuccessfully, in the political affairs of an 

underdeveloped country to back political regimes that support liberal economic policies 

favoring the stronger country, that action is the catalyst for an immigration flow from the 

weaker country to the stronger country (448).  Their theory sheds light on the 

Guatemalan expatriate communities in Boston and elsewhere given the United States’ 

history of involvement with Guatemalan affairs.  For Guatemala’s estimated population 

of 15 million (CIA World Factbook, 2016) there are an estimated 880,000 Guatemalans 
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living in the United States (Center for Immigration Studies, 2014).  There are 

approximately 19,000 Guatemalans living in the Greater Boston area comprising about 

one percent of the overall population.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

Chapter II 

Research Methods 

 

 Much research has been focused on Latin American dictators, violence, and 

migration.  However, an emerging field of study is examining the formation of immigrant 

communities in host cities post-migration.  For Guatemalans living in Boston, I sought to 

discover, despite Boston’s greater distance from Guatemala than most American cities, 

not to mention its distinctly different climate, why do many Guatemalans settle there?  

The “pull” factors that make Boston a final destination for many are significantly 

relevant.  To gather data and to explain the formation of the Guatemalan community in 

the Greater Boston area, I conducted fifteen in-person interviews with individuals from 

Guatemala who are  living in the Greater Boston area to ascertain why each chose to 

leave Guatemala, and why each chose to settle in Boston.  My pool of interviewees 

included 8 men and 7 women from various regions of Guatemala who live in the Boston 

area. The youngest was in her late twenties, and the oldest was in her early sixties.  The 

majority of these interviews were conducted in Spanish.  My fluency in Spanish, along 

with my familiarity with Guatemalan slang and cultural norms allowed me to accurately 

collect the details of each individual’s oral testimony.   

 To recruit individuals for this study, I created an informational flyer in English 

and Spanish that I placed on bulletin boards at community gathering places such as 

libraries and community centers.  I also created a digital version of this informational 

flyer, which I placed on social media.  I received several responses from individuals who 
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were interested in speaking with me regarding their experiences after my initial social 

media posting.  Once my post had been shared several more times, I received more 

responses from individuals who were interested in being interviewed.  In total, I recruited 

eleven individuals as a result of social media.  I followed up with each individual who 

responded with a private message to explain the background of this project and its 

context as the culmination of my Master’s Degree at the Harvard Extension School.  In 

each message, I also coordinated the details of my meeting with each individual, 

refraining from discussing any details about their experiences until meeting with each 

person in private.  I also provided each individual whom I interviewed with copies of my 

informational flyer in English and Spanish, in the event that they know anyone who may 

also be interested in being interviewed.  I did not receive any responses as a result of my 

providing these flyers to my interviewees. 

I reached out to three individuals directly via social media, and four additional 

individuals replied to my social media post.  Of these seven individuals, I was able to 

interview one; the remaining six and I were not I were unable to schedule a mutually 

convenient meeting time.  Four individuals also contacted me as a result of my social 

media posting; Further, I asked one individual directly in person, who agreed to be 

interviewed.  Lastly, one of the women whom I interviewed at her home introduced me to 

two of her neighbors, who also agreed to be interviewed.   

 

Privacy and Anonymity:  Best Practices 

 To ensure each respondent’s safety and privacy, I assigned each individual a 

pseudonym.  This pseudonym is the only way each individual is identified in this writing.  
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When necessary, due to considerations surrounding each individual’s privacy and/or 

safety, names of specific locations at times are also not used.  The scope of my research 

includes identifying which parts of Boston individuals settled in, and why they settled 

there.  In cases where this was not relevant or may have potentially directly identified the 

individual, I also omitted which specific community in the Boston area where they live.  I 

look to the example of Cecilia Menjivar, author of Enduring Violence:  Ladina Women’s 

Lives in Guatemala, who successfully used oral testimony in their research while 

protecting the privacy of their study participants.  

 This research was conducted free of coercion, and with absolute respect for each 

individual’s right to refuse to answer any question for any reason.  Harvard’s Institutional 

Review Board was consulted prior to commencement of research, and all practices 

followed in the protection of individuals’ anonymity and potentially identifying 

information were followed.  Each individual was promised anonymity.  

  

Researcher-Participant Relationship 

As other scholars have done who have gathered oral testimonies, I have reflected 

on the participants’ perception of me in an effort to determine what effect, if any, that has 

on the information provided.  I had met most of the participants in my study before 

conducting the interviews.  I suspect my previously existing relationships with these 

individuals afforded each of us the trust and confianza necessary to have a candid 

conversation regarding their pre-migration and post-migraton experiences.  

 Most of my interviewees expressed a desire for advancement, whether financial or 

educational.  When I explained that this thesis is the culmination of my master's degree 
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program, I was congratulated by several individuals for having already completed the 

coursework for my degree.  Most respondents place a very high value on education, 

whether it is learning English, earning a degree, or vocational training.  It is all seen with 

a very high regard.   

 I believe that by most of the people I spoke with I was seen as a Caucasian 

American who is very sympathetic to the struggles of Latinos in the United 

States.  Several of them also mentioned to me that they were impressed with my 

Spanish.    

 My interviews were conducted in settings as varied as coffee shops, quiet parks, 

and individuals' homes.  I was humbled to be invited into several indivduals' homes for a 

cup of coffee or a bowl of soup.  This reflects the warmth and hospitality which 

permeates Guatemalan culture.  To refuse these offerings would have been considered 

impolite. With several individuals I stayed after finishing the interview to exchange 

stories or discuss politics in the U.S. right now.  When I mentioned that I am interested in 

learning more about why people from Guatemala came all the way up to Boston, despite 

the climate and distance, the individuals with whom I met were very eager to explain 

their reasons.  Several people asked me what my opinions are on the current state of 

American politics relating to the rhetoric surrounding immigration.  It is interesting to 

ponder whether this was asked of me in order to determine whether I agree with what is 

being said in the media or not regarding immigrants. Either way, I approached these 

conversations fully aware of my position as an ambassador for my own cultural and 

linguistic group.  With the current political climate, these conversations seem to occur in 

settings and situations where they may not have occurred in the past.   
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 Many of the narratives were tales of triumph over suffering, whether it was a 

result of violence, persecution, extortion, sexual abuse, or extreme poverty.  I am very 

grateful for the lack of inhibition that each individual expressed in sharing his or her story 

with me.  The individuals with whom I spoke displayed an admirable mental fortitude 

and resiliency.  Not one individual with whom I spoke complained; but rather framed his 

or her painful experiences in such a way to express how they have learned and gained 

strength as a result.  This is a quality of Guatemalan culture – to always be focused on 

moving adelante even under dire circumstances.  Despite the risks many faced, most left 

Guatemala for selfless reasons, i.e. in order to ensure the well being of their 

families.  When I draw conclusions that an individual faced extortion, exploitation, or 

physical danger these are by and large the conclusions that I am drawing from their oral 

testimonies, and the intended consequence is not for the reader to take pity on them but 

rather to admire the resiliency and determination of our Guatemalan neighbors here in 

Boston. 

 

Boston:  Operational Definition 

 Colloquially, the term “Boston” is often used to refer to the city proper and the 

surrounding cities and suburbs.  For this study, I define the “Greater Boston Area” as 

Boston proper as well as the cities and towns within the Interstate 95 / Massachusetts 

Route 128 beltway which forms a semi-circle around the city out to an average radius of 

fourteen miles.  In the section on employment, I refer to this area east of Interstate 495 in 

Massachusetts, which forms a semi-circle around the city at a radius of between thirty-

five and fifty miles.  All individuals interviewed for this project live in cities within the I-
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95 / MA 128 beltway, more specifically in the cities of Revere, Chelsea, Everett, East 

Boston, Lynn, Waltham, and Medford.



 

 
 

 

Chapter III 

Research Limitations 

 As I conducted my oral interviews, individuals chose not to disclose details 

surrounding certain experiences, not to respond to certain questions, and/or requested that 

I not publish certain details revealed during the interview.  There is, therefore, the 

limitation of the omission of these details by the respondents - the limit of this research is 

what my participants chose to disclose, or were able to remember.  

 My recruitment of individuals was also limited to individuals with basic computer 

literacy, and literacy in Spanish.  Not included in my study are individuals who lack these 

skills;  my interviewees each possess a baseline level of digital and Spanish literacy 

which was either attained in Guatemala or the United States.  All except for one of my 

interviewees was ladino; only one respondent was from an indigenous, non-Spanish 

speaking community in Guatemala despite the fact that indigenous Guatemalans 

represent a higher percentage of the population.  There is also an overrepresentation of 

gay men in my sample, 3/8 or 37.5% of the men interviewed, due to the individuals who 

are in my expanded social network.  Also not included in my study are individuals who 

have recently arrived; those who were interviewed have been in the United States for 

between ten and thirty-four years. 



 

 
 

Chapter IV 

Findings 

 

 In metropolitan Boston, many Guatemalans live near relatives such as siblings, 

cousins, or parents.  The large number of Hispanic individuals in each of the above-

mentioned cities reflects this trend.  One of the “pull” factors to Boston for migrants from 

Guatemala is family network - individuals migrate to the city because they have relatives 

already living there.  Many of the interviewees knew someone in the area upon arrival in 

Boston.  A common response, when asked what was the attraction to Boston, was that a 

friend or relative lived in the area who could offer the individual housing and/or a lead on 

employment.  Interestingly, in several examples the circumstances in the system of 

undocumented migration leads individuals to Boston.  More on this will be explained 

below.     

 Upon arrival in Boston, many Guatemalans work in industries such as hospitality, 

contracting/construction, or manufacturing.  Most work several jobs at once in order to 

cover their cost of living, to send remittances back to Guatemala, and to pay the debt 

incurred by their migration to the United States.  I hypothesize that the availability of 

employment which does not require English skills (nor, in many cases, authorization to 

work in the United States) also draws many Guatemalans to the Boston area.   

 The results of the interviews are presented thematically in such a way as to 

illustrate the pre-migration and post-migration factors that both led individuals out of 

Guatemala and attracted them to the Boston area.  In every interview except for two, 

economics was cited as the number one reason why people migrated out of Guatemala; 
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dire poverty is widespread.  Second to poverty, driving the migration is the violence and 

extortion that individuals experienced while in Guatemala. I further categorize violence 

and extortion into three sub-categories:  political violence, drug-related violence/threats, 

and gender/sexuality violence.   

 To account for the attraction of recently-arrived migrants to Boston, there are pre-

migration pull factors, and post-migration pull factors; in other words, factors that 

initially drew people to Boston and also factors that keep people from leaving the city for 

elsewhere.  Pre-migration factors include family connections in the area, the availability 

of employment, as well as the coyotaje2 system which intending migrants use to cross the 

border into the United States.  More will be explained on this below.  Post-migration 

factors speak to the reasons why individuals choose to remain in Boston after settling in 

the United States.  These include overall quality of life, employment/economic 

opportunities, and the lack of desire to return to Guatemala.   

 

Pre-Migration Factor:  Economics 

 The present socioeconomic situation in Guatemala is the number one force 

driving migration out of the country towards the United States.  Interviewees’ responses 

confirmed my initial theory that the most compelling pull factor attracting individuals to 

Boston is economic gain.  While Guatemala currently ranks closer to the bottom of the 

list, internationally, in inflation rate, education expenditures, and employment rates, 

remittances to Guatemala from individuals living in the United States comprise ten 

                                                 
2 Coyotaje: “The act of hiring a coyote and the action of migrants and coyotes crossing the US-

Mexico Border (Spener, xii).”  A  coyote is any individual who charges migrants a fee in exchange for 
transportation to the United States and assistance in crossing the border without passing through U.S. 
Customs - the act also known as undocumented migration.   
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percent of GDP (CIA World Factbook).  Many leave Guatemala because of extreme 

poverty (for example, inability to provide basic necessities for one’s family), and this was 

reflected in my interviews.  Some even experienced hunger on a regular basis.  Consider 

the case of Alejandro. 

 Alejandro was one of nine children, and his parents did not make enough money to 

support the family.  He recollects that he and his brothers and sisters often went hungry; 

on some days the only food the family had was two eggs for he and his eight brothers and 

sisters - at times his parents did not eat at all.  He at times did not have shoes, and could 

only afford used clothing.  He explains, a mis papas la ignorancia les afectó…no sabían 

como planear…para dar a la familia un futuro mejor (My parents were affected by the 

ignorance…of not knowing how to plan…to give the family a better future). Therefore, 

the poverty that Alejandro experienced in his home city was the “push” factor that led 

him to emigrate to the United States at age 18.  He explains that he waited that long 

because he wanted to reach the age of majority in order to obtain a government 

identification from Guatemala in order to have identification while en route to the United 

States.  He then migrated to the United States with the help of coyotes.   

 Fidel also cites economics as the number one reason why he came to the United 

States.  He describes the lack of development and opportunity in his village:   

Yo no sabía lo que era un semáforo hasta que me vine para los 
Estados Unidos.  El pueblo es muy montañero. No hubo luz en mi 
pueblo hasta 1997.  Yo vine como un niño.  En el colegio, estudié 
finanzas, y quise trabajar en esto pero el sueldo no era suficiente.  
 
I did not know what a stoplight was until I came to the United States.  
The village is very rural.  There was not electricity in my village until 
1997.  I came [to the United States] as if I were a child.  In high 
school, I studied accounting, and I wanted to work in that field but the 
pay was not enough. 
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He adds that, at that time, daily salary was about the equivalent of $5 USD, even for 

those like himself with a professional certificate in a carrera3, however one would spend 

at least the equivalent of $3 USD on transportation and food, which did not leave enough 

for other living expenses. 

 The availability of jobs, albeit low paying jobs, is disparate depending on the region 

of Guatemala.  Luna is from an indigenous village in the northwestern mountains of 

Guatemala, who came at age fourteen to work in the United States.  She explains: 

Yo era una de 5 niños.  Mis hermanos vinieron a los estados unidos 
porque no hay trabajos…mi mama trabajaba como tejidora, y mi 
padre trabajaba en café a tres horas de la casa.  No hay para superar 
o estudiar.  Después de la sexta clase hay que pagar.  Aunque ya 
cambió, mi familia tiene carros ahora - antes usaban caballos para 
transporte pero todavía está dificil superar.   
 
I was one of five kids.  My brothers and sisters came to the United 
States because there are no jobs [in her village]…my mother was a 
seamstress and my father worked in coffee production.  There is no 
way to study or get ahead.  After sixth grade you have to pay.  
Although things have changed a little; my family has cars now.  
Before we used horses for transportation but it is still difficult to get 
ahead. 

 
 Enrique’s experience was very similar.  The poverty faced by his family forced him 

to work as a child.  He explains that as an eight-year old, he worked in a factory doing 

piece work, and received 2 Guatemalan centavos per piece (approximately the equivalent 

of 1/4 of $0.01 at that time)4.  He explains his family often experienced hunger as a result 

of not being able to purchase food.  He also explains that his father left his mother while 

                                                 
3 Analogous to a Vocational High School certificate in the U.S.; a professional certificate completed 

in the last few years of high school in Guatemala.   
 
4 According to the Dollar/Quetzal exchange rate in 1992.  Department of the Treasury (1992)   
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his mother was pregnant with him, and was only part of his life intermittently.  Despite 

overwhelming odds, Enrique was able to complete high school at age 21 while working 

the entire time to support his family (and, tolerating constant harassment and abuse due to 

his sexuality - more will be explained on this below).  Regardless of his hard work, his 

mother was still in danger of losing their home to the bank.  When a family friend who, 

unknown to Enrique, worked as a coyote offered to take him to the United States in 

exchange for $8,000 USD, he accepted the offer.  More will be explained below on how 

he would be able to pay such an exorbitant sum of money.  

 The threat of home repossession and therefore, homelessness, is a common thread 

among the interviewees’ pre-migration circumstances.  Marco and Yessica migrated to 

Boston in pursuit of employment in order to prevent loss of their family’s home.  Marco 

explains that his home was in danger of being repossessed by the bank due to a downturn 

in the business that he owned with his brother: 

…tuvimos buses en la capital.  Tres buses, en la misma ruta.  No tuve 
licencia, pues tuvimos que pagar pilótos.  Un piloto tuvo un acidente y 
nos tocó pagar.  Y a un otro bus se descompusó el motor.  Pues era 
difícil seguir en el negocio. Mi hermano tuvo visa por su mujer, y yo 
me vine mojado con un coyote para acompañarlo.   

 
…we owned busses in the capital [Guatemala City].  Three buses, on 
the same route.  I did not have a license, so we had to pay drivers.  
One driver had an accident, and we had to pay.  And another bus’ 
motor broke.  So it was hard to continue the business.  My brother had 
a visa through his wife, and I came mojado5 with a coyote to join him. 

 
 Yessica, a woman in her early fifties, came to the United States in 1984.  She was 

one of four children being raised by a single mother.  Her father was abusive, an 

                                                 
5 Mojado, or “wet.” This is a colloquial term that may be both descriptive and/or pejorative, 

depending on the context in which it is used.  It refers, broadly, to anyone who migrated to the United States 
without a visa via the Mexico/U.S. Border.  Literally, it denotes someone who swam or paddled across the 
Rio Grande River to gain entry into the United States. 
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alcoholic, and absent for most of the time.  When he was present, he did nothing to 

support his family economically.  When Yessica was twenty-two years old, her father 

took out a loan and submitted the deed to their home as collateral.  When he defaulted on 

the loan, she came to the United States in order to work to pay the loan so that her family 

would not lose the house.  

 These experiences are commonplace among those in Guatemala.  According to 

official reports, the median income, presently, in Guatemala, is $7,900 per capita and yet, 

twenty three percent of the population lives in extreme poverty (CIA World Factbook); 

there is great disparity in income.  Guatemalans are either wealthy or poor.  Those who 

migrate due to dire financial circumstances such as impending repossession of a home are 

not alone.  Massey, et. al. (1993) argue that in developing countries, the banking systems 

serve “mainly the needs of the affluent” whereas poorer families are often left to borrow 

at a very high interest rate.  The result is an inability to pay, which, they argue, 

incentivizes at least one family member’s migration (438).  From the experiences of my 

interviewees, we can infer that Marco, Yessica, and Enrique’s families were victims of 

these circumstances.  Further, Yessica’s experiences of suffering through an abusive 

family situation leads into the discussion in the next section on the violence that drove 

individuals’ decision to migrate.  This violence falls into three categories:  political, drug, 

and gender-based violence.  

 

Pre-Migration Factor:  Violence and Intimidation 

 The information gleaned from interviews depicting the normalized violence that is 

common in everyday life in Guatemala aligns with official sources which document this 
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violence.  Violence in Guatemala is motivated by a variety of factors, among which are 

race/ethnicity, socioeconomics, narcotrafficking, and so on.  In this section, I will focus 

on three specific forms of violence that were experienced by my interviewees.  These are 

political violence, narcotrafficking-related intimidation, and gender violence.   

 

Politically-Motivated Violence 

 As already explained, the root cause of the drug and gang related violence in 

Guatemala is the thirty-six year long civil war that plagued Guatemala from 1960 - 1996.  

During this time, the government committed atrocities against many citizens in rural 

Guatemala who were thought to be colluding to overthrow the government.  

Simultaneously, the government targeted the news media in Guatemala in an effort to 

stifle any report that would contradict its rule.  Shea points out that being a journalist in 

Guatemala was very dangerous.  She explains that during this time, many journalists 

were kidnapped, beaten, or killed (2001, 66).   

 Ronaldo, who is currently a public figure in the Spanish-speaking community of 

Boston, narrowly escaped the same fate and, fortunately, was able to make it to the 

United States. In the mid 1980s, he was a well-known television reporter in Guatemala 

City.  He was on the air for several years until 1988, when he left television because he 

had the opportunity to direct a radio station instead.  He directed the radio station until 

late 1990.  That year, he recalls that the police arrived at his home with the following 

message:   

Aquí tenemos orden de asasino para usted.  Pero le dejamos ir porque 
le hemos visto en la televisión, y usted es una buena persona.  Pero se 
tiene que ir ya.   
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We have an assassin order here for you.  But we are going to let you 
go because we have seen you on television and you are a good person.  
But you have to leave right away. 

 
 After his first contact with the police at his home, Ronaldo states that two other 

journalists that he knew were killed - he believes the assassination order was for these 

two men, and himself.  Before leaving Guatemala, he communicated with a friend who 

was in the military regarding this threat who told him, “I do not have an answer for you. 

Do not ask questions, just leave.” 

 Ronaldo did just that - he fled to the countryside to hide on a friend’s ranch for one 

month, while deciding what his next course of action would be.  He states that while on 

the ranch, he could hear gunshots fired between the guerrilla rebels and the military.  He 

decided that he needed to leave Guatemala, and returned to his home in Guatemala City 

to gather clothing and belongings with which to travel.  Upon return to his home, a 

neighbor informed him that the military had been at his house one half hour prior. Both 

he and his children, teenagers at the time, fled to a family friend’s house.  Already in 

possession of an American visa, he made his way to the United States - first to Florida, 

and then eventually to Boston.   

 Ronaldo’s experience is typical for journalists in Guatemala during the civil war 

which lasted from 1960 to 1996.  During this period of time, it is estimated that 79 

journalists were either murdered or disappeared (Shea 2001, 66).  While Ronaldo was not 

directly participating in any type of political activity for which he would have been 

targeted, the Government was known to remove journalists whom they believed may 

report negatively about the government.   



 

21 
 

 Ronaldo is one of the older individuals interviewed for this project; most of the 

other respondents were either children or not alive during the worst of the political 

violence in the 1980s.  He is the only individual whom I interviewed who left Guatemala 

due to an explicit and imminent threat to his life.  As a result, he was granted political 

asylum, and earned U.S. Citizenship in 2013.   

 

Narco-Violence and Extortion 

 As of 2010, Guatemala had an average of seventeen murders per day (Thomas 

and O’Neill 2010, 46). There is not an actual war going on in Guatemala per se, however 

this violence is being fueled by the international drug trade and organized crime 

activities. According to Brands, Guatemala’s location as well as its weak state influence 

make it a hub of illegal activities such as drug trafficking and gang activity (2010, 14). 

Guatemala occupies the entire width of the Central American isthmus; ground 

transportation from South America to the US requires passage through Guatemala.  

Guatemala’s location along the overland drug trafficking routes, combined with its weak 

government and economy, create the ideal conditions for this drug trafficking and 

organized crime to thrive.   

 One might ask, if Guatemala is only a stop along the route, how can the drug trade 

be so destructive to the country? Former Vice President Barillas has claimed that the 

locus of drug trafficking activity in Latin America has migrated to Guatemala after the 

governments of Colombia and Mexico began to eradicate drug activity within their 

respective borders (Committee on Foreign Affairs 2009, 5).  This led, in turn, to the 
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highly organized and hierarchical Colombian drug trafficking cartels to relocate to 

Guatemala (Brands 2010, 14; Martínez 2017, 48).  

 Drug cartels and organized crime groups have carved out a niche in Guatemalan 

society. In Guatemala, and elsewhere in Latin America, they employ many people either 

directly or indirectly. To operate, drug cartels employ: hit men to carry out assassinations, 

drivers, accountants, lawyers, recruiters, and many other forms of workers. Region-wide, 

it is estimated that tens of thousands of people work for cartels either directly or 

indirectly (Brands 2010, 5-6).  Jairo was one such individual.  The details of his 

testimony are presented in a purposely vague manner, in order to further protect his 

privacy and ensure his safety while still portraying the relevance of his experiences.  

  Jairo is from a town in eastern Guatemala that is along the “corredor seco” of the 

drug trafficking routes to the United States.  It is so named, according to Jairo, because it 

is an overland route as opposed to a sea route.  In his early twenties, Jairo unknowingly 

became employed by a narcotraficante6 as a repair technician.  His employer was a man 

who had a successful business in the town where Jairo lived.  As time passed, Jairo began 

to notice that he was only being asked to repair equipment that belonged to his employer, 

and the facility where he worked was not in fact open to the public (despite the type of 

facility and its location, which would have implied otherwise).  As time passed, Jairo 

eventually learned that the owner of the company where he was working was a 

narcotraficante.  Jairo and his employer had a very good professional relationship, and 

Jairo was eventually given additional work to do by his boss.  He was very well 

compensated for his work; stating that while an average salary in his town in the early 

                                                 
6 Drug trafficker 
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2000s would have been 70 quetzales per day (approximately 10 US dollars), he was 

actually paid 2,000 quetzales (approximately 285 US dollars) per week.  That is nearly 

six times the average rate of pay.   

 The breaking point arrived when Jairo was on an errand for his boss with two other 

employees who were heavily armed (he himself was not armed).  He was driving the 

vehicle when, for reasons unknown, he was chased by the police.  He managed to outrun 

the police, but then decided to resign from his job out of fear for his safety and that of his 

family.  After quitting his job, the boss appeared at his home several days later, insisting 

that Jairo continue working for him.  The narcotraficante then proceeded to harass his 

family, causing him to feel threatened.  Importantly, Jairo notes that he was never directly 

threatened by the business owner - he states that the specific skills that he had were very 

much in demand by his former boss.  However he came to the United States to escape the 

threat of danger that he felt would befall his family if he remained in Guatemala.  He 

adds that before becoming involved in this illicit business, he had no intention of leaving 

Guatemala - he loved his town, the scenery, the people, and the food.   

 Jairo’s story is a prime example of the corruptive effect that the drug economy has 

on society in Guatemala.  Jairo states that he was always a good student, enjoyed 

studying, and had earned several degrees as a result of his studies.  He never had any 

intention of being involved with organized crime or drug trafficking.  He became 

involved with this world by accident, by virtue of the town where he lived and the job 

that he found.  However, given the dire economic circumstances faced by many in 

Guatemala, the allure of a well-paying job incentivizes others to remain involved in drug 

trafficking and organized crime. As previously stated, the state and rule of law is eroded 
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by the incentive that organized crime offers to those who are suffering economically, and 

the sheer amount of wealth that exists in the drug trade allows it to continue to exist vis-

à-vis bribes given to law enforcement officials.   

 Former Guatemalan Vice President Eduardo Stein Barillas also claimed during his 

congressional testimony that that the drug cartels’ economic power affords them political 

power (such as control over elected officials via bribery) and control over territory 

(Committee on Foreign Affairs 2009, 8).  Brands corroborates this claim; it is estimated 

that both drug cartels and transnational gangs control over 40% of Guatemalan territory.  

He also explains that drug cartels have been known to assassinate political figures and 

others who do not accept their bribes (2010, 6).  This indicates the power that drug cartels 

exert on society, and lend some insight into the pressure that Jairo felt which led to his 

migration northward.  Brands further describes the role that the cartels play in society as a 

“perverse social function,” i.e., providing better employment opportunities in illicit 

business than those provided by the mainstream economy (2010, 25).  

 

Gender and Sexuality-Based Violence 

The culture of aggressive male dominance in Latin America, known colloquially 

as machismo, permeates most aspects of social and family life in Guatemala.  It is a 

perpetual cycle that prescribes strict gender roles for both men and women, and also 

creates a cycle of oppression for both women as well as the men who do not conform to 

their prescribed gender roles.   

 Hurtado and Sinha (2016) developed a theory that is useful in explaining the 

mechanism of machismo.  Their model of “Intersectionality” explains that there are five 
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overlapping identities that create the “social self;” these are sexuality, class, race, gender, 

and ethnicity. They argue that the most visible social identity is that which is used for 

“stigmatization and allocation of privilege (40-41).” They  further explain that an 

individual’s predominant social identity that is most noticed by other members of a group 

in a given context will determine whether an individual is accepted by the group, or 

rejected by it.  Moreover, members of the dominant group hold a disproportionate share 

of power in society (39).   

 This theory has direct implications for societies such as Guatemala where 

machismo is prevalent.  For example, the identity of heterosexual male is the overlapping 

identity onto which society bestows the greatest privilege (provided that they exhibit the 

aggressive and dominant traits prescribed for them by society); this hegemonic group 

then exhibits power over other subaltern groups.  The ostracization and violence against 

two such subaltern groups, women and gay men, will be discussed here.  In the 

subsequent discussion of genderized violence, care is given to differentiate between the 

separate struggles of women and gay men in Guatemala, and to not diminish the suffering 

each group endures by generalizing it with the other.  The intention here is to effectively 

identify what machismo looks like in Guatemala, based on information gleaned in 

interviews, and illustrate the way that this social institution “pushed” individuals out of 

Guatemala due to the suffering that it has imparted on them.   

 

Machismo:  Domination and Oppression 

 Carey and Torres argue that since the law in Guatemala does not punish 

perpetrators of domestic violence, violence against women has come to be accepted by 
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society.  They theorize that this impunity lends itself to a normalization of violence and 

aggression carried out by against women (2010, 143).  For example, there are many 

sexual assaults in Guatemala against women that simply go unprosecuted (Sittig and 

Gonzalez 2016, 70-71).  Anecdotal evidence obtained from interviews informs the 

argument that this aggressive behavior is condoned by society; it is in fact expected that 

men will act aggressively and dominantly in their social interactions and mannerisms. 

 Most of the women interviewed for this project explained the ways in which 

machismo affected their lives while still living in Guatemala. Consider the testimony of 

two respondents below: 

Elsa:  Las mujeres eran sumisivas a sus esposos, así nos ensenan 
nuestros padres….los hombres humilian y pegan a sus mujeres.  A 
las niñas les enseñaban de planchar, lavar, y tortillar.   
 
Women were submissive to their husbands, and taught to be so by 
their parents…women are humiliated and beaten by their 
husbands.  They are not to have an opinion.  Girls were taught to 
iron, wash, and make tortillas. ) 
 
Jenny:  Cerca de la capital, se acosan a las mujeres en los buses 
públicos.  Hay mucha gente y agarran a las mujeres.  Se lo 
considera “normal” y es aceptado por todos.  Aunque hay unos 
buenos hombres que no lo hacen.  Tampoco se enseñan a las niñas 
de la sexualidad.  Si una mujer pierde su virginidad antes de 
casarse es una puta.  Pero, a los muchachos se los llevan al 
prostíbulo a las 13 o 14 años de edad para que aprendan a ser 
hombres.  
 
Near the capital, women were assaulted regularly on public busses.  
Busses are very crowded, and women are fondled.  It is “normal” 
and accepted by everyone.  Although, some good men don’t do it.  
Also, girls are not taught about sexuality.  If a woman loses her 
virginity before marriage, she is labeled as a wh*ore.  But, boys 
are brought to the brothel around age 13 or 14 to “learn how to be 
men.” 
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Jenny’s testimony about the normalization of sexual assault in public, as well as the 

disparate way in which boys and girls are raised, is indicative of the violence that 

machismo brings into society.  However, women do not only face sexual violence, as 

Yessica, who is fluent in English, notes: 

My father was gone a lot.  When he came home, he would beat my 
mother.  When we would try to defend her, he would beat us too.  
My father was not a good person.  He beat her so badly once that 
she was unconscious.  He prodded her with an electric cattle 
prodder to see if she was still alive.  Once, he had a machete, and 
he was drunk, and attacked her but missed.  Another time, he 
threatened my mother with a gun.  He shot at her, but missed.  The 
bullet hole was in the wall for years, as a reminder.  Domestic 
violence happens a lot in Guatemala.  Men are machistas.  
Mujeriegos7 are common.  All of the men in my family had 
women on the side.  All of them…Women in Guate are only taught 
how to be a wife.  They teach us how to sew and knit.  Women are 
supposed to cook, clean, and tend to the kids. 

 
 Despite these facts, none of the women interviewed for this project directly 

identify gender violence as a push factor for their emigration out of Guatemala.  It would 

appear that other than migration, women have little recourse in Guatemala to obtain 

equality and safety within society. To illustrate how ingrained violence against women is 

in Guatemalan society, consider the study conducted by Bott, Guedes, et al. in 2008-09 

documenting domestic violence throughout Latin America. The women surveyed in 

Guatemala responded in the following ways:  when survivors of domestic violence were 

asked why they did not seek help after the violence, 15.7% of the women reported that 

help was unnecessary and/or that the violence was normal.  40% cited a lack of trust in 

those around them, and 24.5% cited shame (63). 

                                                 
7 “Womanizers,” i.e., men who have affairs with many women.   
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On the other hand, the gay men interviewed for this project who also suffered as a 

result of machismo did cite the abuse and violence they suffered as a push factor leading 

to their migration.  Consider the testimony given by Enrique, below, as one example. 

La vida en Guatemala es atrofiado, estresante, y sufocante.  La 
vida es de esconderse, y tener mucho cuidado en la forma de ser y 
hablar… ya a los trece años, si no tienes novia te llaman maricón.  
Me jodieron en la escuela por la forma de mi cuerpo, y me quedé 
callado para no se dieran cuenta de mí.  Hay acoso constante y 
homofobia….después de venir a los Estados Unidos, no sabía que 
la gente es mas libre aquí.  Pues no salí del closet por 8 años.  
Solo iba a trabajar y regresaba a casa.  

 
Life in Guatemala is atrophying, stressful, and suffocating.  Life is 
all about hiding and being careful how you act and speak.  By age 
thirteen, if you do not have a girlfriend, you are called a fag.  I was 
harassed in school because of the shape of my body, and I stayed 
quiet so people would not notice me. There is constant harassment 
and homophobia.  After coming to the United States, I did not 
know that people here are more free.  So I did not come out of the 
closet for eight years.  I just went to work and came home.”   

 
When asked if he ever experienced any violence directed at him, he became 

emotional and stated “yes,” but declined to offer further details.  Fidel also corroborates 

the exclusion from Guatemala a gay man faces.   

La vida en Guate me hizo fuerte porque es una batalla diaria para 
sobrevivir ante el bullying y abuso en la escuela y la calle.  Los 
padres lo esconden aunque todos saben.  Hay que defenderse 
diente y uña para sobrevivir.  Y hay mucho abuso sexual contra los 
gays…yo vine a los Estados Unidos para renacer.  
  
Life in Guate[mala] made me strong because it is a daily battle to 
survive in the face of bullying and abuse in school and in the street.  
Parents try to hide [their childrens’ sexuality] even though 
everyone knows.  You have to defend yourself tooth and nail to 
survive.  And there is a lot of sexual abuse against gay people…I 
came to the United States to be born again. 

 
 Lastly, Giovanni, who is fluent in English, explained how the prescribed gender 

roles in Guatemala affected him: 
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My mother used to fix my mannerisms.  I liked to cook and sew.  
My mother was always shewing me out of the kitchen, telling me 
to “go help your father.”  Some men cook in Guatemala, but it is if 
they work in a restaurant or someplace.  Men don’t cook at home.  
I also wanted to learn how to sew, since my mother was a 
seamstress.  She didn’t allow me to sew at first, but when she saw 
that I was not going to give it up she sent me to work with a tailor.  
Because I would be at least making suits for men.  I didn’t like it.   

 
 In addition to the pressure Giovanni received from his family and those around 

him to conform to the mannerisms and role prescribed for men, he also feared for his own 

safety if those around him were to discover his sexual orientation.  He states that he 

witnessed overt, public sexual assault against other men who were gay, and feared that 

the same would happen to him if others discovered his true identity.   

 This fear, along with his desire for self-determination and to live his life, was the 

only push factor that led Giovani to leave Guatemala.  Economic factors were not 

involved; he is from a middle-class family and was professionally employed at the time 

of his emigration.  Enrique and Fidel’s economic circumstances were different; as Fidel 

explains, harassment and violence were not the reasons why he left Guatemala but rather 

the reason why he left Guatemala when he did.  Hurtado and Sinha offer some insight 

into why Enrique and Fidel experienced more persecution than Giovanni. Hurtado and 

Sinha’s theory of Intersectionality would suggest that sexuality and gender are the two 

most prominent social identities in a machismo society.  Using their operational 

definition of the social self, the two most prominent social identities which usurp social 

and economic power in Guatemala are those of heterosexual and male.  Gay male and 

female fall outside of these categories and members of these groups suffer as a result.  

Giovanni was able to successfully hide his sexual orientation, therefore he suffered less 

persecution.   



 

30 
 

 Several other experiences were explained to me by respondents, however at their 

request I am not correlating even their pseudonyms to these experiences.  One respondent 

explained that gay men are coerced into having non-consensual sexual relations with 

other men.  Another respondent claims that his own mother at times would kick him in 

the leg and say, “stand up straight and be a man.”  A third respondent claims that, while 

at a party, the home owner brought a prostitute to give to his teenage son (who was gay) 

as a present.  When the son refused to have relations with the woman, the father severely 

beat the son.  Notwithstanding the horrendous objectification of women this example 

illustrates, it as well as the others further demonstrate the extent to which both women 

and gay men are abused in Guatemala.   

 Machismo creates institutionalized violence and oppression of women and non-

heterosexual men, excluding them from society and creating a physically unsafe 

environment.  Specifically, persecution of gays in Guatemala creates the push factor out 

of the country.  We know that machismo in Guatemalan culture oppresses and, often, 

terrorizes women.  It has a similar effect on men who do not exhibit the aggressive, 

dominant traits that society expects of them. As a researcher, it is very tempting to seek 

one concrete and definite reason why an individual left his or her home country for the 

United States.  The gay men interviewed for this project faced constant ridicule and 

harassment in a culture where machismo influences most aspects of daily life.  It is 

tempting to draw the conclusion that these three men left Guatemala only because of this 

persecution.  What I found, however, is that Enrique and Fidel’s economic situations 

were as dire as other respondents.  The ostracization, and even violence/sexual assault, 

that they faced only exacerbated their situations and made migration out of Guatemala 
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more imminent.  If machismo and homophobia were not the main reason why each of 

them left Guatemala, as Fidel stated these are likely the reasons why they left when they 

did. 

 

Post-Migration 

 When beginning this research, I had expected to come across several concrete 

reasons why my interviewees chose to settle in the metropolitan Boston area, that would 

be simple to categorize and explain.  What I found, however, is that while there are three 

common factors that created the initial draw to the Boston area, there are more 

individualized, nuanced reasons why those whom I interviewed remained in the city as 

opposed to settling elsewhere in the United States.  The three principal pull factors that 

led Guatemalan migrants to Boston are employment, family ties, and coyotaje.  Below, I 

discuss  three initial “pull” factors in increasing order of significance and relevance.  

Once interviewees settled in Boston and established themselves financially, I propose that 

there is a second post-migration phase - integration - during which interviewees fully 

established their lives in the city.  Respondents cite the various factors that create a high 

quality of life in the area as their reasons for remaining in the city, establishing roots, and 

starting their families. 

 

Coyotaje 

 There is an illicit business that exists throughout Mexico and Central America 

where an individual with knowledge of the land routes between Central America and the 

United States will charge those hoping to migrate to the United States without permission 
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an exorbitant amount of money in order to ensure their passage - these people are called 

coyotes.  The charge for the journey out of Guatemala and into the United States can be 

as high as $10,000, as Alejandro explained.  The participants in this project who enlisted 

the help of a coyote to cross the border depleted their savings, and even went into debt in 

order to pay one half of the coyote’s fee. It is useful to remember here that one dollar is 

approximately 7 Guatemalan quetzales, depending on current fluctuations in the 

exchange rate, and a “good” paying job in Guatemala, according to interviews, pays 

approximately 70 quetzales daily.  Given these figures, the initial cost to pay a coyote is 

$5,000 USD, or 35,000 Guatemalan quetzales - 5,000 times the average daily income.  

Upon arrival in the United States, each individual is required to give the coyote the 

address of a relative or other person who can “receive” him or her.  This requires the 

relative or other person to pay the remaining half of the coyote’s fee.  Often, the person 

who is immigrating will live very scarcely and work multiple jobs for his or her first 

several years in the United States in order to pay back this debt.   

 Although the focus of this study is not undocumented migration, it is useful 

background context to consider that of the fifteen individuals interviewed for this project, 

thirteen were undocumented when they arrived in the United States (of those thirteen, 

five have since obtained either a family visa or permanent residence).  Many individuals 

who cross the border without documents do so with the assistance of a coyote.  Alejandro 

and Giovanni explain that when working with a coyote, the person who is immigrating is 

given three chances to make it to the United States.  If, for whatever reason s/he does not 

make it to the United States after the third attempt (due to detention by Mexican 

authorities, or illness, for example), the coyote returns half of the money that s/he paid.   
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 Giovanni, who is now fluent in English, offers more insight into the process of 

coyotaje: 

Sometimes there are two [coyotes] - one brings you to the border, 
the other one from the US comes across the border to get you, then 
brings you across and gets you to where you’re going.  Then in the 
US there is a house or other place near the border where you’re 
packed in like sausages until the people who “receive” you pay 
your other half.  Then once they’ve been paid, the coyotes 
“release” you and take you to your final destination.  If no one 
pays for you, they either let you go off on your own, so some are 
picked up by immigration.  Or they keep you and try to find 
someone to pay for you.   

 
 It would be inaccurate to draw a broad conclusion that a “pull” factor to Boston is 

the illicit operation of human movement that is run by the coyotes, however in several 

circumstances people have ended up in Boston for this very reason, sent by the coyote so 

that the coyote can be paid for services rendered. As already mentioned, after arriving in 

the United States each individual needs to provide the name and address of someone who 

can “receive” him or her and pay the remainder of the debt to the coyote.  In several of 

the interviews conducted, it was revealed that the individuals settled in the Boston area 

because that is where they had a relative who could fulfill the remainder of their 

obligations.  In one circumstance, an interviewee explained that upon arrival he did not 

know anyone in the United States.  So, the coyote in the US called a family in Boston 

who “owed him a favor,” and he was sent to live with this family.  He therefore arrived in 

Boston as a result of the coyotaje system itself.   

 One would be remiss to automatically categorize someone who arrived in the US 

with a coyote’s assistance as either a criminal or a victim.  Yes, these individuals did 

break a Federal Law that prohibits entry without a visa.  And, yes, there are coyotes who 

abuse and exploit migrants during their journey.  However, Spener (2009) has an 
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interesting theory, where he explains coyotaje as a system born out of economic 

necessity, a “survival strategy in the face of government attempts to territorially confine 

[migrants] to low-wage regions of the North American Free Trade area (161).”  Whereas 

I argue that coyotaje is a pull factor to Boston for several of my interviewees, Spener 

would suggest that the same international monetary policy that arguably created poverty 

in Guatemala (and drives economic migrants northward to the United States in the first 

place) is responsible for its existence.  

  I argue that the costs incurred by migrants into the US by the coyotaje system 

exacerbate each intending migrant’s economic situation, and “push” them to an area 

where there is ample opportunity to earn enough to pay back this debt.  In this sense, 

coyotaje is a push factor to Metropolitan Boston whether it is directly because an 

individual was sent to the area, or because this is the area where each individual would be 

able to earn enough income on which to live and pay back the debts associated with his 

or her border crossing.  Coyotaje leads into discussion of the remaining two push factors:  

family ties and employment.  Just as the coyotaje system relies on family ties in the 

destination city to ensure that the migrant arrives at his or her final destination, once s/he 

has arrived she will need to begin earning income very quickly in order to reimburse the 

coyote for his or her services and to overcome the poverty that s/he suffered in 

Guatemala.   

 Enrique arrived in the United States with no pre-determined final destination, nor 

did he have any family or friends in the United States.  He is the only interviewee with 

whom I spoke who literally did not know anyone in the country upon his arrival.  He 

states that once across the border, the coyote contacted a Salvadorean family in Boston 
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“who owed him a favor.”  Enrique was sent to live with this family, whom he did not 

know.  For Enrique, the primary pull factor to Boston was the system of coyotaje itself.  

Second, ten interviewees, (two thirds of my pool), came with the assistance of coyotes.  

In order to complete the voyage from Guatemala to the Boston area, each would have 

needed a relative or friend to live with upon arrival, as well as a friend or relative to lend 

him/her the funds to pay back the coyote.  S/he also required access to employment, in 

order to begin repayment of the debt incurred by coyotaje.  Therefore, while the process 

of coyotaje is not the largest factor driving migration to the Boston area, it relies on pull 

factors in the Boston area without which migrants would not be able to make the journey.  

The next two pull factors - family connections and employment - are discussed below.  

  

Family Ties 

 The next significant pull factor that drew Guatemalans to Boston was family and 

friend ties.  One respondent was brought to Boston by means of coyotaje.  Two were 

brought as children so albeit their families played a role in their arrival in Boston, they 

did not make this choice themselves (and Jenny states that she did not want to come to 

the United States).  That leaves twelve individuals with whom I spoke, and each of the 

twelve cite a family or friend connection as the reason for their arrival in Boston.   

 At times, individuals rely upon these family connections even under less than 

amicable conditions.  Consider the example of Alejandro:   

Crucé por primera vez en Juarez .  Los coyotes y un primo mío 
hicieron planes para que llamaran al primo, quien estaba en 
Nueva York. Y cuando le llamó mi primo rechazó de aceptarme - 
‘no conozco un Alejandro’ dijo. 
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I crossed [the border] for the first time in Juarez [Mexico].  The 
coyotes and my cousin made plans for us to call my cousin, who 
was in New York [upon arriving in the U.S.].  And when the 
coyote called him, he denied knowing me - “I don’t know an 
Alejandro,” he said.   

 
Alejandro then had to call an uncle in Boston to “receive” him, thereby relying on a 

family connection necessitated by the coyotaje system to produce payment.  His “pull” 

factor to Boston was, indirectly, caused by coyotaje combined with a family connection. 

 It should be noted that not every individual’s family member already living in the 

United States automatically opens their home to any relative who arrives in the United 

States.  This was the case with Alejandro; Marco had a similar experience.  Marco 

migrated to the United States at about the same time as his brother in the mid-1990s.  He 

recollects that his brother arrived, and had plans to live with relatives in California.  

However, after his brother migrated, those relatives did not offer him their home.  He 

instead came to live in Boston with some friends.  Marco followed soon thereafter, and 

because his brother was already living in Boston he also settled there.  Regardless of 

rejection by family members, these two anecdotes illustrate the idea that for recently 

arrived migrants, the connections they already have with either relatives or acquaintances 

play a large role in where they will ultimately settle and establish roots.   

 Every interviewee except for two cite family and friend connections as a major 

pull factor to the Boston area.  The two for whom this is not the case are Enrique, who as 

already mentioned was sent to Boston by the coyote who facilitated his entry into the 

United States, and Jenny who arrived as a child with her parents.  Although, technically 

speaking she did arrive in Boston due to a family connection (her parents), I do not 

include her in my analysis of family connections because she did not choose to migrate 
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here on her own, and in fact states that she did not want to come to the United States. 

These friend and family networks were essential in facilitating each newly arrived 

Guatemalan migrant a place to stay, as well as finding employment.  Everyone 

interviewed for this report stated that a friend or family member assisted them in finding 

a job, which reflects a trend noted by Camarota and Ziegler whereby which employers 

will use informal immigrant family and friend networks to recruit for open positions 

(2014).  Just as coyotaje overlaps with, and depends on, family connections, employment 

is a major pull factor that, as demonstrated here, depends on family connections as well.   

 

Employment Opportunities 

 The primary reason participants in this study were drawn to Boston was due to 

employment opportunities.  For 12 individuals interviewed, employment was the main 

pull factor (family and friends assisted in the job search to varying degrees).  This section 

will look at some of the factors behind the economy in Boston and the job opportunities 

that it affords newly arrived immigrants.  Boston is a national and international hub for 

several industries, and is home to a significant number of regional, national, and 

international corporate headquarters, which contribute to the vibrant economy in eastern 

Massachusetts. Theory will be examined that says this alone can be used to predict and 

explain immigrant settlement in a city such as Boston.  This section will also present 

findings on the types of jobs the interviewees obtained upon settlement in Boston.   

 Massey et. al. (1993), citing Immanuel Wallerstein’s (1976) World Systems 

Theory, explain that  

…international migration…is directed to certain ‘global cities’ 
that channel and control foreign investment.  Although the 
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theory does not provide specific criteria for defining a ‘global 
city,’ a set of operational criteria might be developed from 
information about capital assets and corporate headquarters.  
One could then examine the relative frequency of movement to 
global cities, as opposed to other places within the developed 
or developing world (460). 
 

Therefore, in a broad sense, immigrants are attracted to urban areas where there is a 

strong economy.  Massey et. al. point out that Wallerstein did not offer a definition of a 

“global city,” so they offer their own working definition.  I apply their working definition 

of a “global city” to Boston, analyzing the presence of corporate headquarters in the 

metropolitan area and using this information to infer that immigrants are attracted to 

Boston due to the strong economy.  

 Let us consider the presence of large corporations which, according to Massey, et 

al.’s working definition, are the drivers of the economic engine that attracts migrants.  

Within the Interstate 495 beltway, there are 4 Fortune 500 companies, with a combined 

total estimated profit of 14.37 billion dollars (Fortune, 2017).  Additionally, there are 37 

major companies which have either a regional, national, or international headquarters in 

the metropolitan area enclosed by the Intersate 95 / MA Route 128 beltway (Kelley 

School of Business, Indiana University, 2008).  The presence of these companies would 

suggest that Boston qualifies as a “global city” according to Massey, et al.’s working 

definition of such.   

 Massey et al. (1993) also theorize that the availability of positions available in 

jobs near the bottom of the employment hierarchy is positively correlated with higher 

overall levels of education in the general population (447).  A unique characteristic of 

Boston is that it has a high concentration of institutions of higher learning in a relatively 

small geographic area.  Inside the same I-95/MA 128 beltway, there are over 50 colleges 
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and universities which offer a two-year degree or higher (National Center for Education 

Statistics).  In the metropolitan Boston area, the percentage of the population holding a 

bachelor’s degree or higher is 46.85%8.  This would suggest that the economy will offer 

many employment opportunities for immigrants.   

 Of the fifteen individuals interviewed for this project, three arrived as children 

with their families.  The remaining twelve worked in the following industries upon first 

arriving in Boston:  private house cleaning (3), foodservice (4), auto repair (1), 

construction (2), landscaping (1), and clerical (2).  The employment attainment of the 

interviewees is consistent with the existing statistics for immigrant employment in the 

United States during the period of twenty years in which most arrived; during this time 

immigrants were 48.3% more likely to work in the food service industry, and 328% more 

likely to work in private homes (i.e., housecleaners) (National Academies of Sciences, 

Engineering, Medicine, 2015).   

 Massey and his colleagues therefore offer insight as to why many migrants, 

including those whom I interviewed, would be attracted to Boston.  There are, however, 

other cities in the United States that have higher numbers of Fortune 500 companies.  

And, many other cities have prestigious universities and highly-educated populations.  

However for those who have settled in the Boston area, there are other post-migration 

factors that have kept people in the metropolitan area, facilitating their settlement into the 

Boston area and integration into the communities where they live.  These secondary post-

migration factors, I argue, do not create the initial draw to Boston, because migrants are 

not familiar with the city.  Rather, once they are here these factors create a desirable 

                                                 
8 Data compiled using the American Community Survey, 

https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml 

https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml
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quality of life that lead to settlement and integration. These will be discussed in the 

section below.  

 

Sanctuary Communities 

 Of the thirteen participants interviewed for this study who arrived in the United 

States without immigrations documents, eight of them are still living in the Boston area 

without documents.  Fortunately, Boston as well as nearby Cambridge and Somerville are 

Sanctuary Cities, in which local law enforcement will not detain undocumented 

individuals for deportation provided they have no other criminal history (Policy Order 

Resolution 2014, Curatone and Echevarria 2016, Boston Trust Act 2014).  Reflecting the 

region’s generally favorable outlook on immigration, there is currently a bill in the 

Massachusetts Senate (which, coincidentally, was  co-petitioned by the state senator from 

Somerville) which seeks to establish Massachusetts as a sanctuary state.  Currently, this 

bill has not yet been passed by the state Senate.  Its very existence, however, along with 

that of Sanctuary Cities in Massachusetts reflects a generally positive regional attitude 

towards immigrants, including those who are in the country without legal permission.  No 

one interviewed for this project explicitly cited the sanctuary cities as a reason why they 

came to Boston specifically.  Moreover, it is unclear if those who are intending to migrate 

to the United States without a visa are aware of sanctuary city laws and the implications 

these laws have for undocumented immigrants.  However, Elmer and Emerita did state 

that they feel safer in the Boston area because the authorities do not bother the immigrant 

community.  I believe this is knowledge that they gained once having lived in the area 

and developed an understanding of the local culture, customs, and laws.  It should be 
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noted that Elmer and Emerita live in Lynn and Revere, respectively, which are two cities 

that currently are not themselves sanctuary cities.   

 This overall feeling of safety and belonging lends itself to a discussion of the 

secondary phase of migration - i.e., the phase in which migrants, including the 

Guatemalans that I interviewed, have established themselves as members of the 

communities into which they have moved and begun to integrate into Boston.  This 

secondary phase, I argue, is comprised of the factors which “keep” migrants in Boston.  

Below I present a discussion of the factors described by interviewees as the reasons why 

each has chosen to remain in the Boston area. 

 

Livability of Boston 

 Boston has received several ratings that place it near the top of the list in terms of 

quality of life for its residents both among American cities as well as worldwide.  These 

factors include access to job opportunities, education, green space, and recreation 

(Mercer 2017; Martin 2017). The subjective enjoyment of living in Boston was also 

reflected in interviews; beyond the three core factors that created the initial draw to 

Boston, individuals listed a wide variety of factors for which they remain in the city.  

Several of these pull factors are consistent with theory proposed by Massey et al., others 

are unique characteristics about Boston which make it a desirable place to live.  Both will 

be discussed.   

 Massey et al. (1993) theorize that migrants, after settlement in the United States, 

shift from what they refer to as “target earners,” (working just to pay for a specific thing, 

such as a home in their country of origin or to send remittances to cover an illness, etc.) 
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for an intended period of time to non-target earners (442).  This would suggest that there 

are two post-migration phases.  The first, as already discussed, is during the initial pull to 

Boston (or, any other city for that matter) in which the migrant finds a place to live with 

family or friends, and works to repay the debt incurred in the migration and send 

remittances to his or her family.  Some only plan on staying for a defined amount of time, 

intending to be only target earners, such as Yessica and Marco.  However, those who 

came have stayed and moved into a more permanent phase of settlement.  The second 

phase follows the first, during which the migrant obtains more stable employment, learns 

some English, and starts benefitting from the amenities available in the city.   

 

Careers 

 Many of the migrants with whom I spoke have stayed in Boston longer than they 

had originally planned - several respondents had intended on remaining in Boston for a 

definite amount of time - for example, one to two years - to earn enough money to cover 

expenses  or debt back in Guatemala, and then return. However, among my interviewees, 

several examples stand out of the ingenious ways in which the Guatemalans have 

overcome seemingly insurmountable obstacles, gained skills and experience, and built 

careers for themselves.  Their stories are presented below. 

 Jairo 

 Shortly after arriving in Boston, Jairo began working in auto repair.  He came into 

this line of work with some previous experience from Guatemala.  He states that he has 

worked in the same facility for eight years.  During that time, his work has developed into 

a career; he has gained significant knowledge about the industry, as well as many 
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certifications which have made him a lead technician in the facility where he works.  He 

takes a great deal of pride in his qualifications and experience.   

 Alejandro 

 Alejandro also works in the auto repair industry in a similar capacity as Jairo.  He 

has worked in the same facility since 2004 and has also taken advantage of the many 

opportunities to learn about new processes and certifications.  He has also developed in 

his career; he is currently a manager in the facility where he works, and has earned many 

additional certifications as well as awards for his work.   

 Fidel 

 After arriving in the Boston area, Fidel worked for a company that painted 

commercial facilities.  This company exploited its workers by not paying them for hours 

worked, regularly requiring shifts longer than twelve hours, and forcing the employees to 

work in unsafe conditions.  After four years, Fidel decided to take the knowledge and 

contacts that he had acquired working in this industry, and create his own business.  He 

now runs a successful subcontracting business which employs several individuals and 

does work for commercial and individual clients all over the metropolitan Boston area.   

 Ronaldo 

 Ronaldo already had considerable experience in broadcast journalism upon 

arriving in the United States, so it is of little surprise that he eventually continued to work 

in this field in the Boston area.  For five years, he worked part time in the radio industry 

while he and his wife cleaned homes for a private client.  Eventually, he experienced 

enough success in his work where he was able to become a full-time radio announcer.  

2017 marks the 25th year he has been on the radio; he currently delivers international 
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news in Spanish on a well-known Boston area radio station.   

 Emerita 

 Emerita came to the United States in 1994, and worked several different jobs as 

an administrative assistant in the Spanish-speaking community.  She currently works in 

the maintenance department for a public school system in a suburb of Boston, which she 

has done for ten years and states that she enjoys the job very much.   

 These are several anecdotal examples of the ways that Guatemalan migrants in 

Boston have taken advantage of the opportunities that are available here.  However, in 

addition to economic opportunity, many interviewees were quick to explain the other 

factors that correspond to the livability ratings that Boston has received, and those which 

enrich their quality of life and make Boston an enjoyable place to live all around.   

 

Boston:  Quality of Life 

 The availability of public transportation stands out as a factor in why the 

Guatemalans I interviewed find Boston a desirable place to live.  Giovanni, Luna, and 

Ronaldo each expressed their appreciation for Boston’s somewhat expansive system of 

public transportation, primarily subway and bus, for being able to access the employment 

opportunities available in Boston.  Giovanni offered the explanation that when 

individuals are undocumented, they are ineligible for a drivers’ license.  Therefore, he 

explains, “many don’t risk driving.”  Affordable public transportation offers a safer 

alternative for mobility around the city.  The availability of transportation, according to 

several interviewees, is superior to the transportation options in metropolitan areas in 

Florida and California, where several respondents have lived or visited previously.   
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  Ronaldo explains his fascination with Boston as a place to live and work: 

…quise seguir la vida con mucha tranquilidad después de lo que 
me pasó en Guate…este es el estado más bello que he visto, y he 
visitado muchos estados.  Es un estado buenisimo.   

 

I wanted to continue my life with much peace after what happened 
to me in Guate[mala].  This [Massachusetts] is the most beautiful 
state I have seen, and I have visited many states.  It is a very good 
state.   

 
 Beyond employment activities and transportation, the quality of life and access to 

opportunities beyond employment are factors that enrich the lives of those interviewed 

for this project.  In addition to amenities and attractions around the city, many also enjoy 

the fact that there is familiarity amongst the Hispanic community in the Boston area. 

 

Ambiente Hispano 

 Driving north on Route 1A through Revere, one notices billboards that advertise 

products or services such as cell phone plans or legal defense in Spanish. Along Route 16 

eastbound in Everett, one cannot miss a large red sign which reads “Zapatos,” advertising 

a discount warehouse which sells shoes and many other items of clothing.  Throughout 

Chelsea and East Boston, storefronts and restaurants advertise their goods in Spanish but 

not English.  “Se renta cuarto” flyers are taped and stapled to light poles throughout these 

cities.  Even the local mainstream radio stations are starting to play contemporary 

Spanish-language songs.  This is all indicative of a substantial and very active Spanish-

speaking community.   

 The cities mentioned above, as well as those where interview participants live, 

have high concentrations of Spanish speakers from multiple nations, and Guatemalans 
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comprise a portion of that community.  The chart below demonstrates the numbers of 

Hispanic and Latino individuals living in the Greater Boston area, according to the 2010 

Census, as well as the numbers of Guatemalans living in each city.  What is relevant 

about this data is that it reflects a large Hispanic community into which Guatemalan 

migrants integrate in Boston. 

 Emerita calls this ambiente hispano, or Hispanic environment, to refer to the areas 

of Boston and surrounding cities where Spanish language as well as Latin American food 

and customs are prevalent.  She states this is one of the primary reasons why she has 

chosen to remain in Boston, explaining that she lived in Maine for a short time but was 

unable to communicate with any of her neighbors and the local supermarkets did not 

carry the types of foods she liked to prepare at home.  She then returned to the Boston 

area and has lived there ever since.   

 Elmer also hints at this ambiente hispano:  

A pesar del sufrimento, se vive mas alegre en familia.  Se une más 
en Guate poreso hay mucha gente guatemalteca en Lynn.  (Despite 
the [economic] suffering, people are happy with their families.  
People get together with one another more in Guate[mala] and that 
is why there are a lot of Guatemalan people in Lynn.   

 
The importance of a local culture where Spanish is spoken and individuals are able to 

find food and customs that are familiar makes the area directly northeast of Boston proper 

a desirable place to live for those whom I interviewed.  

 Ambiente hispano in Boston, combined with effective transportation, create an 

environment where individuals can begin to build their lives in the United States.  More 

than simply earning a paycheck, the individuals who came here to work have found the 

area to be very enjoyable and are able to construct their lives with other factors that make 
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the quality of life satisfying.  Haug (2008, 588) notes that as more immigrants arrive in a 

community, each contributes to the growing “social and ethnic community already 

established in the country of destination” that subsequent migrants can benefit from.  

Applying this theory to Boston, individuals such as Emerita and Elmer benefit from the 

network of Guatemalans (as well as other Latin Americans) which provide friendships, 

customs, and familiar food.  Also, it provides a linguistic community.  As a result of 

ambiente hispano in Boston, Luna was actually able to learn Spanish, which she did not 

speak before coming to the United States (recall that she is a native speaker of Mam, a 

Mayan language).  We shared a laugh over the fact that she (a Guatemalan)  and I (an 

American) both learned Spanish the same way - by living in Boston.   

 

Remaining in Boston vs. Return to Guatemala 

 When asked, “would you ever consider returning to Guatemala,” the answers I 

received were a blend of affirmative and negative.  Several individuals whom I 

interviewed explained that their plan is to retire one day, and build a new home or 

purchase property in Guatemala.  Elsa states that she “does not want to die in the United 

States,” and in fact never wanted to come in the first place (recall that her husband sent 

for her and their children, and she came to make a better life for the children).  She 

currently plans on returning to her town in Guatemala when she retires.  Yessica also 

states that she plans to purchase a home in Antigua, which is a city known for its rich 
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history, customs, desirable climate and scenery, as well as expensive home prices.  Marco 

and Jenny have also stated that they wish to retire in Guatemala.   

 Jairo does not have a visa or green card to be in the United States, and therefore 

would be unable to return the United States legally if he were to travel outside of the 

country.  The only option would be to return to the United States across the dangerous 

land route through Mexico, most likely enlisting the help of a coyote.  When asked if he 

would ever consider returning to Guatemala, he stated that he wants to, but he would risk 

losing his girlfriend and child in the process.  So he remains in Boston where he has 

established a family and career.  Many other migrants, not just Guatemalans, are in the 

exact same situation as Jairo.   

 The question of return elicited a strong response of “no” from two of my 

participants in particular.  Alejandro recently returned to Guatemala to wait for his family 

visa petition to be approved.  He explains that his pueblo had changed considerably since 

the time that he left.  He explains that gang violence is rampant and conditions are 

dangerous for an expatriate such as himself upon return: 

Hubo mucho peligro en Guatemala cuando yo estaba allí.  No 
pude salir, como que estaba preso.  Me miraron diferente por el 
color de mi piel, como se me puso mas claro en los Estados 
Unidos. Pasé 13 meces en casa.  Ni siquiera podía visitar mi 
esposa por el peligro…la gente pensó que los que vienen de aquí 
tenemos mucho dinero…los pandilleros están usando los niños 
para pedir dinero, y cuando tu abres tu cartera los niños regresan 
y los dicen cuanto dinero tienes.  Después te roban.  Una vez en mi 
pueblo yo vi que mataron un tipo porque solo tuvo cien quetzalzes, 
lo mataron para hacerlos trabajar por solo cien quetzales. 
 
There was a lot of danger in Guatemala when I was there.  I could 
not go out, it was as if I was imprisoned.  People looked at me 
differently due to the color of my skin, which had lightened up in 
the United States.  I spent 13 months in my house.  My wife could 
not even visit due to the danger….people thought that those who 
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come from here [The United States] have a lot of money…gangs 
are using kids to ask for money, and when you open your wallet 
the kids go tell them how much money you have.  Then they rob 
you.  Once in my town I saw a guy get killed because he only had 
one hundred quetzales [about $14 USD], and the gangs killed him 
for making them work for only one hundred quetzales. 

 
 For this reason, Jairo stays in Boston where he enjoys personal freedom and 

safety.   

 Recall that Enrique suffered greatly due to his sexuality and lack of conformity 

with prescribed male gender expectations in Guatemala.  The question of whether he 

would return to Guatemala elicited this response: 

Eso sería come que si te cortaras aquí en el braso y una vez 
que se te cure te vuelves a cortar otra vez en la 
cicatríz.  Boston es mi hogar.  No me veo allí, no quiero volver 
a sufrir ni tampoco poner a mi esposo en este mismo ambiente. 

 
That would be like if you cut yourself here on the arm, and as 
soon as it heals you cut yourself all over again on the 
scar.  Boston is my home.  I don't see myself there [in 
Guatemala], I don't want to go back to suffering nor do I want 
to put my husband in that same environment.  
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City Guatemalan 
Residents 

Guatemalans as 
% of total 
Population 

Hispanic/Latino 
Residents 

Hispanic/Latino
s as % of 

Population 

Total 
Population 

Arlington 78 0.182 1,395 3.256 42,844 
Belmont 42 0.170 754 3.049 24,729 
Boston 4,451 0.721 107,917 17.474 617,594 
East Boston† 1,045 2.580 21,419 52.876 40,508 
Brookline 90 0.153 2,964 5.047 58,732 
Cambridge 202 0.192 7,974 7.583 105,162 
Chelsea 2,553 7.258 21,855 62.129 35,177 
Dedham 66 0.267 1,353 5.471 24,729 
Everett 422 1.013 8,792 21.101 41,667 
Lexington 34 0.108 713 2.271 31,394 
Lynn 5,715 6.327 29,013 32.119 90,329 
Malden 216 0.363 4,992 8.397 59,450 
Medford 97 0.173 2,447 4.356 56,173 
Melrose 32 0.119 663 2.457 26,983 
Nahant 0 0.000 52 1.525 3,410 
Newton 250 0.294 3,476 4.082 85,146 
Peabody 71 0.139 3,212 6.267 51,251 
Quincy 190 0.206 3,089 3.348 92,271 
Revere 769 1.486 12,617 24.378 51,755 
Salem 119 0.288 6,465 15.639 41,340 
Saugus 70 0.263 1,066 4.003 26,628 
Somerville 408 0.539 8,017 10.583 75,754 
Stoneham 46 0.215 634 2.958 21,437 
Swampscott 15 0.109 355 2.575 13,787 
Wakefield 74 0.297 575 2.306 24,932 
Waltham 3,252 5.364 8,280 13.656 60,632 
Watertown* -- -- -- -- -- 
Winchester 12 0.056 405 1.895 21,374 
Winthrop* -- -- -- -- -- 
Woburn 122 0.320 1,724 4.523 38,120 

Totals 19,396 1.064 240,799 13.210 1,822,800 

      
      
      
      
      
      
      

Compiled from United States Census Bureau, American Fact Finder, 
https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml  
 
* 2010 Census data not available 
† East Boston is considered part of Boston proper; data in this column is for reference only and is not included in 
the totals. 

Table 1 
Population Details for Guatemalans and Hispanic/Latinos in Boston 

https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml
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Chapter V  

Conclusion 

 

Peggy Levitt, author of The Transnational Villagers researched in depth the Dominican 

community that also lives in the Jamaica Plain neighborhood of Boston. She found that 

the majority of people in Jamaica Plain were actually from the same city/region - Baní - 

of the Dominican Republic.  Because of the back-and-forth exchange of ideas, consumer 

goods, and language, communities in both Jamaica plain and Baní, Dominican Republic 

began to incorporate knowledge and practices found in the other city.  She explains that 

Dominican Bostonians live in a cultural space that is a hybrid of both cities and countries, 

and that individuals also travel back and forth on a regular basis which facilitates the 

exchange of ideas, ways of thinking, and products.   

The engagement of Guatemalans in Boston differs from the Dominicans in Levitt’s study.  

Two thirds of the Guatemalans interviewed for this study migrated to the United States 

without documents.  This means that they were not able to return to Guatemala regularly.  

Others, due to the circumstances that drove them out of Guatemala in the first place either 

chose not to return, or would chose not to return regardless of they had the proper 

documents with which to do so. Geopolitics may play a role in the differences in these 

two communities:  considering that migration from the Dominican Republic (which is an 

island) occurs by boat or plane, it is likely more difficult to migrate to the United States 

without documents than it is to do so from Guatemala which is on a contiguous land mass 
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with the United States. Therefore, the Guatemalans in Boston do not comprise a 

transnational community as do the Dominicans that Levitt interviewed in Jamaica Plain.  

Of those whom I interviewed, those who are able to return have postponed their decision 

to do so until retirement and therefore are fully-fledged members of society in Boston.

 Those who are unable to return to Guatemala have also established their roots in 

the city and established their lives here. They see themselves as fully-fledged members of 

the city, exercising the freedom to marry whomever they chose, to grow their careers and 

raise children.  Enrique concluded our interview by telling me the following:   

Ya me considero bostoniano.  La ciudad brinda muchas 
oportunidades.  

 
I now consider myself a Bostonian.  The city provides many 
opportunities. 
 

This is undoubtedly a sentiment that is shared by the fifteen individuals with 

whom I spoke for this project who, after enduring hardships which drove them out of 

Guatemala have now exercised the right to marry whomever they chose, to grow their 

careers and raise their children in the Boston area.   
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Chapter VI  

Appendix 

Below are brief biographies of the individuals interviewed for this project: 

Alejandro 

Alejandro is a man in his early thirties from a small city in the suburbs of Guatemala 

City.  He comes from a very poor family and was one of nine children.  He came to the 

United States in 2003 via the Mexican border.  He currently lives in Revere, MA with his 

wife and step children.  He is gainfully employed in the automotive services industry.  

Elmer 

Elmer is a man in his late forties from northwestern Guatemala, who served in the 

Guatemalan military before coming to the United States in 2003 via the Mexican border.  

He currently is employed in the construction industry.  He lives in Lynn, MA with his 

wife.   

Elsa 

Elsa is a woman in her early sixties also from a village in eastern Guatemala.  She 

worked as a seamstress before coming to the United States in 1989, on a family visa.  She 

has worked in foodservice, cleaning homes, and as a seamstress while in the US, and 

currently lives in Chelsea, MA with her son.   

Emerita 

Emerita is a woman in her early forties from south central Guatemala, near the Pacific 

coast.  She was from a middle-class family, and came to the United States out of curiosity 
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via the Mexican border.  She discovered that she liked the United States, and has 

remained here since first arriving in 1994.  She currently works in the education field, 

and lives in Revere, MA with her children. 

Enrique 

Enrique is a gay man in his early thirties from a village in the mountains of northwestern 

Guatemala.  He came from a poor family, and arrived in the United States in 2004 via the 

Mexican border.  He currently lives with his husband in Chelsea, MA.   

Fidel 

Fidel is a gay man in his early thirties from eastern Guatemala near the border with 

Belize.  He also comes from a very poor family, and arrived in the United States in 2007 

via the Mexican border.  He currently lives in Waltham, MA with his husband and owns 

his own subcontracting business. 

Giovanni 

Giovanni is a gay man in his late thirties from a small city in western Guatemala that 

borders Mexico.  He comes from a middle-class family, and was professionally employed 

before leaving Guatemala. He came to the United States in 1999 via the Mexican border, 

and currently lives with his husband in Waltham, MA.  He is currently employed in the 

hospitality industry. 

Jairo 

Jairo is a man in his early thirties from eastern Guatemala.  He held several professional 

degrees while in Guatemala and was gainfully employed before leaving.  He arrived in 

the United States in 2006 via the Mexican border.  He currently lives in Chelsea, MA 

with his girlfriend and daughter.   
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Jenny 

Jenny is a woman in her early forties from a village in eastern Guatemala.  Her family 

was working class.  She was brought to the United States by her father in 1989 on a 

family visa, despite not wanting to come to the United States.  She currently works in the 

education field and lives with her husband in East Boston, MA.   

Luna 

Luna is an indigenous woman in her late twenties from the rural mountainous region of 

northwestern Guatemala.  She is a native speaker of Mam, and did not actually learn 

Spanish until arriving in the United States in 2004 via the Mexican border.  She currently 

lives in Chelsea, MA with her son and works cleaning homes.   

Marco 

Marco is a man in his mid-forties from Guatemala City.  He came to the United States in 

1995.  Coming from a middle-class family, he was a business owner before coming to the 

United States.  He currently lives in East Boston with his wife, and is employed in the 

transportation services industry.   

Maria 

Maria is a woman in her early fifties from a small city in western Guatemala near the 

Pacific coast.  She came from a poor family, and struggled to find constant work.  She 

arrived in the United States in 2001 via the Mexican border.  She works in food 

production, and lives in Lynn, MA with her husband. 

Ronaldo 

Ronaldo is a man in his early sixties from rural southwestern Guatemala.  While in 

Guatemala, he worked in journalism before fleeing an assassination attempt.  He arrived 
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in the United States in 1991 on a visa.  He still works in Spanish-language radio in the 

Boston area, and lives in Lynn, MA with his wife and children.   

Valentina 

Valentina is a woman in her late forties from a small city in western Guatemala on the 

border with Mexico.  She first arrived in the United States in 1989 via the Mexican 

border.  She currently lives in Lynn, MA with her husband and works in manufacturing.   

Yessica 

Yessica is a woman in her early fifties from Guatemala City.  She also comes from a poor 

family, is one of four children, and was raised by a single mother.  She came to the 

United States in 1984 on a tourist visa, and currently lives in Medford, MA with her 

husband.  She is employed in event planning and administration. 
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