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Voice Over: This is a UAL Decolonising Arts Institute podcast. 

Ileana L. Selejan: Welcome to the Foregrounding Central American art podcast. My name 
is Ileana Selejan, and I am your host on the program. My guest for today is Maya Kʼicheʼ 
scholar, researcher and activist, Gladys Tzul. Our conversation takes place in Spanish, 
however a transcript in both Spanish and English will be made available with the podcast. 
Further notes and references are included with the episode description. 

Ileana L. Selejan: Good morning everyone, I am here with Gladys Tzul, who is both an 
academic and researcher, from Guatemala, of Maya K'iche' origin. Thank you very much, 
Gladys, for being here today.  

Gladys Tzul: You too, thank you very much for the invitation Ileana. 

Ileana L. Selejan: Thank you for accepting my invitation. It is a great pleasure to have you 
here. And so, to start our conversation, if you could share a little bit about your work, well, 
in general, but maybe you could talk about your approach to communal studies. I would be 
interested in going a little deeper into the matter of autonomy within the specific context of 
Guatemala, which is very, very interesting. 

Gladys Tzul: Well, good morning, my name is Gladys, I am a Maya K'iche’ from 
Guatemala. It is important for me to begin with this, with this presentation, self-introduction, 
precisely because communal structures in Guatemala, and in fact throughout the 
continent, have linguistic, territorial, non-nationalist roots.  

That is to say, in each of the towns and villages, there are various texts and oral 
documents that pertain to political structures, to narratives that provide an account of the 
origin of the world and of life itself. In this sense, then, the communal structures that I am 
studying also seek to perform, or seek recognition, and to perform within a certain political 
logic, and by relation to a specific, political logic, as well as a material and symbolic logic. 



So, what I call communal studies, then, is a line of enquiry in the academy that goes back 
15 or 20 years or so, when I started doing a PhD on communal forms of politics, or non-
liberal forms of politics.  

And this, then, allows us to amplify and dispute the contents and discussion around the 
meaning of the political. Communal politics, then, is constituted by a number of institutions. 
Just as the liberal state is constituted by its institutions, be they republican, federal, or 
whatever the political denomination may be, communal structures also have their own 
institutions, and one of them, one that I have studied in detail, is communal labour as a 
determining institution and the backbone of the local political system. In other words, the 
communal labour system, as a form of social interaction, which permits actual daily 
subsistence for those of us who live in the communities, meaning, the workforce required 
to take care of the water, to take care of the roads, to take care of the forest, to take care 
of the land, is what makes life possible.  

So we are faced with a form of labour that is not exploited and unmoored to capital, rather 
a workforce aimed towards producing collective welfare. Now, these communal labour 
systems serve temporary functions as well, and have levels and hierarchies within them; 
for example, cleaning water sources consists of several workdays that all community 
members are obliged to contribute to. But there is also a form of communal labour, which 
has to do with coordination, that is to coordinate all the community workdays. Which is 
also why, one of the fundamental ideas behind communal studies is that we are not 
dealing with an ideology, rather with a particular understanding and form of social 
relationality that shapes life itself. It is probable that, in terms of ideas, those of us who live 
within communal structures may not always completely agree, but in order to secure the 
actual means to sustaining life, it is necessary to establish these local systems for labour, 
and to participate in them.  

Also, within these communal labour systems, I have also defined it as an ethical means, a 
moral means. It is important to note that labour has this characteristic, that it is defined as 
a moral means, an ethical means: nobody can live off the work of another person, unlike in 
a capitalist system where exploited labour is what sustains the basis of capitalism. Here, 
nobody could drink water if they have not worked for it. And that becomes a disgrace, and 
that becomes a hindrance to coexistence of the community. That is why I would like to 
make it clear that communal work is the backbone of the communal political system. It is 
also important to note that there are different types of communal labour, for example, that 
ensures the perpetuation [of life], taking care of water sources, of the forest, among many 
others; but there are also other systems for communal labour, such as, for example, those 
related to mourning.  

In the massacres that have occurred here in Guatemala, mourning is experienced 
collectively. There is someone in charge of making the temazcal baths, another in charge 
of making the food, someone is in charge of finding all the elements to make the food, to 
organise the feast, the burials, the wakes... And all of this is also done within a communal 
dynamic of labour. In various communities there is a saying that rings true: no one buries 
himself alone. That is to say, when someone dies, they are not going to bury themselves, 
rather a large number of people will need to mobilize, in order to hold a celebration for 
them, to perform a number of rites, they will carry out a number of ceremonies to return 



them to the earth. So there is also a way of understanding communal labour as a form of 
organised or collective mourning.  

At the same time, there is another aspect to communal labour, which has to do with 
enabling deliberation. Reaching consensus is a very time-consuming exercise, you have to 
call for assembly, create an agenda, set up the points to be discussed, and then, to bring 
up a metaphor used by Miguel De León an indigenous mayor from Nebaj, then you have 
to govern, to run the assembly, because there is a bit of everything there: just like a river 
that carries water and fish, it also carries sticks, stones, and even some rubbish. 
Therefore, we must have the ability to govern. This is also part of communal labour. So far, 
we have covered four areas pertaining to it: organising work towards perpetuating life, 
organising mourning, communal labour as a form of coordination, communal labour as a 
moral and ethical means of existence and, well, fifth, communal labour as a strategy to 
organise mourning and as a strategy to heal the pain extant within a society with a history 
such as Guatemala’s.  

So, all these elements that I have described, Ileana, outline several characteristics that 
serve in understanding autonomy. And that autonomy is not an ideology, this is not an 
autarchy, in other words, it is not an entity that is self-sufficient and that does not need to 
relate to others. Rather, in terms of the perpetuation of life, and in managing pain, 
managing grief, it has political structures that allow it to develop in a fluid, autonomous 
manner. I also use a term, let's say that is closely related to autonomy, the term of 
governance, communal governance.  

Indigenous communities are antagonistic and have developed historically in an 
antagonistic relationship with the state and capital. Nonetheless, they can manage their 
grief, govern their mountains, they can govern their waters and their soils. Then, many of 
these people, men, women, children, the elderly who make up these communities, who 
are part of these communities, are also involved in capitalist labour networks, or in the 
popular economy. In other words, there are tradesmen who travel to various towns, there 
are various workers, and there are also many migrants in the United States. Communal 
structures, however, do not break down [due to this], rather they change and update 
themselves. In closing this question, I would also like to perhaps raise certain doubts that 
some colleagues might have, because it is a question that always comes up: What 
happens to the individual lives within these communal structures?  

It is not that communal structures determine one’s destiny and impose a line of destiny on 
those who inhabit them; what happens is that these communal structures facilitate 
individual trajectories. I myself have been able to study, I have had access to the 
university, yes because my father was a teacher, but above all, because we lived on 
communal land. That is, we didn't have to pay for water, we didn't have to pay rent, we 
didn't have to pay for food, because we produced our own food, so our life was not fully 
linked to the market. What this means is that we have a much more oxygenated life, to 
then go on and develop our own individual trajectories. So rather than constraining 
individual lives, communal structures actually enhance them.  



Ileana L. Selejan: Thank you very much. Very interesting. I'm thinking now, I have a 
question as a follow up, as they say, because I'm thinking well, of art in the western sense, 
but also of art as a very, very important part of Maya culture, how does art participate in 
these communal structures?  

Gladys Tzul: I think it's a very good question because this whole system, the communal 
architecture that is conducive to deliberation, that produces water, that produces 
mourning, also produces images, also produces iconography. Iconography and images 
that, you can translate as art, if you want. But in each period, let's say, during the war, the 
colour of the textiles was of a colour, let's say, for example, it didn't have to be green 
because it was going to resemble an army uniform.  

What you find in some villages, they say well, I ordered a huipil from the wartime. What is 
a huipil from the wartime? The huipil is a textile, these handwoven textiles that are 
produced in Guatemala and which are mostly woven and designed by women and girls. 
Well, that particular type of huipil has certain colours and certain shades and is not 
predominantly green, because green resembles military uniform. Or, when massacres 
have taken place, because in the case of Guatemala, the relationship between indigenous 
communities and the state has been violent. How they respond, how we respond, what is 
being produced during the time where there were massacres. The ways in which images 
have been produced has been extremely powerful. For example, here there are these 
carpet-like mats called “petates” which are made of palm leaves. Many of the 
manifestations at the time were not made from paper, they were not made as posters, as 
vinyl banners, they were done on these mats. I'm going to send you some photographs, 
but I don't know if they can be illustrated...  

Ileana L. Selejan: Yes, please. 

Gladys Tzul: Noting that those are the places wherefrom manifestations are taking place. 
The drawings or the posters that students or women make as part of these manifestations, 
what this shows is a plurality of images and at the same time a grounding, the 
demonstration of a kind of essence, of anger, of rage. Those images very rarely transit on 
the art circuit but are nonetheless a part of the connection, contact and conversation in-
between each of the villages. I also wanted to tell you about other examples, for example, 
when manifestations are held in the communities, they often play marimba music instead 
of the revolutionary music that has been very important throughout Latin America, and 
when that music starts playing well, we are faced with dissent, or dignity.  

But when these communities do it, it is done... Last year communities from my town, and 
others, came to the city centre and, in reality, what to me seemed to be the town fair. It 
was my town fair, and they brought a song, a marimba melody that makes it distinctively 
clear that it is the people of Totonicapán who are mobilising. So there is a very old and 
very important tradition of marimba players in my hometown, and in several other places 
as well, of simple marimbas that later have progressively transformed into music that 
incorporates double keyboard marimba.  



But that kind of music, those types of images, are produced in everyday moments as well 
as in moments of crisis. I think it's very important to point that out. One could write a whole 
history of these communities noting the appearance of this iconography or these new 
sounds. Later, these are populated, connected to each of the villages. And well, I also 
believe that what is being called, or what I am calling the communal production of images, 
has this characteristic precisely. No one can claim individual authorship. This is not the 
individual achievement of a gifted person who managed to do this. It always has been and 
was always done collectively. Someone comes up with the idea, someone else devises 
the colours, and yet another produces it by using certain elements. And they are always 
carried by two or three people and then they move through each of the villages. 

Ileana L. Selejan: Thank you very much. Well, I would like, starting from this point, talking 
about art and culture and these manifestations in iconographic images, I would like us to 
talk a little more about art and Maya ancestrality. I would like to know your opinion on this 
topic, because in recent years we have seen the emergence of a very important 
generation of indigenous artists from Guatemala. Artists who have been recognised in the 
region, but also internationally. So yes, the work of many of these artists is anchored in 
Maya ancestrality. This is how they conceptualise it, this is how they present it. As a Maya 
K'iche' woman and intellectual, how do you see this phenomenon, the incorporation of 
indigenous artists into global contemporary art circuits?  

 
And what do you think of the translation of very, very specific elements of local culture into 
the global context? What happens in this exchange, if we can call it an exchange, what 
happens in this translation, transfer? Yes.  

Gladys Tzul: I think it is ambivalent. It puts me in an ambivalent position, precisely 
because, well, I very much celebrate the practice of fellows who are within the art circuit, 
who, in any case it should be noted that, although they have signed their work individually, 
coming from the society within which we were born, where we were born, our ideas and 
our actions have been collectively constructed. And well, we cannot deny a person’s 
capacity, their strength and drive to create a certain trajectory.  

However, I think I find it problematic on the other hand, precisely because I think that what 
is happening, and here a question arises, the transfer of these ancestral elements into the 
global art circuit, is it due to a desire to converse with the global art circuit? Or does have 
as objective dignifying these collectively produced elements? Regardless of what the 
answer is, and it is up to the artists to answer it, I believe that a third question can be 
asked, and that third question is, do these artists seek to dialogue with the communities 
within which these images, these ideas, this iconography, this meaning has been 
produced? I think that question remains open.  

And well, another element that I would like to add to your question, which is problematic, 
yet urgent: to what extent is the incorporation of this artistic production, of fellow artists, 



into the global art circuit not contributing to strengthening hierarchical categories of taste 
and aesthetics, and to producing a sense of inclusion for the curators? Ultimately, it is the 
curators who will decide what the criteria for inclusion are, what does and doesn't dialogue 
with the art market, to what extent their work has converted or can convert, running the 
risk of becoming a part of these hierarchical structures. I think it is up to these artists to 
boycott that system.  

 
How do you boycott? I believe that our peoples and communities are masters and 
strategists in the logic of boycotting capture, boycotting inclusion, boycotting folklorism. 
Because, despite attempts by the state and even the art circuit itself to folklorise artistic 
production, our communities have unravelled them. For example, when certain museums 
here in Guatemala, the Ixchel Museum for instance, the Museum of [Indigenous] Textiles 
and Clothing, when they tried to place them within this [narrative of] sophistication, where 
only experts could understand the art made by certain women, who don't comprehend 
what they are making, this is unravelled when there are exhumations. During exhumations 
of clandestine cemeteries, fragments of huipiles, fragments of cortes [skirts], begin to 
come out.  

And then one could say, well here is the museum register, the catalogue from the Ixchel 
Museum or [here is] the image produced by this or that artist, whereas here is what really 
is, that which is lived, that which is embodied. So, in this sense, our people are strategists 
in unravelling and boycotting this interpretation, and this folklorising impulse because I 
think a risk is run, and this risk is also run in the academy, to say: how interesting that s/he 
can think despite being indigenous, or how interesting what s/he is making, her/his 
aesthetic sense despite being indigenous. We are both encountering these contradictions, 
but I think it is up to us, up to all of us, to boycott and deconstruct those arguments that 
seek to position us with this folklorising world or that of the "noble savage.”  

Ileana L. Selejan: Very well said, and I think that in addition to this, we must also think 
about a new dimension that has emerged, perhaps in the last few decades, within the last 
decade, which is performative. There is a lot of talk about inclusion, isn't there? And one 
has to ask, well, the question remains, whether it is a real inclusion or whether it is 
performative, and clearly connected to all these folklorising tendencies and, well, yes. 

Gladys Tzul: On your question about inclusion, I think it is very important to be clear that 
whenever something is included, something else is necessarily excluded. So, following 
[Walther] Benjamin, every act of culture is an act of barbarism, it seems to me that defining 
a certain type of production as “culture” means that it will present a counterpoint, a 
counterpart, defined as barbarism. And in this case, when something is included, it is 
excluded. Who can make this sovereign decision to include and exclude? I think we must 
remain very alert in terms how we want to appear and with whom we want to appear.  

 
Ileana L. Selejan: Yes, yes, yes. I completely agree. Well I would like us to also address a 
very important issue for both of us which is how gender intersects with a lot of the things 
that we have talked about so far. Textile design has a very, very important presence in the 
indigenous communities of Guatemala and I am thinking, yes, of this kind of work that is 
traditionally done by women. You can contradict me if it is not true. But I would like us to 
talk a bit about the role of art and aesthetics in everyday life, in indigenous communities. 



This is something you have already mentioned at some points in the discussion, but I 
would like to talk about it a little bit more. 

 
Gladys Tzul: Yes. Look, as a researcher, I have followed Gayatri Spivak's ideas a lot, you 
can see it not only in The Subaltern, but in her other texts on historiography as well; and 
where she talks about widows, she breaks down the idea that widows, these women who 
are left without husbands and seem to have no place in society, she breaks down that 
argument because she says that well, it is argued that the domestic world is peripheral to 
society, on the contrary, she says, the domestic world is what shapes the public world. 
And so, well, I play with Spivak’s argument. Because this has been said about indigenous 
women, those who are uneducated, those who are excluded, those who, well, there are a 
number of [mis]representations, such as poverty, misery. When they talk about misery in 
reports on Latin America, and put an indigenous woman selling her textiles, for example. 

Ileana L. Selejan: Yes, this is a topic that Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui is also working on, isn't 
it? What she calls miserabilism. 

Gladys Tzul: Miserabilism, indeed. However, when one sees in the villages the richness of 
life, the will to live, because that is what the textiles show us, a creative will, a powerful will 
to continue living, to shape it through those colours, through those designs. On several 
occasions, unrelated to field work, rather by just going to a party or participating in an 
activity as a guest, one ends up talking about her textiles with the other women, looking at 
the fabrics, seeing the type of thread, seeing the type of design... And that, as some of my 
colleagues say, enables the borrowing of designs.  

The communities, the women, have their own pictorial language, and are also discussing 
weaving techniques, design techniques and, well, each one continues to develop her own 
material. And because sometimes the compañeras also say, especially the compañeras 
from Ixil, they say well, when I feel sad, I bring out my weaving and I start to weave. And I 
respond: If you're sad you make this? You weave this kind of design? And she says: "Yes, 
because sometimes I feel desperate", she had who lost her children in the war, and she 
told me that she had already found three in a clandestine cemetery, she is still looking for 
two... "And when I get sad, I bring out my weaving and that's how I forget, by weaving". So 
the effect that textile production and design has is highly powerful.  

What's counter-intuitive is that a person who is looking for her deceased children and who 
is sad, will weave using this immensity of colours, these abstract structures that when, 
well, when seen as a whole, well, allow us to understand part a of their world as well. So, 
in that sense, I think I answer your question about the role of aesthetics in the everyday, in 
terms of how we deal with our pain, how we produce our joy. Because, let's say, there are 
also mothers who are pregnant and are starting to weave the huipiles for their daughters, 
and they are pregnant, and they are weaving and they are also imagining a life with their 
sons or daughters. So also elaborating upon dreams, dealing with pain, plays a 
fundamental role in the production of textiles, on the one hand.  



On the other hand, and I think I do this too, it is part of a paid job, there are many women 
with whom you can place an order and tell them, well, my daughter is getting married in 
four months so please come, look at her and make her a huipil, design her a huipil. Then 
the lady looks at the bride, asks her what she imagines, whether she has ideas of her own 
or not. So it is a participatory type of design, as my colleagues from the University of 
Caldas say, we are at the forefront of participatory design. And of a participatory design 
that, you will notice, often takes place in the evenings. At leisure. Because this is when 
they have stopped working on their daily chores, especially those women who are in 
charge of sustaining life, the countryside, their businesses, and who dedicate themselves 
to design work during their time of rest. And in that sense, I think it is very important to 
place an emphasis on this participatory or communal type of design.  

This is what communal design is. And, well, this has also given rise to many 
representations, to imagination in [our] societies. I believe that the indigenous world, the 
indigenous communal world is highly creative and highly abstract, precisely because it is in 
this mathematical work of accounting, of one's threads, of designs, and that, effectively, 
the designs are never going to be the same, let's say, there is no huipil that looks alike. 
Not because you have to search for that mark that distinguishes it as a unique piece, but 
because when you are creating something in the moment, in the everyday, you are 
experiencing different subjective, emotional situations. And well, much of this work, as you 
said in your question, is indeed carryed out and elaborated by women and girls, and by 
older women.  

There is also weaving work, and I had uncles who were weavers of cortes, what we call 
cortes, and you call skirts, let's say. That is a task for men. I had several uncles, now 
deceased, who weaved. I have cousins who are still weaving cortes or rebosos [a type of 
scarf]. It is not that there is a sexual division of weaving work, but for the most part the 
huipiles are woven by women, and the cortes and rebosos and baby blankets are also 
woven by men.  

Ileana L. Selejan: When you were saying that it is highly creative work, I think also, one 
has to add that it is highly innovative work. There is a lot of innovation, there is an 
incredible variety. And thinking about this, I was seeing that there are several women's 
organisations now, several groups of women, that have organised themselves to protect, 
basically, their designs, to protect their intellectual property rights over their designs.  

 
And this issue of the cultural appropriation of indigenous huipiles from Guatemala, I think 
it's a very strong and very interesting issue because, well, it's still practised by the most 
recognised fashion brands. It has happened with huipiles from Mexico as well. But yes, it 
is an issue that is still happening, and I found it impacting to see that there are several 
women's groups that are organising themselves and basically asking for communal rights 
[to be respected], from what I have understood, because it’s not like one person saying, 
this is my design, they always work as part of groups, asking for the recognition of their 
intellectual property. I found that very interesting. 

 
Gladys Tzul: I think it is a strategy, it has to be read as a strategy to defend the production 
of material wealth as well. Because all this innovative iconographic and design work is part 



of our material wealth, of our actual wealth. Several years ago, I participated in these 
assemblies. It was called the National Assembly of Weavers, which managed to bring 
together countless numbers of weavers, and their textiles. The amount of textiles that 
arrived, of huipiles that we had seen previously, but which now arrived [displaying] their full 
innovative [range]. One realises which one is ceremonial, which is the one for daily use, 
which is the most current one, which design is new, which are the new influences.  

It was a carnival of colours. I attended the first two assemblies of the National Assembly of 
Weavers, where you see, not only because of intellectual property and cultural 
appropriation, but there was a clear denunciation of several things. The first is the racist 
use of textiles, because the pejorative way of naming indigenous women here in 
Guatemala is to call them María. Las Marías, for example, upon seeing a group of 
indigenous women, they call them Las Marías. Or if I go someplace within the public 
administration, they can tell me: you, Maria. It is a way of name-calling, by non-indigenous 
people, indigenous women. So, a woman who was writing her thesis on design, went and 
interviewed a weaver and recorded her, saying she was working on her thesis.  

Eventually this woman became a businesswoman who made leather bags inlaid with 
huipiles. She named her company, Maria's Bag, inspired by the Marias. Inspired by all the 
Marias referring to all indigenous women. It was after that action was taken, so there is a 
design, or a denunciation of the racist use of our huipiles. Then, years ago, before the 
National Assembly of Weavers, we created a collective of indigenous women 
photographers. They were all amateur photographers who, let's say, many are market 
vendors, huipil weavers, others working other types of jobs, and we did a photo campaign 
just at the time of the baktún, the change of the Maya era.  

Because I had made a trip to Europe at that time, so I went to many museums, especially 
to many ethnographic museums, and in Paris and Hamburg I came across two exhibitions 
planned by the Guatemalan embassy, announcing the baktún and promoting Guatemala. 
But the watermarks they used were huipiles and there was a huipil from a town called San 
Juan Sacatepéquez, and this is a town where they are putting up a cement factory, and 
there were two women prisoners from there, who wear those huipiles. That was in 
Hamburg. And then in Paris I had seen other huipiles, huipiles from Ixil, which are the 
women who were involved in the genocide trial. So, we already had a series of meetings 
with our compañeras, but in October the massacre in my town happened, in 2002. So that 
moment forced us, it allowed us, while in pain, to come together and to file a complaint, 
because there were already many communiqués, many marches, what are we going to do, 
the baktún was coming, the massacre had just happened in our town, and outside, the 
only face they could show was the huipiles.  

Huipiles, archaeological pieces and indigenous people. Which was how they were 
attracting tourism at that time. So, we started a campaign with several of these women, 
some of whom had been imprisoned, and we started to take photographs with regular, let's 
say, non-professional cameras. We worked together with professional photographers who 
gave us classes on lighting, framing, composition, and then we began to take portraits. We 



would take, as I am doing now, a photograph of someone’s face with the huipil, and we 
would say: in the case of compañera Santa García, her huipil, was woven by this or that 
person, it would have such value, it was made using these techniques, within this 
timeframe.  

And she was wearing that huipil the day she was arrested for defending her land in San 
Miguel Ixtahuacán. Another colleague, her name is Ramona García, the huipil she is 
wearing is made using such and such technique, with such and such colours, it was used 
in this year... Similar to what museums do, let's say. And she was wearing this huipil when 
she read out the act [document] of non-imposition of the cement plant, for which she was 
eventually persecuted. Then we made a map of the huipiles, with the official complaints. It 
could be a map of the genocide, a map of the looting with the huipiles corresponding to 
each of the locations. So this was in anticipation of all the denunciation campaigns that 
were to come. This presentation denounced the massacre, the war and the persecution of 
women who use, wear, and sell huipiles.  

Then the campaign that came from the National Assembly of Weavers against this woman 
who, under deceit and with little ethics, went and recorded this weaver and then used her 
in her exhibition video and, well, she created a company in homage to all the indigenous 
women called María's Bag. Several more of these [incidents] occurred. Lawsuits were also 
brought against the National Institute of Tourism. At the same time, initiatives for the 
recognition of the collective ownership of [indigenous] peoples were being developed. As 
the compañeras were saying at the time, there are various types of property, individual 
property, private property and also communal property, and this is not being recognised. 
So, under the idea of communal property, we take into account not only the land, but also 
all that is collectively and communally produced. And that's why the weavers said, we 
ourselves have loans.  

We borrow designs from one another, because sometimes the huipil from Nebaj carry 
design elements from another village, or the huipil from Toto [Totonicapán] will carry the 
designs from the other village; it is still Toto's, but it borrowed an image or borrowed a 
technique from another place. So, this to explain the background, to show [you] where the 
community struggle of indigenous women weavers originates. There was also another 
element, you see, and that is that, as it seems to me, ethnic design was fashionable, so 
that many collectives of non-indigenous people, and sometimes of foreigners, appeared 
and created cooperatives to buy fabrics. What happens, according to the compañeras, is 
that the looms are never standardised. That is to say, the cortes will never be fully straight, 
but will always be, let's say, like the huipiles. And that's not a problem, they simply need 
adjusting.  

And well, the ladies who were buying [textiles] didn't like that. And they would tell them that 
it was badly made, that they were of poor quality and then, although they initially offered 
them a certain price, they would only pay half. That was also an element of the design, of 
the denunciations, sorry. Another complaint was that if a woman produced a huipil, they 
would take it to her and tell her, "OK, here it is, we'll pay you for it, but you'll never repeat 
that huipil design again because we already bought it from you and now it belongs to us 
and you can't make another one like it.” So, look, there was an inventory of prejudices 
against the work of the weavers. Even more concerning, they would say that they don't 



want to pay, a huipil can cost 400, 500, 600 euros or dollars because it took seven 
months, eight months [to make] the natural thing, using natural textiles...  

Well no. They’d want to pay, I don't know, a third, a quarter. So they [the weavers] 
contested that. And then came the whole campaign against cultural appropriation, which 
has been very fashionable here, of how the ladies who are involved in the design world, 
but also in beauty pageants, wear the huipiles and use them. There is a discussion about 
the de-sacralization of these huipiles or that, well, these women wear them as a source of 
pride abroad, but at home, the domestic workers who wear them are treated with great 
disregard.  

 
Ileana L. Selejan: Yes. Super strong and very interesting. I can perfectly imagine, I 
remember those campaigns from the Guatemalan government to promote itself abroad, 
putting indigenous women on posters, but it's a very exoticizing vision, well, folklorising, as 
you said, without respecting at all the work and well, yes, the work that is done by these 
women. I have one last question. 

Gladys Tzul: Maybe before your last question I want to say something else. For women, 
huipiles represent high glamour. That is to say, it is a site of seduction, of flirtation, of 
glamour at parties, dances, at public events where textiles are seen. Where the former see 
cultural appropriation, or where the latter exercise disregard, for the communities, for the 
women, what this represents is a site of beauty, of seduction. Precisely because they are 
garments designed for this.  

Let's say, to praise life’s beauty, or to remedy the pain, and also as something that is a 
part of a powerful commercial circuit internal [to the community]. A large part of the 
economy revolves around the production, purchase and sale of textiles. For girls, for 
women, for everyone... So there is a [direct] use and those who support the high value of a 
huipil that can cost 400 dollars, 500 dollars, those supporting it are we indigenous women 
who are aware of the value of these huipiles and know the quality that these have and that 
they effectively represent a site for much, well, of much pleasure, in their use. 
 

Ileana L. Selejan: Very interesting. Well, finally, I would like us to talk about activist work, 
related to the defence of the land, in relation to climate change because this is a very, very 
important issue at the moment. I know very well, in Guatemala, in Central America, if you 
could tell us, yes, about the current situation in Guatemala. I know that in recent years this 
has been a very important issue for indigenous communities and that they continue to 
resist the impositions of the state and private companies. In the end it's about cultural 
defence as well, isn't it? What do you think? 

Gladys Tzul: Look, the definition of culture, for me, following Professor Bolívar Echeverría, 
is that culture is a strategy for shaping the world. If that is our definition of culture, then it 
acts like a vaccine against narrow or reductive interpretations. If by culture we understand 



a strategy of shaping the world, then communities shape life, they shape the world through 
their communal assets, their communal lands, their waters, their rivers, their forests, their 
textiles.  
 

Their seeds, their plants. I think we are living in an era of capitalism where there are 
renewed phases of accumulation. Some 15 or 20 years ago there was no interest in 
patenting, let's say, in states saying that textiles belong to them as heritage, patenting 
them in order to sell the designs. That didn't exist 15 or 20 years ago. Nor was there an 
obsessive interest in the use of seeds because their accumulation pattern was elsewhere. 
But today [indigenous] people are under attack because there is an intent to standardise 
their seeds, their plants, their trees, their forests, their textiles, their ways of life.  

This has [forced] communities to defend themselves. The communities are doing a lot of 
active resistance work, creative resistance. However, it is in response to this active 
resistance and creative resistance that the Guatemalan state has established criminal 
prosecution as its operating policy. There are many, many women who are being 
criminally prosecuted, in some cases, their husbands are imprisoned, their children are 
imprisoned. When you travel to a town or village, to any of the towns or villages, you will 
always encounter these stories of criminal prosecution. So the work is active and because 
it is active, powerful and present, they need to stop it by criminalising it. And I believe that 
we share this condition across the five continents.  

The year before last, before Covid, at the end of the year before 2019, we were in an 
exchange, in a meeting with women from Zimbabwe and with women from Malaysia and 
Vietnam and from... I can't remember now the country where Manila is, the Philippines. 
These women came and told us about all the problems they brought with them. It was very 
similar to the problems that we also have, such as water pollution, the destruction of 
forests, the destruction of roads, the criminal prosecution of their families and of 
themselves. So I think we are in an aggressive moment of capital accumulation because 
capital never stops accumulating, in fact, there is a permanent accumulation, but we are 
being hit very hard by this process of accumulation.  

And well, the communities are defending themselves and many have been criminalised 
and persecuted and others have been assassinated, as is the case of Berta Cáceres and 
a hundred more community members who have been assassinated in this process of 
resisting to protect their communal assets. Of their natural assets. 

 
Ileana L. Selejan: Gladys, thank you very much. I am sad that we have to close, but I am 
super grateful for this discussion. It has been a great pleasure, an honour and, yes, thank 
you very much for being here and for the conversation.   
 

Gladys Tzul: Thank you very much Ileana and see you next time.  

 
Voice Over: This podcast series is brought to you by the Decolonising Arts Institute at 
UAL, University of the Arts London. The Institute challenges colonial histories and Imperial 



legacies, disrupting ways of seeing, listening, thinking and making to drive social, cultural 
and institutional change. Special thanks to our podcast host and guests. To Brigitte Hart 
for the podcast production and to you, for listening.  
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