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Ladinos (i.e., mestizos) in Guatemala and Latines1 in the United States put down, make fun of, 
and pick on Maya youth by calling them the racist epithet indio. In Guatemala and other parts of 
Abiayala (Latin America), indio serves as a racist moniker to signify inferiority. For some Maya 
youth, being called indio has no negative effect on them as they are proud of their indigeneity; 
for others, indio is a word use to shame. A root source of ladino discrimination of Maya youth is 
the racialized and languaged2 colonial logics imposed by colonizers in Guatemala and other parts 
of Abiayala (Flores and Rosa 2015). These colonial logics travel with migrants into the U.S. 

In this paper, I provide a brief outline of the racialized and languaged experiences of recently 
arrived Maya youth from Guatemala in the U.S. This paper is based on my previous research 
from 2015 to 2016 of eight recently arrived Maya youth from Guatemala (five K’iche’, one 
Mam) and two self-identified Indigenous youth from Mexico, aged fifteen to twenty years, in a 
high school in the U.S. Pacific Northwest. This study asked how recently arrived Indigenous 
youth understand indigeneity in their contexts of origin and reception. Primary data consisted of 
interviews conducted in Spanish and informal conversations with the Indigenous youth.3 

My research stems from my own experience as a Maya in the diaspora and my interest in 
relationships between Indigenous migratory movements and how Indigenous youth cope with 
racialized and languaged treatments in contexts of origins and the U.S. These are pressing issues 
that the interdisciplinary scholarship investigating childhood and adolescence in the U.S. must 
contend with to expand these areas of study. 

Racialized and Languaged Experiences: U.S. Contexts 

Currently, scholars in Latine studies and education studies are producing cutting-edge 
scholarship that documents how Latine youth discriminate against Indigenous migrant youth 
from Guatemala and Mexico based on race and language. In my research (Barillas Chón 2019), 
Joaquín, a K’iche’ youth, recounted how a Mexican coworker called his Guatemalan coworkers 
“indio.” Asked whether he thought this was an insult or something negative, Joaquín responded, 
“no de [sic] algo bueno” or “not something good.” I have written elsewhere (Barillas Chón 2010) 
how Mexican-descent youth use “oaxaquita,” also a similar racist epithet to indio, towards 
Indigenous Oaxacan youth, contributing to unwelcome and hostile environments. 

Latine studies scholars have also expanded the analytics used to interpret the lived experiences of 
Indigenous youth.4Critical Latinx Indigeneities (CLI) (Blackwell, Boj Lopez, and Urrieta 2017) 
is one of the analytics that emerged in Latine studies to understand how indigeneity is 
reformulated in migrations and as Indigenous Peoples are impacted by and respond to 
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overlapping colonial contexts (Calderón and Urrieta 2019; Saldaña-Portillo 2017). I use CLI in 
my research (Barillas Chón 2019, 2022) to note that the racism and dehumanization Maya youth 
experience in the U.S. is a transnational continuation of longstanding discrimination against 
Indigenous Peoples across Abiayala. 

Experiences in Guatemala 

Understanding the treatment that Maya youth receive from ladino Guatemalan migrants and 
Latine students requires situating their experiences with racism and language discrimination in 
Guatemala. The following statement from Weas, a K’iche’ youth in my research (Barillas Chón 
2019), succinctly denotes the Guatemalan government’s and ladinos’ treatment of Maya Peoples: 
“Some [K’iche’ speakers] were found dead in the streets and they [Guatemalan government] 
don’t do nothing. They [government] don’t do nothing because they [people in his community] 
only speak K’iche’. The government helps more those that speak Spanish” (34). Tonio, another 
K’iche’ youth in the same study, shared a similar sentiment: “In Guatemala, some people have 
told me… dialecto is only used in your town with those that understand it. On the other hand, 
Spanish is utilized in …other places. Well then, ‘don’t use it [dialecto]. Focus more on Spanish’” 
(27). 

Maya youth adapt to a racialized and languaged social order by learning Spanish, 
notwithstanding Guatemala’s institutionalized neglect and impoverishment of Maya Peoples 
through the systemic underfunding and under-resourcing of education and health sectors in 
largely Indigenous rural areas of the country. Maya Peoples, despite their efforts, in many cases 
do not speak Spanish like monolingual Spanish speakers. Ladinos then perceive Maya Peoples as 
inferior because of their accents or difficulties speaking Spanish, making them fodder for being 
made fun of, put down, and denied jobs and economic opportunities. 

Transnational Discrimination 

Maya youth continue to experience discrimination from ladino migrants because the latter bring 
their ways of thinking into the U.S. Racist epithets and perceptions related to language regarding 
Maya Peoples’ inferiority travel with them. Maya youth rely on their previous racial schema to 
map themselves onto new contexts of reception. Previous racial schema now interacts in 
formidable ways with other racialization processes already present in the U.S. regarding Latines 
(Hooker 2014). I and other colleagues untangle and make sense of these processes in other 
papers (Barillas Chón, Montes, and Landeros 2021; Barillas Chón 2022). 

In this essay, I provided a brief outline of the discrimination recently arrived Maya migrant youth 
experience from migrant ladinos and Latines in the U.S. Maya youth and other Indigenous 
migrants, however, are not exclusively victims. For instance, Oaxacan-descent students and 
parents have campaigned (Werman 2012) to make the use of oaxaquita and indio illegal within 
and beyond schools in Oxnard, California. This campaign is an important intervention in the 
racism that Indigenous migrants experience. Because this racism is transnational and persistent, 
larger and collaborative campaigns are needed in Guatemala and in the U.S. to address it. Within 
the U.S. interdisciplinary scholarship investigating childhood and adolescence, our work must 1) 
address Indigenous youth from Abiayala and their racialized and languaged experiences, and 2) 
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employ analytics that take into consideration how racialized and languaged ideologies are 
imported into the U.S. within migrants. 

Author’s Note 

An earlier version of this paper first appeared in Youth Circulations 
(http://www.youthcirculations.com/blog) published April 5, 2021 under the title "Maya migrant 
youths' experiences with Latinx students in schools." 

Endnotes 

1 Latine is a gender-inclusive term that includes people born in Abiayala and in the U.S. who are 
racialized as Hispanic/Latino. 

2 The term “languaged” denotes an active process of Indigenous subject formations through 
discursive practices based on the idea of race and indigeneity linked to Indigenous languages and 
Spanish (Flores 2016). 

3 Pseudonyms are used to protect participants’ anonymity. 

4 For a more detailed discussion of CLI and this research, see the special issue of Latino 
Studies (2017) and the Association of Mexican American Educators Journal (2019) 
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