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Consumption, Custom, and Control
Aguardiente in Nineteenth-Century Maya Guatemala

Stacey Schwartzkopf

In this chapter, I consider struggles over the meaning and practice of al-
cohol consumption by an indigenous group, specifically, the use of aguar-
diente among Q’anjob’alan Maya peoples in the Huehuetenango region 
of Guatemala during the nineteenth century. After a brief discussion of 
previous approaches to alcohol use among indigenous peoples in Latin 
America, I argue for an approach to Maya alcohol use in Guatemala that 
places the cultural construction of consumption at the center of the analy-
sis of alcohol use among historic indigenous populations. This approach 
integrates often-divergent cultural and political economic perspectives 
on alcohol use within a single framework. I then draw on both anthro-
pological and historical evidence to reconstruct key shifts in patterns of 
alcohol use among Q’anjob’alan communities in Guatemala over time, 
with a particular focus on the nineteenth century. Specifically, I argue 
that struggles over aguardiente consumption played a major role both in 
community ritual and in political relations between Maya communities 
and state projects promoted by colonial, conservative, and liberal govern-
ments in Huehuetenango during the nineteenth century. Furthermore, I 
argue that attention to such struggles reveals the larger historiographic 
significance of aguardiente in Guatemala over this time, namely, its fun-
damental role in state financing, private capital accumulation, and labor 
recruitment for coffee production. Finally, I suggest the relevance of this 
approach for the study of alcohol use among indigenous peoples else-
where in Latin America.
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Approaches to Indigenous Drinking in Latin America

Historical and anthropological studies of indigenous alcohol use in Latin 
America have largely tended to follow one of two major approaches. 
The first, which can be characterized as a sociocultural approach,1 has 
been employed most often in ethnographic work among twentieth- and 
twenty-first-century indigenous communities.2 This approach focuses on 
documenting the social and cultural context of alcohol use, as well as its 
biological, psychological, and social effects. A key emphasis of this re-
search has been in culturally contextualizing alcohol use, including that 
regarded as pathological according to a biomedical standard of evalua-
tion (that is, alcoholism), by relating drinking patterns to social and ritual 
practices found within particular indigenous communities. This empha-
sis has allowed anthropologists and others employing this approach to 
challenge lingering stereotypes of innate drunkenness among indigenous 
peoples, although it has left them open to charges of “deflating” alcohol 
problems among the groups they have studied.3 A more serious flaw in 
this approach is its lack of systematic attention to the larger political and 
economic contexts that often shape patterns of alcohol use,4 although the 
occasional study has explored this topic in greater depth.5

 In contrast, the second approach, most often found in historical or 
documentary-based studies of indigenous alcohol use, can be character-
ized as a political economy approach precisely because of the attention 
it gives to the role of alcohol production and consumption in relation to 
issues such as state control over alcohol sales, prohibition, monopoliza-
tion, taxation, crime (or criminalization), and rebellion.6 Research using 
this approach has demonstrated the large and often overlooked part that 
(frequently illicit) alcohol production, sale, and consumption have played 
in rural and urban livelihoods, as well as the sometimes highly visible role 
of alcohol in political divisions ranging from debates over prohibition to 
outright rebellion. Although studies employing this approach are often 
sensitive to the social characteristics—in terms of class, race/ethnicity, 
and gender—of those engaged in political and economic struggles over 
alcohol, they rarely address the cultural meaning of alcohol consumption 
as it relates to specific groups.7 As a consequence, research using this ap-
proach tends to take the question of the demand for alcohol as a given, 
rather than a subject for investigation in its own right.
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 A third approach, which avoids some of these limitations, is one that 
has been productively applied to the study of ingested commodities, in-
cluding sugar, spices, tea, and alcohol, in historical settings in the United 
States, Europe, Africa, and the Caribbean,8 but it has rarely been em-
ployed in Latin America. This approach, which can be characterized as a 
cultural commodities perspective,9 effectively combines the concerns of 
the above approaches in emphasizing the construction of the demand for 
alcohol as a shifting social and cultural practice with profound political 
and economic implications. By placing demand within a cultural frame-
work, this approach recognizes the multiple links that often exist between 
patterns of alcohol use and the reproduction of key social relationships 
within families and communities. This recognition is particularly relevant 
to Maya drinking patterns, which, as I discuss below, had deep roots in 
the prehispanic period in their associations with communal ritual events 
and social prestige, many of which were transformed in the succeeding 
colonial period and after. At the same time, this approach recognizes the 
multiple ways that drinking patterns connect individuals, families, and 
communities to other political and economic actors that seek to supply, 
limit, expand, or profit from this demand. Examining these connections 
involves tracing economic relationships of production and distribution, 
as well as political struggles over state prohibition, licensing, and taxation 
of alcoholic beverages. When both of these lines of investigation are fol-
lowed within a single analytic frame, the full significance of alcohol use 
becomes clearer. Political, economic, and cultural dimensions are critical 
to understanding what anthropologist Christine Eber refers to as “rum’s 
contradictions”: its ability to serve social and ritual ends while simultane-
ously remaining a “devastatingly effective” tool of domination over indig-
enous groups.10

 In order to trace each of these dimensions, this chapter reconstructs 
drinking patterns among Q’anjob’alan Maya groups in the northern 
Huehuetenango region of Guatemala from the prehispanic period to the 
twentieth century. For the remainder of this introduction I provide a brief 
outline of the most significant of these patterns before turning to the de-
tails of the evidence for each period in the following sections. First, a 
key shift in drinking practices during the early colonial period was the 
introduction of new crops, most importantly sugar, with which to make 
fermented brews, usually referred to by the generic term chicha. A second 
development during this time was the association of certain patterns of 



20   ·   Stacey Schwartzkopf

Maya ritual activity, including the communal consumption of alcohol, 
with a broad area of negotiation between indigenous peoples and Spanish 
officials over custom or tradition (costumbre). As I have argued at greater 
length elsewhere,11 within the colonial context custom came to serve for 
Maya peoples as a means to negotiate with royal officials and others over a 
wide variety of local practices, as well as their obligations as royal subjects, 
especially in the area of tribute and labor. Most important here is that 
Maya peoples used this understanding of custom to negotiate with royal 
officials and priests over local practices involving alcohol use, particularly 
during town fiestas and other ritual events. Although on several occasions 
the Crown and royal officials attempted to ban indigenous alcohol use 
outright, in practice a good deal of such customary drinking was permit-
ted by royal officials and local clergy, especially if it involved fermented, 
rather than distilled, beverages.12

 However, by the later colonial period the use of distilled alcoholic 
beverages (usually sugarcane liquor) known as aguardiente appears to 
have become much more widespread among many Maya peoples, and 
indeed among the population as a whole. This transition signaled a shift 
in consumption patterns, as distilled aguardiente began to supplement or 
replace fermented chicha for use in community rituals and other drink-
ing occasions. Corresponding changes in production and distribution 
accompanied this shift, as individuals from a variety of ethnic and class 
backgrounds sought to supply this growing market. The later colonial pe-
riod also witnessed more vigorous attempts at government regulation and 
taxation under the system of monopolies (estancos), which often met with 
stiff resistance by drinkers and the producers and sellers of alcohol.13

 In the nineteenth century, issues of alcohol consumption, custom, and 
control were intimately connected to the political transitions of indepen-
dence, Central American federation, and shifts in government between 
Liberals and Conservatives.14 Throughout this period, available informa-
tion indicates that colonial levels of alcohol consumption continued un-
abated, or perhaps even expanded, in the subsequent national period.15 
A major contributor to this greater freedom was the declining effective-
ness of rural state power during the second quarter of the century, which 
limited government efforts to restrict, license, and tax alcohol.16 At the 
same time, potential revenues from alcohol taxation were too tempt-
ing for governments of any political stripe to ignore for long. Revenues 
from alcohol licensing and taxation formed a growing proportion of state 
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income under both Conservative and Liberal regimes, particularly as state 
power began to be reasserted in rural areas after midcentury (table 1.1). 
Predictably, these greater efforts at control and taxation, which involved 
both public and quasi-public/quasi-private attempts to enforce alcohol 
monopolies, again resulted in widespread resistance and rebellion.17 

Table 1.1. Guatemalan government income from aguardiente, 1827–1900
Year(s) Income % of total

1827 25,733 pesos N/A
1831 38,383 N/A
1839 37,953 29%

Fiscal years  

1843–44 30,474 5–16%
1844–45 20,518 5–16%
1845–46 22,190 5–16%
1846–47 21,928 5–16%
1847–48 39,339 5–16%
1848–49 39,568+ N/A

Two-year periods  

1852–53 (128,156)a N/A
1854–55 (83,370)a N/A
1856–57 (91,104)a N/A
1858–59 (99,973)a N/A
1860 202,354 ~26%b

1862 213,903 ~26%b

1863 289,955 ~26%b

1864 154,955 ~26%b

1865 290,744 ~26%b

1866 177,617 ~26%b

1868 289,489 ~26%b

1890 N/A 33%c

1892 N/A 34%c

1894 N/A 29%c

1896 N/A 23%c

1898 N/A 31%c

1899 N/A 35%c

1900 N/A 36%c

Sources: González Sandoval, “El estanco de bebidas embriagantes”; Woodward, Rafael Car-
rera, 406; McCreery, Rural Guatemala, 177.
a. Anticipated revenue. 
b. Average percentage for years 1860–68. 
c. Total alcohol tax.


