
socioeconomic problems, including land concentration, rural worker displacement,
migratory labor exploitation, limited credit for small farmers, regional inequality, rapid
and unregulated urbanization, falling production of staple products, high food prices,
growing levels of poverty and hunger, and worsening levels of rural pollution,
especially from wastewater. By the late 1970s, rural workers and their unions,
academics, and environmentalists began criticizing Proácool and the dictatorship’s
implementation of agricultural policies without public debate.

In the 1980s, labor strikes produced modest gains for rural migratory workers, Brazil’s
growing environmental movement precipitated state and federal reforms, and
intercropping sugarcane and vegetables addressed growing rates of malnutrition and
hunger. Rogers rightly concludes that these changes did not go far enough.
Understanding what went wrong during Brazil’s first ethanol boom is critical because
the country is currently in the midst of another, even as it models itself as a global
leader in fighting climate change by producing renewable energy through low-carbon
agriculture. Let’s hope that this important book is read widely beyond academia.

JAY DWYERDuquesne University
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
dwyer@duq.edu

COLD WAR-ERA DEVELOPMENT IN RURAL GUATEMALA

On Our Own Terms: Development and Indigeneity in Cold War Guatemala. By Sarah Foss.
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2022. Pp. 316. $99.00 cloth;
$29.95 paper; $22.99 e-book.
doi:10.1017/tam.2023.78

Sarah Foss’s book is an innovative study of Cold War-era development projects in rural
Guatemala. Rather than focusing solely on project outcomes, Foss explores the complex
interactions and negotiations that took place between aid recipients and local
development agents, presenting community development as a dialectic. She
convincingly argues that development efforts often reinforced state efforts to control,
surveil, and racialize rural Mayan communities, but because indigenous Guatemalans
were not passive recipients, development projects also provided opportunities for these
communities to question racism and forge alternative definitions of modernity.

Each of the book’s seven chapters spotlights a development project in a different
community. This approach succeeds thanks to Foss’s extensive archival research and her
collection of over 60 oral histories from former development agents, indigenous
community members, and military officials. These sources allow Foss to center each
chapter’s narratives around the actions and perceptions of specific historical actors and
to construct community vignettes that are cognizant of events at the national and
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international level. Each chapter illuminates the way that aid recipients negotiated,
challenged, and reconstituted development projects to meet their needs and interests.

Foss skillfully weaves a chronological narrative that spans significant national, regional,
and global shifts, integrating them into her history with such grace that her reader
might overlook this accomplishment. Her history begins with an analysis of state
efforts to modernize the Guatemalan countryside during the nation’s Democratic
Spring, which lasted from 1944 to 1954. During this period, the nation’s progressive
government saw poverty as the root cause of malnutrition, low levels of education, and
other issues faced by rural indigenous communities. The government actively sought to
bring indigenous communities into the nation through literacy programs, the extension
of suffrage to all adult males, and land redistribution efforts. Perhaps one of the more
interesting elements of Foss’s pre-coup period analysis is her study of a poorer rural
community that rejected land reform, perceiving this effort as a destabilizing
communist threat.

Foss then turns her attention to the post-coup military government, which favored
development projects that could be completed quickly and produce easily measurable
results. The book’s final chapters focus on Guatemala’s civil war in 1960-96, a period
during which the military government interpreted attempts by indigenous
communities to assert their agency or negotiate the terms of a government
development project as acts of subversion. Foss examines the Maryknolls’ Ixcán Grande
colonization project, which initially received USAID funding and was touted as a
successful development effort by the military government. A decade after its founding,
however, when community members sought to assert their autonomy, challenging the
established racial, economic, and political order, the military declared the community a
“Little Cuba.” In the context of the civil war, the residents of Ixcán Grande would learn
that even minor challenges to the military state could provoke horrifying racialized
violence.

The final chapter considers the aftermath of the military’s genocidal attack on Ixcán
Grande and other communities through two collections of historic photographs of
displaced survivors. Foss provides detailed descriptions of several photographs from
both collections, but reproduces photos from only one of the two collections. This
creates an imbalance in her analysis, weakening her ability to develop this chapter’s
central argument: that the government established “Model Communities” to
consolidate state power and control over the lives of displaced survivors. Despite this
shortcoming, Foss successfully highlights indigenous agency in this chapter, through
her study of a Community of People in Resistance, one of many communities
composed of people uprooted by the conflict who survived by hiding in the
Guatemalan jungle. Foss’s analysis of the photographs of this community emphasizes
how they developed a communitarian understanding of development, directing their
energies to the dual goals of surviving and resisting further state violence.
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Foss has published a solid examination of rural development and indigenous agency in
Guatemala. This book promises to excite Guatemalan and Central American scholars
interested in the history of development, the Cold War, and rural nation-building efforts.

CARMEN KORDICKSouthern Connecticut State University
New Haven, Connecticut
couryc1@southernct.edu

REVOLUTION AND RELIGION IN EL SALVADOR

From Popular to Insurgent Intellectuals: Peasant Catechists in the Salvadoran Revolution. By
Leigh Binford. New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2022. Pp. 204. $120.00
cloth; $34.95 paper; $34.95 e-book; $34.95 PDF.
doi:10.1017/tam.2023.79

In this book, anthropologist Leigh Binford analyzes the role of Catholic activists, and
especially lay catechists, in the Salvadoran revolutionary war and the events that led up
to it. Binford focuses his analysis on a single province, Morazán, in a largely rural
region of northeastern El Salvador that became a major stronghold of the FMLN
guerrilla army, and a single activist, Fabio Argueta. Through the experiences of Argueta
and other catechists (lay religious celebrants), Binford shows that their work not only
“underpinned much of the success of the progressive church before the war,” but also
strengthened the political and military work of the FMLN (14). He argues
convincingly that “catechists like Fabio Argueta offer us windows into certain key
features of social revolutionary and social movement processes that have escaped the
attention of most researchers in El Salvador and elsewhere” (13). His book provides a
well-researched, clearly argued antidote to that gap in the literature.

Argueta is an impressive, though flawed, subject. Born in a small village in Morazán in
1943, he became active in progressive Catholic initiatives through a rural training
center developed in the early 1970s to teach residents both theological and practical
skills. These “peasant universities” (universidades campesinas) were especially important
in areas like Morazán, which lacked sympathetic bishops like those in the Archdiocese
of San Salvador, who sponsored a range of progressive initiatives. Like many rural
residents, Argueta was transformed, religiously and ultimately politically, by his
experiences at the peasant university. He was also strongly influenced by a charismatic
young priest, Miguel Ventura, who came to work in northern Morazán in 1973.
Argueta and other peasants trained as catechists worked closely with him to
disseminate, as Binford notes, “a message of the peasants’ right to dignity, to respect,
and to a decent life on this earth” (63).

Like many other Catholic activists during this time, Argueta initially hoped that these
goals would be achieved nonviolently, but widespread corruption and repression
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