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The Name  
 

Guatemala is derived from the tlaxcalteca word coactemahlán which means place of forests.  The tlaxcaltecas were a 

Mexican indigenous group who worked as mercenaries for Pedro de Alvarado when he invaded Guatemala. 

 

Geography  

Guatemala is the third largest and the most populous of the Central American countries.  The other four countries that 

form Central America are Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua and Costa Rica. 

 

Guatemala covers just over 42,000 square miles and is roughly the size of the U.S. states of Ohio or Tennessee.  

Guatemala City is due south of the U.S. cities of Chicago and New Orleans. 

 

Demographics  

In 2007  the population of Guatemala reached 13.4 million, with an annual natural growth rate of 2.8%.  47% of the 

population lives in urban areas.  43% of the population is under 15 years of age.  4% is older than 65.  Life expectancy 

at birth is 66 years for men and 73 years for women.  The overall life expectancy is 69 years.  (PRB) 

 

The population of greater Guatemala City is about 2.5 million people. 

 

Spanish is the official language.  There are 22 Mayan languages spoken plus Xinka and Garífuna; about half of 

Guatemalans are Mayan.  The Xinka are a non-Mayan indigenous group mostly located in the south eastern region near 

El Salvador.  The Garífuna, who live on the Atlantic coast, are an Afro-Caribbean people. The largest Mayan groups are 

the Kõicheõ, Kaqchikel, Qõeqchiõ and Mam.  Mixed-blood people who have abandoned Mayan language and customs are 

known as Ladinos. The definition of who is Maya and who is Ladino, however, is fluid and subjective.  For example, as 

communities lose their Mayan roots, one generation will wear Mayan dress and speak Kõiché combined with some 

Spanish, the next generation will not wear Maya dress and will speak Kõiché as a second language, and the following 

generation will not wear Mayan dress or speak Kõich® at all ð people of this last generation, depending on their ongoing 

connections with the larger Mayan community, may define themselves as Maya or Ladino.   
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