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Hondurans from other regions of Honduras to come to the banana regions of Atlantida and Colén
and settle on lands that customarily belonged to Garifuna. The mestizo migrant workers eventually
established squatter settlements in an around Garifuna territories and banana plantations. The state
would eventually create rights of prescription, or squattet’s rights, and declare the lands to be westizo
property. The government then authorized massive land expropriations and eventually sold the
lands to banana and railroad barons. In the process, the Honduran state dispossessed Garifuna
from their land, and then expropriated the land from the squatters who had been instructed to move
onto the land in order to provide more land to fruit companies for banana industry expansion. The
Garifuna farmers, like the Valerio’s, were forced to sell their farmlands and other properties, or risk

the Honduran military forcibly removing them from their property without compensation.

Figure 2

Source: Map created by Juan Mejia, in Black and Indigenons: Garifuna Activism and Consumer Culture in Honduras
(Anderson 2010, 80).
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Banana plantations and railroad companies, specifically the United Fruit Company and the
Tela Railroad Company led a phase of rural colonization in Honduras during the first quarter of the
20th century. The state developed economic and land policies that focused on rapid intensification
of agricultural production. As a result, the companies demanded more from their laborers, which in
turn created power divides between business owners and workers, among them Garifuna bananeros
(plantation workers) and railroad employees (Salgado, ¢f @/.1994).

Garifuna constituted an important part of the banana and railroad labor forces, accounting
for at least 20 percent of the banana workforce in 1910 (Euraque 2003, 236-240).” But as the
industries grew and required or attracted more labor, unemployed estizo began to treat Honduran
Garifuna the same as foreign Blacks, typically immigrant labor from Guatemala and Belize. Mestizo
nationalists, supported by the large unemployed estizo population, viewed black immigrant laborers
as a threat to their livelihoods, as a threat to national economic security, and as second-class citizens,
if they were even considered citizens at all (Euraque 2003). Foreign Black labor was also commonly
cheaper labor, absorbing job opportunities that might otherwise be held by Honduran Garifuna or
mestizo laborers (Anderson 2009).

Garifuna blackness was considered the main local “threat” to Honduran nationalists’
attempts to establish an Indo-Hispanic myth of origins that would create the basis for an imagined
mestizo nation (Buraque 2003, 203). The threat posed by Garifuna was two-fold. First, Garifuna
posed a threat to the emerging Indo-Hispanic mestizaje’’ because the Garifuna were the first non-
immigrant black population employed by banana companies and were critical to banana company

production. In addition, some Garifuna owned and managed their own banana farms and others

’ Dario Euraque provides an account of Garffuna labor in the banana plantations, as well as an
overview of pre-existing Garifuna businesses and land ownership in his instructive work, “The
Threat of Blackness to the Mestizo Nation: Race and Ethnicity in the Honduran Banana Economy,
1920s and 1930s” (2003).

' The collective plural of mestizo.
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managed multi-member banana cooperatives, and therefore competed for profits and valuable arable
lands. The Garifuna therefore posed a second threat to the state’s consolidation of economic power
because of the land they controlled (Euraque 2003).

In 1924, problems for the Garifuna intensified after Miguel Paz Barahona, the first
Nationalist Party front-runner elected since Honduran independence was elected president. The
Nationalist Party selected Paz Barahona because of his clear support of racial nationalism, which had
immediate consequences for phenotypically black Garifuna. His nomination followed seventeen
coup attempts and uprisings carried out between 1920 and 1924, during the assumed presidency of
General Lopez Gutierrez. The Liberal Party was expected to win the 1924 election, but inexplicably
chose not to nominate a candidate, and Paz Barahona won by 99% of the vote (Merrill 1995)."

Not coincidentally, the UFC, Honduran business associations, and wealthy-landowning
families backed president-elect Barahona. At the time of the election, the UFC dominated the global
banana market and was operated by foreign businessmen who often influenced local governments to
dramatically alter economic policies and privatize lands (Merrill 1995). The owners of UFC had
recently convinced neighboring Guatemala to shift its economic focus to the banana industry and
focus on growing the agricultural sector while granting United Fruit, and its business partners, access
to peasant lands. United Fruit subsequently took the opportunity, amid considerable infighting in
Honduras, to select Barahona as a political ally in hopes of achieving similar successes in their
newest banana enclave.

As United Fruit and other heavily invested estate-owners had hoped, Barahona and the

Honduran oligarchy used the banana industry and the growing discontent among unemployed

"The circumstances of Barahona’s election seem to mirror the 2009 elections. Numerous
candidates and parties in the 2009 elections chose not to run and the Liberal Party pulled their party
candidate, because all the parties, with the exception of the National Party to which the current
President, Porfirio Lobo Sosa belongs, believed the elections to be compromised from the outset
and that conditions did not exist in Honduras for a free and fair election.
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mestizo labor to create a platform for nationalist policy that would then allow Barahona to manipulate
land-use policies to favor banana barons (Euraque 2003). Barahona decided to utilize the name and
image of an historic indigenous rebel named Lempira, a Lenca'” chief, as an emblem or archetype of
Hondurans. Mestizo nationalists distributed among banana workers leaflets that featured Chief
Lempira’s image and instructed the “sons of the invincible Lempira” to defend “the land of
Columbus” against the Yankees (white, typically US, foreigners) and the Blacks (Euraque 2003, 231).
The producers of the leaflets and the nationalist rhetoric that accompanied them did not
differentiate the Honduran Garifuna from immigrant laborers or English-speaking. Instead the
nationalist rhetoric focused specifically on blackness as a way to target Honduran Garifuna in
addition to foreign Blacks.

Interestingly, many Garifuna identified with some points of the nationalist policies.
Honduran Garifuna agreed with the nationalist rhetoric that portrayed the foreign Black population
as a threat to economic security. The Garifuna and non-Honduran Blacks, especially English-
speaking Blacks from the Antilles, competed for control over maritime shipping business creating
economic tensions between them. The two groups also clashed politically, because the Garifuna
viewed the Antilleans as a threat to their economic security, but also because the Black Antilleans
viewed the Garifuna as backward, ignorant, and otherwise beneath the Antilleans (Euraque 2004).

Conversations I have had with some Garifuna also suggest that the Garifuna might have
identified with Chief Lempira as a national symbol, but for entirely different reasons. The Garifuna
view Lempira as a symbol of struggle and resistance — a symbol of freedom. Lempira, in this way, is
not much different from other Garifuna heroes like Joseph Satuye (also spelled Chatoyer), with the

only exception being the Lempira is Lenca, not Garifuna. Nonetheless, the significance of Lempira

"2 There are nine indigenous groups in Honduras. The Lenca are one of the largest of these
indigenous populations in and are phenotypically most similar to zestizos. 'The majority of mestizo
Hondurans claim Lenca heritage (Rivas 1993).
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is consistent with the collective Garifuna narrative that denounces oppression in any form. That
narrative maintains that Garifuna were never slaves and includes a history, even if romanticized, of
struggle against would-be oppressors and colonizers like the British and Spanish empires. Even still,
it is interesting that the Garifuna identify with a symbol that mes#izeo nationalists created specifically to

underscore Garifuna difference.

2.1.3  Garifuna as the political targets of Honduran racial nationalism

Nationalism continued to gain traction throughout the 1920s. The Honduran state began to
racially label Garifuna as “Black,” a new distinction further distancing the Garffuna from the
Honduran archetype of Chief Lempira (England 2006). Honduran elites and zestizo working classes
perpetuated the nationalist rhetoric that challenged foreign railroad, banana, and coffee companies,
emphasizing the foreign-owned monopoly on agricultural production and preferential hiring of
Garifuna and foreign, that is phenotypically black, laborers (England 2006; Gonzalez 1988). This
racialized power struggle for economic control of Honduran investment and job markets, combined
with a new racism facilitated by the nationalist discourse made it easy to separate and isolate the
Garifuna from their fellow Honduran citizens (England 2006; Gonzalez 1988). Garifuna labor
migration to the US began in the late 1920s and early 1930s as a result of increasingly hostile
nationalism that encouraged, and sometimes forced Garifuna men to seek work in the US. The
Garifuna men who left to find work in the US took positions aboard merchant marine ships in the
US and Britain, vacated by American and British men drafted into the military for WWII (Gonzalez
1988).

The situation worsened politically, economically, and socially for the Garifuna in the 1930s
and 40s during the dictatorship of General Turbicio Carfas Andino, initially elected to office in 1933,

but who remained in power until 1949 by modifying term limits in the Honduran constitution
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(Merrill 1995). General Carfas expanded the country’s agricultural industry with an almost myopic
focus on the UFC. In exchange for lending from UFC, General Carias prohibited strikes, cracked
down on union leaders, and made UFC’s virtual monopoly on the fruit industry possible, by
granting the company virtually everything it asked of Carfas (Argueta 2008, 100).

Accordingly, Carfas turned the Garifuna into political targets, which allowed him and his
affiliates to violently expel Garifuna from their property and subsequently expropriate the vacated
land (Anderson 2009, 51). When business associates, including the UFC, desired Garifuna lands, the
national police would force Garifuna to vacate the lands. General Carfas recognized the political
gains to be made by racializing the Garifuna as a means of economically and politically
disenfranchising them. In particular, he prohibited Garifuna from joining the Civil Guard (like the
National Guard), distinguishing Garifuna as second-class citizens. Carias also racialized and
denigrated the Garifuna people in public speeches and official communiqués, often equating
Garifuna to animals or calling them savages. Under the Carfas regime, Garifuna, and other Black
people, were segregated from wmsestizos and not allowed to attend schools, or socialize in clubs or
other public places (Anderson 2009, 63).

During Carfas’ reign of terror many Garifuna organized against his administration’s outright
racist policies. In the first few years of the 1930s many Garifuna had moved into political offices
within the municipalities (like local governments). Soon, however, Carias eliminated all municipal
positions and replaced them with military officers so he could maintain more complete control over
the regions (Euraque 2004). The deposed political leaders and various supporters came together in
workers organizations and many allied with communist organizations to demonstrate and express
their dissent from the Carfas administration’s policies on behalf of the Garifuna people. General

Carfas met Garifuna resistance with unanticipated force.
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In 1937, General Carfas accused fifteen Garifuna in the community of San Juan, Atlantida,
near Tela of smuggling weapons. The fifteen alleged smugglers were actually political leaders, most
likely with the worker’s union, in the resistance against the Carfas dictatorship. The Garifuna leaders
were putting pressure on the banana companies for worker’s rights and expressed their dissent of
General Carfas’s austere economic policies and complicity in banana company abuses. On March 12,
1937 a military operation ensued and General Carfas’s soldiers executed the fifteen Garifuna activists
(Lopez Garcia 1994).

In addition to overt brutality at the hands of Carfas and his allies, the country’s economic
problems contributed to Garifuna job losses and new socio-political hardships for Garifuna women.
The banana industry suffered massive losses during the early 1930s due to low imports resulting
from the Great Depression in the United States and Great Britain, as well as a Panama disease
epidemic that affected banana plantations throughout Honduras. The fungal disease infected
banana plantations throughout Honduras, but was most heavily concentrated in the Garifuna city of
Trujillo, Colén. As a result of the depressed banana market, most of the capital investors abandoned
the Trujillo plantations and the plantations fired a great number of employees (Anderson 2009).

Subsequently, Garifuna men migrated to the US in search of work in the US, or worked as
bananeros in the plantations in other regions, often leaving Garifuna women in charge of their
respective family plots on the communal Garifuna lands. But women’s rights to the land were not
recognized as a result of an entrenched patriarchal system, a colonial holdover adopted by zestizo
Honduran males in positions of power. The Carfas administration formalized such patriarchy in

Honduras when Carfas called a constituent assembly to rewrite the constitution in 1938 (Merrill
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1995). The new constitution explicitly excluded Honduran women from citizenship, and thus any
political or economic rights."’

The new constitution also put Garifuna women at a greater racialized disadvantage. While
Garifuna men suffered social and economic pressures as a result of their blackness, Garifuna women
were further constitutionally prohibited from political participation, exposing Garifuna women to an
even more extensive level of marginalization. The more time Garifuna men spent away from the
homesteads in Honduras, the more vulnerable Garifuna land was to dispute over rightful ownership
or usage, regardless of the fact that women were the rightful heads of households. Being Black and
being female made the familial lots Garifuna women cultivated especially susceptible to

expropriation in accordance with the 1924 law.

2.1.4  United Fruit invests in African palm and 30,000 workers strike

Meanwhile, General Carfas, a long-time ally of the UFC, needed to find new land for banana
production in order to rejuvenate the declining banana industry because of the lands contaminated
with banana plant diseases. Agronomists implemented a cure for Panama disease in 1937, but
United Fruit needed additional space to grow new crop specimens and diversify their business in
light of the recent banana crisis (Merrill 1995). United Fruit planted new crops including the non-
native species of African palm. The plant produces an edible fruit, as well as oil that can be used in
cooking and was more recently determined to be a good source for alternative fuel production (see
Chapter 3). The seed specimens were so successful that by 1937 Honduran farmers were

experimenting with 44 varieties of African Palm originating from Sierra Leone, the Congo (then

"> As of 2011 women still are not politically recognized; Honduran women vote but as a de facto
practice. Women are solely mentioned in the constitution where it dictates that a man must marry a
woman, illuminating a different but no less grave issue of inequality in Honduras.
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known as the Belgian Congo) and from the stores of United States Department of Agriculture
(Richardson 1995).

Private landowners Pedro and Arturo Garcia established the first large-scale oil palm
plantation in 1937 by in the department of Yoro, Honduras, immediately south of Colén. United
Fruit lent the Garcia brothers equipment in exchange for the opportunity to learn about extracting
and processing palm oil from the African palm. In 1943, United Fruit began planting its own
African palm crops in Honduras. The company started by growing less than 100 hectares of the
plant, but by 1952 had 1800 hectares. In the 1940s, prices for crude palm oil equaled US$255 per
metric ton, (nearly $3000/ton in 2010 dollars), making African palm much more lucrative than
bananas (Richardson 1995).

While United Fruit dabbled in African palm in the 1950s and 60s, all of Central America was
experiencing political conflicts ranging from coups d’état to civil wars. Throughout these decades,
the UFC remained the protagonist for land expropriations and disputes in Honduras. The
Guatemalan government had recently re-appropriated land from the UFC on behalf of the workers,
which contributed to a major military conflict in Guatemala (Merrill 1995). UFC needed to recoup
the land reclaimed from them by the Guatemalan government, so the company turned its attention
to Honduras.

The working class opinion of UFC declined rapidly after General Carias’s last action in
office granted the company a 25-year government contract in 1949 (Merrill 1995). UFC aggressively
pursued new land expropriations shortly after receiving the contract. With the support of the
Honduran government, UFC attempted to dispossess more Garifuna and westizo workers from
arable lands in the country. But, the workers resisted the mass dispossession this time. Honduran
workers had seen how effective their Guatemalan counterparts had been in striking back at UFC.

Consequently, in 1954 Banana workers, including Garifuna, protested the attempted land grabs in a
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massive strike. At first, Garifuna supported the strike because their lands had been part of the initial
grab by the fruit companies and plantation owners. Some Garifuna held low-level union positions,
supposedly giving them additional political capital and stronger voices to make demands on the
banana companies. Strikers requested better working conditions, higher remuneration, and more
benefits. Soon, bananeros for Standard Fruit joined the strike. At the strike’s height, the striking
employees numbered 30,000 and the strike paralyzed banana production and the Honduran
economy (Merrill 1995).

Plantation owners initially responded by firing the some of the unruly employees in hopes
that it would set an example for other striking employees (Anderson 2009). A group of the fired
workers retaliated. The worker occupied lands abandoned by the transnational fruit companies -
land that had initially belonged to Garifuna families - in protest (Anderson 2009).

In May of 1954, the joint owners of UFC and Tela Railroad Company tried to dislodge 900 workers
from the abandoned lands that the workers occupied.

Despite Garifuna involvement and their union positions, the strike ultimately benefited
mestizo workers because the government and UFC still desired the arable land occupied by the
Garifuna (Anderson, 2009; Merrill 1995). The government and UFC collaborated to resolve the
strike. UFC offered to sell the land — not return it — to the striking workers at low prices. However,
the proposed prices were still cost prohibitive to average Honduran workers. The Honduran
government, then run by Vice President-turned dictator Julio Lozano Diaz, stepped in and bought
the land, only to divide it among select es#izo farming cooperatives for ten-year periods (Salgado, ez

al. 1994, 3-4).

2.1.5 A new era of military rule, external debt, and Garifuna organization
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In 1956 Diaz’s health began to decline, as did public support of his presidency. Major
Roberto Galvez, who installed a nationalist military junta to run the country, ousted Diaz on May 21,
1956. In late 1956 the junta called a general election for a civilian president and a new legislature
(Merrill 1995). The Liberal Party candidate, Ramon Villeda Morales, ran on a platform of resolute
political reforms following the military repression of political dissidents, union busting, and
government complicity in banana company abuses.

During his initial campaign Morales distinguished himself as a progressive candidate, making
him popular among plantation workers and the Garifuna especially. Morales made it a point while
campaigning to visit Garffuna communities and denounce the 1937 San Juan murders (Anderson
2009). He also invited a number of Garifuna to join the ranks of the Civil Guard. The increased
exposure and political alliance created an opportunity for Garifuna activists to mobilize. In 1956,
the same year that Villeda Morales was officially elected to the presidency, a group of young
Garifuna established the Sociedad Cultural Lincoln (Lincoln Cultural Society), which aimed to protest
the nationalist practices of racial discrimination and segregation in the Garifuna community of La
Ceiba (Centeno Garcia, 1997).

Morales remained an ally of the Garifuna throughout his short administration, but alienated
powerful land-owning conservatives by enacting rigorous land reform policies. Morales’s efforts at
land reform and political collaboration with unions, Garifuna and indigenous groups demonstrated
how markedly different his priorities were from those of previous administrations. Morales initiated
a major national development program that consisted of stabilizing the currency through loans from
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and a paved highway from the Caribbean coast to
Tegucigalpa, the capital, funded by the World Bank (Merrill 1995). Initially, the landed conservatives

and the Honduran military supported these programs. However, Morales also called for sweeping
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agrarian reform designed to shift the balance of land ownership from large individual or corporate
landowners to a wider swathe of Hondurans.

Morales’s aspirations to agrarian reform disenfranchised the conservative landowning
sectors. The military remained loyal to Morales at first, primarily because one of his first presidential
acts was to grant the military constitutional autonomy from civilian control (Anderson 2009: 97).
But, support from the landowning classes and the military quickly waned after the Morales
administration, with the assistance of the Organization of American States (OAS) and the US Food
and Agriculture Organization (FAO), established the Instituto Nacional Agraria INA) on March 6,
1961 (INA 2010).

The INA’s first directive was to prepare for the First Law of Agrarian Reform, Decree No. 2
that the legislature passed in September 1962 (Salgado, ¢f @/.1994). The law, as written, affected
national territories, communal lands, uncultivated lands, lands not cultivated by the owners (a
specific reference to non-productive estates), and eroded lands that would be targeted for
rehabilitation (Salgado, e7 2/.1994). The conservative land-owning classes, represented by the
powerful National Federation of Agriculturists and Stockraisers of Honduras (FENAGH), and the
law threatened to lessen the power of the landed oligarchy and substantially limit their ability to
expand and thus accrue capital (Merrill 1995). FENAGHs rising criticism of President Morales,
combined with an increase in popular rebellions in the early 1960s, forced a shift in the military’s
loyalty. Colonel Oswaldo Lopez Arellano led a military coup d’état in 1963, just before regularly
scheduled elections. The coup removed President Morales and Colonel Lopez Arellano assumed
control of the government (Merrill 1995).

Colonel Lopez Arellano was president for 12 years between 1963 and 1975. He assumed
leadership of the government with the support of the nationalists and the business sector and

landowning capitalist classes (Euraque 2004). Militaristic nationalism set the tone for the kinds of
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