
 

 

in Jean Rahier (ed), Black Social Movements in Latin America. From Monocultural Mestizaje to 
Multiculturalism, Palgrave – Macmillan, New York, 2012. 

 
 

The Afro-Guatemalan Political Mobilization: Between Identity Construction Processes, 
Global Influences, and Institutionalization 

 
Carlos Agudelo 

 
In Guatemala, the Afrodescendants mostly live in the Caribbean cities of Livingstone and Puerto 
Barrios.  They are principally Garifuna or Garinagu. 
 
 The Garifuna, known initially until well into the 20th century as “Black Caribs,” are the 
product of a process of miscegenation between African slaves and indigenous Caribs or 
Arawaks, which occurred during the colonial period in the lesser Antilles, and mainly on the 
Island of San Vicente. Garifuna Mass deportation by the British from San Vicente to Central 
America began in 1797 and reached the Caribbean coasts of four countries: Honduras, Belize, 
Guatemala, and Nicaragua. Currently, following a constant migration process which started in 
the mid 20th century, much of the Garifuna population now lives in the United States. 
 
 The statistics about the number of Garifuna in Central America and the United States 
have been highly fluctuating. According to the United Nations Report of Human Development 
for Central America, in 2003 Honduras would have had 200,000 Garifuna, Belize 15,000, 
Guatemala 5,000 and Nicaragua 2,000 for a grand total of approximately some 222,000 people in 
the four countries. There are no precise statistics on the number of Garifuna residing in the 
United States but different sources (Mohr de Collado 2007:71)1 speak of an amount that could be 
equal to or higher than that of the Garifuna who live in Central America. This would give us a 
total population of about 400,000 individuals2. 
 
 In the four Central American countries mentioned, the Garifuna acquired a significant 
reputation in the current context of recognition of cultural diversity and institutionalized 
multiculturalism. This is a group that has played an important role in the political dynamics of 
visibility and recognition for the peoples of African origin through the reinforcement of ethno-
racial categorizations (in general following the guidelines of the model applied to indigenous 
peoples). This role has involved, with special features in each country, its characterization as one 
of the official "ethnic groups" (see Anderson’s chapter in this volume), the incorporation of their 
cultural expressions as part of their nation’s identity and the recognition of their culture as part of 
humanity’s intangible universal cultural heritage3 
 
 Although they are a small minority, since the Peace Accords of the 1990s, the Garifuna 
of Guatemala have been recognized as part of the country’s ethnic and cultural diversity. 
 
 
 Simultaneously, the Black Organization of Central America or ONECA (Organización 
Negra Centroamericana) was born in Belize in 1992.  That organization transformed into a 
transnational network of black movements in the entire region, which were in turn connected to 



 

 

processes that coordinated continental and global actions of what was called in those years the 
Afro-descendant diaspora. The initiative came from the National Garifuna Council (NGC), a 
Garifuna organization of Belize, in collaboration with the Honduran Garifuna movement 
ODECO (Organization for Community Development). They were then joined by black 
movements of the other Central American countries, which widened the process of unity and 
political construction beyond "the Garifuna" ethnicity and toward more racially based black 
organizations. 
 
 This turn of events had to do with the fact that since the late 1980s the international 
context, together with what was happening in some Latin American countries, black populations 
began being more included in their nation-states along with indigenous populations, following 
the adoption of multicultural policies. Hence, the renewed strength that Garifuna acquired led 
them to put the accent on their Afro-descendence. 
 
 Under the influence of the ONECA and within the framework of the peace negotiations, 
the Guatemalan black organization ONEGUA (Organización Negra de Guatemala) was formed 
in Guatemala in 1995. This formation must be understood in light of the global context of 
affirmation of multiculturalism or recognition of the ethno-racial diversities of national 
populations in much of Latin America. 
 
 This article presents a generic approach to the historical process of multiple identities 
building of the Garifunas.  These identities became political instruments of mobilization, 
dialogue and negotiation with the State and other bodies on the national and global stages in the 
current context of the adoption of multicultural policies. I begin with an approximation of these 
processes for the entire transnational Garifuna people, to arrive at the specific case of Guatemala 
where the articulations between national and global political dynamics converged and led to the 
search for the institutionalization as a key form of social and political inclusion, following the 
proclamation and celebration of their cultural difference. 
 
The Multicultural Framework 
 
In the case of Latin America, in the 1980s and 1990s the recognition of cultural diversity was 
consolidated through processes of institutionalization: important constitutional changes and 
implementation of multicultural public policies. 
 
 Ethnic claims (first indigenous) reached a significant importance in the early 1980s, and 
acquired a visibility without precedent in the international context. International credit and 
development agencies had a crucial influence on this process by adopting the ethno-racial 
variable in their policies of cooperation (World Bank, inter-American Development Bank).  
Other similar programs and declarations by international organizations, such as the United 
Nations Program for Development, the UN, the OIT or International Labor Organization), as 
well as the Global North State agencies and NGOs in charge of cooperation with countries of the 
Global South. 
 
 The role of the State was central, both because it is the State that is the recipient of the 
various actors’ demands for inclusion and for the adoption of multicultural public policies of 



 

 

various kinds. These were demands for affirmative action but also simply the realization of 
social claims of a general nature. The State also took various initiatives aimed at legitimizing and 
adapting global trends and guidelines from the major international and global financing bodies 
(of the World Bank and International Development Bank type). 
 
 The politics of recognition are the product of a complex interaction between the state and 
different actors (social organizations, political movements, NGOs, local authorities, agents of 
development cooperation, academics, etc.).  Everyone agreed on the necessity to value ethno-
cultural diversity, even though these actors have divergent or convergent objectives, depending 
on the context and the relative relations of force. I must insist on the fact that this is a process 
that is the product of complex interactions in which the State is central but not the only actor on 
stage. There are times when it is in the context of dynamics of confrontation and of the demands 
from actors who are in opposition to the state, that changes will occur and will be used by both 
these movements to claim victory and by the state as a manifestation of its opening.  At other 
occasions what we see is a kind of strategic alliance between the State—or sectors within the 
state and government—and the social actors involved in this process (black and indigenous 
movements, political parties, churches, NGOs, institutions and international bodies preoccupied 
by the protection of the environment, the defense of human rights, credit, development 
cooperation, etc). 
 
 In the majority of Latin American countries, the social and political movements of black 
populations have fought for institutional recognition of black ethnicity.  This has been a driving 
force for the consolidation of their political processes and for their active participation as a 
partner of the State. 
 

The State is a central actor in the process of ethnic identity construction.  This has been 
the case either because a group mobilized around its identity and called for recognition, and 
some collective rights; or because the regulatory framework in which the identity of a group is 
legitimated institutionally passes by the guarantee of the State and its active participation in the 
construction of such regulations. 

 
Identity as a Political Instrument among the Garifuna 
 
The Garifuna have been identified, and they themselves have claimed at certain times in their 
history, their status as indigenous people.  This claim has been done through the reproduction of 
a discourse that celebrates their Arawak and Carib roots, and the permanence of some of their 
“ancestral” cultural expressions. Currently the processes of political mobilization of the Garifuna 
articulate a discourse of inclusion in the national societies in which they live at the same time 
that it proclaims their transnational identity as Garifuna and as members of the African diaspora 
in the Americas. This feature distinguishes them from other processes of identity claim of ethno-
racial basis in the Americas as is the case of indigenous peoples and others Afrodescendants. The 
flexibility they have to mobilize multiple identity registers in succession and sometimes 
simultaneously allows them greater leeway to articulate their claims in both national and 
transnational contexts. 
 



 

 

 Since the arrival of Garifuna to Central America until the consolidation of their 
subsequent transnational dispersal they have adopted various strategies of self-representation and 
have used different ethno-racial self-ascribed labels. The use of the words Garifuna and Garinagu 
was common as a form of self naming in the use of their language, but in Spanish or English they 
were always self-depicting as Caribs, blacks or morenos (or brown), and they were called as such 
by Spaniards and British. The declaration of a Garifuna leader named Jack, picked up by 
emissaries of the Spanish authorities on arrival in Roatan4 in 1797, records the use of the term 
Carib as a way to call themselves: "I do not command on behalf of anyone. I'm not English nor 
French nor Spanish, nor do I care to be that. I am Carib, a Carib who is not subordinated to 
anyone. I do not want to be more of who I am or have more than what I have." (Gaceta de 
Guatemala, junio 26 de 1797) 
 
 González (2008:107) states that the records of the Catholic Church since the 19th 
century, described as "morenos", "Carib morenos," " French"or “Carib morenos” (caribes 
pardos).  In 1825 the first national constitution of Honduras refers to them as free brown people 
(morenos libres). In some occasions, the Garifuna were indeed treated differently than other 
blacks (basically the Creoles) because of their ability to work and their military skills. In other 
situations they simply were part of the black population as any other black person who had to be 
controlled, expelled, and so on. 
 

Several ethnohistorical research in Honduras and Guatemala show that during the 19th 
century the identifications of blacks, black Caribs, and finally moreno were in use. But according 
to Cohelo5, in Honduras the main concern of the Garifuna was to not be assigned a past of 
slavery.  “The morenos do not want to be called black" (see also Anderson 2009). This coincides 
with the stories collected by Palacio (2005) in Belize. The search for differentiation from the 
Creoles (blacks) to whom the Garifuna were assigning a slave past, also increased with the 
tensions that are recorded from the colonial period as a result of the competition for resources, 
lands and work opportunities in Belize and the Mosquito. Then throughout the entire area of 
settlement around the banana plantations during the first half of the 20th century there were 
recurring frictions between the morenos (Garifuna) and blacks (those who migrated from the 
West Indies in search of work or who were brought by banana producing companies). 

 
From the colony to the nation-building phase in Central America, various racial 

categories have been in use at different times to refer to the Garifuna. This was a process in 
which both national elites and the Garifuna people itself have been involved. Constant ariations 
in categorization from one country to another and from one period to another have depended on 
the political and economic circumstances. 

 
 However the weight of the category “black” linked explicitly or not to African descent 
has prevailed against the characterization of the Garifuna as Amerindians. This does not mean 
that we are facing a racial alignment in approach simply understood as biological and physical 
appearances. When speaking of blacks in the context described also alluded to cultural forms that 
are associated with this condition of color6. In the case of the Garifuna, the exceptionality they 
enjoy when compared to other groups of Afro-descendants in the Americas is constructed based 
on historical evidence of Amerindian origin, and on the fact that they have kept a language 
shown by scholars to be predominantly Amerindian. But this is not enough for the gaze of the 



 

 

non-Garifuna to align them with other Indigenous groups or for the Garifuna themselves to claim 
a unique Garifuna form of identification. 
 
The Multiplicity of Garifuna Identity 
 
The transition of the identification as black Caribs, blacks or morenos to the generalization of the 
term Garifuna can located between the years 1960 and 1970, in general terms. This can be 
observed in the scholarly literature on this population. The same Garifuna adopted this form of 
self-identification not only when they spoke in their own language but also when they expressed 
themselves in the national languages (English and/or Spanish) of the countries in which they 
live7. 
 
 But this shift to a categorization that could be called more "ethnic" or "cultural" has never 
done away with the generic and recurrent use of the category “black” that assimilates them with 
other populations of African origin. Such assimilation goes hand in hand with African 
phenotypic traits but also with the representations of characteristic lifestyles and behaviors that 
are assigned to, or assumed by the Garifuna themselves through their affirmation of identity. All 
of this has also been sprinkled by more episodic and situational identification of the Garifuna as 
either indigenous people and by their claims to be citizens of each one of the four Central 
American countries in which they live. 
 
 González (1978) reports that the Black Caribs leap into the Garifuna category occurred in 
the context of a politicization that unfolded under the influence of the black movement in the 
United States through the travel of Garifuna migrants, in a process that associated Garifuna 
identity first with the movements against racial discrimination and second with claims to African 
and, to a lesser extent, Amerindian roots. In this case we face a common ethnicization model 
experienced by various black movements in Latin America and the Caribbean. The originality 
with the Garifuna is their claim to be Amerindian, which has been more pronounced in various 
periods of their history, to which I refer below.  
 
 The forms of political action cannot be explained solely by the external context of the 
influences of the black movement in the USA. In the Garifuna case, there is an intermediate level 
between the transnational and the national.  This is directly related to the combination of their 
claims made as citizens of each country in which they have settled, with their transnationality as 
Garifuna people, the importance of their presence in the United States, and the political dynamics 
that emerge from this multi-localization. 
 
 It is important to recall that most Central American societies have been considered as 
spaces product of Indo-European mestizaje that left blacks outside of the processes of nation 
building.  These were societal projects that intended to delete the historical fact of the significant 
presence and at times overwhelming majority of slaves, free blacks, and mulattos in the 
miscegenation process of the region (Gundmunson 2009, Cáceres 2008, Lizcano 1993). To this 
colonial reality we must add the arrival of the Garifuna and West Indians in the midst of the 
struggle for the control of the Caribbean coasts between British and Spaniars, and then by the 
newly emerging national governments. 
 



 

 

 There are other situations that contrast with the alleged homogeneous model of Indo-
mestizo nations in Central America. It is the case of the special process of the social and political 
construction of the current territory of Belize, a former British colony and now an independent 
country since 1981 where both the colonial model and the current form taken by the new nation-
state were characterized by a population, until just two decades ago, of Afro-descendant 
majority8. On the other hand, the region of the Mosquito on the shores bordering Honduras and 
Nicaragua and in general the entire Nicaraguan Caribbean, also has its political and historical 
peculiarities. This region is characterized by intermittent presence of British colonialism, 
indigenous and Creole strong presence and weak control of the Spanish authorities during the 
colonial period and later by national governments. 
 
 These historical facts problematize the generalized view that mestizo nationalism 
characterizes the entire region and help explain the different contextual realities faced by 
Garifuna in the various national societies, and the forms of identity assertion and political action 
they have engaged in. 
 
Migration to the United States: Identity Vitality and Circulation 
 
The Garifuna migration to the United States began in the 1940s. The crisis of the banana 
plantations, one of their most important sources of labor, is certainly the main push factor behind 
this migration process. According to some of the studies on the subject and of statements made 
by Garifunas interviewed recently in New York (Mohor de Collado 2007, Gonzalez 2008, 
Gargallo 2000, Arrivillaga 2009, collective interview in New York 2008), there was a rapid 
integration of the first generations of migrants. With the advent of WWII, the United States 
absorbed a large Garifuna labor force in dock work, the merchant fleet and other services. Some 
have claimed that the fact that the Garifuna of Belize knew English and did not look like mestizo 
Latin Americans allowed them to "camouflage" and integrate among American blacks. Then the 
Garifuna who knew no English had more ease to learn it because they already had a second 
language in addition to the Spanish. This would have afforded them better conditions than those 
faced by other Latin American and non-English speaking Caribbean migrants. In December 2008 
on the occasion of the celebration in New York of the annual Assembly of the ONECA 
(Organizacón Negra Centroamericana), I could appreciate the presence of many Garifunas 
United States-based associations as well as how much they have integrated within the Union 
environment, with associations of local political participation and within black American 
movements. This is true for generations of migrants until the 1980s. According to my 
interviewees, the last generations of migrants—despite having the support of Garifuna networks 
of associations already well established—have more difficulty finding work and legalizing their 
eventual situation as undocumented migrants. 
 
 There has also been the development of networks of trade in cultural symbols, in 
particular the music that is circulating widely through an intense complex of Internet sites that 
"sell" Garifuna culture in the form of music, videos, books, tours and travel plans to return to 
Central America for holiday, or calls for rituals, typical regional products, etc. (see for example 
http://www.garinet.com). 
 



 

 

 Throughout the history of this migration, we can observe the reproduction of family 
cohesion and ritual. The remittances sent by the first generation of migrants to their relatives in 
Central America include funds to cover the cost of performing traditional rituals. According to 
Salvador Suazo: 
 

The presence in the United States has been a major factor for cultural revival. It has 
revitalized among other things the use of the Garifuna language as a cultural sign more 
valued than Spanish. To speak Garifuna is to resemble African immigrants [who also 
speak a foreign language], and that gives some recognition among American blacks who 
on the contrary Spanish language… (Personal interview conducted in Tegucigalpa in 
2009). 
 

 From the United States the Garifuna diaspora has been funding the construction of 
temples, and some buyeis or priests who perform the rituals and who live in the US travel to 
Central America when their knowledge is requested9. This transnational network began with the 
arrival to Central America and might even have begun before, with the Garifuna mobility in the 
lesser Antilles. Migration to the United States extended the spatial dimensions of the network. 
This phenomenon is retained and it could yet be said that it will be strengthened by the gradual 
increase of possibilities of movement between the USA and the countries of Central America. 
During the 13th assembly of the ONECA, carried out in New York in 2008, there was a strong 
presence of Garifuna associations as compared to organizations of the rest of the black 
populations of the region, and among the Garifuna I had the opportunity to interview the subject 
of the movement, the transnational coming and going between the US and Central America was 
a dominant theme. During the festivities held for the National Garifuna Day in Livingston, I have 
had the opportunity to talk to several Garifuna "visitors" who were coming from the United 
States exclusively for the celebrations. 
 

Greater mobilization of financial and political resources by the Garifuna migrant in the 
U.S along with reinforced ritual and family networks that keep them tied to their countries of 
origin in Central America have been a determining factor for the political dynamism and its 
objectives of cultural preservation both in the U.S. in Central America. Initially, the basic forms 
of organization that emerged were linking Garifuna in the U.S. to their Central American towns 
of origin. They collected funds to support activities in their community, either of a religious 
order (holding of ceremonies or construction of temples for the worship of the ancestors, or aid 
for the celebration of the Yurumein, San Isidro, or another religious holiday), or to help build the 
infrastructure (construction or improvement of schools, posts of health care, parks, etc.). These 
forms of organization still exist and are very important in the U.S., but in certain contexts they 
fade away and transform into other forms of identification that articulate the Garifuna of the four 
Central American countries (Gargallo 2002, ODECO 2008, interview of the New York based 
ONECA leader Mirtha Colón conducted in Belize in 2009). The General Assemblies of the 
ONECA provide a space in which you can see these dimensions of Garifuna identification, 
wherein members of specific communities in Central America reunite with those who are in the 
United States. There they deal with matters relating to their specific solidarity linkages. Another 
broader level is the confluence of the Garifuna from one country in particular: let’s note the 
preponderance of Honduran Garifuna with their claims as national citizens and the impact they 
have on their national Government (the Assembly held in New York City in 2008 was opened by 



 

 

the then Honduran President, Manuel Zelaya). The other level corresponds to the generic 
strength of the Garifuna as transnational community in Central America and the USA, and its 
numeric importance within the ONECA. From there, but more than this regional space of the 
ONECA, the Garifuna claim their status as people Afro linked to global networks which relate 
them to sections of the black movement in South America, the islands of the Caribbean and the 
United States. And last but not least, there is a dimension that is gaining importance, which is 
their participation alongside other Latin Americans or Hispanics in the United States who are 
mobilized to improve their migration status, among other things. 

 
Guatemala: Institutionalization, Inclusion, and Cultural Action 
 
In Guatemala the Garifuna inhabit mostly Caribbean cities in Livingston and Puerto Barrios, 
which are equally populated by mestizos, Indians and descendants of Chinese and East Indian 
migrants. Although a small minority (approximately 5,000 Garifuna of a total of 13 million 
people in Guatemala) the affirmation of their belonging to the transnational Garifuna people and 
the preservation of their cultural expressions have ensured their inclusion within the recognized 
ethnic diversity of their country basically since the Peace Accords of the 1990s. Alongside the 
majority—among Amerindians—Mayan peoples and the indigenous Xinca, the Garifuna are 
considered part of the indigenous population of Guatemala, which represents approximately 50% 
of the total population of the country (2002 census). 
 
 Concerning their double identification as Afro-descendant and Indigenous, the 
Garifuna of Guatemala have opted for favoring the second in their interaction with the State 
and the first  when they engage in transnational spaces in which their character as people of 
African origin gives them legitimacy in the dialogue with international bodies for 
cooperation and development, and for the defense of human or cultural rights (World Bank, 
Inter-American Development Bank, UN, UNDP, UNESCO, among others).  The latter also 
allows them to be included in the African diaspora in the Americas by being part of bodies 
such as the ONECA or the international dialogue about the commitments of States and 
international agencies for the Afro-descendant peoples set out in the Durban Conference. 

For the moment, this double identification has not been an obstacle for the inclusion 
in the country’s ethnic diversity sanctioned by the State, which catalogs them as part of the 
Guatemalan Indigenous peoples. There is an ambiguity that has not posed any major 
contradiction on the part of the state, the own Garifuna or any other actor that deals with 
ethnic issues in Guatemala. 

The Guatemalan Garifuna have been involved in the transnational networks focused 
on the reproduction of ritual practices as described above.  The main public expression of 
Garifuna religiosity is linked to Catholicism: the festival of San Isidro, the patron saint of the 
Garifuna since 1892 (Arrivillaga 1985). The celebration of the arrival in Central America and 
the subsequent foundation of Livingston—inspired by what has been performed in Belize 
since 1941 with Settlement Day10—was linked to the festival of San Isidro. In Guatemala 
they call this festival Yurumein (“San Vicente” in Garifuna language). Its representation in 
the context of the festival of San Isidro expresses the religious syncretism linked to 
Catholicism and the festive celebration of a cultural singularity. This is a proud affirmation of 

 



 

 

their origins and their ethnico-racial difference. 

Since the mid-1980s the Yurumein has also been carried out during the celebration of 
the official foundation of the city of Livingston (November 26 of 1937)11 as an initiative of 
Garifuna students who wanted to honor the memory of the city’s Garifuna founder, Marcos 
Sanchez Diaz.  There is a young Garifuna elite that emerged recently and that has begun to 
engage in identity politics.  Echoes of the struggles of the U.S. black movement arrived with 
the comings and goings of migrants to the United States for the holidays and family rituals. 
The group of students that were initially organized under the name of Ibimini (sweetness) 
gave way to the group “Awakening Garifuna Marcos Sanchez Diaz” (Arrivillaga 2006:63).  
Under the influence of the ONECA, the young people from "Awakening Garifuna Marcos 
Sanchez Diaz" who were then already accomplished professionals created in 1995 the 
ONEGUA (Organización Negra Guatemalteca). 

The Guatemalan Peace Accords signed in 1996 marked the end to the armed conflict 
of the previous two decades, an put an emphasis on indigenous peoples: the main victims of 
the war. The inclusion of the Garifuna was not so obvious at the beginning. Generally, the 
State and civil society, mostly composed of mestizos and Indigenous peoples, regarded the 
Garifuna as virtually foreign or strange. 

In the process of negotiations prior to the signing of the Peace Agreements, Garífuna 
leaders were brought to explain to the guerilla and State negotiators who they were and why 
they should be included in the Indigenous peoples category that was about to be recognized 
in such agreements. This inclusion of the Garífuna was favored by ethnographic studies 
carried out in Guatemala, among which the work of the Guatemalan anthropologist Alfonso 
Arrivillaga, and of the American anthropologist Nancie Gonzalez (1976, 2008). 

Progressively, the idea to include the Garifuna in the same category as the 
Guatemalan Indigenous peoples was unanimously accepted.  The Garifuna were invited to 
participate in dialogues on Indigenous issues. 

This gradual process of inclusion as Indigenous on the national stage was crucial in 
the process of claiming their existence as a social and political actor within the cultural and 
ethnic diversity of Guatemala. 

In 1996, November 26 became the "National Garifuna Day” by Presidential Decree.  
The celebration keeps its basic elements of articulation of the religious with the memory of 
the origins of their arrival in Central America with the Yurumein. But the festival 
transformed into a national/global celebration of the Garifuna political dynamics and of their 
demands for rights through their national and official recognition and through their 
participation, on the global stage, in the transnational movement of Afro-descendants.  
Alongside the performance of the inevitable Yurumein on November 26, there are also a 
number of parallel political and cultural activities that strengthen this new dimension of 
celebration of Garifuna identity and give credence to their demands for collective rights. The 
State, for its part, participates in the festivity reproducing its discourse of acceptance of the 



 

 

country’s multiculturalism (Agudelo 2009). 

The assertion of Garifuna identity in Guatemala is centered on their cultural 
expressions, which continue to show great vitality. From the cultural, Garifuna activists move 
to reproduce a discourse that comes with demands for the resolution of social and political 
issues and for greater social inclusion in national society.  They do so by articulating their 
transnational identities as Garifuna and Afro-descendants to their identity as Guatemalan 
citizens. According to Mario Ellington—the first Garifuna to graduate from law school at the 
University of San Carlos and the principal founder of the group Marcos Sánchez Díaz and of 
the ONEGUA; he is currently a board member of ONECA and between 2003 and 2007 he 
was a member of the Presidential Commission against Racism (CODISRA), and Deputy 
Minister of Culture between 2007 and 2008: 

My central goal has been the visibility of the Garifuna people of Guatemala. The 
Peace Agreements, particularly in regards to the identity of indigenous peoples, have 
really helped us to recover and actually perform our [Guatemalan] citizenship. We 
have a right to full Guatemalan citizenship, not only for romantic love of country, but 
on the basis of our contributions to the country. Citation? (Personal interview, May 
2011) 

The presence of Garifuna leaders in some government agencies is referred to as the 
expression of the conquest of space for participation in decision-making processes. Since the 
mid-1990s (Peace Agreement) to the present one can easily count the few spaces conquered: 
principally in the CODISRA, the Institute of Municipal Development, the Indigenous 
Development Fund, the Ministry of Education, and the Ministry of Culture. 

As is usually the case with the kind of processes described above, there has been in 
Guatemala the emergence or consolidation of an elite of ethnic mediators who, while 
participating in the construction of a discourse of identity politics, feed on items that arise in 
the national and international arenas to develop their practice of interlocutors and vehicles for 
transmission between the different scales in which ethnicity is produced. 

Mario Ellington said that "one of the most relevant rights to inclusion is the access to 
the spaces where decisions are made. It is not the same to attempt to manage things from 
civil society as it is when you act from a public office. I say this from experience" (Personal 
interview, May 2011). 

One of the strategic objectives of the ONEGUA is to increase the spaces between the 
instances of decision-making of the State, and to engage in the creation of "institutionality" 
through management agencies of our own but that would be included within the state 
apparatus. 

They have been insisting on this topic for the past several years. That is in this 
framework that they have managed the construction by the Guatemalan government of a 
Garifuna Cultural Center in Livingston.  Unfortunately, they have not been able to carry out a 
project that ensures the budget necessary for their operation. Since the end of the 1990s they 



 

 

have been proposing the creation of a specific institute to deal with the defense and 
promotion of culture but that would also play a major role as engine of social development 
policies. 

Throughout the past few years, an important proposal of the ONEGUA, which 
received the support from other smaller Garifuna organizations, calls for these organizations 
to regroup in one instance named "Garifuna Parliament" has been adapting or changing in 
accordance with the different political conjunctures. This project has taken the form of a 
proposal to the executive power to become an institution emanating from a Presidential 
Decree, it was also submitted to Congress to become a bill of the republic, and to agencies of 
international cooperation.  

It is worth spending some time on the fundamental elements of the proposal for "The 
Creation of the Institute of the Garifuna Culture for Development" (IGD): 

- The starting point: the Constitution and the Peace Agreements  
Three pillars that emerge from this framework:  
- i) the principle of citizenship, which involves the full recognition and the constant 
search for real and effective equality of the rights of all Guatemalans, as well as the 
continuing fight against racism and discrimination;  
- ii) the principle of the right to difference, which carries the respect for the identity 
and rights of each of the ethnic groups and socio-cultural expressions of Guatemala; 
and  
- iii) the principle of unity in diversity, materialized in the national unity, not imposed 
but built and accepted by all.  
The Garífuna Institute for the Development should:  
- Be a source of support for the rescue, promotion and preservation of cultural 
traditions.  
- Be a means to promote social and economic development of the Garífuna people.  
- Promote integral development through training and strengthening of people’s 
capabilities and through the exploitation of their natural and cultural resources in a 
sustainable manner.  
- Have an Executive character as it must be linked with public policies and 
government programs and to the Executive Branch in general.  
- To promote the exercise of the economic, social and cultural rights of the Garífuna 
people, through the management of affirmative action.  
- To have a secure and efficient source of funding, as to allow for economic resources 
on a discretionary basis, with the only legal limitations and procedure that may be 
applicable.  
The financial resources that are to be appropriated to the IGD will come from budget 
items intrinsically linked to the generic nature to which the Institute belongs. In that 
sense, the most viable option that corresponds to this effect is now the Guatemalan 
Indigenous Development Fund.  
- Be composed of government representatives and Garinagu organizations legally 
constituted.  
Functions:  



 

 

- Orient its activities to the research, rescue, preservation and dissemination of the 
values and expressions of the Garifuna culture;  
- Promote, support, finance and implement projects for the cultural and socio-
productive development, institutional strengthening, capacity building and training of 
human resources and non-formal education in favor of the Garifuna people of 
Guatemala,  
- Manage technical, material and economic resources for the development of project, 
with national and international reach.12 

This example of mobilizing goals of the Guatemalan Garifuna movements clearly 
show the central role that the search for State institutions’ recognition represents in their 
political objectives. 

In the international context, their participation in the ONECA and their articulations 
with the transnational dynamics of the Garifuna people have been another element they use 
to maintain their space in the national sphere (Agudelo 2010): an example of this articulation 
is the “Plan of Action to Safeguard the Garifuna Language, Music and Dance in Belize, 
Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua.” Project funded by UNESCO, after the recognition of 
the Garifuna culture as intangible heritage of humanity in 2001.  

 
The proposed activities are carried out through the following three major components:  
I. Recovery of the use of the Garifuna language.  
II. Development of inventories and files of Garifuna artistic expressions.  
III. Dissemination and promotion of the Garifuna Intangible Cultural Heritage.  

In Guatemala, this initiative was pushed forward thanks to the labor and leadership, 
within the Ministry of Education, and particularly in the Department responsible for 
promoting the indigenous languages, of the Garifuna leader, Nelda Arzú. 

While it is true that at the time of writing this chapter, the creation of the Garifuna 
Institute for Development and the implementation of specific plans for Garifuna education 
and language recovery remain objectives to be reached, it is a fact that the Guatemalan 
Garifuna movement, through its pursuit of influencing the national government and reaching 
national inclusion, has opened up spaces for dialogue and recognition from the State. 

Institutionalization as a strategic project of the Guatemalan Garifuna is still long way 
to go. 

For the Garifuna, to assume at this historical moment their multiple identifications 
seems to have produced the results expected. Indeed, the efforts for the preservation, 
revitalization and visibility of their cultural expressions have been a mechanism for 
legitimizing their social and political demands. Today, the official recognition of the 
Garifuna as part of a cultural diversity until some years ago denied by the Indo-European 
mestizo nationalist discourse which prevailed in the region (at the exception of the Belizean 



 

 

case) is a fact. 

We have seen how the Garifuna present a more complex reality than the one faced by 
the majority of black and indigenous populations. Their multiple uses of several categories of 
ethno-racial identification recall both African descent and Indigenous ancestry and features 
as they relate them to claims of membership in national citizenship. Their identification also 
link them to transnational networks of the indigenous movement, an of black organizations or 
people of African descent. 

The reinvigoration of cultural elements linked to political processes that some 
Garifuna leaders and community members in general have devised to respond to the 
structural weakening processes expressed in their historical marginalization from national 
societies, their increasing poverty and loss of territories. But despite their achievements in the 
field of recognition, the overcoming of such structural factors has not come yet, in spite of 
the adoption of multicultural policies. 

Endnotes 

1.  See also the interviews I conducted with Garifuna leaders and residents in the U.S.  These 
are always estimations.  Various Garifuna organizations are currently conducting a campaign 
among residents in the U.S. asking them to self-identify as Garifuna and not as “blacks”or 
“Hispaniscs” (www.garifunaheritagefoundation.org). 
2.  According to numbers from SICA (Sistema de Integración Centroamericano, Central 
American Integration System), the total 2010 population per country with a Garifuna 
presence would be: Belice 310,000; Guatemala 14’000,000; Honduras 7’600,000; Nicaragua: 
5’800.000. 
3.  The work of preparing the dossier that was submitted to UNESCO for the inclusion of the 
Garifuna culture on the list of masterpieces of the intangible patrimony of humanity was 
initiated by the organization from Belize, the NGC or Nacional Garifuna Council.  The 
initiative received the support from the Belizean government first, and from the remaining 
Central American governments later: Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua.   The candidacy 
was accepted in 2001, bringing another element of legitimation to the Garifuna movements, 
to which they referred in the discourse they deployed to demand cultural and collective rights 
(Cayetano 2005, Izard 2003).  
4.  Island belonging to Honduras where Garifuna were deported by the British. 
5.  Fieldnotes for his doctoral research (Cohelo 1955; cited by Anderson 2008). 
6.  See the reflection of Peter Wade on the superimposition of race and ethnicity for the entire 
Latin American region in (Wade 2000).  Anderson (2007) follows that perception of 
imbrications of race and ethnicity in the Garifuna case. 
7.  These changes from black Caribs to Garifuna or Garinagu are also visible in the titles of 
the scholarly works listed in the Cited References of this chapter. 
8.  This is explained by the presence of a significant quantity of slaves brought from the 
West Indies to work in the wood extraction industry, which was the principal industry until 
the 1930s-1940s.  The territory of Belize is constituted by an ample and flat coastal area in 
the north, and by a major wooded mountain massif in the south.  European colonial presence 
was minimal and a great part of the colonial administration was done from Jamaica.  Its 



 

 

territory was in dispute with Guatemala until the end of the 20th century.  Belize has a 
population of approximately 300,000 inhabitants (2000 Census). 
9.  The rituals are always performed in the land of the ancestors, and this is why one must 
return.  But no one knows if another mutation of the tradition is currently taking place that 
would allow for the emergence of a virtual Garifuna territory in the U.S. 
10.  Celebration of the Garifuna arrival in Belizean territory which later bécame National 
Day. 
11.  Until then the village was known as Labuga (in Garifuna language) or La Boca in 
Spanish (The Mouth). 

12.  Proyecto Instituto de Cultura Garifuna para el Desarrollo (In Print, not dated). 
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