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A Fragmented Paradise: The Politics of Development and Land Use on the 

Caribbean Coast of Honduras 

 

 

Christopher Anthony Loperena, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Charles R. Hale 

 

Based on two years of multi-sited ethnographic research, the dissertation 

investigates Garifuna struggles over racial and cultural identity and land rights against the 

backdrop of neoliberal tourism development on the Caribbean coast of Honduras. 

Garifuna are descended from Africans and the Carib Indians of St. Vincent; they are a 

transnational people with roots in Honduras, Nicaragua, Belize, Guatemala and several 

cities in the United States. The dissertation examines the conditions under which some 

Garifuna embrace the opportunities offered through state-backed tourism projects and 

explores why others reject tourism development altogether, choosing instead, to assign 

greater priority to autonomy and territorial rights.  

Garifuna who oppose state-sanctioned tourism projects are positioned as 

adversaries of the state who are incapable of harnessing the power of development and, in 

turn, barred from traditional channels of participation. In this vein, the development 

apparatus delivers land rights activists a double bind--Garifuna culture is a commodity 

necessary for the growth of the national tourism industry, but not a basis for expansive 

rights. Finally, the dissertation analyzes the ethical debates that animate Garifuna land 

politics in the struggle to wrest authority from the state and local entrepreneurs over the 
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processes of development. Garifuna cultural traits that tend toward the collectivistic, 

toward the valorization of ancestral practices, or toward the autonomous development of 

their communities are defined as culturally “conservative.” I argue Garifuna culture is 

commodified in accordance with the racial structuration of Honduran society, which has 

deep effects at the community level, resulting in fragmentation and dispossession. This 

work sheds light on the everyday politics of autonomy in Triunfo de la Cruz—a Garifuna 

village situated on the white-sand beaches of Tela Bay—and reveals how notions of 

communal belonging are defined through processes of political struggle. 
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Preface 

 
 

The Setting 
 

Framed by luscious tropical forests, Triunfo de la Cruz is a Garifuna community 

that sits along a bay of incredible natural beauty lined with coconut palms and pine trees 

and littered with colorful dugout fishing canoes. The town, commonly referred to as 

Triunfo, is situated between two resort communities that were built in the 1990s. The 

elegant vacation homes in Marbella and Playa Escondida are owned by political and 

economic elites--mostly mestizo1--and stand in stark contrast to the modest homes owned 

by Garifuna. This fragmented landscape is representative of internal community divisions 

spawned by the rapid growth of tourism development in Tela Bay. 

Triunfo is the second most populous Garifuna community in Honduras, after 

Limon. The community is divided into numerous residential barrios (neighborhoods). 

Tiuna, El Centro, Tigiri and Canahauti are situated along the coast. Cantarrana, Delicias, 

Las 22 Manzanas, and a number of small housing settlements extend to the south. 

Boquete--a predominantly ladino settlement--is located on the southernmost edge of the 

community, alongside the main highway between Tela and La Ceiba. Boquete is 

marginal in geographic, racial and economic terms.  

There are only a handful of employment opportunities locally: as a taxista, in 

small variety stores, at local hotel operations, at the Centro Basico (grade school), the 

Centro de Salud and in restaurants. Nevertheless, women and men have established many 
                                                
1 Mestizo refers to people of mixed indigenous and European ancestry.  
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channels for informal employment. Men often work as day laborers on local construction 

projects, and many women sell pan de coco and other traditional breads in order to feed 

their families. Triunfeños seek chamba (temporary work arrangements) with relatives or 

friends on an as needed basis. Remittances are probably the most important source of 

cash for families residing in the community, but many of my interlocutors were hopeful 

that tourism would bring much needed employment to the community. 

Triunfo is located about three kilometers east of Tela, a former banana town that 

has emerged as a regional tourism node. Tourism investment on the north coast of 

Honduras is particularly vigorous in the Tela Bay region, which is slated to become the 

next Caribbean hotspot. A surge in tourism development in Triunfo de la Cruz has 

impelled entrepreneurship among local Garifuna residents, many who have been lured by 

tourism and the promise of employment opportunities. A constellation of programs 

backed by the state and international financial institutions (IFIs) has encouraged 

participation in the tourism economy and fueled processes of cultural commodification, 

which has increased the visibility and legibility of Garifuna at the national and 

international levels. At the same time, Garifuna rights over land and resources have been 

constricted. 

As a result of tourism speculation, all five Garifuna communities in Tela Bay—

Rio Tinto, Miami, Tornabe, La Ensenada, and Triunfo de la Cruz—are ensnared in 

conflicts over land. The most ominous development projected for the Caribbean coast is 

the Los Micos Beach and Golf Resort in Tela Bay. The project proposal includes the 

construction of several luxury hotels, a golf course, private residences and a marina on 
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lands claimed by neighboring Garifuna communities.  This development, which seeks to 

capitalize on Garifuna cultural and material resources, will have far reaching 

consequences for all forty-six coastal Garifuna communities. Los Micos will pave the 

path for enclave tourism in Honduras, which at the moment only exists at the level of 

desire. Anticipation for Los Micos has deepened existing communal divisions in Triunfo, 

where during my fieldwork, two parallel governing factions vied for power and authority 

over the community’s future development. 

 

What are the stakes? 
 
  I began working with OFRANEH (the Black Fraternal Organization of 

Honduras)2 in December 2005, during my first semester of graduate school when I was 

awarded a research fellowship by the Caribbean and Central American Research Council 

(CCARC). For six months, I worked with OFRANEH and CCARC on a collaborative 

research project in Iriona, Honduras. Ethnomapping, a combination of ethnography and 

cartography, was the primary methodology used to compile the final report in support of 

Garifuna territorial rights. My report formed part of a larger diagnostic study that was 

used to substantiate a territorial land claim comprising fifteen contiguous Garifuna 

communities bordering the Honduran Moskitia. I was first and foremost an ally, and my 

academic interests took a backseat to the exigencies of the political project I was working 

to support.3  

                                                
2 OFRANEH is a Garifuna federation working to defend Garifuna land rights on the Caribbean coast. 
3 OFRANEH officially submitted the Iriona Intercommunity Land Claim on April 12, 2010. 
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   In October 2007, I met with members of OFRANEH’s board to discuss my 

proposed dissertation research. Specifically, I proposed to look at the growth of the 

tourism industry in Honduras and the ways in which this industry was re-shaping 

Garifuna conceptualizations of territory and ideologies of land use. They agreed to 

support my study and signaled the potential for this research to contribute to their 

political struggle. OFRANEH had a vested interest in understanding the issues arising 

from tourism development along the coast and it was on the grounds of mutual interest 

and trust that I set out to complete my dissertation research in Triunfo de la Cruz.  

When I arrived in Triunfo in August 2008, I expected to find a community of 

activists resisting state backed tourism development plans on the coast, but what I 

discovered was much more nuanced, more complex than I could have imagined. 

OFRANEH has a long history organizing for Garifuna territorial rights, and effective 

resistance against “enclave tourism,” but the community-level dynamics of struggle are 

much more heterogeneous. While generally critical of the inequities of neoliberalism writ 

large, community members have long-standing articulations with the global economy 

(see Anderson 2009) and many “desire”4 tourism precisely because it promises to 

transform the community into a global destination. Also, some give a definitive “no” to 

neoliberal tourism, while others are resigned to their assigned roles at the margins. This 

fragmented political terrain was most clearly illustrated by the existence of two opposing 

patronatos (communal boards) in Triunfo. One group was known to be behind several 

questionable land deals and was closely allied with the municipal government in Tela. 

                                                
4 See Rofel (2007) on “desiring subjects”  
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The other group has faught vigorously to stop land sales and to recuperate lands acquired 

illegally by non-Garifunas.  

My long-standing relationship with OFRANEH positioned me on one side of 

communal conflicts, helping to facilitate alliances with community activists opposing 

land privatization and foreclosing opportunities to talk to Triunfeños aligned with the 

"other side" (the paralelos). I was on many occasions excluded from meetings and other 

communal forums organized by the paralelos (the pro-municipality communal board). 

Given these limitations, I cannot claim to have presented a fully representative account of 

local struggles over land and development. Rather, the arguments herein presented reflect 

the continuous negotiation of political and theoretical considerations that emerged from 

my experience of the conflict. 

Anthropology, because of its historical entanglements with colonialism (see Asad 

1973), has a tainted reputation in much of Latin America. Anthropologists are critiqued 

for cannibalizing the knowledge of marginalized peoples in the global south for 

consumption in the north. We are also notorious for our voyeuristic tendencies, and for 

our inability to make tangible contributions to the peoples and places our work engages. 

Aware of these critiques, I made explicit efforts to participate actively in community life. 

In addition to my research activities, I worked as an English teacher, and collaborated on 

an array of community projects. While I didn’t intend to teach English, my status as a 

“teacher” helped me to establish an identity that was familiar. It also signaled my 

willingness to collaborate with the community and to foster reciprocal relationships with 

individuals who generously offered their support and friendship. Over the course of two 
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years, I came to understand “the field” not only as a site for research and data collection, 

but also as my home (see Clifford 1997, 22). 

 

Reflections on Activist Research Methods 
 

During a community asamblea (meeting) on May 22, 2009, Carla, the president 

of the Patronato Pro-Mejoramiento said, “We know Chris, and we know what he is 

studying, but did you know that there is another researcher in our community? Do you 

know what her research interests are?”  The audience responded with a resounding, “No.”  

El Dugu,5 she stated. This was followed by a rash of murmurs in the audience and several 

excited comments in Garifuna. While I felt relieved not to be explicitly implicated in 

Carla’s critique, the aims of my study were open to the same sort of questioning and on 

one occasion I was explicitly warned about meddling in community affairs.6 

Miguel and Carla were upset because the researcher in question (to remain 

unnamed) did not consult community authorities about the purpose of her study, nor had 

she, in their assessment, sought permission to do the research. They positioned her 

methodological approach in contrast to mine. From the outset, I agreed to “socializar” my 

research findings with OFRANEH dirigentes and community leaders in Triunfo. In 

Honduras, “socialización” is a term used to describe the process whereby a researcher 

                                                
5 Dugu is one of the most sacred spiritual ceremonies performed in honor of the ancestors. It has been a 
source of academic study for numerous anthropologists, but there is still a sense among some community 
members that this is a ceremony that should be closed to outsiders. 
6 See description of exchange with Don Lucas in Chapter Two (pp. 116) 
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makes the findings of the research public and solicits participation from key informants.7 

This approach stems from my own ethical commitment to do anthropology differently- 

not only for the purposes of building theory and writing scholarship, but also to make 

sure my research is of value to the communities and organizations my work engages. 

Miguel asked, “What happens to those who pursue research without consulting 

the community, or to those who don’t socialize their results with the communities they 

study?” He continued, “Surely, their research is not considered legitimate.” But, 

unfortunately, this is not the case. I am not suggesting that my colleague violated a code 

of ethics. Instead, I am suggesting that a code of ethics simply does not exist. This is a 

shortcoming of the discipline as a whole. Our home institutions, in consultation with the 

Institutional Review Board and our committee members, legally mandate us to undergo a 

critical review process but we are not held to the same standards when it comes to 

consulting the communities we study.  

For the most part, anthropologists develop their research topics and define their 

research questions without first consulting the communities where they work. Moreover, 

we are not required to leave our research findings in the communities we study, nor 

consult the community about the content of our findings. Miguel called this the 

“contraparte” of the researcher.  In other words, the community gives the researcher 

permission to conduct a study, individuals participate as subjects and facilitate access to 

data, and the researcher, in return, agrees to “socializar” the research findings. Miguel 

                                                
7 Unfortunately, it has been very difficult to secure funding for this final stage of the writing process. I will 
have to fund my own trip to Honduras and forego my plans to translate the dissertation in its entirety. 
Instead, I will prepare a synopsis of the arguments and present this to my interlocutors at OFRANEH and in 
Triunfo. 
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was stunned to find out that there are no institutional mechanisms in place to address 

these blaring oversights.  “What are the implications of this for their long-term 

professional status?” he asked. “Nothing,” I responded reluctantly. “It is up to the 

individual researcher.”  

The limitations of conventional anthropological research methods pushed me in 

the direction of activist anthropology. Following Charles Hale, I understand activist 

anthropology to be, “a method through which we affirm a political alignment with an 

organized group of people in struggle and allow dialogue with them to shape each phase 

of the process, from conception of the research topic to data collection to verification and 

dissemination of the results” (Hale 2006, 97). Thus, activist anthropology entails a 

deliberate coupling of political objectives with academic inquiry.  

But activist researchers should not allow political sensibilities to completely 

trump analytical complexity, or silence tensions and contradictions. According to Saba 

Mahmood, analytical explorations should not be reduced to the requirements of political 

judgment (Mahmood 2005, 196). She asserts, “By allowing theoretical inquiry some 

immunity from the requirements of strategic political action, we leave open the 

possibility that the task of thinking may proceed in directions not dictated by the logic 

and pace of immediate political events” (ibid., 196). Mahmood encourages the researcher 

to avoid placing rigid politically defined limitations on the filed of analysis, while 

recognizing that political judgments will undoubtedly factor into our work. Activist 

research, while not a simple relationship of convergence, entails an explicit commitment 
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to conduct research in dialogue with our political allies. This approach requires sustained 

negotiation among researchers, interlocutors, and the academy. 

Hale has noted that the activist research agenda is often enriched by the tensions 

that emerge from the simultaneous negotiation of political and scholarly commitments. 

“Far from being deterrents, the tensions need to be understood as key sources of 

methodological sophistication and analytical insight” (Hale 2007, 105). It is through 

dialogue and critical self-reflexivity that we can ensure the process remains open ended, 

bringing forth new problems, new truths, and a new politics of alignment, which engages 

multiple points of view. This mode of inquiry also ensures mutual recognition between 

the researcher and our interlocutors and the dissolution of the subject/object binary.  

During the two years I lived in Triunfo, my interlocutors continuously challenged 

me to produce scholarship with and for the community. Ultimately, activist anthropology 

is an attempt to respond to the gap between scholarship for the academy and scholarship 

for the community. It presents an opportunity for us to explicitly name the political stakes 

of our research, to speak to the historical shortcomings of our disciplinary methods and 

the ethical oversights that have persisted in the name of scientific “objectivity.”  

 

Feminist Objectivity and Experiential Knowledge  

In the early 20th century Max Weber began to question the false binaries that 

separate the realms of scientific inquiry and subjective experience.  “All knowledge of 

cultural reality, as may be seen, is always knowledge from particular points of view” 

(Weber 1994, 257).  Weber’s reformulation of scientific research methods to address the 



 

 10 

particularities of social life is highly relevant to recent debates concerning objectivity and 

knowledge production. Building off of Weber’s challenge, Donna Haraway emphasizes 

the importance of one’s political and ethical positionality.  Ultimately, how we position 

ourselves contributes substantially to the scholarship we produce.  She states, “Feminist 

objectivity is about limited location and situated knowledge, not about transcendence and 

splitting of subject and object.  In this way we might become answerable for what we 

learn how to see” (Haraway 1991, 190).  Thus, our perception of the world (our gaze) is 

itself circumscribed by our positionality within particular social, political and cultural 

networks.  

Anthropologists, particularly anthropologists of color, draw from their subjective 

experience in order to formulate an analysis of the social and cultural processes that they 

observe in the world.  Black feminist scholar Irma McClaurin states: 

It is upon this foundation [experience] that Black feminism […] is predicated, and 
upon which […] Black feminist anthropologists can establish an applied 
theoretical and ethnographic tradition—one that preserves culturally specific and 
materially based ‘gender consciousness and identity’ and is directed toward 
political mobilization and unity, the creation of an alternative vision within the 
domain of anthropology, and the formulation of an activist ethnographic praxis in 
the field. (63) 
 

Through a critical interrogation of our positionality in the field, in relation to the 

communities and organizations our work engages, we can hope to produce a different 

type of research praxis--one that is founded on mutual recognition and direct political 

engagement. In a sharp critique of traditional anthropological research methods, Vargas 

states, “The ‘fly on the wall’ approach […] only obscures the fact that even those who try 

to be insects are, at the very least, already influencing the social environment in which 
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they conduct their fieldwork and, more important, are already committing themselves to a 

very clear moral and political position—that of letting things remain as they are, of 

leaving the status quo untouched” (Vargas 2006, 18).  

Of course it is easier to acknowledge the value of this approach than it is to 

engage in the practice of politically engaged research. My understanding of self in 

relation to the communities my work engages is both a source of contention and 

methodological innovation. In the following pages, I will attempt to provide insights into 

my experiences of race in Honduras as a means of introducing some of the key analytics 

in my study. 

 

Reflections on My Positionality  
 

In January 2010, I was at an EspressoAmericano adjacent to the Universidad 

Pedagogica in Tegucigalpa. I was with a Honduran friend who is of light complexion 

with straight reddish-brown hair. We were sitting to have a coffee when an older 

gentleman approached us with a broad smile and a thin stack of papers in his hands. “Are 

you novios?” he asked, immediately handing us each a sheet of paper. “I wrote these 

poems,” he said proudly. My friend, not wanting to be bothered, shrugged him off, “No 

we are brother and sister.” He stared at me suspiciously, shifting his eyes from me to her 

and back to me. “You don’t look like brother and sister. He is mas Moreno,” he said, 

pointing to my skin and curly black hair. In Honduras, moreno8 is a term that is used to 

                                                
8 Moreno is also considered to be a derogatory term by many black Hondurans. 
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reference blackness. Interestingly, his perception of my racial otherness was starkly 

divergent from how I was interpellated in Triunfo. 

While the majority of my friends in Triunfo de la Cruz self-identified as negro, I 

was, in the eyes of most Triunfeños, blanco. I initially struggled against the white identity 

ascribed to me by Triunfeños, because of the fundamental incongruity of this identity 

with my lived experience in the United States. But I eventually acquiesced. In the United 

States, I am unequivocally non-white. Nevertheless, in “the field” I was “white” and I 

came to accept this identity as one that was perceived to be true by others, whether or not 

it was an accurate description of my self-understanding. In my travels throughout Latin 

America, I have been identified as white, indio, pardo, mestizo, moreno and mulato. 

These terms not only speak to the nuances in Latin American conceptualizations of racial 

difference, but also to the variety of ways in which I am read as a racial subject in Latin 

America. Due to my mixed racial ancestry, I am read differently in different contexts, 

which explains why I was identified as “moreno” in the capital and as “white” in Triunfo. 

What, I have begun to ask myself, do these experiences say about race in Latin 

America? Does it mean that Latin Americans are more astute at reading the nuances in 

racial mixtures? Are meanings of whiteness and blackness entirely context dependent in 

Honduras? While it is important to acknowledge the differences in the operations of race, 

it is not sufficient to say Latin America does not ascribe to a white-black racial 

classificatory system (see Bourdieu and Waquant 1999). Phenotype is still the primary 

means of marking blackness and most Garifuna in Honduras are identified as black, 

regardless of their social and political clout. Wealthy afrodescendant peoples do not cease 
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to be black or to experience race-based discrimination. As argued by Edmund T. Gordon, 

“Even in societies where color/class continua exist and the existence of racism is denied, 

these are masked expressions of racial processes and racialized identities that enable 

structures of dominance” (Gordon 2009, 95). Thus, Garifuna experiences of racialization 

in Honduras parallel the experiences of other black peoples in the diaspora.  

The ways in which Garifuna experience their racial difference outside of the 

community reinforces the binary categories most Garifuna in Triunfo used to describe 

themselves in relation to others, racially. There are Garifuna and no-Garifuna, blacks and 

whites. This resonates with Fanon’s formulation on the irreducibility of blackness, or the 

“fact of blackness.” Fanon demonstrates how black bodies are fixed from the outside.  He 

states, “I am given no chance.  I am overdetermined from without.  I am the slave not of 

the ‘idea’ that others have of me but of my own appearance” (Fanon 1967, 116). 

Accordingly, black Hondurans are not afforded the same nuanced cultural identities as 

non-blacks.  

Garifuna understandings of self are very particular, insofar as they also identify 

strongly with their Carib ancestry. Garifuna often referred to other black peoples as 

Garifuna, but with an important caveat: “They were Garifuna, but they lost their culture.” 

Thus, Garifuna was synonymous with blackness and laden with cultural meaning, which 

they used to reinforce a distinct black cultural identity. Further, many of my interlocutors 

articulated an explicit linkage between Garifuna blackness and freedom. Garifuna always 

narrate their history as one that was devoid of slavery. Nunca fuimos esclavos (we were 

never slaves) was a historical narrative used to distinguish Garifuna from African-
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Americans. Distinct cultural and linguistic features and claims to territory were upheld as 

proof of historical and existing freedom. In this vein, Garifuna blackness encapsulated 

freedom, survival and territorial rootedness (akin to formulations of indigeneity). This is 

significant, because it is precisely this freedom that Garifuna land rights activist were 

fearful of loosing. To loose one’s territory was for most of my allies akin to loosing one’s 

cultural patrimony, of becoming black without culture, cultureless and un-free. I expand 

on this in chapters two and three. By immersing myself in the life world of Triunfo de la 

Cruz, I was able to glean nuanced insight into the processes of identity construction, 

which is a central component of my analysis of Garifuna land politics and notions of 

territoriality. 

 

Note on the Coup 

 Honduran president Manuel Rosales Zelaya was detained at gunpoint and forcibly 

exiled to Costa Rica on June 28, 2009. The ensuing political crisis was characterized by 

incessant protests, brutal state repression and widespread media censorship. Following 

the coup, I was thrown into a state of uncertainty and near paralysis with regard to my 

research. Fearful of leaving the community, I began to informally gather people’s 

reactions to the crisis, attempting to elucidate linkages between the local and national 

political landscape. There was a range of misinformation circulating in the community, 

but the majority of people I spoke with felt that Zelaya was implementing policies to 

better the social circumstances of the poor. He was lauded for raising the minimum wage, 
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increasing salaries for public school teachers, implementing a school lunch program and 

his support for a constituent assembly.   

 Several of my interlocutors said that the national political crisis paralleled 

community divisions, the most obvious similarity being the existence of two presidents 

(one legitimate and one illegitimate). Some argued that if Micheletti remained in power, 

the Garifuna people would end up landless. At the time, congressman Toño Fuentes, a 

golpista (coup-monger), was ensnared in a heated land dispute with the community and 

many worried that he would be emboldened to acquire more lands in Triunfo if the coup 

supporters remained in power. These factors, among others, motivated community 

members to join the anti-coup movement in Tegucigalpa. Members of the pro-land 

recuperation patronato collaborated with OFRANEH in the national resistance 

movement, making frequent trips to the capital. The significance of their political 

activism in the resistance movement is the focus of Chapter Four. 
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Introduction 

 

Selling Out 

On June 6, 2009, I stopped at a small souvenir shop owned by Claudio and his 

wife, Ana. They sold miniature cayucos (canoes), slingshots, tambores (drums) and other 

“traditional” Garifuna handicrafts. The sweet smell of recently sawed wood was faintly 

noticeable through the thick heat and sweaty stench of the summer. Claudio was sitting at 

one end of the workshop with a chisel and a mallet as he slowly shaped the rounded base 

of a tambor. “He crafts most of the artesanías from wood, and I make the dolls,” said 

Ana as she proudly showed me one of her most recent designs, drawing attention to the 

doll’s plaid dress, hair wrap and long braids. She said that people come from 

Tegucigalpa, Copan, Tela, and La Ceiba to buy their products, usually the owners of 

souvenir shops. After a short tour, Ana invited me to sit. We had met previously, but this 

was my first encounter with Claudio, who I knew only through the stories of land rights 

activists I had befriended in the community. 

“What brought you our way, Cristian?” she asked. “I went to take pictures of the 

land parcel that was acquired by Toño Fuentes (a wealthy landowner from Tela), and 

since I was near, I decided to pay you a visit." She gave me a pained look. “That land was 

sold by Professor Abel. Now that it has been cleared, it will be lotificado (parcelized),” 

she said with a sigh. “Actually,” interjected Claudio without looking up from his work, 

“the land was taken from him by the bank for an unpaid loan.” Neither Claudio nor his 

wife was eager to discuss the topic, apparent from Claudio’s unwavering dedication to 
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the tambor. “But I thought it was illegal to sell the land in individual plots,” I said, 

pushing the conversation. “I don’t know, Cristian. I think they are going to divide the 

area into individual lots and sell the land, but Garifuna will also be able to buy there.” 

Claudio responded, “I think he is referring to the collective land title.” She was quiet. 

“Isn’t that what happened here in Delicias too, isn’t this a recuperated area?” I asked.  

“Yes,” she grimaced, “and Claudio was one of the people at the head of that effort.” He 

looked up from the tambor, “I was incarcerated for one week as a result of my role in the 

land recuperation.” After he secured his plot of land, he retired form the head of the 

movement, because the persecution that he and his family suffered was unbearable. 

“Vierra Cristian… it has been very difficult,” she said somberly.   

I confessed that it has also been difficult for me to make sense of community 

politics. “I did not know that there were two patronatos in the community when I first 

arrived, and because I am doing research on the impacts of tourism, I have tried to speak 

with people on both sides of the conflict, but it has been very challenging.” “Yes, it 

would be better for you to avoid talking with the other side,” cautioned Ana. Claudio 

abruptly stopped his work and took a seat in front of me. He asked if I was with the Red 

Cross. “No, I am an anthropology student at the University of Texas.”  “So they sent you 

here to study this topic, or did you come on your own?”  “No one sent me,” I replied.  “I 

chose to pursue this topic. In my previous experience working with OFRANEH, it 

became apparent that tourism development was generating serious threats to the Garifuna 

communities in the Bahia de Tela and I decided to make these issues the focus of my 

dissertation research.” He said to me, “The negritos are the ones that create the problems, 
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because they go against those of us who are trying to defend the rights of the community. 

They are the ones that put me in jail.” A lawyer from CONPAH (Confederación de 

Pueblos Autoctonos de Honduras) helped to free him, he explained, as he showed me a 

copy of his release certificate.  “I am saving this to show to my children, so they can 

know the history and the role that I played in the recuperation of Delicias.”   

“There is no more land in Delicias,” he continued. “Look how densely populated 

this neighborhood is—there is no land left for new homes, for the future generations.” 

Claudio indicated that people have sold land in Delicias too, but only to other Garifuna. 

“But that is allowed?” I asked, aware of the answer. “Yes,” he said, “but lands cannot be 

sold to outsiders.” I told him that I understood this to be the case, but that others in the 

community have told me that they think the rule is racist. “It is not racist to defend the 

rights of our etnia,” he responded sharply with a furrowed brow. He said Miguel and 

Carla take a lot of heat for their role in the defense of communal lands. “This situation 

here is very complex. I am not opposed to tourism, but the community should manage it 

and the benefits should come directly to us as the owners of the land.”  I told him that 

others aligned with the paralelos have positioned Carla and Miguel as anti-tourism.  

Claudio disagreed with these accusations: “The paralelos are willing to sellout their 

community.” He offered Tornabe—the site of the Los Micos Beach and Golf Resort—as 

an example of what could happen to Triunfo if Garifuna don’t protect their territory. 

 
*** 

Garifuna are descended from the Carib Indians of St. Vincent and marooned 

African slaves; they are a transnational people with roots in Honduras, Nicaragua, Belize, 
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Guatemala and several cities in the United States. With the dramatic rise in international 

tourist arrivals, Garifuna native lands have become the focus of tourism investors, 

resulting in violent land conflicts and widespread displacement. Alienated from 

traditional modes of livelihood, such as fishing and agriculture, many Garifuna are lured 

by the promise of tourism and unprecedented employment opportunities. At the same 

time, some community actors have formed coalitions to recover communal lands and to 

prevent the majority mestizo population from gaining further control over local 

development processes. Moreover, these struggles have become deeply gendered, as 

women and men stake out different claims over the control of resources in order to 

legitimate their rights vis-à-vis the encroachment of “outsiders.”  

This dissertation explores the following questions: How are narratives of identity 

and belonging imbued with meaning through struggles over land and resources? In what 

ways does tourism, at the level of discourse and as a means of survival, alter local 

understandings of territory and ideologies of land use? How does state recognition of 

cultural difference and the provision of cultural rights factor into the official design and 

implementation of “sustainable” tourism plans?  

The opening vignette is illustrative of several issues that I explore in this 

dissertation. Both Claudio and Ana are tourism entrepreneurs. They are participants in 

and beneficiaries of the tourism economy, yet they are also committed to defending 

Triunfo's territorial autonomy. Tourism development is not necessarily antithetical to 

communal land tenure, but the intensification of land privatization has been propelled by 

the growth of tourism and the rapid appreciation of coastal property values. Community 
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members who sell land stand to make a hefty profit, which, in the absence of formal 

employment, is an attractive choice. The issue of individual choice and rights has grated 

up against collective property rights, exacerbating conflicts over limited resources and the 

future development of Triunfo.  

The tension between collectivistic and individualistic ethics is at the crux of 

communal debates concerning tourism development in Triunfo, which was exemplified 

by the existence of two parallel communal boards, or patronatos.9  Carla’s group fought 

vigorously to defend against state-backed neoliberal tourism development and 

concomitant efforts to privatize communal lands. The other group, led by Ricardo, 

worked with the municipal government and local businessmen to bolster the growth of 

tourism in the region. Garifuna culture and Triunfo's beautiful beachfront was perceived 

as a vehicle to achieve the “progress” promised by development professionals, 

international financial institutions and state agencies promoting tourism as a viable 

coastal industry. The two factions upheld divergent visions for Triunfo's future and they 

often clashed on ethical grounds.  

With the expansion of international tourism, the visibility of Garifuna culture has 

become a source of international intrigue and national pride. Garifuna become visible and 

participate in the state apparatus as rights bearing citizens insofar as they are able to 

contribute to the growth of the national economy, and in particular tourism. It would 

                                                
9 The patronato is a local governing body comprised by community members who are elected by a general 
assembly for two-year terms. The patronato administers community affairs, brokers land sales and 
negotiates relationships with the municipal government in Tela. Each Garifuna community is represented 
by one patronato, but, for the duration of my fieldwork in Honduras, there were two parallel communal 
boards operating in Triunfo.  
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appear, on the surface, to indicate a shift from exclusion to inclusion, but this is merely 

another face of racism—it entails a dual process of subjectification and objectification.  

 

Multicultural Exclusions 

The systemic exclusion of Garifuna from dominant political imaginaries is 

evinced by early historical accounts of the North Coast. The region was geographically 

and politically peripheral to the nation-state until the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, when North American fruit companies usurped large tracts of land for the mass 

production and export of bananas. Honduran historians have addressed the political and 

economic dominance exercised by North American banana companies; however, 

historiography of the banana industry either neglected to address the Garifuna presence, 

or they were simply lumped with foreign black laborers brought to work on the banana 

plantations. As argued by historian Dario Euraque:  

Elites and the Honduran state were too weak politically and economically to 
challenge or reject foreign capital; thus they attempted to reassert their 
dominance, at least in the ideological sphere, by asserting a national unity based 
on a homogenous Honduran mestizo race and excluding, in particular, the West 
Indian immigrants brought by the banana companies but also the indigenous 
North Coast Garifuna populations. (Euraque 1998, 152) 
 

Euraque’s scholarship demonstrates how Honduran national identity (read: mestizo) was 

consolidated in opposition to the North Coast, which was imagined as both black and 

foreign. The North Coast was, in essence, a counter-national space.  

It was not until the early 1990s, in the aftermath of mass indigenous mobilizations 

and with the advent of state multicultural reforms, that the discourse on national identity 

began to shift, creating a space for conversations on the racial and cultural diversity of the 
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nation. Multicultural reforms sought to redress past social exclusion through the 

recognition of ethnic difference and the bequeathal of special rights to non-normative 

cultural groupings (Taylor 1994; Kymlicka and Norman 2000). To that end, there has 

been a marked shift from the historical practice of manufacturing political consent 

through coercive policies of assimilation to the recognition and accommodation of 

cultural diversity (Van Cott 2000).  

In 1994, the government of Carlos Roberto Reina officially recognized the 

pluricultural and multiethnic makeup of Honduras by virtue of Executive Order No. 

0719, which established a policy of “Intercultural Bilingual Education” (EBI) for the 

country’s indigenous populations.10 The following year, Honduras ratified ILO 

Convention 169 Concerning Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries.11 

The government went as far as creating a post for a public prosecutor assigned 

specifically to Honduras’s ethnic peoples (La Fiscal de las Etnias). These official 

concessions signaled the ascent of state multiculturalism and constituted new political 

terrain for the negotiation of rights at the national and international level.  

However, as indigenous and afrodescendant peoples slowly transitioned into 

“rights bearing” citizens, the multicultural state and the market extended their power over 

indigenous bodies, subjugating these bodies in new constellations of liberal hegemony. 

Povinelli demonstrates the ways in which "multicultural domination" encourages 

                                                
10 Amaya, Jorge Alberto (2004).  “Reimaginando la Nación en Honduras: de la ‘nación homogénea’ a la 
‘nación pluriétnica’: los Negros Garífunas de Cristales y Trujillo.” 
11 International Labor Organization Convention 169 is an international legal convention that protects the 
rights of indigenous and tribal peoples, and includes provisions for the collective ownership and 
management of ancestral lands.  Convention 169 was originally drafted in 1989. 
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subaltern subjects to identify with the "impossible object of an authentic self-identity" in 

order to attain rights (Povinelli 2002, 6). Aside from policing the boundaries of 

communal identity and reifying categories of indigenous authenticity, multiculturalism is 

entangled with neoliberal economic policies. 

The tension between recognized and recalcitrant subjects is central to Hale’s 

analysis of “neoliberal multiculturalism.” This nuanced theory of governance illustrates 

how, in the context of neoliberal economic reforms, the state endorses indigenous cultural 

rights as a means to circumvent more radical political demands and opposition to 

neoliberal capitalism. He illustrates the ascendancy of neoliberalism, not only as an 

economic model, but also as a system of logic for understanding emerging cultural 

politics and for “social adjustment.”  Multiculturalism opens spaces for certain forms of 

political participation, “so long as it does not go too far” (Hale 2002, 490).  

In Honduras, the collective rights of Garifuna are peripheral to national 

development priorities and often eschewed in the interests of the “aggregate” (read: 

white) population. In order to decipher the limitations of Garifuna inclusion, it is 

necessary to analyze how Garifuna are constituted as racial subjects within the dominant 

“development” paradigm. First, however, I will summarize my take on the cultural 

politics of black identity and the utility of rights-based idioms of resistance.   

 

Beyond Rights: the Politics of Blackness 

To date, the theorization of black and indigenous identities in Latin America is 

concerned with the political expedience of identity in struggles to attain rights (Anderson 
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2007; Gordon 1998; Greene 2007; Hooker 2005). Moving beyond this understanding of 

identity politics, my dissertation demonstrates how these fraught conceptualizations of 

self are tied to alternative visions of the future, visions that converge and diverge with the 

development imperatives of the state and multinational capital. The dissertation reveals 

how and for what purpose identity gets deployed, which, in spite of our theoretical 

assumptions, is not exclusively about legal recognition, but rather an attempt to carve out 

an autonomous political, economic and cultural domain. 

Accordingly, it is necessary to think through the ways in which Garifuna coastal 

inhabitants imagine an autonomous space that they can call “home” and claim 

sovereignty over. The idiom of “rights” in this instance is not merely a demand to be 

recognized as citizens of the nation-state, but a call to action and an assertion of non-

normative values that puncture the hegemonic cloak of liberal individualism and hint at 

the possibility for “another world.”  In this world, blackness and indigeneity enable the 

reordering of space and contest the hierarchies of the colonial past, disrupting tropes of 

black dispossession (McKittrick 2006) and the “controlling images” (Collins 2000) that 

position black and indigenous peoples as mere pawns in a wider imperial project of 

domination.  

Goldberg locates an analysis of resistance to racisms in culture.  He develops a 

framework for understanding this cultural resistance as a movement to respond to racism 

through the assertion of a denied humanity.  Goldberg builds on the Fanonian concepts of 

“in/visibility” and “super/vision” in order to analyze structurally embedded forms of 

white supremacy.  “Seemingly in control of the terms of racial definition, whites 
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necessarily depend for their racial power on being recognized as white by the Other 

deferred in racial terms precisely as black” (Goldberg 1997, 83).  In this vein, blacks hold 

power over whites, a ‘Super Vision’ that is made possible by their camouflaged 

invisibility (ibid., 85).   

 Goldberg ties this discussion of in/visibility to DuBois’s conceptualization of the 

veil, since it is the veil that is used to render black people invisible at the same time that it 

creates a space for self-determination  (ibid., 91).  Thus the drive for recognition, or 

visibility, is imbibed in processes that simultaneously shroud black people under the veil, 

creating a space for the negotiation of one’s humanity in the face of erasure. The abstruse 

and inchoate underbelly of legally sanctioned identities remains a powerful means of 

contesting the state. However, that which is illegible always operates in tandem with 

legible categories of identity. 

Feminist of color scholarship has theorized the notion of interlocking forms of 

oppression (Anzaldua 1987; Cohen 1997; Collins 1990; hooks 1981; Lorde 1984), and 

the importance of identity as a site of resistance for oppressed communities (Crenshaw 

1995). Kimberlé Crenshaw argues, “[...] Implicit in certain strands of feminist and racial 

liberation movement, for example, is the view that the social power in delineating 

difference need not be the power of domination; it can instead be the source of social 

empowerment and reconstruction” (Crenshaw 1995, 357). The problem is not the 

existence of identity categories, but the particular values attached to them and the way 

those values foster and create social hierarchies (ibid., 375). Similarly, Cohen states, 

“[…] Some traditional social identities and communal ties can, in fact, be important to 
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one’s survival” (1997, 450). This is the case for people of color who still organize around 

race and class to address the particular forms of oppression they confront in their daily 

lives.  To recognize the power in race and gender categories and to align oneself with a 

legally sanctioned identity is not the same as essentialism. Rather, identification entails 

the recognition of collective historical grievances and shared political commitments to 

combat racism and other forms of discrimination (see Gordon and Anderson 1999). In his 

timeless theorization of black identity, DuBois argues, “[The] physical bond is least and 

the badge of color relatively unimportant save as a badge; the real essence of [black] 

kinship is its social heritage of slavery; the discrimination and insult […]” (1940, 117). 

Thus, the unity of black peoples is not based on biological inheritance, but on a “common 

history” and “common disaster.” Likewise, Garifuna identity cannot be understood as a 

fixed essence but a positioning (Brubaker and Cooper 2000; Hall 1993) that is contingent 

on particular historical conjunctures and social memory of the past (Gordon 1998).  

The construction of a distinct black cultural identity that is crucially bound to 

indigenous (Indian) cultural traditions is a central feature of Garifuna land politics. In this 

vein, the Garifuna struggle for territorial autonomy comes with an indigenous-black 

identity discourse, which establishes a special relation to the land and denounces the 

racism of state institutions and the global development apparatus.  

Next, I introduce the concept of “cultural racism,” a central component of my 

analysis of the contemporary racial state in Honduras and the moralities undergirding 

modern forms of governance in the neoliberal era. In my reading, morality is a 
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constituent feature of the international economy and the politics of development in the 

“Third World.” 

 

Interrogating the Moral Foundations of the Racial State 

In Toward the African Revolution, Frantz Fanon demonstrates the ways in which 

new racism has been mystified by forms of power and control that hinge on consent. 

The need to appeal to various degrees of approval and support, to the native’s 
cooperation, modified relations in a less crude, more subtle, more ‘cultivated’ 
direction. It was not rare, in fact, to see a ‘democratic and humane’ ideology at 
this stage. The commercial undertaking of enslavement, of cultural destruction, 
progressively gave way to a verbal mystification” (Fanon 1967, 37). 
 

By “verbal mystification,” Fanon nuances the analytic framework for identifying and 

addressing the staying power of white supremacy, even within systems that champion 

diversity. Power is not relegated to its purely coercive forms; rather, power is manifested 

in discourses of recognition and inclusion. New racisms obfuscate exclusions at the same 

time that they discipline bodies and decimate the “ethical universe” of the colonized (39). 

Fanon argues, “The object of racism is no longer the individual man but a certain form of 

existing” (32).  

In his analysis of Ladino and Mayan social relations, Hale develops the concept of 

“racial ambivalence” to shed light on the workings of cultural racism in Guatemala. 

“Racial ambivalence” captures the incongruity between egalitarian sensibilities 

(multicultural tolerance and equality) and the persistent psychic investment in ladino 

dominance in relation to Indians (2006, 19). Hale’s deployment of cultural racism tracks 

a shift from “classic” (biological) racism to a form of racism that is devoid of perpetrators 
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and an explicitly racist discourse, which echoes the argument made by Fanon. To unmask 

the operations of cultural racism, Hale focuses our attention on the "socially produced 

consequences of racism," rather than racist intent (Hale 2006, 132).  

Scholarship on cultural racism resonates with Foucauldian notions of power. 

Power, according to Foucault, hinges on a notion of invisibility and normalization. “Such 

a power has to qualify, measure, appraise, and hierarchize, rather than display itself in its 

murderous splendor; it does not have to draw the line that separates the enemies of the 

sovereign from his obedient subjects; it effects distributions around the norm” (Foucault 

1978, 144).  The junction of knowledge and power through discourse is the key to 

understand the new regulatory matrixes that have come to pervade social life, giving rise 

to new racisms. I’m wary, however, of divorcing intentionality and coercion from the 

concept of cultural racism. The question of intentionality is still relevant to our analyses 

of racism, and is necessary to understand deliberate exclusions and the conscious 

investment in the maintenance of the racial status quo. In contemporary configurations of 

the racial state, old and new racisms come together in a messy amalgamation of power.  

Now that I have established a theoretical framework, I can unpack the racial 

logics undergirding the “scientific” and “rational” discourses used to legitimate the 

domination of racialized peoples in the discourse and practice of development. These 

discourses conceal issues of race under the veil of science and economic rationality, 

which has gained renewed salience with the ascendancy of neoliberalism. Characterized 

by government austerity, state decentralization and privatization, economic neoliberalism 

combined Liberal political tenets (i.e. freedom, rights, equality) with an emphasis on 
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market oriented economic growth (Rose 1999; Harvey 2005).  In official state discourse, 

neoliberal economic doctrine has come to represent a ‘gospel of salvation’ (Comaroff and 

Comaroff 2001), capable of healing economic as well as social inequities. Indigenous and 

black peoples are being incorporated into neoliberal development plans as potential 

economic subjects and “stakeholders” in a newly "inclusive" development paradigm that 

promises to bring about "progress," prosperity and greater rights. 

Thus, to speak of neoliberalism one must also speak of morality and other value-

laden discourses of late capitalism. Harvey suggests neoliberalism has given way to, “the 

anarchy of the market, of competition and of unbridled individualism” (Harvey 2005, 

82). In response, neoconservatives have sought to restore a sense of moral purpose in 

society—higher order values that maintain social stability and prevent the body politic 

from spiraling into rebellion. These values, he argues, center on cultural nationalism, 

Christianity and moral righteousness (ibid., 85). Indeed, morality is an emerging frontier 

for politics from above and below. 

James Scott defines the “moral economy” of the peasant as “their notion of 

economic justice and their working definition of exploitation—their view on which 

claims on their product were tolerable and which were intolerable” (Scott 1976, 3). 

Peasants, he argued, upheld a notion of justice that hinged on their social right to 

subsistence. “The minimal formulation was that elites must not invade the subsistence 

reserve of poor people; its maximal formulation was that elites had a positive moral 

obligation to provide for the maintenance needs of their subjects in time of dearth (33). 

Fassin extends Scott’s use of the moral economy to analyze the values and norms of 
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immigration policies in Europe. In doing so, he uncovers “the ethic of contemporary 

states when it comes to the moral evaluation of difference” (Fassin 2005, 366). In sum, 

certain populations—blacks, Muslims, Third World peoples—are perceived as a threat to 

European security (ibid., 381) and as such are relegated to the space of the camp. The 

cultural (and racial) otherness of these populations delimits their participation and 

inclusion within the polis.  

It is on the ethical terrain of politics that individuals internalize notions of self-

realization and entrepreneurship, values and norms that shift responsibility from the state 

to the individual (see Rose 1999). Rose calls this “ethico-politics,” but I believe 

“righteous politics” is, in the Honduran case, a more accurate description. Struggles over 

land and development are framed in terms of rights and one’s ability to act virtuously, in 

the interest of larger collectivities. In this vein, morality has become a critical component 

of struggles against the “demoralizing logic” of “scientific capitalism” (Ferguson 2006).  

In short, scientific capitalism shrouds moral issues--including racism--underneath 

a discourse of technical expertise and economic pragmatism, which is buttressed by the 

countless studies, program reports and statistical analyses of development institutions. 

Similarly, Escobar contends that expert discourses propagated by development officials 

have sought to define and manage people’s ‘needs’ in order to depoliticize social 

movements in ‘developing’ countries (Escobar 2005). But, clearly, there is a moral 

struggle at play. Ferguson asserts, “Notions of inviolate rights of individuals, the sanctity 

of private property, the nobility of capitalist accumulation, and the intrinsic value of 
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‘freedom’ lie just below the surface of much of the discourse of scientific capitalism” 

(Ferguson 2006, 80).  

My dissertation grapples with the moral values bound up with scientific 

capitalism and cultural racism and demonstrates the ways in which they are actively 

contested and renegotiated by targeted “populations.” Notions of good and evil (Taussig 

1980), right and wrong continue to inform everyday politics about the economy and 

development. Therefore, to really get at the ethical dimensions of development, one must 

interrogate the ethical discourses and moral actions of individuals (see Klienman 2011). 

The on the ground activism and politics demystifies the moral underpinnings of 

neoliberal economic logics and emergent techniques of power used to render populations 

legible to the state (Scott 1998). Although, anthropologists have begun to unravel the 

entanglements between neoliberalism and development moralities, the existing 

scholarship has provided little insight into how these processes articulate with black and 

indigenous social movements. In the section that follows, I bring the anthropology of 

ethics into dialogue with critical race theory. 

 

The Ethics of Belonging  

Garifuna struggles over land rights and ideologies of land use entail public 

deliberations on what it means to be Garifuna and an “hijo de la comunidad” 

(son/daughter of the community). The ethical dimensions of these debates not only 

corroborates the top-down moral discourses of the state and buereucratic functionaries, 

but also powerfully reconfigures the meaning of moral uprightness on multiple scales 
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(e.g. local, national, and international). Rose states, “[…]Ethico-politics thus allows the 

possibility of opening up the evaluation of forms of life and self-conduct to the difficult 

and interminable business of debate and constestation” (Rose, 192). Similarly, Ferguson 

argues, “[There] is a clear need to insist on the ‘re-moralization’ of political discourse at 

the national level. It will not be sufficient to settle for ‘good government’ without an 

explicit and public discussion of what ‘goodness’ consists of and what state policies 

would best serve the pubic ‘good’” (Ferguson 86).  

 Triunfeños appeal to competing moral regimes—individualistic and 

collectivistic—in order to nuance the terms of the debate and to open spaces for 

contestation. De Certeau asserts, “[…] Behind the ‘monotheism’ of the dominant 

panoptical procedures, we might suspect the existence and survival of a ‘polytheism’ of 

concealed or disseminated practices, marginalized but not obliterated by the historical 

triumph of one of their number” (1980, 13). Although morality can function as a form of 

disciplinary power, insofar as moral uprightness entails consent to hegemonic features of 

the global economy, it is also a site for resistance. In the practice of everyday life, 

hegemonic discourses are modified, contested, and reconfigured to meet the exigencies of 

survival. 

 In Triunfo, women are at the forefront of debates on rights and development. 

They are the main protagonists in the struggle to defend against the privatization of 

communal lands and the progenitors of the movement for autonomous development. 

Nonetheless, only one study has addressed the topic of gender identity as it relates to 

Garifuna land struggle and development (Brondo 2007). My dissertation contributes to 
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this understudied factor in Garifuna land politics, by highlighting women’s agency and 

their role in resisting land privatization. Specifically, I interrogate the ways in which 

women mobilize identity and difference for the purposes of land defense. The ethical 

dimensions of this struggle help to delineate the variegated politics of belonging in 

Triunfo. 

 When ethics becomes explicit it is in response to “ethical problems or issue in 

which the right thing to do is unknown or hotly contested” (Lambeck 2010, 2) or in times 

of “moral dilemma,” to borrow a term used by Jared Zigon. It is at this juncture that I 

seek to position my analysis of Garifuna land politics. Ethics also helps us to think 

through the immaterial workings of race, because it is not merely in the social realm that 

race becomes salient as a mode of politics, but also in the psychic processes that lie 

beneath the surface (see Hale 2006, 156).  

Thus, we can understand Garifuna identity politics as an effort to articulate the 

politicization of differences into a “differential social movement,” which calls forth a 

new subject capable of transformative resistance through a counter-hegemonic ethical 

praxis.  Moreover, this understanding of identity does not correspond to conceptual 

binaries that position blackness in opposition to indigeneity, or to hierarchical orderings 

of difference. Chela Sandoval’s concept of “differential consciousness” provides a 

helpful framework for my understanding of counter-hegemonic ethical praxis (Sandoval 

2000, 181).  

Additionally, as McKittrick demonstrates, “Black geographies become principally 

apparent through the historico-racial schema: the captive, the dispossessed, the 
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ungeographic” (McKittrick 2006, 26).  These tropes of blackness do not recognize the 

full complexity of black geographies, which are rooted in material realities and psychic 

experiences that are tied to alternative ways of knowing and that imbue black worldviews 

with the power to destabilize the hegemony of “biospatial” categories, and the presumed 

naturalness and transparency of traditional social configurations. In this vein, an 

interrogation of the ethics of belonging provides fertile insights into processes of 

subjectification and self-making, and pushes boundaries of politics beyond rights, beyond 

civil society and into the realm of ontology and transfiguration (see Gilroy 1993).  

 

Chapter Outline 

Chapter ONE is framed by the question, “Development for whom?” I trace the 

emergence of tourism as a motor for national economic growth, and the conditions under 

which Garifuna are included into state development plans. The Los Micos Beach and 

Golf Resort—currently under construction—is used to analyze the forms of governance 

employed by the state to achieve “sustainable” coastal tourism. I also analyze how state 

development policies engender hope and anticipation for the tourist economy. I 

interrogate the relationship between conservation and development as complimentary 

modes of governance, and show how indigenous and black peoples are being 

incorporated into development plans as potential economic subjects. I argue that this 

possibility is circumscribed by the state and multilateral institutions through policies 

designed to ensure a cohesive national development agenda. Garifuna participation 

within the tourism economy is predicated on their accommodation to the terms of 
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inclusion and the meanings of "development" advocated by the development apparatus. 

The issues intersect at the core of emergent development moralities that promise to bring 

the people out of poverty. 

Chapter TWO examines the ways in which the Honduran state gains material 

presence in Triunfo de la Cruz vis-à-vis the everyday politics of development and 

survival. Conflicts over the future of community development figure prominently in daily 

life, as community members—pro and anti government sponsored tourism 

development—negotiate issues of land tenure and territorial belonging. Specifically, I 

analyze the ethical discourse and moral practice of identity and demonstrate how these 

are entangled with Garifuna land politics. “Righteous politics” engage notions of good 

and bad strategies for the development of the community and who has the right (legally 

and ethically) to lead the community. Paradoxically, Garifuna who resisted this model of 

development were signaled as backwards and incapable of integrating into the national 

economy (see Chapter 2), which was also a barrier to the progress of the nation. But the 

ways in which prosperity is defined and desired is variegated and the likelihood of 

arriving at a shared vision is lessened by the increasingly divergent perspectives 

concerning belonging and individual rights, such as the right to sell one’s land for 

individual profit.  

Chapter THREE explores the topic of gender identity as it relates to Garifuna land 

struggle and autonomy. I illustrate how gender becomes the vehicle for the articulation of 

alternative visions of the future by highlighting Garifuna women’s political agency and 

their role in resisting land privatization. Garifuna women are associated with 
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conservatism and it is their ties to the land and in their roles as mothers that they garner 

moral authority on issues of communal concern. Motherhood will be one key analytic 

used to frame the chapter, but it is not understood in a strictly biological sense; rather, 

mothering is a metaphor for land defense. 

Chapter FOUR analyzes the politics of difference enacted by Garifuna activists in 

the anti-coup protests subsequent to the June 2009 ouster of President Zelaya. I show 

how Garifuna political expression through cultural performance proclaims sovereignty 

and control over territorial resources, while expanding the boundaries of democratic 

participation. Garifuna cultural identification was tied to their connectedness to specific 

cultural practices, such as the ability to speak Garifuna, a style of dress, and an affinity 

with the coastal way of life. These cultural practices have attained public visibility due to 

the growth of international tourism and state backed development initiatives, which 

render Garifuna difference legible for touristic purposes. Garifuna political praxis 

reconfigures the folkloric representations of blackness harnessed by the multicultural 

state to sell Honduras as an international tourism destination 

 The Conclusion summarizes the main research findings and outlines the broader 

significance of the dissertation, particularly for the anthropology of development and the 

growing body of literature on Afro-Latino peoples and politics.  
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Chapter 1: Race-ing to Development: Destination Making and the 
Political Economy of Tourism on the Caribbean Coast 

 
 
Introduction 
 

Dense clouds of black smoke and the distinct stench of burnt rubber permeated 

the morning sky as hundreds of Garifuna protesters laid claim to the main thoroughfare 

between the coastal towns of Tela and La Ceiba. The tires strewn across the two-lane 

highway obstructed the passage of vehicles, but it also transformed the road into an 

impromptu civic space, a platform for politics to happen.  

The protesters began gathering just before dawn. The activists from Triunfo were 

joined by Garifuna from San Juan and La Enscenada in Tela Bay and from as far as 

Iriona, Colon in the Honduran Moskitia. The Black Fraternal Organization of Honduras 

(OFRANEH) was responsible for organizing the protest, which was the first road take 

over in the history of the organization. The signs and protest chants expressed the 

sentiment of many community members in Triunfo de la Cruz who blamed the 

municipality of Tela and the central govenrment for promoting development policies that 

hasten the privatization of indigenous and black territories. Carlos, an older activist and 

former president of Triunfo’s communal board said, “They use the word development to 

enslave us. We must stop selling out!” Jaime added, “Everything we have attained as a 

people is due to our own efforts[…] the state has not contributed at all.” Garifuna have 

aided in the development of the country, he argued, but not vice-versa. Among the 

numerous demands placed before the government, OFRANEH insisted on the immediate 



 

 38 

cancellation of the Los Micos Beach and Golf Resort, which was under construction in 

Tela Bay.  

Within in an hour, police and military officials arrived at the scene. The police 

cheif tried to convince the protesters that this was not the way to express their complaints. 

He implored the protesters to be “reasonable.” Meanwhile, he instructed the police 

officials to form a wall with their shields in preparation for a direct confrontation. “You 

tell us to look for another form of dialogue, but we want to be heard and treated like 

humans!” exclaimed one of the participants. “All you want is for us to play the tambor 

and to shake our asses (dance),” the leader of OFRANEH, Miriam Miranda, said to 

affirmitive shouts from the crowd.  “Well here we are playing the tambores of resistance. 

We also have the right to struggle.”  

By this point, several news agencies had arrived at the scene of the protest. 

Miriam exploited the media presence to discuss the infamous Los Micos Beach and Golf 

Resort. “Here they talk about a famous project [Los Micos] that they say will bring us 

[Hondurans] development, but they [the tourists] are going to go directly from the airport 

to the hotel and close themselves off behind a fence. They are not going to leave anything 

for our people.” She continued, “If we don’t let the tourists come into our community, 

they [the government and private investors] would loose, because the dollars go to them!”  

Her comments critiqued state-backed neoliberal tourism development and astutely called 

attention to the value of Garifuna culture and lands for international tourism. “We don’t 

want to damage the economy of this country, but we have come to the decision so you 

will listen to us.”  
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*** 

 In the context of neoliberal tourism development, black and indigenous 

Hondurans have been faced with the destruction of local ecosystems and the systematic 

appropriation of lands for private and public tourism ventures. The success of enclave 

tourism is contingent on the promotion of Garifuna culture, but also necessitates the 

expropriation of Garifuna lands. A parallel contradiction exists between development and 

environmentalism. This tension was at the crux of the protest I described in the opening 

vignette. Garifuna are included in development if they participate in the processes of 

cultural commodification advanced by the development apparatus. Yet, when they 

organize to empower that culture or take control over their territories, they enter into 

direct conflict with the state.  

This chapter will analyze the trajectory of development policies and initiatives on 

the North Coast of Honduras and the advent of service-based economies, specifically 

tourism. This will lead into an analysis of modern development paradigms and morally 

saturated discourses that tout “poverty reduction,” “inclusion,” and “sustainability.” I 

interrogate the moral context of economic life in Honduras as it pertains to tourism. How, 

I ask, do the state and multilateral development institutions incorporate Garifuna into 

tourism plans? I argue the moral life of tourism development is visible in processes of 

commodification that render Garifuna lands and culture as tourism commodities and in 

turn serve the destination-making politics of the state and multilateral development 

institutions that promise to bring the Honduran people out of poverty. These politics 

engender widespread desire for and resistance to the “good life” yet to come. In the state 
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narrative, the promise inherent in tourism is accessible to all citizens and thus should be 

desired by all Hondurans, including Garifuna, who have emerged as the face of the 

Honduran Caribbean. 

 

Dependency Theory and Enclave Economies: From Bananas to Tourism 
 
 At its inception, dependency theory was posited as a theoretical framework for 

understanding the perpetual underdevelopment of Latin America.  In their foundational 

work, Dependency and Development in Latin America, Fernando Cardoso and Enzo 

Faletto employed a “historical-structural” analysis to describe the processes by which the 

economies of “central countries” expanded outward, eventually subsuming “peripheral 

countries” in a structurally inequitable relationship of economic domination. The United 

States was positioned at the center of this theoretical formulation and clearly identified as 

wielding its imperial power over Latin America. The terms by which countries in the 

periphery accessed development were dictated by dominant forces in the center, and thus, 

continually reproduced the structural conditions needed to maintain the economic and 

political subordination of the periphery.    

 While Cardoso and Faletto accounted for the agency of local groups and classes, 

they remained committed to a state-centered analysis, which was used as a framework to 

interrogate structural inequities fueling the economic marginalization of Latin American 

societies. “We conceive the relationship between the external and internal forces as 

forming a complex whole whose structural links are not based on mere external forms of 

exploitation and coercion, but are rooted in coincidences of interests between local 
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dominant classes and international ones, and, on the other side, are challenged by local 

dominated groups and classes” (Cardoso and Faletto 1979, xvi). This distinction was used 

to explain the transition from coercive forms of colonial exploitation to a more 

consensual understanding of capitalist expansion. In other words, local ruling groups and 

classes served as the conduits for the “internalization of external interests” (ibid.). 

 Their analysis of structural dependency positioned peripheral countries as 

bounded historical actors with limited agency in managing their own economies due to 

their inability to overcome asymmetrical interstate power relations. For Cardoso and 

Faletto, capitalist development of the periphery was inconceivable without the capital 

(new technologies and advanced machinery) of the center. This meta-analysis was further 

extended to frame a discussion of enclave economies in Latin America. “Incorporation of 

the Latin American export system into the world market through the creation of enclaves 

required Latin American countries to form a ‘modern sector’ that was a kind of 

technological and financial extension of the central economies" (ibid., 71). The banana 

enclaves lining the Atlantic littoral of Central America served as a paradigmatic case 

from which to apply their theory. Nevertheless, their intervention was restricted by a 

zealous commitment to a structural analysis of inter-state relations and an almost 

complete omission of cultural processes occurring within and across the boundaries of 

Latin American enclaves.  

Recent scholarship has challenged their analysis by foregrounding cultural 

processes. According to Catherine LeGrand, “enclaves are the quintessential place to 

study the intersection of the external and the internal, the world economy and local life” 
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(1998, 334). In such places of transnational intersection, how do local peoples define 

their aspirations in dialogue with, and in contestation of elite nationalist projects? Binary 

analyses, such as Cardoso and Faletto’s formulation of dependency theory, are not 

capable of describing complex transnational processes, particularly the flow of ideas, 

people and cultural products that disrupt conventional histories. Joseph argues, “[…] The 

master narrative of ‘dependency,’ like that of ‘imperialism,’ has presupposed a bipolar 

relationship that subsumed difference (regional, class, racial/ethnic, gender, generational) 

into the service of a greater machinery that set limits, extracted surpluses, established 

hierarchies, and shaped identities" (Joseph 1998, 12). Instead, the notion of “contact 

zones”12 is useful to recapitulate the concept of enclave as a place of intense interaction 

between two or more cultures in contexts of unequal power and resources (LeGrand 

1998, 336).  

The enclave—as a site of capitalist exploitation and as a site of contact between 

two or more cultures—is a useful conceptual tool, insofar as it provides a means of 

discussing the historical trajectory of economic exploitation on the Caribbean coast of 

Honduras and the ways in which tourism operates as a mode of livelihood that is both 

desired and contested by Garifuna. The growing importance of tourism for local 

subsistence practices creates an opening for enclave tourism to establish a foothold on the 

coast, because it has potential to bring “development” and prosperity to the communities, 

which until now have been outside the purview of state development initiatives. Although 

agribusiness remains a mainstay of the Honduran economy, its overall importance has 

                                                
12 Pratt, M. L. (1991) 
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been eclipsed by the maquiladora and tourism industries. Structural transformations to 

the Honduran economy in the later half of the 20th century gave rise to export-fueled 

industrialization, and, since the 1990s, transnational service industries, in particular 

tourism, have seen voracious growth. Today the tourism sector accounts for 60.8% of the 

GDP.13  

The history of the tourism industry in Honduras reveals the local, national and 

international institutional networks undergirding the promotion of Honduras’ Caribbean 

coast as an up and coming tourist destination. Intense collaboration between national 

governments throughout the Central American region and multilateral development 

institutions catapulted these countries onto the international tourism circuit in the 1960s. 

This was not an organic process, but rather a carefully orchestrated developmental 

strategy, with clearly defined guidelines and legislative incentives designed to ensure 

success and continuous growth.  

The Central American Tourism Council, or SITCA (Secretaria de Integracion 

Turistica Centroamericana) as it is known in Spanish, was created in April 1965 during 

the First Extraordinary Conference of Central America Ministers of Foreign Affairs held 

in San Salvador. In July 1965, just after the creation of SITCA, the Central American 

Bank for Economic Integration (CABEI) published a report titled, “A Regional Study of 

Tourist Development in Central America.” The report traced tourist development in 

Central America from 1959-1963 and established guidelines for the growth of the tourism 

industry and the development of new markets. These guidelines were designed with a 

                                                
13 http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/1922.htm (accessed March 28, 2012) 
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specific demographic in mind, namely white North American tourists14 from the upper 

income brackets.  

The evidence would suggest concentration on mature, upper-income prospects 
who have not only an interest in international tourism but also the financial ability 
to do so. It would not be inconsistent simultaneously to endeavor to attract the 
smaller segments of the market such as retirees or students who may have a 
special interest in the unique attractions of Central America. (Ritchie, et al. 1965, 
56) 
 

The authors hypothesized tourist arrivals from the United States would significantly 

outpace arrivals from Europe and other Latin American countries: “Its proportion of the 

total [number of tourist arrivals] will move from the established 52-56 percent in the 

direction of the 89 percent seen in Mexico” (ibid., 6). The Central America region, it was 

recommended, should develop strategies to target this market and to position the region 

as an up-and-coming tourist destination. 

 The report cited Honduras as a particularly promising site for tourism 

development. At the time of publication, Honduras was the least affected by tourism in 

the region, but due to its numerous attractions—including Copan Ruins and the Bay 

Islands—and planned public investments in transportation infrastructure, Honduras’s 

north coast was expected to experience a tourism boom. Tela was particularly attractive 

due to its “excellent white sand beaches,” proximity to the planned international airport in 

San Pedro Sula and unique natural features, such as the United Fruit Company’s 

experimental botanical garden La Lancetilla, and other areas of interest for “adventure 

                                                
14 The report does not explicitly mention the race of incoming tourists, but race is an increasingly 
important, yet hidden component of tourism development plans in the Third World. These proposals are 
entangled with white imperialist desires to have “authentic” experiences with the exotic Other (see 
Alexander 2006; Enloe 1989; Kempadoo 2004; Stonich 2000). This becomes more apparent as cultural 
tourism grows in importance, which I elaborate in the later half of this chapter. 
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seekers.” In sum, the Atlantic Coast of Honduras was constructed as a place for visitors 

to experience exotic landscapes and cultures.  

The making of Honduras as a tourism destination simultaneously constructed the 

tourist and the geographic space designated for tourism development. In this vein, Tela 

was marketed as a place for adventure seekers, beachgoers and, eventually, authentic 

cultural experiences. The taxonomy of tourist types and the identification of niche 

markets increased the appeal of Honduras’ North Coast as an international tourism 

destination. These niche markets have grown into robust components of the international 

tourism economy, with ecotourism accounting for the fastest growth. In Central America, 

Costa Rica’s success as an international ecotourism destination has produced ripples 

throughout the region, fueling interest in tourism as a strategy for economic development 

and a promising solution for the high incidence of poverty and unemployment. 

The 1965 CABEI report also included policy suggestions. One of the most 

significant policy recommendations concerned existing constitutional restrictions on the 

ownership of land. Honduras, according to the authors, was the only Central American 

country where constitutional restrictions on land ownership presented “a potentially 

serious barrier to the development of tourism facilities” (Ritchie, et al., 272). The report 

includes the full text of Article 10715 of the constitution, which prohibits the sale of lands 

within 40 km of the coastline to foreigners. However, the authors also identified a 

loophole. “Despite the sweeping nature of these prohibitions, we are informed that title of 

                                                
15 Article no. 159 is mentioned in the report, but this is actually a reference to Article no. 107. 
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lands in areas technically restricted has been transferred to foreigners without objection 

by the government. Nevertheless, it would be preferable if the laws were eased” (ibid.).  

Significantly, the state's inability to enforce Article 107 was deemed beneficial for the 

development of coastal tourism. The policy recommendations made in the CABEI report 

provided a blueprint for the creation of a national tourism industry.  

As tourism increased in economic importance so did the legal lattice needed to 

sustain the industry. In 1992, Honduras established Tourism Free Zones via Decree No. 

84-92, which, similar to free trade zones, provided tax incentives to newly established 

tourism businesses in select tourism zones. Pro-tourism measures intensified after the 

Declaración de Montelimar II (1996), which designated tourism as the principal 

economic growth strategy within the isthmus and a means of facilitating regional 

economic integration. However, it was the passage of Hurricane Mitch in 1998 that 

opened Honduras to the unhindered expansion of neoliberal tourism development on the 

North Coast. Mitch devastated Honduras: “An estimated 70 percent of Honduras’s 

physical infrastructure was seriously damaged including 169 major bridges, all major 

highways, and most secondary roads” (Stonich 2008, 4). The storm decimated key 

industries, including agribusiness, yielding billions of dollars in losses and plunging the 

national economy into chaos. In her study of disaster capitalism, Klein (2007) 

demonstrates how Mitch generated the conditions for the expansion of neoliberal capital 

in Honduras and, according to Stonich (2008), it was after Mitch that tourism surfaced as 

one of the most vital sectors of the Honduran economy.  
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This node of neoliberal development was necessitated by the urgency of 

economic recovery in the wake of widespread destruction and legitimated the sudden 

implementation of extraordinary political measures, such as the reform of Article 107 of 

the constitution. Additionally, Article 5 of the Tourism Incentive Law (1999) granted 

new tourism establishments a non-extendible 15-year income tax exemption and one-time 

exemption from taxes and any other duties on imports of new goods and equipment 

required for project construction and start-up operations.16 

From 1998-2001 the tourism sector grew 18.3%.17 In addition to private and 

public investments, the growth of the tourism industry has been aided by a series of 

legislative initiatives, which promote a “secure” investment climate through land tenure 

regulation and increased safety nets for would-be investors. These measures, in particular 

the proposal to reform of article 107 of the constitution, were met with strong opposition 

from indigenous and black organizations. They formed the Frente Nacional para la 

Defensa de la Soberanía Patria (National Front for the Defense of National Sovereignty), 

which organized protests and others actions to defend national resources against foreign 

expropriation. Anderson (2000, 239) demonstrates the ways in which an explicitly anti-

neoliberal stance amplified support for the movement against the reform of Article 107, 

which comprised of a multiethnic and diverse constellation of popular organizations. 

Anderson also sheds light on the backlash from the national media, which called into 

question the legitimacy of Garifuna claims to territory and represented them as incapable 

of participating in the development of the nation (Anderson 2000, 237-238). This media 
                                                
16 See “Oportunidades de Inversion en Turismo,” Honduras is Open for Business Investment Guide (2011) 
17 Estudio Sobre Turismo Rural en Honduras, 2009. 
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campaign positioned Garifuna as enemies of progress and undermined their claims to 

national belonging, which is racialized discourse that continues to haunt Garifuna land 

rights activists.18 

On October 12, 1999, a protest convened by the National Front for the Defense of 

National Sovereignty was violently repressed by police forces, leading to the death of two 

protesters and injuring several others. Following this manifestation of state violence, the 

National Congress agreed not to reform Article 107.19 Nonetheless, the National 

Congress had previously passed Decree 90/90, permitting foreign investors to purchase 

coastal property in urban areas for the purpose of tourism development. The state’s 

intransigent commitment to this rubric of development and vigorous financing from 

multilateral development institutions, including the World Bank and the Inter-American 

Development Bank, have given rise to widespread land speculation on the coast, resulting 

in greater external pressures on Garifuna land holdings. From 2005-2009 tourism 

maintained its position as the third largest source of foreign exchange earnings (see chart 

below), and this sector of the economy continues to be one of the strongest performing 

national industries. 

                                                
18 Refer to my discussion of “progressive” and “conservative” politics, Chapter Two. 
19 See Mark Anderson (2000) for a more detailed analysis of the movement to stop the reform of Article 
107. 
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Main Foreign 
Exchange Generators, 
years: 2005 -2009 
(Million of US$) Items  

2005  2006  2007  2008  2009 p/  09/08  
Relative 
Variation  

Income from 
remittances  

1,775.8  2,328.6  2,580.7  2,807.5  2,475.7  -11.8%  

Maquila  1,074.1  1,083.4  1,060.7  1,277.1  974.4  -23.7%  
Tourism  465.8  516.0  546.2  620.4  616.0  -0.7%  
Coffee  366.3  425.8  518.3  620.2  531.5  -14.3%  
Bananas  260.3  241.4  289.3  383.8  327.1  -14.8%  
Palm Oil  56.3  74.8  121.2  465.8  125.4  -39.0%  
Farmed shrimp  124.5  156.4  120.3  99.0  112.9  14.0%  
Soaps and detergents  42.5  45.9  43.9  52.4  4  -7.6%  
Woodwork  40.8  32.1  40.0  29.8  23.5  -21.0%  

Table 1 Main Foreign Exchange Generators, 2005 -2009, Source: Honduran Institute of 
Tourism, Central Bank of Honduras 

 

In the following section, I will provide a brief overview of agrarian reform 

policies in Honduras as they relate to the expansion of individual property rights regimes 

and emergent development norms that turned land and other natural resources into 

commodities with the potential to transform Honduras from a backwater Central 

American nation into a modern Caribbean mecca. Honduran land tenure legislation has 

been guided by multilateral donor and lending organizations that, beginning in the 1980s, 

ushered in a period of widespread neoliberal economic reforms. These reforms paved the 

path for future tourism development on the Caribbean coast. 
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Land Reform: Paving the PATH to Paradise  

 
The cursory overview of agrarian reform in Honduras reveals the state's almost 

complete exclusion of indigenous and black peoples from policies designed to increase 

rights to land and territory. Significantly, the notion of “idle” or “underutilized” land has 

served as a central justification for the appropriation of lands in areas populated by 

indigenous and black peoples and which have been folded into the agrarian reform 

policies adopted by the state, beginning with the Agrarian Reform Law of 1962. These 

policies presented additional challenges for indigenous and afrodescendant peoples and 

their territories, since their lands were often classified as underutilized and, under the new 

legislation, subject to expropriation for the purposes of agricultural development. Indeed, 

showing possession through “use” has become a key feature of land defense strategies on 

the coast. Shifts in land reform, post-1992, were promoted through policies that touted 

“modernization” and “decentralization,” which after the ratification of the Municipality 

Law, placed more decision making power into the hands of local elected governmental 

bodies. The move towards decentralization was designed to advance neoliberal systems 

of land management, which also served to weaken collective property rights and access to 

territorial resources for Garifuna. 

The National Agrarian Institute (INA) was established during the government of 

Ramon Villeda Morales in response to mounting pressure from the landless peasant 

movement. According to Thorpe, “The birth of the first agrarian reform laws, (Decreto 

No. 2 in Honduras) were developed with the aim of incorporating rural peasants into the 

political system, and thus, calmed the peasant movement through the redistribution of 
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land; these laws served to fend off, at least partially, the threat to the social order” 

(Thorpe 1992, 40). Regardless of its intended purpose, the Agrarian Reform Law of 1962 

incensed many large landowners who interpreted the focus on land redistribution as an 

assault on their rights. Idle lands, including those claimed by U.S. owned empresas 

bananeras (banana companies), were targeted for redistribution among landless peasants, 

increasing U.S. opposition to the Villeda Morales government, and in 1963 a U.S. backed 

coup deposed Villeda Morales. The coup brought a temporary halt to the land reform 

project, but the conflict between the landless peasant movement and landowning elites 

remained ripe, giving rise to successive cycles of agrarian reform legislation. 

The Plan Nacional de Reforma Agraria (National Agrarian Reform Plan), drafted 

in 1974, placed a significant emphasis on the need to create national unity through the 

incorporation of campesinos (landless peasants) in the productive process while 

simultaneously expanding the agricultural sector (Seider 1992, 64).  Campesinos were 

incorporated into the productive process via the creation of agricultural cooperatives. 

These cooperatives were granted usufruct rights to the lands they labored, establishing a 

new precedent for state-backed collective land tenure regimes, but this victory was short 

lived. 

While the Plan Nacional de Reforma Agraria focused on land redistribution and 

the extension of usufruct rights to peasant cooperatives, the Proyecto de Titulación de 

Tierras para Pequenos Productores (Land Titling Project for Small Farmers, PTT) 

backed by the Suazo Córdova administration placed a heavy emphasis on the titling of 

individual land parcels. The PTT was partially funded by the United States Agency for 
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International Development (AID) and signaled the state’s commitment to dynamize 

agricultural productivity through the extension of individual full ownership titles 

(dominio pleno). “[...] Collective agricultural operations, while not entirely discarded, 

took on a decidedly secondary importance as the focus shifted to titling of individual 

property” (Nelson 2003, 13). This shift in national land tenure policies marked the 

beginning stages of an aggressive push for individual property rights that would 

ultimately come to override or render obsolete the agricultural cooperatives formed under 

the Plan Nacional de Reforma Agraria and further threatened the dissolution of collective 

property rights for indigenous and black Hondurans.   

The individualization of collective land rights in agricultural cooperatives was 

commensurate with the state’s embrace of neoliberal economic doctrine.  In the early 

1990s, the Honduran state and international financial institutions worked fervently to 

establish the administrative networks and legal mechanisms needed to stabilize a 

profitable land market. In 1992, the Callejas government ratified the Ley para la 

Modernizacion y el Desarollo del Sector Agricola, which solidified the path toward the 

privatization of public lands and the retreat of the reformist state.  Sociologist William 

Robinson provides a succinct description of the law: 

Drafted by the AID and the World Bank, the law eliminated all state intervention 
in agriculture (including any further state expropriations), strengthened property 
guarantees, called for the acceleration of land titling and the conversion of all 
titled land into marketable property (including the ‘right’ to use property as 
collateral against loans), the conversion of cooperative landing into individual 
tradable shareholdings, stipulated the privatization of state support infrastructure, 
such as grain storage facilities, and the privatization of the National Agriculture 
Development Bank (BANDESA), and promoted new foreign and domestic 
investment in export agriculture. (Robinson 2003, 131)   
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The modernization of the agricultural sector became indispensable to long-term 

development goals.  

Under the new land tenure regime, the key to economic prosperity was the 

eradication of informal land tenure arrangements, including the collective plots cultivated 

by peasant agricultural cooperatives. “[...] The country’s 2,800 agricultural cooperatives 

were given the right to individually parcel or sell off their collectively owned properties” 

(Jeffrey 2002, 40). Much of the land formerly owned by agricultural cooperatives on the 

North Coast has been incorporated into Miguel Facusse’s vast agricultural empire.20 His 

chief investment is African Palm plantations, which has the potential to position 

Honduras as a regional leader in the production of bio-fuels, a rapidly growing and 

lucrative export-oriented industry. 

 

Figure 1 Cartoon by Luis Chávez, Published in El Tiempo on April 8, 200621 

                                                
20 Miguel Facussé is the largest single landowner in Honduras.  
21 African Palm, a chief agricultural export, is harvested almost exclusively on the north coast.  In recent 
years, investors have acquired large tracks of land for the production of African palm oil, which is used to 
produce biofuel.    
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PATH and the Problem of Collective Property Rights 

The historical trajectory of agrarian reform detailed above is necessary to 

understand contemporary Garifuna land defense politics and the particular issues that 

have emerged concomitant with the growth of tourism. With the growing emphasis 

placed on the titling of individual property and the eradication of informal land tenure 

arrangements, the Honduran government hoped to stimulate the land market, and in 

particular investment in coastal tourism projects. The World Bank played a formative 

role in this process by way of structural adjustment lending programs that directly 

facilitated the Bank’s economic agenda. Policy recommendations administered through 

World Bank lending programs resulted in greater decentralization of the land tenure 

system and new legal instruments for the titling of private property.  

Chaotic land tenure registries and violent conflicts between indigenous peoples 

and investors throughout the continent led the World Bank to draft an Indigenous Peoples 

policy in 1991. World Bank Operational Directive 4.20 was designed on the heels of ILO 

Co. 169, and established a protocol for the implementation of all projects to be carried 

out in indigenous areas. A central feature of the Bank’s indigenous policy was the right to 

consultation. “The Bank provides project financing only where free, prior, and informed 

consultation results in broad community support to the project by the affected Indigenous 

Peoples” (OP 4.10).22  Subsequent Bank loans were contingent upon government 

guarantees to incorporate special provisions recognizing the rights of indigenous peoples, 

thereby prompting developing nations in Latin America that were dependent on Bank 
                                                
22 In 2005 OP 4.10 replaced OD 4.20.  
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funding to follow suit. Nonetheless, “consultation” remains a point of contention between 

indigenous organizations and the national governments. 

Shortly after the implementation of the Ley de Modernizacion del Sector 

Agricola, the Bank supported the Programa de Admistracion de Areas Rurales (PAAR). 

Trackman, et al. explain, “PAAR began in 1995 and is an outgrowth of the work 

completed by the Interinstitutional Commission for the Modernization of the Real 

Property Registry, which was set up by the Honduran Supreme Court in 1994” 

(Trackman, Fisher and Salas 1999, 18). PAAR included a Land Administration 

Component (CAT) that was focused on land tenancy, titling and the adjudication of land 

conflicts. A greater emphasis on civic participation and the use of GPS-GIS technology to 

measure and define the borders of land parcels represented significant innovations to 

previous land administration reform programs. PAAR administrators completed a pilot 

run in the Department of Comayagua in 2003.   

Once deemed successful the PAAR project was reconceived as the Proyecto de 

Admistracion de Tierras de Honduras (PATH), which received World Bank board 

approval on February 17, 2004. Under PATH, preceding land tenure regimes, such as 

ejidal titles and informal land tenure arrangements were to be replaced with individual 

fee-simple titles (dominio pleno). Bank support for PATH was channeled through a long-

term Adaptable Program Loan. This loan was granted to Honduras on grounds that they 

would aggressively pursue poverty reduction through land administration regularization. 

“It is the Government’s intention to embark on a long-term and far-reaching legal, 

institutional, and technological reform to formalize property rights for the vast majority 
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of Hondurans, facilitate access to land by the poor, reduce transaction costs, and 

encourage the emergence of dynamic land based asset markets” (World Bank, PID 

Report No. AB457). Echoing Hernando de Soto's El Otro Sendero, PATH was proposed 

as a measure that would not only benefit the Honduran state by establishing a viable land 

market to attract foreign investments and in turn increase government revenues from 

property taxes, but also poor Hondurans by reducing the prevalence of informal land 

tenure arrangements.  

Only about 30 percent of the estimated 2.6 million land parcels in [Honduras] are 
registered in the property registry.  A recent study estimated the total value of 
these extra-legal assets amounts to US$ 12 billion.  Failure to use even a fraction 
of these assets to mobilize credit is a key source of stagnation and inequality. 
(PATH Project Implementation Document Report No.AB457)   

 
Thus, PATH was justified by the mandate of poverty reduction and progress. 

Concomitant with the consolidation of neoliberal forms of governance, “poverty 

reduction” has emerged as a guiding ethos for economic development. 

In 2002, before the implementation of the PATH project, the World Bank funded 

a comprehensive land tenure study on Garifuna and Miskito populations in Honduras. 

This research was conducted by CCARC, with the participation of the Garifuna 

organizations OFRANEH and ODECO (Organización de Desarollo Etnico Comunitario), 

and the Miskito organization MASTA (Mosquitia Asla Takanka).  The Diagnóstico del 

Uso y Tenencia de la Tierra en Comunidades Garífunas y Miskitas de Honduras used a 

participatory ethno-mapping methodology to chart the territorial land claims of fifteen 

Miskito and fifteen Garifuna communities.  The findings of this project supported 
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Garifuna and Miskito collective land claims, and made recommendations for the 

extension of existing land titles. Nonetheless the CCARC diagnostic did not result in 

additional land titling for coastal afro-indigenous communities. Rather, the study, which 

concluded in 2003, was immediately followed by the Bank’s PATH project.  

The Bank’s Social Assessment completed in preparation for the PATH 

highlighted two factors as a cause for land tenure insecurity in Garifuna communities: 1) 

the inadequacy of the national land registry system, and 2) conflicting viewpoints among 

the Garifuna with regards to land tenure.  The following excerpt from the Social 

Assessment elucidates the Bank’s strategic handling of empirical data to substantiate the 

PATH project: 

Leaders and community members have different viewpoints with regards to land 
tenure issues. Some Garifuna families…would prefer an individual fee-simple 
title (dominio pleno). However, they argue, their leaders do not allow this. […] 
Among the indigenous populations [Garifuna and Miskito] this is so because 
some Confederations maintain that if land is titled individually, indigenous 
culture is at risk.  [...] This has created an informal land market based on informal 
arrangements that increase tenure insecurity. (Social Assessment Report, 32)23  
 

Garifuna organizations, the 2002 Bank-funded CCARC diagnostic and the PATH Social 

Assessment all identified the development of an informal land market as a threat to land 

tenure security. However, the Social Assessment for the PATH attributes this problem 

exclusively to intra-community disagreement over land tenure practices and to the 

misrepresentation of Garifuna interests by Garifuna organizations. In highlighting the 

political disjuncture between Garifuna organizations and individual community members, 

                                                
23 Quoted in the Bank Management Response to Request for Inspection Panel Review of the Honduras 
Land Administration Project, page 7. 	  
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the Bank reveals its own position, which is to create a property rights regime wherein 

individuals will have the right to ‘choose’ their own path. In effect, PATH was intended 

to further the moral imperatives of the market and the triumph of individualistic desires. 

Further, the Bank’s synchronic assessment fails to recognize the government’s central 

role in creating land tenure insecurity.24   

The PATH was expected to support land regularization in Garifuna communities 

by providing technical assistance to the INA and the newly established Property Institute, 

but OFRANEH abstained participation. OFRANEH leaders were opposed to the phrasing 

of the Property Law, which they feared would result in the dissolution of collective 

property rights. Chapter III of the Property Law officially recognizes the collective rights 

of indigenous and black Hondurans in accordance with international legal norms 

regarding indigenous peoples, specifically ILO Co. 169 (ratified by Honduras in 1995). 

Article 100 also reiterates the government’s commitment to respect communal land 

tenure regimes.  More importantly, it acknowledges the inalienability of indigenous 

communal property, which cannot be transferred from its present ownership. However, 

Article 100 also includes a significant caveat: “The same communities can put an end to 

these communal regimens.” Article 100 gives individual communities the right to choose 

whether or not they would like to continue with the communal land tenure regime, and 

elucidates the government’s efforts to advance a rights paradigm that is commensurate 

with state neoliberalization. A rights paradigm that upholds the primacy of the individual 

                                                
24 Interviews completed for a 2005 CCARC study, on which I participated as a researcher, directly 
implicated the Municipalities of Iriona Puerto and Juan Francisco Bulnes in the selling and titling of 
Garifuna lands to ladino colonos (settlers). Garifuna overwhelmingly blamed the local government for 
creating land tenure insecurity in the territory. The same was true in Triunfo de la Cruz. 
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behooves state sanctioned developmental initiatives, and ultimately undermines the 

collective land tenure regimes maintained by indigenous and black communities. This 

raises a very important philosophical question: Does the will of the individual have 

precedence over the autonomy of the collective?  

In January 2006, in response to the threat represented by the PATH and the newly 

ratified Property Law, OFRANEH submitted a "Request for Inspection" to the World 

Bank, citing flaws in the consultation procedures mandated by the Bank’s Operational 

Directive 4.20 among other violations. In March, the Inspection Panel’s Board of 

Executive Directors approved the Panel’s recommendation for investigation, and in 2007 

the Inspection Panel published the results of the investigation (Report No. 39933-HN). In 

an interview with the Garifuna professional Olegario Lopez, Director of Community 

Participation and Indigenous Affairs for the PATH, he expressed frustration with 

OFRANEH, noting that coastal Garifuna communities will be excluded from the second 

phase of the project. But during his critique he also drew attention to irregularities in the 

consultation process.  

When the project started, the PATH coordinators wanted to collaborate with 
OFRANEH and ODECO, so that they could be the counterparts or the 
interlocutors for the project in the zone, but they never came to an agreement. So 
the project decided to coordinate a Mesa Regional Garifuna, which was a 
structure composed by patronatos, clubes de danza, churches, all of the local 
organizations, but OFRNAEH claimed this was an attempt to undermine their 
authority. This created a conflict that eventually led OFRANEH to denounce the 
program before the World Bank Inspection Panel. (interview,  Olegario Lopez, 
February 3, 2010).  
 

The PATH originally chose seven Garifuna communities to be included in the first stage 

of the project: Sangrelaya y Cocalito, Limon, Cristales y Rio Negro, Santa Fe, 
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Guadalupe, San Antonio y Rio Tinto. However, according to OFRANEH, the Mesa 

Regional Garifuna circumvented the organization’s authority and effectively silenced 

their opposition to the project, which served as the central argument in their campaign 

against the PATH. 

The World Bank subsequently suspended the project within the Garifuna 

communities, but PATH officials have continued to map Miskito land claims. In his 

assessment of OFRANEH's resistance to the PATH, Anderson argues, "If PATH had 

used participation to marginalize OFRANEH, OFRANEH used participation to derail the 

PATH," adding, "In this sense, we see that participation is neither merely a set of 

technical procedures nor a technique of governance; it is also an ideological and 

procedural weapon that can be taken up by different actors in political struggle" 

(Anderson 2009, 160). Even so, the Property Law remains in effect and has continued to 

fuel communal conflicts since it creates an opening for individual communities to decide 

whether or not they would like to continue with communal land tenure regimes, and this 

could ultimately lead to further parcelization of indigenous and black territories. The 

cumulative effects of these measures have contributed to shifts in how Garifuna on the 

coast think about territory and land use, spurring internal divisions and increasing land 

tenure insecurity.  

Collaborative research initiatives, with their built in provisions for participation 

and consultation, have been advocated as a means of protecting the collective rights of 

indigenous peoples. However, as I have demonstrated, the outcomes of these studies (i.e. 

CCARC, the PATH Social Assessment) were also used to legitimize to the imposition of 
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the Bank’s PATH, which was framed in terms of solving land tenure "insecurity," an 

ostensibly just cause. At this critical juncture one can begin to distinguish the tensions 

that manifests as a result of claims and counter-claims grounded in the same conceptual 

framework; in this case, the protection of indigenous rights. As noted by Anderson, 

efforts to title indigenous and black territories have fallen on deaf ears in Honduras, 

where the "territorial turn" (Offen 2003) has been met with strident opposition from 

within the state. He asserts, "Overall, the state has sought to delimit small areas of highly 

valued land on the North Coast to a communal land regime and secure the surrounding 

areas for capital investment and protected areas while at the same time upholding the 

legitimacy of ‘third-party’ property titles" (Anderson 2009, 155).  

 

Garifuna Land Tenure and Dispossession in Tela Bay 
 

The Government of Honduras began titling Garifuna land holdings in 1887 under 

the ejidal system.25 In the 1990s, under the Agricultural Sector and Development Law, 

many of Honduras’ coastal Garifuna communities received fee-simple titles for the lands 

they occupied. These titles were issued to the community (not individuals), but were 

limited to the “casco urbano”26 and thus excluded the “functional habitat” of Garifuna 

territories. Efforts to extend (ampliacion) existing land titles have been met with 

resistance from the state, private investors and mestizo colonos—landless peasants that 

have established a foothold within the boundaries of Garifuna ancestral land claims.  

                                                
25 “Territorio,” Ofraneh.org (accessed May 20, 2012) 
26 The urban core  
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While Garifuna lands are collectively owned, all Garifuna communities also 

recognize individual rights to land; that is to say, community residents lay claim to 

individual plots of land where they build their homes and where they cultivate. This 

customary land tenure system entails the simultaneous recognition of individual and 

collective rights to the land. Customarily, Garifuna have been able to sell their individual 

plots to other Garifuna, but not to non-Garifuna. The local communal board (patronato) 

must validate all land sales between Garifuna and a percentage of each sale goes into the 

communal coffers, which are subsequently designated for communal projects. Some 

Garifuna opposed to the existence of collective land tenure regimes, have pointed to the 

discrepancy in who can buy and sell lands as a form of reverse-racism, arguing that 

“whites” are intentionally barred from land ownership on racial grounds. But those who 

are committed to land defense, see the sale of lands to non-Garifuna as the beginning of 

the end. It will ensure the disintegration of territorial resources and radically transform 

the cultural practices that have sustained these resources for generations.  

After signing the International Labor Organization’s Convention 169 on the rights 

of indigenous and tribal peoples, the Honduran state recognized the inalienability of 

collective land titles pertaining to indigenous and black peoples. But, as I have shown, 

this official recognition has been undermined at different levels of government. In the 

case of Triunfo, the Municipality of Tela has authorized land sales between Garifuna and 

non-Garifuna in a practice that began during Professor Abel’s tenure as president of the 

patronato. After a failed candidacy to become mayor of Tela, he was appointed the first 

Garifuna regidor (alderman) for the municipality. The close alliance between the 
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municipality and a small group of empresarios aligned with Ricardo’s patronato has 

hastened land privatization and aggravated communal conflicts over land. Other forms of 

dispossession are tied to emergent economic entanglements between individuals in the 

community and the financial system. The use of lands as collateral for bank loans has 

resulted in several instances of land loss. Community members who are unable to repay 

their loans end up forfeiting communal lands, and the bank goes on to sell these lands to 

non-Garifuna buyers.27  

The state of land tenure in Triunfo has been further compromised by the existence 

of two patronatos. One patronato is pro-municipality and sympathetic with state plans to 

develop enclave tourism, and the other patronato is opposed to the municipal government 

and driving efforts to recuperate, or “rescue,” communal lands from privatization. The 

dramatic disparity between these two factions has resulted from the destination making 

politics of the state and concomitant processes of cultural commodification, which I will 

describe in the following section. 

 

                                                
27 I provide a more detailed description of this form of dispossession in Chapter Three, in my anlysis the 
conflict surrounding Barrio Indomables. 
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Destination Making and Cultural Commodification  
 
 

 
 

Figure 2 Tela Bay Tourism Map, Created by Garifuna Tours 

 
 

On December 12, 2008, I went to visit the Municipal Tourism Unit (UMT) in 

Tela. The assistant director, Rene, who I had met previously, greeted me warmly and 

immediately oriented me to the resources available at the UMT. He handed me several 

tourism maps and pointed me in the direction of the UMT library, which included copies 

of research reports, policies, and laws that have been generated to facilitate the growth of 

tourism in the region. The walls were covered with promotional material, mostly posters 

and maps highlighting the many tourism "products" Tela had to offer, ranging from sun 
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and beach tourism to nature adventure tourism to cultural tourism. The office was awash 

with representations of Garifuna culture: two miniature tambores dangled from an 

interior window and the walls were adorned with two large hanging banners depicting 

Garifuna village life. One of the banners pictured a young black woman balancing a 

woven basket on her head as she walked along a beautiful white sand beach. Her dark 

skin was dramatically juxtaposed against her flowing white skirt and white blouse which 

revealed a toned stomach.  

 Within a matter of minutes Rene brought me samples of other handicrafts made 

locally, including jewelry carved out of coconut shells, an assortment of "traditional" 

Garifuna dolls with braided hair and plaid skirts, and a beautifully textured and multi-

color costume typically worn by men during the performance of the yancanu dance. All 

of these cultural artifacts are critical components of the destination-making politics of the 

municipal government. During my meeting with Rene, he spoke enthusiastically about 

how Garifuna villages contribute to regional tourism development, but he explained, 

"They were in danger of loosing their authenticity.” According to him, the community of 

Miami was still "authentic," but others along the bay had become too "modern," and thus 

had less appeal for visiting tourists. He contrasted the quaint thatched roof huts in Miami 

with the “modern” cement block homes of Triunfo, which he noted was less appealing to 

incoming tourists. 

My cursory understanding of municipal tourism goals was furthered in a meeting 

with David Sacarro, the acting mayor of Tela, who elaborated on the typology of tourism 

services and products offered to visitors. He said he wanted Tela to become the principal 
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tourism destination in the country. But to achieve this goal, Tela would have to 

distinguish its touristic offerings from more established destinations, which he assured 

me would not be difficult to accomplish. "We have natural parks (eco-tourism), six Afro-

Honduran villages (cultural tourism), botanical gardens, 40 kilometers of beautiful 

beaches (sun and sea), and I believe we have all of the qualifications to be a node for 

tourism in the country" (interview, April 2, 2009). He was adamant about the role to be 

played by Garifuna in the development of the region. "It is a cultura viva (living culture) 

and it will be our main point of leverage, our main attraction, our principal added 

component to be able to compete with other global tourism destinations" (ibid.). The 

mayor went on to explain how specific cultural goods would be used to market the 

region. “Here we dance punta and where does punta originate? In our Garifuna 

communities of course… [Garifuna culture] is a unique attraction that we have,  and, 

well, Cancun does not. They give us an added edge” (April 2, 2009). His comments 

revealed a sense of ownership over Garifuna culture and lands, both of which are critical 

for the expansion of tourism in Tela. 

Sherwood Bonilla, president of the Tela Tourism Board, also pointed to the 

commodification of Garifuna culture for the sake of place branding: 

They have very special dances that have certainly influenced Latin American 
dance culture more broadly […] and the coastal food is a very nice attraction, 
right? The [tourists] view this culinary style favorably. We receive many guests 
that ask us for this style of food—seafood soup, food from the sea and cooked 
with coconut. It has a very particular taste […] it would seem that it is from 
another place [not Central America].  
 

Thus, place making and more specifically the rebranding of the coast as distinctly 

Caribbean is very much dependent on Garifuna cultural and racial difference. The 
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otherness of Garifuna bodies, coastal culture and landscapes coalesce in the production of 

Caribbean paradise. In short, Garifuna cultural otherness is integral to the feasibility of 

Caribbean tourism development in Tela and constantly redeployed for the purposes of 

attracting investors.  

An investment guide circulated at the Honduras is Open for Business Conference 

in May 2011 stated, “Eighty percent of the Garifuna community is scattered in dozens of 

villages on the Caribbean coast. Their unique language, percussion drums, the voices of 

their songs, and exotic dances such as punta revive the ancient traditions that originated 

in Africa” (HOB, Oportunidades de Inversión en Turismo, 12). Because Garifuna speak a 

unique non-European language, they were marketed as even more "authentically" African 

than other afro-Caribbean peoples throughout the region, and this was seen as a potential 

revenue generator for the Honduran tourism industry. Other promotional materials 

highlighted the unique mixture of African and indigenous cultural ancestry possessed by 

Garifuna in Honduras. The key to both formulations of Garifuna difference (African and 

Afro-indigenous) is the uniqueness of their culture, which cannot be found in other 

locations.28 

 

The Los Micos Resort29 

There are several largescale development projects underway along the North 

Coast tourism corridor, between the cities of Puerto Cortez and Trujillo. The most 

                                                
28 I develop this more fully in Chapter Four, which analyzes the relationship between state multicutluralism 
and cultural tourism. 
29 My analysis of the Los Micos project builds off of a report I compiled for the Center for International 
Policy, America's Program in 2010. 
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significant tourism development is the massive Los Micos Beach and Golf Resort. The 

project, which is under construction, is located between the Garifuna communities of 

Miami and Tornabe. It was originally designed to include an 18-hole golf course, 600 

hotel rooms, a convention center, a marina, an equestrian center, a shopping plaza, and 

over 400 private villas. Though the project has been scaled back, 30 it remains a 

significant development. It is hoped that Los Micos will launch an era of aggressive 

investments in tourism infrastructure along Honduras's "Emerald Coast" with Tela 

serving as the urban base for the country's tourism sector.  

The trajectory of the Los Micos project stretches back to the 1970s, when it was 

first conceived under the name “Tornasal.” However, it did not materialize into a viable 

development project until receiving the backing of the Inter-American Development 

Bank, which in 2005 approved a government loan for US$14.5 million to complete the 

basic public works infrastructure for the tourism complex. Now, with the basic 

infrastructure completed, the Los Micos mega-project may finally become a reality. But 

the project has already produced detrimental impacts on local livelihoods, radically 

transforming socio-economic activities in the neighboring Garifuna communities of 

Tornabe and Miami and placing unprecedented pressures on the surrounding ecosystem, 

the Jeanette Kawas National Park.  

The Los Micos project is couched within the framework of the National 

Sustainable Tourism Development Strategy (ENTS), elaborated by the Tourism Ministry 

(SETUR) in collaboration with the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB).  SETUR 
                                                
30 See “Desarrollo turístico en la Bahía de Tela: Los Micos Beach and Golf Resort, un proyecto polémico,” 
by Giorgio Trucchi (November 2010) 
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defines sustainable tourism development as “development that is equitable, socially and 

environmentally responsible and oriented towards the betterment of local livelihoods”31. 

Garifuna communities have been included into these "sustainable" tourism initiatives 

under the rubric of “cultural tourism.” In the IDB Country Sector Strategy for the 

National Sustainable Tourism Program, Strategic criterion #2 reads:  

Take steps to reach demand segments that have greater growth potential,  
match the country’s special features and existing tourism resources, and 
distinguish Honduran tourism from that of other countries in the area. This 
involves a combination of nature, adventure, and cultural tourism, generating 
authentic experiences for visitors by enabling them to participate in their leisure 
time in daily Honduran life.32 
 

Again, Garifuna cultural and racial33 difference was used to promote a unique Honduran 

brand of tourism and to promote the competitive advantage of the national tourism 

industry. Accordingly, the state has a vested interest in preserving the "authenticity" of 

Garifuna cultural difference and village life. Cultural traditions, including dances and 

spiritual ceremonies, such as the Dugu, and the surrounding ecosystems add value to the 

touristic offerings available on Honduras's Caribbean coast. “In this way, the valorization 

of the beach resource does not only correspond to its aesthetic qualities (color, width, 

texture, etc.), but also a valorization of the ecosystems with which it interacts, and which 

make its existence possible” (Procorredor 2011, 77, author's translation).  

                                                
31 IDB. 2004. Programa Nacional de Turismo Sostenible. Documento Conceptual del Proyecto 
32 Programa Nacional de Turismo Sostenible, IDB, Project Proposal, pg. 6 
33 While the National Sustainable Tourism Development Strategy focuses on "cultural tourism," it is also 
necessary to understand the ways in which cultural commodification relates to the commodification of 
black bodies (see Alexander 2006; Gregory 2007; Kempadoo 2004). I will discuss this further in Chapter 
Four. 
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Garifuna residents of Miami--a picturesque Garifuna fishing community situated 

on a narrow strip of land between the sea and the Laguna Los Micos and within the 

ancestral territory of Tornabe--expressed little hope that they would be able to retain 

ownership of their lands. At its peak, nearly 300 people called the community home, but 

due to Garifuna out-migration, the introduction of the Los Micos Project and land 

privatization, the population of Miami has dwindled to thirty-six families, of which only 

ten are Garifuna. The fate of Miami was sealed in 2003, when the IHT (Instituto 

Hondureño de Turismo) transferred a portion of its land holdings in the Jeanette Kawas 

National Park to the Los Micos developers (DTBT) at a cost of US$19 million.  Since 

then, as a result of land speculation, the community of Miami has experienced rapid 

privatization. “Businessmen came from Tela to buy land for their houses. Really, they 

plan to sell the land to foreigners, and that is what will happen, for the construction of 

hotels and restaurants” (interview, Ivan, May 3, 2010).   
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Figure 3 Miami Architectural Plans, Courtesy of the Instituto Hondureño de Turismo 

 
The IHT envisions the region as a national and international eco-tourism 

destination, which would benefit the national tourism industry and local Garifuna 

economies. Ecotourism is presented as a win-win for all the stakeholders, a form of 

tourism that is "almost wholly benign environmentally, culturally, and economically" 

(West and Carrier 2004, 484). To ensure the success of the Los Micos project and the 

destination making efforts of the state, the IHT has developed plans to preserve and 

revitalize Miami's "traditional" housing constructions (see figure 3). The proposal 

includes plans to build a tourism center and informational kiosks, using "traditional" 

construction materials and aesthetic styles. Miami will be refashioned into a "traditional 

Garifuna village" where visitors can have "authentic" experiences with Garifuna.  

The Los Micos project demonstrates, quite provocatively, how mass tourism, 

conservation and cultural preservation come together in the production of a distinctly 



 

 72 

Honduran “sustainable” ecotourism destination. West and Carrier argue, “There is also a 

tendency for ecotourism to lead not to the support of distinctive local sociocultural beliefs 

and practices, valued by ecotourists because they represent alternatives to capitalist 

market systems, but to the spread and strengthening of those systems" (West and Carrier 

2004, 485). Thus, in spite of the rhetoric espoused in “sustainable” tourism development 

plans, these initiatives have proved detrimental to the territorial integrity of the entire 

region.  

 

Regional Economic Integration (PPP) and Conservation 
 
 The IDB’s National Sustainable Tourism Program is backed by a US$35 million 

loan to the Government of Honduras and organized into two programmatic components: 

1) public investments to support sustainable tourism development; and 2) foment private 

investments in the sector.34  The loan advances the Bank’s country strategy, which aims 

to support the achievement of poverty reduction goals in Honduras and simultaneously 

promotes the IDB’s regional economic strategy known as Plan Puebla Panama (PPP). 

The PPP, or Plan Mesoamericano, seeks to integrate the economies of southern Mexico 

and Central America through major infrastructure projects and private investments 

designed to catalyze export-oriented industries. The PPP is bound up with regional Free 

Trade Agreements NAFTA and CAFTA.  

 In addition to funding the basic infrastructure for the Los Micos Project, the IDB 

is investing heavily in the Mundo Maya, a regional tourism initiative tied to the 

                                                
34 IDB. 2004. Programa Nacional de Turismo Sostenible. Documento Conceptual del Proyecto. 
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development aims of Plan Puebla Panama. Also part of the packet for integrating the 

Atlantic coast region into the global economy, in October of 2007 the IDB approved a 

$40 million loan to support construction of the Caribbean Tourism Corridor (CA-13).  

The first phase of construction will create a four-lane highway connecting the cities of El 

Progreso and Tela.  This project is designed to facilitate the increased movement of 

people and goods between San Pedro Sula (the industrial capital and airport) and the 

Atlantic coast, a landscape dominated by agribusiness and stunning Caribbean beaches.  

CA-13 and CA-5 (known as the “Dry Canal”) are key components of the regional 

economic integration strategy articulated in PPP, which promises to generate additional 

private sector investments in the tourism sector.   

 
 

Figure 4 Highway Corridors, Source: Honduras Country Strategy, IDB 
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Regional economic integration has been promoted in tandem with regional 

environmental conservation policies, which promise to safeguard the abundant natural 

resources of the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor (MBC). The Jeanette Kawas National 

Park (JKNP), inaugurated in 1994 by means of Legislative Decree 154-94, covers over 

70,000 hectares in Tela Bay, and is of critical importance to the MBC. Consequent to the 

designation of the area as a national park, PROLANSATE (Fundación para la Protección 

de Lancetilla, Punta Sal and Texiguat) and COHDEFOR (Cooperación Hondureño de 

Desarrollo Forestal) established a series of environmental ordinances to protect the park’s 

fragile ecosystem, which is crucial to the local economies of neighboring Garifuna 

communities and a central feature of regional ecotourism projections.  

The extreme impacts of the Los Micos project on local ecosystems lead to 

legitimate questions as to why the IDB, which jointly with the World Bank has promoted 

environmental protection measures for the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor, would 

support the construction of a major tourist enclave in the heart of the Jeanette Kawas 

National Park (JKNP). It seems that the aims of neoliberal economic development and 

conservation are not necessarily incompatible (see Igoe and Brockington 2007). Tourism 

development in Honduras entails maintaining this central contradiction between 

development and environmentalism, furthering, in a limited fashion, the conservation of 

natural resources, while exploiting these same resources to ensure the economic viability 

of projects such as Los Micos.  

Indeed, a 2011 study financed by the European Union details the numerous 

natural treasures that await visitors to the Jeanette Kawas Park. 
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 The Parque Nacional Jeannette Kawas (PNJK) represents an area of global 
 importance for conservation. The area is a marine coastal wetland and one of the 
 priority protected areas for biodiversity conservation in Honduras. The 
 mangroves are considered to be some of the most pristine of the Atlantic Coast of 
 Central America and the coral reefs are the most extensive of the continental coast 
 of Honduras.35 

 
While the environmental destruction spurred by the Los Micos Resort would seem to 

undermine state efforts to make Honduras into an ecotourism destination, the resort is 

couched precisely within this model of environmentally responsible development. It is 

conceived as a “sustainable” project that will give tourists direct access to the savage 

beauty of the Jeanette Kawas National Park. In her assessment of regional development 

priorities, Grandia argues, "The World Bank's approach to [the Mesoamerican Biological 

Corridor] has served to greenwash these more serious economic threats to biodiversity" 

(Grandia 2007, 481). The emphasis on conservation shrouds the environmentally 

destructive components of a given development initiative under the cloak of 

sustainability and in this way guarantees profitability. The rationale underpinning 

sustainable tourism development policies in Honduras is couched in moral terms so as to 

ensure public support and quiescence. 

Emerging Development Moralities 
 
On the one hand, “development” is used to mean the process of transition or 
transformation toward a modern, capitalist, industrial economy—“modernization,” 
“capitalist development,” “the development of the forces of production,” etc. The second 
meaning, much in vogue from the mid 1970s onward defines itself in terms of “quality of 
life” and “standard of living,” and refers to the reduction or amelioration of poverty and 
material want. The directionality implied in the word “development” is in this usage no 
longer historical, but moral. 

 -James Ferguson (1994, 15) 
 
                                                
35 Procorredor. 2011. Diagnostico Integral Multidimensional Municipal Tela, p. 81. (author's translation) 
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 In this section, I will analyze development moralities underlying poverty 

reduction strategies in Honduras, specifically how development becomes a means of 

bringing “good” to the lives of marginal populations through their “inclusion” in the 

productive processes of the state. I will use the Los Micos project as a lens through which 

to study inclusionary measures, which will lead into a discussion of proyectos 

productivos--the newest model of inclusion for black and indigenous Hondurans. These 

small productive projects help to build what I term development hype-- excitement and 

anticipation for a particular rubric of development. 

The development hype surrounding the Los Micos project sheds light on the ways 

in which “inclusion” operates as a technique of governance to further the developmental 

aims of the state, multilateral financial institutions and investors. Strategies for 

“inclusion” and “participation” factor prominently into development plans and policies, 

but it is important to highlight the distinction between these two terms. Rhetorically, 

“inclusion” references a process of containing, or brining within a whole, and thus it is 

characterized by a relationship of inequality. The distinction draws attention to who 

defines the conditions for inclusion (and exclusion). 

In the initial configuration of the Los Micos project, Garifuna did not explicitly 

factor into the project as beneficiaries, owners, or shareholders. But in 2008, ODECO 

helped to broker an agreement between the Garifuna communities of Tela Bay and the 

national government. These communities will now be included as “shareholders,” with 

the potential to receive up to 7% of the profits. However, the ambiguities regarding how 

this money will be managed and the potential impact of a resort of this magnitude remain 
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divisive issues, as Garifuna scramble to negotiate a position within and/or against the 

resort. Celeo, the director of ODECO, explained the organization’s stance:  

The 7% offered is not sufficient. That should be obligatory, the bare minimum. 
But we also want employment, employment in all facets of the project. Also, the 
communities should be included as extended zones (appendages to the project 
zone) for the spillover of tourists that visit the resort. This would ensure that the 
tourists go to the community to eat lunch with the people, that they buy 
handicrafts in the community, that they spend a night in the community, so that 
there can be a shared benefit for the communities, and so that Garifuna 
participation in the project is not relegated to dance performances. It should also 
generate scholarships, to better the academic outlook of the people [...]. We must 
see the people (Garifuna) as human beings, and not simply as objects. They are 
used and reused on a whim. (interview, September 11, 2009). 
 

Celeo's stance in relation to the Los Micos Project represents one of many perspectives 

that exist in the communities lining Tela Bay. The patronatos of San Juan and Triunfo de 

la Cruz (Carla's group) have been the most outspoken in their opposition to the project, 

but Tornabe has, until now, agreed to participate in order to reap some of the promised 

benefits, in particular employment. With scarce opportunities for alternative economic 

activities, many Garifuna are hopeful, albeit skeptical, that international tourism can fill 

the gap left by the decline of agribusiness. 

When Los Micos was still in the conceptual stages, many residents of Tornabe 

opposed the resort, because it represented a formidable threat to Garifuna modes of 

subsistence.  

In those times, Garifuna from Tornabe, San Juan and Rio Tinto entered a state of 
fear, because there were rumors that they would have to remove us from the 
beach in order to establish the project. After a series of meetings, the communities 
formed a committee that was named, Defensa de las Tierras (Defense of Our 
Lands). That organization was established to defend the lands of San Juan, Rio 
Tinto and Tornabe against the government's intentions to displace Garifuna from 
the beach. But, then the new government of President Rafael Callejas came to 
power and promised that he would provide many opportunities to the inhabitants 
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of our communities, that they would be trained in hospitality, cooking, English 
and other professions. He said that the Garifuna would be the first employed on 
and the first considered in the development of the project. (interview, Victor, 
February 14, 2010) 

 
Employment on the resort, according to the developers, would allow community 

members to be included in the project as beneficiaries. In this vein, developers used the 

promise of employment and poverty reduction to stem opposition to the project, 

particularly in the communities of Miami, San Juan and Tornabe. In addition to 

employment promises, the IHT offered to bring needed infrastructural development to the 

local population: a sewage system, paved roads, a system for disposable solid waste, and 

improvements to the electrical system.  

Even though many community members in Miami and Tornabe are pleased with 

the public works component of the Los Micos project, which concluded in 2010, 

residents in both communities were highly skeptical about the employment opportunities 

to be generated by the project. The public works infrastructure began in 2007, but very 

few community members were employed directly in the initial phase of the project.   

The project started and they had to quickly get rid of our people. The project 
employed [Garifuna] at the beginning, but only for two or three months. Then, 
they would say that Garifuna did not perform quality work, which was used to 
justify their dismissal. So, this is an example of what will happen when the next 
phase of the project begins. They are not going to provide employment to 
community members. (interview, Jaime,  March 7, 2010) 
 

Jaime blamed the IHT and the IDB for not fulfilling promises to train the local population 

in skills that were needed to participate on the construction of the public works 

component, or to fill other employment niches opened by the Tela Bay Project.  Indeed, 
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the lack of “capacitación”36 was used repeatedly to exclude the very populations the 

project promised to include. 

Those who did not receive proper training will not get a job there. It will be very 
limited, because many people [ladinos] will come from other parts of the country 
to take these jobs. [...] They are the ones who will make good money. (interview,  
Manuel, February 15, 2010) 

 
My informants articulated a double critique. On the one hand they critiqued the 

government’s failure to follow through on their moral commitments to the community, 

on the other, they pointed to issues of racial discrimination against the local Garifuna 

population.  

The need for semi-skilled labor at the Los Micos project is expected to be filled 

mostly by ladinos from neighboring cities. Rene, the Director of the UMT in Tela, 

confirmed this during an interview in December of 2008. Regarding Garifuna 

employment at the resort, he said, "They are not prepared. The majority of the employees 

will come from other parts of the country. They have to be trained in turism servicces, 

educated, preferibly with a masters degree, and they need to be able to speal at least two 

languages, especially English, Itlalian, French, because European and Americans are the 

most likely to come” (interview, December 12, 2008). Importantly, his projections for the 

type of tourists that will come to the resort belie the present reality of tourism in Tela. 

The majority of tourists are from working class backgrounds, usually factory workers 

from San Pedro Sula. But the hope is that Los Micos can help change the face of tourism 

in the region and make this development fantasy into a reality.  

                                                
36 Capacitacion, or training, is an ideological construct that is used to justify who is included and who is 
excluded from participation in development. I explore the meaning of this construct more fully in the 
Chapter Two, and the gendered dimensions of capacitacion in Chapter Three. 



 

 80 

Although the IHT had not delivered on the promise of direct employment, many 

community youth in Tornabe harbored hope the project would spur local tourism, and 

thereby create new ways to generate income. One cannot ignore the drastic changes in 

local economic production, which has turned sharply in the direction of tourism. The 

community has several small hotels and local restaurants, including a tourism kiosk 

project coordinated by the World Bank-funded Nuestras Raises Program. Thus far, small 

development projects categorized under the rubric of proyectos productivos have 

constituted the principal avenue for Garifuna inclusion within enclave ecotourism plans 

in Tela Bay.  

 

Proyecto Productivos: Development “Crumbs”37 

The racial exclusion embedded in state development policies is shrouded by 

discourses of inclusion and relatively tiny concessions to black and indigenous 

“stakeholders.” With the added emphasis on “human development,” proyectos 

productivos are designed to create economically independent development subjects with 

the knowledge and skills to manage income-generating projects. “Human development” 

puts the development focus onto the people.  

The State will foment the creative capacity of the people, driving their innovative 
and creative talents, in order to stregnthen their patrimony, in such a way that it 
will reduce their dependence and guarantee their individual and collective 
wellbeing. (Honduras Vision de Pais 2010-2038, author's translation). 
 

                                                
37 “Crumbs” is a word that was used sardonically to reference the development initiatives created 
specifically to benefit black and indigenous Hondurans. 
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The “sustainability” of development initiatives depends on the effective suturing of 

economic, social and environmental policies into a coherent development policy that 

fortifies ideals of self-help. The inclusion of black and indigenous peoples within these 

policies has been extremely limited, despite the centrality of indigenous and black 

territories in national development plans.  

The Programa de Desarrollo Integral de los Pueblos Autóctonos (DIPA) was 

funded by the IDB and formally launched under the administration of Manuel Rosales 

Zelaya in 2008.  One branch of the program was administered through the Unidad de 

Pueblos Autoctonos (UPA) and the other branch operated as a subdivision of the Fundo 

Hondureño de Inversion Social (FHIS). According to the DIPA FHIS coordinator Omar 

Cacho, the general objective of the DIPA Program is to, “contribute to the betterment of 

the life conditions of the autochthonous peoples of Honduras and to the sustainable and 

integral development of the economic, social, cultural and environmental spheres” 

(interview, Omar Cacho, January 25, 2010). Seventy percent of the funding was 

earmarked for the Garifuna, Miskito, Pech and Tawahka peoples in the Departments of 

Colon and Gracias a Dios. 

The programs funded through DIPA are intended to generate empresas 

productivas (productive businesses). “Leminigi Lomba” is one of the DIPA sponsored 

productive projects underway in the Garifuna community Vallecito. It is a project 

designed to commercialize coconut-based products, such as coconut water, coconut oil 

and coconut copra. The project includes fourteen hectares of coconut, eight of yucca, and 

six of platano. The DIPA money granted to the community is considered seed money, 
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and the resources invested are the “absolute propriety of the community.” Further, Cacho 

assured me that these projects were carried out in consultation with the community and 

have achieved wide participation. Finally, the project aides in the development of 

sustainable businesses by ensuring the companies are legally recognized and through the 

creation of a multi-year business plan.  

Cacho said the creation of businesses was not only a means to alleviate poverty 

reduction, but also a necessary component of land defense strategies. “For Garifuna to be 

able to stay in their communities depends on local conditions. If there is a source of 

employment, the logical conclusion is that they will return to the community” (interview, 

Omar Cacho, January 25, 2010). The sentiment was shared by Hugo Galeano, Director of 

the United Nations PPD (Small Grants Program), who said, “Opportunities to wield 

political influence [in issues questions of land rights] will emerge from these productive 

processes” (interview, Hugo Galeano, March 9, 2010). In other words, one must 

demonstrate business skills and the capacity to manage your territory in order to be able 

to defend against opposing interests. Ultimately, business acumen and the values of free 

enterprise are posited as prerequisites for inclusion in “development” and for land 

defense.  

Through the Small Grants Program (PPD), the United Nations has funded 

numerous productive projects in coastal Garifuna communities. Given the huge 

investments in tourism, many of these projects have been earmarked for the creation of 

local tourism microenterprises. “Lumagadien Trompu” was an ecotourism project funded 

by the PPD in Triunfo de la Cruz. The project included the construction of three 
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ecotourism cabañas and a dining facility for a total of $30,000.00. The ecotourism project 

in Triunfo de la Cruz was conceived in part as a land defense strategy, due to its location 

on a site that was disputed by elite investors intent on constructing a luxury housing 

project in the community (Marbella).  

“Lumagadien Trompu” demonstrated an effort to unite productive projects with a 

political agenda that accounts for concerns about territorial rights. In this vein, Galeano 

asserted, “Tourism is way to demonstrate presence in the territory so that Garifuna can 

influence politics, but this cannot be achieved solely on the basis of ancestral rights.” The 

“use” of lands in ways that are legible to the state is fundamental to land defense 

strategies and it was this realization that spawned the ecotourism project, which was also 

conceived as a way to make tourism a viable means of economic livelihood for 

participating families, particularly in light of declining agricultural activities.  

The women’s cooperative, Organización Hamalali Hiñaruñu (Voz de las 

Mujeres), drafted the project proposal with technical assistance from OFRANEH. In her 

description of the project, Carla said: 

We have a small hotel project (cabañas), which is a women's initiative to look for 
other economic alternatives, to generate a little bit of income. We were trained by 
OFRANEH and with their help we solicited the funds for the project. We were 
able to execute the construction of the project on our own, with our own efforts, 
but with money from the PPD. We were able to administer and run the project 
sucessfully. (interview, November 24, 2009) 
 

Despite Carla’s claim to the contrary, Mr. Galeano classified the project as a failure. It 

was, he argued, unsustainable as a result of poor management and inadequate technical 

assistance. Blame for the failure of “Lumagadien Trompu” was placed squarely on the 

deficiencies of OFRANEH’s technical expertise in administration of the project funds, 
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undermining the organization’s level of “capacitacion,” and limiting the potential for 

future colaborations between PPD and OFRANEH.38 The project experienced numerous 

setbacks and in 2009 the cabañas were destroyed by a storm.  

 

 
 

Figure 5 Picture of storm damage to the Cabañas “Lumagadien Trompu” 

 
 

The Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations (FAO), through 

the PACTA (Programa de Aceso a Tierras) program, has elaborated a series of productive 

projects in the Garifuna communities, also geared at strengthening local tourism 

                                                
38 See Mosse (2004) for an analysis of the social prodcution of ‘success’ and ‘failure’ in development. 
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development. In an interview with Carlos Zelaya, Director of the FAO, he reflected on 

previous his experiences working with indigenous and black peoples. “From my 

perspective, the Miskitos are stuck at a level of serious primitivism. In my opinion they 

have not evolved much since the times of colonization” (February 24, 2010). This 

unusually explicit display of racism was followed by a disclaimer, “And neither do we 

(westerners) understand them.” He seemed to have a more favorable perception of 

Garifuana stating, “It is easier to work with the Garifuna population, because they 

integrate more easily into the occidental logic.” The tension--as articulated by Zelaya--is 

one of fundamental differences in value systems. For Zelaya, “occidental logic” 

correlates to the acquisition of technical skills, and the capacity to successfully administer 

productive projects, or small businesses. Again, the key issue underlying inclusion is the 

ability to play by rules set forth by the development establishment and NGO 

bureaucracies. It brings attention to the contemporary operations of cultural racism in 

Honduras, which reinforces the racial subordination and exclusion of black and 

indigenous peoples at the same time that it holds promise for inclusion. 

One example of a FAO supported productive project is the Proyecto Comunitario 

Garífuna Triunfo de la Cruz. The project was designed to support the creation of tourism 

businesses in Triunfo by giving participants access to credit. It purported to, “make them 

into clients of the financial system so that they could aspire for better things.” The 

microenterpises supported through the credit included: 1) A trash pick-up business 

(benefitting eight families); a cultural museum (nine families); an artesanal fishing 

cooperative (eight families); a baker’s cooperative (twenty-four families); and an 
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association of restaurant owners (eight families).39 By and large, these productive 

projects support the creation of Garifuna entrepreneurs, either through individual or 

collective business models that promote local development. Because access is not 

available to all, and because the state works through specific communal leaders to the 

exclusion of others, these projects have also served to deepen communal divisions.  

In both the FAO and PPD projects, the majority of the participants are female, but 

the projects are clearly limited in scope, since they are geared almost exclusively at the 

tourism industry, without calling into question tourism’s destructive force in the 

community, particularly with reference to communal property rights. Moreover, these 

projects tend to channel community women into the least profitable positions on the 

margins of the emerging tourist economy (see Lynn Stephen 1997), because women are, 

according to the prevailing development discourse, more likely to earn a living as bakers, 

restaurant workers, and as producers of handicrafts. Nevertheless, the income generated 

by informal employment constitutes a crucial economic base for many Garifuna 

households, which helps to sustain anticipation for the tourism economy and its potential 

growth. The development “crumbs” offered to black and indigenous beneficiaries of 

productive projects work in function of state development priorities, creating a bridge 

between macro-economic initiatives and local economic desires to tap into these 

emerging markets.  

 

                                                
39 From FAO Project Proposal 



 

 87 

 
Conclusion: The Tourism Economy that Wasn’t 
 

In this chapter, I have demonstrated the ways in which the commodification of 

Garifuna lands and culture are linked to the realization of Cancunesque tourism 

landscapes, which up to now exist only on the level of desire. These imaginaries are 

powerfully reorienting local development aspirations, and reconfiguring state-community 

relations, particularly in the Garifuna communities situated along Tela Bay.  

As Robinson explains, “Tourist revenues are not technically an export. But 

tourism links the region to the global economy through numerous circuits and generates 

foreign exchange in the same way as exports do” (Robinson 2003, 133). Not only has 

tourism served to bolster Honduras's position within the global economy, but it has 

brought the exotic fantasies of the international leisure class into direct contact with the 

hopes and aspirations of everyday Hondurans. Prosperity, measured in terms of glitzy 

hotels, strip malls and cruise ship arrivals, is, for the first time, attainable, at least that is 

what tourism industry execs, bank officials and state tourism offices claim in their efforts 

to build hype for the tourism economy.  

OFRANEH has been the most strident critic of state tourism development goals 

on the Caribbean coast, primarily because of the risks posed to Garifuna territoriality. 

They have opposed the Los Micos Project since its inception. In a January 2005 

communiqué, Garifuna activist Miriam Miranda stated: 

OFRANEH has maintained a very clear stance regarding our territories, which we 
do not consider to be a commodity. Mother Earth, according to our cosmovision, 
is something that cannot be bought or sold. It belongs intrinsically to the Garifuna 
people. At the same time, we fear that the rugged individualism promoted by 
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neoliberalism points to the dissolution of our collective titles, imposing a concept 
of private property that will intensify pressures to sell coastal lands.  
 

While ODECO has sought to carve out a space within the project, OFRANEH has 

unconditionally rejected the construction of the resort, as detailed in the opening vignette. 

The contrasting political strategies employed by ODECO and OFRANEH to confront 

state backed tourism development plans reflect the divisiveness of this issue for Garifuna 

communities lining the coast. 

"Inclusive" development, according to government officials, has the potential to 

transform Garifuna communities into international tourism destinations. This morally 

saturated rhetoric has far reaching implications, shifting notions of territory and 

ideologies of land use. The “right” to continue living on the lands is in tension with the 

“right” to development and “progress.” I explore the community level dynamics of this 

conflict more fully in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 2: (Right)eous Politics: The Moral Life of Development and 
Land Rights in Triunfo de la Cruz 

 
 
"In the past things were very different. No one cared about Triunfo. It was almost a 
homogenous space and the ancestors had firm control over the community and who was 
allowed to come in. Intermixing was not allowed. A lot of the men of the community did 
find work in Tela, with the Tela RR Co, but there was a sense of autonomy in the 
community, because there was no tourism. It was very tranquillo here. We lived in peace. 
Barrio Delicias was arrozales, yucales and there was a lot of unity among the people. We 
need to have unity, because even though there are divisions now, the enemy is really an 
outsider. And when the court decision comes, the community will have to make a decision 
about the future"  

 
-Miguel Dec. 6 2010  

 
 In this chapter I illustrate the ways in which the state gains material presence in 

the Triunfo de la Cruz vis-à-vis the everyday politics of development and autonomy. I 

argue state development discourses constitute a form of moral power, whereby the state 

and multilateral development agencies attempt to gain control over the lives (moral lives) 

of Garifuna through politics that engender hope and aspiration for the tourism economy 

and instill ideas about the "right" path to development. This is not merely a story about 

domination and control, but also sheds light on the “agentival capacity” (Mahmood 2005) 

of Triunfeños, because the struggles over the meaning of development play out at the 

community level, between differently situated actors who reconstitute the terms of the 

debate through their own "(right)eous politics." These politics engage notions of “good” 

and “bad” strategies for the development of the community and the issue of who has the 

right—legally and ethically—to lead the community. I conclude by illustrating how 

Garifuna identity becomes a terrain on which to posit alternative visions of the future, 
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visions that converge and diverge with the development imperatives of the state and 

multinational capital. Thus, tourism development serves as a lens through which to 

analyze ethical struggles between the state and the community and between community 

actors that uphold different visions of the future.  

 
**** 
 During my first month of fieldwork, on an unusually cool October morning, I 

travelled to Tela to make a bank withdrawal and a few purchases at the farmer’s market. I 

made a quick stop to buy a mango liquado and hurried over to the corner of the market, 

across from the Farmacia Delfin. This was where taxi drivers from Triunfo lined up to 

offer “collectivo” service back to the community. Since there were already two 

passengers waiting, we all boarded and headed in the direction of Triunfo. A well-dressed 

man by the name of Ricardo was seated to my right and Nancy, a portly woman with 

short corn-rolls, sat in the front passenger seat of the small four-door sedan. Though we 

had never met before, we ended up having a very provocative conversation, one that 

would fundamentally alter my understanding of local politics and change the course of 

my research.  

 Eager to make acquaintances, I introduced myself and as a volunteer teacher at 

the Escuela Trilingue and a North American researcher of Puerto Rican descent. Ricardo 

asked what I was planning to study. “I am interested in studying tourism development,” I 

said earnestly. The Taxi driver, who was also a native Triunfeño, responded with a 

chuckle, “What tourism development! No existe el desarrollo en Triunfo (Development 

does not exist in Triunfo)." Did he mean there was no development, as in state-financed 
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development of local infrastructure? Was he making a reference specifically to mass 

tourism development, as in large resorts, golf courses, and other tourist oriented 

amenities? Or, was he thinking of development and its metaphysical iterations? I clarified 

my research interests, stating, “I would like to analyze the efforts of local community 

members to promote autonomous development initiatives—small and locally managed 

projects that are currently existing or in gestation.” Both Nancy and Ricardo perked up. 

We are “negotiantes,” said Ricardo proudly. He owned a small restaurant named “Rico’s 

Place” and Nancy owned a hotel and restaurant just behind the local billiard in Barrio 

Centro. Incidentally, Nancy and Ricardo were returning from a workshop on “artes 

culinarias” coordinated by the Tela Municipal Tourism Office.  

 Ricardo said, “The development we need is rooted in education, such as the 

education you are providing to our children—English language education,” he stressed. 

This, he assured me, would enable the community to generate employment opportunities 

and “autonomous development” within the tourism industry. Nancy agreed with Ricardo, 

but the taxista, who was significantly younger in age, adamantly disagreed. The problem, 

he said, is that, “The Honduran worker is exploited.” According to him, the average 

working adult earns, $150 per month, which is even less than the legally mandated 

minimum wage. “People who have university degrees work as taxi drivers and in low-

skill jobs.” He highlighted other economic disparities plaguing the country: "Honduran 

factory workers perform the same labor as their counterparts in the United States, but 

make a substantially reduced salary and in poor conditions, which by most standards, is 

not dignified employment." The taxi driver's critical assessment of "development" 
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diverged significantly from the optimistic tone of Nancy and Ricardo, who were both in 

their 40s and scraping out a living from the incipient tourism market. Skills, such as 

fluency in English, were coveted by community youth, some of whom hoped to make a 

living in the tourism sector, but mostly by those who wanted to migrate to the United 

States in search of "a future" unattainable in Honduras.  

 This taxicab conversation illustrates an array of perspectives on “development” 

and visions of the future. On one level, Ricardo was eager to tout their “autonomous” 

efforts to establish successful tourism businesses. But he also actively accommodated to 

prevailing discourses of development and the promise of tourism as opposed to the 

taxista who seemed unwilling to entertain the development hype around tourism. 

Nevertheless, hope and anticipation for the tourism economy was widespread and often 

the subject of casual conversations I sustained with people “on the streets.” This 

anticipation was generated by the state in conjunction with multilateral institutions and 

local Triunfeños who owned businesses or sought to become tourism entrepreneurs. 

Anticipation and hope for the tourism economy also reflected the changing ethos of land 

use and generational shifts in aspirations for the future. Would Triunfo remain a small 

fishing community at the margins of the state, or would Triunfo become a glistening 

tourism destination capable of meeting the employment needs and professional 

aspirations of young Triunfeños, many who are pursuing hotel management, tourism and 

English as courses of study?  

 This conversation challenged me to reconsider my pre-field assumptions about 

local politics in Triunfo de la Cruz. Tourism development, as it turns out, didn’t really 
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exist in the minds of all Triunfeños. It was something that was subject to debate and often 

at the root of conversations concerning the future trajectory of the community. I will 

explore this conundrum in this chapter and in doing so, I hope to uncover the moral life 

of development in Triunfo, how it is constituted as an issue of communal concern that 

could result in prosperity or doom--understood as territorial displacement and lost of 

identity. Despite the state’s ostensible disregard for the wellbeing of Garifuna coastal 

inhabitants, state-sanctioned development, couched in the rhetoric of “sustainability” and 

“poverty reduction,” are features of everyday life in Triunfo de la Cruz, forming the axis 

around which notions of the "good life" circulate and collide.  

 
Aqui hay vida: Youth Migration, Prosperity and Geographies of the Good Life 
 
 In the above vignette, the taxista's proclamations about the lack of development 

was both a critique of the state for its abandonment of Triunfo de la Cruz and a critical 

reflection on the possibility of "development" in Triunfo. Given Triunfo's location on the 

geo-political margins of the state, the community hardly benefits from development 

initiatives financed by multilateral financial institutions or from direct public investments 

by the state. Additionally, in my two-year stay, I did not identify a single industry that 

provided a steady source of employment for community members, aside from the paltry, 

and mostly informal, employment generated by the tourism industry.  

 The taxi-driver's dismissive attitude about "development" resonated with that of 

other community youth, many who aspired to leave the community in search of better 

opportunities elsewhere. Whereas older Triunfeños tended to wax poetic about the past 

and their nostalgia for a foregone time when Triunfo abounded with food, land and 
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opportunity, youth were in search of a “future” that was not obtainable locally. 

Paradoxically, both visions entailed present sacrifice and both relied on notions of self-

reliance or self-realization, which formed the core of one’s ability to survive. Leticia, a 

30 year old single mother, told me, “Chris, I have to leave, to look for a future, to 

construct my house and to give my son access to a good education.”  

 The impetus to leave was strongest among young adults in the community (ages 

18-40). Indeed, most of the people in my age range were already working outside the 

community: in La Ceiba, Tegucigalpa, San Pedro Sula, or they had migrated to the 

United States. Additionally, many young men opted to “ship-out,” trying their luck as 

seamen in the growing international cruise ship industry. Regardless of the work pursued, 

it was generally understood that in order to “buscar un futuro,” one must leave the 

community. Youth often voiced their frustrations with the economic stagnancy they 

experienced on a daily basis. Leaving the community was literally the only means of 

acquiring the capital needed to build a home and to secure family wellbeing.  

Leticia’s desire to leave the community was echoed by Oscar and Wilson, former 

students in my English class, who desired to find work as marineros. Wilson had 

experience working as a cook and I assumed he would pursue this line of employment on 

the cruise ship, but instead he had applied for a position as a busboy. “Chris, I don't want 

to enslave myself--la cocina es para matar!" He saw the job as a means to an end, but he 

was not enthusiastic about the prospect of leaving Triunfo and was apprehensive about 

the sacrifices his work on the ship would entail.  
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Wilson extolled the privilege of living by the sea, the quality of the food, and the 

beauty of the beach. Oscar agreed. Staring into the horizon, he said, “Aqui hay vida and 

we don’t know how to value it. Without a doubt, life here is more comfortable and 

accessible than in the city.” Aqui hay vida was a common refrain; this was not merely a 

reference to the privilege of living by the sea, but also a declaration of the freedom lost 

when Garifuna go to work outside the community. Life in the city was rough.40 

Moreover, Oscar’s comments about having a more comfortable life in Triunfo sheds light 

on the other meanings of the “good life,” which are not totally bound up in material 

notions of wealth. Although it was important to have material things such as a casa de 

bloque (cement block home), nice clothing, and a good education, the need for a space 

where “we rule ourselves”41 was also of critical importance to community youth.  

Both Wilson and Oscar decried the cost of living in the city, the high rents, taxes, 

and transportation expenses, but they conceded, “there is no work here,” and thus one 

feels obligated to leave. Reflecting on the difficulty of finding work in Honduras, Wilson 

said, “What you can find there, you can’t find here. Here we work just for food, for 

survival, you can’t even afford to construct a house,” adding, “you have to apretar 

estomogo in order to save.” He and Oscar were aware of the challenges they would face 

on the cruise ship, but as Wilson said, “I prefer to go there.”  

 Similarly, in a conversation with Nancy, she recounted her memories of working 

in Spain and explained her motives for leaving Triunfo. “I left my husband and children 

to be able to acquire the resources to make my business grow” (interview, November 16, 
                                                
40 My friends often used the English word, rough, to  describe the experiences living in the city. 
41 I expand on the variegated meanings of autonomy in Chapter Three. 
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2008). After three years she returned to the community to reap the fruits of her labor. 

Cabañas Nancy is now the largest Garifuna owned hotel in the community and one of the 

most frequented by tourists. In Spain, she grew very close to the family she worked for 

and they have asked her to return on numerous occasions, but she was disinclined. “I will 

not leave my paradise, again” (ibid.). These conversations demonstrate the ways in which 

out migration was understood as both a means to prosperity and a kind of self-

deprivation, since nearly all Triunfeños took pride in certain aspects of life in Triunfo.  

Ideas about “la buena vida” articulated with prevailing discourses of 

development, which constructed Triunfo as a sleeping tourist destination, a place devoid 

of the infrastructure associated with a “developed” geography, but nonetheless a 

landscape with great potential to achieve prosperity-- hotels, golf courses, and other 

amenities that would appeal to visitors. The Los Micos project in Tornabe was frequently 

cited as an example of a community undergoing “development," but enclave tourism was 

a highly polemic issue, as many saw it as a potential threat to their autonomy and control 

over local resources. Community members spoke of the “good life” already accessible in 

Triunfo, which was inextricable from the land and sea resources that Triunfeños claimed 

as their territory, and which was at risk of being usurped. Nonetheless, some Triunfeños 

were willing to exchange these communal resources for “development,” and in particular 

for local employment opportunities. 

 By recognizing the variety of perspectives on tourism and the contradictions that 

permeated everyday conversations on development, I was able to glean two opposing 

notions of the “good life.” One version was propagated by the state, multilateral 
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institutions and local “empresarios” who desired—with varying degrees of fervor—to 

transform the Bahia de Tela into the next Cancun.  The other version was informed by 

experiences working outside the community and the realization that in Triunfo, “Hay 

vida.” Key to this analysis, is that youth desires to leave Triunfo are neither a 

wholehearted embrace of “development,” nor a complete rejection of the “traditional,” as 

some community elders argued.  

 Most elders I spoke with were fundamentally at odds with the vision of 

development propagated by state, multilateral development institutions and local 

“empresarios.” They explicitly contested the idea that tourism would bring development 

to the community. Tia Lily, an elderly Garifuna women who was well known for her 

baked goods and, my favorite, calabu, 42 told me, “Tourism will be development for 

them, not for us.” By this, she meant to distinguish the beneficiaries of tourism 

development (i.e. the state, white Hondurans, tourism businesses) from the community. 

She chastised the trajectory of the community and the “individualistic vision” of 

community youth who seemed to be wrapped up in the promises of a future untold. 

Community youth were, according to Lily, too committed to materialism that would 

eventually lead to the demise of Garifuna culture.  

 Debates over the future of the community and the survival of the people were 

deeply enmeshed with interpretations of the past and struggles over what it means to be 

Garifuna, as an identity and a way of living ethically. In this vein, state tourism 

development schemes presented the community with a moral dilemma, between a 

                                                
42 A warm, sweet and hearty porridge made from coconut milk, hominy, sugar and spices. 
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perceived traditional way of being and an emergent modern ethos. Zigon asserts, “These 

dilemmas, difficult times, and troubles do arise from time to time and they force one […] 

to work-through and deal with the situation-at-hand” (Zigon 2007, 137). Ethics, 

according to Zigon, is the process of returning to the “unreflective moral dispositions of 

everyday life” (ibid., 40). While I find Zigon's work on ethics instructive, I am more 

interested in the ways in which some subjects are relegated to a state of semi-permanent 

“moral breakdown.” This is the situation facing Garifuna in Triunfo, where questions of 

survival permeate everyday life through politics around tourism development, land and 

the quotidian politics of making a living.  

 
 
Accommodating and Resisting the “Bootstrap Fantasy” 
 
The illusion that some people in our community have is a big factor [in land sales]. For 
example, [investors] come and tell a magnificent story [to an individual community 
member]: "I will give you this, I will give you that. I promise that if I am elected, you will 
have these benefits." They are basically bribed, which leads them to become delusional, 
to create a fantasy world. From that moment, they agree to sell.  
 

    -Dora (November 17, 2009) 
 

 
 There are a number of small Garifuna-owned tourism businesses in Triunfo that 

have benefitted from development programs funded by International Financial 

Institutions (IFIs), including the World Bank’s Fondo Prosperidad, which I discuss 

below. Significantly, most of the explicitly tourism oriented businesses owned by 

Garifuna in Triunfo (listed in Chart 1.1) were associated with the patronato paralelo, 

presided over by Ricardo. While these businesses catered primarily to incoming tourists, 
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they also received local patronage. Likewise, tourists occasionally patronized businesses 

that catered to the consumer needs of community residents.  

 

Restaurants Hotels Other Tourism 
Oriented Businesses 

Rico's Place  Cabañas y Comedor Nancy Artesanias 3 de Mayo  
Comedor Brisas del Mar  Cabañas y Comedor Abel Claudio's Artesanias  
Playa Caracol  Cabañas Hamalali Hiñaruñu 

(Not operational) 
Coco Tours (French 
and Garifuna owned) 

Playa Miramar  Mingue’s Bar 
Buda Restaurant   Bar Africa 
 

Table 2 Garifuna Owned Tourism Businesses, Triunfo de la Cruz43 

 
 The “success” of these businesses varied significantly,44 but the business owners 

exercised additional power in the community for their ability to successfully lobby 

external institutions for financial support. Among some factions, these businesses were 

deemed more “valuable” than other Garifuna owned businesses, including pulperias 

(small convenience stores) and restaurants that served a primarily local clientele. The 

owners fancied themselves “empresarios” and the legitimate leaders of Triunfo, because 

they were future oriented, representing the vision of Triunfo as tourism destination, and 

demonstrating the ability of some Triunfeños to bring this yet unattained aspiration into 

reality. Ricardo, the proprietor of Rico’s Place, explained:  

                                                
43 This only covers the period of my fieldwork, from 2008-2010. 
44 I was not able to measure the actual financial input of the businesses listed, since most Triunfeños were 
reticent about discussing income and matters of personal finance. However, I was able to observe which 
businesses were most frequented by tourists. Cabanas Nancy and Cabanas Colon were the most successful 
based on this informal measure. 
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In 2005, we had the good fortune of receiving a grant from the Fondo 
Prosperidad, a World Bank funded grant that is managed by the Honduran 
Tourism Institute, and which forms part of the National Sustainable Tourism 
Program. Right now we are trying to determine how to secure another grant from 
the Fondo Fomento al Turismo, which we would have access to via the IBD loan 
that is being used to construct the Los Micos Beach and Golf Resort.  
 

Ricardo demonstrated a thorough knowledge of the institutions and programs dedicated 

to tourism development and together with other budding tourism entrepreneurs he was 

able to plug into these networks to materialize his business aspirations (see chart below). 

His institutional ties to the municipality also gave him access to resources that were either 

out of the reach of Carla's patronato or refused, such as the Fondo Fomento al Turismo, 

because of her ideological opposition to the Los Micos Resort. 

 

 
 

Figure 6 Flow of Money, Fondo Prosperidad45 

 
                                                
45 This flow chart only represents the beneficiaries identified by Ricardo. I was not able to fact check with 
World Bank documentation, but I merely wish to create a visual for how local tourism businesses link up to 
institutional resources earmarked for the promotion of tourism in the region. 
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 Ricardo was also a trained consultant for business development and management. 

During our first meeting, on November 6, 2008, he touted the efforts of his patronato to 

establish tourism businesses and specifically his role as adviser to aspiring business 

owners in Triunfo. When I arrived at his home office, Ricardo was seated at his desk 

assisting another Triunfeño to develop a proposal for a business he sought to establish in 

Barrio Tiuna, on the western end of the community. Ricardo’s client, a tall bony man in 

his late 40s, told me he owned an horno ancestral (traditional oven made of clay), but he 

was meeting with Ricardo to develop a proposal to acquire an horno electrico industrial 

(industrial baking oven) to “improve quality and increase output.” 

 When I asked Ricardo how he became knowledgeable about business 

management, he explained that he collaborated with the Camera Nacional de Turismo 

Garifuna (National Garifuna Tourism Council) to solicit a training session on how to 

develop business plans from SNV (Netherlands Development Organization). SNV 

facilitated contact with CEFE (Competency-based Economies through Formation of 

Enterprise), and together with partners from the Municipality of Tela and the Camera de 

Turismo de Tela (Tela Tourism Board) they were able to secure a training on business 

development.  
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Figure 7 Patronato Ricardo, Institutional Networks 

 

According to Ricardo, community-based tourism was the only means of 

confronting the “monster of tourism.” “What is the monster of tourism?” I asked. “The 

Los Micos Resort,” he said, adding, "It is the only way to survive. By establishing our 

own businesses we can eradicate the high levels of unemployment in our community and 

promote local development. This is the course of the local economy.”  

Ricardo’s support for local tourism development articulated with the emergent 

development moralities I outlined in the previous chapter, and was framed by his desire 

to facilitate "development" and create employment opportunities for Triunfeños. His 

promotion of tourism businesses was in essence an ethical project underscored by the 

need to “better” the community’s economic outlook and posited as an alternative to the 
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“monster” (Los Micos) that threatened to destroy the community. His statement draws 

from prevailing development discourses—namely poverty reduction and human 

development—and the rhetoric of communal defense used by activists opposed to 

enclave tourism. As someone who has established institutional networks with the 

municipality and multilateral development agencies, he is also positioned as a leader with 

the “capacity” to guide the community towards prosperity. 

While Ricardo was critical of the enclave tourism model represented by the Los 

Micos project, his critique was mitigated by support for the ODECO sponsored 

negotiations with Los Micos to include the Garifuna communities located along Tela Bay 

as accionarios (stock holders) in the project. The communities—Miami, Tornabe, San 

Juan, La Enscenada and Triunfo—signed an accord with the state and Los Micos 

investors on April 12, 2008. With reference to this agreement, Ricardo asserted, “It gives 

us an opportunity to be more than just objects,” echoing the rhetoric of ODECO's director 

and reflecting, more generally, transnational discourses of anti-racist struggle. When I 

asked him to explain what he meant, he said, “Garifuna could work as receptionists and 

in other positions at the resort, not just as dancers for the tourists.” He was committed to 

ensuring full participation within the tourism economy as opposed to being excluded 

from the promised riches. At the end of the meeting Ricardo admitted that he might be 

committing errors, stating, “Not all of the community is an agreement with my actions.”  

This meeting helped me to glean a basic understanding of Ricardo’s perspective 

on development and his commitment to promote tourism as the way forward for the local 

economy. He desired to instill “administrative discipline” in the community and to 
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“exploit the capacity of each individual” in the creation of a tourism friendly business 

environment that could solidify Triunfo’s position as a destination for tourists. The 

disciplinary component of his vision resonated with state discourses of development, but 

it is embedded in politics that are framed ethically, in terms of doing good. Programs 

such as “Inclusive Tourism” (SNV), Fondo Prosperidad, and environmentally friendly 

projects that promote “sustainable” development and “ecotourism” all illustrate the 

international moral regime that undergirds the new development discourse and that seeps 

into the moral lives of individuals, such as Ricardo and Lucas who believe this model of 

development will pave the path to prosperity.  

Ricardo’s enthusiasm for tourism was illustrated through his efforts to make 

tourism into a viable local industry, but the question of whether he was making “errors” 

loomed and it became clear that this was at the root of community divisions stemming 

from tourism development. The issue was framed in terms of who was acting in the 

interest of the collective versus who was acting to serve their personal interests.  

Lucas, who I met through Ricardo, had invited me to visit his business in Barrio 

Tiuna. After greeting me, he walked me to the center of the “patio” to his recently 

completed oven. The large dome-shaped clay oven was located under an oxidized tin 

roof. It had smooth rounded walls and a front “door” used to prevent heat from escaping. 

Lucas referred to the oven with pride, but was quick to note that this was just a “humble 

beginning” for his more ambitious plan, which was to purchase an industrial oven. His 

business plan, if realized, would allow him to pay for the new oven and construct a small 

storefront café where tourists could come to have coffee and baked goods. The industrial 
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oven would not only offer him a competitive advantage over other bakers in the 

community, but it would also be more “efficient.” I asked him to explain this in more 

detail, since I assumed an electric oven would require more energy to operate. “It is more 

efficient, because it will place less strains on local resources [fire wood] and make my 

business more profitable.”  

 Lucas’s business aspirations rolled off his tongue in a semi-rehearsed manner, 

demonstrating a mastery of his development know-how. He had a good command of the 

jargon of “scientific capitalism,” which, “seeks to present itself as a non-moral order, in 

which neutral, technical principles of efficiency and pragmatism give ‘correct’ answers to 

questions of public policy” (Ferguson 2006, 80).  Lucas couched his business aspirations 

in the economic rationale of efficiency and growth. But his neutrality slowly shifted into 

a deeply politicized discourse, as he steered the conversation towards more general issues 

of community development. He was very critical of the prevalence of 

“conservacionismo”46— a word he used to describe the “problem” of Garifuna culture.  

Lucas said, “We have to find a way to confront the monster of globalization," and 

reiterated “the need to find a way to overcome within this system,” as opposed to being 

left behind or--to use his metaphor--flattened by the monster.  

Lucas, like Ricardo, was adamantly opposed to the other patronato, which he 

referred to as the paralelos.47 He said Carla’s group was illegitimate, because they were 

not officially registered with the Municipality of Tela and he associated her patronato 

                                                
46 Interestingly there was frequent slippage between the words conservatism and "conservationism." 
47 This was an inversion of the prevailing communal discourse reference the two patronatos. Ricardo's 
group was in most cases referred to at the paralelos. 
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with “conservacionismo.” He continued to critique their tactics, arguing that they would 

ultimately “stunt the community’s growth.” He was visibly upset when talking about the 

subject—a delicate matter that he indicated was not really any of my business, since I 

was not a comunitario (from the community).  He was critical of my alignment with the 

other patronato, which was the first time anyone in the community made an explicit 

critique of my positionality in the conflict.    

Although I felt uncomfortable by his confrontational tone, we continued our 

conversation and he eventually shifted back to discussing his views on community 

development, highlighting specific projects that Ricardo facilitated, such as the new roof 

at the school. He used the school repairs to launch another critique at Carla’s Patronato. 

“They do not have the capacity to generate projects for the benefit of the community.” 

This was an important critique, highlighting two recurring themes in the local 

development debate: 1) The question of who is “capacitado” to lead the community and 

2) Who has the ability to generate projects that will benefit the community. Ricardo’s 

assumed superiority was manifested in his successful navigation of the development 

terrain and his ability to channel funds to local projects and business initiatives, which in 

turn bolstered his profile with state officials and institutions. 

When speaking about the development of the community, Lucas used the 

metaphor of a metamorphosis to describe the change necessitated by the onslaught of 

tourism.  He said, “A cocoon is difficult to break.” In other words, change was imminent, 

but the community was still having difficulty breaking free from the cocoon.  “Why?” I 

asked.  “Por nuestra cultura.  It is difficult to explain, but our culture is holding us back.  
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We are too busy looking back.” He referred to the “hegemony” of the ancestors, and in 

what seemed like an internalization of market discourse, complained about the failure of 

“morenos” to make progress.  Developers frequently referenced the stagnated “moreno” 

to describe the inability of Garifuna to work effectively. The cocoon metaphor also has 

normative implications, professing the inherent beauty (good) to come from the 

development they seek for the community. It is just a matter of allowing the butterfly to 

emerge.  

The sudden interest in tourism as a means of livelihood was influenced by the 

precipitous rise in tourist arrivals, the simultaneous commodification of Garifuna lands 

and culture, and the surge in externally funded projects focused on the creation of tourism 

entrepreneurs. But the local tourism industry was still "in diapers" and very few Garifuna 

had managed to successfully carve out a living as tourism entrepreneurs.  Citing a lack of 

“training” in business administration, many Triunfeños echoed the complaints of tourism 

officials in Tela and local empresarios, such as Joel, the owner of a small hotel that was 

under construction. “The morenitos48 don't know about business.” He insisted Carla’s 

group was anti-progress, but, according to him, “evolution” was inevitable. His 

comments highlighted the conflict over collective and individual property regimes and 

also the importance of having business savvy in order to facilitate investments and lead 

the community out of “the monte.”49 Business leaders, such as Ricardo were deemed 

more “prepared” to lead the community, whereas members of Carla’s group were labeled 

                                                
48 Again, the use of moreno/morenito is used to denigrate the character and qualities of black (or dark-
skinned) peoples in Honduras. In some cases, Garifuna used the term to refer to themselves, or specifically 
to refer to those aligned with Carla's patronato. 
49 The bush 
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as conservative (opposed to progress). The discourse mirrored the racialized development 

rhetoric of officials in Tegucigalpa, reinforcing prevailing ideas about the Other and the 

lack of business competence miring the “development” of black and indigenous 

Hondurans. 

On April 2, 2009, in my second interview with Ricardo, he clarified his 

understanding of development. 

Ricardo: Development is first and foremost, to prepare oneself. A disc jockey at 
the local radio station, Faluma Bimetu, always said, 'A people without education 
is inept.' So, that is what we must aspire to--prepare ourselves, become trained [in 
marketable skills], encourage the youth to study, to go to school, to highschool, to 
the university. One must dedicate themselves to their studies, because it is the best 
way to prepararse. Because the meaning of development is often confused with 
infrastructural works.  

 
Chris: In terms of economic development, what do you consider to be the most 
appropriate mode of development for the community?  
 
Ricardo: The best way to acheive economic development, it to make yourself into 
a small business owner. Why? Because those people that have the capacity and 
knowhow to become self-employed and generate their own income, will do so by 
becoming a business owner. We have seen that the best way to better the local 
economy is through the creation of small businesses.  
 

He offered a personal anecdote on how he became a business owner to demonstrate the 

possibilities inherent in entrepreneurship.  

We saw that people were coming to the community in search Garifuna food. They 
came, visited the beach and then, because we live facing the ocean, they would 
come here during lunch time and ask for traditional Garifuna foods. And well, we 
visualized a business plan and we built a small makeshift house on the beach to 
meet the needs of tourists. At the end of that season, we realized that it was really 
worth it. We worked in that way for three consecutive years, only working during 
Holy Week, but then I realized that the business could meet my financial needs 
during the entire year. 
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Ricardo’s success highlights his own agency in recognizing an opportunity and acting to 

reap the benefits. His business narrative shared parallels with other business owners, such 

as Nancy, who emphasized her business knowhow and the self-garnerated improvements 

she has been able to make to her business.  

The tourists began arriving in 1992. They were mostly European tourists and a 
smidgen of North Americans. They lived in tents on the beach and we decided to 
constuct six casas tipicas with manaca [a palm used in the consruction of 
traditional houses]. Little by little we augmented the size of our business, making 
mejoramientos (improvements) along the way.  
 

Today the hotel consists of eighteen rooms ranging in size from one to three beds. The 

entire hotel is constructed from bloque, which is a more durable construction material and 

widely recognized as a sign of “progress.” The success of her busienss is also a testament 

to her ability to pull herself up by her bootstraps. 

 

Righteous Politics: “Rescuing” the Land and the Ethics of Struggle  
 
Rescue, v.: To set free (a hostage, a person captured by an enemy); to deliver (a person) 
from the attack of, or out of the hands of, enemies. Also: †to save (a person) from attack, 
etc., on a battlefield (obs.). 
 
a. To deliver (a person) from evil, trouble, or harm, esp. to save (a person) from a 
dangerous or distressing situation. 50 
 
  

 The history of land struggle in Triunfo is directly implicated in struggles over 

tourism development. The community has been the site of numerous development 

projects, including the infamous Marbella Resort, which I will describe below. These 

projects have been presented as a form of “development” or “improvement” for the 
                                                
50 Definition taken from the Oxford English Dictionary, accessed April 2012 
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community (see Murray-Li 2007), initiatives that would ultimately benefit Triunfeños 

through the creation of jobs, infrastructural improvements, increased property values and 

aesthetic enhancements. Dominant discourses around development and the policies used 

to shape and condition support for the mandates of development are contested and 

reshaped by the target populations situated on the receiving end. For many community 

members, in particular those affiliated with Carla’s Patronato, externally imposed tourism 

development policies are bound up with the erosion of communal property regimes, and 

in turn present challenges to communal autonomy.  

 Efforts to “rescue” the lands from the hands of private investors have been met 

with both approval and disdain. Those that approve of “rescate territorial” are committed 

to the defense of communal lands and autonomy. Moreover, the use of the verb “to 

rescue” makes clear the symbiotic relationship between the land and the people; that is to 

say, the land provides for the community and Triunfeños must also care for the land, by 

ensuring it is not overly exploited or transformed into a mere commodity to be bought 

and sold on the market.51 But, those opposed—namely the municipal authorities, 

investors, and the opposing communal faction—believe land defense strategies, such as 

the practice of “rescuing” the lands are “illegal.” The activists, it was argued, violated the 

“rights” of investors who purchased the land and claimed “rightful” ownership. The 

discord between the two communal factions sheds light on the centrality of ethics in 

struggles over land and development. The rhetoric of legality has become a key feature of 

                                                
51 See my discussion of the "ethos of mothering" in Chapter 3  
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local land struggles, factoring into the arguments of Triunfeños situated on both sides of 

the conflict. 

In 1989, the Municipality of Tela asked the INA (Instituto Nacional Agraria) to 

expand its juridical boundaries. The request was granted in 1992 shortly after the 

National Congress approved the Municipality Law—a landmark legislation couched 

within the pro-decentralization policies of President Callejas (1990-1994), and which 

gave municipal governments more autonomy and control over the lands in their 

jurisdiction. As a result, the Municipality of Tela extended its sovereignty over Triunfo 

de la Cruz, incorporating the ancestral lands of the community within the domain of its 

urban limits. In 1994, the municipal registrar began authorizing the sale of lands to the 

investment firm Inversiones y Desarrollo El Triunfo S.A. (IDETRISA), which sought to 

establish a gated resort community on Triunfo’s eastern edge, an area that was used 

primarily by women for agricultural purposes. The investors together with a small group 

of local “empresarios” began buying up the land where the project was to be 

established.52  

Community activists immediately rose up in opposition to the “Marbella” project. 

“As soon as we realized what was happening, we organized a Research Committee, 

which became the Land Defense Committee of Triunfo de la Cruz (CODETT)” 

(interview, Carla, November 24, 2009). CODETT, presided over by Miguel, documented 

numerous allegations of extortion and with the support of OFRANEH they accused the 

municipal government of “abuse of authority and embezzlement of public funds” for its 
                                                
52 At the time, the patronato was presided over by Professor Abel. He welcomed the Marbella project and 
continues to be one of the main proponents of tourism investments. He is also the owner of Cabanas Abel. 
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participation in and support of the project. The ensuing repression carried out against the 

community, including the death of a prominent Garifuna activist, Jesus Alvarez, drew 

much public attention and the investors, fearing legal reprisal, eventually abandoned the 

development.  

 

 
 

Figure 8 Half-constructed vacation home in Marbella 

 
Following the Marbella project, Triunfo was embroiled in yet another conflict 

over communal land with the Municipality of Tela. In January 1998, the Municipality 

granted 22.87 Manzanas53 (approximately 40 acres) of communal land to the municipal 

worker’s union in payment of a previous debt. The land was distributed among union 

                                                
53 A manzana is a measurement of land equivalent to 1.75 acres. 
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members without consultation, even though the lands were located within the boundaries 

of Triunfo’s collective land title. Again, the community rose up to impede the land 

transfer. Land rights activists, led by CODETT, launched a successful “rescue” of the 

area. The effort, which had wide communal support, led to the creation of a new barrio—

Las 22 Manzanas. Both struggles—Marbella and the 22 Manzanas—are testaments to the 

tenacity of community land politics. Participants built a meeting space (galera) on the 

rescued lands, which has become an important space for community activists organizing 

against the privatization of lands. During my fieldwork, Carla’s patronato used the space 

to hold weekly meetings. 

In addition to rescate territorial, mounting pressures to privatize communal lands 

have been met with legal proceedings against the state, coordinated in consultation with 

OFRANEH. The following section will provide an overview of the legal actions taken to 

defend communal property, and demonstrate the ways in which legalese is folded into the 

everyday politics of land defense in Triunfo, constituting the moral grounds on which 

land “recuperation” is executed. 

In April 1997, as a result of his leadership in the land rights movement, Miguel 

was imprisoned. Miguel was charged with drug trafficking, but in the absence of 

conclusive evidence and after serving nearly seven years in prison, he was released. 

Miguel’s case garnered international attention when OFRANEH brought it before the 

Inter-American Commission of Human Rights (IACHR) in Washington D.C. The case 

eventually went to trial at the Inter-American Court of Human Rights (IACtHR) in Costa 

Rica. The court ruled in favor of Miguel, arguing, “His right not to be subject to an 
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arbitrary and illegal arrest or imprisonment was violated” (IACtHR Judgment, February 

2006, 39). Following his release, Miguel resumed his militancy in the land rights 

struggle. He was also elected to OFRANEH’s board of directors, and currently serves as 

Vice-President of the organization.  

Miguel’s successful case against the state of Honduras and his position within 

OFRANEH has garnered him additional moral authority in the community, primarily 

among those who are committed to the land struggle. Just as Ricardo is able to leverage 

power in the community as a result of his institutional networks, Miguel strategically 

mobilizes his ties to the international human rights community and his firsthand 

knowledge of the international jurisprudence to wrest authority from the Municipality of 

Tela and from his adversaries in the community. Significantly, Carla, who is married to 

Miguel, also garnered approval and authority from community members who empathized 

with the suffering she endured in Miguel’s absence. Moreover, the personal suffering of 

the Lopez family has become symbolic of the collective suffering of the community. The 

loss of territory and erosion of communal autonomy is parallel to the loss of freedom 

experienced by Miguel. Those who organized with Carla to “rescue” privatized lands 

justified their actions in ethical terms, which simultaneously posit the legality of land 

defense, the will of the ancestors and the collective wellbeing of the community. 

In a meeting at 22 Manzanas on June 2, 2009, Miguel said, “The law is violated 

for money—people give more validity to money than to the law. Triunfo de la Cruz has a 

collective title. There are rules, statutes that everyone one quickly forgets when money 

arrives. Here there is no private property. This is something that the other faction [the 
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paralelos] has permitted, but we are fighting against them.” He highlighted a critical 

point of distinction between the two fuerzas (factions): Carla’s group was committed to 

the law and ethically grounded struggles over land rights and Ricardo’s group was 

controlled by their personal interests and motivated by money and greed. In sum, the 

corrosive forces of capitalism had corrupted Ricardo, undermining his moral standing in 

the community.  

The claim to rightful ownership of the land hinged upon Triunfo’s ability to 

successfully wage a legal battle against the state at the IACtHR in Costa Rica. Nearly six 

years has passed since the case of Triunfo (Petition 906-03) was presented before the 

IACHR.54 The proceedings have been mired in delays, leading some to question the 

efficacy of this strategy, but the fact the case even exists and that it has been classified as 

admissible by the IACHR has given community members hope that a resolution would 

soon come, and serves to validate the righteousness of the struggle.  

Triunfeños on the other side of the conflict, in particular those aligned with the 

“empresarios,” continue to challenge the authority and moral character of Carla’s 

supporters. They are criticized for impeding “progress,” for carrying out “illegal 

invasions” of private property, for being racist against whites (for their insistence that 

communal lands cannot be sold to no-Garifuna) and for being anti-establishment radicals 

because of their opposition to the Municipal government. On March 27, 2009, at a 

meeting called by Ricardo’s patronato to discuss the road takeover coordinated by 

OFRANEH and supported by Carla, Don Nicolas said, “We cannot avoid the fact that we 

                                                
54 The case of Triunfo was declared admissible in March 2006. 
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belong within the jurisdiction of the municipality." Another man agreed with him, stating, 

“It is as if we want to be citizens of the state and at the same time fight against the 

government,” adding, “it’s illogical.”  

Following the road takeover I described at the opening of Chapter One, 

OFRANEH threatened to close off traffic to the Garifuna communities during Holy 

Week. Some of the participants in this meeting expressed concern about the toma, 

declaring it a direct threat to their livelihoods. “There is not one person in the community 

that does not benefit from the beach [tourism].” But it was after the meeting in a private 

conversation with Dona Noelia that I came to understand the conflict at yet another level 

of nuance. Noelia explained, “The paro (road take over) was very worrisome to me 

personally, because I took a loan for 10,000 L from the bank and if I can’t sell my 

product--beer, fish, bread--then I will not be able to pay the loan back and I may even 

land in jail” (Personal Conversation, March 27, 2009). Her disclosure illustrated the ways 

in which individual community members become entangled with the state apparatus. The 

debt owed to banks was a major issue of concern expressed by “empresarios” in Triunfo, 

one that served to motivate their politics and their opposition to the land defense tactics 

of Carla’s group.  

In a general assembly called on April 28, 2009, the two patronatos finally came 

together to discuss the possibility of mending communal divisions. Ricardo convoked the 

meeting, but Carla agreed to attend in order to “set the record straight.” The meeting 

began with a prayer. 

If we are all Christians, then let's treat one another like Christians. It is 
unfortunate that within our hearts there is no room for the truth. The word of 
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Christ is not for everyone. Truth is resolution. Lies will only worsen the problem. 
Lies have been put into our hearts by the Devil. Here there is only one Triunfo. 
We are all Triunfeños. 

 
Questions of honesty, of belonging, and of love for the community are all important 

signifiers of the ethical dimensions of the struggle. The meeting began with a discussion 

of the community elections held in February 2009, wherein Carla was reelected to the 

presidency of the patronato for a two-year term by a margin of nearly 200 votes.55 

Ricardo was invited to participate in the elections, but refused, insisting that the “legal” 

elections were to be held in May, as approved by the Municipality.  

Carlos, a former president of the patronato said, “We already had elections in 

February. The rights are conferred in the documentation that recognizes the patronato as a 

legal entity. We did not come here today to vote for a new patronato, given that we 

already voted.” Miguel corroborated Carlos's statement and calmly explained to the 

participants that Carla’s group was registered with the national government in the 

Secretaria de Gobernacion y Justicia, as stipulated by Article 56 of the Municipality Law. 

He then shifted the discussion to Ricardo’s role in land sales. Don Nicolas, a restaurant 

owner and Ricardo ally, shouted angrily, “A drug trafficking delinquent cannot lead a 

people!” adding, “He was in jail for six years as a result of the crime he committed!” In 

this act of defamation, Nicolas sought to open old scars and undermine Miguel’s moral 

character and authority to lead. Nicolas’s outburst led Miguel, Carla and their followers 

to leave the meeting abruptly. Miguel and Carla's decision not to engage in the spat 

                                                
55 I observed these elections. Ricardo was invited to participate, but he abstained participation. There were 
two candidates and Carla, won with a clear majority of the votes.  
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bolstered their moral standing among their constituents, but did little to combat the 

accusations launched against them, weakening their standing among Ricardo's supporters. 

Meanwhile, Ricardo continued to address the audience, “We are not trying to 

create divisions; but rather to better the community.” He then began listing the 

development initiatives carried out under his leadership, including a handful of projects 

he was in the process of soliciting for the benefit of the community. He reiterated the 

importance of becoming “capacitados,” and discussed the opportunities being generated 

by the Los Micos Project and the BID financed Fondo de Fomento al Turismo. Ricardo’s 

approach to community development was clear, but his stance with reference to the sale 

of communal lands was murky and a source of contention, even among those who 

benefitted from his tourism initiatives.  

In the previous month, at a meeting convoked to discuss bilingual education, 

Ricardo openly addressed rumors that he backs the privatization of communal lands. He 

said, “People will tell you that I am in favor of selling the land,” but he pleaded with the 

participants to be more judicious in their assessment of the situation. He told the story of 

an elderly Triunfeña who was in need of money for her family. She came to him to seek 

permission to sell the land to a ladino buyer.56 He said he called a meeting to discuss her 

specific case, and on the basis of his “moral commitment” to this woman and the 

“consensus” of the people, he agreed to the land sale (March 4, 2009). In this particular 

case it was “right” to sell the land and his decision was legitimated by the democratic 

mandate of consensus.  

                                                
56 All land sales must be approved by the patronato. 
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Others were more blatant in their opposition to Triunfo’s collective land title. 

Speaking about Carla’s supporters, Joel, the owner of a small tourism business, said, 

“They don't want to progress. They want Triunfo to remain little, but that tractor is 

coming and there is no way to stop it” (Joel, May 30, 2009). Joel spoke candidly about 

the conflicts in the community and said that he didn’t really understand what they were 

fighting over. “Those that are fighting over the land don't have land.” He was opposed to 

the maintenance of collective property regimes, stating, “The lands belong to 

individuals.” Those that have land don’t have the capital to invest, he noted, and, “money 

talks.” In this statement, the tensions between individualistic and collectivistic ethics are 

more explicit. The land is the propriety of individuals (in customary practice) and thus, 

according to Carlos, individuals should be able to sell the land to access capital. 

 

Dolor Madurado:57 The Ethics of Identity and Belonging  
 
Un significado a este termino, al Garifuna, esta el termino de Gari que se refiere al 
dolor, y funa, de maduro. Que seria Dolor Maduro. Sabemos que hemos venido tras la 
esclavización con un dolor que ha venido ano tras ano, y que ha venido madurando, 
entonces desde allí se genera prácticamente el significado del nombre de nosotros los 
garifunas. Dolor maduro, o dolor madurado. 
       -Dora, Nov. 17, 2009 
 
 

Shortly after my arrival in Triunfo in 2008, my host, Carla, engaged me in a 

conversation about community divisions. “Ricardo,” she said, "is a vendido (sell out) and 

is not sufficiently conscious to develop his own critique of development." In many ways, 

her proclamation was not unfounded. Members of Ricardo’s group reproduced dominant 

                                                
57 Mature Suffering 
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development discourses, but I was more interested in her use of the word “vendido,” 

which reappeared in other contexts, wherein Triunfeños launched critiques at Garifuna 

who were embarrassed of their culture or not sufficiently knowledgeable about their 

language or roots, or to betray the principles of their people. Language was a fundamental 

component of how Garifuna identified other Garifuna. Significantly, Ricardo did not 

speak Garifuna and this was a source of ridicule for his opponents. Moreover, he was 

born in Tela, which also fed arguments that he was not sufficiently Garifuna. At one of 

the weekly meetings in the 22 Manzanas, she said,  “Ricardo has the vision of the city--he 

was born in Tela, he was raised there. He does not have Garifuna pensamiento (ways of 

knowing), and that is why he wants to make Triunfo into an appendage of Tela” (June 2, 

2009). By calling into question his identity as Garifuna, she undermined his leadership in 

the community and his vision for the development of Triunfo.  

Like Ricardo, her vision for future of the community was guided by her ethical 

approach to development and the mitigation of the local political conflicts, which had 

been greatly reconfigured by the promise of tourism development in Tela Bay. Carla 

pitted Garifuna modes of being and land use against the accommodationist strategies 

employed by her adversary, and she was quick to dismiss critiques from her opponents, 

especially the attempts to undermine the intelligence and preparedness of the viejas 

(elderly women) that constitute her base. “Capacity for what? What does that have to 

with anything?” she asked incredulously. “Our ancestors were not capacitados” (May 23, 

2009). Her assertion not only challenged the racist logics embedded within state 

development schemes, regarding the deficiencies (educational, cultural and moral) of 
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Garifuna, but also resuscitated the importance of ancestrality in the making of 

community. 

 Both patronatos proclaimed to be the legitimate communal authority and both 

professed to struggle for Triunfo’s “autonomous” development, but there were key 

differences in their approaches to working with the community, and more importantly, 

key differences in how they aligned politically with external institutions. Members of 

Carla’s group were adamantly opposed to working with the municipal authorities, 

because the authorities had on many occasions undermined Triunfo’s autonomy through 

the authorization of illegal land sales. Her steadfast commitment to the land struggle 

garnered her a great deal of support, even among those who benefitted from Ricardo’s 

dealings with the municipality. 

 The tense relationship between the community and the municipal government was 

the result of Tela’s unrelenting attempts to appropriate Garifuna lands. Some feared the 

municipal government would make Triunfo into another Barrio of Tela. “If they make us 

into a barrio of Tela, our lives will become much more difficult. We will have to start 

paying taxes, water, everything. They want to take the little bit that we have for their 

pockets” (Puntito, Nov. 22, 2009). To defend communal autonomy was also an attempt to 

protect against paying taxes and for other services the community had not traditionally 

paid for. Autonomy was not only a defense of “traditional” ways of being, as argued by 

the paralelos, but also a discourse used to fend off the incursion of state bureaucracies 

and private enterprise that sought to capitalize on Triunfo’s communal resources. 
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 When I asked Mayor Sacarro about the tributary problem, he expressed his 

frustration with Triunfeños that refused to pay taxes to the Municipality.  

Where you live, you have to pay taxes, many types of taxes--municipal taxes, 
state taxes, you pay to use services that you want. When there are problems, you 
can make claims, because you pay for the services. So, with Ricardo and other 
Afro-Honduran leaders, we have tried to combat this idea of auto-marginalization 
that some of the communities have, under the guidance of certain leaders, but it is 
a long journey, that demands lots of strength. But the only way to grow is to grow 
together, which can happen we have it clear in our minds that we are one 
government and one team. And this is something that we have been able to 
achieve with some of the younger leaders that have a different mentality. But I try 
to be very discreet in this, because I don't want to offend the sensibilities of 
others. I am being very honest and I am not playing politics. 
(interview, April 2, 2009) 
 

Sacarro's complaint about Garifuna who are unwilling to pay taxes is really about the 

community’s assertion of autonomy, and the insistence of Carla and her supporters to 

preserve their autonomy from the local government. Defiantly, Carla encouraged 

community members not to pay taxes to the municipality. Further, a regulatory 

framework does not exist for the taxation of communally held lands, something that was 

threatened by state efforts to catastrar indigenous and black territories.  

Community members, including individuals who steered clear of the conflict, 

frequently debated the stark contrasts between Carla and Ricardo’s perspectives on 

communal development. David and Jessica explained to me that the same grupito is 

behind land sales in the community, all of who were affiliated with Ricardo’s group. 

Jessica’s elderly mother, Dona Norma, was sitting on the patio as we discussed the 

problem of land sales. She was quiet at first, but spoke up to clarify the issue of 

communal land tenure in Triunfo.  

Chris: Before land was donated, right? 
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Dona Norma: Yes, people did not have much, so when someone showed up in 
need of land, a local family would donate land to that person, but things have 
changed. 
 
Chris: Now land is sold, right? 
 
Jessica: Yes 
 
Chris: But even among native Triunfeños? 
 
Jessica: Yes, and it is expensive to buy land. 
 
David: Just that parcel that is there by the restaurant owned by Juana's son is 
selling for $350,000 L.   
 
Chris: Wow, that is a lot of money! But only another Garifuna can buy the land, 
right? 
 
David: An indio (white) will probably have a Garifuna purchase the land and then 
take over the parcel.  That is what happens often.   
 
Dona Norma: No, then we will take it back! 
 
David: Ricardo, as president of the patronato, has legitimated the sales. Look at 
Marbella.   
 
Chris: And what about Playa Escondida? (A private beach community adjacent to 
the Cerro Triunfo de la Cruz) 
 
David: Beto Guillen, the same person who sold the 22 Manzanas, sold that land. 
He was indio. 
 
Dona Norma: He inherited the land from his father. 
 
Jessica: Before, his house was the only one located out there.  It was monte and 
jungle.  Viera Chris, it was scary to go there. 
 
Chris: So, was it always owned by indios?  
 
Dona Norma: No, that land belonged to blacks. I am Triunfeña. I know the history 
of my people! And there were Professor Abel has his cabanas, those lands were 
owned by my family.  We donated the land to Abel, and when the family wanted 
to recuperate it, he said no. 
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According to Doña Norma, some people take over lands, and in order to avoid conflict, 

the owners will simply acquiesce to the loss. “In general, that is the way of our people. 

We are passive.”  

Land loss amounts to a serious threat to Garifuna livelihood and cultural survival. 

In an interview with Dora, a Garifuna woman in her early 20s, she expressed her 

understanding of the relationship between Garifuna identity and territory, a point I will 

develop further in the next chapter. 

From the moment that they take us from here, they are taking from us the essence 
of our culture. Why? Nature, the land, all that surrounds us is crucial to our roots. 
For example, being close to the ocean reminds us of where we are from, how we 
arrived, etc, etc. So, to be removed from here [...] would destroy important aspects 
of our culture, such as fishing [...] and other traditions, such as those we use in our 
rituals. All of them in one way or another emerge from the sea. The same is true 
for our land. We already know that this land is very good for us, fertile for the 
sowing of crops, such as coconut, yucca, plantain, so to leave here would amount 
to a complete transformation of our way of life, a way of being in the world, an 
attitude and a tradition that has been maintained for generations. (Dora, Nov. 17, 
2009) 
 

Land tenure is an issue of communal concern, because land is the key to autonomy and 

critical to collective identity. Thus, the struggle to “rescue the land” is morally 

legitimated by the mandate of collective survival. 

 

Conclusion 
 
 In this chapter, I have addressed the moral life of development and struggles over 

land in Triunfo. It may seem that the conflict revolves around a couple of actors, but in 

fact these key figures are merely representatives of different ideological currents 

concerning development and land use in the community. The ethical struggle at play 
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between the state, multilateral institutions, local “empresarios” and land rights activists 

play out on the terrain of development and engage “good” and “bad” visions of the 

future. Both sides of the communal conflict claim to be future oriented, or futuristas, but 

they have very distinct political objectives. While Ricardo attempts to position Carla and 

her supporters as radicals with little to no “capacitacion” for leadership, Carla positions 

Ricardo and his supporters as sell-outs.  

By highlighting the ethical component of these struggles, I am also able to nuance 

my understanding of identity politics and demonstrate the ways in which rights talk is 

used to subvert the authority of the municipal government by making claims to 

international legal bodies. Moreover, Carla and Miguel strategically mobilize Triunfo’s 

case before the IACHR to challenge notions of who is capacitado and by demonstrating a 

thorough knowledge of international jurisprudence. But this also creates a moral 

dilemma, insofar as we are challenged to think through the ways in which identity is 

codified in particular constellations of power in order to be legible to structures and to 

advance the aims of the struggle.  

Being Garifuna is split into two dominant strands: progressive (modern) and 

conservative (traditional), pitting the autonomy of the self against the autonomy of the 

collective and creating unprecedented challenges for unity. Significantly, these issues 

map onto larger debates concerning Garifuna organizational politics, particularly the 

distinct organizing strategies of the two main Garifuna organizations, OFRANEH and 

ODECO. Who is fighting the good fight? Who is working for the good of the collective? 

In delineating these two positions, I am in no way advocating for a relativist reading of 
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Garifuna politics around development and land tenure. Following Escobar (1994) and 

Ferguson (1994), I conceptualize development as form of discursive power, and the 

ensuing ethical struggles that play out at the communal level are illustrative of a 

Gramscian "war of position."  

Finally, it is necessary to analyze the variegated ethical standings of Garifuna, or 

what Faubion terms “ethical complexity” (Faubion 2010). With reference to the Marbella 

project, Nancy said: 

On the one hand, land sales are bad, because our children will not have a place to 
build their houses. On the other hand, maybe it can be a way to generate 
employment. With the Marbella project, they were going to build many houses 
and hotel rooms, so that people from the community could stay here and work, 
without having to take the risks of moving to San Pedro Sula or Tegucigalpa 
(Nancy January 29, 2009).  
 

Nancy was not in favor of land privatization, per se, nor was she wholly against the 

Marbella project, which had the potential to generate local employment options. She 

maintained hope for the promise of tourism development, but fretted over the 

implications for future generations and their ability to live on the lands they inherited 

from their ancestors. This is one of the central tensions I will explore in the next chapter 

on Garifuna women’s political organizing.  
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Chapter 3: Nuestra Lucha: Garifuna Women's Activism, Land and 
Survival in Triunfo de la Cruz 

 
 Alba called at about 10:45 pm. “Chris, sorry to wake you, but there is a serious 

problem,” she said in a shaky tone. “Carla and Miguel are surrounded by armed men at 

Barrio Indomables.”  

 “What! How do you know?” I blurted as I jumped from my bed. She received a 

call from Miguel a few minutes earlier. They were on night-duty at the site when a white 

double cabin pickup truck showed up loaded with 4-5 armed men. “I am worried they 

may be in serious danger.” There was a short pause. “Chris, do you think you can go over 

there?” she pleaded reluctantly.  

 Dubbed “Barrio Indomables (Unconquerable Land),” the property was recently 

seized as part of a land recuperation effort led by Carla and community activists—

primarily women—opposed to the privatization of communal lands in Triunfo de la Cruz. 

In light of the violent history of conflicts in Triunfo and bloody confrontations over land 

in other areas of the country, such as the Aguan Valley, the concern expressed by Alba 

was well merited. I hung up the phone and pulled on my pants as quickly as possible.  As 

I grabbed my camera and flashlight, I nervously scrolled through my cell phone contacts 

until I arrived at Leticia, my closest confidant in Triunfo. She immediately called her 
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uncle Carlos, who is also a community leader committed to “the struggle"58. "Chris, go 

with Carlos, but be careful," she warned. 

 Carlos arrived at my apartment shortly thereafter. Neither of us spoke as he drove 

toward Indomables, his old single cab pickup rattling along the rugged dirt roads. We 

parked in front of Pulperia Lucil (Lucil’s Store) and walked down a dark and overgrown 

footpath to the property. I called Carla as we neared the clearing, no sound and no trucks 

in sight.  “Carla, we just arrived, where are you?” I whispered. “The trucks left, Chris. I 

just got home with the kids now, but Miguel is still there. Be careful, because the thugs 

may return.”  

 We crossed the clearing cautiously into an abyss of darkness, eventually a 

flashing light signaled us towards the rest of the group. The men, about 10 in total, 

excitedly recounted the details of the night. A white double cabin pickup with bright 

strobe lights arrived at about 9:30 P.M. As they approached the clearing, one of the night 

watchmen blew into his blow horn repeatedly in order to ward off the unwanted 

company. They were certain the truck belonged to Toño Fuentes, a wealthy congressman 

from Tela who allegedly purchased the disputed land from the Maria Claret Credit Union. 

A Garifuna businessman previously owned the property, but he forfeit ownership to the 

bank after using the land as collateral to acquire a loan- an increasingly common form of 

dispossession. After the invaders heard the blow horn, the truck pulled into a house 

adjacent to the site, which is owned by a group of “Indios” (white Hondurans) 

purportedly hired by Fuentes to watch over the parcel. Several heavily armed men exited 

                                                
58 La lucha is used to describe the local movement in defense of community property rights. 
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the truck, keeping their strobe lights directed at the open clearing and about two hours 

later they left.   

Eventually a police car arrived at the scene. They spoke briefly with Miguel, 

scribbled some notes, did one half-loop around the clearing and exited in the direction of 

Tela. “What are they going to do for us?” Miguel asked dismissively, “The officials in 

Tela want this land for Tela!” 

*** 

 This single event sheds light on much larger issues concerning land tenure and 

development in black and indigenous communities along Honduras' North Coast. The 

state's impotency or unwillingness to forestall the privatization of land in Triunfo de la 

Cruz reveals its complicity with private enterprise set on the expansion of the tourism 

industry. It also demonstrates the ways in which violence stemming from tourism 

development on the coast is crucially bound up with narratives of progress, since this 

particular parcel was designated to become an upscale housing development, yet another 

attempt by investors to transform Triunfo de la Cruz into a beachside resort community. 

Finally, it sheds light on the networks of women involved in the land struggle, the stakes 

they have in the movement and the risks they confront as participants.  

 Although the privatization of land impacts the entire community, in this chapter, I 

will emphasize the ways in which land privatization and related processes of 

dispossession affect the lives of women in the community. To get at the gendered 

dimensions of dispossession, I draw from participant observation and interviews I 

completed with young adult, middle-aged and elderly women activists. I argue women 
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are the primary agents in the land rights movement and provide a vision for the 

development of the community that links future livelihood to the maintenance of 

collective land tenure regimes in the present moment. Tied to this is the belief that one 

must, "use the land in the ways of the ancestors," cultivate it and reap its harvest for the 

collective wellbeing of the community and for future generations, specifically los hijos de 

la comunidad.59 

 

                                                
59 Hijos de la comunidad is a phrase used to designate community members that were born in Triunfo.  
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Figure 9: Barrio Indomables60 

Even though agricultural labor is rapidly declining among the young, the 

discourse of tradition and ancestral modes of being remain guiding principles in the land 

rights movement, and women are the champions of this discourse. Women, particularly 

in their capacity as mothers, are the primary intermediaries between the land and the 

community, and between the past and future. Explicit commitments to the land struggle 

do not preclude women from participating in the tourism economy, however, it does 

entail a sense of collective propriety--a sense of belonging to the land and vice versa, 

                                                
60 Photo taken shortly after the recuperation began. This structure became the main meeting space for 
community participants. The Garifuna flag is waving in the background 
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which has become the primary moral argument used to legitimate land recuperation 

efforts. In this sense, women are the leaders of the land rights movement; their bodies are 

on the frontline of the struggle to “rescue” expropriated communal lands and their 

leadership positions them as the arbiters of local land politics, allowing them to 

strategically mobilize gender difference to garner public power.  

While my analysis centers on women's leadership in the land struggle, I am not 

arguing that women are immune to the temptations of selling land, nor am I suggesting 

that inter-communal conflicts are completely trumped by solidarity among women. 

Rather, I seek to illuminate the ways in which gender articulates with the ethico-politics 

of land and belonging. First, I provide a brief overview of gendered perspectives on 

development and the role of women within society. This will lead into a discussion of 

mothering, which is a mode of political praxis--not contingent on biological 

reproduction--that fundamentally challenges ongoing efforts to disenfranchise women 

and dispossess Garifuna of their rights to land and territorial autonomy. Finally, I 

interrogate the role of women in defining autonomy and strategies of land defense. 

 

Gender and "Progressive Politics" 

 In the section that follows, I will expand on Carla and Ricardo’s political rhetoric 

to address the salience of gender in local politics pertaining to development and territorial 

autonomy. Ricardo's patronato was primarily constituted by men who self-identified as 

“empresarios"  (small business owners). Conversely, Carla's board was constituted 

almost exclusively by women, many of whom Ricardo deemed as lacking the 



 

 133 

"preparedness" needed to lead the community. As I demonstrated in Chapter 2, men have 

been included more readily in decision-making processes reference the future 

development of the region and ongoing efforts to make Tela into an international tourism 

destination. In his political discourse, Ricardo used the language of “preparedness” to 

undermine the leadership of Carla’s patronato and her primarily female support base. 

During a meeting convoked on March 4, 2009, he said: 

What we need is gente preparada (prepared people), educated people to constitute 
the patronato. […] I am in agreement with the need to defend our lands, our 
culture, and customs, but that does not mean we should remain stuck in the past, 
in the monte61. 

 
He continued, "What are we going to leave our children- empty plots of land?" (Ricardo 

March 4, 2009). Ricardo sought to denigrate Carla's group and the prevalence of 

“uneducated” viejas (elderly women) that support her "backward" political agenda and 

ideas about development. He framed the issue in terms of potential economic output to be 

garnered from the land, since in his capacity as president he has strived to fasten land to 

tourism development and concomitant infrastructural improvements, which he contrasted 

sharply with Carla's vision. 

 The question of who was suitably “prepared” or “capacitado” to lead the 

community was used to denigrate ways of being that were in friction with the mandates 

of development and private property. Moreover, Ricardo specifically challenged the 

moral authority asserted by women in the community. Women’s historical ties to the 

                                                
61 The word monte (bush) is used to describe idle, undesirable or uninhabitable land. These lands are usual 
isolated from areas economic activity. In this case, Ricardo is using the word to reference the agricultural 
plots historically harvested by women, and in this vein denigrate women's labor and contributions to the 
development of their community. 
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land, as farmers and as the producers of traditional foodstuffs, provide them with the 

moral grounding to wield authority in matters pertaining to the land and to participate in 

debates on how the land should be used.  

 The rhetoric used by Ricardo to legitimate the work of his patronato is entangled 

in dominant social and political discourses that frame development in terms of political 

binaries: conservative/progressive. The ways in which these words stand in as signifiers 

for specific political agendas that either promote or impede development has gained 

traction at the communal level and is continuously used by municipal authorities and 

development practitioners to demoralize the work of Carla's patronato. Additionally, 

these terms--conservative and progressive--are used in ways that reinforce gender 

hierarchy. Men are more "progressive" because they are willing to work alongside the 

state and accommodate to modern forms of state power.  

 In an interview with the mayor of Tela, he said, "Ricardo is a relatively young 

leader compared to others we have seen previously. He has a entrepreneurial mentality 

and he knows and recognizes that we are one unified government" (interview, David 

Sacarro, April 2, 2009).62 Sacarro’s explicit preference for Ricardo's patronato is 

couched in economic and political terms. Ricardo is believed to possess a more 

progressive stance with reference to community development. He has an "entrepreneurial 

mentality" and, more importantly, he is willing to recognize the sovereignty of the 

national government.  

                                                
62 Ricardo es una person relativamente joven comparandole con otros lideres que hemos vistos 
anteriormente, es una persona con una mentalidad emprendedor, y que sabe y reconoce que todos somos un 
solo gobierno. (Author’s translation) 
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 While the mayor has made alliances with Garifuna leaders, such as Ricardo, who 

he believes are willing to recognize the authority of the municipal government and the 

state, he has opposed to the "conservative" leadership of Carla's group. Ricardo, from the 

perspective of government administrators, is a forward-thinking leader with greater 

potential for incorporating the community into regional tourism development plans. Not 

only is he educated, but he isn’t constrained by the cultural shackles that prevent 

“conservative” community members from integrating with the municipal government. He 

said: "So, that cultural mandate (custom) has been the main obstacle to achieve the 

integral development of these communities, but I reiterate one more time, that the new 

leaders that are coming into power are assuring change."63  

 Both patronatos vied for constituents and moral authority, with Ricardo's 

"progressive" politics positioned in opposition to Carla's more "conservative" approach. 

Ricardo claims to public power were derived from his institutional ties outside the 

community, while Carla was represented as incapable of thinking beyond the immediacy 

of daily communal life. The logic is that she is impeded by her lack of exposure to the 

outside world. Yet, Carla's group also garners legitimacy from relationships with 

outsiders, drawing on transnational discourses of indigenous sovereignty and human 

rights to combat the exclusions perpetuated by the local government and to wrest power 

over the processes of development from Ricardo. She also strategically mobilized the 

                                                
63 Entonces ese patron cultural ha sido tal vez el mayor obstaculo para lograr un desarrolo integral de 
ciertas comunidades, pero reitero una vez mas, que los nuevos lideres que estan surgiendo en las 
comunidades estan asegurando un cambio, pero ha sido muy dificil. 
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discourse of tradition and narratives of the past to buttress her ethical positioning within 

the community.  

 In a meeting at the 22 manzanas, Carla reiterated the community’s historical 

foundations in order to distinguish Garifuna land tenure practices from those of ladinos 

and growing pressures to privatize, stemming in part from the municipal government's 

willingness to sanction illegal land sales in the municipal property register.  

We always allow ourselves to become confused. It's clear- the first people that 
arrived here [in Triunfo], arrived to conquer the land, because they were kicked-
out of Tela. In those times, they designated a parcel of land for their houses and 
another for their agricultural plots. Later another Garifuna came from Tocamacho 
[Iriona, Honduras] and in this way the land was donated. It is not an individual 
commodity! The patrimony of the communities is different- collective property.  
 

In this rendering of the past, she reminded participants of the struggle endured by their 

ancestors to establish the community, after they were expelled from Tela. This historical 

narrative tied Garifuna identity to histories of struggle and dispossession. Garifuna were 

expelled from St. Vincent by the British, and after arriving on the Atlantic coast of 

Honduras, they have been faced with repeated attempts to expropriate their lands. 

Enclave tourism had potential to displace them yet again, unless they were willing to 

fight. Carla concluded with an emphatic statement, "No one can come here and tell us 

how to run our house—as a people, they cannot put us in the same sack as the rest!” 

(May 5, 2009).  

 Intervention from local and national government officials in community affairs 

regarding land tenure amounted to an assault on Garifuna self-determination. In the 

weekly meetings at the 22 Manzanas, Carla frequently referenced Triunfo's case under 

review at the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights in order to sustain support 
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from community allies. This was a means of pushing back against the sovereignty of the 

state and elevating the community's ability to rise above the jurisprudence of the national 

government in times of crisis. 

 She refused to recognize the authority of the national government over Triunfo’s 

communal lands and she leveraged Garifuna cultural particularities against Ricardo’s 

accommodationist politics. Moreover, she used the word "house" as a metaphor for the 

community; in doing so, she sought to establish Garifuna control over communal affairs 

and blur the division between the home (private) and the space of the community.   

 Women in the community were involved in activities organized by both 

patronatos, depending on the benefits to be derived from participation- a pragmatism 

stemming from need, principally the need to feed their children and maintain their 

households. That being said, nearly all of the women I interviewed faulted Ricardo's 

patronato for the privatization of communal lands and hailed Carla as the true defender 

of the community. Doña Susana, an elderly woman who is also a member of the Laguira 

Dance Group, summed up the conflict succinctly: "The problem is land. One [patronato] 

sells the land and the other rescues the land. The one that rescues the land loves their 

community." She continued, "But the community our ancestors left us is not for sale, it is 

our patrimony."  

Susana’s statement stood in tension with the development aspirations espoused by 

Ricardo and his allies. On a sweltering evening in July, as daylight slowly gave way to 

the night, I sat with Ricardo at his beachfront restaurant to discuss his views on 
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development and communal conflicts. I asked him to explain his stance on land use and 

the potential for tourism in Triunfo.  

Chris: The Los Micos Beach and Golf Resort is a controversial project. 
First, what do you think about this type of tourism development- 
enclave tourism? And, if the opportunity to build a similar project 
here emerged--maybe on a smaller scale --what would you do? 
Would you be in agreement? 

 
Ricardo: We have that vision here! Coincidentally, we have a project here 

on the Black Lagoon, which is not on the same scale as the Tela 
Bay Project, but with extensive projections and [backed by] 
Garifuna. But, since we don’t have funds, well, the progress is very 
slow and there is the situation of collective land tenure […] that is 
a double-edged sword. We can’t leave it [the land] too open, but it 
also creates barriers for us who have projections (future oriented), 
another vision of development.  

 
Chris:   In what way? 

Ricardo:  For example, [the Laguna Negra] project will entail the 
construction of traditional condominiums—it is an ecotourism 
development tied to the environment. But within the clause of our 
communal land title, there can be no sales.  

 
According to Ricardo, the communal property title was a “double-edged sword,” a barrier 

to the project he envisioned. Because the owners of the condominiums would be owners 

of the land as well, and the communal property title prevents the sale of lands to non-

Garifuna, the project was at a standstill. At the same time, Ricardo acknowledged that the 

communal property title also provided the community some protection from external 

interests.  

Ultimately, Ricardo’s development projections were defined in tension with 

collective land tenure regimes and ancestral modes of land use. The opposing visions 

promoted by Ricardo and Carla reflect the deep communal divisions regarding 
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development and land use. For Carla’s patronato, the maintenance of collective property 

regimes was the key to future autonomous development, if controlled by Garifuna. 

Ricardo also stressed Garifuna ownership and management of development, but he was 

willing to “sell the farm” in order to materialize his business projections.  

 

Women’s Labor and Matrifocality 

Conventional discussions of gender in Latin America posit two totally different 

spheres for men (public sphere) and women (private sphere), wherein men wield control 

over women by demonstrating a dominant "capacity to work" and through land 

ownership (de la Cadena 1995), which in most cases has denied women access to status 

and power. But these ideas about work and land ownership are context specific and do 

not accurately account for gender relations in black and indigenous communities. Safa 

argues, "Black women had to work because families could not be sustained by a single 

male breadwinner, and never adopted the 'cult of domesticity' prevalent among the white 

elite" (2005, 313). Similarly, Aida Hernandez Castillo states, "Ethnic, class, and gender 

identities have determined indigenous women's struggle, and these women have opted to 

incorporate themselves into the broader struggle of their communities" (2010, 54). These 

researchers have shed light on the particular forms of agency and subjectification that 

stem from race, ethnic and class differences. Because indigenous and black women 

confront multiple structures of domination in their daily lives (Crenshaw 1991; 

Hernandez-Castillo 2010; Hill Collins 1990), their work as mothers and as providers 
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necessarily blurs the lines between domestic and public, home and community, personal 

and political (Lorde 1989).  

 Thus, in order to address questions of political subjectivity, one must first come to 

understand the historical particularities of male and female arenas of work and power. 

Garifuna women historically worked the land, harvesting numerous crops that are central 

to the Garifuna diet, such as yucca, sugar cane and plantains. Some elderly women 

continue this tradition, but agricultural labor is on the decline, given shifts in labor 

preferences and land disputes in areas where women used to cultivate.  

 Following the proliferation of banana companies on the Caribbean coast in the 

mid-19th century, women began to sell sweet breads (pan de coco) to banana laborers on 

nearby plantations. This tradition has carried into the present, although women now sell 

their product to tourists. The sale of sweet breads is an important source of household 

income for many women in the community, particularly those women who are raising 

small children. Men worked as fishermen, as wage laborers in the city, on cruise ships or 

in local construction. With the increasing arrival of remittances from abroad, housing 

construction has become an important source of income for men, but it is inconsistent 

work, since money for local construction projects comes intermittently. Once the money 

dries out, the workers are forced to wait until the next disbursement. In the absence of 

male partners, women are often the main breadwinners for their families. But even when 

men are present in the household, Garifuna women tend to have a higher earning 

capacity, because their labor is more consistent. 
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Anthropological studies have characterized Garifuna society and culture in terms 

of matrifocality, meaning female role dominance is the norm (Anderson 2000; Brondo 

2007; Gonzalez 1970, 1988; Kerns 1997). To further illustrate this point, let me provide a 

portrait of matrifocality in Triunfo. Leticia, a 32 year-old single mother, lived in a small 

home on a plot of land adjacent to the plot owned by her maternal grandmother, Doña 

Emma. Doña Emma shared her parcel with Leticia’s first cousin, Lisa and her three 

children. Leticia's sister, Ciara, and her five children lived in a house alongside the main 

coastal road, only a few minutes away on foot. On a typical day, all of the women 

congregated outside Doña Emma's house, where they would pass the hottest hours of the 

day under the shade of a mango tree.  

Doña Emma’s home was the focal point of family life, because she was the eldest 

female family member. Her status as matriarch garnered her respect not just from her 

consanguine family but also from other women in the neighborhood and from young 

children, who addressed her as “aunt.” Leticia's household, which extended beyond the 

confines of her individual home, was characteristic of many in the community, where 

women headed households were common. As in the household, community life is 

oriented toward mothers.  

Women played a pivotal role in all aspects of community life, ranging from basic 

domestic duties to the most important matters of community concern, including land 

defense and projects aimed at "bettering" local infrastructure. The central point I seek to 

communicate is that women carry an equal to greater responsibility for the maintenance 

of their households. They are breadwinners and their duties as mothers are intricately tied 
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to labor and politics both in and outside the domestic sphere. In the following section, I 

will look at how mothering as political praxis articulates with local ideologies of land use 

and autonomy.  

 

Mothering as Experience and Praxis 

Triunfeños who chose to stay in the community, or who couldn’t find work 

outside the community made do with what they were able to earn locally, with sporadic 

support from their kinship networks. Consuela, a Garifuna woman who was born in La 

Ceiba, but came to live in Triunfo in 1994, said, “My pride here in Triunfo is that I never 

asked for handouts- not even salt, nor sugar. I always struggled to support my children. I 

washed clothes, cargue pan (sold bread) and I went to sell my product in Tela, Triunfo, 

even in San Pedro Sula” (November 22, 2008). Consuela proudly described the sacrifices 

she made for the survival of her family, noting that her son Efrain is now a teacher. But 

her temperament shifted when she began talking about her daughter, Paola. She is also a 

mother, but refuses to wash or sell bread, because,  “She does not want people to see her 

doing that type of work,” said Consuela as she sucked her teeth disapprovingly.  She 

continued, “I am not ashamed to work. Que me miran trabajando!” she exclaimed 

indignantly. “She doesn’t want to carry bread on her head (sell bread), but she doesn’t 

feel embarrassed to come and ask me for money!” Carla, who was sitting on the porch, 

affirmed Consuela’s frustrations and commented on the ingratitude of her daughter, “She 

saw how you struggled to raise her and now it is her turn!” “Hm! That’s why I hung up 

on her,” said Consuela. “Ingrata!” Consuela’s public denunciation of her daughter Paolo 



 

 143 

surprised me, as did Carla’s reaction. After some reflection, however, I realized she was 

explicitly seeking affirmation that she had done right by her daughter, who failed to meet 

her own moral obligations to her mother.  

Motherhood is a fiercely debated theme in feminist scholarship. In her seminal 

essay, “Is Female to Male as Nature is to Culture?” anthropologist Sherry Ortner 

contends that the universal subjugation of women is due to the fact that women are 

viewed as closer to nature. Women, regardless of their geographic location, are closely 

allied with the natural order, she argued, whereas men are the bearers of culture. Ortner 

says, “[Women’s] physiological functions have tended universally to limit her social 

movement, and to confine her universally to certain social contexts which in turn are seen 

as closer to nature” (78). Thus, physiological differences between men and women are 

the basis of universal sociological differences. Ortner did not consign women to nature; 

rather, she believed women to be the intermediaries between nature and culture, central to 

“culturalizing” processes, but naturally subsumed by the institutional mechanisms used to 

regulate sexual difference.  

Ortner's essay structured feminist debates on the universal subjugation of women 

and served as a point of departure for Second Wave feminists, many who came to view 

motherhood as the common denominator in the experience of all women, and the basis of 

their subordination to men. In her assessment of feminist thought, Kamala Visweswaran 

states, “If second wave feminists saw women as fundamentally equal in their 

subordination, third wave feminists insist on the inequality of women’s subordination 

based upon the particular location of different communities in racial/class formations or 
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heterosexual economies” (Visweswaran 1997, 595). Attention to difference and the 

variegated positionality of women—called for by Third Wave feminists—will enable us 

to more completely challenge the nature/culture binary, which inevitably sought to 

establish the universality of particular modes of understanding the world.  

The emphasis on the variegated experiences of women in relationship to 

“interlocking patriarchies” (Visweswaran 1997, 596) creates an opening to foreground 

politics that are not explicitly articulated in terms of gender equality (Mohammed 1998; 

Mahmood 2005). Saba Mahmood is attentive to these issues in her work on the women’s 

piety movement in Egypt. In conversation with Foucault, she states, “[A]gentive capacity 

is entailed not only in those acts that resist norms but also in the multiple ways in which 

one inhabits norms” (2005, 15).  She builds on Foucault’s analysis of ethical formation to 

argue that there is no possibility of agency beyond the relations of power that structure 

one’s ability to act.  

I find this conceptualization of agency useful to discuss the politics of mothering 

in Triunfo, and the ways in which Garifuna women mobilize discourses of motherhood to 

forestall the privatization of communal lands. But I diverge from Mahmood’s analysis, by 

suggesting that this “motherwork” (Hill-Collins 1994) is mobilized in ways that directly 

confront patriarchal discourses and practices, such as those embedded within the 

dominant development paradigm. Further, by placing an emphasis on ethics, I delineate a 

particular ethos of struggle (yes, I am speaking about resistance) that is both gender 

specific—insofar as it stems from the experience of women—and gender neutral.  
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Ethnographic research on mothers has demonstrated that motherhood is a key site 

for politicization, ushering women into the public sphere and opening spaces for women 

to lay claim to public power (Aretxaga 1997; Martin 1990; Taylor 1997). In her analysis 

of nationalist women activists in Northern Ireland, Aretxaga contends, “Motherhood, 

idealized by the Catholic Church as the highest expression of womanhood in order to 

control individual women, offered a moral foundation from which women could confront 

the Catholic leadership” (Aretxaga 1997, 65). Similarly, in Triunfo, motherhood was a 

conduit for politicization. It provided women with a moral foundation on which to 

critique the individualistic ethos represented by Ricardo’s development vision and which 

threatened to eradicate collective property rights.  

Ideas around mothering and the importance of reciprocal obligations between 

adult children and their mothers can be framed more broadly as a relationship between 

the practice of mothering and survival. Just as women and men are expected to care for 

their mothers, “hijos de la comunidad” are expected to care for the land and the wellbeing 

of the community. In this vein, women established the parameters for community 

activism, and this was inextricably linked to notions of mothering—not biological 

reproduction, but a political praxis, which men contributed to as well through their 

participation in the struggle to defend community property rights. Men who did not 

contribute to the struggle were labeled “vendidos,” and in some instances their identity as 

Garifuna was explicitly called into question.64 

                                                
64 Triunfeños aligned with Carla’s patronato frequently questioned Ricardo’s status as Triunfeño. They 
highlighted his upbringing in Tela and lack of cultural knowledge, such as his inability to speak Garifuna 
fluently. 
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 Thus, although the relationship I identified between women and the land may in 

fact reinforce dominant tropes that bind women to nature, I contend women are able 

mobilize their roles as mothers to subvert the patriarchal order, by laying claim to the 

land and establishing the trajectory for the future development of the community, which 

is inextricable from the maintenance of collective property regimes and decision making 

power over tourism development.  

  One of the chief motivations cited by women in the land movement is the need to 

preserve the land for future generations. Susana said, "Our children, grandchildren, great-

grandchildren are coming and they will not have a place to establish their homes, because 

maybe their grandfather already sold the land, or their brother sold the land, and 

[eventually] there will be no land for the ones that are coming." Her comments pointed to 

the importance of the maternal perspective on land tenure and the need to defend the land 

for future generations. The metaphor of family is also pervasive in discussions of land 

tenure, wherein women spoke of their children as the beneficiaries of the present 

inhabitants of the land.  

Susana’s comments are reminiscent of many conversations I sustained with 

women in the community and the gendered language used to describe the loss of 

territory. Significantly, tourism was gendered as male and was endowed with masculine 

agency: “Viene el turismo a robarnos de nuestro territorio” (The tourism is coming to rob 

us of our territory), was a common refrain. Also, men, specifically "grandfathers" and 
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"brothers" (as illustrated by Susana’s statement) were usually faulted for the sale of lands, 

not women.65 Dora, a young woman in her 20s affirmed this sentiment: 

We the women, precisely because we have family, a home, are more concerned 
for the future generations and for what we will leave to our children. So, this 
makes us feel much more committed and concerned with what happens within our 
community. We commit ourselves to one another for survival and to ensure we 
leave a patrimony for those that are yet to come.  (interview, November 17, 2009)   
 

Thus, in order to understand the dynamics of land defense and the role played by women 

in “la lucha,” one must interrogate ideas around motherhood and mothering. 

In an interview with Cristina, I asked her to describe the role of women in the 

community. “The Garifuna woman is the mother of culture, the one that makes sure her 

children get ahead in life, the one that makes sure her people make progress and the one 

that labors daily to ensure our collective wellbeing,” she responded proudly. She 

continued: 

She is the mother of culture, because thanks to her our culture is still alive. 
Thanks to her we are still on this land and we continue to develop as a people, 
because she is the one that makes sacrifices so her children can have an education, 
so her children can become something in this life, to see them through their 
educations. She is the one that puts that huge basket of bread on her head to go 
sell in her community, on the beach to tourists or in the city. She is the one that 
bakes casabe, she is the one that dances punta… the woman is everything." 
(Cristina, November 19, 2009). 
 

Women’s duties to their communities, as mothers and as activists in the land struggle are 

credited to the collective survival of the people. In this way, mothering translates into 

public power and serves to subvert patriarchal understandings of motherhood, which 

                                                
65 Although men are usually blamed for the sale of communal lands, women have also been involved in 
land sales. In some cases, women were coerced into selling their inherited agricultural plots, but there are 
also instances were women have sold lands to meet immediate needs, which is generally shunned, but not 
often part of the public discourse, since it would undermine one's moral authority reference their peers. 
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define motherhood as limitation and tie women’s “motherwork” (Hill-Collins 1994) to 

the private sphere.  

  Meanings of motherhood and modes of mothering are variegated and 

demonstrate an array of perspectives and strategies, from forms of livelihood to ideas 

about caring/nurturing for children and community. Mothering does not entail relegating 

oneself to the domestic sphere, but in many instances involves a distinct commitment to 

claiming public power--making demands for entire communities, protesting on the streets 

and participating in land recuperation movements and in some cases, mothering 

necessitates migration. Nevertheless, actual care for children falls disproportionately on 

women. But instead of thinking of maternal responsibilities as a limitation or self-

sacrifice, many women uphold their roles as mothers to forge collectivity and power 

(Martin 1990; Aretxaga 1997). In this sense mothering becomes a public political project, 

one that is incorporated into the local discourse of land defense and that becomes a 

rationale used by men too in their activism. Caring for the land is not only women’s 

work. Collectivities—men, women and children—must defend against land privatization 

and ensure access to resources for future generations. This struggle took place on 

multiple scales and entailed multiple forms of activism. 

Following the June 2009 coup against Manuel Zelaya, I was intrigued by the large 

number of women that chose to participate in delegations to Tegucigalpa to protest the 

president’s ouster. Motherhood was a subtext in their political activism. Indeed, many of 

the older women went to the street protests with venta (sweet breads) in tote, so as not to 

loose out on an earning opportunity for their families, which is again a fundamental 
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aspect of their organizing efforts. Some of the women explicitly tied their participation in 

these acts of resistance to the future wellbeing of their families and communities, but it 

also became clear that women did not organize solely as mothers. “Manuel Zelaya 

favored us, the poor. The constituent assembly would have been good for the Garifuna 

and also for the furture of our children in this country, because it is not possible for them 

to live under a dictorship. That would be like returning to the times of slavery,” explained 

Leticia, adding, “But as Garifuna and as women, we have shown much support [for the 

resistance]. We have left our families, our children, our homes there in the community to 

come here and be involved, with our natural medicines, and in many other ways” 

(interview, August 13, 2009).  

Although mothering was often articulated as a primary mode of work and 

rationale for supporting the land struggle, it was not solely under the category of mother 

that women organized politically, especially when outside of the community. Rather 

women’s activism in the Frente Nacional de Resistencia Popular took place along 

multiple axes of identification. They went as Garifuna women, mothers, Hondurans with 

a stake in the political crisis unfolding in the nation’s capital and a commitment to 

combating the interlocking forms of power (i.e. racism, patriarchy, capitalism) that 

circumscribed their lived experience and life chances. 

 

Women and Public Power 

On the morning of January 21, 2009, a group of Garifuna--mostly women--

gathered in an area contiguous to the Laguna Negra (Black Lagoon). An old dump truck 
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covered in rust was positioned alongside large mounds of broken concrete and rocks 

ranging in size and weight. Some of the rocks were as big as a football and weighed 

upwards of fifteen pounds. We elected to meet on this morning in order to begin leveling 

community roads. The roads had deteriorated over the course of the rainy season, making 

it nearly impossible for cars to pass. Many taxi drivers from Tela refused to enter the 

community for fear damaging their vehicles, leaving Triunfeños with little recourse get to 

and from town to handle basic shopping needs, trips to the municipal hospital and to the 

bank. Triunfeños were outraged by the state of the roads and demanded a solution. 

 While Ricardo was busy pressuring the Municipality of Tela to handle the road 

repairs, Carla decided to take matters into her own hands. Her brother, who lived in the 

U.S., recently purchased a used dump truck to transport material for his new bloquero 

business66. Carla asked her brother, Ruben, if they could borrow to dump truck to handle 

the street repairs and he agreed. She also received permission from SOPTRAVI, the 

Secretaria de Obras Publicas, Transporte y Vivienda, to use the materials at the Black 

Lagoon, which were abandoned by a company contracted by the government to pave the 

entrance road to Triunfo. Carla declared, "They left the materials on our lands so they our 

now ours to use as we see fit."  

 We worked under the heat of the sun for five hours to fill the dump truck stone-

by-stone. It was an intensely rigorous exercise that progressed very slowly. With our bear 

hands, we threw the rocks into the truck’s receptacle, lunging forward to make sure the 

rocks cleared the edge of the truck bed which was well above our heads. On the second 

                                                
66 The business produced cement blocks for new housing construction. 
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day, there were significantly more men present at the site. Commenting on the shift in the 

gender dynamic, Doña Juana shouted, “We must speak the truth. Today there are eight 

platanos in our group!" Platanos, or plantains, was a metaphor used to refer to the men 

present at the site. It was a humorous reference to the male anatomy. One of the women 

asked, “Are they green or ripe?” Juana replied, “Green, still,” eliciting cheers and 

laughter from the women. Juana was a portly woman in her 50s who walked with a limp. 

She was a fixture at community meetings pertaining to land defense. Her humorous 

commentary served to publicly acknowledge the strength, experience and dedication of 

women. At the same time, she belittled the lack of commitment from men and subverted 

the sexual dominance assumed by men in the community.  

 After filling another dump truck, we paused to take a break and Jessi, a woman in 

her 20s, immediately pulled out a large bottle of guaro (moonshine) to pass around to the 

women and to a handful of the men. Sitting on the rocks next to Juana, I asked her about 

the role of women in the community. I expressed my surprise by the lopsided gender 

dynamic, the over-representation of women and the lack of support from men in the 

community, especially considering the labor-intensive nature of the work. “That is the 

way it is, always,” she said nonchalantly. She continued, “We, the women, show more 

concern for our community. The men only come when there is money to be gained.” 

 The power exercised by women was also apparent by the frequency with which 

they held positions of political power. Carla was elected president of the patronato in 

Triunfo, a position she held for the duration of my fieldwork, since she was reelected on 

January 15, 2009. And, a woman is currently the president of the Garifuna federation 



 

 152 

OFRANEH (Black Fraternal Organization of Honduras). Thus, women are the face of 

public power in issues of communal concern for Garifuna in Honduras.67 That being said, 

Garifuna men have made the most inroads with the state, in positions as elected officials 

at the municipal and national government levels. This points to the acquiescence of men 

to state structures and forms of power, and the state's affinity for working with men, 

versus with women.  

Women frequently derided men in power, who did little for the betterment of their 

communities. At the local level, these denigrating comments were targeted at men who 

were deemed to be "lazy" or inattentive to the needs of their children, their mothers, or 

the struggle to defend communal property rights. On the day of the Barrio Indomables 

land takeover, Doris proclaimed, "Aqui hay muchos hombres, pero somos las mujeres 

que las colgamos!"68 One man hissed dismissively, but Jose, a youth in his 20s, agreed. “I 

support her statement, because when the streets were being repaired, the women were 

first to arrive.”69 Female assertion of power through public displays of leadership 

reinforces women's roles as communal authorities and providers. It also reinforced their 

roles at the helm of the land rights movement. 

 

Women Defining Autonomy: The Struggle for Collective Property Rights 

In her discussion of indigenous women’s participation in the Zapatista movement, 

Aida Hernandez Castillo illustrates the ways in which “indigenous women have 

                                                
67 See Brondo (2007) for a more thorough discussion of female leadership in OFRANEH 
68 "There are many men here, but we, the women, are the ones that carry the balls!" 
69 En eso la apoyo porque cuando estaba arreglando la calle, fueron las mujeres que llegaron primeros. 
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maintained a double militancy, linking their gender-specific struggles to struggles for the 

autonomy of indigenous communities" (Heranadez Castillo 2002, 42). Black and 

indigenous women’s political activism is linked to territory and autonomy, a factor 

evident in the work of Carla’s patronato in Triunfo. Although, Garifuna women have 

also been implicated in land sales to non-Garifuna, women are more actively involved in 

land defense and, as I demonstrated above, are apt to place the blame for land loss on 

men. Women who have sold lands are derided for their actions, but there is also a sense 

of empathy with these women, since the decision to sell one’s land is often motivated by 

familial needs. This leads to yet another paradox of local land use practices: selling land 

is tied to individual and family survival, but preserving the land is also about survival, the 

survival of the people.  

When I asked Susana why so many people were willing to sell their lands, she 

said: “Because they only think of themselves and not of for the future generations." She 

also blamed the sale of lands on the lack of consensus regarding the future development 

of the community, most notably the existence of two patronatos.  

It must be one unified idea, especially for us in the community. We must use the 
land in the way of our ancestors, even though we are no longer going to kill 
ourselves [toiling the land], because, after all, development is here, right? We 
have education, professionals, secretaries and even doctors here in Triunfo, which 
is a source of development, but we must also use the land in the way of our 
ancestors to develop.  
 

Susana’s statement points to the need to preserve the culture of labor that existed in the 

past, the ancestral forms of land use needed to ensure the livelihood and survival of the 

people. She said:  
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Because if we sell the land, we will no longer have a territory and the ancestors 
will no longer be with us, because the Garifuna have a history. Garifuna have 
their culture, beliefs, there is a spirit that guides us, which is inseparable from the 
land. We no longer toil the land, we no longer fish, we no longer make cazabe (a 
staple food made from yucca flour) […] There are other people that are buying 
our culture… we no longer dance punta (a traditional dance and rhythm of music), 
the roots of our ancestors. Other people are buying our culture and the spirit will 
go away, we will be left with nothing, without a soul. 
 

The risk of "loosing one's culture" was exacerbated by land loss, because the land is the 

psycho-physical space through which culture and survival are lived on a day-to-day basis. 

In this sense the land is inextricable from Garifuna modes of being and understandings of 

self. This viewpoint pushes the discourse of mothering beyond the biological and into the 

social and ontological, emphasizing relations of reciprocal care and survival -- processes 

that bind individuals to collectivities and future well being to the maintenance of territory 

(land and culture) in the present. Due to shifts in local and global economic trends, and 

growing levels of out-migration, ancestral land use practices are not likely to be 

maintained. But the ideology of ancestral land use remains ripe. Caring for the land, 

working for the community parallels notions of caring for children and working for 

survival. 

 Although elderly women constituted the leadership of Carla’s patronato, the 

group also swayed significant support from young men in the community. Oscar was 

about 5’9’’ with dark skin, a short Afro and a muscular build. He earned a living as a 

construction aide in Triunfo and at times he joined his father on short fishing expeditions. 

Oscar aspired to become a seaman, which is a common pursuit among young men in the 

community. Indeed, it was a group of marineros (seamen) who requested I offer an 
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English class to community youth, since all seamen are required to pass a basic English 

literacy test before they can “ship-out” (gain employment on a ship).  

About two months into the class, Oscar found work at a maquila (factory) in SPS. 

His dream of landing employment on a ship was beginning to fade and he felt growing 

pressure to find a source of steady income. He eventually took a position at a factory 

owned by Miguel Facuse- the largest landowner in Honduras and one of the country’s 

most notorious business leaders. However, after only a few months, he returned from San 

Pedro Sula, having quit his job due to what he described as “abusive” conditions.  

Oscar had lost a significant amount of weight and was more demure than I 

recalled from my class. I asked him about his work experience. “I worked from 7am-

7pm; it was horrible,” he stated with a look of disgust. He said he was treated like an 

“animal,” and confessed, “No vale la pena, Chris.” After a short pause he continued, 

“here we live free, we eat well—machuca, alabondiga—food that gives you strength” 

(June 1, 2009). The importance of the land and the geographic privilege of living by the 

sea with access to plentiful seafood and fish was often brought up in conversations with 

community youth, and in many ways this sense of pride was heightened by Triunfo’s 

popularity on the national tourism circuit. 

He went on to complain about the state of the community, the divisions in the 

leadership and the problems these conflicts posed for the future of the community.  

The “Micro-empresarios think they are the cabezas (heads) of the community, and 
many agree.  But I think [the businessmen] are ignorant, because they are deeply 
indebted to the banks, which have financed their businesses. They really don’t 
have anything, and in order to pay their debt they are willing to sell communal 
lands. (ibid.) 
 



 

 156 

He was unmoved by their leadership and questioned their concern for the welfare of the 

community, "It is more about protecting their individual interests," he said. His 

comments resonated with the discourse of many of the women in the community, who 

critiqued the individualistic motivations propelling land privatization.  He also faulted the 

mayor of Tela, who, he claimed, had taken over lands to the east of Rio Gamma.  "That is 

why it is in the interest of the mayor to support Ricardo, because Ricardo and him 

legitimate each other’s business interests." 

 Oscar chuckled as he gestured towards the beach, “This would be like pollution 

for the big hotels,” he said pointing to the locally owned cabanas--many in need of repair-

-and the dugout canoes scattered along the beach.  “All of these houses (as he pointed 

behind us) would be removed.” He continued, “If it wasn’t for Carla, we would not have 

land. If she says, ‘hasta aqui llego,’ then we will remain landless.” 

 One may critique these claims that tie women’s political activism to land as a 

form of noble primitivism, but it is also a substantive claim, one rooted in lived 

experiences and an awareness of the ongoing racism confronted by Garifuna who have 

migrated to the city and to the United States in search of employment. Awareness of the 

hardships faced by Garifuna outside the community reinforces the arguments of those 

who fight to preserve the land for future generations. It also resonates with Patricia Hill-

Collins discussion of "motherwork," which is a form of maternal work that transgresses 

the conventional divide between public and private. She argues, "[W]omen of color have 

performed motherwork that challenges social constructions of work and family as 

separate spheres, of male and female gender roles as similarly dichotomized, and of the 
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search for autonomy as the guiding human quest" (Hill-Collins 47). She reiterates, 

"Motherwork goes beyond ensuring individual survival—it extends to group survival and 

empowerment" (ibid., 47). Indeed, Triunfeños were quite aware of discriminatory 

practices of employers in the city, the racism and class discrimination faced by Garifuna 

outside the community. Cristina opined on this issue while articulating a particularly 

poignant vision of Garifuna autonomy. 

The Garifuna has always been autonomous and she doesn’t liked to be bossed 
around by others in her community. […] For this reason there are many young 
people that leave and come back, leave and comeback again. Why? Because we 
don’t like to be ordered around. So, if we are going to be employed, we will not 
take shit from others! I will return to my community, because in my community I 
will eat, even if it is only tapo con pescado (fish with roots in coconut milk). The 
Garifuna has always been this way and when she loses her autonomy, she will 
lose everything." (Cristina, November 19, 2009) 
 

Thus, the community is conceived as a safe-space, where one has security and a source of 

pride and wealth. There is a pervasive sense of propriety among Triunfeños, a notion that 

“we have this and they want it,” which subverts geographies of the good-life and who can 

attain it. Gariguna may be poor and racially marginalized, but there is an overwhelming 

sense of ownership that is shared by Triunfeños, an awareness and pride in the value of 

their property and culture- material wealth Garifuna insist on exploiting themselves, 

which ties back to notions of development and what people in the community aspire for 

in the future.  

Carla said, "We want our own development, that comes from our own initiatives, 

not the development that they are imposing on us from outside. […]This type of 

development we refuse, because it will not bring us wellbeing, rather it will aggravate the 

divisions and problems we are facing as a community (Carla, November 24, 2009). While 
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Carla was explicit in her commitment to preserve the lands of the community for future 

generations, she also connected land defense strategies to future autonomous 

development and self-determination, a primary factor that led her supporters to "rescue" 

Barrio Indomables. The following is a brief account of the events that preceded the land 

recuperation at Barrio Indomables. 

On June 9th, the assembly, at Carla’s suggestion, decided to carryout a community 

poll with regard to Nueva Delicias,70 the area purchased by Toño Fuentes. The new 

owners had begun to clear the land for future development, escalating the concerns of 

community members who were opposed to the land sale.  The Encuesta Comunitarias 

sobre la situacion actual de Triunfo de la Cruz (Community poll concerning the land 

situation in Triunfo de la Cruz) was administered over three days, from June 13-15, 2009 

and included the following questions: 

1. Que piense usted sobre el relleno que estan haciendo personas extranas a la 
comunidad en el barrios Las Delicias? 

2. Esta usted de acuerdo en continuar recueprando las tierras de la comunidad y 
que podemos hacer para lograrlo? 

3. Como puede usted colaborar para lograr la unidad de la comunidad? 
4. Desea usted ser barrio de Tela? 
5. La municipalidad de Tela insiste en mantener el patronato paralelo de 

Ricardo, para consolidar el casco urbano y para que Tirunfo sea barrio de 
Tela.  Esta usted de acuerdo? 

6. Apoya usted una demanda contra los vendedores de tierra en Triunfo de la 
Cruz a extranos? 

7. Esta Usted dispuesto a apoyar y a participar en la recuperacion de los terrenos 
usurpados en la comunidad tale s el caso actual del barrio Las Delicias? 

 
At the bottom of the survey there was a space provided for the surveyor and the surveyed 

to sign.   
                                                
70 Prior to the take-over, community activists referred to the disputed land as Nueva Delicias, because it 
was adjacent to Barrio Delicias. 
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 The next week, at the meeting, Carla spoke emphatically about the results. The 

respondents, according to her, overwhelmingly supported the recuperation of these lands. 

“That land is ours and we are not going to let them come from Tela to invade,” she 

asserted, adding, “We are not part of Tela!” Her assertion inverted the discourse of 

invasion that some in the community and in Tela used to refer to the land recuperation 

movement. By doing so, she positioned Triunfeños as the rightful owners of the land. 

After her passionate speech, Jose asked the group if they were in favor of the 

urbanization of Triunfo.  “The community could be urbanized, but we should be the ones 

to do it,” said one participant, “not Tela!”  Jose and the rest of the participants were in 

agreement, voicing their support with cheers and affirmative gestures. Miguel said that 

Fuentes was trying to garner community support for this project by paving the main 

access road (a project that had been stalled for over a year), something nearly all 

Triunfeños wanted to see happen. But, he warned, this was a ploy by Fuentes to convince 

community members to sell their lands.  He said the same construction equipment was 

being used to repair the entrance road and to level the land in Nueva Delicias.  He asked 

the assembly if they were in agreement, and the response was a resounding, “No!” 

 On the following Tuesday, a participant reported seeing armed guards at the site, 

which many viewed as an intimidation tactic. Moreover, workers were in the process of 

erecting concrete fence posts to prevent access to the property. “The first thing we are 

going to do is go over there and make that guard flee," said Miguel. On that morning, 

under a cloudless sky, the assembly participants banded together in order to confront the 
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security guard. The group was composed of Garifuna, ladinos,71 women, men and 

children. “We are going to take what is our!” they shouted.  “The people united!” said 

one woman.  “Will never be defeated!” responded the crowd.  The group, about forty in 

total, marched directly to speak with the guard, explaining to him that these lands 

belonged to the community as they waved the title in his face.  “Mario Fuentes bought 

this land,” said the guard. “He is the owner now and he sent me to guard the machinery 

[being used to level the land].” Clearly threatened by the angry posturing of the people, 

he pleaded with the activists, “I am not at fault.” 

 The group immediately began removing the cement posts that had been erected at 

the border of the access road, and the recuperation was set in motion. The guard, though 

armed with a shotgun, could do nothing, since he was outnumbered and visibly shaken by 

the confrontation. Next, the group called a meeting under a lone mango tree in the middle 

of the clearing.  “We will begin to measure individual plots today,” said Miguel.  What 

size shall we allot for each plot, he asked, “25*25?” Meanwhile, Carla called for a prayer.  

She said this is the “mandato de Dios” (God’s will), a religious reference meant to 

legitimate the action, which some community members opposed. The women activists 

began to visualize the repartition of the land, which totaled about eleven manzanas.  

“Over there will be a soccer field,” said one woman.  “And here a park,” said another as 

she pointed to the space under the tree.  “A street will run down the center of the 
                                                
71 A small contingent of ladinos from Boquete were regular participants in the meetings at the 22 
manzanas. They have collaborated on land “rescues” spearheaded by the community, and thus they have 
been given rights to land in areas of recuperation. Their opinions are welcomed, but the final decisions are 
made by consensus and since they are a minority, they are often sidelined. Moreover, the Garifuna 
leadership made it clear that the lands in recuperated areas were to be distributed first to Garifuna, then 
mestizos, and a violation of the rules governing collective land tenure would result in expropreiation and 
redistribution. 
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clearing,” added a third. The act of recuperation and the visualization of how to order the 

space was an assertion of self-determination and a challenge to the sovereignty of the 

Honduran state.  

About an hour after we arrived at the site, a police patrol car showed up with four 

officers.  The entire group gathered to confront the officers.  Miguel addressed them in an 

angry tone, “You are not going to come here and kick me out of my house,” adding, “the 

community of Triunfo has precautionary measures and here there can be no land sales.”  

Though they seemed uncertain about the meaning of this legalese, the police responded, 

“We all have rights.” The police were quick to defend the rights of Mario Fuentes, the 

son of congressman Tono Fuentes, but it was rare to see a police officer in the 

community, and they certainly had no vested interest in defending the land rights of 

Garifuna. As Miguel spoke with the chief, he asserted, “We are not invading. These are 

our lands, and we have the documentation to prove it.  Furthermore, we have an 

international case frente a la CIDH and they have yet to pass a resolution, thus, there can 

be no legal transactions involving land in the disputed area.” One of the female 

participants yelled, “We are not stupid. We know our rights.” 

On the one hand, Miguel’s moral authority was generated by his knowledge of 

international legal norms pertaining the rights of indigenous peoples. On the other, his 

leadership was buttressed by the backing of the señoras (female elders), which he earned 

through his proven dedication to the struggle. In this sense, his activism articulated with 

the ethos of struggle modeled by women activists—a commitment to protect Triunfo’s 

territorial integrity (land and culture) in the face of external interests.  
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Conclusion 

Although most Triunfeños I spoke with feared mass tourism would lead to 

eventual displacement, some saw tourism as the answer to rampant unemployment. 

Indeed, when I asked Cristina, who recently completed a high school degree in tourism 

services, if it was possible to find steady employment in the community, she told me, 

“Steady employment, no. Steady employment is very difficult to find.” Her pursuit of 

higher education was carried out with the intention of finding work outside the 

community, since working age Triunfeños with educations are left with no other option 

than to migrate. This was a problem highlighted by young and old alike, and in particular 

by mothers. Nancy, a hotel owner and mother of three said, "I am not in favor of the 

grandes cosas" (meaning mega-resorts), but insisted that the community needed to have a 

way to generate jobs. "When men can't get jobs in construction, women are forced to 

travel to SPS to work in the maquilas, whether are not they have a professional title. 

Women must support their families and in this moment there are no employment options 

in the community" (Nancy, June 17, 2009). Indeed, much of the hope and anticipation 

surrounding state tourism development plans hinges on the promise of steady 

employment and wage labor, which at this moment is virtually nonexistent. 

Mothers are also aware of the limited potential and economic security faced by 

Garifuna outside of the community, particularly in a society that discriminates against 

people of black and indigenous descent, which is the principal logic used to frame the 

struggle to defend against land privatization. Territory is nurturing to all of Triunfo's 
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children (hijos de la comunidad) and free of the many of the biases and discrimination 

faced by Garifuna in the city. In this vein, Triunfeños must also nurture the land, continue 

to protect its resources for the well being of future generations.  

In this chapter, I have deliberately avoided an argument that fixes women to their 

reproductive labor, sex and notions of maternal sacrifice. Women in the community have 

their personal motivations for joining these struggles, including the need for land, and the 

ability to form part of larger collectivities in order to gain political voice and power. 

Moreover, women’s mobility in Triunfo is increasing drastically. Young women are 

almost as likely as men to leave the community in search of employment, and many rely 

on familial networks to ensure care for children. What I have tried to do is validate 

women’s politics and organizing strategies on the basis of their commonalities with other 

women and men in the community and their lived experiences. One’s identity as a mother 

is key, but it is not the only source of one’s fulfillment or political consciousness.  
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Chapter 4: Radicalize Multiculturalism? Garifuna Resistance to the 
Coup and the Double Bind of Participation 

 
  
Introduction 
 

In this chapter I analyze Garifuna resistance to the June 2009 coup72 against 

former president Manuel Rosales Zelaya, specifically the politics of difference enacted by 

Garifuna activists during the anti-coup protests, and explore how these performances 

serve to disrupt or reinforce dominant racial logics visible in tourism development 

policies and propaganda. Zelaya’s violent ousting, prompted by his close alliance with 

Hugo Chavez of Venezuela and his support for a popular assembly to rewrite the 

constitution, destabilized the entire nation. Immediately following the coup, the National 

Congress named Roberto Micheletti73 de facto president of the republic and pro-Zelaya 

government officials were systematically removed from their posts. Meanwhile, 

legislators scrambled to mediate the political fallout. They declared the president’s ouster 

a constitutionally mandated succession74 and, at the same time, placed limits on basic 

constitutional rights, including the right to due process, freedom of association and 

                                                
72 On June 28, 2009, Honduran president Manuel Rosales Zelaya was detained by military officers and 
forcibly exiled to Costa Rica. Those who endorsed the coup felt threatened by Zelaya’s close alliance with 
left-leaning Latin American governments, including Venezuela and Nicaragua, and his ever more strident 
critique of neoliberal economic policies. During his presidency, Zelaya backed a series of legislative 
measures that ostensibly benefited the working poor. For instance, he increased the minimum wage from 
$150-$230 a month.  
73 Roberto Micheletti was the president of the National Congress and a prominent businessman.   
74 The de fact government accused Zelaya of repeated violations of the constitution, including an 
orchestrated attempt to change constitutional clauses not subject to amendment (i.e. the presidential term 
limit).  
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freedom of speech. The aftermath of the coup had deep effects on Garifuna coastal 

communities and rights.  

 
*** 

On a humid August morning, as the sun crept up from behind the mountainous 

backdrop of Tegucigalpa, thousands of demonstrators began congregating at the 

Universidad Pedagogica Nacional (National Pedagogical University). Protest chants 

filled the air as groups of varied size and composition marched triumphantly onto the 

university grounds. A small group of Garifuna youth attracted an instant crowd when 

they began playing the tambor, a hand-carved wooden drum that has come to symbolize 

Garifuna ethnic difference, as expressed through music and dance. 

A short distance from the drum circle, a buyei75 by the name of Carlos prepared a 

concoction of medicinal herbs inside a metal tin. He lit the herbs on fire, producing a 

thick smoke, with a distinctive, yet pleasant aroma. Like the tambor, the humo (smoke), 

is an element of Garifuna spiritual life and a key feature of Garifuna political struggles. 

Carlos invited the non-Garifuna protesters to “bathe” in the billowing smoke. “In the past 

our ancestors used the humo when addressing problems facing the community; it is an 

important spiritual and social manifestation of the Garifuna people,” he explained.  

Some of the non-Garifuna protesters gyrated erotically over the tin, laughing in 

mockery and delight, and pleading with the Garifuna to “dance.” Completely miffed by 

their behavior, Carlos stepped aside. Eventually, another buyei signaled for him to rejoin 

the Garifuna delegation. "Imbeciles" (Idiots), she mumbled under her breath. The tension 

                                                
75 Garifuna spiritual guide 
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between Garifuna and non-Garifuna demonstrators at the protest illustrates the extent to 

which racialized representations of Garifuna blackness are circulated and consumed, even 

within radical political spaces. These representations—widely disseminated through 

tourism propaganda—tie Garifuna subjects to eroticized and objectified notions of 

blackness. 

 

 

Figure 10: Carlos with humo 
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Following the coup, OFRANEH was the only Garifuna organization supporting la 

Resistencia. OFRANEH sponsored numerous delegations to the capital, organized 

solidarity actions on the North Coast, and maintained a nearly permanent presence in 

Tegucigalpa for several months. They took on a leading role in the anti-coup movement, 

but were faced with a difficult dilemma: their political subjectivity was both valued and 

denigrated by their newfound "allies." The politics of difference enacted by Garifuna 

activists during the anti-coup protests have the dual potential to disrupt or reinforce 

dominant racial logics implicit in state multiculturalism. I refer to this as the double bind 

of participation.  

First, I analyze Garifuna activism in the resistance movement, which will lead 

into an analysis of state multiculturalism through the lens of tourism development. 

Inclusion, I contend, hinges upon embodying a particular version of state-sanctioned 

cultural alterity, one that is welcoming to white tourists and that contributes to the growth 

of the national economy. Then I return to the significance of Garifuna political praxis in 

the anti-coup resistance movement, especially as it relates to official policies of inclusion 

and the emergent left. In concluding, I analyze the paradoxical outcomes stemming from 

OFRANEH’s politics of radical refusal versus ODECO’s complicit pragmatism. 

 

Why Participate? 

Conversations I sustained with community members in Triunfo de la Cruz 

(henceforth Triunfeños) subsequent to the June 2009 ousting of President Zelaya 

demonstrated an array of perspectives on the coup and helped to clarify what motivated 
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Garifuna to participate in la Resistencia. Was the decision to support the anti-coup 

movement purely an expression of solidarity with Zelaya, or were there other, less 

explicit, factors? Some Triunfeños expressed reservations about Zelaya’s close alliance 

with Chavez and apprehension regarding allegations that he wanted to convert Honduras 

into a communist regime. 76 But the majority of Triunfeños, even those who were critical 

of Zelaya, were opposed to the coup, which indicated that there were deeper issues 

underlying support for la Resistencia.  

Zelaya, who became president of Honduras in January 2006, did not intervene to 

mediate longstanding conflicts over authority and land use between the Municipality of 

Tela and Garifuna communities located within the municipal jurisdiction. Indeed, his 

government had a laissez-faire approach toward the municipality’s dealings with private 

investors who sought to transform Tela into the next big Caribbean tourism destination. 

Nevertheless, Zelaya’s sudden removal from power sparked an outpouring of emotionally 

charged commentary from people in the community. Moreover, a steady flow of 

Triunfeños, affiliated with Carla’s patronato,77 joined OFRANEH-sponsored delegations 

to support la Resistencia. These reactions revealed the local import of the national 

political crisis, which had immediate consequences within the community, placing strains 

on local modes of livelihood and struggles over land rights.  

                                                
76 The national media, controlled by a small group media magnates, depicted Zelaya as a power crazed, 
anti-democratic despot with intentions to eradicate private property and maintain power indefinitely. These 
media representations trickled down into the community debates on the conflict and some Triunfeños were 
skeptical about Zelaya’s long-term political agenda. 
77 Carla had strong ties to OFRANEH and explicitly encouraged her constituents to participate in the anti-
coup protests in Tegucigalpa. When I spoke with Ricardo about the coup, he was careful not to disclose his 
personal views on the matter. He referred to it as a “crisis” and expressed concern for the impacts on the 
local economy.  
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On the day of the coup, a friend nervously recounted the events surrounding 

Zelaya’s ouster: “They took him from his home in his pajamas, at gun point!” he shouted 

in disbelief. Rene extolled Zelaya’s efforts to help the poor, and was appalled by the 

“illegal” proceedings of the president’s political opponents. I shared his outrage and 

confessed that I found the situation deeply troubling. After my brief encounter with Rene, 

on the way to the Pulperia America (a small corner store), I came across Tita and her 

mother, Dona Noelia. Dona Noelia invited me to sit down and offered me a cold glass of 

Coca-Cola as she disclosed her opinions in a tone that was barely audible, contradicting 

the constant refrain of community members that “here we are safe.” She was adamant 

that Mel (Zelaya) would return, and rejected the possibility of Micheletti78 maintaining 

power.  “No, no, no!” she exclaimed softly, adding, “The people did not elect another 

president. They can’t make decisions without consulting the people!”  “But they did,” I 

said, “It was a coup.” 

As we spoke, a man in his mid-40s stopped at the edge of the patio where we 

were seated. Surprised by the increased military presence in Tela, he said, “This is a 

return to the past, a very worrisome situation.” His comment linked Zelaya’s sudden 

overthrow to the legacy of military-backed coups in Latin America and histories of “la 

mano dura” (the heavy hand), a regional political discourse used to legitimate the use of 

coercive force to repress undesirable social elements (including leftist social movements. 

“We are poor and Zelaya was taking measures to help the poor,” he added. “They 

[wealthy Hondurans] were scared that the people would vote ‘yes’ to the Cuarta Urna 
                                                
78 Roberto Micheletti was the president of the National Congress at the time of coup. He became the de 
facto president of Honduras until the subsequent elections. 
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(Fourth Ballot Box), which would not be favorable to elite interests (rubbing his thumb 

against his index and middle fingers).”  

The Cuarta Urna was an effort to determine whether or not the electorate wanted 

to call a constituent assembly. Mel was planning to administer a preliminary poll on June 

28, 2009 to find out if voters wanted the fourth ballot box to be included in the upcoming 

November elections. The poll read as follows, “Do you agree that in the general elections 

of November 2009 there be included a fourth ballot in which the people decide whether 

to convoke a National Constituent Assembly?” The Constituent Assembly was widely 

popular among the poor, including black and indigenous peoples, because it was 

perceived as an avenue to seek new constitutional guarantees, such as land rights and full 

consultation on projects to be developed on indigenous and black lands.79 

However, not all Triunfeños supported the Cuarta Urna. On July 1st, only days 

after the coup, I was starting to feel weary from the political turmoil and the 

overwhelming sense of impending violence. I went on an evening walk along the beach. 

The sound of the waves lightly breaking on the shore helped quiet the intensity of my 

thoughts, but on my way back to the cabanas, I discovered a friend waiting for me. Eager 

to disclose his views on the crisis, Johnny explained that he was not in favor of Mel, 

because Mel wanted to bring communism to Honduras. “He was going to let Chavez call 

the shots in our country, and the Cuarta Urna was illegal,” he added. “That is why they 

[the military] arrested him.” I was astounded by the similarity between Johnny’s 

                                                
79 OFRANEH and COPINH (Consejo Civico de Organizaciones Populares e Indigenas de Honduras) were 
the most outspoken indigenous and black organizations demanding the restitution of Zelaya and backing 
the constituent assembly. ODECO president Celeo Alvarez Casildo also spoke out against the coup, but he 
did not cut ties with the de facto regime instated by Roberto Micheletti.  
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statements and the political rhetoric of the national print and T.V. media. “Johnny,” I 

said, “you may disagree with Mel’s policies, but Mel was democratically elected and he 

was illegally deposed. It was a coup.” He seemed unconvinced, but neither of us pushed 

the conversation further. 

Significantly, even those who opposed Zelaya’s political tactics expressed anxiety 

about the coup and the potential consequences for Triunfo. Don Julio said, “Who do you 

think will be most affected by their [the de facto regime] actions? We the poor,” he stated 

emphatically. Don Julio was critical of Zelaya, but he believed the coup was unjust and 

the potential economic fallout troubled him. He explained to me that Honduras survives 

from the international aide sent by donor countries. “They [la cooperacion internacional] 

don’t recognize the legitimacy of this new government and they will cease all aide as 

long as Michelletti remains in power.” As the owner of a business dependent on tourists, 

he also made mention of the impact this crisis would have on local tourism. “People will 

not come to visit Honduras” (personal communication, June 29, 2009). 

After just one week, ripples from the political turmoil were beginning to be felt in 

Triunfo.  Doña Noelia had not been able to sell her topogios (a fruit flavored popsicle), 

which children normally buy on their way to and from school, but due to the national 

strike called by the Teacher’s Union, one of the strongest in the country, there was no 

class and hence no sales.  “The fridge is filled, and they will spoil in days,” she lamented. 

Her worries resonated with others who depended on the arrival of tourists to meet basic 

family needs. “No hay venta,” was the refrain from most of the panaderas, who, because 

of the decline in tourist arrivals, were forced to travel to San Pedro (1.5 hours by bus) in 
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order to sell the popular pan de coco (coconut bread). These reactions to the coup 

illustrate some of the ways in which the national crisis impacted the community and shed 

light on why people were motivated to support la Resistencia.  

In yet another conversation, Doña Selma launched into an unsolicited critique of 

the coup.  “The government is theirs,” she said, “Neither the Liberal party nor the 

Nationalist party have helped our race.” While she was quick to critique the history of 

abandonment and lack of government support for Garifuna, from both sides of the 

political spectrum, she also expressed concern about the potential rammifications of the 

current crisis. She cautioned that the de facto president, Roberto Micheletti, would try to 

steal their lands. She referenced the conflict over Barrio Indomables as evidence and 

specifically named Tono Fuentes as a golpista (coup-monger) and close ally of Roberto 

Micheletti. The ties between the two politicos provided further proof that the coup would 

deteriorate Garifuna rights over their territory. 

Thus, the coup heightened longstanding communal concerns about land loss and 

autonomy. However, it also highlighted class-based concerns, marking a shift in how 

people in the community articulated their identities, not just as a culturally and racially 

distinct people, but also as poor and underserved. In this manner, the crisis sutured 

perspectives on national politics in the community. Class identity served to bridge local 

and national struggles, presenting a unique opportunity for intercultural and multi-ethnic 

solidarity in the resistance movement, which was one of the most significant features of 

the post-coup moment, a striking shift from my previous experiences collaborating with 

social movements in Honduras.  
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Before, clear divisions prevented solidarity between and among differently 

situated social actors, but at this moment, marked by the elite’s incredible disregard for 

poorer sectors of society, class became a vehicle to bridge barriers. Anti-racist struggle 

was a key feature of Garifuna activism in the resistance, but Garifuna were equally 

invested in responding to the denial of basic rights to the poor, lack of access to key 

economic resources and a growing awareness of systemic dispossession. Issues of 

patriarchy, racism, classism and sexism came to the fore, and united people in a uniquely 

diverse social movement to “refound”80 the nation.  

 

Resisting the State 
 

The explicit ties between the coup orchestrators and tourism investors on the 

North Coast was definitely a factor in the decision to support the anti-coup movement, as 

fears of displacement spread throughout the communities. Moreover, many of my 

interlocutors expressed their desire to be visible as actors in this embryonic space of 

resistance, to clamor for the rights of Garifuna so as not to be left out of the political 

institutions and juridical norms that emerge from this process, and to demonstrate 

solidarity across difference with other social groupings that have been victimized by the 

state. Participants, Garifuna and non-Garifuna alike, believed that a new constitution 

would alleviate some of the systemic exclusions that have plagued Honduras’s fragile 

                                                
80 “Refundacion” (refoundation) became a rallying cry for activists in la Resistencia, strongly supported by 
black and indigenous organizations, such as OFRANEH and the Lenca federation COPINH (Civic Council 
of Popular and Indigenous Organizations of Honduras). 
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democracy and provide new avenues for the redistribution of economic and political 

power.  

The Vice-President of OFRANEH, Miguel Lopez, described his motivations for 

supporting la Resistencia: 

We believe that as a people we have rights that necessitate more equity in the 
country, and that necessarily implies that they respect our property, that they 
recognize the pluri-cultural and multilingual character of our country, the 
differences among peoples, languages and other situations like the autonomy of 
the people that is implicit in that new constitution we are dreaming of. (interview, 
July 9, 2009) 
 

By participating in la Resistencia, Garifuna activists hoped to enact the very multiethnic 

society they sought to create, one where they have rights, but also a guarantee of 

autonomy and land security, which is absent from the present-day constitution. Miguel’s 

call for autonomy posits a different form of multicultural society, one that is in essence 

plurinational. It is not a call for token inclusion within the state apparatus, but rather a 

fundamental re-configuration of the state. La Resistencia became a platform to make 

these demands and to articulate struggles across difference for the refundacion 

(refoundation) of Honduras.  

As expressed by Carla, president of Triunfo's communal board, “We think a 

constitutional assembly will present changes to the constitution that favor the groups that 

have been marginalized, such as the [indigenous and black] peoples, of which we are 

members. Historically we have been marginalized and we have been ignored by the 

government” (interview, July 17, 2009). She continued: 

We can't live a whole life just favoring one political class in the country. There 
also has to be change for those peoples who have been dispossessed for centuries 
[…]. We believe it is an opportunity for us that we must take advantage of 
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because it gives us an opening to participate, because we have never had the 
opportunity to participate in the decisions, in the making of decisions in the 
country. (ibid.) 
 

Garifuna were compelled to participate because the resistance movement provided an 

unprecedented opportunity to position their particular political demands at the forefront 

of national debates on development and land tenure. Additionally, the resistance became 

a space to build ties with other movements and to work towards shared goals, such as the 

National Constituent Assembly.  

During a passionate speech at a regional FNRP (Frente Nacional de Resistencia 

Popular) meeting in Gracias, Lempira, Bertha Caceres, organizer with COPINH (Civic 

Council of Popular and Indigenous Organizations of Honduras), declared, “We only have 

one option […] to refound this country to one that is more just, more human and more 

equal, with a constitution of and for the people” (Caceres, November 27, 2009). 81 Her 

discourse highlighted the importance of popular self-determination and the 

reconfiguration of politics “from below” vis-à-vis "a Popular Democratic, 

Plenipotentiary, Inclusive and Original National Constituent Assembly.”82 

The FNRP was organizing with communities across the country. Organizations, 

such as OFRANEH and COPINH, were charged with raising political consciousness 

among their constituents. This was not merely a mandate from the leadership of the 

frente, but a meeting of interests and an opportunity for black and indigenous Hondurans 

to articulate their demands alongside the demands of the traditional left. All were in 

                                                
81 Solo nos queda una opción […] es caminar a refundar este país. [...] Refundar este país a una que sea 
más justa, más humana, más equitativa, una constitución del pueblo 
82 Zuniga, Salvador. 
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support of a new constitution, because it would create opportunities for political 

participation. Paradoxically, the FNRP endorsed this position by abstaining participation 

in the 2010 elections called for by the coup regime. In the below image, the elections and 

the new constitution are presented as two mutually exclusive channels for participation. 

To participate in the elections amounted to participating in a political system that was 

coopted by the Nationalist and Liberal parties and which foreclosed the more radical 

political aspirations of la Resistencia. On the other hand, refundacion is depicted as 

something to be obtained through popular participation, what was desired as a truly 

democratic process wherein the people of Honduras could have voice and vote. This was 

a potentially transformative agenda.83  

                                                
83 The FNRP carried out the popular consultation (opinion poll) without the backing of the state. The 
findings of the poll were eventually presented to the government as a means of demanding the constituent 
assembly.  
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Figure 11: Political Cartoon from the “Manifiesto Espacio Refundacional FNRP”84 

 

Back in Triunfo, at the weekly patronato meeting, Miguel reflected on his 

experiences in Tegus and explained to the participants why it was important for Triunfo 

to struggle in solidarity with la Resistencia. He also attempted to allay the fears of those 

who were hesitant to participate in the protests due to the threat of violence. "Triunfo de 

la Cruz has a vested interest in Honduras' readmission into the OEA (Organización  de 

Estados Americanos)" he said, reminding the group of Triunfo's case before Inter-

American Commission of Human Rights (IACHR). He continued, "We blacks are a 

minority there (in Tegus)," meaning Garifuna were underrepresented. "Really, we are like 

lunares (moles)." The figure of speech helped to illustrate the minimal presence of black 

                                                
84 Written by Espacio Refundacional FNRP, June 22, 2011 
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activists at the protests. "We are not there to fight with the police, we are there to attend a 

peaceful march." Carla reinforced his statements: 

Here [in Triunfo] there are people who like what is happening in our country 
[referring to the parallel patronato]. But of the forty-six Garifuna communities 
OFRANEH represents, we were the first to arrive in Tegus to support la 
Resistencia. And why are we supporting this movement? So later we can ask for 
what we want. Now is the moment to make determinations. OFRANEH has 
played a central role in this struggle. They have been on the frontlines with the 
humo (smoke) to protect all the protesters. We are in solidarity with this struggle. 
Why are we scared? There are problems in the country and who will resolve 
them? The people in the streets! There is food, paramedics, and housing. Juana is 
baking bread to sell. There is even money to be made! We have to leave here to 
know what is happening. Triunfo de la Cruz is one of the communities with cases 
in the CIDH (Inter-American Commission of Human Rights). We have to support 
this struggle, or Triunfo and the Garifuna communities will loose. There are no 
rights now. We have signed many agreements with the government and we need 
these to be resolved, which is why we must support. We have to support in order 
to reclamar despues. (meeting, July 7, 2009) 
 

Carla’s words penetrated the group, sparking affirmative shouts from the group. “That's 

right! We cannot be here with are arms crossed!” said one of the women. The 

indeterminacy facing community land claims and the pending IACHR case gave force to 

Carla's statements. Honduras was suspended from the Organization of American States 

and Triunfo's case was in limbo. She also reiterated the parallels between the struggle in 

Tegucigalpa and the local struggle for collective property rights. Moreover, she 

emphasized that Garifuna must support now in order to “reclamar despues” (make 

demands later).  

 Through their involvement in this movement, Garifuna activists—historically 

excluded from national politics—became visible as active agents of transformation, and, 

in turn, they worked to combat rampant anti-black and indigenous racism. The long durée 

of racism and colonialist constructs of "the Other" has fed their current stereotypical 



 

 179 

representation in the mestizo imagination, as objects of consumption or simply 

entertainment for the national culture.85 This is most clearly evidenced by the marginal 

roles Garifuna are assigned within the state apparatus, and in spaces of resistance by their 

subordinated position in relation to other political movements. Indeed, for many mestizo 

participants, Garifuna cultural resistance in the anti-coup movement was a form of 

entertainment, which served to reinforce stereotypical and fixed notions of the folkloric 

other. This contradictory outcome emerges from a deeper pattern in Honduran political 

culture, beginning with the emergence of mestizo nationalism and subsequent iterations 

of Honduran national identity after the rise of multiculturalism. 

In reference to the Garifuna, Honduran state multicultural policies are put into 

practice through two distinct, yet interconnected, processes: 1) Garifuna are recognized 

as a racially and culturally distinct minority population through the provision of special 

rights, and 2) Garifuna cultural difference is transformed into a marketable commodity 

for tourist consumption (cultural tourism). These two processes work in tandem and are 

sanctioned through state multicultural policy.  

In the first case, Garifuna are recognized as culturally and racially distinct 

citizens, and as such are incorporated into state tourism development schemes and 

politics. They become subjects of development through their participation as elected 

officials, cultural ambassadors, or as beneficiaries of productive projects.86 

Multiculturalism is used to fit Garifuna citizens within the confines of state-sanctioned 

                                                
85 Anibal Quijano (2003) has referred to the legacies of colonial practices, including the continued 
racialization of ethnic and racial minorities, as the "coloniality of power," a concept further elaborated in 
Ramon Grosfoguel's work on Puerto Ricans in New York (2001). 
86 See Chapter One for analysis of proyectos productivos. 
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political and economic subjectivity. Ultimately, the provision of rights to previously 

excluded populations helps to redefine indigenous and black civic membership in ways 

that advance the mandate of the state and the market.  

In the second case, Garifuna difference becomes a distinctive cultural brand 

employed by the Honduran Institute of Tourism (IHT), private investors and multilateral 

institutions to carve out a niche within the incredibly lucrative, but saturated, Caribbean 

tourism market. In this vein, multicultural inclusion has been harnessed to superimpose 

economic value onto indigenous and black bodies—national resources yet to be exploited 

by the growing tourism industry.  

Concomitant with the growth of tourism, blackness emerged as a resource for 

nation building and economic development. Paradoxically, this form of inclusion hinges 

upon repackaging coastal culture as uniquely Caribbean, black and erotic; that is to say 

the foreignness of black culture—previously a threat to the mestizo nation—has become 

an asset to the state. This process of "racialization" (Omi and Winant 1986) remakes the 

coast into a space of geographic and cultural alterity, positioning blackness as a central 

component of national development schemes. These shifting racial meanings are 

embedded in political and economic ideologies that relegate black Hondurans to 

subordinate social and cultural positions in relationship to white tourists and the mestizo 

majority. To explore more fully how folkloric subjects are produced through state 

multiculturalism, I now turn to an analysis of tourism propaganda and the development 

aspirations of local officials in Tela. 
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Consuming Garifuna Blackness  

In her analysis of black women’s oppression in the United States, Hill-Collins 

(2000) demonstrates the extent to which stereotypical representations, or “controlling 

images,” serve to normalize racism, sexism and other forms of social inequality. I employ 

Hill-Collins’ concept of “controlling images” to think about how the Honduran state and 

international financial institutions manipulate representations of Garifuna cultural and 

racial difference to advance development imperatives, particularly within the booming 

coastal tourism industry. These representations bind black Hondurans to soccer, punta87 

music and entertainment, thus providing the basis for the debasement and objectification 

of the black body, widely consumed and redeployed for commercial purposes by the 

mestizo majority.  

 

 

                                                
87 A Garifuna music and style of dance usually performed at festive occasions, including wakes and other 
events of a celebratory nature. In recent years this music has attracted a large national and international 
following.  
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Figure 12 We Demand 10% of public 
offices!88 

Figure 13 To the beat of the Honduran 
Caribbean89 

 
  
  

 
The above images represent two poles of black subjectivity in Honduras, as 

defined and consumed by the mestizo nation-state. In the first image (Figure 12), 

Garifuna are represented within the cultural script of international black politics. The 

demand for 10% of public offices is a reference to affirmative action-like policies in the 

United States and elsewhere. Moreover, blackness is aggressive and gendered as male, 

but devoid of any explicit cultural otherness. The caricature is racially demarcated by the 

Afro hairdo, which also serves to tie Garifuna to radical black politics in the United 

States. The Afro, however, stands in tension with the business suit, which demonstrates 

                                                
88 Political cartoon published in El Tiempo on April 8, 2006 
89 New marketing logo designed for the Tela Tourism Board. 
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class and educational privilege, and potential to accept and accommodate the norms of 

the modern Honduran citizen-subject.  

The Garifuna woman (Figure 13) in contrast, is wearing a traditional dress with a 

red hair wrap—a common feature of coastal dress—and positioned alongside a set of 

tambores. Her arms are spread wide in a welcoming gesture and she appears to be 

dancing. Her large hoop earrings and the shawl around her waist are also important 

signifiers of blackness. Her attire is a reference to the private sphere, the space of the 

community, where the female subject is said to dominate. Whereas the male subject is 

tied to the public sphere, the business suit suggestive of his status as negotiator with the 

outside world and the state, the Garifuna woman is the face of the Honduran Caribbean. 

The image is a brand elaborated by Tela tourism operators in collaboration with 

international financial institutions. This form of multicultural inclusion is non-threatening 

to state sovereignty and the privileging of whiteness in state discourses on national 

identity.  

Blackness, once perceived as a threat to the mestizo nation, is rendered legible 

vis-à-vis its commercial value to the state. More specifically, Garifuna cultural difference 

is brought into public view through tourism propaganda and tourism development 

initiatives, such as the Los Micos Resort. Thus, state institutions, including the IHT, play 

a vital role in the mediation of Garifuna visibility and subsequent incorporation into the 

national imaginary. However, as I explain below, the folkloric representations sanctioned 

by the state flatten the political subjectivity of black and indigenous peoples and reinforce 
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a notion of the nation as indivisible (see Tambar 2010, 662), reinforcing the dominant 

narrative that tourism is good for all.  

In sum, Garifuna has become synonymous with the multicultural nation, the 

symbol and representative of the Honduran Caribbean and the face of the Honduran 

Institute of Tourism. Afro-indigenous culture is the foundation upon which tourism 

campaigns are built and promoted, and this embrace of Garifuna difference is a signifier 

of the modern liberal nation. This is most clearly illustrated by the images of Garifuna 

drummers and dancers abundantly displayed on the glossy pages of tourism brochures, 

websites and magazines, such as Honduras Tips.  

 

 

Figure 14 National Sustainable Tourism Strategy, Honduran Institute of Tourism90 

 
 

                                                
90 Screen shot from the National Sustainable Tourism Strategy website, http://ents.iht.hn/index.php?id=24. 
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In Figure 14, three Garifuna women donning colorful head-wraps and two 

shirtless Garifuna men are pictured alongside a young white couple. The white woman 

(presumably a North American or European tourist) is also wearing a head-wrap, which 

is both a sign of her affinity with Garifuna culture and her ability to embody these 

signifiers of ethnic and racial difference. The close proximity between her and the 

Garifuna drummer hints at an element of sexual and racial desire, because, as I explain 

below, tourism entails more than the commodification of culture, it also commodifies 

bodies.91 In this rendering, the body is objectified, and eerily fungible. Hartman argues, 

“The fungibility of the commodity made the captive body an abstract and empty vessel 

vulnerable to the projection of others’ feelings, ideas, desires, and values […]” (Hartman 

1997, 21). Similarly, the racial desires propagated by the national tourism industry in 

Honduras serve to strip the black body of subjectivity and agency. The body becomes a 

vessel for the fulfillment of tourists’ desires.92 

In an interview with Sherwood Bonilla, president of the Camera de Turismo de 

Tela, he candidly addressed the sexualized desires of foreign tourists. “There is also an 

attraction for the body, the corporeal structure of the Garifuna,” he said. “Why?” I 

prodded. “I don’t know. I have noticed that white women are very attracted to Garifuna 

men, I don’t know if it is because of their skin color or their physical structure. It gives 

the impression of strength. And in the case of the women, it is their bumps, their breasts 

                                                
91 Kamala Kempadoo (2004) has written extensively about the sexual labor tied to the tourism industry in 
the Caribbean.  
92 It is necessary to recognize that many Garifuna willing participate and profit from sex-tourism. I am 
merely highlighting how the state and private investors promote Garifuna bodies as part of the touristic 
offering. It is a form of commodification that smacks of colonialism, practices that construct the other as 
object of imperial desire (see Alexander 2005; Stoler 2002). 
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and their butts too.” Thus, Garifuna bodies are also part of the services offered to foreign 

tourists. The above analysis brings desire and development together in a distinctly 

racialized configuration, wherein desire is expressed as exotic racial longings to consume 

the black body and as an anticipatory desire for the luxury Caribbean resort landscape 

investors seek to develop. The role to be played by Garifuna is as object of desire, 

cultural entertainment, or marginal worker.  

Garifuna culture is crucial for regional tourism development plans. However, 

Garifuna culture was also an obstacle to development:  

There is a belief within the communities that because they are Garifuna, they must 
be isolated from the local govenrment. The only thing that they accomplish by 
this mode of thinking, by believing the Garifuna communties are not part of the 
development of the municipality, is their own exclusion from development and 
development planning. (interview, David Sacarro, April 2, 2009) 
 

In this account, Garifuna politics that posit autonomy from the municipal government are 

understood in terms of cutlural (and mental) deficiency. On the one hand, the solution is 

culture, and on the other, culture is identified as the problem, since, according to 

Sacarro’s logic, it prevents Garifuna from full participation in regional tourism 

development schemes. There is a simultaneous embrace of cultural difference and 

admission of cultural incomensurability, insofar as Garifuna inability to fully participate 

in development is blamed on their cultural and racial backwardness, and their presumed 

inability to become modern subjects. This is precisely what Garifuna protesters in La 

Resistencia sought to challenge. Through their cultural activism, they reclaimed 

difference for the purposes of autonomy. 
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 Later, the mayor pushed his point further by addressing the issue of land tenure. 

He explained that tourism investments will lead to an increase in property values, which 

will benefit the community. But, which community? “Isn’t the land collectively owned?" 

I interjected. "How will individual community members benefit from a surge in property 

value?” 

They benefit by selling the land, or by granting use rights to others, or by putting 
the land to use.  But how am I going to use it? As I was saying, I need a loan. 
[The land] is the collateral that I will present to the bank. Now it is worth $5. But 
if there is a multi-million dollar hotel nearby, my land is not worth $5, now it is 
worth $20! They will be able to access more opportunities. At least that is the way 
I see it. (ibid.) 
 

The mayor was uninterested in the potential friction between Garifuna collective land 

tenure systems and the glittering Cancun-like landscape that he hoped would materialize.  

In the same manner, Sherwood Bonilla said, “The problem is that the Garifuna are 

very strange and they believe they should receive a special treatment. They speak about 

discimination, but the truth is that no one discrimnates against them; rather they engage 

in auto-discrimination.” In this way, Garifuna exclusion is thought of as self-imposed, 

and tourism must forge ahead with or without them, because ultimately it is for their own 

good, and for the greater good of Honduras. Garifuna shoulder the blame for their own 

exclusion. The underlying racial logic is that black Hondurans are incapable of fully 

harnessing the power of development. Even those leaders that collaborate with the 

Municipality, such as Ricardo, must be capacitado by the state in order to participate. 

Isabel Perez, Country Coordinator for the World Tourism Organization (WTO), 

laid bare the market rationale behing regional tourism development plans. She said, “The 

market for tourism businesses is tourism, they must sell something, products that are not 
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expensive, and they should know how to present themselves as businesses” (interview, 

March 11, 2010). These products come in the way of culturally distinct goods (i.e. 

coconut bread, tambores, etc.), cultural spectacles (i.e. dances, spiritual ceremonies, etc.) 

and finally in the form of sex services.  

Turning again to the issue of land tenure, the WTO has no policies in place to 

support collective land rights, or to abate the incidence of land privatization in the 

communities they promote as tourism destinations. However, when pressed about the 

issue of land tenure security, she said, “That is difficult, because the sale of land is seen 

by the state as a component of economic development. […]You cannot demand that they 

[meaning the Garifuna] continue their culture as they did 200 years ago” (ibid.).  

In the culture industries, culture becomes a commodity, detached from political 

struggle and from territory, which is a radical departure from the politics of difference 

enacted by Garifuna participants in the anti-coup protests. It is through the 

commodification of indigenous and black cultures and territories that these groups are 

included into the multicultural state, and this has directly impacted the ways in which 

Garifuna are understood by non-Garifuna. This version of multiculturalism is 

incompatible with the political activism of Garifuna anti-coup activists who employed 

cultural resistance as a means to reassert their humanity vis-à-vis the state and the 

multitude of actors propelling la Resistencia into a new social movement. 

Cultural performances of this nature sought to destabilize the racial logics that 

position Garifuna as passive agents of state development plans. When Garifuna political 

subjectivity is perceived as threatening to the state, Garifuna are understood as the 
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paradigmatic Other—abject, anti-national and undeserving of rights. Now that I have 

described the ways in which state multiculturalism operates, I will return to the issue of 

Garifuna political praxis in the anti-coup movement and whether or not it is possible to 

radicalize multiculturalism to advance the aims of social transformation.  

 

Radicalize Multiculturalism? 

 In some measure, Garifuna cultural activism in la Resistencia echoed the folkloric 

representations of blackness harnessed by the multicultural state to sell Honduras as an 

international tourism destination. However, as an instrument in the fight for democracy 

and constitutional reform, Garifuna cultural difference ceased to be an asset for the state, 

threatening the national tourism imaginary that the Honduran oligarchy holds in such 

high esteem. Garifuna activists mobilized the same markers of difference used by the 

state to brand the North Coast to defend against the state’s tourism development agenda.  

OFRANEH’s decision to maintain a presence on the streets of Tegucigalpa 

following the coup was part of a larger project of radicalizing multiculturalism—a refusal 

of the official multicultural policies advanced by the state and neoliberal capital and a 

radical proposal to take back the definitional power used by the state to make black 

bodies and territories into tourist commodities. Instead, Garifuna activists in the anti-coup 

movement asserted their capacity for self-representation, which, following Goldberg, is 

the first step to achieving self-determination (Goldberg 1997).  

Leticia explained to me that she had become more Garifuna since arriving in the 

capital to support the resistance: 
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[…] In the time I have spent away [from my community] I have looked around 
me, and I see other Garifuna that would like, if they could, to wash away the dark 
color from their skin, the color God gave us. It would be wonderful [for them], 
since they live in the city and they have tried to modernize as much as possible, 
but without being able to take away one thing, which is their color. (October 10, 
2009) 
 

She felt as if Garifuna living in the city looked down upon Garifuna from the coastal 

villages, demonstrated by their rejection of the coastal style of dress, and more 

importantly, by their refusal to speak Garifuna. She told me these Garifuna felt the need 

to distance themselves from the life and culture of their ancestors in order to make it in 

the city. Leticia said, “So, I began to think that [their rejection] makes me adamant about 

wanting to dress more in the Garifuna style, to always carry something, a head-wrap… 

something that from afar will identify me, and say, ‘Here comes a Garifuna.’” Thus a 

counter-hegemonic politics of identity emerges through the performance of an officially 

sanctioned cultural difference. This is used as a weapon to critique the racism of the state, 

implicit in official “modernization” and development policies. It also contests the empty 

folkloric representations of Garifuna blackness used to transform the coast into a modern 

Caribbean paradise. 

 In her assessment of the political crisis, Leticia very clearly identified the 

golpistas (coup mongers) as the primary actors behind efforts to privatize the coast. “The 

powerful groups, the elite—as they say—don’t support [the constitutional assembly], 

because they consider themselves to be the owners of this country. They are the ones that 

have large companies, profitable businesses, and they consider themselves to the owners 

of our Garifuna communities” (interview, August 13, 2009). 
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 Her fears were echoed by another collaborator from Triunfo, named Agule. Agule 

is a member of a dance troupe that has received critical acclaim for their representations 

of Garifuna music and dance. They are often invited to participate in events of national 

import. On January 22, 2010, Agule’s group performed at the innaugruration of the Los 

Micos Beach and Golf Resort.93 After the invitation-only event, I caught up with Agule. 

He told me that the people from Tornabe—the community where the project is being 

established—received poor treatment. They weren’t allowed into the high-profile event. 

They were forced to wait outside, under the sun, and they didn’t get to enjoy the 

incredible banquet offered to invitees, which included several state-ministers and leading 

investors in the project. He said, “This [meaning the land] was theirs; this belonged to 

them, and they were the ones that were left out. It is no longer theirs.” He continued, 

“They took Miami, they took it for themselves. Blacks to the monte (bush),94 and they, 

the whites, remain on the beach. That’s what they want, but the beach is ours!” (personal 

communication, January 22, 2010). 

Garifuna participants in the resistance movement waged a battle on several fronts: 

1) they demanded an immediate end to the de facto regime and publicly declared their 

support for a constitutional assembly; 2) they confronted the definitional power of the 

state and the embedded racism of their newfound comrades. Finally, they used the social 

movement as a staging ground to denounce the intentions of tourism investors on the 

                                                
93 The Los Micos Beach and Golf Resort has received the majority of its funding from a constellation of 
non-Honduran private investors, national elite, and international financial institutions which are actively 
promoting tourism development as a means to revive the national economy. 
94 The word monte (bush) is used to describe idle, or uninhabitable land. These lands are usual isolated 
from areas economic activity. 



 

 192 

coast. Thus, Garifuna activism in the resistance movement provided an opening to gain 

visibility and participate, but according to the their own political and cultural mandate, 

and not merely as the folkloric other. It was an opportunity to be recognized as political 

agents—not as objects—and to aspire for a different Honduras within this emergent 

multiethnic movement to remake the nation. But, what have been the results of this 

activism, and how has the new regime responded to the demands articulated by 

OFRANEH and their allies? 

 

Pepe, Cambio Ya? 
 

On October 6, 2009, a group of students from my English class excitedly debated 

a television ad for Pepe Lobo’s presidential campaign. In the initial shot, a Garifuna 

youth from Triunfo appears wearing a grey tank top, jean shorts and a black baseball cap 

turned backwards. Seated on the beach alongside a canoe, he introduces himself as Rene 

Tomas. 

I have fished since I was child. But it is difficult for me, because I don’t have a 
motor so I can’t take my boat into deep waters. The majority of the time, when I 
go fishing, I come back with nothing. I would like to have my own boat, to have 
equipment, to be in the sea everyday catching fish. We need change.95  
 

Suddenly Rene is paddling in the open sea, and then he is featured throwing a dragnet 

into the water. In the background a voice states, “Pepe es Cambio Ya!” In the closing 

image, Rene exclaims, “In Honduras, I make the difference!” (En Honduras, yo soy el 

cambio.)  

                                                
95 http://www.archivoelectoral.org/videos/135 
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The students in my English class called the ad racist for its portrayal of Garifuna. 

“Why,” asked Donnie, “does the Garifuna appear in the cayuco (canoe) when we have 

many who aspire for more, who have left and are working as doctors and lawyers?” He 

contrasted this ad with another “spot” featuring two “white” women: 

Victoria: We are university students.  
 
Ana: And we have been affected by the delinquency that is affecting our country.  
 
Victoria: Not even in the university do we feel safe. We are constantly victims of 
armed assault. I would like to protect myself, to have more opportunities, to help 
my family… 
  
Ana: To obtain a scholarship, to be able to study abroad, to learn a second 
language. Without a doubt, we need a change!96 

 
“It’s ridiculous!” complained Donnie. “The woman in the ad wants to learn how to speak 

a second language, something we already have!” Donnie was infuriated by the divergent 

representations of white and black Hondurans. Whites were educated and aspired for 

cosmopolitan lifestyles; whereas, the representation of Garifuna reinforced the notion that 

blacks were mired by the weight of tradition and incapable of “progress.” Ironically, 

these same stereotypical representations of blackness are reproduced for the purposes of 

national development vis-à-vis the tourism industry. 

The students in my class were aware of the ways in which whites appropriated 

Garifuna “traditions” to promote tourism development, but this ad was particularly 

troublesome because it was a campaign ad aimed at increasing Garifuna support for 

Lobo’s candidacy. It was intended to demonstrate his promise to restore democratic order 

in Honduras, and his willingness to include even the most marginalized sectors within his 
                                                
96 http://www.archivoelectoral.org/videos/137 
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political mandate by increasing economic access and through the promotion of inclusive 

development policies. However, if the ad was any indication, Garifuna would continue to 

be relegated to the fringes of economic and political subjectivity.  

 
*** 
 

In January 2010, on the heels of a contested and heavily militarized electoral 

process, Porfirio Lobo took office as president of Honduras. The elections—held in 

November of the previous year—took place under the mandate of the de facto regime led 

by Roberto Micheletti. Initially, Lobo’s administration faced a serious crisis of 

legitimacy. However, due to the lobbying efforts of Honduran business leaders and their 

allies in the United States, the United Nations and the Organization of American States 

eventually recognized Lobo as the democratically elected president of Honduras. Lobo’s 

newfound international legitimacy empowered him to move ahead with an aggressive 

political and economic agenda, demonstrating to the world that Honduras was back in 

business.  

During the crisis, the Honduran economy declined sharply to -1.9% (Perez and 

Arugueta 2011). Lobo was eager to improve the ailing economy and, as in many post-

crisis situations, he did this by approving a series of pro-business legislation.97 In May 

2011, Lobo championed his pro-business mandate at an international conference entitled, 

“Honduras is Open for Business.” The event slogan, “We are the most attractive 

destination for investments in Latin America,” underscored Honduras’ commitment to 

                                                
97 These legislative measures included: Ley para la Promoción de Alianzas Público-Privadas, la Ley para la 
Protección y Promoción de Inversiones, Ley de Ciudades Modelos y la Ley de Empleo Temporal. 



 

 195 

development and economic recovery in the post-coup period. In his opening remarks, 

Lobo said, "Crises are not desirable, but we must view them […] as an opportunity.” 

(Quoted in La Prensa, May 4, 2011).  

Organized by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Honduras is Open for Business 

(HOB) was essentially a coming out party for the post-coup regime and a platform for 

business leaders who sought to showcase the immense opportunities awaiting 

international investors. The event attracted business luminaries, such as Mexico’s 

telecom magnate Carlos Slim, and political heavyweights, including the ex-president of 

Colombia, Alvaro Uribe. Over the course of the two-day conference, the Lobo 

administration highlighted new laws designed to increase security and profitability for 

private investments. “The expectation of the government is to sell close to 160 

[development] projects categorized into 6 investment rubrics that will, in the long-run, 

result in $15 billion worth of investments and 750,000 jobs, according to the calculations 

of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs” (La Tribuna, May 6, 2011).  

Based on the experience of Hurricane Mitch in 1998, Honduran politicians and 

business elites were keenly aware of the opportunity inherent in disasters (Klien 2007; 

Stonich 2008). The explicit ties between post-Mitch and post-coup recovery efforts 

unveiled a troubling pattern, specifically the ways in which disaster is used to advance 

capitalist expansion. During the HOB event, tourism was one of six investment areas 

promoted by the Lobo administration. The Tourism Investment Guide stated, “According 

to the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), during 2000-2008, the arrival of tourists 

to Central America has shown a positive trend, standing out as the fastest growing sub 
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region in the Americas. […] In 2009, Honduras captured 11.4% of total arrivals to 

Central America” (HOB Investment Guide 2011, 4). Honduras’s ability to sustain 

positive growth and to continue developing into a global travel destination was nearly 

guaranteed by the authors of the report, which was intended to encourage national and 

international investments in the industry, and which was framed as a way to help 

Honduras emerge from the economic downturn ignited by “the crisis.”98 

Lobo, under the banner of multicultural inclusion, has backed the creation of a 

new Ministry for the Promotion of Racial Equality and the Economic Development of 

Indigenous and Afro-Hondurans. He stated that the new ministry was created with the 

aim, "that we strengthen all of the processes to give opportunities and full recognition of 

rights for indigenous and Afro-Hondurans” (El Heraldo, April 12, 2010). Lobo’s pro-

diversity mandate was reaffirmed in September 2011, following Honduras’ readmission 

into Organization of American States, when he addressed the 66th Session of the United 

Nations General Assembly in New York. Lobo stressed Honduras’ achievements since he 

came into the presidency and assured the assembly of his commitment to democracy, in 

part through an explicit embrace of cultural diversity. He said:  

Although insufficient, my government has made important steps in support of the 
historically legitimate claims, the rights and the visibilization of indigenous and 
afrodescendent peoples, following the Durban Declaration and Programme of 
Action.99 We have initiated actions and adopted public policies in line with these 
commitments. Among these, I will mention: the ratification of the International 
Convention Against All Forms of Racial Discrimination; the inauguration of 
African Heritage Month in Honduras; the creation of the Ministry of Justice and 
Human Rights, and the creation of the Ministry for the Development of 

                                                
98 The term “crisis” was used to describe the political fallout in 2009, because members of economic elite 
were reluctant to call it a coup. 
99 Adopted at the 2001 Conference against Racism in Durban, South Africa. 
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Indigenous and Afrodescendent Peoples.100 
 
He also made mention of his desire to reform the national constitution: “One aspiration of 

my government is to carry out the constitutional reform to define Honduras as 

multicultural and multiethnic country.” His address shows the extent to which liberal 

democratic legitimacy is entangled with the multicultural reforms. Additionally, Lobo’s 

discourse at the General Assembly signaled the various concessions his administration 

was willing to make in response to the demands set forth by black and indigenous 

organizations from across the political spectrum.  

Yet, the recent repression carried out against OFRANEH’s president Miriam 

Miranda lays bare the shortcomings of the government’s commitment to racial inclusion. 

On March 28, 2011, during a peaceful protest in the City of Tela, just beyond the 

entrance of Triunfo de la Cruz, Miranda was shot with a teargas canister at close range.  

In the process of getting arrested, they shot at me various times with teargas 
bombs, hitting me in the stomach, which caused burns on my stomach; later I was 
dragged on the cement while the police continued to hit me and berate me with 
racial slurs” (Miranda testimony, March 29, 2011).  

Nearly two hours after her arrest, the police, who identified her as a leader of the 

resistance movement, finally read her her rights and she was charged with sedition. 

In Honduras the chaos that engulfed the country as a result of the 2009 coup—
perpetrated by the judiciary, the legislative and the armed forces—continues. […] 
In spite of the plastic smiles of state officials and their enthusiasm to obtain 
international recognition, the criminalization of social protest has worsened under 
Porfirio Lobo’s regime. (ibid.) 

                                                
100 “Discurso del Excelentísimo Presidente de la República de Honduras Sr. Porfirio Lobo Sosa, en 
ocasión de la 66 Sesión Ordinaria de la Asamblea General de la Organización de las Naciones Unidas.” El 
Heraldo, September 21, 2011. (Author’s translation) 
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The repression carried out against Miriam Miranda and the accusation of sedition 

demonstrates the ways in which the state excludes unruly subjects from the sphere of 

politics and rights, revealing the limits of democracy in Honduras. Ultimately, those 

forms of sociality that challenge state ideologies are excluded from the protections 

guaranteed by the law, despite proliferating discourses of inclusion.  

Significantly, the violence perpetrated against Miranda happened at a moment 

when Honduras was preparing to host an international conference for afrodescendants. 

The 1a Cumbre Mundial de los Afrodescendientes was organized by ODECO with 

support from most of the major aid organizations (la cooperacion internacional) and the 

national government. Aside from OFRANEH, ODECO is the most important Garifuna 

organization in the country. They have collaborated on numerous initiatives with the 

state, including the creation of the Ministry for the Development of Indigenous and 

Afrodescendent Peoples. ODECO’s accommodation to state developmental goals has 

been met with OFRANEH’s ire and public questioning of ODECO’s commitments to 

defending the collective property rights of Garifuna.101 The tensions between ODECO 

and OFRANEH parallel the political divide in Triunfo.  

 

                                                
101 After the passage of the Agricultural Modernization Law, negotiations between ODECO and the 
government resulted in dozens of land titles for coastal Garifuna communities. But these titles have been 
called inadequate by OFRANEH, because they did not include the full ancestral land claim. 
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Figure 15 Poster for 1a Cumbre Internacional de los Afrodescendientes 

 

In response to the international cumbre organized by ODECO, the leaders of 

OFRANEH organized a counter-cumbre that was held on the same dates as the ODECO 

sponsored event. The Foro Sobre Acaparamiento de Territorio en America Latina y 

Africa spoke directly to the most urgent issues facing coastal Garifuna communities, 
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namely the loss of territory, and included participation from COPINH and the Miskito 

federation MASTA (Mosquitia Asla Takanka). Clearly, the celebration of blackness and 

black culture has its limits and OFRANEH was taking a stand against top-down politics 

of visibility advanced through state multicultural policies. Miranda argues: 

The participation and insertion of marginal populations in politics and making of 
decisions are contingent on the submission to strategies of displacement which 
have increased under Plan Puebla Panama (renamed the Mesoamerican Project), 
the one that has destroyed the biodiversity of the region and contributed to the 
displacement of indigenous peoples from their ancestral territories. (Miranda 
2011, 33).102 
 

The government was not present at the OFRANEH sponsored event, because it was a 

direct challenge to the sovereignty of the state and official politics of recognition. In sum, 

state multiculturalism falls short of addressing more substantive demands (i.e. demands 

for territorial autonomy and redistributive justice) of the indigenous and black peoples it 

purports to include.  

 These excluded sectors--Carla and OFRANEH--are not completely outside the 

realm of politics. Rather, their exclusion serves to weaken the democratic legitimacy of 

the state. Moreover, to the extent that OFARNEH is uncompromising in their defense of 

collective property rights, they are able to maintain moral authority over the land 

question.  

 

Conclusion 
 

After Zelaya's ousting, the effervescence of the political moment and the urgency 

of restoring democracy united campesinos (peasants), indigenous and black peoples, the 
                                                
102 Miranda, Miriam. "Presencia africana en Centro-America, de rebeliones a avasallamientos" 
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LGBTQ community, labor organizations and feminists in a collective movement to 

remake the nation. Yet, la Resistencia is itself enmeshed within the same structures of 

power that have historically undermined the concerns of the very groups at its core. 

Homophobia, racism and sexism remain ubiquitous. Moreover, mestizo responses to 

Garifuna participants highlight the hegemony of folklorized representations of black and 

indigenous subjects. 

 

Figure 16 "We bring the tambores for our security; it’s a weapon." 

 
  

Given the now ubiquitous sound of Garifuna punta music at dance clubs and on 

radio stations across the country, the irreverent response of the non-Garifuna protesters 

described in the opening vignette seemed almost appropriate. The sound of the tambores 

invoked the sound of the Caribbean Coast, the vibrant nightlife of La Ceiba and the white 
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sand beaches of Tela. Thus, one can observe the power behind official representations of 

Garifuna cultural difference, and the ways in which their culture is repackaged by the 

tourism industry for the consumption of tourists and the majority mestizo population. 

This is one level of multicultural inclusion, but in the context of the massive protests 

organized in opposition to the coup, this type of performance necessarily takes on a 

different connotation, and since tourism has coalesced with contemporary discourses of 

nationalism, it also positions these actors as adversaries of the state. 

The cultural politics of Garifuna activists in the resistance become a vehicle to 

challenge the dominant narratives of difference that are enshrined within contemporary 

forms of multicultural governance. Indeed, it demonstrates a rejection of the dominant 

construction of Garifuna political and cultural subjectivity, which has tied Garifuna 

cultural symbols to the state development agenda. Garifuna political expression through 

cultural performance proclaims sovereignty and control over territorial resources.  In this 

sense, Garifuna activists in the anti-coup movement are radically redefining state 

multiculturalism; they imbue the official discourses of cultural diversity with alternative 

political desires. 
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Conclusion 

 
 
Me inspiro [comprometerme a la lucha] primeramente la historia de mi pueblo, de los 
principios, de la historia del sufrimiento de aquellos, y sus objetivos. Me inspiro igual la 
muerte de aquellos que ofrecieron la vida por la causa de los oprimidos. Los oprimidos 
son aquellos que no tienen la capacidad de lanzar la voz, y por esa parte oprimida, había 
que salir alguien a hablar por los derechos de ellos. […] Al mismo tiempo me inspiraba 
un espirito, el espirito de mi hermano que lo he tenido cerca de mi. Y en los momentos 
mas difíciles el ha intervenido, y el ha apartado cosas de mi que quizás hoy en dia no 
estaría contándote la historia.  
      
    --Julian (Interview, June 9, 2009) 
 
 

 

Figure 17 Bay of Triunfo de la Cruz 
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This dissertation began with a macro-level analysis of how tourism development 

has come to occupy a central place in the national political imaginary, as a potential 

source of economic prosperity, and the ways in which Garifuna factor into state backed 

development plans. I demonstrate how Garifuna culture is commodified in accordance 

with the racial structuration of Honduran society, which has deep effects at the 

community level, resulting in fragmentation and dispossession. Chapters Two and Three 

address the local dynamics of communal politics in response to tourism development. In 

Chapter Two I illuminate the moral life of development in Triunfo, bringing much 

needed attention to the righteous politics, or to borrow a term coined by Nicolas Rose, 

“ethico-politics” (1999, 173), of community activists situated on both sides of the 

development debate. I delineate the dramatically divergent political and economic visions 

advocated by the defensores de la tierra (defenders of the land) and the tourism 

empresarios to frame my analysis of development and struggles over the meaning of 

community and belonging. In doing so, I argue that Garifuna identity is a key site for the 

negotiation of rights to land and for autonomous community development. In Chapter 

Three I discuss the role of women in community politics and their leadership in the land 

struggle. I also interrogate the significance of motherhood, which is not reducible to 

biological reproduction, but rather an ethos of struggle that undergirds efforts to defend 

Garifuna territoriality.  

In the final chapter, I bring the national and local political dynamics into focus, 

demonstrating how they articulate with one another. I outline the motivations for 

Garifuna participation in the anti-coup movement following the ousting of Manuel 
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Rosales Zelaya in June 2009. I show how through their activism they reconstitute the 

meanings of multiculturalism, belonging and rights, while simultaneously confronting the 

anti-black racism that persists in spaces of resistance. In addition, I illuminate the post-

coup activism of OFRANEH (Black Fraternal Organization of Honduras) and ODECO 

(Organization of Ethnic Community Development) in order to explain the workings of 

multiculturalism under the presidency of Porfirio Lobo Sosa. 

I have also charted the ways in which the discourse of multiculturalism is linked 

to the implementation of “sustainable” tourism development on the North Coast. This 

model of multiculturalism binds culture to development and difference to consumption. 

The commodification of culture is coupled with the privatization of natural resources in 

indigenous and black territories, as is the case on the Caribbean coast of Honduras. This 

is one way in which tourism—through the confluence of state, regional, global and local 

forms of capital—factors into the formulation of cultural racism in Honduras. 

 

Intra-Communal Divisions and Resistance to Cultural Racism 

Garifuna are almost always described as willing “beneficiaries” of state backed 

development initiatives on the North Coast. Communities, such as Triunfo, are 

represented as harmonious sites for investment, for travel and leisure. Significantly, 

conflicts stemming from tourism development do not enter into the development 

discourse or policy analyses used to justify the growth of the tourism industry in 

Honduras, unless it is to undermine the cohesiveness of Garifuna land politics or to 

rationalize the primacy of individual property rights (see Chapter 1). Garifuna are made 



 

 206 

to shoulder the blame for land loss and development officials are quick to point out how 

they themselves have been responsible for the sale of lands and the disintegration of their 

territories. In this manner, the state, investors and development officials absolve 

themselves of responsibility for the violation of Garifuna land rights. The development 

apparatus, which continues to create fissures in the local administration of land and 

resources, remains completely in tact.  

By focusing on the creation of technical solutions for the “betterment” of 

communities through policies that promise “poverty reduction,” the discourse of 

development shields itself from external critique (see Ferguson 2006). Murray Li argues 

that development interventions can proceed only on the basis that “the government” is 

dedicated to improvement for all the people (Murray Li 2007, 134). For this reason, 

noncompliant subjects—Carla and her supporters—have been systematically excluded 

from the discourse and practice of development, which continues to present tourism as 

something that is unanimously desired by Garifuna and beneficial to all Hondurans.  

Honduras has passed a number of laws that guarantee the rights of black and 

indigenous peoples, ostensibly geared at the creation of more inclusive economic and 

political institutions. In doing so, the state has affirmed the importance of Garifuna 

culture for the purposes of development. Yet, when Garifuna organize to affirm their 

culture on their own terms, or to assert their rights as a culturally differentiated people, 

they are excluded from the promised benefits of inclusion. In this vein, the development 

apparatus delivers defensores de la tierra a double bind--Garifuna culture is a commodity 

necessary for the growth of the national tourism industry, but not a basis for expansive 
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rights. Those allied with Carla and the struggle for collective rights have been 

systematically excluded from new democratic paradigms bound up in the contemporary 

ideology and culture of neoliberalism. Conversely, the development apparatus affirms 

Ricardo’s economic project, as elucidated by the close relationship between the 

municipal government and local empresarios. From my analysis of local community 

politics, it is clear that Ricardo’s group strives for inclusion on the margins of the 

capitalist order. In adopting this economic solution, he has also been complicit in anti-

black racism, which I have articulated as cultural racism. Within this paradigm, Garifuna 

cultural traits that tend toward the collectivistic, toward the valorization of ancestral 

practices, or the autonomous development of their communities, is seen as culturally 

“backward” or “conservative.”  

Fanon’s concept of cultural racism is useful to explain how culture has become 

“bilogized” (see Appiah 1986; Visweswran 1998). In many contexts, culture has come to 

stand in for race and is organized into hierarchical orderings that place the dominant 

culture and conceptions of individual rights above those that posit collectivistic aims and 

other ways of knowing. In Honduras, tourism is an important force in the hierarchical 

ordering of black and indigenous peoples. Value-laden rhetoric such as “capacitado,” 

“progressive” and “conservative” is used to fit Garifuna into categories that are either 

cohesive with or antithetical to the development apparatus.  

Garifuna ways of being that are not cohesive with State-sanctioned tourism 

development serves to bring Garifuna under the “supervision” (Fanon 1967) of the state 

and transnational development agencies. As argued by Fanon, cultural racism entails the 
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affirmation of difference at the same time that it facilitates its eradication. “The 

constantly affirmed concern with ‘respecting the culture of the native populations’ 

accordingly does not signify taking into consideration the values borne by the culture, 

incarnated by men. Rather this behavior betrays a determination to objectify, to confine, 

to imprison, to harden” (Fanon 1967, 34-35). Fanon’s theorization of cultural racism 

provides the analytic tools to demystify the development moralities undergirding tourism 

projects, such as the Los Micos Resort. It also helps to explain the resolve of some 

Garifuna land rights activists to refrain from participating in the structures of governance 

used by the state to promote “poverty reduction,” “conservation” and “development.” To 

participate would bring these groups under the supervision of the state and development 

agencies, and could lead to what Fanon terms, “cultural mummification” (Fanon 1967, 

34).  

“Cultural mummification” is bound up in the processes of cultural 

commodification advanced by the development apparatus and by Garifuna tourism 

entrepreneurs. The menace inherent to cultural mummification is veiled by the discourse 

of multicultural inclusion, and in this manner the racial state simultaneously advocates 

inclusion and dispossession; that is to say, Garifuna can become full-fledged citizens, 

recognized by the state, without the land on which they reside. Elements of this way of 

thinking are visible in the politics advocated by Ricardo’s group. Although they do not 

explicitly say so, for Ricardo and his allies, land is a variable that is not essential to 

Garifuna identity. Rather, the goal was to realize economic development, which 

necessitates—to a certain degree—a devaluation of traditional practices and tends toward 
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the individual. On the other hand, Carla’s supporters, and OFRANEH, argue that 

Garifuna will cease to be Garifuna without their lands and the continuation of ancestral 

ways of being.  

It is necessary to revisit the particularity of Garifuna identity in order to get at the 

root of this perspective. In the preface, I addressed the ways in which Garifuna speak of 

themselves in relation to African-Americans. A common refrain is: “They were Garifuna, 

but they lost their culture.” Thus, Garifuna is understood as synonymous with blackness, 

but also distinct insofar as Garifuna is an identity formation that is contingent on race, 

culture, language and land. Distinct cultural and linguistic features and claims to territory 

were upheld as proof of historical and existing freedom. In this vein, Garifuna blackness 

encapsulates territorial rootedness—akin to formulations of indigeneity—and it is 

precisely this freedom that Garifuna land rights activist are fearful of loosing. As I stated 

previously, to loose one’s territory was for most of my allies akin to loosing one’s 

cultural patrimony, of becoming cultureless and un-free, and therefore represents a threat 

to the survival of the people. 

Ethical discourses undergird the politics of both groups, but in the end the 

defensores de la tierra maintained moral authority over questions pertaining to land. 

Conversely, Ricardo’s politics of complicit pragmatism has enabled him to garner 

support from Triunfeños that have pinned their hopes for employment and steady income 

on tourism development. The two positions appear to be irreconcilable; that is to say, 

committing to the land struggle is akin to rejecting tourism. But, in my assessment, this is 

actually a difference in approach or political priorities. The defensores de la tierra are 
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committed to first securing collective property rights and then establishing self-

reproducing, collectively oriented, autonomous economies. 

By brining attention to intra-communal conflict, I hope to have shown how land 

rights activists work to contest the structures of development, to demystify its presumably 

depoliticized and demoralized aims (Ferguson 1994, 2006; Murray-Li 2007). Further, 

resistance to the development apparatus serves to expose the underbelly of inclusionary 

politics promoted by the state, which have been used to buttress its democratic discourse 

and camouflage exploitative economic policies. As I have shown, the development 

apparatus interpellates the community into coherent entity, devoid of conflict and 

Garifuna are thus represented as willing participants in the neoliberal economic solutions 

advanced by the state. The development narratives of “participation,” “consultation” and 

“inclusion” all factor into this process, and foreclose meaningful conversations about the 

processes of resistance that are unfolding within the community.  

Since cultural rights are an idiom understood by the state, Garifuna land rights 

defenders make claims on the basis of cultural difference. But local struggles over 

development and belonging transcend the discourse of rights and often strive for notions 

of community that are illegible to the state. This vision, elucidated by the activism of 

OFRANEH, is informed by Garifuna participation in hemispheric social movements for 

indigenous rights.  

 

Concluding comments on “the state” 

Tourism continues to make inroads and with the opening of the Los Micos Resort, 
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Triunfeños may feel even greater pressure to sell their lands. The project creates 

significant investment opportunities for the Honduran business elite who can choose to 

participate as partners in the project or invest in the purchase of private residences on the 

resort. In either case, the profit to be reaped from those investments remains mostly 

beyond the reach of the local Garifuna populations in Tela Bay. Moreover, to guarantee 

profitability, the investors will strive to ensure the land continues to appreciate in value, 

which means all stakeholders will continue to engender policies that facilitate more 

private investments and more resorts. 

The sustainable tourism model, as it currently exists, encourages Garifuna to 

relinquish critical resources, which leaves these populations susceptible to displacement 

by the same forces promising development. Meanwhile, those that oppose “sustainable” 

tourism are met with more pronounced forms of exclusion. In this hostile context, can the 

moral power currently held by the defensores de la tierra continue to hold sway over the 

economic solutions advocated by Ricardo and his allies? These questions remain to be 

answered, but they are clearly critical considerations in light of the immediate economic 

needs of Garifuna living in areas slated to become tourist destinations. 

In my analysis, the development apparatus extends beyond the geopolitical 

borders of the state; yet the state remains an important site of power and resistance. The 

Honduran state, with the backing of international financial institutions and the owners of 

capital, has strived to promote policies that foster a particular mode of neoliberal 

development, which follows the logic of late capitalism, and which prioritizes the 

autonomous will of the individual through programs that engender ideas about self-help, 
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individual responsibility and individual choice. Therefore, to defend “ancestral” modes of 

being and collectivistic values was derided as “conservative.” In response to the 

accusation that Carla’s group was conservative, Carlos said, “I don’t know what they are 

calling conservative. We are focused on the protection of our lands, because the land is 

everything. If we don’t have land, we cannot do anything. If we sell it, we will remain on 

the streets” (Carlos, Nov. 20, 2009). The state encourages self-help, yet when the 

communities propose to lead their own development, they run afoul of the state, because 

they are not adopting the development practices advocated by the state.  

To organize autonomous, collectively oriented, sustainable economies does not 

present tangible benefits for the state, nor does it contribute to state coffers, which is one 

reason why these efforts have been met with such strong opposition from the state 

bureaucracy. The state, particularly the municipal government, has fostered communal 

divisions, sanctioned illegal land sales and intentionally circumvented political dissent by 

working directly with the parallel patronato and pretending as if Carla’s group did not 

exist. Indeed, the close alliance between the municipality and a small group of 

empresarios (business men) aligned with Ricardo’s patronato has hastened land 

privatization and aggravated communal conflicts over land. In this way, Carla’s patronato 

was positioned as anti-state, anti-development, anti-progress and as such, she was not 

considered to be an actor in the development plans outlined by the state. 

Even so, the development apparatus has continued to work in partnership with the 

state, taking little notice of the deficiencies of ruling regimes in the countries where they 

work (see also Murray-Li, 275). Thus, in spite of the Honduran government’s poor track 
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record with reference to the rights of black and indigenous peoples, development 

agencies, including the World Bank, the UN, and the IDB, insist on working in 

partnership with the state to implement development projects that, in most cases, have 

adversely affected the livelihoods of the very people these programs are intended to 

improve. One possible solution would be to channel development projects directly 

through representative organizations, such as OFRANEH, but instead, this organization 

has been subject to the same tactics of exclusion. On the other hand, ODECO, a non-

governmental organization has been designated as the go-to organization for the 

implementation of “development” projects on the coast. 

 

Final Reflections 

June 28, 2012 marked the third anniversary of the coup against Manuel Rosales 

Zelaya. Zelaya’s ousting gave rise to the National Front of Popular Resistance (FNRP), 

which eventually led to the formation of a new political party, Libre (Liberty and 

Refoundation). Zelaya’s wife, Xiomara Castro de Zelaya, is Libre’s candidate for the 

presidential elections next November. The question looming is whether or not Libre will 

garner enough popular support to unseat the traditional political parties. And if so, will 

Libre succeed in creating a new model of participatory democracy? In September 2011, 

Salvador Zuniga, a Lenca organizer and member of COPINH, distributed a comunicado 

in which he expressed apprehension about the direction of the FNRP: 

 
[…] Unfortunately, the F.N.R.P., once a diverse and inclusive space, a unifying 
force, has begun transforming into an exclusive political party, descending into a 
self-destructive internal struggle, without a political program, without a plan of 
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struggle, without strategy. They have thrown out the doctrine of democratic work, 
forgetting what has motivated the Honduran people, such as the proposal for a 
democratic and plenipotentiary National Constituent Assembly, to impose a focus 
on electoral politics in anticipation of the 2013 elections.103 
 

 
Zuniga urged the vanguard of the FNRP to maintain a clear commitment to the National 

Constituent Assembly, above all else, lest the movement fall prey to the machinery of 

party politics in Honduras. He went on to define his political vision, and in particular the 

meaning of refundacional. 

 
I am refundacional because I believe the only manner to resolve the difficult 
situation that we are living, is via a social pact that is the product of a democratic, 
refoundational and plenipotentiary Popular National Constituent Assembly, 
representative of all social sectors. This will give rise to a nation with new 
structures, with self-determination, solidarity economies, pluriculturalism and 
multilingualism and eliminate impunity and groups with de facto political power. 
(Ibid) 

 

The aim is to found the nation anew. Refundacion is a proposal to imagine new structures 

of government and to construct a Honduras wherein non-normative ways of being and 

values can prosper. It is also an explicit challenge to the reign of neoliberalism. In this 

conceptualization of nationhood, there is a possibility for black and indigenous self-

determination and for economic development that does not hinge on the privatization of 

collective resources. Regardless of the outcome of the November elections, a strong and 

                                                
103 Lamentablemente el F.N.R.P. otrora un espacio diverso, incluyente se ha venido 
transformando en un partido político excluyente batiéndose en una lucha interna 
autodestructiva, sin programa político, sin programa de lucha, sin estrategia, tirando fuera 
lo doctrinario trabajado democráticamente, olvidando lo que ha motivado al pueblo 
hondureño como ha sido la propuesta de una Asamblea Nacional Constituyente 
Refundacional, democrática y plenipotenciaria, para imponer una línea electorera de cara 
a las elecciones del 2,013. (S. Zuniga, September 14, 2011). 
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diverse popular movement has formed. This movement will continue to strive for new 

democratic norms and alternatives to the vapid promises of neoliberal multiculturalism. 
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