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Settler Violence? Race and Emergent 
Frontiers of Progress in Honduras

Christopher A. Loperena

The displacement of black and indigenous peoples from sites of economic 
opportunity in Honduras, and the systematic enclosure of the natural 
resources within their territories, is intimately tethered to white socio-

spatial imaginaries and the politics of frontier making. In this essay, I analyze 
how elite investors, with support from the state and multilateral development 
banks, mobilize the ideology of national progress to further disenfranchise 
rural communities of color and to legitimate acts of violence against land and 
environmental activists. This violence has increased dramatically since the 
2009 coup against Manual Zelaya Rosales, which was followed by a surge in 
extractivist activities throughout the national territory. In the quest for land, 
mestizo elites harness both legal and physical coercion to seize vital natural 
resources within indigenous and black territories.1 The process of turning in-
digenous territories into frontier zones for economic development underscores 
not only the racialized dimensions of dispossession but also the ways in which 
violence is used to hasten the power and racial domination of mestizo settlers 
over indigenous and black peoples.2 

Settler colonialism, according to Patrick Wolfe, entails conquering the 
land and then populating the conquered territory with the victorious people. 
Although qualitatively different from the colonial project imposed by the 
Spanish and Portuguese—at least from an ideological perspective, since it 
was contingent on the incorporation of indigenous peoples into the national 
body politic—settler colonialism remains pertinent to analyses of race relations 
in Latin America. Wolfe states that settler colonialism is an ongoing process 
premised on a “logic of elimination.”3 Through an analysis of settler violence, 
I elucidate the relationship between settler colonial logics and contemporary 
development practices in Honduras. The ongoing removal and elimination 
of indigenous and black peoples is epitomized by the targeted repression and 
killing of key indigenous social movement activists, including the March 2016 
assassination of Goldman Environmental Prize winner Berta Cáceres. 
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The logic of elimination is also expressed through legal arrangements that 
erode collective property rights and undermine black and indigenous sover-
eignty over the natural resources within their territories. Although Honduras 
has signed and ratified international legal conventions on the territorial rights 
of indigenous and tribal peoples, the state has aggressively pursued develop-
ment projects that directly violate these rights. Even communities in possession 
of titles to their lands are subject to these forms of expropriation, particularly 
when the motive is couched within the discourse of national progress.

Progress as Settler Colonial Logic

In Latin America, national progress is crucially bound up with white socio-
spatial epistemologies, which relegate indigenous peoples to a mythical past 
and thus render invisible contemporary indigenous peoples’ existence and 
political vitality.4 Indeed, the ideology of indo-Hispanic racial mixture, or 
mestizaje, has been used to negate indigenous and black territorial claims and 
to buttress the political and economic aspirations of the mestizo elite. The 
incorporation of indigenous peoples into the nation through the ideology 
of mestizaje ultimately furthers the whitening project on which postcolonial 
national identity was founded.5

Aspirations to whiten the nation gain material coherence through develop-
ment practice. Following Keisha-Khan Perry, I understand development proj-
ects as the spatial dimension of the whitening ideology.6 The proliferation of 
extractivist economic activities within black and indigenous territories asserts 
national sovereignty over the natural resources to which rural communities of 
color lay claim, and thereby buttresses white spatial imaginaries. Sharlene Mol-
let’s research in the Honduran Mosquitia illustrates how indigenous land use 
practices are defined as backward and thus deemed, by the state, unsuitable for 
market production.7 In this way, racist understandings of indigenous inferiority 
position mestizo colonos (settlers) as more apt to use the land productively and 
thus legitimates their continued presence and spatial dominance over black 
and indigenous peoples.

Indeed, the notion of “idle” or “underutilized” land has served as a central 
justification for the usurpation 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. Be-
cause indigenous and black peoples’ lands were often classified as underutilized, 
they were subject to expropriation for agricultural development. Shifts in 
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land reform, post-1992, hastened neoliberal systems of land management by 
eradicating informal land tenure arrangements and hardening an individual 
property rights regime, further destabilizing the territorial claims of indigenous 
and black peoples. National economic productivity is thus contingent not only 
on racialized dispossession but also on the removal of black and indigenous 
peoples from sites of economic opportunity to benefit the majority population. 
This is evidenced by the expansion of mining, tourism, and energy develop-
ments into indigenous territories, and the diverse forms of extraction these 
projects facilitate.

Legislative measures that reconstitute indigenous territory as emptied land 
demonstrates the simultaneous elimination and incorporation of indigenous 
peoples into the nation. Building on Wolfe’s conceptualization of settler colo-
nialism, Scott Lauria Morgensen says this process of amalgamation “precisely 
narrows or erases the possibility of distinctive Indigenous nationalities chal-
lenging the prerogative of the settler nation.”8 It is often under the guise of 
incorporating indigenous peoples into the market as agents of progress that the 
state legitimates its economic mandate, even though the viability of emergent 
development projects is predicated on territorial dispossession. The threat of 
national progress for indigenous and black peoples is increasingly bound up 
with targeted acts of violence, repression, and even death, particularly in the 
postcoup moment.

The 2009 Coup and the Extractivist Development Model

The violent rupture in democratic rule precipitated by the military-backed coup 
against Zelaya facilitated the expansion of extractivism throughout the national 
territory and hastened the Honduran oligarchy’s efforts to exploit untapped 
natural resources. During his presidency, Zelaya placed a moratorium on all 
mining concessions to foreign companies, which appeased Honduran social 
movements but upset elite business sectors.9 His populist rhetoric, ostensibly 
antineoliberal political agenda, and increasingly close relationship with the 
Honduran Left garnered significant popular approval while generating deep 
rifts between his administration and the traditional two-party political system. 
Politicians from the Liberal and Nationalist parties were implicated in the coup, 
as were their allies within the business class.

Under the de facto presidency of Roberto Micheletti, the National Congress 
passed the General Water Law, which allowed for the country’s water resources 
to be granted to third parties, and which indigenous activists from the Civic 
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Council of Popular and Indigenous Organizations of Honduras (COPINH) 
and the Black Fraternal Organization of Honduras (OFRANEH) vehemently 
opposed.10 Ignoring the opposition to the General Water Law, the National 
Congress approved forty-one hydroelectric projects in 2010, including the 
Agua Zarca dam on the Gaulcarque River.

In 2010 Porfirio Lobo took office as president of Honduras. He immedi-
ately backed legislative measures designed to stimulate postcoup economic 
growth, furthering the siege on indigenous territories launched under the de 
facto government. Among the many reforms he implemented, Lobo ended 
the mining moratorium instated by Zelaya, ushering in a period of intensive 
natural resource concessions to foreign and national investors. According to 
estimates from civil society organizations, these concessions amount to about 
35 percent of the national territory.11

Roger Merino Acuña states, “Extractivism is not just a process of accumula-
tion and dispossession of land and resources, but is also a process that, based 
on a specific ontology and epistemology, produces subjectivities and denies 
indigeneity.”12 We can see that in the transformation of indigenous peoples 
into landless peasants who, once removed from their lands, become subject to 
the exploitative labor regimes controlled by the mestizo elite. This is further 
elucidated in tourism-driven displacement on the Caribbean coast, specifi-
cally those resorts being constructed on Garifuna lands—ground zero for the 
production of new leisurescapes for the national and global elite.

The Murder of Berta Cáceres

Dispossession is not necessarily tied to physical displacement but to a slow 
and persistent process of removal, facilitated by development policies and pro-
growth legislation, and backed by the Honduran security apparatus, which has 
historically supported the interests of the white oligarchic class.13 This process 
of removal, or elimination, was powerfully illuminated following the March 
2016 murder of Berta Cáceres.

Cáceres was a prominent Lenca activist and the recipient of numerous in-
ternational awards. In 2015 she received the Goldman Environmental Prize, 
known as the “Green Nobel,” as well as the Rothko Chapel’s Oscar Romero 
Human Rights Award. As the general coordinator of COPINH, Berta gar-
nered international recognition for her work in defense of indigenous rights, 
environmental justice, and gender equality. Her staunch commitment to these 
issues within a racist, patriarchal, and highly unequal society brought her into 
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direct conflict with the mestizo elite as well as with the national government, 
private investors, and international financial institutions (IFIs), which continue 
to pump hundreds of millions of dollars into contentious development projects 
on indigenous and black lands.

Before her murder, Cáceres organized tirelessly for years to prevent the con-
struction of the Agua Zarca dam project in the Lenca community Rio Blanco. 
Beginning in April 2013, community activists, organized by COPINH, blocked 
the main access road to the Agua Zarca construction site. The government 
responded to the conflict by militarizing Rio Blanco and the surrounding area, 
through the use of deadly force. On July 15, the military opened fire on a group 
of peaceful protesters in Rio Blanco, which resulted in the death of Lenca com-
munity leader Tomas Garcia. Subsequently, the Honduran energy company 
behind the project, Desarrollos Energeticos (DESA), accused COPINH and 
Cáceres of inciting violence and damage to the company’s private installations.

The project site for the Agua Zarca dam is on the Gualcarque River, an 
area of profound spiritual, economic, and social significance for the Lenca 
people. If constructed, the project would have far-reaching ecological impacts 
and fundamentally reconfigure Lenca relationships to their land and territory. 
DESA formed an association with the Chinese multinational SYNOHDRO 
and received capital investments from the Grupo Financiero FICOHSA, 
which is presided over by Camilo Atala. The Atala family is one of the most 
economically influential families in Central America and has spearheaded and 
supported extractivist developments throughout Honduras, including tourism 
resorts on Garifuna lands along the Caribbean coast.14

On March 3, 2016, Cáceres was brutally murdered at her home just outside 
La Esperanza, Intibucá. Prior to her death, she told Al Jazeera’s Nina Lakhani, 
“The army has an assassination list of 18 wanted human rights fighters with 
my name at the top. I want to live, there are many things I still want to do in 
this world but I have never once considered giving-up fighting for our terri-
tory, for a life with dignity, because our fight is legitimate.”15 Although state 
authorities have now brought charges against five suspects with ties to DESA, 
including two former members of the Honduran military, human rights activ-
ists continue to decry the lack of transparency surrounding the investigation.

Immediately after her murder, social movement activists formed the “Berta 
Caceres Articulation of Popular Movements of Honduras,” with the mandate 
of creating unity among popular movements and to construct an agenda for 
struggle that builds on her powerful legacy. The newly established group issued 
its first public statement in April 2016 in which they outlined several demands, 
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including the immediate and definitive cancellation of the land concession to 
DESA and the cancellation of all extractive projects throughout the national 
territory. Additionally, they affirmed their commitment to the struggle against 
the “system of death” in favor of life.

The “death system” refers to the development model pursued by the state 
in collaboration with IFIs and elite Honduran investors, which the newly 
formed alliance faults for the death of Berta Cáceres and the ongoing pillage 
of environmental resources in indigenous territories. This developmental 
mandate, I contend, should be understood in relation to settler colonial logics, 
which render indigenous and black peoples as barriers to national progress and 
necessitates their removal and even elimination in the pursuit of profit and the 
extraction of wealth for the national elite.16

Conclusion

The extractivist development model that congealed in the wake of the 2009 
coup against Zelaya is predicated on both the forcible removal and the elimi-
nation of indigenous and black peoples from sites of economic opportunity. 
David Lloyd and Laura Pulido assert, “Their dispossession and subordination 
is counterpointed by the ever more vigorous assertion on the part of the set-
tler of a right of possession, legitimated by appeals to manifest destiny, divine 
dispensation, or merely a civilizing mission.”17 In Honduras, this process is 
entangled with the forces of development, and the contaminant imposition 
of individual property rights regimes onto collectively held lands in order to 
facilitate progress. Frontiers of progress are, therefore, frontiers of dispossession, 
which materialize through racialized violence against communities of color.

Garifuna communities along the north coast are facing a similar siege on 
their coastal resources, particularly from agribusiness interests and tourism 
investors with the approval of the state. In October of last year, following a 
decade-long legal investigation, the Inter-American Court of Human Rights 
issued two judgments against the Honduran government for its role in violating 
Garifuna territorial rights in the communities Triunfo de la Cruz and Punta 
Piedra, but the state has yet to issue a formal response or comply with the 
court’s recommendations. Further, the ongoing persecution and criminaliza-
tion of land activists in indigenous and black communities highlight the lack 
of political will to resolve long-standing issues of racial inequality. I emphasize 
this, because it is important to understand the postcoup development model 
as a continuation and expansion of economic practices from earlier historical 
periods. While the coup certainly hastened extractivist activities and violence 
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and repression against social movement activists, these contemporary processes 
must be contextualized historically and understood as a legacy of the settler 
violence on which the contemporary state was constituted.
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