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CHAPTER ONE

Imagining Central America



[The] isthmian nations [of Central America] have much of their history, global contexts, and political and economic development in common.… These common attributes demonstrate that Central America exists within a larger world dynamic that similarly constrains its component states.1




INTRODUCTION

The Central American isthmus—the land bridge that connects North America to South America—is comprised of seven countries: Belize, Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and Panama. Mountain ranges run north-south along the spine of the isthmus, dividing the region into narrow Pacific plains along the western coast, the highland interior, and wider Caribbean coastal plains to the east, all of which have informed the locations and movements of cultures, population centers, infrastructure, and sites for economic development and political strongholds throughout centuries. The geography of the region has played a significant role in how the region as a whole and each country have evolved through time, particularly how the physical and economic isolation of parts of the region contributed to difficulty unifying the region as a federation in the early nineteenth century.2 The barriers to traveling from the Pacific coast to the Caribbean coast, for example, meant that often there was little communication between the coasts, which, in turn, influenced the settlements and political expansion of Indigenous peoples in pre-Columbian times, the Spanish colonization of the Pacific coastal areas and highlands, British extractivism on the Caribbean coast, the strategic position of the region for European and United States interests regarding agro-exports and transcontinental canal plans in the late nineteenth century, and the eventual construction of a canal across Panama in the early twentieth century.

Early in the colonial period, Central America was integrated into the world economy and enjoyed “a certain amount of free commerce and intercolonial trade.”3 For example, woven textiles and thread made in the western highlands of Guatemala were sold around the world.4 Early Spanish colonization focused on extraction of silver and gold as well as establishing the encomienda system in which Indigenous farmers provided goods and money—often referred to as tribute—and forced labor for export crops such as indigo, cacao, cotton, cattle raising, and sheep farming for wool. During the colonial period, Indigenous labor was supplemented by bringing in African labor in the form of enslaved and free people. Early British colonialists on the Caribbean coast also brought in enslaved Africans where the focus was on extraction, such as logging. This history of extraction has present-day manifestations along with active environmental movements in all countries. Today “the principal themes of the political ecology of the region are . . . extraction of minerals; hydroelectric energy; forestry plantations and extraction of biomass; infrastructure; transnational companies; cross-border disputes; anti-Indigenous racism . . . [and] the many assassinations of activists.”5 Though rich in natural resources, many parts of Central America, including the Caribbean coast, have suffered the environmental impacts of extractivism and mega-development projects. Again, Central America, in general, and the Caribbean coast, in particular, have always been vulnerable to destructive hurricanes from the east, and more and more, the effects of climate change are creating harmful effects and magnifying the impact of natural disasters. Climate change has exacerbated pressures on Indigenous groups as well: for example, the Kuna in Panama have had to leave their ancestral lands due to climate change.6

The entire region is volcanic with many active volcanoes today. Frequent seismic events have also affected the region’s infrastructure and politics. For example, the 1773 earthquake in present-day Antigua, Guatemala, the original capital of the Spanish Kingdom of Guatemala’s audiencia or high court, forced authorities to abandon the city and build New Guatemala City in the present-day location of the capital twenty-five miles to the east. The 1972 earthquake in Managua, Nicaragua, and the 1986 earthquake in San Salvador, El Salvador, revealed so much government corruption and so exacerbated existing inequalities that social movements and revolutionary groups were emboldened. These natural disasters from the 1970s and 1980s “occurred within a brief period and precipitated social disasters by aggravating the suffering of the poorer sectors.”7 (See Appendix 1: History of Natural Disasters in Central America.)

For many—including eminent historians and other commentators—Central America is often depicted without Belize and Panama. Proponents of this narrative say that because Panama was originally part of the Republic of Gran Colombia in South America when the United Provinces of Central American declared independence from Spain (and then Mexico) in the early 1800s, it should not be considered part of Central America. Yet, Panama has played a vitalizing role in the Central American economy for over a hundred years and shares many geographical, cultural, and political traits with the rest of the region. On the other hand, Belize is a country that has been simultaneously identified with the Caribbean and claimed by Guatemala. Belize was colonized primarily by the British, and today, the official language is still English. Yet, like all the other Central American countries, the population of Belize includes mestizos and Indigenous people, though Belize is 32 percent Afro-descendant.

Readers may also have heard about the troubled “northern triangle,” a subregion of Central America that includes Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras. Excluding Belize, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and Panama, the northern triangle narrative of Central America focuses on the rise of violence, drug trafficking, and weak governance in these three countries. Limiting the imaginary of Central America to three countries is problematic because it reifies a version of the region as full of problems for which there are deep historical explanations, including international meddling going back centuries. Again, these challenges are not unique to these three countries, and there are many local civil society, private sector, and public sector efforts to address these challenges. There’s another version of Central America that includes Chiapas, the southernmost state of present-day Mexico, and does not include Panama; this is often the Central America that historians of the early colonial period use because this was the area that comprised the Spanish Kingdom of Guatemala.8 Though variations regarding forms of governance, language, cultural diversity, and natural resources exist between and across the seven countries, this region shares geographies, borders, histories, peoples, and trade relations. It is also important to keep in mind how the long history of foreign policies of colonial and neocolonial powers—from Spain and Great Britain to the United States—have had profound impacts on each of the seven countries. Indeed, the politics and economies of all the Central American countries are very much affected by global forces both in historical and present-day perspective.

In this short history, we propose a narrative or “imaginary” of the isthmus as a region that differentiates the seven countries from each other as well as pointing to the unifying features of Central America as a whole. Instead of a blurry region often appended to Mexico in the minds of uninformed politicians and media pundits, our goal is to help readers more clearly envision a region comprised of different countries: from Guatemala and Belize—who share a border with Mexico to the north—to El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica to the south, and Panama, which shares a border with Colombia. Given the global interconnections between the region and other countries as well as the interstate connections between the region’s countries, we feel that a short, synthetic book will help students, educators, policymakers, journalists, and global citizens alike to develop a more nuanced mental map of the region, including an understanding of its major historical periods, peoples, and institutions. Through reading about the opportunities and challenges that confront the region and the reasons why Central America appears in the global news so often, readers will learn about a vital region of the world, and thus, be more informed and better able to advocate for diplomatic and development policies that support participation, inclusion, democracy building, good governance, and economic development across the region. In recounting the history of the United States and Central America, the historian Aviva Chomsky warns that “If we erase important parts of our own and Central American countries’ histories, we can believe that they are simply, inherently, ‘shit-hole countries’ as President Trump suggested in early 2018.”9 Given the charged political histories of the region as well as colonial and neocolonial interventions with present-day impacts, this book provides a succinct analysis for readers with limited time or country-specific interests. This book is purposely short. Abundant academic scholarship exists about the region that provides extensive analysis for the historical epochs of the region and the countries that comprise it. For this reason, each chapter includes compelling quotes from many of these scholars and a list of recommended readings so that the interested reader can easily identify additional materials that they might like to peruse.

In this introductory chapter, we endeavor to build a regional context so that readers can familiarize themselves with the key themes, trends, and concepts used to analyze the region. We also summarize important regional events and movements in historical perspective, such as peoples and population movements; political elites and the contestation of social movements; and the impacts of foreign powers on the region so that readers can better understand how these factors manifest in the individual countries. In this first chapter, we’ll discuss the original peoples of the region, and key events such as the conquest and European colonization of the region, the nineteenth century decolonization movement, the emergence of tensions between early political leaders, early modern statehood, the political and social movements of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, and the effects of colonial and neocolonial powers on the region past and present. Central America’s history is both deeply grounded in models of strong local leadership and yet greatly influenced by North American and European countries.



RACE AND ETHNICITY AND A HISTORY OF COLONIZATION

Prior to the arrival of Columbus, Central America had a large Indigenous population comprised of multiple Indigenous cultures, including Mesoamerican groups and circum-Caribbean groups. These original peoples included the Mayas, Aztecs, Pipils, and Lencas, among others—and thriving economies, including regional trade. Christopher Columbus arrived on the Caribbean coast of Honduras and then travelled southward to Nicaragua and Costa Rica in the early sixteenth century.10 At that moment, it is estimated that there was a population of 5.6 million people spread from what is present-day Chiapas in southern Mexico to Panama.11 “The Mayas had been living in the region for millennia and had been producing a substantial surplus to maintain an elite. After the conquest, Spaniards became the new elite, but the colonists were not so unintelligent as to wreck the tribute-producing society that had been and continued to be the basis of civilization in America.”12 The Spanish conquest of Central America “proceeded most briskly in highland areas and along the Pacific littoral.… Conversely, conquest was protracted in lowland areas and Atlantic watershed zones, where people lived less sedentary . . . lives.”13 The logic of Spanish colonization was initially informed by goals of extracting precious metals and claiming land for the Spanish crown with the expectation that local inhabitants would pay tribute and provide labor. This meant that Spain did recognize some of the lands held by Indigenous communities; these lands, “communal in character, were ceded to the indigenous peoples by Spanish conquerors in recognition of the ancient laws in place before the Conquest.”14 This is an aspect of Spanish colonization that is different than other forms of European colonization and is something that stayed in place until liberal reforms in the early nineteenth century. This was not benevolence on the part of Spaniards, rather the way they could extract tribute—or taxes—and compulsory labor from local people. Conversion to Catholicism also played a significant role in the subjugation of Indigenous peoples to colonial power.15 As Santos Zetino, a Salvadoran Indigenous activist, recounts, “Supposedly, we were saved when we were baptized and our sins were pardoned, but now we know that this was a lie. Christianity was the sword that the Spaniards used to subdue us.”16 The original peoples of Central America were subject to forced conversion to Christianity, dispossession, and enslavement, but the most lethal effect of the Spanish conquest was illness. “The decline of Native American populations was rapid and severe, probably the greatest demographic disaster ever. Old World diseases were the primary killer.”17 It is calculated that in most of the Americas, including Central America, Indigenous populations had declined by 89 percent by 1650, a mere 150 years later.18 In Central America, “the indigenous population shrank from almost 6 million in 1500 to less than 300,000 in 1680.”19 Indeed, Indigenous populations across Latin America did not recover from the conquest: “. . . by the beginning of the nineteenth century  Indians [sic] accounted for only 37 percent of Latin America’s total population of 21 million.”20

In present times, however, there remain many Indigenous communities across the region, demonstrating persistence and resistance after centuries of ill treatment. These communities have often been successful in gaining legal recognition of their ancestral lands. Their activism has manifested in broader environmental and human rights demands as well. Indigenous Maya communities in Guatemala, for example, played an important role in the civil war (1960–1996) and movements for greater Indigenous rights in Guatemala coincided with global movements for inclusion as well. “By 1980, the guerrilla groups in Guatemala amounted to more than 8,000 men and women and were supported by a noncombatant civilian base of some 250,000 in the indigenous, overpopulated areas of the central and northwest Highlands. The indigenous mobilization constituted the most significant event of the crisis because it represented both ethnic and national demands and it embodied the greatest indigenous revolt since the Conquest.”21 Indeed, 40 percent of Guatemala is Indigenous Maya, comprised of 22 different groups with their respective languages. In most countries of Central America, there are numerous Indigenous groups, many of whom have achieved some level of autonomy and control over (some) of their ancestral lands. Along the Caribbean coast of Belize, Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua, the Afro-Indigenous Garifuna number over two hundred thousand, most of them in Honduras.


TABLE 1.1
CENTRAL AMERICA BY RACE AND ETHNICITY (PERCENTAGES)




	COUNTRY

	MESTIZO

	AMERINDIAN

	AFRO-DESCENDANT

	ASIAN

	EUROPEAN OR WHITE




	Belize (2010)

	52.9

	11.3

	32

	4.9

	4.8




	Guatemala (2018)

	56

	43.5

	0.3

	-

	-




	El Salvador (2007)

	83.6

	0.2

	0.1

	-

	12.7




	Honduras (2013)

	90

	7

	2

	-

	1




	Nicaragua (2021)

	69

	5

	9

	-

	17




	Costa Rica (2011)*

	83.6

	2.4

	1.1

	-

	83.6




	Panama (2010)

	65

	12.3

	9.2

	-

	6.7






*Mestizo and European or White categories are the same for Costa Rica.

Source: World Fact Book, https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/.
(See endnotes for country-by-country links and additional information.)22



Though there is debate among historians about the precise numbers of the Indigenous population of Central America in 1502, the Spanish trafficked large numbers of Africans to increase the local workforce as part of the Atlantic slave trade. Subsequently, the African diaspora in Central America has left a significant imprint on the region. Throughout the seventeenth century in the capital of Guatemala and every major city of Nicaragua, for example, free and enslaved people from Africa and of African descent outnumbered other groups, including Spaniards and Indigenous people.23 “Yet unlike in many other regions of the African diaspora, these histories were not simply whitewashed, but so often were displaced or denied” in Central America.24 This phenomenon of exclusion and erasure has multiple causes. First, modern assimilationist narratives of mestizaje25 lauded the mixing of European people with other inhabitants of the region into one people, thereby promoting mestizo identity and rendering invisible people of African descent and Indigenous peoples across the region. Second, anti-Black racism as manifest in different epochs and accompanying discriminatory laws and frameworks pushed African descendant communities to the margins. “Central America reveals the importance of place in conceptualizing blackness and diaspora” given that by the late nineteenth century, many Afro-descendant communities on the Caribbean coast of Central America lived in semi-autonomous zones or in U.S. or British enclaves and were treated as if they didn’t exist by political leaders in the actual countries where they lived.26

When nation states began to “incorporate” these communities in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, nationalist narratives were used to impose and subsume all ethnic groups into one mestizo identity. Given the distant locations many of these communities occupied vis-à-vis Central American capitals, they remained outside dominant narratives of belonging and citizenship. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, British West Indian migrants from Caribbean countries were encouraged to come and work in the region on major construction projects, such as the Panama Canal and railroad construction across the isthmus, and to work for logging and fruit export companies. Even though these laborers had been invited, there were many times when anti-Black discrimination manifested in racist, exclusionary laws across the region. Over the years, many mixed-race people of African descent were incorporated into mestizo or Indigenous identities, which, in turn, corroborates why a more nuanced version of “mixedness” and the Blackness of Central America isn’t as well-known as it should be given both the historical record and the contributions of Afro-descendant communities today.27

European migration also had an impact on the region, though less is known about the actual numbers of Europeans immigrating to the region during the conquest and early colonial period. One way that the Spanish crown compensated conquistadors for their efforts and enticed them to stay “was the encomienda, a grant of Indians who were required to provide tribute to the Spaniard in the form of labor and goods.”28 Newson explains that “during the sixteenth century, between 250,000 and 300,000 Spaniards migrated to Spanish America, maybe half of them illegally” but there are few studies that track immigration numbers from Europe to individual Latin American countries, including Central America.29 The historical record does indicate that most of this early migration was male; rape and forced unions with Indigenous and Afro-descendant women occurred across the region.30 The Spaniards were not the only colonizers and immigrants. The British colonized much of what is present-day Belize and the Caribbean coast of Nicaragua. The British model of colonization was less focused on tribute and more focused on settler colonialism: “. . . rather than ruling over the people they colonized—like the Spanish in Mexico or Peru . . . settler colonial projects were based on eliminating the people who were there and replacing them with a white, European population.”31 Also, throughout much of the nineteenth century, there were sustained immigration flows from German-speaking Central Europe to Guatemala32 as well as German capital which benefited from the 1896 overproduction crisis.33 In 1888, there were “6,856 foreigners [in Costa Rica], the majority of whom were Europeans tied to coffee’s trade and production,” whereas “the importance of foreign hacendados was less in El Salvador and Nicaragua.”34 In Central American countries, governments often offered benefits to Europeans as an incentive to come to the region, propagated by the racist idea that “ingenuity and hard work would come from Europe.”35

The effects of the Spanish conquest and colonial expansion led to the emergence of a Christian mixed race or mestizo36 population, the descendants of unions between Europeans, Indigenous people, and Afro-descendant people. This mixing or mestizaje became a nationalistic discourse used throughout the region to encourage the assimilation of all groups into one and make invisible Indigenous and Afro-descendant communities. “And it has been effectively used to promote national amnesia about or to salve the national conscience in what concerns the dismal past and still colonized condition of most indigenous peoples of Latin America.”37 Mestizaje also has gender and class overtones. To justify the subjugation of Indigenous people, for example, mestizo leaders would describe them as timid and give them feminine traits while simultaneously discussing the type of mothers that Indigenous women should be, which, in turn, supported patriarchal control of Indigenous fathers over daughters.38 Some members of this hybrid mestizo group with close ties to Europeans came to hold power, and upon independence in the early 1800s, an emergent European-descendant/mestizo elite was poised to claim power over poor mestizos, Indigenous peoples, and Afro-descendant communities. Called different names in different countries—“the fourteen families” in El Salvador or los Criollos in Guatemala—elite families, often with direct connections to Europe, occupied the leadership positions and claimed the wealth of the European colonizers in the United Provinces of Central America beginning with the creation of the federation in the early 1800s. “Power in Central America manifested itself as two forces: political monopoly and bureaucratic arbitrariness. First, elite rule was powerfully rooted in the ownership of land, in agricultural production, and in foreign commitments. The second force, linked to the first . . . [was how] the elite radically separated political ideals and concrete practice, bifurcating the legal formality of the liberal legal code and its concrete contents and daily application.”39 These local elites were not gentle leaders, rather they claimed their wealth to the exclusion of other groups, often using local paramilitary violence to sustain their wealth. “The history of Latin America [including Central America] is endowed abundantly with great men—caudillos—who have led their nations to greater achievement or ruin, or simply thrived on . . . charisma and bold leadership to build powerful political machines.”40 This pattern of caudillo or “strong-arm” leadership created conflict and protest across the centuries. “Conflict between a privileged elite on the one hand and an oppressed peasantry on the other dates from the Spanish Conquest. Calculated terror has been an established method of control of the rural population for five centuries. Resentful peasants have often responded violently individually, and sometimes touched off widespread revolution and civil war.”41



ELITE POLITICS: CONSERVATIVES AND LIBERALS

Definitively, the first Central American Liberals came up against colonial structures which they tried to change in their attempts to produce good governments and soon they saw that the future they imagined depended not just on good wishes but on creating States based on extreme inequality. Conservative groups saw bad government in the liberal ideas and therefore dreamed and insisted on a return to the colonial order, managing to convince the popular masses to support their efforts.42

Historian Víctor Acuña Ortega argues that early independence leaders were more compelled by self-interest, kinship, and personal loyalties rather than political ideals.43 As a result, there was no abrupt change with the advent of independence; what took place was a confirmation of the former regime and the belief that the people—popular masses—were not mature enough to govern44 or to participate democratically, and that Indigenous and Afro-descendant people were only fit to serve as exploitable labor.45

In 1821, Central America declared independence from Spain, first forming part of an independent Mexico until 1823, at which time Chiapas stayed with Mexico and the Central American countries of Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica formed the United Provinces of Central America. Belize remained a contested territory, simultaneously claimed by the British and Guatemala. Costa Rica, under Spanish colonialism, was the furthest way from the colonial capital in Guatemala, making it “the poorest province,” which contributed to its homogenous social structure and space to make different decisions about the role and type of government.46 At this time, Panama formed part of Colombia to the south.

The loose federation of the United Provinces of Central America split apart in 1840. From the beginning, efforts to organize political life were frustrated, leading to civil war and anarchy.47 Challenges emerged immediately when it came to building a national identity for the region that would bring together these different cities and sub-regions: how “to reconcile or choose between municipal and national sovereignty?”48 First, “strong provincial loyalties” and mestizo, caudillo leadership across the region did not easily lend themselves to compromise and collaboration, both of which would have been needed to sustain the federation.49 Secondly, “independence . . . began with political parties which had long-standing economic differences struggling for control”50 as exemplified by “cleavages and tensions”51 between elites. “Conservative” political tendencies celebrated local elite Spanish interests, the connection with Spain, and the role of the Catholic Church; mestizo “liberal” goals focused on modernizing the economy and limiting Church power. “The strongholds of partisan Liberalism of the time—El Salvador and Nicaragua (more accurately San Salvador and Leon)—were able to resist Guatemalan centralism from the days of the federation forward.”52 Though both sides extolled political ideals about conservative traditions or liberal enlightenment ideas, respectively, neither side particularly sought the participation of the poor mestizo or Indigenous masses; rather this was about tensions between the European-descendant aristocracy and an emergent business class.

Though the short-lived federation split into separate countries in 1840, national elites—organized into the two main political parties mentioned above called the Conservatives and the Liberals—continued to perpetuate economic policies and political formations whose primary objective was to protect elite mestizo interests at the expense of the majorities. Though these parties were mainly comprised of elites, they had different approaches to governance and planning. The ideologies of each party informed national politics across the region from early statehood well into the twentieth century. We will unpack their differences here to facilitate understanding regional and country-by-country politics. “These parties—Conservative and Liberal—were factions of a landholding and bureaucratic elite, but they reflected fundamentally different perceptions on how best to develop their country” with a Conservative commitment to maintaining the colonial status quo of the Catholic landed aristocracy and Liberals acting as advocates for modernization and new forms of economic development.53 “The Conservatives pleaded for moderation, order, and the stability of traditional, familiar institutions,” such as respect for the Catholic Church hierarchy, a celebration of Spanish culture, and a status quo that respected small Indigenous land holdings, interestingly, because of the need for their continued tribute and labor to help farm the big estates.54 The Liberals, on the other hand, “sought to make Central America a modern, progressive state, casting off the burden of Iberian heritage, and to absorb republican innovations from France, England, and the United States.”55 Whereas the Conservatives tended to promote the interests of the landed aristocracy and their agricultural production, the Liberals wanted to restrict the power of the Catholic Church, abolish slavery, promote economic development by lowering taxes on the private sector, modernize the public sector, expand the legal system, offer free education, and commit the government to building infrastructure. Though Conservatives were aligned with protecting the interests of landed elites, the Liberals were not as radical as they tried to appear when considered in historical perspective. “Not only did the Liberals seek political power without radical social or economic change . . . but also they did so from a profoundly illiberal and implicitly racist position.”56

Even after the dissolution of the United Provinces of Central America, the tensions between Liberals and Conservatives continued until the early twentieth century. Though there had been clear ideological divisions between the two groups in the early 1800s—informed by tensions between Spanish-descendant Conservative leaders who yearned for the colonial status quo and new emergent Liberal leaders familiar with Enlightenment philosophies from Europe—these differences tended to blur as time went by, creating polarized models of strong-arm leadership with ever-changing ideological positions:


Beyond the thorny questions of ideology Liberals faced other equally serious problems. Leaders switched sides with a facility explainable only on the basis of crass calculations of personal advantage. Worse yet, the Conservatives were not immune to the Liberal arguments in favor of export promotion and private ownership of land. Thus, the same Conservatives who defeated the Liberals in the 1840s, after more than a decade of severe economic difficulties, stood to benefit directly when conditions improved after midcentury. Indeed, they remained in power much longer than they might have had they been, in fact, opposed to the Liberals’ most basic economic policies.57



Into the twentieth century, “the norm was for elites to fight each other viciously but to close ranks in suppressing any and all lower-class movements that threatened to overturn this predominantly intra class or intraoligarchic political contest of Liberals versus Conservatives.”58 In historical perspective, it is easy to see that the policies of these two parties were informed greatly by the economic interests of their proponents, which often meant the continued subjugation of people on the margins. And the legacy for present-day Central America is the persistence of what Acuña Ortega calls “a political culture based on despotism, militarism, alienation, and deference.”59

Then and today, most Central American countries have very high levels of income inequality and poverty due to these early political priorities. Costa Rica and Panama present different paths taken: Costa Rica disbanded its army in 1949 and chose to invest heavily in social services such as potable water, education, and healthcare, and today enjoys a much higher standard of living than its neighbors to the north. Panama also has a high standard of living due to multiple factors: income from the Panama Canal as well as the decision to develop a strong banking system and international financial services sector.



NEOCOLONIALISM AND TWENTIETH CENTURY SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

Export crops cultivated under colonialism, such as indigo and cochineal which served the European textile industry, morphed into agro-exports, such as coffee and bananas in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, that sustained elites—tying them to foreign interests as well—and committing the region to a model of economic development that did not spread wealth or social welfare benefits around. In fact, this economic model often meant times of boom and bust when unstable commodity prices plummeted, or other countries moved into production. “Central American coffee production reached its maximum output in the 1880s, producing almost 14 percent of the world coffee yield.”60 But, by the 1920s, the coffee elites “had depleted the possibilities of coffee’s development without apparent worry about or knowledge of such limitations.”61 The banana sector didn’t fare well either and during times of economic crisis, foreign firms began to buy up huge extensions of land from national growers, leading Central American historian, Edelberto Torres-Rivas, to claim that by the end of the nineteenth century, “foreign interests controlled the Honduran economy.”62 

The region has been subject to the economic pressures and policies of outside powers during pre-Columbian times, throughout colonization, and since independence. A history of incursions of Indigenous peoples from Mexico into Guatemala and further south was leveraged by the Spaniards who used Mexican Indigenous groups to help quell resistance in early colonization efforts. As decolonization moved across Latin America in the early nineteenth century, the role of the United States began to increase given its own emergent territorial interests. Since the 1800s, the role of the United States has had strong reverberations for the region and individual countries. Neocolonialism describes how countries—often in the global north, such as the United States—impose their political agendas, economic interests, and territorial plans of expansion on other countries near and far. Neocolonialism can include the burden of disadvantageous trade agreements; it also encompasses the imposition of foreign economic interests, aid conditionalities and policies, and military aid on countries. In the mid-nineteenth century, for example, William Walker, a U.S. mercenary, declared himself president of Nicaragua and then tried to take power in Honduras and Costa Rica. Ultimately, he was captured, tried, found guilty, and executed in Honduras. But U.S. foreign policy—as well as Great Britain, but to a lesser extent—has informed much of Central American economics and politics in one form or another throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and into the twenty-first century. Many examples exist of the deleterious effects of these policies for different Central American countries, and these are explored in greater detail in the country chapters. U.S. foreign policy has been justified through official narratives of social progress, economic development, the cold war fight against communism, and often codified in laws and legal frameworks, such as the Monroe Doctrine, the Roosevelt Corollary, and other strategies such as Dollar Diplomacy under President Taft and the Alliance for Progress under President Kennedy. “At the time Monroe announced the doctrine, the United States occupied only the eastern seaboard of North America. His [1823] statement made it clear that the new country claimed sole rights to colonize the rest of the continent. And the new country immediately set about doing so.”63

The United States has directly occupied countries with armed troops at many different points; Nicaragua is one such example. The United States propped up elite rulers in Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. During the Cold War, the United States ousted leaders perceived as being soft on communism, as in the U.S.-led and financed coup d’état against President Jacobo Árbenz in Guatemala in 1954—which created the conditions for over 30 years of civil war—or the 1989 invasion of Panama to oust President Noriega because he was not aligned with U.S. interests. The United States also armed and trained repressive government security forces (armies,  police, paramilitaries, etc.) across the region throughout the twentieth century. The United States used international aid, military aid, and diplomacy to influence Central American politics towards U.S. anticommunist political goals, and the United States and international financial intermediaries have also imposed economic policies, such as neoliberal structural adjustment and stabilization policies in the late twentieth century onward, which included devaluing local currencies, reducing basic food subsidies, and the deregulation of national economies.64 To be eligible for bilateral loans and aid, these neoliberal policies require Central American states to meet such conditionalities as the privatization of state-owned businesses, lowering social spending, and cutting social welfare programming. These policies, in turn, have increased poverty and inequality across the region from the 1980s onwards. Explored in greater detail in each country chapter, many scholars agree that U.S. foreign policy has had a powerful impact on Central America, which, in turn, has fomented Central American outbound emigration. Indeed, it is not infrequent to hear that “U.S. foreign policy appears to have been more effective in generating refugees than U.S. immigration and refugee policies have been in preventing their entry.”65

Remarkably, even with foreign involvement and powerful, local elites, Central America has a long history of activism and social movements, including generally non-violent civil society movements as well as armed, revolutionary groups, which have organized (and fought) for change as exemplified by socialist and communist organizing in the early twentieth century, popular organizing for inclusion and democratic political processes in the mid-twentieth century, and armed revolutions throughout the twentieth century. Often the most extractivist agro-exports created opposition within their own industries, such as banana workers in Honduras and Nicaragua in the early twentieth century seeking to institute a ten-hour workday instead of a fourteen-hour workday and other basic rights. El Salvador’s campesino rebellion in the 1930s also had reverberations through the region as the Salvadoran government carried out a massacre of thirty thousand farmers, Indigenous people, and workers to put down a popular uprising.66 Many of the leaders and activists in these movements have come from marginalized groups such as Indigenous peoples, peasant communities, Afro-descendant groups, women, union organizers, and other disenfranchised or excluded groups. Their platforms have included basic worker rights, protests against authoritarianism, and demands for the inclusion of women, Afro-descendant communities, Indigenous groups, and more recently on behalf of gender and sexual minorities. Environmental groups, often in conjunction with campesino and Indigenous groups, have protested the land grabs and extractivist practices of foreign companies and local elites such as large-scale monocropping (e.g., sugar, coffee, and African palm) and mining (e.g., gold, silver, and other minerals), past to present.67

Tied to protest and the status quo, religion has also played a regional role in culture, politics, and economics. During the colonial period, people were forced to convert to Roman Catholicism as part of the colonial order, but over the centuries this has evolved in interesting ways. During the revolutionary period of the late twentieth century, for example, many Roman Catholic priests, nuns, and lay people, following the tenets of the Second Vatican Council that called for increased solidarity with the poor and disenfranchised, embraced the values and praxis of liberation theology. Liberation theology is a movement within Christianity that posits that the Kingdom of God should be built on earth and not treated as something to be put off until the afterlife. This translated into prioritizing and addressing the social conditions and political exclusions of the poor in Central America. Many Catholic Church leaders, including church leaders, priests, nuns, and lay leaders, began to organize and demand social welfare initiatives, political participation, and inclusive economic policies with and on behalf of the poor majorities. This led repressive governments and paramilitary death squads to respond harshly, including the 1979 assassination of Archbishop Romero in El Salvador, the 1998 assassination of Bishop Gerardi in Guatemala, and present-day government persecution of the Catholic Church for demanding a return to democracy and rule of law in Nicaragua, for example. Other religions have also proliferated in Central America. In fact, today, almost 20 percent of Latin America—with much higher percentages in Central America—self-identify with Protestantism, following Evangelical and Pentecostal faiths.68



CENTRAL AMERICAN MIGRATION

In response to poverty, conflict, and the deadly synergy of climate change and natural disasters, there have been Central American population flows within individual countries (rural to urban shifts), within Central America itself (seeking refuge or economic opportunities in neighboring countries), northwards toward Mexico and the United States, and even to Europe during the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.69 In the early twentieth century, there was significant migration within Central American countries (and from the West Indies in the Caribbean to Central America) as workers migrated to banana enclaves throughout Central America as well as to Panama for the construction of the canal.70 Another example is the flow of service sector workers from Nicaragua to Costa Rica over the past couple of decades. Central American migration to the United States began to grow in the 1980s in response to armed conflicts in the region, which the U.S. government fomented with military assistance to governments and armed groups, often supporting those with bad human rights records. “By the end of the 1980s, around 3 million Central Americans had fled from their countries of origin.”71 During the civil wars from the 1970s into the 1990s, a steady flow of Guatemalans and Salvadorans to the United States grew into a mass exodus, but for Honduras, the growth in emigration has been more gradual.72 According to the Migration Policy Institute, “Immigrants from the Northern Triangle [Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras] comprised 86 percent of the Central Americans in the United States. In 2017, Central American immigrants represented 8 percent of the United States’ 44.5 million immigrants.”73 According to sociologist José Luis Rocha, whose extensive scholarship about Central American migrations traces the complex drivers of migration, “The latest data available in the U. S. Census Bureau [2019] indicate that the United States is home to 257,343 people born in Nicaragua, 745,838 born in Honduras, 1,111,495 born in Guatemala and 1,412,101 born in El Salvador. To this population must be added their descendents, second and third generation migrants, to total 429,501 Nicaraguans, 1,083,540 Hondurans, 1,683,093 Guatemalans and 2,311,574 Salvadorans by origin. This migration has been fed by new generations of increasing size, the balance of which is reflected in these figures.”74 Today, most Central Americans in the United States—85 percent of whom have come from El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras75—live in Los Angeles, with substantial numbers in San Francisco; Texas (especially Houston); Washington, D.C.; New York City; Chicago; New Orleans; and Miami.76


TABLE 1.2
CENTRAL AMERICANS IN THE UNITED STATES, 1970–2018




	YEAR

	NUMBER OF IMMIGRANTS




	1970

	117,700




	1980

	352,540




	1990

	1,111,864




	2000

	1,996,337




	2010

	2,989,433




	2013

	3,053,000




	2018

	3,255,182






Listed population numbers reflect data from each listed year, not the subsequent decade. Data includes documented and undocumented immigrants taken from census data, public-use files of the American Community Survey (ACS), and figures for 2018 come from the Annual Social and Economic Supplement of the Current Population Survey.77 




TABLE 1.3
COUNTRY OF ORIGIN FOR CENTRAL AMERICAN IMMIGRANTS IN THE UNITED STATES, 2019




	COUNTRY

	NUMBER OF IMMIGRANTS

	SHARE %




	Total Central America

	3,782,000

	100.0%




	El Salvador

	1,412,000

	  37.3%




	Guatemala

	1,111,000

	  29,4%




	Honduras

	   746,000

	  19.7%




	Nicaragua

	   257,000

	    6.8%




	Panama

	   101,000

	    2.7%




	Costa Rica

	     94,000

	    2.5%




	Belize

	     44,000

	    1.2%




	Other Central America

	     16,000

	    0.4%






Source: Migration Policy Institute (MPI) tabulation of data from the U.S. Census Bureau 2019 American Community Survey (ACS).78



Recently, there has been an increase in the number of unaccompanied children and young people traveling from Central America northwards, due to increasing gang violence, especially in the countries of Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras. In a nominal attempt to do something about this, President Obama initiated the Central American Minors Refugee Parole Program “allowing a small number of youth to apply for asylum within their own countries.”79 However, under President Trump and his “Border War,” the situation only grew more dire as children were separated from their families and sent alone to Office of the Refugee Resettlement camps.80 The New York Times broke the story about this in April 2018.



CENTRAL AMERICA TODAY

The combination of a strategic geographic location in the Western hemisphere, the politically conservative and repressive nature of local elites, and the resistance of oppressed and marginalized groups greatly inform the history of the region. The activism and vibrancy of these social movements has had multiple ramifications, including pressure to end repression, to adopt policies and laws promoting greater inclusion, and to institute environmental safeguards. In his analysis about development and rule of law, Kevin Casas-Zamora writes, “Central America has done many important things, none more so than ending the civil wars. That, however, was the easy part. Ending the civil wars required the will and the courage to sit down and negotiate a settlement. Building more equitable societies, solid democratic institutions, and dynamic economies requires the same attributes over a very long time span. The end of the wars and the democratic transitions in Central America threw a lifeline to the region, but today that lifeline is at risk of being submerged.”81 Presently, Central America faces a complex and interrelated set of opportunities and challenges. The opportunities include increased access to education for most of the region, sustained slow but steady economic growth, and a vibrant civil society, comprised of non-governmental organizations, citizen and community groups, and other special interest groups. Yet sometimes these achievements are not enough to galvanize action given the postconflict challenges that many countries face.82 The challenges include high levels of poverty, exclusion, and violence due to the civil war era of the late twentieth century; the gang and drug violence of the early twenty-first century; a steady exodus of people from the region seeking better living conditions (see Tables 1.2 and 1.3); and corruption and weak rule of law in some of the countries (see Tables 1.4–1.6).


TABLE 1.4
IMPUNITY RATES IN CENTRAL AMERICA* — 2017
Percentage reflects number of unsolved journalist murders against respective country’s population83




	 COUNTRY

	RATE (IN %)




	 Nicaragua

	66.34




	 Honduras

	65.04




	 El Salvador

	65.03




	 Panamá

	63.23




	 Guatemala

	62.40




	 Costa Rica

	54.57






*no data available for Belize (it does not generate enough statistical info for study)




TABLE 1.5
TRANSPARENCY RATES IN CENTRAL AMERICA*— 2015–20
Percentages from 0 to 100, where 0 is “highly corrupt” and 100 is “very clean”84




	 

	2015

	2016

	2017

	2018

	2019

	2020




	Guatemala

	28%

	28%

	28%

	27%

	26%

	25%




	El Salvador

	39%

	36%

	33%

	35%

	34%

	36%




	Honduras

	31%

	30%

	29%

	29%

	26%

	24%




	Nicaragua

	27%

	26%

	26%

	25%

	22%

	22%




	Costa Rica

	55%

	58%

	59%

	56%

	56%

	57%




	Panama

	39%

	38%

	37%

	37%

	36%

	35%






*no data available for Belize 




TABLE 1.6
RULE OF LAW IN CENTRAL AMERICA —
 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017–18, 2019, & 2020
Scores range from 0 to 1, with 1 indicating the strongest adherence to the rule of law85




	 

	2014

	2015

	2016

	2017–2018

	2019

	2020




	Belize

	*

	0.49

	0.47

	0.47

	0.48

	0.48




	Guatemala

	0.52

	0.44

	0.44

	0.44

	0.46

	0.45




	El Salvador

	0.49

	0.51

	0.49

	0.48

	0.48

	0.49




	Honduras

	*

	0.42

	0.42

	0.40

	0.40

	0.40




	Nicaragua

	0.31

	0.43

	0.42

	0.43

	0.40

	0.39




	Costa Rica

	*

	0.68

	0.68

	0.68

	0.69

	0.68




	Panama

	0.45

	0.53

	0.52

	0.52

	0.52

	0.52






*no data available





CONCLUSION

This book started as a conversation between the Seattle International Foundation and Seattle University’s Central America Initiative. Bill Clapp, one of the founders of the Seattle International Foundation, approached Serena with the idea of a research project that would summarize key events in Central American history to share with policymakers in Washington, D.C. Serena and Isabeau piloted the project with a short history of Nicaragua, which in turn led to this book project. The purpose of this set of histories is to provide our readers with a short and accessible history of a region that often appears in the news; it is our hope that this book and its open access versions will help students, educators, policymakers, and global citizens better understand this important yet frequently misunderstood region. In the chapters that follow, we explore the paths taken by each Central American country in a systematic fashion moving from pre-Columbian times to the twenty-first century. Each country chapter is divided into parts: opening with a map and historical timeline, systematically touching on each historical period, and concluding with a list of recommended readings. All references cited can be found in the bibliography at the end of the book. Chapter Nine, the final chapter, explores present-day manifestations of historical themes and topics that are transversal to the region, connecting people and groups across borders, to help the reader better imagine a region and not just a collection of individual countries. This final chapter engages the following cross-cutting themes: caudillo leadership models, impacts of U.S. foreign policy, activism and social movements, and migration.

We authors each have deep roots—personal and professional—in the region; however, to be clear, we are not historians. Rather, we are engaged scholars committed to raising the level of general knowledge about Central America and promoting increased understanding across difference, respectful and responsive diplomacy, international aid that targets Central American priorities, and more inclusive economic development. When we first drafted this manuscript, we were professor and research assistant, now we’re friends and collaborators. Throughout the research and book writing process, we have remained committed to a horizontal collaboration as we moved key documents back and forth for analysis and co-authored the chapters. Serena Cosgrove (she/her) is a scholar of Central America from the United States who moved to the region in the mid-1980s and lived there until 1993, monitoring human rights during the conflicts in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala. She has returned multiple times a year since then for research, advocacy, applied work, and kinship connections. Isabeau J. Belisle Dempsey (they/them) is half-Belizean and was raised in the United States. As an undergraduate at Seattle University where Serena teaches, Isabeau studied International Studies and Spanish and traveled to Central America. Intergenerational and interdisciplinary, our approach for this book has leveraged our academic interest and experience in Central America, and our personal and kin connections to the region. We have consulted a wide range of academic and primary sources in English and Spanish by a global set of Central Americanist researchers as well as Central American scholars themselves; we read many historical documents and records and analyzed statistics to present as nuanced an interpretation as possible of the region. We dedicate this book to the persistence of Central Americans committed to increased autonomy and inclusion across the region.
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CHAPTER TWO

A Brief History of Belize



INTRODUCTION

Known as British Honduras until 1973, Belize is the only Central American country to have been primarily colonized by the British. It is also the only Central American country whose official language is English rather than Spanish; additionally, a form of English Creole, known as Belizean Kriol, is also widely spoken. Belize’s population is a mix of mestizos (descendants of Spanish settlers and Indigenous Maya), Indigenous Maya, Creoles (descendants of African slaves and English settlers), the Afro-Indigenous group called the Garifuna, Asians (especially Taiwanese and Chinese), and Europeans. The Belizean economy was historically built around mahogany extraction, and a likeness of the tree is featured on the Belizean flag.

Belize has a strained relationship with neighboring country Guatemala, the government of which frequently claims that Belize is Guatemalan territory. This tension has lasted for over a hundred and fifty years and continues today.



TIMELINE OF KEY EVENTS

1508: First known date of Spanish presence; Mayan communities resist Spanish attempts at control of region

1546: Mayan uprising that forcefully expelled the Spanish from Belize

1638: The Baymen (British and Scottish pirates) arrive to Belize coast

1650s: Estimated date of British settlement

1698: Spanish give up attempts to claim Belize, leaving the area

1717–1779: Spanish forces stage various attacks against British settlers

1798: British defeat Spanish in Battle of St. George’s Caye

1838: Enslaved people emancipated

1839: Central American Federation disintegrates; Guatemala claims Belize as its territory—Belize was not part of the Federation 

1859: Great Britain and Guatemala sign agreement in which Guatemala promises to rescind claims to Belize in exchange for road construction from Guatemala City to Caribbean coast

1862: Belize officially declared a colony of the British Commonwealth, named British Honduras

1893: Mariscal-Spender Treaty delimits border between Mexico and Belize

1945: Belize designated as the 23rd department in Guatemala’s new constitution

1949: People’s Committee formed to protest devaluation of British Honduran dollar

1950: People’s United Party (PUP) formed; minimum age for women voters lowered from 30 to 21

1954: New constitution created that gives Belize full political autonomy, universal adult suffrage, and a two-chamber parliament

1970: Belmopan replaces Belize City as capital

1973: Country officially changes its name from British Honduras to Belize

1981: Belize gains independence from Great Britain with George Price as prime minister; the country remains part of the Commonwealth

1984: First elections since independence; United Democratic Party leader Manuel Esquivel wins

1993: British government announces withdrawal of troops and an end to security guarantee

2005: Unrest caused by tax increases

2008: Dean Barrow elected Belize’s first Black prime minister

2012: Dean Barrow re-elected

2018: Referendums held in both Guatemala and Belize to send Belize-Guatemala border dispute to International Court of Justice

2019: International Court of Justice officially presented with Belize-Guatemala border dispute case

2020: Johnny Briceño of the People’s United Party becomes prime minister

2021: Froyla Tzalam nominated Governor-General of Belize, becoming first Indigenous Governor-General in Belize 



A HISTORY OF BELIZE

Pre-Columbian Era

Belize, a small nation on the Caribbean coast of Central America, occupies part of the territory in which the Maya civilization flourished during the first millennium [BCE], with an apogee in the Classic Period of 250–900 [BCE].1

Prior to the arrival of European colonial powers, Belize was populated by Indigenous groups, particularly the Maya, whose territory extended into present-day Belize’s neighbor, Guatemala. At around 850 BCE, it was a thriving region, hosting a population of over three hundred thousand in different city-states throughout much of the present-day country. Maya civilization was mostly agricultural, including crops such as corn and squash, as well as hunting and fishing activities; craft skills such as pottery and jade-carving became popular later. There was some tension and fighting between the different Maya groups: in 1123 BCE, the Yucatec Maya of the north rose up and overthrew the Itzá Maya from the Petén Basin, a region that stretched from northern Guatemala to southeastern México. The other two significant Maya groups were—and still are—the Q’eqchi’ and the Mopan.

There are several Maya sites that can be visited throughout the country, such as Altún Ha near present-day Belize City and Xunantunich in Cayo, which is the tallest human-made structure in Belize. Altún Ha was settled around 200 BCE and became a hub of activity, with almost ten thousand people living there. Altún Ha is home to several temples and buildings where priests lived. It is speculated that a peasant uprising took place against the ruling priest class. Xunantunich—which means “Lady of the Rock”—was settled in 300 BCE and boasted fertile lands that were good for farming. Maya civilization declined greatly during the eighth and ninth centuries, their population diminishing significantly. There are many theories as to why this happened, including the spread of disease, droughts devastating the Yucatán and Petén areas, and competition between different city-states.


Colonization and English Rule

What we today call Belize was in the seventeenth century a remote backwater that attracted British pirates and buccaneers as a base from which to raid ships headed to Spain with their valuable (and typically imaginary) cargoes of gold. The watery lowlands of central and northern Belize were also, however, home to dense stands of logwood, which in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries became a highly valuable commodity—a source of dye for the burgeoning textile industry in England. Some of the early privateers settled in these waterlogged plains, cutting and selling logwood as a means to generating wealth.2

Unlike the rest of Central America, Belize’s colonizers were from Great Britain rather than Spain. This was mostly due to the Spanish focus on other parts of the region for extraction and development; the Spanish had been the first European presence in Belize, starting excursions in 1508 and later officially declaring conquest in 1542. They were aggressively resisted by the Maya, and were thrown out during a massive uprising in 1546. The Spanish made various attempts to get control of the region, staging several raids against the Maya, destroying their villages and anything to do with Mayan cultural identity.

In 1638, British and Scottish pirates—known as the Baymen—arrived to the coast of Belize in an effort to find a secluded area from which they could attack Spanish ships. The presence of the Baymen on the coast caused the Maya to flee inland. The Baymen settled the coast and soon discovered a sustainable living in cutting, selling, and exporting logwood—a tropical tree found throughout southern Mexico and northern Central America, whose heartwood was used to make a purple-red dye in addition to using the wood for craftsmanship—from Belize to England. The Baymen then introduced slavery to the region in order to support this budding industry, eventually bringing enslaved Africans from the West Indies.

A 1667 treaty in England calling for the suppression of piracy only encouraged the growth of this new logging industry. In 1670, the Godolphin Treaty between England and Spain confirmed English claim to all countries and islands in the Western hemisphere that England had already settled; however, this treaty did not name the coastal area between Yucatán and Nicaragua, where Belize lay. Contention between the European countries continued until 1717 when Spain expelled British loggers from the Bay of Campeche, west of Yucatán. This action had the unanticipated effect of a llowing the British settlement near the Belize River to continue growing.

Throughout the eighteenth century, the Spanish attacked the British settlers continuously, forcing them to leave the area on four occasions: in 1717, 1730, 1754, and 1779. In spite of this, the Spanish never officially settled the region, and consequently the British always returned to expand their own trade and settlement. The Battle of St. George’s Caye in 1798 was the final Spanish attack against the British settlement in which Spanish governor General Arturo O’Neill led a flotilla of thirty vessels and two thousand troops against the Spanish. The British eventually won the engagement, officially expelling the Spanish from claiming control of the area that comprises Belize today. “[T]he British tried, throughout the 16th and 17th centuries, to secure Belize as a colony away from the Spanish and ‘to wipe out all memory of Spanish pretensions, and to encourage exclusively the British way of life’. One of the first outward and visible signs of a British colony in those days was the establishment of the National Church.”3

British colonialism focused on “extractionism”: the practice of systematically identifying and extracting valuable natural resources on a massive scale for capital benefit. The Br itish identified resource-rich land and established colonies in order to extend the reach of the British empire. This method of “indirect colonialism” formed a world-wide network of trade ports and taxable states that benefited the crown, while not demanding a large contingent of settlers.4

The British shifted their economic focus from logwood to mahogany extraction near the end of the eighteenth century. While the extraction of logwood was less labor intensive, the mahogany industry demanded more money and land, and consequently more laborers to work that land. Enslaved people in Belize were officially emancipated in 1838, five years after the British Slave Emancipation Act was passed. This put a strain on the growing mahogany industry, and the British found ways to make up for the labor that had been lost upon emancipation: “At the time of emancipation, a boom in the mahogany market created a need for labor, which was dealt with by importing indentured labor and using coercive methods to keep freedmen dependent.”5

The Garifuna—also known as the Garinagu, an Afro-Indigenous people descended from the Carib people of the Caribbean and Africans who had escaped from slavery and resisted colonialism in the Lesser Antilles—arrived to southern Belize by way of Honduras, reportedly as early as 1802. They settled in the Stann Creek area and became fisherfolk and farmers. Other Garifuna arrived to Belize after a civil war in Honduras in 1832. November 19, 1832, is the date officially recognized as “Garifuna Settlement Day” in Belize, which is celebrated nationally and regionally throughout Central America by Garifuna communities.

In 1854, Britain laid an official claim to the settlement they had established in Belize, shortly following concessions they had made regarding the Bay Islands and the Mosquito Coast in Nicaragua. The Settlement of Belize in the Bay of Honduras was declared a British colony in 1862, officially dubbed British Honduras and put under the governance of the British leaders in Jamaica, another British colony in the Caribbean.



Independence

Belize gained its political independence in September 1981 from the United Kingdom to become the 156th member of the United Nations, a separate member of the British Commonwealth of Nations, as well as an individual member of what [Keith] Buchanan terms the  “commonwealth of poverty”—the Third World. Belize is definitely a “Caribbean society” as defined by [David] Lowenthal, although its location on the mainland of Central America has meant that the country’s history is very much interwoven with this landmass as well.6

The British Honduran economy remained heavily reliant on mahogany extraction, especially due to the interests of investors such as the British-owned Belize Estate and Produce Company, which at one point owned half of all privately-held land. This proved to be detrimental when the Great Depression hit, nearly causing the colony’s economy to collapse as British demand for timber plummeted. The damage was exacerbated when a category four hurricane hit Belize in 1931, the deadliest in the country’s recorded history. Belize City, the capital, was ravaged.

Conditions worsened further when Britain decided to devalue the British Honduran dollar in 1949. Popular mobilization had been stirring in the wake of the 1931 hurricane because of the lack of government support; the devaluation finally encouraged British Hondurans to organize for the founding of the first local political party, the People’s Committee, which would then become the People’s United Party (PUP). The PUP protests against devaluation eventually became a campaign demanding independence from Britain, as well as constitutional reforms such as expansion of voting rights to all adults. The colonial government granted universal adult suffrage in 1954, and the first election was decisively won by the PUP. Pro-independence activist George Price became the PUP leader in 1956 and the head of government in 1961. Britain proclaimed “self-government” for Belize in 1964, under a new constitution.7 In June of 1973, British Honduras was renamed Belize. Although there is no official account of why the name “Belize” was chosen, there are several theories, including that it may derive from a Maya word: possibly “Balix,” meaning “muddy waters” in reference to the Belize River, or perhaps “Belikin,” meaning “land facing the sea.”

Under Prime Minister George Price, Belize began a campaign for full independence, seeking international recognition as a nation. The first United Nations resolution supporting independence for Belize was passed in 1975, with 110 votes in favor, 16 abstentions, and only 9 against; however, none of the Spanish-speaking Latin American countries voted in favor, apart from Cuba. Costa Rica, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, the Dominican Republic, and Uruguay all voted no, and the rest abstained. The Central American nations likely voted “no” out of respect for Guatemala and its claims to Belize’s territory. Prime Minister Price met with General Omar Torrijos, president of Panama, at the 1976 summit meeting of the Non-Aligned Nations—a group formed in the 1950s in response to the increasingly polarized Cold War-era world of 120 states from the Global South that are not formally aligned with or against any major power bloc, and which still functions as a major international organization today. PM Price’s meeting with General Torrijos was an effort to gain the Panamanian government’s support for Belizean independence. The Sandinista government of Nicaragua was a major supporter of Belize’s bid for independence. By the end of 1980, Belize had gained nearly unanimous international support, and officially gained its independence from Britain on September 21, 1981, almost two hundred years later than the rest of Central America.8



Present-Day Belize

In 1984, heads of state of the CARICOM countries (the Caribbean Community and Common Market), including Belize, met in the Bahamas to affirm economic policies contained in the “Nassau Understanding.” This statement committed the region to diversifying its exports away from a handful of agricultural commodities (such as sugar) that had experienced deep declines in world prices in the early 1980s. Caribbean governments pledged to adopt nontraditional crops and attract offshore manufacturing from the United States and Europe in order to cushion themselves against volatile monocrop markets.9

Under Prime Minister George Price, the People’s United Party continued to win elections until 1984, which was the first national election since Belize’s independence. In the 1984 elections, the PUP lost to the United Democratic Party (UDP), led by Manuel Esquivel, who succeeded Price as prime minister. In 1985, Prime Minister Esquivel signed an agreement with the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), requiring the Belizean government to adopt neoliberal, structural adjustment, economic policies, such as the privatization of state corporations.

The UDP and the PUP continue to dominate Belize’s political scene, trading power back and forth across the years. UDP leader Dean Barrow became prime minister in 2008 after a landslide victory in the general elections, with the UDP winning 25 out of 31 seats in the House of Representatives. He was re-elected in 2012. In November of 2020, the PUP defeated the UDP for the first time since 2003, and PUP party leader Johnny Briceño became prime minister. In April 2021, Froyla Tzalam, a Mopan Maya community leader, was nominated to be the Governor-General of Belize. The Governor-General serves as Commander-in-Chief of the Belize Defence Force in addition to being a general representative of the country. Tzalam is the second woman and the first Indigenous person to serve as Governor-General.

In the context of the international community, Belize has continued to have a unique position, difficult to fit in any one regional or cultural community. Indeed, there continues to be a question over whether Belize ought to be considered more a Caribbean country rather than a member of Central America. Its membership in the Caribbean Community and Common Market (CARICOM) only underscores this issue. Belize shares many cultural similarities to Caribbean countries, as well as the historical legacy of being subject to British rather than Spanish colonization. In fact, there is large overlap between those countries who have membership in CARICOM and countries that are, or historically have been, part of the English Commonwealth. CARICOM itself began to emerge after the collapse of British West Indies Federation in 1962; the project for Caribbean integration was initiated in 1965 by the creation of the Caribbean Free Trade Area.10 Still, Belize also became a full member of the Central American Integration System (SICA) in 1998, so its membership in CARICOM does not necessarily align its identity with the Caribbean community exclusively.

Belize also has the highest Black/Afro-descendant population in the Central American region, with 32 percent of its citizens self-identifying as such.11 This demographic difference sets Belize apart from most of the other Central American countries, whose populations are primarily mestizo and Indigenous. The presence of the Garifuna, an Afro-Indigenous people, certainly play a role in this larger conceptualization of Belize’s national identity, both as an Afrodiasporic country and as a Caribbean country, given the Garifuna’s intertwined African and Caribbean cultural heritage.12



Tourism in Belize

Cultures have been subsumed, ritualised for the benefit of hordes of camera-wielding, high-spending, experience-seeking people from well-heeled countries anxious to capture every moment on flim.13

Although the agricultural sector remains Belize’s primary source of income, the tourism industry has quickly become a dominating force in the country’s economy, particularly “ecotourism.” Key and Pillai define ecotourism as “traveling to an undisturbed and pristine natural environment with the object of studying, admiring and enjoying the scenery with its wild plants and animals.”14 Essentially, Belize’s natural biodiversity has become its primary commodity. Many present-day tourists travel to countries like Belize in pursuit of “the authentic.” While tourism has indeed been an important factor in Belize’s modern economic development, there are also concerns over the sustainability of this model, particularly because of tourists’ impact on the environment. The increase in tourism has led to the construction of bars, restaurants, and hotels to host foreign visitors. The land is cleared, trees cut, and other natural resources depleted for the sake of accommodating the tourist industry.15 However, as the question of sustainability comes to the forefront, the government of Belize has begun grappling with how to find a balance between ensuring the sustainability of the environment of Belize and the continued success of the tourism industry.

Though there is certainly a significant benefit to the national economy, on a local level, there is a bit more conflict and nuance to the tourist-host relationship. Some Belizeans maintain a positive view of the industry’s effects on local economies, appreciative of the jobs it creates and the opportunities it provides. Still others see the way that an emphasis on tourism has shifted the culture of their communities, enticing “fisherman to take out tourists rather than fish” and barring locals from interacting with the land in ways they have done for generations, such as frequenting beaches that are now closed off as private property.16



Social Movements

During popular debates held before independence was achieved in 1981, Garifuna women and men were popular theorists and social spokespersons in favour of the idea that independence politics was going to be the backbone of a new multiethnic and multicultural political entity. Women expressed their views on several occasions, that independence was not only good news for the rights of the Garifuna but also for other ethnic groups established in Belize.17

The Garifuna have faced prejudice in Central America; their unique history and cultural expressions set them apart from much of the region, and it is an enduring struggle for this group to retain their identity and dignity. One of the ways that the Garifuna have begun to center their cultural identity is by changing the name of one of their major settlements in the country: sometime in the early 1800s, Garifuna from Honduras traveled north to Belize, where they settled in what became known as Stann Creek Town, the capital of Belize’s Stann Creek District. Around 1975, however, Stann Creek Town’s name was changed to Dangriga, a Garifuna word that means “standing waters.” Dangriga is known as Belize’s “cultural capital” for its concentration of Garifuna cultural expressions, particularly punta music.

Maya culture and identity, like the Garifuna, persist today; their most tangible influence is in the momentum of the land rights movement in Belize. Arguably, traction has been gained for this movement in response to an increase in tourism and a renewed sense of responsibility to be stewards of their country in the face of land lost to hotels and ex-pat housing development. One of the turning points regarding both land rights activism and the persistence of Indigenous identity was in April 2015, when the Maya people of Belize’s Toledo district won a landmark case in the Caribbean Court of Justice. The Q’eqchi’ and Mopan Maya had been fighting for rights to their historical lands for decades. The Caribbean Court of Justice, Belize’s highest appellate court, judged that the land be demarcated and registered to the Maya; that damages be awarded to the Maya people to compensate for all material and moral harm inflicted; and that the government of Belize cease and desist all destruction and use of the designated land without first getting the informed consent of the Indigenous population.

Although the government has not always honored this ruling, now the Indigenous communities of Belize have the legal right to confront the wrongdoings of officials. In September 2021, the Garifuna Nation condemned the government for encroaching on Garifuna settlements in the south. The Nation accused the government of constructing a gas station in Seine Bight without consulting the local Garifuna people. Garifuna lands in Belize are not, at the time of writing, demarcated as Maya lands are; however, in light of the government’s attempt to construct on Garifuna lands without their consent, the knowledge of legal precedent in the country has encouraged many in the community to stage protests.



Border Dispute with Guatemala

Guatemala’s controversial claim to the territory of Belize, the roots of which lie in a vaguely worded treaty from 1859 between Guatemala and Great Britain, has not only hindered the political development of Belize, but has affected relations between the United States and Britain, and Central America and the Caribbean. Because of the unequal size and might of the two nations, Belize has found it necessary to maintain the military protection of the British government, even though it is now an independent nation.18

Unlike many Central American countries who have faced internal strife, often to the point of civil war, Belize’s most heated point of contention lies with its neighbor, Guatemala. For over a hundred and fifty years, Guatemala has laid claims to its neighbor’s territory; often, maps drawn by the Guatemalan government show Belize as Guatemala’s twenty-third department. When the Spanish empire disintegrated in the 1820s, the independent republics that would eventually become Mexico and Guatemala both made claims to the Belizean territory. However, as these claims were made under the 1786 Convention of London—a doctrine applied specifically to Spain and Spanish territories—Britain, the nation that had settled Belize, did not recognize those claims. Mexico eventually dropped its claims, but Guatemala did not.

In 1859, the Wyke-Aycinena Treaty was written, wherein Guatemala agreed to recognize British Honduras (Belize) as a British colony, conceding all supposed “sovereign rights” in exchange for Great Britain’s commitment to build a road from Guatemala City to the Belizean town of Punta Gorda, on the Caribbean coast. But an issue arose with the treaty: “While it is clear that Britain and Guatemala agreed to build a road, the phrase used in the treaty, ‘mutually agree conjointly,’ left unresolved whether Britain was to build the road entirely at its expense.”19 When the treaty was later ratified, Britain claimed that it was released from any obligation to build the road, as well as denying Guatemala’s entitlement to Belize. The dispute over this part of the treaty persisted until 1940, when Guatemala “stated that it was no longer a question of whether Article Seven [the disputed section] could be fulfilled. Guatemala now had the right to recovered territory ‘ceded’ in 1859.”20 Guatemala then created a new constitution in 1945, where it was stated that “any efforts taken towards obtaining Belize’s reinstatement to the [Guatemalan] Republic are of national interest.”21

At the beginning of 1948, Guatemala threatened to invade Belize in order to forcibly annex what they claimed was rightfully theirs. The British, who still protected Belize as their territory and colony, deployed two companies from a British battalion, with one company sent to investigate the border. Although they did not see any evidence of an imminent Guatemalan invasion, the British stationed a company in Belize City just to be safe. Great Britain and Guatemala attempted diplomatic talks between 1961 and 1975, breaking off intermittently as Guatemala continued to issue threats of invasion, as well as occasionally sending troops to the disputed border as a form of intimidation. In 1978, the British proposed an agreement to adjust the territorial boundaries; to this, Prime Minister Price declared, “We will not cede as much as one centimetre of Belize to Guatemala or anyone else!”22

When Prime Minister Price met with President Torrijos of Panama during the 1976 Non-Aligned Nations summit about Belize’s pending independence, the Guatemalan government broke off relations with Panama.23 When Belize gained its independence from Britain in 1981, Guatemala did not recognize its nationhood, continuing to claim Belize as Guatemalan territory. Again, about 1,500 British troops were stationed in Belize to prevent any potential invasions; this put stress on the nation’s population, as “the continued presence of British military forces, made necessary by Guatemala’s irredentist claims, was a painful reminder of the new nation’s dependence.”24

The year of Belize’s independence, Prime Minister Price and the PUP government offered several concessions to Guatemala in exchange for dropping its territorial claims, including a sea corridor through Belizean waters, granting access to the Caribbean; passage for pipelines to carry Guatemalan oil to terminals on the Caribbean; and the construction of a road that crosses from the Guatemalan frontier to the coast. However, PUP’s opponents, the UDP, attacked the deal, and it was eventually dropped completely.25 

In 1991, the Government of Guatemala released a statement saying that they recognized Belize’s independence, and the two countries were finally able to establish diplomatic relations, with an ultimate goal of settling the territorial dispute. However, in 1999, Guatemala sent a message to Belize stating that, while they did recognize Belize’s sovereign nationhood and right to self-determination, Guatemala would still be laying claim to the land that Belize was occupying.

Guatemalan president Jimmy Morales was vocally supportive of Guatemala’s claim to Belize. A referendum was held in April 2018 by the Guatemalan government to determine whether to send the territory claim to the International Court of Justice (ICJ)—95.88 percent of voters voted in support of sending the claim, with 25 percent voter turnout. In May 2019, Belize held its own referendum, and just over 55 percent of voters voted in favor of sending the dispute forward. Based on both of these results, in June 2019, the International Court of Justice received the request to resolve the dispute. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the timeline for addressing the case has been in flux, but as of writing this chapter, prepared briefs from each country in defense of their positions will be due in summer of 2022. Then the ICJ will move forward with determining how to settle this centuries-old territorial dispute.


[image: Map showing the country of Belize. The “Not disputed Guatemalan territory” lies to the west, the north half of Belize is labeled “Not disputed Belizean territory,” and the south half of Belize is labeled “Administered by Belize claimed by Guatemala.”]
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THERRITORIAL CLAIMS MAP (TRANSLATION)

This map illustrates the territory that Guatemala claims from Belize and the adjacency line.


	Guatemala claims 12,722 km² of land and 100 km² of the islands from Belize

	For more than 150 years, Guatemala has maintained the territorial dispute

	Belize’s governmental system is a constitutional monarchy. It has a prime minister.

	Agriculture is their primary activity; after that is fishing, construction, transportation, and tourism.

	Belize represents 0.74 percent of the total population of Central America. Approximately 311,000 inhabitants.

	Belize’s economy occupies the last place among the seven countries of the isthmus.

	Their official language is English, but a large part of the territory speaks Creole or “Kriol.” The currency is the Belizean dollar
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CHAPTER THREE

A Brief History of Guatemala



INTRODUCTION

Guatemala is the northernmost Spanish-speaking Central American country, sharing borders with Mexico and the Central American countries of Belize, El Salvador, and Honduras. Guatemala is known for its high percentage of Indigenous peoples, who comprise between 40 and 60 percent of the population, depending on year of census and definition of terms. The Indigenous peoples of Guatemala and the mestizo ladinos have historically been expected to serve the interests of the European-descendant Creoles or los Criollos, Guatemala’s land-owning and industrial elite. Much of los Criollos’ power comes from maintaining economic connections with foreign interests, especially U.S. capital, through agricultural exports, mainly coffee and sugar. Inequality, violence, and poverty—exacerbated by the U.S.-supported, decades-long civil war from 1960–1996—have contributed to high rates of outbound emigration. In fact, it was estimated that 1.6 million Guatemalans live in the United States as of 2010.1 Importantly, despite discrimination (and genocidal treatment during the civil war) from the economic elites, Indigenous culture remains strong, with over twenty native languages still being spoken today.



TIMELINE OF KEY EVENTS

1523: Conquistador Pedro de Alvarado responsible for the massacre of Indigenous Maya; Guatemala becomes a Spanish colony

~1550: Popul vuh, the “Book of the People,” written by the Maya K’iche’

1821: Guatemala gains independence

1822: Joins Mexican empire

1823: Becomes part of United Provinces of Central America, along with Costa Rica, El Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua

1840: United Provinces of Central America split apart

1844–65: Conservative dictator Rafael Carrera rules 

1873–85: Liberal president Justo Rufino Barrios rules

1931–44: Jorge Ubico rules as dictator

1945: Juan José Arévalo becomes first democratically elected president

1951: Colonel Jacobo Árbenz Guzmán elected president, known for landmark agrarian reform program

1954: U.S.-backed coup places Colonel Carlos Castillo in power, following Árbenz’s attempt to take some land away from the United Fruit Company as part of a national agrarian reform project

1960: Guatemalan Civil War begins


1963: Castillo assassinated; Colonel Enrique Peralta becomes president

1966: César Méndez elected as president

1970s: Military-backed Carlos Arana Osorio becomes president; military leaders begin to eliminate people on the left, resulting in over 50,000 deaths

1981: Paramilitary death squads kill ~11,000 in retaliation for anti-government guerrilla warfare

1982: Military coup puts General Efraín Ríos Montt in power

1983: Montt ousted by General Mejía Víctores

1985: Marco Vinicio Cerezo elected president

1991: Jorge Serrano Elias elected president; Belize restores diplomatic relations with Guatemala

1992: Maya K’iche’ leader, Rigoberta Menchú, author of I, Rigoberta Menchú: An Indian Woman in Guatemala, wins Nobel Peace Prize

1993: Serrano forced to resign after attempt to impose authoritarian regime; Ramiro de León Carpio elected president

1995: Ceasefire declared by rebels; Guatemalan government criticized for widespread human rights abuses by United Nations

1996: Álvaro Arzú elected president and signs peace treaty with rebels, ending 36 years of civil war



1998: Bishop Juan José Gerardi assassinated two days after announcing release of report on victims of the civil war: Guatemala: ¡Nunca Más!

2000: Member of right-wing party, the Guatemalan Republican Front, Alfonso Portillo becomes president

2002: Guatemala and Belize hold referendums on drafted settlement in longstanding border dispute 

2005: Government ratifies Central American free trade deal with U.S., resulting in street protests

2006: CICIG (Comisión Internacional contra la Impunidad en Guatemala or International Commission against Impunity in Guatemala) created to investigate and prosecute serious crimes in Guatemala, particularly those committed by CIACS organizations (Cuerpos Ilegales y Aparatos Clandestinos de Seguridad or Illegal Clandestine Security Apparatuses)

2011: Guatemala joins Open Government Partnership

2012: Retired General Otto Fernando Pérez Molina elected president. Peréz Molina had deep roots in the repression of the civil war due to his role in the implementation of the scorched earth strategies pursued by the Guatemalan Army during the 1980s.

2013: Ríos Montt convicted of genocide and sentenced to 80 years imprisonment; conviction overturned 10 days later

2015: Retired General and then President, Fernando Pérez Molina accused of corruption and sent to jail along with Vice-President Roxana Baldetti

2016: Jimmy Morales, candidate for conservative party National Convergence Front, elected president

Jan 2019: Morales ends agreement between United Nations and Guatemala regarding CICIG, prematurely expelling CICIG from the country



A HISTORY OF GUATEMALA


Pre-Columbian Era

The well-known historian of Spanish America, Antonio de Herrera, in describing the first conquest of Guatemala, states that the natives of the province of Utlatlan had ‘painted records,’ which carried their national chronicles back eight hundred years, that is, to about the year 700 A.D. Utlatlan was the Mexican name of the region in western Guatemala inhabited by the tribe called Quiches, whose capital city, Gumarcaah, was destroyed by Alvarado in 1524.2

The region known today as Guatemala was historically settled by Indigenous groups, particularly the Maya, with archeological evidence dating from as early as 12,000 BCE and cultural documents dating back as early as 455 CE. Archeological research continues to unfold today in many sites across the country with recent finds of housing structures and other artifacts dating back to 700–870 CE in Tikal3 as well as signs of literacy back to the 8th century CE in Xultun.4 Scholars note the revolt of Buts’ Tiliw, known as the greatest leader of the Mayan city-state of Quiriguá, against his predecessor Uaxaclajuun Ub’aah K’awiil, also referred to as Eighteen Rabbit, as a particularly important event in ancient Guatemalan history. The population size at the time of the Spanish conquest is estimated to have been about two million, all of whom were Maya. By 1550, this number had decreased to 427,850 due to conflict with the Spanish and disease.5

One of the most important artifacts in Guatemalan culture was a book written in approximately 1550: the Popul Vuh, or “The Book of the People,” which describes many K’iche’ religious and cultural traditions. “The writings brought from the lowlands by the Quiché constituted an ilbal, an ‘instrument for seeing,’ and came to be named Popol Vuh, ‘Council Papers or ‘Council Book.’”6 The book contains a calendric system and many mythological stories, such as how the world and humans were created and the triumph of twin heroes Xbalanque and Hunahpu over the Lords of Death. Additionally, it recounts the history of K’iche’ migration and settlement, until the invasion of the Spanish in the sixteenth century, when many Mayan books were found and burned. Today, Maya priests or spiritual leaders and students of Maya cosmovision philosophy use the Popul Vuh, and the knowledge it contains still resonates with many Indigenous Maya and their allies today. The Maya believed that the sky is held up by trees of different species and colors. The ceiba is the world tree, its branches in the heavens, its trunk on Earth, its roots in the Underworld. If we cut down the ceiba, the firmament will collapse upon us.7



Colonization under Spanish Rule

Of all the agents jointly at work, however, none proved more destructive than an array of diseases introduced by Spaniards from the Old World to the New [sic] .… As many as eight pandemics (smallpox, measles, typhus, and plague, alone or in withering combination) lashed Guatemala between 1519 and 1632, with some twenty-five episodes relating to more localized, epidemic outbreaks recorded between 1555 and 1618.… Maya depopulation during this period was but one downward spiral of a general, though regionally variable, pattern of New World [sic] decline.8

In the early sixteenth century, the Spanish leader of the conquest of Mexico, Hernán Cortés, granted permits to brothers Gonzalo and Pedro de Alvarado to colonize the region. Pedro ended up at the helm of the effort, at first allying himself with the Kaqchikel nation in order to bring the K’iche’ nation to submission before later turning on the Kaqchikel. In 1523, he led a massacre against the Maya people, many of whom had already fallen victim to the new diseases brought by the Spaniards. By 1524, much of what is today called Guatemala was under Spanish rule. And though the impact of Spanish colonization was brutal, it was not new: “A common assumption is that the Spanish encountered in Guatemala culturally pristine societies whose cultures were contaminated and invalidated by their presence. Yet the Highland Maya cultures that flourished during the post-classic period, AD 900 to 1200, had been profoundly affected by repeated invasions from Mexico for at least 1000 years before the Spaniards’ arrival.”9

The early colonial period also marks the origins of the Afro-descendant population in Guatemala, who were brought as enslaved people into the capital of Santiago, greatly influencing the economy and culture through music, food, and art. These people filled any number of labor roles, ranging from domestic workers to supervisors of cacao groves. Not only did the Spanish elites own enslaved people, but also a small population of the native Indigenous people, seeking to emulate the Spanish, participated in this as well, equating ownership of enslaved Africans with a high socio-economic status in society. This is not a well-known history in Guatemala, part of why the contributions of Afro-descendant people invisible. “In both popular and official understandings, Guatemala is not only one of the most Indian countries in Latin America but also one of the least African. The fact that Africans and their descendants were once enslaved in Guatemala is almost entirely absent from national consciousness.”10

The region during the colonial period was known as Capitanía General de Guatemala—the Captaincy General of Guatemala, which was a part of New Spain (present-day Mexico and Central America). “The Spanish capital in Guatemala was Central America’s major hub of commerce, transit, in-migration, and hispanization, starting in the sixteenth century.”11 So, present-day Guatemala was the site of the regional capital under Spanish rule; this, in turn, may explain later tensions with leaders from other parts of the region during and after independence as Guatemala was associated with Spain and the colonial legacy. Villa de Santiago de Guatemala, the first capital of the captaincy-general, was founded in 1524, only to be moved three years later to Ciudad Vieja following a Kaqchikel attack on the city. Santiago—which is today called Antigua—found its final location in 1541, next to trade routes in the Valley of Panchoy, which supported the growing cacao trade in the region.

Santiago was home to a diverse community including Spaniards, Indigenous people, mestizos, and enslaved Africans and free people. Though gender violence was “both legal and pervasive in colonial Latin America, and infant mortality rates were high, especially among both rural and urban poor,”12 non-elite women were often able to create independent lives for themselves without having to join convents as corroborated by the work of historians.13 



Independence and Early State Building

During the initial debate over the future of the region after the collapse of Spanish rule in 1821, the traditional Guatemalan landowning and merchant elite used its tremendous influence to push the colony toward annexation by the Mexican empire of Agustín [de] Iturbide. The collapse of this enterprise by 1823, however, discredited this local nobility and allowed a younger, more radical element to play a greater role in the political and economic life of what would become the Central American Federation.14

The Captaincy General of Guatemala that had been established by Spain, which consisted of present-day Guatemala, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Honduras, Costa Rica, and the southernmost state of Chiapas in Mexico, achieved independence from Spain in 1821. This union was dissolved a mere two years later, following a failed attempt at annexation into the Mexican Empire. The United Provinces of Central America—also referred to as the Central American Federation and Central American Confederation—was established in 1824. Under the Federation constitution, the federal capital was in Guatemala City, with a president for each of the constituent states: Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, Costa Rica, and Nicaragua. In 1825, Liberal Salvadoran army officer Manuel José Arce was elected the first president of the United Provinces.

Though disagreement existed between the Liberals and the Conservatives, they both belonged to an elite Spanish Creole group—los Criollos—who Guatemalan historian, Severo Martínez Peláez, claims created and perpetuated economic circumstances that assured prosperity for a few and deprivation for the majority.15 These circumstances were altered neither by independence in 1821 nor by Liberal reforms following 1871. This inequality perpetuated by elites was based on hierarchies of class and race, and stemmed from the discrimination to which Indigenous people were subjected: “Racism was to become a key element of the new liberal, oligarchic state, in which the Indigenous person—who during the Colonial Period was recognized legally as belonging to a social and racial group and enjoyed a certain amount of autonomy to guarantee the smooth functioning of the corporativist State—loses all their rights and becomes invisible.”16 Tensions developed between Liberal and Conservative elites in Guatemala due to disagreements over how the nation should grow after independence: Conservatives took on a more nationalist approach, wanting to maintain the Guatemala that was made under colonial rule; Liberals were inspired by the Enlightenment, and wanted to convert Guatemala into a “modern, outward-looking ladino state.”17 

Liberals had control of the government from 1823 to 1839, ending their era with Mariano Gálvez when Conservative Rafael Carrera took power by leading an uprising of Indigenous people. Under his leadership, “the legislators closed their first session with more decrees designed to restore Hispanic tradition. They reduced taxes on foodstuffs in another response to popular demand . . . They abolished the head tax altogether” with the goal of returning to the type of treatment of Indigenous peoples as practiced under colonization.18 Carrera saw the retention of Indigenous customs as the highest priority for his government, rejecting the Europeanization that Liberals sought. He helped this cause through several means: by removing taxes on the Indigenous population, which decreased their need to make money by working on estates and plantations; allowing Indigenous people to hold government positions; and—perhaps most significantly—returning land to Indigenous communities. In 1845, the government declared “all who worked unclaimed lands should receive them,” a decree that overwhelmingly favored Indigenous communities.19

When Carrera died in 1865, the elite ladinos saw it as their chance to reclaim the country—and they achieved this with Liberal President Justo Rufino Barrios, who came to power in 1873. Under Barrios, Western capitalism was introduced into Guatemala. Liberals wanted to nurture budding coffee exports, a crop that was being grown more and more throughout Central America for a global market. “Less inspired by an enlightened belief in liberty than by precepts of progress and order, if not necessarily law, these new coffee liberals, led by Justo Rufino Barrios, enacted land and labor reforms intended to promote coffee cultivation and exportation.”20 Codified in law, this “liberal” era did not serve the interests of women and Indigenous peoples. “Exhibiting a marked ‘patriarchal authoritarianism,’ second-generation liberals also moved to curtail female independence, enhance male privilege, and promote the patriarchal nuclear family model.”21 And in 1876, President Barrios implemented the mandamiento policy, which forcefully conscripted people—specifically men, women, and children from Maya communities—to work coffee plantations. Some hundred thousand Maya migrated for weeks or months at a time to work the plantations: “Land was transformed from a cultural into an economic resource, from community to commodity, by Liberal desires to capitalize on Guatemala’s untapped potential as a producer of coffee.… Investment by domestic and foreign capital resulted in coffee emerging during the second half of the nineteenth century as Guatemala’s principal export crop, a position it has maintained in the national economy from the time of President Barrios until today.”22

This period of Liberal leadership consolidated a model that prepared the conditions for twentieth century agro-exports based on the exploitation,  disenfranchisement, and labor of Indigenous people. “As long as a ‘bedrock of subsistence rights’ continued to exist, communal divisions could be contained and collective interests defended. In the second half of the nineteenth century, however, a number of factors began to chisel away at this subsistence foundation.”23 Through new laws, reforms, and decrees, the Liberal state took land away from Indigenous communities, creating a mobile work force with no choice but to work on the coffee plantations. “Guatemala’s entrance into the nineteenth-century international coffee market remains one of the most brutal in the hemisphere.”24



Twentieth Century

Democratization and social reform threatened the power, resources, and status of the small elite that had dominated Guatemala largely unchallenged until the ten-year progressive period that began in 1944. To that elite, the elimination of what they perceived as the communist threat of the Árbenz period (1951–54) also meant a return to their privileged position, a dominance justified by a level of socioeconomic underdevelopment that still required elite ‘guidance’.… Accordingly, elites and the rest of the right wing used the club of anticommunism, whether cynically or sincerely, to attack left-of-center political parties, labor organizing, and any reforms that might threaten their vested interests.25

In 1931, former Minister of War Jorge Ubico Casteñada was elected as president in an election in which he was the only candidate on the ballot. Ubico, intent on pulling Guatemala out of its economic slump, implemented “unprecedented centralization of the state,” taking a devout pro-U.S. stance.26 This newfound alliance facilitated the growth of the United Fruit Company’s control over banana production and made this sector Guatemala’s most important business. Ubico ruled as a dictator, oppressing his political opponents viciously and massacring Indigenous people who rebelled against him. He was overthrown during the 1944 Revolution, which ended this system of authoritarian government “that had lasted since the republic gained its independence in 1821.”27 The 1944 Revolution later became known as the “Ten Years of Spring,” as it was a decade of the only democratically representative government in Guatemala until the end of the civil war in 1996.

Juan José Arévalo was democratically elected in 1945; this made him the first president in Guatemala’s post-caudillo (military strongman) era. Arévalo called himself a “spiritual socialist,” meaning he “conceived of the state as an aggregation of collective interests and values and viewed the function of government as seeing equally the individual and the collectivity.”28 However, he did not identify politically as a socialist or communist, repeatedly clarifying that he was not a Marxist. This did not prevent the United States from becoming nervous about his progressive leanings, especially when he implemented major changes to labor laws, encouraged unionization of major companies such as the United Fruit Company, and set a national minimum wage, among other policies. It’s very important to remember the depth and extent of U.S. involvement in the affairs of Guatemala. This influence has unfolded for decades; it includes not just the overthrow of President Árbenz, which you will read about below, but support to the Guatemalan government and armed forces during the ensuing civil war. And this involvement continues up through today, as Gustavo Palma reminds us: “It can be affirmed, without a doubt, that in the last decades of the last century and in the almost two of the current twenty-first century, the political and economic actions of and in Guatemala have been determined by the strategic agenda and interests of the United States.”29

Colonel Jacobo Árbenz Guzmán, Arévalo’s minister of defense, took office in 1951, the first “peaceful and punctual transfer of executive power” in the Guatemalan Republic’s 130-year history.30 Árbenz pledged to continue the reform efforts of A révalo, wanting to “convert the country from a dependent nation to economic independence; to convert from a ‘feudal’ to a modern, capitalist economy.”31 Árbenz’s focus was energizing the countryside first and foremost: with this in mind, he created the Agrarian Reform Law of 1952, which stated that uncultivated land on estates over 220 acres were subject to expropriation and redistribution. This, of course, agitated the landowning elite, who immediately dubbed the reform “communist”—a charge that quickly caught the attention of the United States, which had already been on alert during the Arévalo administration and quickly moved to overthrow Árbenz. Guatemalan elites grew fearful of growing power among the lower classes due to the reforms, new forms of local leadership, and the potential for rebellion.32 The United States leveraged this anxiety for the overthrow of Árbenz. “Most [U.S.] ‘regime change’ operations have achieved their short-term goals. Before the CIA deposed the government of Guatemala in 1954, for example, United Fruit was not free to operate as it wished in that country; afterward it was. From the vantage point of history, however, it is clear that most of these operations actually weakened American security. They cast whole regions of the world in the upheaval, creating whirlpools of instability from which undreamed of threats arose years later.”33

Árbenz’s policy resulted in the expropriation of a sizable portion of United Fruit’s land holdings and new highway construction threatened their transportation monopoly. The CIA, or U.S. Central Intelligence Agency, who had close ties with United Fruit, began to plan an intervention. Concerned about the tension,  the Árbenz administration went to the Soviet Union for arms in 1954, which the United States took as final proof that the Guatemalan government was under communist control. The U.S. government supplied Guatemalan army exile Colonel Carlos Castillo Armas with military supplies, a small army of mercenaries, and a communications campaign to carry out a coup against Árbenz. Árbenz resigned on June 27, 1954, just ten years after the start of the Revolution, and went into exile in Mexico. “[Castillo Armas’] military background, honest reputation, folk-hero image, and Mayan appearance made him a good choice to lead the invasion. By June 1954, he confidently asserted that he would ‘return very shortly’ to his homeland. The American government furnished Castillo Armas with all the requisites for the invasion. He received money and an ‘army,’ among whose ranks were many mercenaries recruited from the area.”34

The United States installed Castillo Armas into the Guatemalan presidency, his primary supporters being the U.S. State Department, the United Fruit Company, the Guatemalan army, and the Guatemalan elites. Castillo Armas immediately took to reversing most of Árbenz’s reforms, returning land to United Fruit and even drawing up a new contract with the company to limit its taxes to just 30 percent of profits.35 With support from the United States, he also moved to imprison all suspected communists. “Yet the [U.S.] embassy’s own research shed doubt on the nature of the ‘communist’ threat. An anthropologist the embassy itself contracted to investigate the politics of Guatemalans imprisoned by the new regime found that not a single one was a member of Guatemala’s communist party, and few had ever even heard of Karl Marx. They were activists, but local activists involved in local issues. Seventy-five percent had participated in political parties, labor unions, peasant leagues, and agrarian committees.”36

Over one hundred thousand landless rural families, the newly established campesino class that had benefited from the 1952 Agrarian Reform, were thrust back into disenfranchisement.37 Civil unrest grew during the three short but violent years of Castillo Armas’ rule—there were several failed coup attempts against him, along with student-led protests, the deadliest of which occurred in 1956, ending with 168 arrests, six deaths, and dozens of wounded, all of which contributed to social, political, and economic instability.38 On July 27, 1957, Castillo Armas was assassinated by one of his presidential guards. However, albeit briefly, this ten-year period of democracy and programs addressing inequality and access to land, did have national impacts: “A unique alliance of political forces put the power of the state at the service of workers and peasants in order to make a more equitable nation. Peasants, Indians, and workers immediately took advantage of this opening and began a wave of organizing.”39 



Guatemala’s Civil War Era

In the 1950s, a reformist government attempted to introduce some land reform by appropriating land from wealthy landowners and redistributing it. However, the President, [Jacobo] Árbenz, was ousted from power in 1954 by a CIA backed coup. Following this, a number of left-wing guerrilla movements began to form and a civil war ensued between 1960 and 1996. Over 200,000 people died during the conflict.40

In 1958, General Miguel Ydígoras Fuentes, who had previously challenged both Árbenz and Castillo Armas for the presidency, usurped power. His administration was dubbed “a farce of incompetence, corruption and patronage” and 1960 saw the beginnings of insurgent movements comprised of disgruntled members of the military, intellectuals, and students, along with the rural Maya and other left-wing civilian movements protesting the government.41 The military, in particular, was disillusioned with Ydígoras, and when he agreed to let the United States train an invasion force in preparation for the Bay of Pigs operation in Cuba without consulting members of the military and without sharing the payout received from the United States, the military staged a coup. President Ydígoras was overthrown in 1963, and the military took control.

The military instituted a vicious, oppressive regime, particularly against the Maya, who were seen as “domestic enemies . . . deemed to be the social base for the guerrillas.”42 This perspective stems from the fact that the guerrilla groups sought support from the Indigenous communities, not because they were Indigenous, but rather because they were poor and “stuck in the bottom quintile of an extraordinarily unequal society” which appealed to the revolutionaries as they were fighting, in their view, a class war.43 The Guatemalan revolutionaries pitted themselves against the national army, who were financially and militarily backed by the United States and Israel; the Guatemalan military received an estimated $30 million in U.S. aid in the 1960s and 1970s44 and a wide range of military equipment from Israel, including tanks, munitions, and Galil rifles valued a t six million dollars.45 In 1966, the military allowed the democratic election of a civilian government, and Julio César Méndez Montenegro came to power. This resulted in a pause of guerrilla warfare, an “unofficial truce,” but the military took this as an opportunity to launch counterinsurgency efforts, a nd a “state of siege” was declared, suspending civil rights across Guatemala, as well as the placement of all local police and security guards under the Ministry of Defense and implementing strict censorship of the press.

In 1968, Archbishop Mario Casariego y Acevedo was kidnapped, most likely by Guatemalan security forces on orders from the Guatemalan army. The kidnapping seemed to be staged, with the intention of framing the guerrilla forces; the Archbishop, who was an outspoken supporter of the authoritarian regime at the time, may have organized this “self-kidnapping” himself. After the Archbishop’s safe return four days later, the war saw a brief lull in political violence, with a small decrease in murders by the death squads, and the “state of siege” reduced to a “state of alarm.” This momentary calm ended a few months later when U.S. ambassador John Gordon Mein was assassinated by the guerrilla group, FAR (Fuerzas Armadas Rebeldes or Rebel Armed Forces), although some believe the Guatemalan army was involved in the murder. Regardless, this event led to an increase in U.S. security in the country and harsher counterinsurgency efforts, along with another increase in death squad-killings of the opposition.

A “state of siege” was re-established in 1970 with the election of Carlos Manuel Arana Osorio as president, which led to increased repression. This situation was challenged in 1971 when over twelve thousand students from the University of San Carlos of Guatemala staged a protest against the security forces. The Guatemalan military responded with a raid on the campus, mobilizing eight hundred troops, tanks, and helicopters, searching for weapons caches but ultimately finding nothing. During this time, more death squads were being formed, one of the most infamous being the “Ojo por Ojo” (Eye for an Eye); this death squad killed and tortured civilians suspected of working with the FAR. By the end of 1973, it was estimated that up to forty-two thousand Guatemalan civilians had either been killed or disappeared since the beginning of the war.

The FAR and its supporters were targeted heavily during the U.S.-supported counterinsurgency campaign in the 1960s; in the 1970s, the survivors of this campaign regrouped, and in 1974 formed the EGP (Ejército Guerrillero de los Pobres or Guerrilla Army of the Poor). The EGP received support from some Maya groups, who had felt that the FAR had not taken the racial discrimination against Indigenous peoples sufficiently into account. In 1980, the EGP led an attack against the Guatemalan National Palace as well as on the Guatemalan government headquarters in an attempt to prevent a pro-government demonstration. Six adults and a child died from the explosion of a bomb-filled vehicle, in addition to many more wounded and damage to art pieces in the National Palace. This action was only one of several that guerrilla groups carried out in response to the increased killings by death squads and government forces. General Efraín Ríos Montt took power in 1982 via a coup; in this same year, several guerrilla groups joined efforts to form the URNG (Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca or National Guatemalan Revolutionary Unity). Montt implemented a scorched earth policy that led to the systemic massacre and forced displacement of many Mayan communities. In this singular year, the military’s counterinsurgency regime resulted in seventy-five thousand deaths and the destruction of 440 villages.46 In 1984, Montt was usurped by his Minister of Defense, General Óscar Humberto Mejía Victores.



End of the War

Indeed, in its recently published report, the Commission [for Historical Clarification—CEH] concluded that 626 villages had been destroyed, more than 200,000 people were killed or disappeared, 1.5 million were displaced by the violence, and more than 150,000 driven to seek refuge in Mexico. Further, the Commission found the state responsible for 93 percent of the acts of violence and the guerrillas for 3 percent. All told, 83 percent of the victims were Maya and 17 percent were ladino.47

Peace talks started in 1986, one year after a new Constitution was drafted and elections were reinstated. Eleven peace agreements were proposed and discarded across a decade and the violence continued. Finally, the twelfth agreement promised to address several key issues that had catalyzed the civil war in the first place, including the human rights of Indigenous communities and agrarian development. This set of peace accords was signed, and in 1996—after the deaths of over 200,000 people, the internal displacement of around 1.5 million Guatemalans, and another 150,000 having fled over the Mexican border—the Guatemalan civil war, one of Latin America’s most violent wars, finally came to an end. Of the two hundred thousand-person death toll, 83 percent were Indigenous Maya civilians. Most of these killings were carried out by government officials, death squads affiliated with the government armed forces such as the Secret Anticommunist Army and Mobile Military Police acting on orders to pillage Mayan villages and systematically massacre them. This genocide against the Maya became known as the Silent Holocaust. It is important to note that the genocide had gendered ramifications, and by that, we mean many Maya women were targeted as subversives and Indigenous girls and women were to be raped.48



Present-Day Guatemala: Challenges, Opportunities, and Achievements

In spite of legitimate pessimism, there are noteworthy signs that some things in Guatemala are changing.… For example, the last presidential election, in the fall of 2007, was remarkably different from past elections on many levels. Although the subject of tax reform was not broached, the issues of poverty, education, and the rights of women and the Indigenous were front and centre on the platforms for all major parties.… Another positive sign of change was the fact that Rigoberta Menchú, 1993 Nobel Peace Prize Winner and Indigenous leader, also campaigned for president in 2007.49 

Guatemala has made some strides toward political and economic stability since the end of the civil war, but many challenges remain. “By no means the poorest country in Central America in macroeconomic terms, postwar Guatemala has remained among the countries with the highest levels of socioeconomic inequality in the world.”50 This, in turn, is accompanied by weak state institutions, the presence of drug cartels, sustained discrimination against the Indigenous population, deforestation, and one of the highest rates of femicide in the world, all of which also contribute to outbound immigration.

Many argue that there are multiple historical events in Guatemala—Spanish colonization with the support of the Catholic church, early statehood consolidation and the emergence of political and economic elites, and the 36-year civil war (1960–1996)—that contribute to today’s high levels of gender-based violence.51 There are also a number of present-day social factors such as inequality, poverty, discrimination on the basis of gender and ethnicity, as well as high levels of violence due to insecurity, gangs, and drug trafficking, that contribute to the “normalization” of gender violence in the domestic or private sphere as well as in the public sphere. The countries with the highest femicide rates in Latin America are El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala.52 Femicide is the killing of a woman because of her gender; it is an extreme example of gender-based violence, which is on the rise.53 From 2000 to 2019, 11,519 women were killed violently;54 the rate of violent deaths of women is growing faster than homicide levels (though homicide rates remain higher than femicide rates). In 2018 alone, 661 women were killed violently in Guatemala.55 In fact, violence against women is one of the most highly reported crimes in Guatemala, yet impunity rates are abysmally high: only 3.46 percent of cases presented between 2008 and 2017 were resolved according to the International Commission against Impunity in Guatemala.56 Impunity and structural violence—poverty and discrimination, for example—can keep women from reporting, but this is exacerbated by the absence of witness protection as well.57

Gender violence has spurred civil society efforts in which women’s organizations across the country and women’s groups at the community level are stepping up to hold government offices accountable and simultaneously providing services to women survivors themselves.58 Women’s organizations, including Indigenous women’s organizations, have organized across the country, often supporting each other and demanding better laws and their implementation, providing services to survivors, and even providing training to public employees tasked with serving women. Women’s organizations have also played a role in the postconflict transition, leveraging their connections across the country.

Indigenous peoples, particularly the Maya, have also been able to sustain community organizing efforts that were encouraged under Árbenz and used to survive the civil war. “Maya from all over Guatemala are uniting around a variety of causes. Language for example is central to the Maya movement.”59 The Maya movement is a vibrant social movement that includes many types of organizations and associations across the country as well as transnational networking and collaboration. “The movement is truly a national, at times transnational, phenomenon. This is in sharp contrast to the community-based allegiances that have long characterized Maya social identity.… The movement promotes association based on linguistic groups and then, building on that basis, hopes to foster a pan-Maya, even pan-Native American, identity. By so doing it hopes to peacefully unite Guatemalan Indians into a powerful base that can exert a proportional influence on Guatemalan politics and so claim social and economic justice for all Maya people.”60

Though 1996 ushered in renewed hope for a peaceful and democratic country, a major event nearing the turn of the century raised concerns about rule of law in Guatemala. This was the assassination of Catholic Bishop Juan José Gerardi, just two years after the end of the civil war. Bishop Gerardi was an outspoken defender of Indigenous rights, working on the REMHI report (Recuperación de la Memoria Historia or Historical Memory Recovery Project), which documented the crimes against humanity committed during the war. The report stated that the vast majority of all human rights violations that occurred were committed by the military. Two days after Bishop Gerardi announced the release of the forthcoming REMHI report, titled Guatemala: ¡Nunca Más! or Guatemala: Never Again, he was beaten to death in the garage of his house. In 2012, former general and dictator Efraín Ríos Montt was put on trial for genocide and crimes against humanity—including almost 2,000 deaths, 1,500 rapes, and the displacement of 30,000 citizens during his time as president. He was convicted and imprisoned in 2013 on those counts, although the conviction was dropped after only ten days. The trial was reopened in 2015, but he was not re-sentenced due to his deteriorating health. Ríos Montt died in 2018.

After winning the presidential election with 67 percent of votes, Jimmy Morales served as Guatemala’s president starting in 2016. Ironically, although he ran his presidential campaign on a platform of fighting corruption, with a campaign slogan of “Ni corrupto, ni ladrón” (Neither corrupt nor a thief), Morales was the center of several corruption controversies. In January 2017, his older brother and adviser, Samuel, and his son, José, were arrested for money laundering; the arrests prompted protests demanding Morales’ removal, but he refused to resign. In September of the same year, it was revealed that Morales was receiving an additional $7,300 per month on top of his mandated salary from the Ministry of Defense, beginning in December 2016. Although he denied the bonuses were illegal, Morales ultimately returned roughly $60,000 to the government. 

At the beginning of 2019, Morales terminated the Guatemalan government’s agreement with the United Nations that allowed for the international body, International Commission against Impunity in Guatemala or CICIG, to conduct investigations into crimes committed in the country. “The commission was charged with assisting state institutions in the investigation and dismantling of illegal security groups and clandestine security organizations that had long threatened democracy and peace in Guatemala.”61 CICIG’s contract was to last until September of 2019. The Guatemalan elite approved of Morales’ decision while the United Nations rejected the termination, as did the Guatemalan Constitutional Court. Morales claimed that CICIG was involved in illegal acts and abuse of authority. These allegations and actions on Morales’ part are speculated to be in retaliation against the report CICIG released about his campaign finances in 2016. All of these events demonstrate the ongoing fragility of Guatemala’s democracy and governance—particularly rule of law—of the Guatemalan state. This conclusion is further aggravated by the violence of organized crime, high levels of gender violence, and the poverty of the majority Indigenous Maya which fuels outbound emigration. Immigrants, in turn, send remittances back to almost eight hundred thousand families within Guatemala. In 2004, the total amount of these remittances comprised the equivalent of two minimum salaries per month per family. “In this way, the rural population of Guatemala ends up subsidizing the State and its role of ‘fighting poverty.’”62
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CHAPTER FOUR

A Brief History of El Salvador



INTRODUCTION

El Salvador is the smallest of the Central American countries—approximately the size of Connecticut—and the only one that does not border the Caribbean. The majority of the country’s population is mestizo (descendants of Indigenous peoples and Europeans). El Salvador has been historically dominated by a small group of European-descendant families often referred to as the “fourteen families” who have controlled and still control the prime agricultural land, particularly for coffee production, El Salvador’s primary export, as well as major industries and services in the country.

In the late twentieth century, El Salvador was the site of a disastrous civil war which led to the deaths of over seventy thousand Salvadorans and took place between the U.S.-supported Salvadoran Armed Forces and guerrilla insurgents. A vibrant popular movement of community organizations, associations, federations, and non-governmental organizations was active throughout the war in demanding respect for human rights and a return to democracy. This war went on for over a decade (1980–1992). Today, the country is still recovering from the effects of the conflict, both economically and socially. El Salvador also suffers from high rates of violence and gang membership; an estimated 25,000 individuals are members of the MS-13 and Barrio 18 gangs, and the homicide rate averaged 74 per 100,000 from 2015 to 2018. Similar to Guatemala, El Salvador has experienced a lot of outbound emigration during the civil war era and again today, due to violence and poverty;1 in fact, it is estimated that 2.3 million people of Salvadoran descent currently live in the United States.2



TIMELINE OF KEY EVENTS

1524: Conquered by Spanish conquistador, Pedro de Alvarado

1540: Indigenous resistance quelled; El Salvador becomes Spanish colony

1821: El Salvador gains independence from Spain

1823: El Salvador becomes part of United Provinces of Central America 

1825: Liberal Salvadoran army officer Manuel José Arce elected as the first president of the United Provinces of Central America

1840: United Provinces of Central America dissolves; El Salvador becomes fully independent

1859–63: President Gerardo Barrios supports the emergent coffee industry

1913–27: The Melendez family dynasty holds executive power

1932: Agustín Farabundo Martí leads peasant and worker uprising, army response led by General Maximiliano Hernández results in over 30,000 deaths

1961: Right-wing group National Conciliation Party (PCN) comes to power after military coup

1969: Increased El Salvador-Honduran tensions following expulsion of thousands of Salvadoran immigrants from Honduras

1977: General Carlos Romero of nationalist National Coalition Party elected president; guerrilla activities by the FMLN (Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional or Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front) commence in wake of growing human rights violations

1979–81: Over 30,000 people killed by state-backed death squads

1979: General Romero ousted in coup by reformist officers; military-civilian junta installed


1980–92: Salvadoran civil war

1980: Archbishop Óscar Romero assassinated; José Napoleon Duarte becomes first civilian president since 1931

1981: El Mozote massacre: Salvadoran Army murders 800–1,000 civilians in the eastern department of Morazán

1982: Far-right political party ARENA (Alianza Republicana Nacionalista or National Republican Alliance) wins parliamentary elections amidst violence

1984: Duarte wins presidential election

1986: Duarte begins seeking settlement with FMLN

1989: FMLN attacks increase; ARENA candidate Alfredo Cristiani wins elections believed to be rigged; six Jesuits, their housekeeper, and the housekeeper’s daughter killed by the Army3 on the UCA (Universidad Centroamericana “José Simeón Cañas” or Central American University) campus in San Salvador

1992: The government and guerrillas sign the United Nations-sponsored peace accord. FMLN recognized as political party.



1993: Government declares amnesty for those implicated in human rights atrocities

1994: ARENA candidate Armando Calderón Sol elected president

2003: El Salvador signs free-trade agreement with U.S., along with Honduras, Nicaragua, and Guatemala

2006: Honduras and El Salvador inaugurate newly defined border, ending 37-year dispute

2009: Mauricio Funes of the FMLN elected president; he is the first FMLN candidate to win the presidency

2011: El Salvador joins Open Government Partnership

2012: Gang truce called by government lasts two years and contributes to a reduction of homicides.

2018: Archbishop Óscar Arnulfo Romero, killed in 1980 by a death squad, is canonized by Pope Francis, becoming Saint Óscar Arnulfo Romero.

2019: Nayib Bukele of the Nuevas Ideas (New Ideas) party elected president, signaling first time since the signing of the 1992 Peace Accords that neither of the two traditional political parties controls the presidency



A HISTORY OF EL SALVADOR


Pre-Columbian Era

When Pedro de Alvarado arrived in 1524 in the Río Ceniza Valley . . . of modern-day western El Salvador, he met formidably large, well-equipped armies of the Izalcos Pipil. The Izalcos Pipil belonged to the Nahua linguistic group . . . Nahuat speakers in Central America were called pipil, an ethnic identifier that appears to be related to pipiltin “noblemen.”4

The region that is now El Salvador was once comprised of three Indigenous nations, several principalities, and various different groupings. El Salvador was originally called Cuzcatlán, which means land of joy or good fortune in Nahuatl. The main inhabitants of Cuzcatlán were the Pipil, who lived in the center of the region, and the Lencas, who lived to the east. Other than the Pipil and Lencas, the region was also inhabited by Incas, Maya, and Aztecs.

It is said that the mythological Toltec Ce Acatl Topiltzin, more familiarly known as Quetzalcoatl, founded the city of Cuzcatlán, capital of the Indigenous kingdom, in 1054 CE. Cuzcatlán was ruled by a head of state called the Tagatécu (lord); below the Tagetécu were Tatoni, princes; then elders and priests; then the commoner caste. Military service was obligatory in Cuzcatlán, starting from fifteen years old until soldiers aged out of service. The economy was mostly agrarian, exporting crops such as cacao throughout the isthmus; there was also gold and silver mining, and trade in handcrafted goods such as textiles.



Colonization and Spanish Rule

The territory that now comprises El Salvador was conquered by the Spanish in 1524–1525 as an offshoot of Hernan Cortes’ expedition against the Aztec Kingdom of Central Mexico. The Indigenous inhabitants were the Pipils and Hauhautls, tribes related to the nomadic Nahua peoples of Mexico. The Spanish established, through land grants (encomienda) to the colonizers, the system of large landed estates (latifundia) which evolved in the 17th and 18th centuries into the hacienda system, and which in a specifically capitalist form still dominates the country today.5

Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés, who led the conquest of México, granted permits to brothers Gonzalo and Pedro de Alvarado to explore the region. The Alvarados focused primarily on Guatemala until 1524, when Pedro led an invading army of two hundred fifty Spaniards and three thousand Guatemalan allies into El Salvador to continue the conquest. They were met with resistance from the Pipils, and they engaged in their first battle in Acaxual (present-day Acajutla). Alvarado was seriously injured in the engagement, along with many other Spaniards—but the Indigenous forces suffered far greater casualties. Several more battles followed, including one six days after the Acaxual battle in Tacuxcalco. It took until 1539, with an overwhelming armed force invading Cuzcatlán, for the Spanish to officially conquer the Pipils and subjugate them. The Spanish carried out massacres, destroyed temples to eradicate the Pipils’ places of worship, and enslaved those who survived.

Pedro de Alvarado named the region El Salvador (“the Savior”) for Jesus Christ. El Salvador was part of the bigger Viceroyalty of Spain, which encompassed much of North and Central America. Pedro’s brother, Gonzalo, founded the Villa de San Salvador in 1525, but it was later destroyed during a Pipil uprising in 1526. San Salvador—the present-day capital of the country—was moved to its current location in 1545.



Independence

In 1821, Spain’s Central American provinces declared their independence. A Federal Republic of Central America was formed in 1823. Throughout Latin America in the early 19th century, the break-up of Spanish colonialism resulted from the political and economic discontent of a proto-bourgeoisie.… The Central American Confederation broke apart by 1838, the year El Salvador emerged as a sovereign nation. By 1880, the Liberals had consolidated their hold on the state apparatus. Between 1880 and 1912, the communal lands of the villages were disentailed, expropriated, and sold to wealthy families at give-away prices. The economic basis of the oligarchy was thus established.6

In 1825, Liberal Salvadoran army officer Manuel José Arce was elected as the first president of the United Provinces. Arce wanted to unite the Liberals and the Conservatives, two political factions with opposing ideas about how the United Provinces should be led, but unfortunately he was largely unsuccessful. In 1830, Honduran Liberal Francisco Morazán was elected president of the Federation, serving two terms until 1838. At that point, he was elected the Head of State of El Salvador, and continued trying to keep Central America united. Morazán created the first liberal reforms in Central America, including the right to divorce and religious freedom, among other proclamations, which were evidently intended to benefit the entire republic, although the population did not always accept them: “Some of the . . . legislation and much of that subsequently enacted was of too radical a character for the masses of the nation, who inclined to oppose it because it was new and incomprehensible.”7

Despite the efforts of Morazán, the situation for the Indigenous peoples in the region continued to be fraught. Many were forcefully displaced from their land yet still had to pay taxes that they were not able to afford. Growing discontent led to several uprisings throughout the area, the most important of which occurred in the department of La Paz, where the Nonualcos—the “tribe of mutes” in Nahuatl—lived. This 1832–1833 uprising was led by Anastasio Aquino, who was called “the rebellious heart of the motherland.”8 Aquino organized the Nonualcos into a fortified army to attack the elites and mestizos; Aquino’s army took San Vincente and Zacatecoluca, and Mariano Prado, the head of state, fled the country.

In 1840, the Federation was dissolved, and El Salvador, along with its four fellow states, became independent republics. The primary export crop in El Salvador since 1600 had been indigo, which the mestizo elite depended on heavily. By the mid-nineteenth century, however, the indigo market declined with the introduction of chemical dyes. In 1846, President Eugenio Aguilar introduced coffee cultivation, an export crop that had been steadily spreading through Central America. “A major step toward economic consolidation occurred between 1870 and 1890 with the privatization of communal and ejidal lands . . . inhabited by indigenous subsistence farmers.”9 Land was seized from people—primarily low-income farmers and Indigenous people—based on new vagrancy laws, making a large segment of Salvadorans landless. This land was used for coffee plantations. The expansion of coffee cultivation granted the wealthy land-owning elite a new level of power.

By the late nineteenth century, an oligarchy or ruling class had emerged, referred to as “las catorce familias”; these were the fourteen families who controlled the coffee industry and therefore the wealth and power in El Salvador, as well as the “decisions of whomever held political power and they passed the presidency back and forth between their family circles.”10 Heavy handed, “the state used extreme terror in order to ensure the continued hegemony of [a] small agro-export elite, ‘one of the smallest, most omnipotent, pugnacious and reactionary in the world.’”11 The “fourteen families” created the conditions for maximum control over the resources of the nation at the expense of the majority of inhabitants. Historically, then, violence and economic oppression have been intertwined.12 In addition to the ruling families of the early independence period, European immigration to El Salvador expanded the list to include Hill, De Sola, Sol, Parker, Schonenberg, Dalton, Deinninger, and Duke.13 To this list of families, Wood adds the D’Aubuisson last name.14 Today, a short list of the most wealthy and powerful families includes such last names as Cristiani and Llach, Regalado, Wright, Kriete, Poma, Quiñones, Murray Mesa, Simán, and Calleja. Though there may have been exactly fourteen families at some point, today the expression is still used and refers to the eight to ten alliances between very wealthy families from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries who have amassed most of the wealth and power in the country. Indeed, many of these families retain their dominant position even during border conflicts, civil war, and drastic changes in the international economy.15 Today, in fact, the concentration of wealth remains constant, and these elites have merely transferred their interests to international capital and real estate, among other investments.



Early Twentieth Century

The period from 1912 to 1932 is generally accounted [as] the Golden Age of the Salvadorean coffee bourgeoisie.… A National Guard had been established to police the countryside and put down the periodic uprisings of colonos or Indians resisting dispossession.… In 1911, a Central American Workers Congress was held in San Salvador. On the heels of the Russian Revolution in 1917, embryonic Communist and Socialist groups appeared.… They helped organize El Salvador’s first trade union, the Regional Federation of Salvadorean Workers (FRTS), which began in 1920 to organize both urban and rural workers.16

The turn of the century saw the United States replacing England as the dominant world power. The United States took interest in Central America for its abundance of raw materials, as well as its strategic location for the construction of a canal that would allow fast and cheap transportation of goods and military forces between the Pacific Ocean and the Caribbean Sea and Atlantic Ocean. In 1908, the United States began construction of a railroad that ran from San Salvador, the capital of El Salvador, to the United States. Plans were also made for a U.S.-military base on the gulf of Fonseca, which borders El Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua.

In 1913, Carlos Meléndez took office following the assassination of his predecessor, Manuel Enrique Araujo. The inauguration of Meléndez was the beginning of the Meléndez-Quiñónez dynasty which would last for eighteen years; the presidency was moved back and forth four times between brothers-in-law Carlos Meléndez and Alfonso Quiñónez Molina, then given to Carlos’ younger brother in 1919 before Alfonso was re-instated in 1923. The Meléndez-Quiñónez alliance was comprised of coffee growers who strongly encouraged U.S. involvement in El Salvador, which helped to keep them in power. “El Salvador had less blatant dictatorships in the early twentieth century and appeared to encourage some democratic practice along with important expansion of economic opportunity for the middle class, but in reality the coffee elite discreetly monopolized the power, with the Melendez family getting the largest share.”17 The dynasty saw much repression of the common people; there was a mass killing of women, for example, who had gathered to rally support for Miguel Tomás Molina, an oppositional candidate.18 Toward the end of the dynasty in 1924, the FRTS (Federación Regional de Trabajadores de El Salvador or Regional Federation of Salvadoran Workers) was founded. The dynasty ended in 1927 with the presidency of Pío Romero Bosque, who was a distant relative of the Meléndez-Quiñónez families interested in replacing the tradition of nepotism with democracy.

In 1929, the U.S. stock market crashed, which led to the Great Depression and caused a world-wide economic crisis. El Salvador suffered greatly as the export price of coffee dropped 54 percent, leading to cuts in pay for agricultural workers (workers who had before the crisis earned 50 cents per day now earned only 25 cents).19 Arturo Araujo was elected president in 1931 in the first democratic elections since the fall of the Meléndez-Quiñónez dynasty, representing the Labor Party, which he had created using inspiration from the Labor Party in England. He was largely opposed by the elite class due to his goals to seize the latifundios, the large estates privately owned by elites; to redistribute state land to the people; and to reduce the hours of the workday.20 “President Araujo’s failure to carry out any significant reforms forced him to reimpose repressive policies toward protests and labor organizing. As a result, many of his ardent supporters drifted to the left.”21 Araujo’s failures led to his overthrow by Maximiliano Hernández Martínez, Araujo’s vice president and a general in the Salvadoran army. First fraudulent elections and then repression unfolded under Martínez. This led to protests among workers, farmers, and Indigenous communities, whose growing poverty and disenfranchisement catalyzed their activism. “A cadre of ladino and indigenous leaders, with roots in the cantons, haciendas, towns, and workshops, propelled this movement forward. Often communist militants were themselves rural Indians, many of whom had been union activists on the coffee plantations for several years. Others merely shared the movement’s goals: radical agrarian reform and overthrow of the regime and oligarchical rule.”22 The culmination was an uprising in January 1932, led by Augustín Farabundo Martí, early revolutionary leader and communist party founder, in conjunction with the FRTS, Chief Feliciano Ama of the Izalco tribe, and Chief Francisco “Chico” Sánchez, also of the Izalco tribe. The Salvadoran army met the insurrection head-on, carrying out a nation-wide massacre of ten to thirty thousand people—referred to as La Matanza (The Slaughter)—many of them people with Indigenous identities and practices. For Indigenous culture, many claim that La Matanza was genocidal because of the targeted killing of many Indigenous people during the massacre and how the fear afterward pervaded the local population. Indigenous people stopped wearing their traditional garb and ceased to speak Nahuatl with their children.23 The Matanza left a lot of fear about communism in the population: “The memory of the uprising is the cause of the almost paranoid anti-communist fear that has gripped the nation ever since. This fear is expressed in the accusation of a communist that is launched against any reform movement, no matter how modest.”24 It also ushered in the beginning of thirteen years of authoritarian rule under General Maximiliano Martínez.

Martínez passed several laws that favored the elite class, including one that liquefied private debts, as well as creating a central reserve bank that was backed by the cafetaleros or coffee growers. He established a foundation that built inexpensive housing meant for people with limited resources, and the majority of them went to members of the political party that Martínez had founded in order to keep their support for his re-election. He also had an ambivalent relationship with religion and the Catholic Church. Although he did have the Church’s support, he tended to tout “strange religious ideas,” such as barefootedness being a healthy practice as it allowed people to better absorb the planet’s benefits.25 His ideas earned him the nickname “el brujo,” the warlock. Martínez was re-elected in 1935 for a four-year term and again in 1939 for a six-year term. However, his attempt to extend his term past 1944 prompted a united group of military officers, civilian politicians, and businessmen to overthrow him. The first effort to oust Martínez by force failed, but soon after, a general strike that included university students and public workers, among others, finally resulted in Martínez’s resignation.

General Andrés Ignacio Menéndez succeeded him; he called for free elections for the next year, 1945. General Salvador Castaneda Castro won the 1945 elections with the help of the elites, manipulating the results to ensure that the National Worker Union party (UNT) and their candidate, Arturo Romero, did not win. Castaneda tried to prevent any retaliation against him and his conservative supporters by sending young, liberal-minded people abroad for training. Still, this measure did not deter upheaval when Castaneda tried to remain in office afer his term ended; in what would become known as the Revolution of 1948, the Juventud Militar or Military Youth ousted Castaneda from power. Following the Revolution, a junta comprised of the coup leaders was established, called the Revolutionary Council. The Council remained in the presidential seat for almost two years, helping prepare the conditions for open elections in 1950. One of the leaders within the junta, Major Óscar Osorio, left the Council in order to make a bid in the elections as a candidate of the PRUD (Partido Revolucionario de Unificación Democrática or Revolutionary Party of Democratic Unification). He ultimately won, defeating Colonel José Menéndez of the PAR (Partido de Acción Renovadora or Renewal Action Party). Osorio’s policies focused on economic development, diversification of agricultural policies, and the introduction of important public programs such as social security. He also encouraged public organization in the form of unions and collective bargaining.

Osorio’s successor in 1956, Lieutenant Colonel José María Lemus, was also a member of the PRUD, and he supported many of the same policies that Osorio had in addition to enacting other liberal policies, such as granting general amnesty for political prisoners and exiles, and voiding repressive laws that were in place from past presidents. In 1957, the CGTS (Confederación General de Trabajadores Salvadoreños or General Confederation of Salvadoran Workers) was formed, which represented the people, and there was the Confederación General de Sindicatos de El Salvador or General Confederation of Salvadoran Unions, which the government formed as an alternative labor organization on the recommendation of the United States. The government opposed the CGTS, which they felt aimed to overthrow Lemus.

The CACM (Central American Common Market or Mercado Común Centroamericano) was established in 1960 on the heels of the creation of the ODECA (Organización de Estados Centroamericanos or Organization of Central American States) in 1951, which included Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua. CACM was formed in order to respond to the interests of the elite classes in Central America, as well as the interests of U.S. capital.

In 1969, the Football War, a conflict between Honduras and El Salvador, took place. Tension had been growing between the two countries for some time, particularly due to the large number of Salvadorans that had immigrated to Honduras seeking income generation opportunities—by 1969, that number was over three hundred thousand. The majority of these immigrants were there without documents. Tensions finally erupted into violence during a soccer match between the Salvadoran and Honduran national teams in San Salvador, when Honduran team members were harassed by Salvadoran fans. The Salvadoran team had received similar treatment when they were playing in Honduras. Honduras decided to expel Salvadorans from the country and persecute those who remained. El Salvador responded by launching an attack against Honduras, regardless of how this would affect the CACM. El Salvador invaded Honduras and launched air strikes against Honduran airports. Two thousand people, mainly civilians, were killed during the conflict, which lasted for four days, giving it the alternative name “the Hundred Hour War.” Obviously, CACM collaboration was heavily disrupted in the wake of the conflict.

After the Football War, there was a surge in guerrilla organizations due to the increasing economic disparity that the poor people in the majority were suffering. In 1971 the UNO (Unión Nacional Opositora or National Opposition Union) was formed, a party integrating the PDC (Partido Demócrata Cristiano or Christian Democratic Party), the MNR (Movimiento Nacional Revolucionario or National Revolutionary Movement), and the UDR (Unión Democráta Nacional or National Democratic Union). UNO’s candidates, José Napoleón Duarte Fuentes and Guillermo Ungo, won the 1972 elections, but the military and elites aggressively opposed this; UNO’s leaders cited various counts of kidnapping and assault against the party’s supporters and activists. Ultimately, Colonel Arturo Armando Molina, a candidate for the PCN (Partido de Conciliación Nacional or National Conciliation Party), was imposed as the leader on behalf of the elites. Molina enacted several economic policies in an attempt to pull the country out of the problems caused by the Football War, as well as the oil crisis in 1973 that resulted in food price hikes and decreased agricultural production. He created free trade zones for factories, which mostly favored big businesses in El Salvador since the government already did not tax them. The government also prohibited unionization in the free trade zones; coupled with a decrease in wages, the result was an increase in worker exploitation.

In 1977, PCN candidate General Carlos Humberto Romero won against the National Opposing Union using fraud and voter intimidation by government-sponsored paramilitary groups such as ORDEN (Organización Democrática Nacionalista or Democratic Nationalist Organization). This same year, Monsignor Óscar Romero was named the fourth Archbishop of San Salvador; he would eventually become an important representative of the poor and marginalized. Public unrest once again began to stir in the wake of President Romero’s policies, which he called “the plan for the well-being of all” but actually resulted in increased repression, assassinations, government-sponsored kidnappings or “disappearances,” and numerous paramilitary forces or death squads. Many low-income people across the country began to organize for increases in wages and better treatment from the government, which took the form of marches, demonstrations, and protests. Animated by the “preferential option for the poor,” Archbishop Romero publicly began to support the rights of the poor, putting the Church in opposition to President Romero’s government.



Civil War (1980 – 1992)

As a Salvadoran and archbishop of the archdiocese of San Salvador, I have an obligation to see that faith and justice reign in my country, I ask you, if you truly want to defend human rights:


	To forbid that military aid be given to the Salvadoran government;

	To guarantee that your government will not intervene directly or indirectly, with military, economic, diplomatic, or other pressures, in determining the destiny of the Salvadoran people.



—Letter from Archbishop Óscar A. Romero to President Jimmy Carter (February 17, 1980)26

The country’s excluded majority continued to organize and unrest spread as many protests and demonstrations were held against the government’s policies. They were encouraged by the victory of the Nicaraguan revolutionary forces, the Sandinistas, over their own repressive government regime in July 1979. In El Salvador, the Military Youth formed a junta to make several demands of the government, including: the dissolution of the ORDEN paramilitary group; an increase in salary for workers; and the formation of a commission to investigate the forced disappearances that had been occurring. But given that the junta did not wield any real power, the repression against the people continued, and thousands of campesinos were massacred or disappeared by the army. The Popular Movement grew in the face of this treatment, forming a coalition called the CRM (Coordinación Revolucionaria de Masas or Revolutionary Mass Coordination) that absorbed members from several other groups.

After the Cuban Revolution in 1954, the United States decided to use the carrot and stick approach with El Salvador. This involved promoting agrarian reform, on the one hand, while also strengthening the construction of an anti-insurgency apparatus.27 In March 1980, U.S. President Jimmy Carter announced that he would increase military aid from the United States to El Salvador. Archbishop Romero wrote President Carter a letter, imploring him to cancel all military aid, but Carter ignored him and sent the money. President Ronald Reagan increased military aid to the Salvadoran army. By the end of the war, the United States had sent six billion dollars in aid to the Armed Forces and government of El Salvador.28

On March 23, 1980, Monsignor Romero spoke out against the military’s actions in his Sunday homily, beseeching them to stop massacring the people. The very next day, the archbishop was assassinated while celebrating mass. This murder of a beloved and popular leader was the final straw that would spark the Salvadoran Civil War. Targeting of civilian leaders was common by the Salvadoran Armed Forces and death squads and sadly explains why 80 percent of the deaths of the civil war were carried out by the army, police, other security forces, and the death squads.

As space for civic protest closed, guerrilla groups coalesced to form the FMLN (Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional or Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front), named for the communist leader of the 1932 peasant uprising. The FMLN was comprised of five leftist factions: the PRTC (Partido Revolucionario de Trabajadores Centroamericanos or Revolutionary Party of the Central American Workers), the ERP (Ejército Revolucionario del Pueblo or People’s Revolutionary Army), the RN (Resistencia Nacional or National Resistance), the PCS (Partido Comunista Salvadoreño or Salvadoran Communist Party), and the FPL (Fuerzas Populares de Liberación Farabundo Martí or Popular Forces of Farabundo Martí Liberation), which is the oldest of the five groups. Thirty percent of the FMLN was made up of women.29 Although many of the early organizers and leaders of the FMLN factions had Marxist-Leninist leanings, their ideologies within the broader FMLN differed. As such, the creation of the FMLN was already characterized by ideological differences. These polarities were also held in tension with its overall desire to gain the support of more moderate citizens. The FMLN began their pushback against the military in January 1981, seizing the departments of Morazán and Chalatenango as FMLN territory. Between January and February, 168 people were killed for violating curfew by the Salvadoran Army. In March, the Salvadoran Army decided to adopt a scorched earth policy to suppress the guerrilla insurgents; they implemented wide “sweep operations” in the Cabañas department, indiscriminately killing anyone they captured. A second sweep occurred in November in the Morazán department. The Morazán operation ended in the massacre of up to a thousand unarmed citizens—this event would come to be known as the El Mozote Massacre. Rufina Amaya, the one adult survivor of the massacre, described it in the following way:


The army had come early in the morning. They separated the men, the women, and the children. Over there, near the side entrance to the church is where they killed the men. They blindfolded them and tied their hands behind their backs. They shot them all on our church’s doorstep. When they came to get us women, I managed to slip away. This tree saved my life. I hid behind it and heard the cries of my children, ‘Mommy, they’re killing us . . . Mommy . . .’ I had two choices: stay and die with my children or escape to tell what the Army had done.30



The FMLN began taking steps toward the establishment of a democratic government in 1982, calling for elections. The U.S. government, under President Ronald Reagan, feared the FMLN would lead El Salvador down the path of communism. To that end, they began to increase military aid and to put a significant amount of money toward the elections.31 Presidential elections were held in 1984, costing some three million dollars, making them the most expensive election in El Salvador’s history.32 José Napoleón Duarte of the PDC won with a 54 percent majority. The CIA supported Duarte’s campaign, ensuring that Duarte would act on the United States’ interests.33 Human rights abuses under Duarte lessened, but still continued. By this time, nearly sixty thousand people had died during the Civil War.

Peace talks between the Salvadoran government and the FMLN began in 1987. The FMLN demanded the dissolution of all death squads and that all paramilitaries and members of the armed forces be held accountable for the atrocities they committed during the war. The Salvadoran Assembly passed an amnesty law for the release of prisoners who were being held either as suspected guerrillas or guerrilla sympathizers; four hundred political prisoners were released in accordance with this law. Amnesty was also granted to members of the army and paramilitary forces that had committed human rights atrocities.

In late 1988, Amnesty International reported that death squads had continued to kill, abuse, and kidnap citizens, despite official lip service about peace negotiations. In the presidential elections the following year, Alfredo Cristiani of ARENA, a member of one of the richest families in El Salvador, won with almost 54 percent of the vote. He made the promise to govern “for the most poor of the poor.”34 He began implementing several neoliberal policies, such as privatization of public services and companies, liberalization of prices that had once been subsidized, and the lowering of trade barriers. The end result was the rich getting richer and, contrary to his campaign motto, the poor getting poorer.

The war continued. In September 1989, the FMLN proposed to hold a dialogue with Cristiani and the government, and the Governmental Commission of Dialogue was created. They met between September 12 and 15, but nothing was settled or achieved. Another dialogue was scheduled for October, but the FMLN abstained, due to the murder of ten members of FENASTRAS (Federación Nacional de Trabajadores Salvadoreños or National Federation of Salvadoran Workers), whose headquarters had been bombed by a death squad. Then, in November 1989 the FMLN staged a “final offensive.” They surrounded San Salvador in order to mount an offensive strike against the army and the government by bringing the war into the capital city of the country. The High Command of the Salvadoran Army decided to bomb the city in retaliation, with no regard to the safety of the civilian population. Another massacre occurred five days later on November 16, when the Salvadoran Army’s elite Atlacatl battalion was deployed to the Universidad Centroamericana, one of three Jesuit universities in Central America, where they assassinated six Jesuit priests and two women who worked with them. This set of assassinations targeted the leadership of the university and included the UCA president and other important administrators and professors. In great part due to international pressure after the UCA massacre, President Cristiani agreed to start negotiations under the condition that the FMLN cease their military activities. There were several meetings throughout 1990, with four main objectives, as established that April: (1) to end the armed conflict peacefully; (2) to encourage democratization of the country; (3) to guarantee human rights are respected; and (4) to reunify Salvadoran society.35 Peace was ultimately brokered between the FMLN and the Salvadoran government with support from the United Nations and the Catholic church. The Salvadoran Civil War came to an end January 16, 1992, when the Chapultepec Peace Accords were signed in Mexico. “Indeed, the accords constituted the blueprint for an extensive institutional reform process, which included, besides relatively free and fair elections, a new civilian police force, a significant reduction of the armed forces, and an overhaul of the judicial apparatus. The insurgents laid down their arms, demobilized their troops, and entered the electoral arena as a political party.”36 The Accords called for the dissolution of the National Police, of the National Guard, and of paramilitary groups, and for the creation of a new civilian police force. The FMLN became a formal political party, and another amnesty law was passed in 1993. “Considering these political developments in the mirror of the aspirations and sacrifices of revolutionary armed struggle, many former Salvadoran insurgents lamented what they saw as the postwar scramble for public resources, but few could afford not to participate in it. Hence, the experience of postinsurgent politics developed as a peculiar mix of political ascendency and disenchantment.”37 Central American sociologist Torres-Rivas sums up his analysis of the region’s revolutionary movements of the 1980s by saying they didn’t lead to revolutionary transformations, especially not economic transformations.38 Citing Torres-Rivas, Sprenkels agrees with this sentiment about Salvadoran postwar revolutionary leadership in the following way: “As the former insurgents amassed postwar power, they also frequently relied on mundane or traditional political practices rather than transformative ones.”39



Civil Society Activism and Social Movements

In the early 1930s, workers, peasants, and indigenous communities launched a popular insurrection in the western coffee growing districts against a newly installed dictatorship. The events stand as one of the largest acts of civil unrest in Latin America during the Great Depression.… In the late 1970s, another colossal wave of disruptive protest swept across the entire country against the longest enduring military government in the Americas, which eventually degenerated into civil war. In the late 1990s . . . Salvadoran activists, NGOs, and public sector labor unions initiated one of the most momentous campaigns against privatization in the region.40

For El Salvador, much of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries have been shaped by the collective action of rural farming families, urban workers and teachers, women, students, Indigenous people, and Catholic lay ministers and the organizations they built to achieve their objectives. In response to the short-lived political opening of the 1920s, “civil society actors beg[a]n to solidify civic organizations and place demands on political authorities.”41 These efforts, in turn, created a generation of activists who joined the rebellion that was brutally repressed by General Maximiliano Hernández in 1932.

A new generation of activists and revolutionaries emerged in the 1960s and 1970s, taking advantage of political space opened by U.S.-supported reforms to dissuade a turn toward communist Cuba and of the tenets of liberation theology with its preferential option for the poor. From the early twentieth century, women’s organizing emerged and has only grown over the decades. Salvadoran women’s participation and leadership were a major force within the popular movement and the FMLN. And after the war ended, women’s organizing, including feminist organizations, expanded rapidly; they focused on a number of issues from local development, women’s rights, and also women’s political participation. “With this, institutional spaces were built to solve problems related to female subordination in the National Assembly. [Also] the Parliamentary Group of Women was formed along with Municipal Offices for Women and Municipal Policies of Gender Equality.”42 To this day, Salvadoran feminists—and the organizations they run—play an increasingly important role in charting the country’s development priorities.43

Environmental organizations have had a lot of success lately in achieving policy changes and challenging government concessions to foreign mining interests.44 El Salvador’s anti-mining movement was formally launched in 2006. It created linkages between the movement and the government, addressed a variety of concerns from the local to the national level, and worked to include a wide array of other activists and their organizations. This gave the movement a dynamism that was advantageous in building an adaptable and effective movement, which led the Salvadoran National Assembly to vote overwhelmingly in 2017 to prohibit all mining for gold and other metals, making the country the first in the world to impose a nationwide ban on metal mining.45 Present-day organizing efforts in El Salvador continue to extend the efforts of those who come before them with a focus on addressing the effects of neoliberal policies and the deportation of Salvadoran migrants from the United States, protesting extractivist plans for mining, and calling for increased transparency and democratic practice from the Salvadoran government.



Present-Day El Salvador

Despite . . . appreciable advances, El Salvador’s democracy remains weak and exhibits important continuities with past practices. Neoliberal policies intensified economic inequalities, and poverty reduction is chiefly attributable to out-migration and remittances. Social exclusion remains pervasive and feeds the country’s gang problem. Deficient investigative procedures permit high levels of impunity, and PNC (National Civilian Police) members have been implicated in criminal activities, human rights violations, the torture of detainees, and death squads. The homicide rate has reached such alarming levels that El Salvador now ranks among the most violent nations in Latin America.46

Following the end of the war, the Salvadoran public tended to favor ARENA candidates from the right, electing four consecutive ARENA presidents until 2009, when Mauricio Funes of the FMLN party was elected. Salvador Sánchez Cerén of the FMLN, served from 2014 to 2019; before that, he was vice president to his predecessor, Mauricio Funes. Cerén was a former guerrilla leader in the Salvadoran Civil War and was the first ex-rebel to serve as El Salvador’s president.

Currently, El Salvador suffers from a high crime rate from maras or gangs. The largest are rival groups Mara Salvatrucha (or MS-13) and Barrio 18 (also known as 18th Street). These gangs originated in Los Angeles, California, and were exported to El Salvador with the deportation of Salvadoran gang members from the United States. El Salvador’s homicide rate jumped to 139 per 100,000 people in 1995 as a result of the rapid increase of gang activity. La Mano Dura (“Iron Fist”) and Súper Mano Dura (“Super Iron Fist”) were two government programs that were created in 2003 and 2006 respectively to combat gang-related violence, but unfortunately, they largely failed. Gang violence did decrease during the 2012 truce instituted by the government but there was an uptick in homicides when it ended in 2014. Gang violence is one of the push factors that compels Salvadorans to take on the risks of traveling from their country to the United States, often without legal documents. Many Salvadorans understand that during the journey northwards “some will be kidnapped for ransom, some will be sold into sexual slavery, some will perish in the desert, and other will perish in confined spaces.”47 Similar to Guatemala and Honduras, the remittances that Salvadorans in the United States send home on a regular basis comprise almost a quarter of the country’s annual GDP.

In a surprise to many, as recent elections have moved between ARENA on the political right and the leftist FMLN, Nayib Bukele—a third party politician and marketing consultant—won the presidential elections in El Salvador in early 2019. Whether a punishment vote to the traditional two-party system and their party members, or a desire for “new ideas,” this event is something to watch over the upcoming years. “Bukele was able to set up a strategy that allowed him to win in the first round an [electoral] contest in which he faced the two emblematic parties of the Postwar regime, with more experience, resources and, apparently, territorial roots.”48 While Bukele has been president, there have been many oversteps from the executive branch as well as from his majority group of legislators in the National Assembly. For example, on May 1, 2021, the National Assembly “ousted the judges of the Constitutional Court and the attorney general, and named replacements in line with their interests.”49 This action joins a list of other actions and decisions that many organizations in El Salvador, diplomats, and members of the international human rights community consider violations of the rule of law. El Salvador retains a robust civil society—a range of organizations committed to women’s rights, the environment, governance and rule of law, and sustainable development. Yet, El Salvador remains a country that is divided politically and continues to experience many of the same challenges that led to the civil war in the 1970s in the first place, such as poverty and exclusion, violence, impunity, and corruption.
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CHAPTER FIVE

A Brief History of Honduras



INTRODUCTION

Honduras is a mountainous Central American country that is home to almost nine million people. The majority of the Honduran population—ninety percent—is mixed race, with seven percent being Indigenous and the remaining three percent comprised of Afro-descendants and white European descendants. The Honduran economy depends mostly on the agricultural sector, particularly bananas. Implementation of the Central American Free Trade Agreement with the United States has helped in expanding the country’s GDP, as the U.S. receives about 60 percent of Honduran exports.

The country suffered a U. S.-supported co up d’ état in 20 09 after elite families organized against the Liberal President Manuel Zelaya, exiling him to Costa Rica. Honduras received backlash from the international community due to this upheaval. In 2012, Honduras had the highest rate of murder in its history, with 7,172 recorded murders or an average of 20 homicides per day. Since 2012, the homicide rate has decreased from 85.5 per 100,000 to 59 per 100,000 in 2016. According to the World Bank, in 2016, 66 percent of the Honduran population was living in poverty; in rural parts of the country, one in five people were making US$1.90 or less per day. In great part due to these causes, Honduras has high levels of outbound emigration. It is estimated that there are over five hundred thousand Hondurans living in the United States presently. There is a long history of U.S. military intervention and economic investment in Honduras, similar to other Central American countries.



TIMELINE OF KEY EVENTS

1502: Christopher Columbus lands in Honduras

1525: Spain begins conquest of Honduras

1539: Spain succeeds in conquest after fighting with the Indigenous population

1797: The Garifuna people—an Afro-Indigenous people from St. Vincent in the Caribbean—are exiled to Roatán, Honduras by the British.

1821: Honduras gains independence from Spain; becomes part of Mexican Empire

1823: Joins United Provinces of Central America with Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, and Nicaragua

1840: Becomes fully independent country

1932–49: General Tiburcio Carías Andino of right-wing National Party of Honduras takes power, beginning 17-year dictatorship

1954: Banana industry workers call a general strike

1963: Colonel Osvaldo López Arellano takes power after coup

1969: Football War (the Hundred Hour War) with El Salvador

1974: López resigns, allegedly receiving bribes from U.S. companies

1975: Colonel Juan Alberto Melgar Castro takes power

1978: Melgar ousted in coup; General Policarpo Paz García takes power

1980: General Paz signs peace treaty with El Salvador

1981: Roberto Suazo Córdova of Liberal Party of Honduras elected, the first civilian government in over a century

1982: Contras (U.S.-backed Nicaraguan counter-revolutionaries) launch operations from within Honduran territory against Nicaraguan Sandinista government

1983: Armed forces chief General Gustavo Álvarez orders detention of trade union activists and activists; death squads actions increase

1984: General Álvarez deposed

1986: José Azcona del Hoyo of the Liberal Party elected president

1988: Inter-American Court of Human Rights finds Honduran government guilty of “disappearances” of Honduran citizens between 1981 and 1984

1989: General Álvarez assassinated by left-wing guerrillas; summit of Central American presidents in El Salvador agree on demobilization of Contras based in Honduras

1990: Rafael Callejas becomes president, introduces neoliberal economic reforms

1992: International Court of Justice establishes new border between Honduras and El Salvador

1998: Hurricane Mitch hits the Caribbean coast, causing over 7,000 fatalities in Honduras

2003: Honduras, Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua sign free trade agreement with the U.S.

2005: Liberal Party member Manuel Zelaya elected president

2009: Zelaya ousted in internationally-condemned military coup; Honduras suspended from Organization of American States

2011: Honduras joins Open Government Partnership, a global initiative between governments and civil society organizations to promote transparency, participation, and good governance

2012: Demonstrations protest the wave of violence against journalists

2014: Juan Orlando Hernández of conservative National Party elected president

2016: Berta Cáceres, an Indigenous leader and environmental activist, assassinated

2018: Hernández re-elected for second term, despite Honduran constitution banning re-elections

January 2021: Country’s constitution changed to ban abortion, supported by President Hernández

November 2021: Liberty and Refoundation Party member Xiomara Castro wins presidential election, making her Honduras’ first woman president



A HISTORY OF HONDURAS


Pre-Columbian Era

[W]e can conclude that the Valley of Naco in the period between 1300 and 1500 BCE had been converted into a multi-ethnic territory, where a probable Pipil Nahua predominance existed before the Conquest. The chontales [Náhuatl word for “foreigner”] from the 1539 document could be speakers of Maya, Lenca, or both, since we have already seen that with this name, both groups were included by the Pipil Nahua, and this was also in agreement with the indication already discussed about the three languages spoken in the Naco Valley in 1525.1

Honduras was home to Copán, a major city in the Mayan kingdom that flourished between 150 and 850 CE. In addition to Maya, the Lenca, Nicarao, Miskito, and Pipil Nahua peoples made up portions of the Indigenous population living in Honduras. There is evidence of bustling agricultural production with communities cultivating crops such as cotton, indigo, and agave.2 Other products, such as honey, fish, and peppers were also traded, along with crafted products like pots and pitchers, and the trade of these items continued even through the arrival of the Spanish conquistadors.

The Nicarao and Pipil Nahua societies had many similarities, from their class divisions of nobles, “common Indians” (commonfolk), and enslaved people to their governmental system, which saw officials from noble lineages working with a council of elders.3 There was also a hierarchical system within their religion, designating a high priest or religious leader who oversaw the other priests, all of whom lived in temples or other specially designated buildings. Many of the place names still used today in Honduras have their roots in Nahuatl.4



Colonization and Spanish Rule

In 1535 Andrés de Cerezeda, the acting governor and contador [accountant] of the Provincia de Higueras and Cabo de Honduras, wrote a letter to the Spanish Crown in which he described a 50 league corridor that led southward from the Central American isthmus’ Atlantic coast to its Pacific coast. He recommended that a settlement be established at the corridor’s midpoint, and that an interoceanic road be constructed linking the two coasts. He envisioned the settlement as the region’s administrative and commercial center after the road had supplanted the Panamá crossing as the empire’s primary overland conduit. Cerezeda’s plan dominated the life of the Honduran corridor during the early colonial period.5

In 1502, Christopher Columbus made his fourth and final voyage to the region, landing on the island of Guanaja, one of Honduras’ Bay Islands. Shortly after, he made it to the mainland. He called the region Honduras, meaning “depths,” in reference to the region’s deep coastal waters. Columbus eventually moved on from Honduras to explore other parts of Central America.

Twenty years later, in 1524, Hernán Cortés, who conquered Mexico, ordered captain Cristóbal de Olid to colonize Honduras. Olid landed in Triunfo de la Cruz and declared himself governor of the territory, establishing his own power independent of Cortés. Cortés sent his cousin, Francisco de las Casas, to re-assert his power over Olid and the colony. In addition to de las Casas, Olid was also fending off attacks from Spaniard Gil González Dávila. There are conflicting histories over whether Olid’s soldiers won in the conflicts, or if de las Casas overcame them and ultimately beheaded Olid, reclaiming the territory. Cortés marched from Mexico to Honduras, and dubbed de las Casas governor of the colony in 1525.

Following conflict in 1528 over who should lead the territory, settlers in Honduras requested that Pedro de Alvarado—a conquistador who had taken part in the colonization of Mexico, Cuba, El Salvador, and Guatemala—come to Honduras to restore order. He arrived in 1536 and the situation calmed. In 1537, Francisco de Montejo was made governor, and after disagreement over who ought to be governor, Montejo moved to Chiapas, Mexico, and Alvarado replaced him as leader of Honduras.

There were many Indigenous revolts during the beginning of Spanish attempts to establish a colony. Alvarado smothered an attack led by Chief Çocamba based on the Ulúa River.6 Lenca chief Lempira led uprisings in 1537 and 1539 “throughout Higueras and San Miguel (that) paralyzed Montejo’s development efforts.”7 However, both of these uprisings were quickly stamped out by Alonso de Cáceres, one of Montejo’s captains. Under Alvarado, there were many Indigenous people from Honduras’ northern coast who were kidnapped and enslaved, forced to work in Spain’s Caribbean territories.

Along with the slave trade, the colony of Honduras was involved in mining operations, particularly of gold and silver. In fact, the mining industry became so central to the colony that they began to bring in enslaved people from Africa; by 1545, it was estimated that the colony had two thousand enslaved Africans. Nearing the end of the sixteenth century, the silver boom that Honduras experienced diminished and gave way to an economic depression.

During this period there remained strongholds in the northern part of the region, along the Caribbean coast, where Indigenous groups continued to resist colonization. The Miskito Kingdom, in particular, fiercely defended their territory, ruled by a king. In addition to the Miskito and other Indigenous groups, the Spanish faced tensions with British forces that had begun to populate northern Honduras, which would later become British Honduras and then Belize. Tensions worsened when the Miskito king made an alliance with the English crown in 1633.8 In 1670, the Godolphin Treaty, also called the Treaty of Madrid, established recognition for “all lands then currently occupied by the English in North America and the West Indies as their possessions,” which was intended to settle territory disputes that were ongoing at the time, especially a war that had begun in 1654 over the rightful ownership of Jamaica.9 The English claimed that this recognition included settlements in Belize and on the Mosquito Coast, particularly because of the trade relations they had already established with the Miskitos. In 1797, the British forced the Garifuna population of St. Vincent into exile on the Honduran island of Roatán. Initially comprised of 2,000 Garifuna who arrived in Roatán, today the pan-Garifuna community numbers 300,000 to 400,000, with 200,000 in Honduras.



Independence

Honduras is a particularly useful case study because it has been subject to many different forms of imperialism, ranging from the direct colonial occupation by the Spanish in the sixteenth century to the neocolonial control exercised by Britain and the United States in the nineteenth century and the regional domination of the cold war American ‘sphere of influence’ in the twentieth. In every case, political and especially economic power were held by the foreign metropole, assisted by a small cadre of local elites, and the levers of state power were twisted to the benefit of metropolitan conquerors and businesses seeking to exploit Honduran land and people in order to extract profits.10

After the creation of the United Provinces of Central America, Honduras gained its first elected president, a lawyer named Dionisio de Herrera. Herrera’s government established the first constitution. Despite their desire to work together jointly, Honduras soon experienced social and economic tensions with the rest of the region. General Francisco Morazán, president of the United Provinces, made strong, but ultimately unsuccessful, attempts at keeping the five territories together as a nation. In the end, Honduras separated from the United Provinces in 1838, becoming an independent, sovereign state. The United Provinces of Central America later completely dissolved in 1840.

As an independent nation, the Republic of Honduras’s first elected president was Conservative General Francisco Ferrera, who had led an army to combat president of the United Provinces and ruler of El Salvador, General Morazán. During this post-United Provinces period, the states in the region were experiencing conflict between the Liberals and Conservatives within the countries as well as suspicions about their neighbors. Ferrera attempted to depose the Liberal Morazán from his seat in El Salvador, but failed.

In 1859, Honduras gained sovereignty over the Bay Islands, a group of islands off the coast that were previously claimed by British settlers. The treaty was contested by said settlers, who enlisted the help of William Walker, an American who had arrived in Central America in 1855 and dubbed himself president of Nicaragua in 1856. Walker arrived in Honduras with the expectation of receiving support from Honduran Liberals; instead he was greeted with opposition from both the Hondurans and the British. In 1860, Walker was put to death in front of a firing squad in the city of Trujillo, and Honduras retained rights over the Islands.

The Bay Islands were fundamental to the burgeoning banana industry in Honduras, which had begun to export bananas in the 1870s, setting it apart from other Central American economies: “Unlike neighboring Guatemala and El Salvador where a national oligarchy has enhanced its wealth through an extensive coffee industry, Honduras first emerged in the international economy through its foreign-owned banana enterprises which still are a leading source of foreign exchange.”11 In 1889, the Vaccaro brothers, who were based in New Orleans, founded the Standard Fruit and Steamship Company, which would eventually become Dole. From there, the industry gained momentum, and the Honduran government began making concessions for fruit companies to stimulate their growth. Soon the banana industry became so dominant that it earned Honduras the nickname “the Banana Republic.” Though the original meaning of a “banana republic” was, most literally, a country (republic) that specialized in the export of bananas, the rapid growth of the industry in Honduras became so entwined with the country’s political, social, and economic development that the term soon took on new connotations: both “a country dominated by foreign interests, represented by a few companies that own large concessions” and “a country with an unstable government, usually dictatorial, in which frequent revolutions occur and has a consistent military presence in its politics.”12

The success of the sector attracted workers from the West Indies, particularly Jamaica and the Cayman Islands, in search of work on the fruit plantations. They were well-received by the companies because “they spoke English, were more highly educated and skilled than their Honduran counterparts, and often had previous experience with the fruit industry in Jamaica and elsewhere.”13 This influx of West Indian laborers soon created tensions with the Hondurans, especially due to racial prejudice: “[F]or Honduran elites influenced by contemporary trends such as eugenics, black came to mean undesirable.”14 By the turn of the century, Honduras saw mass deportations of West Indians based on these racist fears and biases.



Twentieth Century

In the past 30 years, no chief of the Honduran armed forces has retired without having been President of Honduras. Regardless of formal status, all regimes since 1963 have in practice been civil-military regimes. Military dominance in the Honduran political system even has a constitutional basis: the 1957, 1966, and 1981 constitutions ceded progressively greater amounts of autonomy to the military.15

The beginning of the twentieth century also saw an increase of U.S. government intervention in the country during the so-called Banana Wars. Workers of the fruit industry throughout Central America and the Caribbean began staging protests to contest the conditions they were being subjected to. The United States had a large stake in this brewing uprising due to the fact that many of the fruit businesses were U.S.-owned; therefore, the U.S. government responded to the unrest by sending in the U.S. Marines, beginning a series of occupations and interventions that would span three decades. U.S. troops were sent into Honduras beginning in 1903. During this time, General Manuel Bonilla was serving as president. Bonilla had originally been a liberal but later converted to being a conservative; he is credited as the founder of the National Party of Honduras, Honduras’ dominating conservative political party. As president, Bonilla granted many large concessions to the banana industry, giving generous tax exemptions and permits to construct roads and railways.

In 1913, the United Fruit Company created the Tela Railroad Company and the Trujillo Railroad Company, which were made possible because of the concessions from Bonilla and his successor, General Miguel Dávila. The railroad companies were granted additional land subsidies by the government, who anticipated they would construct a general national rail system in addition to the system made specifically for the fruit companies’ use. However, the companies continued to expand their own interests, building railways to reach new cultivable land instead of connecting major Honduran cities. The banana industry began to wield so much power and authority over the coastal cities of Tela and Trujillo that they superseded even the local governments, thus laying the foundation of the monopoly the industry still has over the Honduran economy.

This ascendency was met with turmoil and contention; the Banana Wars persisted, and labor movements continued to organize and mobilize. The first major strike in Honduran history happened in 1917 against Cuyamel Fruit Company. Although the protest was quickly stamped out by the military, the momentum continued, and another strike occurred a year later in La Ceiba against Standard Fruit Company. A general strike was held in 1920, which earned responses from the governments of both Honduras and the United States. The first Communist party was also created around this time: “Inspired by the Bolshevik revolution in the Soviet Union, the newly formed comintern [Communist International organization], and regional leadership of Communist Parties, a small group emerged in Honduras to engage the aspirations of the working class. The railroad workers were seen as the most militant workers within that iteration of the Communist Party.”16 Seventeen coups were attempted between 1920 and 1923, clearly reflecting the general unrest and instability that was growing within Honduran society.

Conservative candidate Tiburcio Carías Andino was elected in the relatively calm presidential election of 1932, amidst the economic disaster that the Great Depression had wreaked on Honduras’ banana industry. This was the beginning of a seventeen-year dictatorship, the longest continuous period of time an individual has held power in Honduras’ history. Carías made moves to improve and strengthen the military, and allied himself strongly with the banana companies, as well as other Central American dictators, such as Guatemala’s General Jorge Ubico and Nicaragua’s Anastasio Somoza García. He outlawed the Communist Party of Honduras and censored the opposition press. He drew up new constitutions in 1936 and 1939, in order to extend his term as president until 1949. The Liberal Party attempted several failed coups against Carías and the National Party throughout his rule. In 1944, encouraged by the ousting of Ubico from Guatemala and Maximiliano Hernández Martínez from El Salvador, a group of students and women, including daughter of Liberal Party leader Policarpo Bonilla, Emma Bonilla de Larios, gathered in front of the Presidential Palace to demand Carías release political prisoners.17 Carías complied, if only to dissipate the tension; instead, the opposition became emboldened, and another coup was attempted by a group of exiles. The coup, again, was unsuccessful. Then, in 1948, the United States, fearing even more unrest and instability in the region, petitioned Carías to allow free elections as the end of his term loomed ahead. Carías complied, and in 1949, National Party candidate Juan Manuel Gálvez took power.

In early 1954, a general strike was staged by United Fruit employees, ignited by the dismissal of the workers’ union leader. Their focus was on salary issues, particularly holiday pay, as they were not receiving the extra pay for working during holidays that was designated by Honduran labor law. By May 5, about a month into the strike, over twenty-five thousand workers were protesting. J.F. Aycock, the manager of United Fruit Company, stated that he was unwilling to negotiate with workers so long as they were striking; this proved to have no effect on curbing the movement, which expanded to Standard Fruit, with eleven thousand Standard Fruit employees joining in the protesting. Workers from other industries, such as the textile and beer industries, staged solidarity strikes; teachers and students joined; and railroad workers aided in the spread of the strike: “Workers from the fincas in and around El Progreso then took over a passenger train with the support of railroad conductors and rail workers, who later joined the nascent strike movement, spreading the word to workers in all the fincas and train terminals about the strike as they passed them on the tracks.”18 On May 16, the fruit laborers outlined their demands for J.F. Aycock, including wage increases and better working conditions; significantly, the demand for improved healthcare and an eight-hour workday “reflected the fact that the workforce was becoming family-oriented, diverging from the company’s assumption that it primarily consisted of single men.”19 Two days later, the strikers made gains in negotiations with Aycock and Standard Fruit, making it the first time in Honduran history that a private corporation participated in collective bargaining talks with workers. In the end, the workers did not receive all of their requests by the time they returned to work in early July, but the impact on workers’ attitudes was long-lasting, encouraging unions to organize for the first time.

In 1969, the Football War, a conflict between Honduras and El Salvador, took place. Tensions had been growing between the two countries for some time, particularly due to the large number of Salvadorans who had immigrated to Honduras escaping economic disparity; by 1969, that number was over three hundred thousand. The majority of these immigrants were there without documents. The tension finally crystalized during a soccer match between the Salvadoran and Honduran national teams in San Salvador, when Honduran team members were harassed by Salvadoran fans; the Salvadoran team had received similar treatment when they were playing in Honduras. Honduras decided to expel many Salvadorans from the country and persecute those who remained. El Salvador responded by launching an attack against Honduras, regardless of how this would affect the Central American Common Market (CACM), an agreement established in 1951 that sought regional economic integration. El Salvador invaded Honduras and launched air strikes against Honduran airports. Two thousand people, mostly civilians, were killed during the conflict, which only lasted four days, giving it the alternative name “the Hundred Hour War.” CACM collaboration was heavily disrupted in the wake of the conflict.

During the 1979 Sandinista revolution in Nicaragua, Honduras became increasingly important to the United States due to its strategic location in the middle of Central America, though the United States had been active in the country throughout the century: “the U.S. hand has been heavier in Honduras than in any other Central American state, through investment, political intervention by private U.S. interests, military missions, and intergovernmental cooperation.”20 The a dministration of U.S. President Ronald Reagan, in its quest to oust the Sandinistas and their communist ideology from Nicaragua, funded a counter-revolutionary guerrilla army called the Contras. The United States opted to use Honduras as a base for housing and training the Contra forces, from where they could infiltrate Nicaragua. When Roberto Suazo Córdova took the presidency in 1982, he, along with head of armed forces Colonel Gustavo Álvarez Martínez, formed a close relationship with the Reagan administration: “[T]he incoming government struck a perverse bargain with the Reagan administration: in exchange for geopolitical, military, and economic obedience to the United States, Honduras would be flooded w ith U .S. economic assistance and military ‘protection.’”21 It is estimated that between 1982 and 1983, the United States “either gave or sold over $68 million in military equipment and supplies to Honduras”; the total Honduran military budget for 1984 was reported to be $125 million.22 The situation in the country during the Suazo-Álvarez regime was dire, due to overwhelming corruption. There was a rumor that Suazo and Álvarez were personally receiving almost $30 million in benefits while the country itself fell into economic and political disarray, in addition to a number of disappearances, political assassinations, and political prisoners that had occurred by 1984.23 The 1985 presidential elections saw the peaceful transfer of power from Álvarez to the Liberal Party of Honduras candidate José Azcona, who was critical of U.S. support to the Nicaraguan counter-revolutionary forces.

In 1998, the Caribbean coast suffered the devastating effects of Hurricane Mitch, described by United Nations officials as “the worst natural disaster to hit the region” that century.24 More than five thousand people died, and almost $3 billion of infrastructure was damaged. At this time, the Honduran health system was already unstable due to the constant turnover of the Ministry of Health’s management. Honduras received about $415 million in aid from the United States per year, making the government and country’s infrastructure incredibly reliant on U.S. support.25 Following Hurricane Mitch, the Honduran government critically studied the structure of their health system, realizing that “screening international aid is an important feature of sustaining (our) own health infrastructure,” and as a result devised a new system that would be “independently sustainable.” 26



2009 Coup and Aftermath

The natural starting point for an analysis of the current crisis in Honduras is the kidnapping of the center-left president Manuel Zelaya Rosales on June 28, 2009. Zelaya was arrested at gunpoint and whisked in his pajamas to a U.S. military base and then to exile in Costa Rica, provoking 161 days of uninterrupted popular demonstrations that marked the launch of the Frente Nacional de Resistencia Popular (National Popular Resistance—FNRP).27

Liberal Party candidate José Manuel Zelaya Rosales won the 2005 elections with a 4 percent margin. He based his campaign around political transparency and combatting the drug trade in Honduras, which was strong given that Honduras is a major transshipment point for drugs moving from South America to the United States. Zelaya also implemented several liberal reforms, including increasing the minimum wage and joining the PetroCaribe oil alliance to reduce energy costs, especially for low-income families.28 He also worked with regional groups that had begun organizing in the early 2000s; however, by making continued concessions to unionized workers, he began to agitate the ruling class. The tipping point was when he “tried to respond to the [workers’] movement’s call for a popular assembly to rewrite the Honduran constitution.”29 The result was a coup to oust Zelaya from power.

The 2009 coup is unique from other examples seen in Honduran history in that it was ordered by the Honduran Supreme Court to be carried out, which gave the coup a “veneer of constitutional legality.”30 The internal backers of the coup included the military, members of both the right-wing National Party and Zelaya’s own left-wing Liberal Party, and the office of the att orney general, among others, and it had the support of both the middle- and business-class and the media.31 Much of the frustration these groups felt likely stemmed from Zelaya’s “verbal attacks on Honduras’s ‘oligarchy’ and his alignment of the country with [Venezuelan socialist President] Hugo Chávez and the Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our America [an allied group of states created by Chávez and Cuban socialist President Fidel Castro].”32 Zelaya was physically removed from office by the military in June, and exiled to Costa Rica. Head of Congress Roberto Micheletti was appointed president by natural succession. This court-sanctioned coup received immediate backlash from the international community, openly condemned by the United Nations and the Organization of American States (OAS). In fact, the OAS ejected Honduras from the organization, and most countries continued to recognize Zelaya as Honduras president.

Elections were held in November “in a climate of state terror and violent silencing of critical media and public protest.”33 National Party candidate Porfirio “Pepe” Lobo, who had run against Zelaya in 2005, won the election; on his inauguration day, “some 500,000 (1 out of every 16) Hondurans took to the streets in protest.”34 Lobo received recognition and backing from Canada and the United States. In 2011, following Pepe Lobo’s 2010 inauguration, Honduras was officially reinstated into the Organization of American States.

In 2013, conservative National Party of Honduras candidate Juan Orlando Hernández, known as JOH, was elected president and inaugurated in 2014. During his term, Hernández faced multiple corruption accusations, including involvement with drug trafficking. Al th ough the Honduran constitution only allows one-term presidencies, Hernández (illegally) sought re-election in 2017, having won the National Party of Honduras vote to be their representative. He ultimately won the election. Despite the elections being criticized as fraudulent by both Hondurans and international observers, Hernández was instated as president in 2018.

In April 2016, the Organization of American States created MACCIH (Misión de Apoyo contra la Corrupción y la Impunidad en Honduras or Mission to Support the Fight against Corruption and Impunity in Honduras). MACCIH is a fully autonomous and independent body, separate from the Honduran government, and its goal is to combat private and public corruption in an attempt to strengthen the Honduran political system through improving mechanisms of judicial investigation, control of public resources, and control of power.35 In 2012, Honduras was dubbed the “most murderous country in the world” by a United Nations report due to rising homicide rates and common violence. Homicide rates remain one of the highest in the world outside of active war zones, according to multiple reports. Violence, gang activity, the drug trade, and poverty contribute to the emigration of Hondurans.

By 2019, roughly 3.8 million migrants had arrived in the United States from Central America, about 746,000 (19.7 percent) of whom emigrated from Honduras. Migrants who successfully establish themselves in the United States often send part of their income, called remittances, to family members back home. For example, in July 2021 alone, over US$654 million was sent in remittances to Honduras from the United States. Most recently, caravans of Central American migrants have been departing from Honduras in efforts to seek asylum in the United States, escaping the violence of their home country. People from Guatemala and El Salvador fleeing gang violence and post-war poverty have also been joining these caravans as they traverse north toward Mexico. At the border, migrants in the caravan typically have three options for how to proceed: “(1) take a number and apply for asylum in the United States; (2) stay in Tijuana indefinitely, and perhaps accept the government’s offer of Mexican humanitarian visas; and (3) hire a coyote to smuggle them across the border.”36 Although the journey is difficult and fraught with dangers, this persistence to migrate in the hopes of a better life is in itself an act of resistance: “By leaving the underground, deciding to emigrate collectively and visibly, walking along federal highways and sleeping in the central squares of each town on the migration route, the exodus acquired a hypervisibility that allowed it to advance in a way in which each step in itself was a demand for dignified treatment, recognition and the right of all people, without any distinction, to seek a chance at life.”37



Social Movements

Social movements, and their actors, have memory. The memories social movement actors transmit from generation to generation of earlier forms of protest and resistance persist, even when every effort has been made to erase the memory of that resistance. ‘Memory’ is the appropriate term here rather than ‘history,’ because the [1954 United Fruit Company worker] strike has been erased from the official record.38

As a country whose development has been fraught with social, political, and economic strife, Honduras has a consistently strong history of social movements. In addition to a strong environmentalist movement, Honduras has had a consistently growing labor rights movement, which has its real beginning in 1954 with the Tela Railroad Company workers’ strike, which lasted from May to July. Tela Railroad Company was, and still is, a primary subsidiary of the United Fruit Company. This pivotal strike demonstrated the workers’ power: “Of the initial 30 demands submitted for negotiation on May 11, 1954, the recognition of the union as a bargaining body for the workers, and their right to organize a union, were among the greatest achievements. The strike also exposed the labor legislation of the time to be unsatisfactory.”39 In 1955, new labor laws were put into effect as a result, including the Trade Union Organizations Law, to officially recognize the or ganization of trade unions, and the Labor Code, to outline labor legislation and offer some social benefits to workers.40

Honduras is also a country with a high rate of “femicide,” which is the intentional murder of women on the specific basis of their gender. Some scholars choose to use the term “feminicide” instead: “embedded in this term [feminicide] is the role the state plays in these killings. In contexts of impunity such as Honduras, the brutal killings of women denote the complicity of the state through its unwillingness or inability to provide prevention and response mechanisms.”41 In January 2021, the Honduran Congress reformed the constitution to prohibit abortion under any circumstance, including rape, one of only four Latin American countries to do so. In response, there has been a mass mobilization of women’s rights activists, including the creation of the women’s rights organization, Somos Muchas (We Are Many). This is only the modern continuation of a legacy of women’s organizing efforts in Honduras. Other organizations include the Movimiento de Mujeres por la Paz (Women’s Movement for Peace), founded in 1984 and led by Visitación Padilla; the Colectivo contra la Violencia de la Mujer (Collective Against Violence Against Women); el Centro de Estudios de la Mujer (Center for Women’s Studies); el Centro de Derechos de la Mujer (Center for Women’s Rights); and la Federación de Asociaciones Femeninas (the Federation of Femi-nist Associations).42

On a broader scale is the human rights movement, which has been mobilized particularly by state-sanctioned disappearances and other repressive actions committed by the government against the Honduran people. CODEH (Comité para la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos or Committee for the Defense of Human Rights) was formed in May 1981, and is a cornerstone to the longevity of this particular movement. A year later, in 1982, COFADEH (Comité de Familiares de Detenidos Desaparecidos de Honduras or Committee of Relatives of the Disappeared in Honduras) was formed, led by Bertha Oliva, who was married to one of the disappeared.



Present Day: Challenges, Opportunities, and Hope for the Future

Most of the water powering industrial corridors is coming from the ancestral rivers and wells of peasant and Indigenous communities.… If rivers are seen as exploitable sources of energy in the eyes of the capitalist-development complex, rivers evince a different imagination for the communities whose livelihoods and worldviews are intimately tied with them. Massive hydroelectric projects result in the violent displacement of peoples from their sources of material well-being, but also seek to cut off the lifeblood that nurtures Indigenous cosmovisions.43

Following Hurricane Mitch in 1998, there was a wave of government reforms that focused on investment in energy, mining, and tourism in an effort to recover economically from the hurricane’s destruction.44 The majority of these tourist-oriented projects push out local communities, resulting in displacement and unemployment.45 This emphasis on tourism and extractivism relies on the unmitigated exploitation of natural resources and land, to the detriment of local human, plant, and animal populations. Salvadoran priest Andrés Tamayo led the environmental rights organization MAO (Movimiento Ambientalista de Olancho or Environmentalist Movement of Olancho) in three “Marchas por la Vida” (Marches for Life). These marches had the goal of raising national attention for the environmental movement, encouraging greater commitment for respecting life and fighting for the preservation of the land.46 The first march was in 2003, the second in 2004, and the third and final in 2008.

In Honduras, violence has also been condoned against civil society activists, particularly Indigenous leaders and environmentalists protesting megadevelopment projects. According to a Global Witness report in 2017, since 2010 state forces have murdered more than one hundred twenty people involved in protests against projects such as dams and mines.47 Since then, Tierra de Resistentes (Land of Resisters), a journalistic project that investigates violence against Latin American environmentalists, reported that between 2018 and 2020 at least sixty-six more Indigenous environmental activists have been murdered.48 One of the highest profile assassinations was Berta Cáceres. Berta Cáceres was an Indigenous Lenca leader and an influential environmental activist who defended Indigenous rights. In 2015, she won the Goldman Environmental Prize for her work on a grassroots campaign that succeeded in stopping the Agua Zarca Dam from being built on the Río Gualcarque. On March 2, 2016, Cáceres was assassinated in her home, allegedly by Honduran military in collusion with Honduran business interests. The Organization of American States and the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights called for investigations into her death, with Honduran President Juan Orlando Hernández stating that the investigation was a top priority. As of March 2018, nine people have been arrested for the murder of Cáceres, with the most recent being David Castillo Mejía, president of the company that was building the dam Cáceres campaigned against, who has been accused of being “an intellectual author” of the assassination. The targeting of environmentalists continues, as well as increasing signs of civil society protest throughout Honduras.49 Garifuna communities have been targeted as well for demanding legal title to their ancestral lands. In fact, OFRANEH (Organización Fraternal Negra Hondureña or the Black Fraternal Organization of Honduras) claims that over 40 activists have been killed in recent years. Though Honduras was considered quiet in past decades compared to its neighbors with their civil conflicts (El Salvador, Guatemala, and Nicaragua) in the late twentieth century, one wonders if this is going to change in the future—and there may be bottom-up resistance coming.

In November 2021, Xiomara Castro won the presidential election in a landslide victory, making her Honduras’ first woman president. Castro was a leader in the resistance movement against the 2009 coup that ousted her husband, Manuel Zelaya. She is a member of the Liberty and Refoundation Party (“Libre”), a left-wing party founded in 2011 by the National Popular Resistance Front, a coalition of leftist organizations that protested the 2009 coup. Castro has stated that she plans to promote democratic socialism during her time as president. She took office in January 2022, and many are hopeful that this will be the beginning of greater inclusion for the country.



Recommended Reading

Alvarado, Elvia. Don’t Be Afraid, Gringo: A Honduran Woman Speaks from the Heart: The Story of Elvia Alvarado. New York City: Harper Perennial, 1989.

Amaya Amador, Ramón. Prisión Verde. Tegucigalpa: Editorial Universitaria, 1990 [1950].

Brondo, Keri Vacanti. Land Grab Green Neoliberalism, Gender, and Garifuna Resistance in Honduras. Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2013.

Coleman, Kevin. A Camera in the Garden of Eden: The Self-Forging of a Banana Republic. Austin: University of Texas Press, 2016.

Frank, Dana. The Long Honduran Night: Resistance, Terror, and the United States in the Aftermath of the Coup. Chicago: Haymarket Books, 2018.

Loperena, Christopher. The Ends of Paradise: Race, Extraction, and the Struggle for Black Life in Honduras. Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press, 2022.

Martínez, Óscar. A History of Violence: Living and Dying in Central America. Brooklyn: Verso, 2016.

Morris, James. Honduras: Caudillo Politics and Military Rulers. Boulder: Westview Press, 1984.

Nazario, Sonia. Enrique’s Journey: The Story of a Boy’s Dangerous Odyssey to Reunite with His Mother. New York: Random House, 2007.

Pine, Adrienne. Working Hard, Drinking Hard: On Violence and Survival in Honduras. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008.

Portillo Villeda, Suyapa. Roots of Resistance: A Story of Gender, Race, and Labor on the North Coast of Honduras. Austin: University of Texas Press, 2021.

Rowlands, Jo. Questioning Empowerment: Working with Women in Honduras. Oxford: Oxfam, 1997.

Soluri, John. Banana Cultures. Austin: University of Texas Press, 2009.










[image: Map showing the country of Costa Rica, bordered by Nicaragua to the north, the Pacific Ocean to the west and south, Panama to the south and east, and the Caribbean Sea to the east. Lines indicate the borders of regions within the country, and pointers and labels indicate the locations of cities and geographical features.]
Esri, CGAIR, USGS, CONANP, Esri, HERE, Garmin, FAO, NOAA, USGS

 



CHAPTER SIX

A Brief History of Nicaragua



INTRODUCTION

Nicaragua is a fiery country of volcanoes, poets, and revolutionaries. In many ways it has been and remains divided ideologically—between Liberals and Conservatives in the 1800s, and today between the Sandinista government led by president Daniel Ortega and government critics—and geographically—between the Pacific coast and the Caribbean coast. These divisions have historical roots, among them the fact that Nicaragua was colonized by the Spanish on the Pacific side and the British on the Caribbean coast. Nicaragua, maybe more than any other Central American country, has had a contentious relationship with the United States going back centuries. There is a long history of U.S. military intervention and economic investment in Nicaragua.

Interestingly, until April 2018 when widespread protests against the government began, Nicaragua was considered the safest country in Central America with the lowest homicide rate in the region. Nicaragua was even safer than Costa Rica and Panama. However, demonstrators, including students and other activists, have been protesting President Ortega’s strong-arm politics and demanding respect for rule of law and human rights for a couple of years now due to corruption, lack of transparency, and increased repression of protests by the police and pro-government paramilitaries. Government repression has created a new wave of outbound migration as many Nicaraguans flee the country, most of them departing for neighboring Costa Rica. Nicaragua remains the second poorest in the Americas after Haiti. It may still be safer than its neighbors to the north, Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador. The Nicaragua of today—with its challenges and opportunities—is deeply informed by its history of colonization, its charged relationship with the United States, and political tensions between different Nicaraguan sectors about the best way to lead the country.



TIMELINE OF KEY EVENTS:

1502: Christopher Columbus arrives in Nicaragua

1523–24: Conquered by Spanish conquistador, Francisco Hernández de Córdoba

1538: Viceroyalty of New Spain established

1570: Southern section of New Spain claimed as part of Captaincy General of Guatemala

1610: Mt. Momotombo erupts, destroying the capital of León

1762: Battle of the Río San Juan, during the Seven Years’ War

1821: Nicaragua gains independence from Spain, annexed into Mexican empire

1823: Becomes part of the United Provinces of Central America

1840: Gains full independence

1856: U.S. mercenary William Walker declares himself president of Nicaragua

1893: General José Santos Zelaya leads a revolt and takes leadership of the country

1909: U.S. deposes Zelaya

1927–33: Augusto César Sandino leads guerrilla warfare against U.S. presence

1934: Sandino assassinated on orders of General Anastasio Somoza García

1937: General Somoza elected president

1956: General Somoza assassinated, succeeded by his son Luis Somoza Debayle

1961: FSLN (Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional or Sandinista National Liberation Front) founded

1967: Luis Somoza dies, succeeded by his brother Anastasio Somoza

1972: Earthquake destroys much of the Nicaraguan capital, Managua

1979: FSLN ousts Somoza on July 19

1980: Somoza assassinated; FSLN government led by Daniel Ortega nationalizes much of the country’s services and infrastructure

1982: The Contras, a U.S.-backed reactionary group, begin attacks against the Sandinistas from Honduras

1984: Daniel Ortega elected president; U.S. condemned by World Court for mining Nicaraguan harbors

1987–88: Talks held with the Contras; peace agreement signed

1990: Violeta Chamorro of the U.S.-backed National Opposition Union defeats FSLN in elections and becomes president

2000: FSLN wins Managua municipal elections

2004: World Bank eliminates 80 percent of the country’s debt to that organization

2005: Congress approves CAFTA (Central American Free Trade Agreement), which went into effect in April 2006

2006: Ex-president Daniel Ortega re-elected

2009: Ortega changes constitution to allow himself another term in office

2011: Ortega re-elected

2016: Ortega re-elected with Rosario Murillo, his spouse, as vice president

April 2018: widespread protests against the government ignited by a lack of government response to a forest fire in a national park and proposed changes to the social security system.

November 2021: Ortega re-elected with Rosario Murillo, his spouse, as vice-president, and repression of opposition continues.



A HISTORY OF NICARAGUA


Pre-Columbian Era

The evidence is convincing. By 1492 Indian activity throughout the Americas had modified forest extent and composition, created an expanded grasslands, and rearranged microrelief via countless artificial earthworks. Agricultural fields were common, as were houses and towns and roads and trails.1

According to the archaeological record, Nicaragua has been inhabited since 12,000 BCE. In pre-Columbian times, Nicaragua was home to many Indigenous groups that lived on the Pacific coast and Caribbean coast, many of whom had migrated from different parts of North and South America to Central America. By the late 1400s CE, several different Indigenous peoples related to the Aztec and the Maya lived in the country.

Before the arrival of the Spanish conquistadors, present-day Nicaragua was well-established as an agrarian society: the soil—enriched by the presence of Nicaragua’s many volcanoes—supported a variety of crops, such as corn, peppers, cacao, and beans. Arable land was shared among the people that lived there. These communities came together to work the land, and to trade and distribute food in their marketplaces. At the time of the Spanish conquest in the early sixteenth century, Nicaragua was inhabited by five hundred thousand to one million Indigenous people, who occupied different parts of the country, including the Caribbean coast. On the Pacific coast, communities dedicated themselves to agricultural production, and there were a number of towns. On the Caribbean coast, there was less agricultural expansion, and coastal communities occupied temporary settlements based on the seasons.



Colonization and Spanish Rule

With the exception of a short period in the eighteenth century, the Indian population has declined continuously since the sixteenth century, with the greatest losses being sustained during the first few decades of Spanish rule.2

At the turn of the sixteenth century during his third exploration of the Americas, Christopher Columbus landed on Nicaragua’s Caribbean coast. It wasn’t until 1522 that the Spanish began an exploration of the country in earnest, led by Gil González de Ávila; in the subsequent year, a force of Spanish conquistadors and soldiers arrived, dividing Nicaragua’s fertile land into estates on the Pacific lowlands and highlands.3 The conquistadors’ focus was gold, and once they began the process of colonization in the sixteenth century, they forced many Indigenous Nicaraguans to shift from agricultural cultivation to gold mining. By the seventeenth century, much of Nicaragua’s rural land was being used for cattle farming, exporting goods like beef and hides; aside from this, the colonial economy was supported by the cultivation of several cash crops, particularly cacao and indigo.4

The Spanish, under the leadership of Francisco Hernández de Córdoba, founded the cities of León and Granada in 1524, which remain two of the oldest colonial cities in the Americas. These two cities alternated serving as the capital of Nicaragua until 1852 when Managua—situated in between the two other cities—was officially declared the permanent capital. A series of battles between several Spanish conquistadores who wanted recognition for claiming Nicaragua’s territory followed five years after the founding of Granada and León. This became known as “The War of the Captains,” and concluded when some were executed; one victor was Pedro Arias Dávila, who previously had control over the Panamanian territory but gave that up to move his base to León. In 1538, during the establishment of viceroyalties throughout Mexico, Central and South America, the Viceroyalty of New Spain was created, including México and all of Central America, less Panama. There were various grabs at power and control over the country’s main cities of Granada and León throughout the following centuries.

The British were active on the Caribbean coast of Nicaragua from the early nineteenth century as pirates and colonizers. This had a profound effect on the identity of the Nicaraguan Caribbean coast, and as a result many coastal inhabitants identify more with the British (as they speak English, for example) than with the Nicaraguan Pacific-side government.



Independence

Indeed, the Nicaraguan nation of today largely inherits its lack of equilibrium from the confusing days of the separation from Spain and Mexico . . . [including] [t]he latent rivalry of colonial days between the creole city of Granada and the provincial capital, Leon.5

In 1821, Nicaragua was annexed into the First Mexican Empire, which lasted for two short years. It collapsed due to lack of support, and in 1823 Nicaragua became part of the United Provinces of Central America, a republic that included all present-day Central American countries except for Belize and Panama. In 1840, Nicaragua became its own, fully independent state. By this time, the multiple factions in the Nicaraguan body politic had splintered even further. Similar to the tensions between strong-arm conquistador leaders and their control over territory during colonial rule, the mestizo leaders of cities and towns often entered into conflict with each other. León and Granada mobilized armed groups to defend their economic interests, ideological positions, and political goals. “In Nicaragua, liberal León was primarily involved in exporting animal products such as leather and tallow and soon became the center for free-trading liberalism. The conservative elite in Granada, however, had made their fortunes under the old protectionist system and resisted change.”6 Practically stateless during its first forty years of statehood, Nicaragua degenerated into little more than constant civil war.7 The incapacity to establish intra-regional national identity and a functioning state mainly related to how “Nicaraguans became entangled in logics of mutual distrust and disbelief in themselves which reinforced time and again vicious cycles of internal divisiveness, civil war, and mutual annihilation.”8 In the scramble for political and economic control during this tumultuous period, conservative and liberal elites deployed various means and tactics to consolidate power across the country.

The cattle-farming and cash crop industries dominated Nicaragua’s economy until the introduction of coffee in the mid-nineteenth century. Many other Central American countries were experiencing a coffee boom by the 1870s, which was followed by the development of the coffee bourgeoisie who exercised political and economic control over their respective states.9 In Nicaragua, the area referred to as “the Uplands”—a southwest stretch of land from Managua-Granada to Jinotepe—became the primary base of commercial coffee plantations. These farms received support from the government via railroad construction and through legislation such as the Subsidy Laws of 1879 and 1889, which gave planters a subsidy of US$0.05 per tree planted.10 Through the end of the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth, Nicaragua’s economy rose and fell with the price of coffee.



Nicaragua’s Caribbean Coast and Foreign Relations with England and the United States

Bluefields is the most important town in Central America as far as American interests are concerned.11

English pirates first established a presence on the Caribbean coast of Nicaragua in the seventeenth century. By the end of the century, piracy waned as “Britain and France finally joined with Spain to bring the lawless practice to an end,” but the British presence on the Caribbean coast continued, and they extended their control over the Mosquitia, as the Caribbean coast was called.12 The Caribbean coast of Nicaragua is the most geographically isolated part of the country as well as the poorest; yet, it has immense natural resources. The Caribbean coast is also home to at least six different ethnic groups including Afro-descendant Creoles, Afro-Indigenous Garifuna, and Miskitu, Mayagna, and Rama Indigenous groups along with mestizos from the Pacific coast. The Afro-descendant Creoles were the progeny of the British and Afro-descendant people who had made their way to Nicaragua. “Creole culture formed within the tiny British-dominated slave society of the Mosquito Coast in the eighteenth century, nearly 150 years before the emergence of the now-dominant Nicaraguan national culture.”13 Arriving to the Caribbean coast in the late nineteenth century from Honduras, the Garifuna are an Afro-Indigenous people originally from the Caribbean. The first Garifuna families came to the Pearl Lagoon basin, north of Bluefields, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The social hierarchy of Nicaragua’s Caribbean coast has evolved over the centuries, and its unique history emerges through Miskitu Indigenous leadership and the power struggle for control between British and Spanish colonial interests.14 “Between 1687 and 1860 the Miskito Kingdom became a British ‘protectorate.’”15 The British relinquished their claims to this part of Nicaragua under the 1787 Treaty of Versailles.

The India rubber boom of the 1860s led to increased U.S. trading settlements on the Caribbean coast of Nicaragua in Bluefields, Pearl Lagoon, and other coastal towns. By the 1870s, the United States had replaced Great Britain in social and economic influence along the Caribbean coast of Nicaragua. U.S. companies expanded their reach by beginning to cultivate and export bananas from Bluefields. By 1894, these companies controlled 90 percent of production and had capital investments in coconuts, bananas, rubber, gold mining, transportation, and commercial enterprise, totaling somewhere between at least $2 and $10 million.16 The Caribbean coastal city of Bluefields then became an economic hub and underwent a population boom.

The English exercised their control over the coast through the Miskitu kings until 1894 when the Nicaraguan state “reincorporated” the Mosquitia—or the Caribbean region of Nicaragua—under Nicaraguan President José Santos Zelaya as part of a negotiated settlement with the British. Afro-descendant Creoles initiated “the Overthrow,” during which Nicaragua’s military occupied Bluefields and the Creoles gathered 1,750 signatures to petition England for the resumption of the English Protectorate over Mosquitia, claiming: “We will be in the hands of a Government and people who have not the slightest interest, sympathy, or good feeling for the inhabitants of the Mosquito Reservation; and as our manners, customs, religion, laws, and language are not in accord, there can never be a unity.”17 Once the Nicaraguan army occupied Bluefields, riots occurred until the British military occupied the region. In July, armed Creoles began retaking the region, but the U.S. military quickly intervened to protect business interests.18 They continued to grow their ago-export businesses on the Caribbean coast to the extent that in 1905, a U.S. consular agent commented on the importance of Bluefields for U.S. interests, a statement that exemplifies the justifications used for continual U.S. occupation, investment, and intervention in Nicaragua.19



The Continuation of Nicaragua’s Contested Relationship with the United States

Crucial to any understanding of the country . . . is Nicaragua’s long, troubled relationship with the United States, which began in earnest with the 1848 gold rush and simultaneous Manifest Destiny-driven U.S. westward expansion, dramatically accentuated by an entrepreneurial trans-isthmian canal plan.20

Throughout the nineteenth century, the United States saw Central America as a potential answer to quicker maritime transportation by constructing a canal that cut through the isthmus. The question became whether to place this canal in Panama or Nicaragua. The Nicaraguan route came to the forefront of U.S. minds during the mid-century gold rush, when it was shown to be an ideal journey to the western coast of the United States compared to traveling around South America or through Panama. This rush westward caught the notice of British capitalists as well as the United States, and eventually a treaty “binding both nations to neutrality and joint control over any canal built in Central America or Panama” was drawn up in 1851.21 By 1852, the United States had a plan underway to build a canal through Nicaragua.

Meanwhile, conflicts between the Liberals and Conservatives continued in Nicaragua. There were vicious rivalries between the economic and political elites of León and Granada, who were liberal and conservative respectively, which at times degenerated into civil war during the mid-nineteenth century. William Walker, a U.S. mercenary, took advantage of these conflicts to insert himself in Nicaraguan politics. The Liberals were searching for support abroad and signed a military contract with Walker to gain U.S. support. On May 4, 1855, Walker joined the Liberal forces with 56 volunteers. Once Walker’s side won the war, he quickly usurped power and declared himself president of Nicaragua from 1855 to 1857.22

Walker wanted to continue expanding his power throughout Central America, which concerned Nicaragua’s neighboring Central American countries and motivated them to band together against him. However, who truly challenged Walker’s presidency was Cornelius Vanderbilt, owner of the Accessory Transit, a company created during the 1850s gold rush that transported prospectors in the United States from the east coast to the west coast. When Walker declared himself president, he promptly revoked the Accessory Transit’s contract to use trade routes in Nicaragua and gave the rights to Vanderbilt’s competitor, Morgan and Garrison. Vanderbilt was outraged and demanded that the U.S. government intervene.23 However, the U.S. government ignored Vanderbilt’s request and Vanderbilt initiated his “independent foreign policy,” which consisted of hiring secret agents abroad and negotiating and conspiring with other nearby countries.24 Costa Rica’s President Juan Mora referred to Walker as “this revolutionary spirit that has been the greatest of our enemies.” In total, one thousand soldiers from Costa Rica, Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador joined together as the Allied forces in order to fight Walker’s one thousand five hundred troops in the National War. Since the U.S. government allowed Vanderbilt’s rival company, Morgan and Garrison, to send ships down to Nicaragua, Vanderbilt worried they carried supplies for Walker’s forces. Therefore, Vanderbilt provided the Allied army with arms and funds. The National War ended on May 1, 1857, with William Walker’s surrender and return to the United States. Walker returned to Central America in 1857, 1859, and 1860. However, in 1860 Walker was captured by the British Navy and was turned over to the local Honduran authorities, who executed him.25

In 1893, Liberal José Santos Zelaya of Managua led a revolt and ultimately established himself as president of the country. Zelaya’s rule was characterized by reforms, such as better railroad and education systems. Still, he controlled the government in an authoritative fashion, regardless of his liberal stances on modernization.



Nicaraguans begin to fight back against U.S. policies and the Somoza Regime

Sandino declared that peace could be achieved only by the withdrawal of the marines, the ‘replacement’ of Díaz by any neutral candidate except Moncada, and the supervision of the coming presidential election by the representatives of the Latin-American republics.26

Born in 1895, Augusto César Sandino would become the face of Nicaraguan resistance against U.S. imperialism and national dictatorship. In 1921, at the age of twenty-six, Sandino left Nicaragua and became sensitized to the effects of U.S. involvement in Central America and was inspired to work towards the total expulsion of U.S. forces. During Sandino’s time outside of Nicaragua, the country experienced a complicated election between Dr. Juan Bautista Sacasa and General Emiliano Chamorro; the latter lost, although a coup later put Chamorro in place, but the U.S. government (which backed Sacasa) stated they would not recognize Chamorro’s administration and entreated him to resign. Once Chamorro resigned, the U.S. State Department put Adolfo Díaz in place as provisional president in 1912, who soon after was forced to rely on the U.S. Marines to combat a Liberal-led revolt. This resulted in over a decade of U.S. military presence in Nicaragua, eventually ending in 1925. Immediately following their departure, a violent conflict broke out between the Liberals and Conservatives known as the Constitutionalist War and became a civil war that lasted until 1927. A battalion of U.S. soldiers re-entered the country during this time, helping to create a new Nicaraguan national army called the Guardia Nacional (National Guard), whose purpose was to oversee the 1927 November presidential election. Scholars recognize that the creation of the National Guard was a combination of U.S. support and cooperation by the Nicaraguan state with long-term effects for the country.27


One of the most overlooked realities of modern Nicaraguan history is that in a little less than eight years—from the eruption of civil war in late 1926 to Sandino’s assassination in February 1934—the military arm of the national state, for the first time in history, successfully monopolized the country’s violence-making capacities in a single institution blanketing the whole of the national territory. This upward displacement of coercive power from local-regional caudillos to the central state . . . was made possible by two driving forces: the determination of the United States to see its state-building experiment succeed, and the process of war, mainly in the mountainous northern region of Las Segovias.28



Sandino, who had rejected the agreement between Nicaragua and the United States and had been organizing a rebellion, did end up pushing the U.S. soldiers out of Nicaragua by waging guerrilla warfare in 1933. However, his life came to an end at the hands of General Anastasio Somoza García and the National Guard in 1934; following this, Anastasio Somoza García took over the government in 1936, starting the rule of the Somoza family dynasty that would continue until 1979.



The Somoza Dynasty

During a familial succession unique in Latin America, backed by the gangster-like National Guard (Guardia Nacional), essentially a private army, plus dependable financial and military support from the U.S. government, the [Somoza] triad dominated Nicaragua from 1936 to 1979, monopolizing nearly every industry and natural resource in the country.29

The post-WWII world era saw Nicaragua’s economy diversifying in order to meet changing demands; cotton, for example, became the country’s second largest export, after coffee. In December 1960, the Central American Common Market (CACM) was formed, which helped stimulate Nicaragua’s economy with specialization in areas like processed foods and metal manufacturing. By 1970, however, the CACM collapsed in the wake of the 1969 Football War between El Salvador and Honduras, and by the end of the 1970s, Nicaragua had the highest level of foreign debt in Central America, due to major loans for reconstruction following natural disasters. The Somoza dynasty was firmly in control of Nicaragua’s economy during this period: they owned between 10 and 20 percent of the country’s arable land, and much of the food processing and transportation industries. The early twentieth century strong-arm leadership model deployed by Somoza can be described as “a masked and modernized form of caudillismo.”30 Anastasio Somoza García ruled until 1956, when he was assassinated and succeeded by his son, Luis Somoza Debayle. Luis Somoza’s dictatorship was much shorter compared to his father’s, lasting only until 1963 when he, too, died, thus passing the presidency to the final member of the Somoza dynasty, his younger brother Anastasio Somoza Debayle.

In 1961, the Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) was founded, a revolutionary group who sought to liberate Nicaragua from dictatorship and foreign (U.S.) control. The FSLN organized against the Somoza dynasty, with much of their efforts going toward ousting Anastasio Somoza, using guerrilla warfare tactics inspired by their organization’s namesake, Augusto César Sandino.

In 1970, Anastasio Somoza controlled the National Guard and showed his lack of willingness to negotiate with the opposition by killing five Sandinista leaders.31 Somoza developed a close relationship with U.S. President Richard Nixon. Somoza also allegedly gave Nixon one million dollars to fund his re-election campaign, delivered to the White House in Somoza’s mother’s handbag.32 With other Central American countries remaining unaligned throughout the Cold War, Somoza’s loyalty was a relief to the White House.33 In 1972, Nixon ended the Bryan-Chamorro Treaty at the behest of Somoza, an agreement signed between the United States and Nicaragua in 1914 that granted the United States rights to build a canal in exchange for $3 million. As American investment increased in Nicaragua, Somoza and leaders within the National Guard grew wealthier.34 This gave the Somoza regime more control over the country, and they expanded land-holdings, taking land from two hundred thousand peasants for personal gain.35

On December 23, 1972, a 6.3 magnitude earthquake shook Nicaragua; its epicenter was twenty miles northeast of the center of Managua. The earthquake caused widespread destruction and suffering for the population of Managua: 18,000 dead, 40,000 injured, 200,000 left homeless, and 70 percent of the city in ruins.36 The earthquake initiated a series of events which ultimately led to Somoza losing control over the country and the rise of the Sandinistas. President Nixon gave Nicaragua $32 million for reconstruction. However, the Nicaraguan Treasury received $16 million, and the other $16 million went to funding for the National Guard, which then profited from selling relief supplies.37 The lack of disaster relief caused civil unrest and Somoza’s grip began to loosen. The U.S. noticed and promptly sent six hundred soldiers from the canal zone in Panama in order to support Somoza.38

In 1977, Nicaraguan Archbishop Miguel Obando y Bravo sent a letter to U.S. President Jimmy Carter condemning the National Guard.39 A small group on Capitol Hill wanted to end aid to Nicaragua; however, Nicaraguan lobbyists blocked the movement and delayed any action. Regardless, this could not prevent the suffering of Nicaraguans as the rebellion began to spread. In 1977, the United States sent $2.5 million dollars in arms for the National Guard. Somoza began bragging about his connections in Washington, D.C., which highlighted the discrepancy between Carter’s commitment to human rights while simultaneously allowing Somoza to remain in power and keep the FSLN at bay.40

In 1979, Carter stated the United States would not support Somoza, to which Somoza replied, “Come and remove me physically.” Carter reacted by cutting off any form of military and economic aid. Since the United States was no longer providing aid, Israel and Argentina sold Somoza arms, which led to increased debt for Nicaragua. Somoza asked the International Monetary Fund for a loan and the United States acquiesced to Somoza’s request for a $66 million loan.41 The trajectory changed in 1979 when ABC newsman, Bill Stewart, was dragged out of his car and killed by Somoza’s National Guard. The footage was released in the United States and U.S. viewers were horrified by the violence inflicted on Stewart and Nicaragua in general. In 1979, a general strike was organized by the FSLN which successfully ousted Somoza and allowed them to take control of the Nicaraguan government on July 19, 1979. Somoza fled to Paraguay and was eventually assassinated by FSLN supporters in 1980.



Sandino Reincarnated: The Sandinista Revolution

[T]he [Sandinista] government has introduced policies that are aimed at increasing the supply of goods to the countryside, the wages paid to rural workers, and the prices paid to rural producers for their crops.42

The reclamation and re-creation of Nicaragua as a modern state from the ashes of the Somoza dynasty would prove difficult. The state under the revolutionary forces was to be based on “the support and participation of the general population”;43 this would demand constant effort to keep the U.S. government out of domestic affairs in order to focus on unification of Nicaragua’s various ethnic groups. To achieve this, a balance needed to be struck between having an effective federal authority while maintaining the autonomy of different regions, particularly, the Caribbean coast. It also meant empowering sectors of the population who may have been marginalized in the past, such as women. “The Sandinista state represented itself as the agent of transformation and justice that would resolve existing contradictions of class, nation, and gender, and thus deliver the New Man and New Woman. However, in hinging the success of the revolution on the figure of the New Man, the state unleashed political-economic and cultural processes that (re) produced those very contradictions at every turn.”44 This critique is not just applicable to women but also to Indigenous people and Afro-descendant communities on the Caribbean coast. Promoting inclusion and granting rights was challenging for the Sandinistas for multiple reasons: first, they were fighting a proxy war with the United States through its support to counter-revolutionary forces based in Honduras and fighting in Nicaragua, and second, global ideologies about the New Man (or multicultural commitments to inclusion of ethnic minorities) conflicted with local patriarchal practices and the income-generating potential of natural resources, respectively.

The birth of a middle class also arose during this time of reformation, particularly due to governmental agrarian reform. It was the goal of the Sandinista government to dismantle the agro-export economy that they had inherited from Somoza. “The first measures had the objective of eradicating the big landholders, primarily on the Pacific coast, and nationalizing the means of production, and with that, reorganizing economic activities through cooperatives.”45 Policies geared toward improving conditions for workers in the countryside—such as increased wages and higher prices paid for crops—had the added benefit of discouraging rural migration into cities and closing the gap of inequality between rural and urban populations.46 When the Sandinistas (FSLN) took over the government, the goal was to shift the economy’s focus from private to public ownership. However, the Sandinistas continued to operate Nicaragua with a mixed economy; much of their post-Revolution efforts went to the reconstruction of the country and its infrastructure, which helped to slowly increase GDP. It proved difficult to mend what had been so horrifically broken during the Somoza dynasty. Still, Sandinista policies such as public provision of education and healthcare created a “social wage” that supplemented real cash flow and subsequently supported the average citizen.47 During the first ten years of Sandinista government, they were also fighting a war against the counter-revolutionary forces.

The Sandinistas won almost 70 percent of the national vote in general elections in 1984, beating out the U.S.-backed Arturo Cruz. By this point, the Reagan Administration had already been supporting a reactionary group of ex-National Guard members based out of Honduras known as the Counter-Revolution or Contras, both financially and by supplying them with weapons, in order to overthrow the Sandinistas and reinstate U.S. control. This move was reported to the U.S. public as being in the best interest of the “spread of democracy,” as the FSLN government maintained a socialist ideology, with ties to the USSR and Cuba. Thus, the conflict in Nicaragua was considered an “active front” in the Cold War against the spread of communism. Eventually, the Sandinistas and the Contras established a ceasefire in 1988, and the ex-Contras were allowed to reintegrate into Nicaraguan society.

Over the course of the conflict between the U.S.-supported Contras and the Sandinista Army, the Contras killed 8,000 civilians and 910 state officials.48 Total U.S. aid approved from 1982 to 1990 amounted to $322 million for the Contras, $124 million in military assistance, and $124 for nonmilitary purposes.49 “The costs of the eight-year Contra War on Nicaraguans were substantial: approximately 30,000 Nicaraguans killed, thousands more maimed and wounded, 350,000 internally displaced, and $9 billion in direct damages. ‘By any measure,’ writes Lynn Horton, ‘Nicaragua’s armed conflict of the 1980s took a devastating human and economic toll.”’50 During the Sandinista Revolution (1977–79), Nicaragua experienced a sharp decrease in foreign investment and a dramatic shift in expenditures from private sector endeavors to the military budget. It is estimated that the GDP dropped 25 percent in 1979, due to loss of life and infrastructure during the Revolution.

By the end of the Sandinista government era in 1990, Nicaraguan mothers began to organize against the government because they were tired of losing so many of their children to the war. And feminists became even more active in the next era using a critical analysis of the revolutionary period: “The experiences lived by Nicaraguan feminists during the revolutionary decade (1979–1989) contributed to the recognition—although it was not fully conscious in its time—of how gender and class intersect and condition the lives of women, as an expression of the articulation of two systems of domination—the capitalist system and the patriarchal system.”51



Sandinistas Hand Over Power

Nicaragua has had one of Latin America’s most violent political traditions, lengthy periods of dictatorial rule, and prior to 1990 had never experienced a peaceful interparty transfer of power following a free election.52

In 1990, the FSLN lost to the UNO (Unión Nacional Opositora or National Opposition Union), and Violeta Chamorro, the U.S.-backed candidate, became the president. One of her major contributions was to broker peace with the Contras. She also created a social pact with the FSLN in order to maintain a healthy relationship: the Concertación accords of 1991, which sought to avoid “political gridlock” among the traditional elites (such as the Lacayos, Chamorros, and Pellas families, who founded the Banco de América in the 1950s) and Sandinistas in the face of re-privatization.53 In addition, she added several ex-Contras to her cabinet, along with retaining General Humberto Ortega from the previous administration, as a reflection of involving both sides in Nicaragua’s political future. During the Chamorro administration, the economy was adapted to the demands of International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank policies—downsizing the public sector and military, cutting spending on social programs, attracting foreign investment, encouraging exports, and other structural adjustment policies. Francisco Mayoraga, the Minister of Finance, created the “Plan of 100 Days,” also known as the “Mayoraga Plan,” which sought to cut the national deficit and lower inflation, and attempted to pull Nicaragua into a free market economy. However, it ultimately damaged both the public and private sectors, who together put on nationwide strikes against the plan.

After sixteen years of neoliberal presidents, former president Daniel Ortega returned to power in 2006. “After 16 years out of power, Daniel Ortega, the historic candidate of the party of the [Sandinista] revolution . . . was reelected president in November 2006.”54



Present Day

Having ignored the opposition’s abstention campaign, Ortega rules virtually unchallenged as his country continues its slide from competitive authoritarianism toward authoritarianism plain and simple. In the course of building his power since 2006, Ortega has raised numerous obstacles to any turn back toward democracy.55

In 2006, Daniel Ortega, revolutionary FSLN president and leader of the Sandinistas in the 1980s, won the presidential election again. As of 2022, he still remains in power as the Nicaraguan president and his wife, Rosario Murillo, is the vice president; the political rhetoric of the duo continues to focus on leftist ideals and populist promises to the poorer sectors of the country. However, for multiple reasons many Nicaraguans question the sincerity of his claims; one of these reasons is the land grabs associated with a failed plan to resurrect the Nicaraguan inter-oceanic canal:


The canal project’s concessionaire, a shadowy Chinese company known as HKND, was to receive sovereign control over canal infrastructure and property for fifty years, with an option to extend these privileges for another fifty. The Nicaraguan government gained broad authority to expropriate both private property and constitutionally protected indigenous communal property along the planned canal route between Punta Gorda on the Caribbean and Brito on the Pacific, but also exposed the assets of the country’s central bank to claims by HKND in the event of disputes.56



Ultimately, construction on the canal halted, but the proposal of this type of mega-development project without the necessary environmental viability studies raised the concerns of civil society organizations across the country and many scientists as well. This initiative has been accompanied by increased state control over all aspects of civil life, including the right to protest, the right to criticize the government publicly or online, and the right to academic integrity and university autonomy for students, professors, and university administrators.57

Beginning in April 2018, campesinos, students, and other civil society activists started protesting. “This expansion of the environmental agenda is possible, especially in this century, thanks to the advances of communications and the internet.”58 The MAN (Movimiento Ambientalista Nicaragüense or Environmental Movement of Nicaragua) brings together diverse organizations including NGOs, networks, scientists, and other leaders. Initially in early 2018, protests focused on the government’s poor handling of a forest fire in the Indio Maíz Biological Reserve. Then, protests escalated against a Sandinista proposal to reform the country’s social security system that would reduce benefits to pensioners by 5 percent as well as increasing what people would have to pay into the system. Even though the government rescinded the proposed law, protests and government repression continued. “In both these protests, and even more in subsequent events, university students became highly visible protagonists in the ranks of the opposition” and paid the price as police and paramilitary youth targeted them for repression.59

Universities were closed for six months as they were unable to open their doors because they couldn’t guarantee students’ safety given the repressive actions of the police and pro-government paramilitary forces. Tourism dropped drastically. As the Ortega regime assumed more dictatorial powers and rule of law weakened, civil society protests were harshly repressed. Politicized and/or minoritized groups such as women, Indigenous peoples, and Afro-descendant Creoles face higher levels of exclusion; and many Nicaraguans have left their country seeking asylum in Costa Rica.60 The repression has affected multiple groups that have been organized for decades, including students, campesinos in northern Nicaragua as well as Indigenous and Afro-descendant peoples on the Caribbean coast, and women. “On November 23, 2018, [Vice President] Murillo and other women government officials denounced the Nicaraguan feminist movement for sowing terror.… Police blocked feminists from marching in Managua and Matagalpa on November 25, the International Day for the Elimination of Violence Against Women, and the feminist leader Ana Quiros was arrested and deported the following day.”61 On the Caribbean coast where Indigenous communities and Afro-descendant groups had made progress in gaining legal ownership of their ancestral lands, which was incorporated in the 1987 constitution of Nicaragua, there is encroachment on Indigenous lands and many forms of violence are being deployed against these communities.62 These populations are being targeted by settlers, mining companies, and agro-export interests intent on taking over their land. Between 2011 and 2020, according to the Center for Justice and Human Rights of the Atlantic Coast of Nicaragua, at least 49 Miskito were killed, 49 were injured, 46 were kidnapped, 4 were disappeared, and 1,000 were forced to flee to Honduras. These crimes were carried out with the help of soldiers and paramilitaries known as “colonos” or settlers, people hired by the government or by landowners to dispossess the Indigenous people of their lands.63 “The suffering and violence faced by the communities is not just due to the government’s failure to implement the law . . . the government actually plays an active role in encouraging the colonization of the protected lands by outsiders.”64

By the end of 2018, the repression had sown so much fear that an eerie quiet fell over the country like a dense fog. During 2019, the environment of repression involved the “criminalization of demonstrators,” in which representatives of the Nicaraguan judicial system prosecuted protesters for exercising their civil rights of free speech and association, and incarcerated them, punishing them as traitors or “golpistas” for attempting to overthrow the government.65 Many youth activists have either been killed, jailed, or have fled (mainly to Costa Rica). Others have gone to study at universities in Central America and beyond, or remain hiding in safe houses across the country. Today, this is the “new” normal of Nicaragua: scaring people into silence or exile through the use of selective violence and sustained harassment of activists, including many of the college students involved in the April 2018 protests. Former Sandinista and internationally recognized Nicaraguan author, Sergio Ramirez, says, “All of this brings a certain feeling of déjà vu when it comes to the entire history of Nicaragua . . . the abuses of power and the way power gathers—and structures itself—always repeat themselves. It’s a kind of circular constant in Nicaragua’s history throughout the whole 20th century to the present day.”66

In 2021, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights reported the following statistics about the repression since the April 2018 uprising: “328 fatalities in the context of the crisis and 1,614 people who were deprived of liberty; in addition, more than 136 people remain deprived of liberty; 150 students expelled; more than 405 health professionals laid off; and more than 103,600 Nicaraguan exiles.”67 The exodus of people keeps increasing. “Driven by hunger and fear thousands of Nicaraguans have left. They changed countries because they lost hope in being able to change their own country.”68
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CHAPTER SEVEN

A Brief History of Costa Rica



INTRODUCTION

Costa Rica has consistently been ranked at the top of the Happy Planet Index since 2009, which measures life expectancy, ecological footprint, equality, and overall wellbeing. The Costa Rican motto is “pura vida,” meaning “pure/simple life,” an attitude that extends from individual households to governmental policy: the country abolished its military in 1949 and turned those funds toward education and health.

Compared with most other Central American countries, Costa Rica has had a history of relatively fair and democratic exchanges of political power, with only one major internal conflict occurring in 1948. However, Costa Rica also has a long history of discriminating against certain racial and ethnic groups in the country; for example discrimination towards the Black population, West Indian descendants who arrived in the nineteenth century to work in the banana plantations and on the Atlantic Railroad; the Indigenous population, of which there are eight major groups (Bruncas, Bribris, Cabécares, Chorotegas, Huétares, Malekus, Gnöbes, and Teribes); and the Chinese population, who also immigrated primarily for work. Costa Rica has also been the receiving country of Nicaraguans seeking employment in recent decades, as well as the destination of Nicaraguan refugees fleeing repression since 2018.



TIMELINE OF KEY EVENTS

1502: Christopher Columbus arrives, names territory Costa Rica meaning “Rich Coast”

1540: Costa Rica made part of Viceroyalty of New Spain

1821: Gains independence from Spain

1823: Becomes part of United Provinces of Central America

1838: Costa Rica leaves the United Provinces, gains full independence

1840: United Provinces disintegrate

1856: Filibuster War against William Walker, a U.S. American who attempted to rule Central America; Costa Rican troops defeat him

1874: U.S. businessman Minor Cooper Keith starts United Fruit Company

1917: Federico Tinoco ousts Alfredo González, begins 2-year dictatorship

1919: Tinoco is deposed

1921: Coto War with Panama

1948: 6-week civil war over election result dispute

1949: National Liberal Party co-founder José Figueres Ferrer elected president

2006: Public workers strike in protest over free trade deal with the U.S.

2010: First woman president, Laura Chinchilla, is elected

2010–15: Border conflicts between Costa Rica and Nicaragua over the mouth of the Rio San Juan and Isla Portillos. In 2015, the International Court of Justice confirms the sovereignty of Costa Rica over the islands.

2012: Costa Rica joins Open Government Partnership, a global initiative between governments and civil society organizations to promote transparency, participation, and good governance.

2018: Carlos Alvarado Quesada of the Citizens’ Action Party elected president



A HISTORY OF COSTA RICA


Pre-Columbian Era

Northwestern Costa Rica has been viewed as the frontier between Mesoamerican and South American spheres of cultural influence; it was dubbed the northern sector of a so-called Intermediate Area.… However, Costa Rica is better viewed as a ‘buffer zone,’ where cultural traits mingled and were exchanged and adapted.1

Archaeological evidence, such as discarded tools and fire pits, has shown that groups of hunter-gatherers arrived to the Turrialba Valley about 10,000 to 7,000 years BCE. The main Indigenous groups and cultural influences on the region were the Nahuatl to the northwest, the Chibcha in the center and south, and the Diquís, who flourished from 700 to 1530 CE. The Indigenous groups in this region were part of a cultural complex called the “Intermediate Area,” as it lies between the Mesoamerican and Andean cultural areas.

While it is believed that the first peoples in the region were mainly nomadic, following prey animal migration in order to hunt them; around 5,000 BCE agriculture began to emerge, and the nomads slowly became sedentary farmers. These first peoples harvested native tubers such as yucas and sweet potatoes as well as fished and hunted. Evidence of the village communities that were established have been found all across Costa Rica, from the Isla del Caño off the Pacific coast to the Coto Colorado River Basin. One of the most famous—and mysterious—archaeological finds in this area is over three hundred large stone spheres, found on the Disquís Delta to the south. Though there is no definitive answer to the significance of these stones, it is thought that they were lined up to create a path leading to chiefs’ houses.



Colonization and Spanish Rule

The reasons for Costa Rica’s democratic tradition are in part at least to be found in her earlier history. The Spanish conquerors, finding a country devoid of rich deposits of gold and silver and of a large Indian population which they might exploit, had no incentive to acquire large holdings of land. As a result, Costa Rica is essentially a country of small landowners and middle-class farmers.2

Christopher Columbus landed on the Costa Rican Caribbean coast during his fourth voyage in 1502. The first Spanish colony was established in 1524. The Costa Rican territory was part of the Captaincy General of Guatemala, a section of the larger Viceroyalty of New Spain. Unlike many of the other areas the Spanish had conquered, Costa Rica did not have ore deposits for mining; ironically, the country was named Costa Rica (“The Rich Coast”) because of initial reports about the Indigenous peoples wearing large quantities of gold jewelry. The territory did not have a large Indigenous population that the conquistadores could enslave because many of them succumbed to the disease and violence the Spanish brought, which meant that any settlers had to work their own land. This prevented the establishment of plantations, like had been built in most of Spain’s other colonies.

Overall, Costa Rica as a colony was poor and far away from the capital in Guatemala. Consequently, the territory was largely left alone during the early colonial era; the Spanish turned their focus to other parts of the Viceroyalty with resources they were interested in exploiting. Costa Rica’s relative isolation fostered a racially homogenous population in the region: “Costa Rica’s homogeneous social structure . . . was composed almost exclusively of Spanish descendants (creoles and mestizos).”3 Relative isolation also allowed Costa Rica the opportunity to implement a semblance of a rural democratic system thanks to not being oppressively managed by the Spanish Crown. Eventually, though, Spanish settlers discovered that Costa Rica’s hills had rich volcanic soil and this, paired with a mild climate, perhaps set the stage for the development of Costa Rica as a coffee-producing country.



Independence

Costa Rica did not inherit a latifundio system from colonial times, nor the semi-feudal social structure related to it. The Costa Rican peasant was free, usually very poor, and mainly engaged in subsistence farming. The military was not needed for mobilization of forced labor to enforce land expropriation [as in other Central American countries]. Coffee production became based on hired labor and purchases of additional land.4

Costa Rica gained independence from Spain in 1821, along with Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua.5 In 1823, these five states formed the Federal Republic of Central America, also called the United Provinces of Central America, under General Manuel José Arce of San Salvador. In 1838, Costa Rica left the United Provinces and gained full independence. In 1840, the United Provinces dissolved entirely.

Agriculture soon became the country’s main economic sector, with the coffee industry in particular experiencing rapid growth throughout the 1830s.6 In the beginning, harvesting coffee was based on family labor due to Costa Rica’s sparse population: these groups were minifundistas, peasants who worked small plots and farms. The scarcity of labor “impeded the appearance of the ‘servitude’ that abounded in the rest of Central America. Not a system of domination but a new structure was fortified in Costa Rica.”7 Soon, a coffee-based oligarchy came into existence, a “coffee aristocracy” that “searched for diverse ways to perfect political institutions and to expand its commercial economy.”8 Coffee was a “new commodity that generated significant profits (and) encouraged . . . growth of a new middle class of business leaders, lawyers and other professionals who eventually came to challenge the modernizing elite for power.”9

In 1856, William Walker, an American filibuster, landed in Nicaragua and declared himself president. He had the plan to extend his rule into Costa Rican territory and consequently engaged Costa Ricans in battle, later called the Filibuster War. Under Commander in Chief of the Army, President Juan Rafael Mora Porras, the Costa Rican troops forced the filibusters to fall back, pushing them into Rivas, Nicaragua, where Walker and the filibusters were eventually defeated. A drummer boy by the name of Juan Santamaría was turned into a national hero after he sacrificed his life by volunteering to burn down the tower William Walker’s filibusters were using as a shooting base.10

Justo Rufino Barrios of Guatemala attempted to reunite the United Provinces of Central America in 1885. At first, he had the support of Honduras, El Salvador, and his home country of Guatemala; later, El Salvador withdrew and allied with Mexico in order to overthrow Barrios. Costa Rica mobilized against Guatemala, but before they could get through Honduras to the Guatemalan front, El Salvador had already defeated them, and Central America remained separate sovereign states.11

The presidency of Tomás Guardia, from 1870 to 1882, “put an end to the incessant coups whereby, between 1840 and 1870, competing clans within the coffee oligarchy intermittently deposed one another to gain personalistic access to the spoils of state power.”12 Guardia imposed many liberal reforms such as abolishing the death penalty and encouraging citizens to attend secondary school. His main focus was on the construction of the Atlantic Railroad. In 1871, Guardia signed a contract with U.S. entrepreneur Henry Meiggs for the construction of the railway—Meiggs was the uncle of Minor Cooper Keith, one of the founders of the United Fruit Company, who would take over the project after Meiggs’ death in 1877. The Soto-Keith agreement, as it was called, “gave a vast amount of land to the railway builder and exempted his company from paying export taxes for a period of 99 years.”13 Keith also brought the banana industry in to Costa Rica, starting to export the crop in 1880.14 Bananas, along with coffee, quickly became the dominant agricultural exports for the country.

There are records of Chinese immigrants arriving in Costa Rica as early as 1635 to trade silk and other products.15 However, the majority of Chinese immigrants are recorded to have been brought in as laborers starting in 1847, with a large migration occurring in 1873 with the impending construction of the Atlantic Railroad.16 Many of these laborers were brought over from Panama, where they had been working on the trans-isthmus canal.

Like the Chinese, West Indians share a similar history of immigration in Costa Rica. They were brought in to work on the railroad in the 1870s, with as many as fifty thousand West Indians making the migration to the Limón province between 1870 and 1930.17 There are records, though, of Africans and Afro-descendants in the country from as early as 1827.18 Following the completion of the railroad in 1890, many of these laborers stayed in the country, forming a community on the Caribbean coast in Limón. While the Costa Rican population had ambivalent feelings about the growing number of West Indians in the country, the “Costa Rican government allowed West Indian immigration to continue because the Atlantic coast region [where the province of Limón is located] was considered too unhealthy for people of European descent.”19 West Indians also tended to be favored by companies such as the United Fruit Company due to their familiarity with harvesting fruit and their ability to speak English.

Both the Chinese and West Indians faced discrimination from the broader mestizo population, who felt threatened by the prospect of losing their jobs to the immigrants moving in. Costa Rican president Otilio Ulate, for example, spoke on “the problem of the predomination of workers from the coloured race which prejudices the creole worker.”20 In 1862, the Costa Rican Law of Immigration was passed that “specifically prohibited Chinese and African immigration.”21 Immigration continued despite this, and in 1897, a second law attempting to stop the migration of Chinese people to the country was passed, and then a third in 1906; the immigration bans did not succeed in stopping Chinese migration.22 Chinese migrants were also targeted for having a strong presence in the liquor industry: efforts were made to ban Chinese business owners from being able to sell liquor. Chinese merchants had to petition the Costa Rican government twice—in 1908 and in 1917—to stop this discrimination against their economic well-being.23



Twentieth Century

Costa Rica has been home to a stable democracy for about sixty years and has a well-educated, healthy, and relatively prosperous population. In 1950, gross domestic product (GDP) per capita in Nicaragua and Costa Rica were approximately $188 and $254 respectively (in 1950s currency) (Mitchell 1998). By 1998 gross national product (GNP) per capita had grown to $370 for Nicaragua and $2,770 for Costa Rica (Population Reference Bureau 2).24

In January 1917, Minister of War Federico Tinoco Granados staged a coup to usurp President Alfredo González. This was one of the few instances of violent upheaval in Costa Rica’s history. Tinoco ruled with a military dictatorship until 1919, when his brother, who had aided his coup, was assassinated. Shortly after that, Tinoco resigned and fled into exile. Juan Bautista Quirós succeeded him in office.

In 1921, war broke out between Costa Rica and neighboring country Panama: “The so-called Coto War between Panama and Costa Rica in 1921 was provoked by two competing banana companies that took advantage of a border dispute in order to obtain more favorable land concessions.”25 Colonel Héctor Zúñiga Mora of Costa Rica sent out an expedition to the south of the country, and founded a caserío—essentially, a small settlement surrounded by farmland—near the border with Panama, in Pueblo Nuevo de Coto. A two-month war broke out in response to this perceived encroachment on territory. “The conflict was settled after two months of intermittent fighting, by U.S. military intervention, on terms of Costa Rican sovereignty.”26

Rafael Ángel Calderón Guardia was elected president in 1940. He was notably focused on social issues such as poverty eradication, and aimed to enact reforms to the taxation system and expand housing for the poor. He established a minimum wage and protections for workers with the Work Code, implemented a national social security program, and instituted a healthcare program. He developed close ties with the Communist Party, which was created in 1932 and led by Manuel Mora. Succeeding Calderón Guardia was Teodoro Picado Michalski in 1944, who was backed by both Calderón Guardia, Manuel Mora, and the Archbishop of the Catholic Church.27 Although he received some backlash, with claims of election fraud coming to the forefront, Picado’s presidency was relatively calm, especially in comparison with his predecessor, who was often at odds with the Costa Rican coffee elite. The Picado administration did enact the Electoral Code of Laws in 1945, which ensures the democratic nature of elections in Costa Rica, and is still in place today.

In 1948, a forty-four-day civil war broke out in the country. Tensions regarding a contested presidential election led to the outbreak. Picado threw his support behind his predecessor and supporter, Calderón Guardia, who was running for a second term. Against him was Otilio Ulate of the National Union Party. The campaign season was tumultuous: “Assassination attempts were made on Calderón Guardia, on Picado and on Manuel Mora. There were strikes, riots and several deaths.”28 At last, when the election results came in, Ulate had won the race with a 54 percent majority. Immediately, the opposition—Picado’s National Republic Party—claimed that the results were falsified, and on those grounds the congress annulled the results. Shortly after this announcement, the war began in the name of rightfully instating Ulate as president. Combatting Ulate’s supporters was “a small regular army of maybe 1000 men, who were reinforced by 500 soldiers from Somoza-governed Nicaragua.”29 Nicaraguan dictator Anastasio Somoza had substantial interest in Costa Rica, and wanted to support Calderón Guardia by sending troops across the frontier.30 Anti-communist José Figueres Ferrer, who had been exiled to México in 1942, had been waiting for his opportunity to oppose Calderón Guardia and Picado. He joined the fight, leading an armed force, the National Liberation Army, against “a Government which had allowed the Communists to infiltrate the civil service, the army, and the police.”31 The war raged on, with Figueres defeating the government troops, until Picado insisted to Manuel Mora and Calderón Guardia that they all surrender, as they were running low on supplies and support. After just over a month of fighting and with more than two thousand casualties, the Costa Rican civil war came to an end. Immediately following the war, in 1949, the government dissolved the military and outlawed the Communist Party with the Ulate-Figueres Pact.32 In accordance with Figueres’ demands, Ulate was finally declared president.33 Figueres won the presidency under the new constitution in 1953, ushering in an age of working closely with the United Nations and the Organization of American States.34

Following the 1979 Sandinista Revolution, many migrants arrived to Costa Rica from Nicaragua. There were many reasons why Nicaraguans fled from their home country: some claimed ethnic persecution by the Sandinista government; some were displaced by the U.S.-backed guerrilla group, the Contras; some were afraid of being conscripted into the military; and still others left because of deteriorating economic conditions.35 By 1989, the official registered number of Nicaraguan refugees was thirty-four thousand, with unofficial estimates including another one to two hundred thousand.36 More than half of the Nicaraguan refugees were of the Miskito Indigenous group.37



Costa Rican Exceptionalism: Characteristics and Contradictions

When international guidebook Frommer’s (Greenspan 2007, p. 367) informs tourists that the country is ‘called the “Switzerland of Central America” . . . a sea of tranquility in a region that has been troubled by turmoil for centuries’ the ideology of exceptionalism and whiteness is metaphorically displayed to distinguish Costa Rica from its perceived inferior country neighbours and tourist competitors. The economic benefits received from tourism development, however, manifest along racial lines.38

“Exceptional” is a term that has often been used to describe Costa Rica, as it is seemingly singular among the Central American states given strong rule of law and good governance practices and extensive investments in education and health across the country. Costa Rica certainly appears to be exceptional, due to political choices such as demilitarization and emphasizing environmental protections, and statistics such as a 94 percent literacy rate. The nation has long cultivated an image of a “country of political virtues: peace, order, legality, harmony, prudence and neutrality in the face of the conflicts of its neighbors and a land of refuge for those fleeing from the discord that plagued their own countries.”39 However, Costa Rica’s “exceptionalism” is arguably propagated by a discourse that serves nationalist ideals, one created, according to scholar Benjamín N. Narváez, by elites in the nineteenth century in order to “mask social inequalities, minimise class conflict, and forge national unity.”40

Costa Rica’s mythos of exceptionalism extends beyond socio-political uniqueness—it also purports racial homogeneity, “la leyenda blanca” or the “white legend,” the narrative that to be Costa Rican is to be white in an inherent sense.41 This is another claim forged to elevate Costa Rica’s national identity above its regional siblings as whiteness is seen as desirable and good: “Actors in the tourism industry have sought to use whiteness and exceptionalism as ‘symbolic capital’ to separate the nation and give it status because of its perceived position closer to the global North in the ‘global hierarchy of nations.’”42 The story of Costa Rica as a “white, classless, peaceful democracy”43 also serves to attract international tourists to visit its national parks and coastal vacation spots. However, to achieve this image of a safe haven in the Central American region, it has been necessary to render invisible certain groups that exist within Costa Rica, namely the Indigenous and Black populations; “exclusion is built into the story of Costa Rican exceptionalism.”44

Despite having several distinct Indigenous groups, Costa Rica’s perpetuation of the exceptionalism myth has contributed to the marginalization of the country’s Indigenous people in the national narrative. Indigenous people were not even included in the National Census until 1950.45 It took until 1977 for the government to adopt legislation that officially recognized Indigenous peoples and their rights, per International Labor Organization Convention 107—though this was simply a recognition of their fundamental rights. It would take over a decade for the government to adopt legislation that would actually protect Indigenous peoples and their rights.46



Present Day

Costa Rica is a country with substantial advantages over its neighbors, the most apparent of which are its relatively stable government and economy. Over the past few decades the diversity of its flora and fauna and its inviting beaches have combined with the above factors to produce a thriving tourism sector, attracting visitors from around the world.47

Today, Costa Rica’s main economic sector is tourism: “Costa Rica received over one million tourists in 2000, over half of whom visited at least one protected area.”48 The tourism sector employed 12 percent of Costa Rica’s labor force by the late 1990s and had overtaken coffee and bananas as Costa Rica’s second-leading source of foreign exchange, after microchips.49 Costa Rica has become one of the leading countries in the region in efforts toward maintaining biodiversity, establishing protected areas on more than 25 percent of its territory.50

Like other countries in Central America, much of Costa Rica’s tourism is because of ecotourism. Ecotourism is defined as “traveling to an undisturbed and pristine natural environment with the object of studying, admiring and enjoying the scenery with its wild plants and animals.”51 The issue that arises with the commodification of nature is how it encourages, by necessity, the development of isolated places and natural areas to be accessible to tourists, often resulting in land loss and environmental destruction. Indigenous populations are typically the most affected by these changes, as they have fewer protections to prevent development of their land. In Costa Rica, land reserves for Indigenous populations were not established until 1976; today, there are twenty-four reserves for the eight distinct groups.52 Despite this, some Indigenous communities did not even officially receive the title to their land, making it all the easier for government and business land development interests to proceed undeterred.53 In 1998, a Biodiversity Law was passed with the intent to “implement conservation by recognizing the economic importance of biodiversity as balanced against impacts on the rights of rural communities.”54 “Rural communities” refers to both peasant farming communities and Indigenous populations. Although this legislation was a promising step, there are still intrusions on land inhabited by these impoverished and marginalized communities, including continued deforestation and projects that endanger the water supply.

In addition to a growing environmental movement, women’s organizations have been active for more than a century. The evolution of the women’s movement in Costa Rica can be understood in three stages: 1. 1890–1922 the process of redefining women’s roles outside of the domestic sphere; 2. 1923–52 the formation of several women’s organizations and the consolidation of the movement for suffrage; and 3. 1953–85 active participation in politics.55 During the first stage, Costa Rican women made gains such as the right to civil divorce, to manage family assets, and to exercise parental authority, as well as benefitting from the General Law of Common Education passed in 1886.56 The second stage saw the creation of the Feminist League, the Alliance of Costa Rican Women, and the Feminist Culture League, among others. The Feminist League was at the forefront of the feminist political struggle, with their work aimed at achieving women’s fundamental rights as full citizens.57 Women gained suffrage in 1954, segueing the Costa Rican feminist movement into its third stage, where women would begin to have more active and vocal participation in politics.

In 2012, Costa Rica joined the Open Government Partnership (OGP), which was launched in 2011. The OGP brings together countries committed to open government reforms in an effort to encourage improved government effectiveness and policy-making. Costa Rica is using its membership in the OGP to “restart a process halted for 23 years to create a consultation mechanism that will allow Indigenous groups to participate in all policy making decisions that affect them, and the results of the dialogue leading to an improvement in the delivery of public services.”58

In a parallel with the exodus following the 1979 Nicaraguan Revolution, there has been another recent increase in Nicaraguan migration, including asylum seekers fleeing a cross Costa Rica’s borders due to the repression of the Ortega administration. Since April 2018, thousands have crossed Nicaragua’s southern border into Costa Rica to escape Daniel Ortega’s violent police and paramilitary forces, who have been attacking and imprisoning protestors. In comparison to the mere fifty-eight asylum applications in 2017, more than twenty-four thousand Nicaraguans officially applied for protection in Costa Rica in 2018.59
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CHAPTER EIGHT

A Brief History of Panama



INTRODUCTION

Panama is located on the land bridge that connects North and South America, bordering Colombia and Costa Rica, and has both Caribbean and Pacific Ocean coasts. The majority of the population is mestizo of mixed Indigenous and European descent. Around 10 percent of the country is Afro-descendant. The country has eight main Indigenous groups that, together, constitute 12 percent of the population: Ngäbe, Guna, Emberá, Buglé, Wounaan, Naso Tjërdi, Bribri, and Bokota.

Panama’s economy is primarily oriented toward the financial service sector, commerce, and trade because of the Panama Canal, which itself contributes to much of Panama’s economic well-being. Over the past decade, Panama has had one of the fastest growing global economies; its annual growth has been 7.2 percent, which is more than double the average for the Central American region.1 With an annual GDP per capita of $13,645, Panama is the wealthiest Central American country.2



TIMELINE OF KEY EVENTS

1502: Spanish conquistador Rodrigo de Bastidas lands in Panama

1519: Panama becomes Spanish Viceroyalty of New Andalucia (later New Granada)

1821: Panama gains independence from Spain; joins confederacy of Gran Colombia with Colombia, Venezuela, Ecuador, Perú, and Bolivia

1830: Gran Colombia separates from confederacy; Panama becomes part of Colombia

1846: Panama signs treaty with U.S. to build railway across isthmus

1880s: France attempts and fails to build a canal across the isthmus

1903: Panama gains independence from Colombia; U.S. buys the right to build Panama Canal

1914: Panama Canal completed

1939: Panama ceases to be a U.S. protectorate

1968: Chief of National Guard General Omar Torrijos Herrera stages coup, imposes dictatorship

1981: Torrijos ousted

1983: Intelligence chief and U.S. CIA informant Manuel Noriega becomes head of Panama’s National Guard, renames it the Panama Defense Forces

1988: Noriega charged with drug smuggling by U.S.; Noriega declares state of emergency after a failed coup

1989: Noriega claimes election results invalid and declares war following threats from U.S.; U.S. invades Panama, ousts Noriega; Noriega replaced by Guillermo Endara

1991: Parliament approves constitutional reforms such as abolition of standing army and privatization

1992: U.S. court finds Noriega guilty of drug smuggling; Noriega sentenced to 40 years in U.S. prison

1999: Mireya Moscoso becomes Panama’s first female president; Panama assumes full control of the Canal

2000: Moscoso creates panel to investigates crimes committed during military governments 1968–89

2002: Moscoso creates commission to investigate corruption after civic protests against government corruption

2003: National strike over management of social security fund, more than 40 injured in clashes

2009: Ricardo Martinelli elected president

2011: Mining code reforms reversed after protests led by Indigenous groups and environmentalists

2012: Panama joins Open Government Partnership, a global initiative between governments and civil society organizations to promote transparency, participation, and good governance.

2014: Juan Carlos Varela elected president

2015: Panama Papers leaked—11.5 million documents detailing offshore account information

2018: Former president Ricardo Martinelli extradited from the U.S. to Panama amid accusations of corruption

2019: Laurenito “Nito” Cortizo of the Democratic Revolutionary Party elected president



A HISTORY OF PANAMA


Pre-Columbian Era

The pre-Columbian Indigenous societies of Parita Bay in the Central Region of Panama have been considered by many specialists in cultural evolution to be archetypes of ranked societies. In fact, early anthropological definitions of chiefdoms derive from these societies and from the discovery of the Sitio Conte cemetery in the 1930s.3

The region known today as Panama was settled by several Indigenous groups, including the Monagrilo, Cueva, Chibchan, and Chocoan. Unlike many other ancient cultures, the Indigenous people of Panama did not build large cities, though it does boast being home to some of the first pottery-making peoples in the Americas. Excavation of the Spanish settlement at Panama Viejo revealed “several complete urn burials, as well as a burial of a woman who was laid on a bed of skulls and surrounded by nine more skulls,” a find that predated the settlement by three hundred years and was evidence of pre-Columbian occupation one thousand five hundred years prior.4

Archaeological findings in the central region of the country have uncovered artifacts that speak to some of the social structures of these groups. For example, “social ranking was characterized by a strong focus on prestige goods display, elite sponsored feasting, and the burial of important individuals in deep-mound tombs at the central community.”5 Later reports from European conquistadores describe the use of trade routes throughout the region for inter-tribal exchanges, further evidenced by some of the burial objects that have been excavated: certain ceremonial figurines and jewelries suggest a trade relationship with metal-using cultures based in Colombia, and perhaps as far as Mexico.



Colonization, Spanish Rule, & Gran Colombia

Beginning in the sixteenth century, the Spanish used this route [the natural Panama Canal from the Atlantic to the Pacific] to supply Panama City and move gold and silver from the city to galleons in the Caribbean.6

Spanish conquistador Rodrigo de Bastidas landed on the Isthmus of Panama in 1501 during his voyage along the eastern coast of the Americas. The following year, Christopher Columbus, an Italian navigator funded by the Spanish crown, explored the region on his fourth voyage. By 1509, the Spanish were colonizing the region, with the first permanent settlement established in 1510. The isthmus was used by the Spanish for transporting trade goods from galleons in the Caribbean to Panama City, which lent itself to being a target for pirating and sacking. “In 1671, famed English privateer Captain Henry Morgan took the largest pirate fleet in history to sack [Panama City, the capital].”7 So devastating was Morgan’s attack that the Spanish rebuilt the capital city “on a more easily defensible rocky promontory eight kilometers down the coast from the original site,” where it still stands today.8

The Viceroyalty of New Andalucia, later renamed New Granada, was established in 1717, and included the Isthmus of Panama, as well as present-day Colombia, Ecuador, and Venezuela. The capital of New Granada was Santa Fe de Bogotá. Issues arose due to Bogotá’s distance and consequent inability to maintain a strong authority over the territory; challenges to Bogotá’s authority were made by the Viceroyalty of Perú, as well as by Panama. Tensions between Bogotá and Panama persisted until 1819, when Gran Colombia was established. Gran Colombia consisted of present-day Colombia, Venezuela, Ecuador, northern Peru, western Guyana, and northwest Brazil. Its first president was Venezuelan military leader Simón Bolívar. Panama gained independence from Spain in 1821, and was promptly annexed into Gran Colombia that same year.

Gran Colombia dissolved a mere ten years later in 1830. However, even following the collapse of Gran Colombia, Panama remained a department of the country of Colombia, together forming New Granada once again. In the mid-nineteenth century, New Granada and the United States struck a deal to construct the first transoceanic railway and give “U.S. citizens and cargo the right to free passage through the isthmus.”9 This railway was pivotal to the Gold Rush period in the United States, as it allowed quick transportation of gold from the west coast to the northeast. Construction began in 1850 and was completed by 1855.10 In 1882, the French-owned New Panama Canal Company attempted to construct their own canal across the isthmus. However, due to engineering challenges that could not surmount the environment’s geography, as well as many of the workers falling ill with disease and ultimately dying, the project was declared a failure by 1889.



Independence and the Panama Canal

Panama acquired its independence from Spain in 1821, beginning an ill-fated 80-year period of subordination to distant Bogota—first as part of Simon Bolivar’s Gran Colombia, then as a state of New Granada and, finally, as a restless appendage of the Republic of Colombia.11

Prior to Panamanian secession, the United States signed a treaty with Colombia, called the Hay-Herran Treaty, first proposed in 1901 and signed in 1903. The treaty “authorized the United States to cut a canal across the Isthmus of Panama, then a part of Colombia, and it granted the United States for the period of one hundred years, subject to renewal by the United States as long as it might desire to do so, a zone from ocean to ocean through which the canal should run.”12 However, the Colombian Senate rejected some of the language in the treaty, which eventually led to U.S. support for Panamanian rebellion and secession: “When Colombia balked at U.S. terms for a canal treaty, the United States first sent Marines to occupy the Panama Railroad, and then prevented the Colombian government from halting Panama’s secession.”13

Panama remained a department of Colombia until 1903, when it declared its independence and was officially separated from the South American nation. This separation was spurred by tensions between Colombia and the United States, as the United States had made bids for the territorial rights to Panama’s Canal Zone, which Colombia had refused. This led the United States “to circumvent the authority of the government of Colombia.… The United States encouraged and supported Panamanians to declare their independence in 1903, motivated by the hope of exercising direct influence” over the country, particularly the Canal Zone.14

The United States bought the assets from the failed French New Panama Canal Company to get the project initiated; they also purchased rights to the Canal Zone from the Panamanian government for $10 million.15 Over the course of its construction, over seventy-five thousand people worked on the Canal. Many of these were laborers from the West Indies while others were from European countries, particularly Italy and Spain. After just over a decade of construction, at a cost of approximately US$387 million, the Panama Canal officially opened in August 1914.16

In 1921, the United States and Colombia signed a treaty “to remove all the misunderstandings growing out of the political events in Panama in November 1903,” as well as to “define and regulate [the U.S. and Colombia’s] rights and interests in respect of the interoceanic canal.”17 The treaty additionally called for Colombia to recognize Panama as an independent nation and have its borders officially defined; this recognition would allow the United States and Colombia to be “in a position to meet as equals and to arrange their business upon a footing of equality, as is the case with other nations.”18



Twentieth Century

Panama’s history is very different from that of the stereotypical Central American polity lurching from one military coup to the next. From the time of its founding as an independent state in 1904 up until 1968, it was an imperfect but evolving democracy. Its first military coup in 1968 marred a record of civilian political control that was unique in its region.19

Although the U.S. and Panamanian governments had seemingly come to an understanding regarding the Canal, eventually Panama requested that negotiations be re-opened. In 1933, president Harmodio Arias travelled to the United States in order to discuss a new treaty in person. He was focused on mitigating the impact of the global economic depression by implementing a moratorium on the national debt and a reduction in civil service salaries, and by creating a savings bank. However, these were only stopgap solutions and didn’t fully address the issues caused by the depression, which the president was aware of: “Arias recognized that Panama’s economy was inextricably bound up with that of the Canal Zone. Only by [gaining control over] a greater share in the benefits of the canal could Panama solve her economic problems.”20 Arias originally proposed more participation and opportunity for Panamanian merchants in the Zone, and for U.S. subsidiary business activities related to the Panama Railroad—such as hotels in the area—to end.

Between 1933, when Arias visited the United States, and 1936, the United States and Panama drafted a mutually beneficial agreement. The Hull-Alfaro Treaty was signed in 1936 and included the following agreements: “1) to end the Panamanian protectorate; 2) to recognize Panama’s rights to a larger share of canal prosperity; 3) to increase the annuity from $250,000 to $436,000 dollars; 4) to recognize a joint commitment to canal defense; 5) to uphold the right of transit across the Zone for Panamanian citizens; and 6) to abrogate the treaty stipulation of intervention in Panama City and Colon.”21

In 1968, Dr. Arnulfo Arias Madrid was elected as president for the third time; he had been previously ousted by the Panamanian military two times before, and after only ten days in office, he was ousted once more. The chief of the National Guard, Colonel Omar Torrijos, with the help of Major Boris Martínez, led a coup that “nullified controversial election results that had eventually led to Arnulfo Arias being sworn in as president of Panama.”22 This coup received the support of the United States, given its issues with Arias—he had “been perceived in Washington as pro-Axis during WWII and as a controversial, populist political figure that seemed to generate political turmoil.” The United States thus believed that the new military regime of Torrijos would maintain political stability and a regime that would follow U.S. interests.23

Although Torrijos led a corrupt government, he was also known for his socialist programs that were beneficial to marginalized populations: “Under a military corporatism model he furthered political participation of traditionally disenfranchised groups, fostered economic development by the creation of agricultural settlements on ‘underutilized’ lands, and promoted hierarchical leadership entities and community settlements among the country’s Indigenous populations.”24 He also re-visited the Canal agreement with the United States, wanting to update it from its 1936 revision, and initiated talks in 1971. But, “[b]y the end of 1972 the talks had collapsed, both sides unwilling to accept what had been agreed to previously,” especially with Torrijos’ staunch nationalist position, with which the United States refused to agree.25 Then, in 1977, the first of the two Torrijos-Carter Treaties was signed, which allowed for the “gradual return of the canal and the Canal Zone to Panamanian sovereignty.”26 It also converted the fourteen U.S. military bases that were placed in the Canal Zone into places for civilian use.27 However, before any of this happened, “the Carter administration . . . [was] concerned about the fact that the U.S. government had negotiated a new treaty with a repressive military regime. Therefore, General Torrijos was persuaded to agree to a restoration of democracy once the treaties were signed, ratified, and implemented.”28 Torrijos died in a plane crash in 1981 that has been suspected to be planned rather than accidental, an assassination by some unknown party.



Noriega and the 1989 U.S. Invasion

The December invasion represented the culmination of over two and a half years of acute political crisis within Panama and 22 months of high-level U.S. efforts to remove General Noriega from power. In the process, Panama’s economy was devastated, long existing class and racial divisions in its society were exacerbated, and traditional norms of political behavior, which had made Panama a relatively non-violent nation by regional standards, were destroyed.29

Even after his death, Torrijos’ legacy of a military government persisted, with the Panama Defense Forces (PDF) continuing to control the political sphere behind the guise of civilian rule. In 1983, “General Manuel Noriega took control of Panama’s armed forces . . . after cunningly working his way through three other higher ranking officers.”30 Due to his high military ranking, Noriega became the de facto leader of the Panamanian government. Noriega was heavily involved with narco-trafficking: his rule has been called a “narco-military regime,” and he referred to himself as a “kingpin.”31 This made him particularly difficult to negotiate with due to his entanglement with the Medellin drug cartel based in Colombia: “The real threat to him is not the United States or the other countries that oppose him. It is not the indictments. It is the Medellin drug cartel. It was reported that in 1987, when Noriega was believed to be talking to the United States about his possible departure, a Colombian drug lord sent him a tiny coffin with his name engraved on it. There is no negotiating with Medellin. Noriega has no possible option but to cling desperately to power.”32 In May 1989, national elections were held, and Noriega ran against Guillermo Endara, the leader of the Democratic Alliance of Civic Opposition, a group that opposed Noriega. Unfortunately, the Noriega government annulled the election results when it was revealed Endara had won, claiming that there was U.S. interference and other forms of voter fraud.

Following this, the United States became intent on removing Noriega from power. Their attempts to achieve this were many and multileveled:


The U.S. government carried out a series of escalating actions against the Noriega regime, designed to pressure the general into stepping down from power. First, information was leaked to the press and to the U.S. Congress. Second, U.S. officials negotiated with Noriega for his exit from power, offering him safety and money. Next, the general was indicted, in hopes that playing hardball would encourage him to concede. Then, Washington once again attempted to broker a deal with Noriega. Once he refused, economic sanctions at ever-increasing magnitude were levied against the Noriega regime, in hopes that the Panamanian people would take to the streets and undermine the regime.33



They also attempted to stage a coup to oust Noriega, but that also proved to be futile.34 Finally, when all of these approaches failed to have any impact on Noriega, the United States decided that an actual military invasion was their only remaining option in order to stop Noriega. Thus, in December 1989, the Bush administration authorized an operation—dubbed Operation Just Cause—where U.S. forces would “apprehend the general, dissolve the PDF and put in power the pro-U.S. government that was elected in the May 1989 elections.”35 The U.S. troops achieved their mission, extracting Noriega within a week.

The estimated civilian death toll of this operation is six hundred fifty, with hundreds more wounded and displaced.36 The invasion financially gouged the country, with property losses due to damage and looting estimated at nearly $2 billion; these losses resulted in a 25 percent increase in unemployment.37 All of this cost combined with the $5.5 billion debt from Noriega’s rule devastated Panama’s economy. The country also had to contend with a restructuring of their police and military, given that at the time of the invasion, the military’s forces were upward of fourteen thousand. There was a desire to decrease the force’s numbers significantly for fear of the nation returning to the situation where it was “not a country with an army but an army with a country.”38

Since the invasion, Panama has been recovering politically and economically. Some view the 1989 intervention as somewhat positive: “Panamanians attribute their democratic era to the period post the U.S. invasion, with its independence confirmed by the U.S. departure on the final day of 1999,”39 with the signing and ratification of the second Torrijos-Carter Treaty, which officially gave over control of the Canal to Panama.



Social Movements

As in many other Latin American countries, Panamanian-style racism denies the very existence of racism. Instead, it characterizes Panamanian society as a perfect ‘melting pot’ of Spanish-speakers, in which white people, Indigenous people, and Black people of colonial origin merge without distinction into a single nation.… The notion of a racial melting pot . . . promotes racial mixing and ambiguity, and minimizes the presence of the Black population in the country.40

As is an unfortunately common theme throughout much of Central America, the Afro-descendant population in Panama faces discrimination. What discrimination already existed was amplified following the 1989 U.S. invasion and the subsequent adoption of neoliberal policies to further align Panama with U.S. interests—under Pérez Balladares, unemployment was at 13 percent, with the rates of poverty and extreme poverty at 38 percent and 20 percent respectively.41 Because Afro-Panamanians experience higher rates of unemployment and poverty compared to the national average, they suffered the brunt of such reforms. In response to this, in 1995, MODESCO (Movimiento de Desempleados de Colón or Colón Unemployed Movement) protested against these labor reforms, demanding the creation of temporary government jobs in an effort to alleviate some of the Colón province’s poverty. MODESCO was predominantly made up of Afro-Panamanian men and women, and although they did not organize specifically around racial issues, their lived experiences as Black Panamanians living on or below the poverty line certainly intersected. This mobilization of Panama’s Afro-descendant population has continued into the twenty-first century: at a meeting in Costa Rica in 2004, Panama’s delegates outlined a “Plan of Action for the Advocacy of Afro-Panamanians” which sought to achieve “authentic equality in the face of the law and society for Afro-descendant men and women, as well as getting state institutions to guarantee their social inclusion.”42 The following year, 2005, Black movement groups were successful in pressuring the Torrijos government to create a Special Commission for the Inclusion of the Black Ethnicity, which would eventually evolve into the National Council for the Black Ethnicity in 2007. The National Assembly also approved the right for Panamanians abroad to vote, which had been a goal of Panamanians in the diaspora for over thirty years.43

Another ethnic group that faces marginalization in Panama are Chinese Panamanians. Panama has the largest Chinese population in the Central American region but this group is still a considerable minority, estimated to be between one hundred fifty and two hundred thousand people, or about 4 percent of Panama’s total population. Chinese people began immigrating to Panama in the 1850s as contract laborers for the trans-Panama railroad. The 1980s saw a large increase in Chinese immigration following China’s post-Maoist reformations that eased travel restrictions. In July 1990, police raided the homes of Chinese immigrants in three cities, claiming they were suspected to be undocumented. The consequent outrage led to a mobilization of the Chinese community, with major organizational efforts coming from the Chinese Panamanian Association, which not only began a petition among ethnic Chinese to protest inhumane treatment of Chinese immigrants, but also directly petitioned President Guillermo Endara to formally investigate the raids.44 Many Chinese shopkeepers also organized their own nationwide strike, closing their shops and effectively denying many rural communities throughout the country access to their usual source of food and household items. The result was the formation of a Special Commission, which led to the re-documentation of Chinese immigrants who had had their rights stripped.

As in much of Central America, extractivism—the systemic identification and extraction of valuable natural resources on a mass scale for capital benefit—is a core issue to the environmental movement in Panama. Extractivist projects particularly impact Indigenous communities, which largely occupy land rich in mineral, petroleum, and lumber reserves.45 Between the mid-twentieth century and the early twenty-first century, six comarcas have been established, which are regions occupied by substantive Indigenous populations, demarcated and officially recognized by the government. Four of the comarcas are large enough to be functionally equivalent to provinces: Emberá-Wounaan, Guna Yala, Naso Tjër Di, and Ngäbe-Buglé. The remaining two—Kuna de Madugandí and Kuna de Wargandí—are subdivisions to the Panamá and Darién provinces, respectively. The Indigenous populations legally possess exclusive land rights within their comarcas, as well as significant administrative a utonomy. This grants the Indigenous people important legal standing to defend themselves against pressures from the Panamanian government. For example, in 2011 and 2012, hundreds of Indigenous Ngäbe protested reforms to Panama’s mining law that would allow foreign enterprises to invest in the country’s mines. The Cerro Colorado, one of the world’s largest copper deposits, is located on Ngäbe land. Ultimately, they were successful in convincing the government to reverse the reforms.46 However, despite this win, the government moved forward with a related project: the construction of a hydroelectric dam, the Barro Blanco, which was presumably intended to provide electricity for the Cerro Colorado mine. The Ngäbe protested this project, as well, by blocking the Pan-American highway. They were repressed by the National Border Service and consequently several Ngäbe were killed, as well as suffering the loss of religiously significant artifacts that existed in the river on their land, which were completely destroyed by the water from the dam.47 The movement for protection of Indigenous lands continues to be a fight, especially as the government persistently pushes for development of roads, mines, and other construction projects to appease and attract foreign investors.



Present Day

Economic growth rates in Panama for much of the last decade have been between 5–10 percent (World Bank, 2012) attracting tourism and investment. The country’s high growth rates, political stability, dollarized economy, and historically prominent use of the English language have attracted investment, particularly in the forms of infrastructure development, retiree recruitment, lifestyle migration, and tourism. International tourist arrivals almost tripled between 2000 and 2010 (ibid.) and tourism growth rates have been 15 percent in the last two years (Gacs, 2012).48

In 1999, the country’s first female president, Mireya Moscoso, was elected. She focused on strengthening social programs, particularly education and child development. In 2002, she created a commission to investigate political corruption and crimes committed by government administrations between 1968 and 1989.

Aside from the Canal, Panama’s economy also generates a large portion of its revenue from the flourishing banking sector. In fact, in recent times, “the Canal’s significance has dwindled gradually compared to banking, which now employs more people in Panama (12,800) and generates a larger share of its GDP (11% in 2000, compared to 2.5% in 1960 and 4.1% in 1970).”49 This has been encouraged by the government reworking the tax system to benefit foreign investors, including offshore business being exempt from national tax and overall reduction in tariffs and quotas. Overall, Panama’s banks “generate around $180 million annually in net external interest earnings.”50

In 2015, an anonymous source leaked 11.5 million documents that disclosed information on nearly 215,000 offshore entities. “The Panama Papers” implicated many public officials in be ing in volved wi th sh ell co rporations th at we re be ing used for illegal actions such as fraud and tax evasion; among these public officials were United Arab Emirates president Khalifa bin Zayed Al Nahyan and Prime Minister of Iceland Sigmundur Davíð Gunnlaugsson. The documents were called the Panama Papers because they were leaked from Mossack Fonseca, a corporate service provider based in Panama. Although the leak had a global impact, the fact that it was connected directly to Panama as the provider’s homebase added to the narrative of Panama as a fiscal paradise, one that Panamanian officials publicly refuted and attempted to move away from.

In 2019, Laurentino Cortizo of the center-left Democratic Revolutionary Party was elected president, beating out conservative Democratic Change Party candidate Romulo Roux by just 2 percent of the vote. Cortizo previously served as Minister of Agricultural Development under Martin Torrijos, but resigned in 2006 because he did not support the concessions Torrijos made during negotiations for the U.S.-Panama Free Trade Agreement. He campaigned on promises to address the wealth disparity and inequality in the country, making particular promises to the Indigenous Ngäbe-Buglé people to build a University of Panama in their comarca as well as other health clinics and schools.
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CHAPTER NINE

Thinking in Historical Perspective about Central America Today



INTRODUCTION

Central America is a small region, but it has a global impact for multiple reasons. It is strategically located between North America and South America. Anyone wishing to travel to the Pacific from the Caribbean or Atlantic Ocean can do it much more quickly using the Panama Canal or traveling overland across Central America. For centuries, Central America has been involved in vigorous regional trade and international trade as well providing inputs for the global textile industry and supplying agro-exports such as sugar, coffee, bananas, and palm oil around the world. Central America bears the imprint of centuries of colonization and neocolonial efforts. European colonial powers from the sixteenth century on, and territorial and neocolonial policies of the U.S. from the nineteenth century on, have affected the region’s economies, politics, and social affairs, and often not for the best—if by best we mean, generating wealth and enfranchisement for the majority of the population. Being a connector region joining North and South America, Central America also suffers from the problems of neighboring regions. Drugs from South America destined to be sold and consumed in North America often get moved through Central America. Central America is often caught in the middle as more powerful neighboring countries or interests exert pressure or apply demands. These are just some of the reasons why it’s important to know more about the history of Central America because this history is also connected to other histories, particularly the economic and political developments of Europe and countries along the Americas, including the United States. If you want to understand the history of U.S. foreign policy better, study the history of Central America. If you want to understand the effects of colonization of European powers, study Central America.

The purpose of this conclusion is to highlight four intertwined historical themes with present-day manifestations that connect Central America to the world, and vice versa. The following sections, each of which open with quotes from Central American scholars analyzing today’s current situation, examine the present-day legacies of historical events, movements, and trends. We begin with the leadership imprint of Central American caudillo or strong-arm leaders. Second, we examine the centuries-long relationship between the United States and Central America, with an eye toward the long-term effects of U.S. interventionism from the mid-nineteenth century to the present. Third, the effervescence of Central American social movements shows how much Central Americans challenge elite exploitation and foreign intervention, confirming the powerful potential of leadership from the margins to effect change today. And finally, we explore Central American migration; in addition to outbound migration in which Central Americans leave the region for other parts of the world, often the United States, this section will also examine migration within the region. The goal of this conclusion is to summarize key themes and open a discussion for continued thought and reflection past the actual pages of this book.



LOCAL CAUDILLISTA MODELS OF LEADERSHIP AND THE AUTHORITARIAN TURN

Power in Central America manifested itself as two forces: political monopoly and bureaucratic arbitrariness.1

Many historians claim that the Spanish model of colonization took advantage of autochthonous or local models of leadership in place before the arrival of colonial representatives, in which Spanish conquistadores respected local leaders if they paid tribute and provided labor. This practice led to a mestizo model of strong-arm leadership after independence informed by self- and class-interests, which, in turn, contributed to tensions between fiercely independent local leaders and the authoritarian treatment of much of the population or anyone who challenged the status quo. Whether during the short-lived attempt to unify Central America under the federal republic or during the early state-building efforts of the individual countries, plans to establish institutions that served the interests of the majority of inhabitants were stymied by caudillo leaders. As described in the introduction to this book, caudillo means a strong-arm leader who has amassed enough wealth to hire mercenaries to protect his interests. Throughout early state building, caudillo-type leaders often had a sphere of influence located in particular cities or areas, which they would defend with local armies. This pattern greatly impeded state development throughout the nineteenth century as manifested by the fighting between Conservatives and Liberals and followed by multiple examples of strong-arm leadership throughout the twentieth century and in some cases into the twenty-first century.

Examples from the early twentieth century include strong-arm leaders such as Anastasio Somoza García a Nicaraguan who created a forty-three-year dynasty in which power passed between family members for a couple of generations, and in El Salvador, members of the Meléndez family dynasty held executive power from 1913–27. “In Guatemala, Rafael Carrera rose to power beginning in 1837, toppled Morazán in 1840, and dominated Guatemala until his death in 1865. Other caudillos followed, most notably Justo Rufino Barrios from 1871 to 1885, Manuel Estrada Cabrera from 1898 to 1920, and Jorge Ubico from 1931 to 1944.”2 There was General Tiburcio Carías Andino who ruled Honduras from 1932–49. In these cases, the leaders created armed forces they used to quell dissent and protect their interests and the interests of their cronies. But they also used paramilitary groups to carry out repression and keep order. This strategy included the Camisas Azules (Blue Shirts) in Somoza’s Nicaragua who were apparently modeled on Hitler’s Brown Shirts, or the death squads of repressive governments of the late twentieth century such as that of El Salvador during the civil war (1980–92) in which the Salvadoran Armed forces along with other security forces and the death squads were assigned responsibility for 95 percent of the seventy thousand deaths during the conflict with the guerrilla forces of the Farabundo Martí Liberation Front or FMLN.3

A present-day example of this authoritarian leadership model and the use of threats and repression are typified by former revolutionary Daniel Ortega in Nicaragua. Ortega has held power in Nicaragua since 2007 and uses the Sandinista Youth and other young and disenfranchised paramilitary groups to supplement the police in silencing the opposition. Another example includes Salvadoran president Nayib Bukele who uses populist, strong-arm techniques to maintain power. For example, he sent the police into the National Assembly (Congress) to force them to approve his hard-on-crime plan in February 2020.4 The Economist refers to these examples as “democratic regression” and also describes examples from Guatemala and Honduras. Honduras and Guatemala each have histories of state violence and face grave challenges to democracy as well. Guatemala, on the one hand, continues to face governance and transparency challenges exemplified by the government’s 2019 decision to disband CICIG, the United Nations sponsored-anti-corruption unit. “‘Over the past two years military men, corrupt officials and criminals have only become more powerful,’ says Carmen Rosa de León, who heads the Institute for Sustainable Development, a Guatemalan think-tank.… Drug money has started to seep into the state, too. Ms. de León’s organisation has connected 38 lawmakers to drug-traffickers.”5 In Honduras, one of the principal problems is the criminality of the state. Government leaders are connected to the drug trade as well as complicit with private investors and official security forces and paramilitary groups in the intimidation, disappearance, and assassination of activists seeking to bring attention to the potential impacts of mega-development projects or the expansion of infrastructure development for tourism.



IMPACT OF U.S. FOREIGN POLICY, U.S. CAPITAL, AND TERRITORIAL EXPANSIONISM

Under these new geopolitical coordinates [militarization, securitization, etc.], any alternative social project needs to consider the widening of geographical boundaries. Even though Central America has promise and possibility for many, this won’t happen without keeping in mind that the region is circumscribed by a growing space of control, surveillance, and repression.6

Many of the strong-arm leaders of Central America from the twentieth century benefited from protections and support from the United States. From the expansion of the United States “from sea to shining sea,” the Monroe Doctrine instituted a framework that justified the imposition of U.S. foreign policy and varied U.S. economic interests over political and economic agendas throughout Central America. This combination of paternalism and self-interest led U.S. presidents and private business interests to involve themselves in the running of countries as well as to make major economic investments serving foreign stockholders. These actions were implemented via development and aid packages, diplomacy, military intervention, military assistance, meddling, and economic investment. From William Walker in the mid-nineteenth century to military intervention in the early twentieth century to the structural adjustment policies imposed on the region in the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries, local elites saw that if they profit-shared with these interests, they would have the capital and military might to quell pushback.

From the Cold War through the end of the twentieth century, U.S. foreign policy was particularly disastrous for the majority of Central Americans as it had a double-pronged economic and political impact on the region. There a re multiple examples of the United States toppling democratically elected leaders, such as Jacobo Árbenz in Guatemala, and supporting authoritarian strong-arm leaders with U.S. troops and military aid, such as Anastasio Somoza García and his descendants in Nicaragua. Then there were decades of safeguarding U .S. economic interests by using force and diplomacy to overturn agrarian reform laws or repress movements for worker rights across the region. The United Fruit Company received support from the U.S. government to protect their interests across the region, and by “1915, the company owned over a million acres of land in the Caribbean and Central America, including 252,000 acres in Costa Rica, 141,000 acres in Guatemala, 62,000 acres in Honduras, and 193,000 acres in Nicaragua.”7 The United States systematically contributed to dependence and weak state institutions across the region.

Today, the United States continues to undermine regional security and integration and more inclusive forms of economic development through foreign policies against drugs and terrorism—which in turn have further militarized the region—as well as through pressures to adopt free-trade agreements, which have contributed to increased poverty, outbound migration, and regional disintegration. This long history of foreign policies, up to the present day, that preference U.S. interests over Central American interests have contributed to the challenges that the region faces. Tensions between Central American countries have been exacerbated by migration flows, often fomented by U.S. foreign policy and military aid. Regional tensions mean that the Central American Court of Justice is unable to resolve border conflicts, many of which have existed between countries back to the nineteenth century, and the challenges to regional economic development which have been hampered by CAFTA, the Central America Free Trade Agreement, which has displaced efforts to generate trade within the region and favored the interests of the United States.8 Diplomacy and aid could be deployed very differently, and the United States could play a very different role. “A positive first in U.S. foreign policy toward the region would be to hold deeply corrupt governments truly accountable for their actions. Likewise, a just response to the situation at the border can start by understanding that corruption, inequality, and human rights violations abroad are not accidents but the result of deliberate choices by those in power and the tacit support of their allies.… Lastly, assistance should focus on those most vulnerable to abuse by those in power, including women, unemployed youth, and Indigenous populations.”9

Economic development in the region has seldom had the long-term interests of inclusive local economies in mind; rather it has contributed to an extractive, agro-export model that involved extensive foreign ownership of land and production. This enclave model shaped economic development in Costa Rica, the Nicaraguan Caribbean coast, Honduras, and Guatemala. From the nineteenth century onward, this model was replicated over the next hundred and fifty years with long-term impacts for the region and individual countries. Today, these practices have morphed into extraction-based companies that gain mining concessions from Central American governments to extract minerals and other metals. “The presence of extractive companies from Canada and the United States are a constant in the region, but companies from Europe and China, more and more, are appearing.”10

These policies and investments have created repercussions across the region, particularly in the development of social movements that contested the status quo as well as in international solidarity efforts protesting U.S. interventionism and supporting local popular and revolutionary movements. As early as the 1920s, there were organized anti-imperial and anti-interventionist activists leading protests across the United States demanding the withdrawal of the U.S. Marines from Nicaragua; the Marines supported strong-arm leader Anastasio Somoza García and the Nicaragua National Guard in their fight against General Augusto César Sandino and his guerrilla army.



CENTRAL AMERICAN SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

Emergent movements are radical in a new way because their struggles have the objective of transforming the quotidian realities of people here and today and not necessarily in some distant future.… Emancipation starts today or never.11

From the earliest years of colonization to today, Central America has been the home of a polyphony of movements by disenfranchised and marginalized groups throughout its history. Every epoch has had multiple examples of resistance against colonization, inequality and poverty, and exclusions such as racism, sexism, and homophobia. There are many examples of Indigenous resistance against Spanish and British colonization exemplified by frequent uprisings. During early state-building efforts, there were multiple examples of resistance to elite rule. There was also a lot of what can be called persistence in which Indigenous groups simply moved to remoter and remoter areas to escape mestizo leaders. Throughout the twentieth century there were liberation theologians and Christian-base communities, union organizing efforts, communists and socialists, and feminists, who challenged repression and elite rule, and organized groups in their respective countries to demand change. There were also popular movements and armed guerrilla efforts to overthrow authoritarian governments which, in turn, created new opportunities for protest and social change.

The new revolutionary man or “hombre nuevo revolucionario” was part of the organizing of the 1970s and 1980s, which mobilized workers and farmers along fairly patriarchal and heteronormative lines.12 “Born in the crucible of the armed struggle against the forces of oppression, the New Man was a heroic, class-conscious revolutionary willing to sacrifice himself for the liberation of the poor and exploited, whose interests he presumably represented. Given Latin America’s historical subordination to the United States, the New Man was also, inevitably, an unbending anti-imperialist and (inter)nationalist.”13 The New Man became less compelling in the twenty-first century for those who asked themselves “what is the point of a revolutionary party if the revolution isn’t possible.”14 After the civil wars of the late twentieth century, many former revolutionaries chose jobs in the public sector or civil society organizations. This professional focus on carrying out palliative efforts, however, led to turning away from creating alternative models.15 Many young activists became disillusioned with the top-down collective action of the 1970s and 1980s and sought new approaches. This has led to new social movements in the postwar years of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries across the region. Today movements aren’t just concerned with economic and class interests but a variety of social and cultural issues connected to quality of life, subjective life experiences, and quotidian manifestations of power in public and private spheres. “The emphasis today can be found in the actions of civil resistance, generally non-violent and less disruptive.”16 Movements today include community organizing efforts, environmental movements, Indigenous and Afro-descendant struggles for ancestral lands and natural resources, and movements for the rights of women, people with nonbinary identities, and gay rights, to mention a few. “These new movements have become places of identity production that resist normalization and challenge totalitarian power and universalizing narratives. This has created a politicization of other areas of life that didn’t used to be considered part of political action.”17

Indigenous peoples and Afro-descendant groups have also been active in the twenty-first century demanding inclusion and respect for ancestral lands. After the civil wars, there were a number of international landmark cases that granted Indigenous communities in Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua rights to ancestral land. These achievements were the combination of sustained activism by Indigenous communities and interestingly also benefited from conditionalities on neo-liberal international aid packages in which Central American states were required to recognize the land demands of Indigenous groups. Hale raises the questions “will the subjugated knowledge and practices be articulated with the dominant, and neutralised? Or will they occupy the space opened from above while resisting its built-in logic, connect with others, toward ‘transformative’ cultural-political alternatives that still cannot even be fully imagined?” in his analysis of the effects of this type of multiculturalism for the Indigenous Maya of Guatemala.18 Today, many of these same Indigenous, Afro-Indigenous, and Afro-descendant communities in Guatemala and across Central America are challenging extractivist efforts to open mines and build mega-development projects without satisfactory environmental feasibility studies or mitigation plans. In Honduras, the Afro-Indigenous group, the Garifuna, are challenging the land development schemes of national elites and foreign investors. Sadly, though, these activists are subject to repressive measures when protests come up against national interests. Central America remains one of the most dangerous places to be an environmental defender.



OUTBOUND MIGRATION

Central Americans are punished for wanting to work where they weren’t born.19

Histories of colonial and neocolonial interventions, twentieth century internal conflict and civil wars, and twenty-first-century violences contribute to high levels of outbound emigration for some Central American countries. “More violence, more migration” is the tenet that sociologist José Luis Rocha uses to explain how emigration has grown over the past twenty years “spurred by economic reasons, by the political instability that in Honduras deepened after the coup d’état of 2009 and by the multiple violences that took place in [the Northern Triangle]: among others, those led by the powerful transnational gangs called ‘maras,’ the persecution of indigenous and environmental activists, and the hitmen at the service of drug traffickers and those profiting from land grabs for tourism, mining, hydroelectric projects, real estate projects, and [other] speculative [projects].”20 Also, immigration policies in receptor countries can create additional problems for Central Americans who may be fleeing political threats or gang violence. For example, U.S. immigration policies informed by cold-war rhetoric made it easier for Nicaraguans fleeing the Sandinista government of the 1980s than political refugees fleeing U.S. supported authoritarian regimes such as Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras.21 These cold-war policies have present-day impacts as exemplified by how Hondurans are more likely to be deported and have less access to residency.

Interestingly, not all Central Americans who face deprivation, threat of violence, and poverty in their own countries want to leave for the United States. Nicaragua is an interesting case: emigration is on the rise but not at the levels of the three countries to its north. Recent political violence has increased outbound migration northwards, but the real increase has been from Nicaragua to Costa Rica, taking advantage of the long tradition of south-south, seasonal migration to Costa Rica for participation in agro-export harvests and service work such as domestic service and other jobs in the service sector. “In Nicaragua, for example, many are choosing to go to Costa Rica where the government has a more welcoming policy than the United States practices towards its Central American neighbors. Nicaraguan migration to Costa Rica is a major case of South-to-South migration in Latin America. It takes place in Central America, a region where migration—both intraregional and extraregional—is a structural dimension of everyday life.”22 As of 2021, 86 percent of asylum seekers in Costa Rica are Nicaraguan compared to only a tiny share in previous years.23 The COVID-19 pandemic has also affected the region, particularly Central Americans and others moving through the region to other countries. Though migration statistics dropped significantly in 2020 due to border closures and public health policies, Central American migration has increased drastically since then.

Central American migration is a complex issue, but political leaders and policy makers in Central America and other countries, especially the United States, must stop shying away from examining the root causes such as “state-sponsored violence, the persecution of human rights defenders and activists, U.S. intervention, the negative effects of neoliberalism and megaprojects, and historical land inequality.”24 There are no easy solutions to these interconnected issues that exacerbate the effects of poverty, exclusion, climate change, food insecurity, crime, and corruption in Central America, but a good place to start might be with a close reading of history and critical reflection about how participation, equity, and inclusion can be supported across the region. “The United States does not need harsh immigration laws that criminalize Indigenous peoples, migrants, and asylum seekers. Rather, there needs to be serious attention to local and community-led initiatives that seek to tackle the historical and structural inequalities . . . [that] have caused centuries of territorial dispossession.”25






APPENDIX I

History of Natural Disasters in Central America

By Faye White





	YEAR

	COUNTRY

	NAME/TYPE

	DAMAGE




	2020

	Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panamá

	Hurricane Eta

	Category 4 Hurricane that left 172 dead.




	2018

	Guatemala

	Fuego Volcano

	Deadliest eruption in Guatemala. It left little evacuation time and led to the deaths of almost 200 people. Largest eruption of the volcano in 44 years.




	2015

	Guatemala

	Landslide

	Heavy rains led to a massive landslide in El Cambray Dos. Over 280 people were killed and most of the village was leveled.




	2010

	Guatemala, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Honduras

	Tropical storm Agatha

	204 deaths, $1.1 billion in damages. Triggered mudslides and in Guatemala, a massive sinkhole. Guatemala was the most affected country and had the most fatalities.




	2009

	Nicaragua

	Hurricane Ida

	Ida killed 199 people, displaced 15,000, and damaged 2,350 homes.




	2007

	El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua

	Hurricane Felix

	170 mph winds, 189 deaths.




	2005

	Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Honduras, El Salvador, Belize, Guatemala

	Hurricane Stan

	The most affected country was Guatemala which suffered 1,500 fatalities.




	2001

	El Salvador

	Earthquake

	A 7.7 earthquake that caused 844 deaths and 5,565 injuries. 108,261 houses were destroyed and 150,000 buildings were damaged. The earthquake was accompanied by destructive landslides that increased the death toll as well as thousands of aftershocks.




	2000

	Belize

	Hurricane Keith

	Category 4 Hurricane with winds up to 155 mph.




	1998

	Nicaragua

	Cristobal Volcano

	Eruption and mudslide caused 1,620 deaths.




	1998

	Honduras, Belize, Guatemala

	Hurricane Mitch

	Winds up to 180 mph. Death toll of more than 11,000.




	1996

	Panama, Nicaragua, Guatemala, El Salvador

	Hurricane Cesar-Douglas

	Around 100 people were killed in the affected Central American countries.




	1993

	Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Honduras, El Salvador, Guatemala, Belize

	Hurricane Gert

	116 deaths.




	1992

	Nicaragua

	León Earthquake and tsunami

	A 7.2 earthquake triggered a tsunami. 116 were killed.




	1991

	Costa Rica

	Limón Earthquake

	Strongest recorded earthquake in the country’s history, 7.7. Caused flooding and 125 deaths.




	1988

	Nicaragua, El Salvador, Guatemala

	Hurricane Joan

	148 deaths in Nicaragua.




	1986

	El Salvador

	Earthquake

	1,000 were killed.




	1982

	Honduras, Nicaragua

	Aletta tropical storm

	Tropical storm Aletta caused 308 deaths.




	1982

	Guatemala, El Salvador

	Flooding and mudslides

	Estimated 1,200 deaths. Destruction of El Salvador’s cotton, coffee, and corn crops.




	1976

	Guatemala

	Earthquake

	7.5 earthquake that struck while people were sleeping. 23,000 were killed.




	1974

	Nicaragua, Honduras, Belize, El Salvador, Guatemala

	Hurricane Fifi

	Third deadliest Atlantic Hurricane which killed 7,000 people.




	1973

	Honduras

	Landslide

	2,800 killed.




	1972

	Nicaragua

	Earthquake

	6.3 earthquake that caused the destruction of most of Managua. 10,000 people were killed.




	1965

	El Salvador

	Earthquake

	125 dead.




	1961

	Belize

	Hurricane Hattie

	The eye of Hurricane Hattie killed 307 in Belize City as it passed between Belize City and Dengriga. Hurricane winds reached 115 mph with 200 mph gusts. The hurricane caused the People’s United Party (PUP) to relocate their capital to Belmopan.




	1955

	Belize

	Hurricane

Janet

	Hurricane winds reached up to 170 mph. Sixteen people were killed and 20,000 were left homeless.




	1951

	El Salvador

	Earthquake

	At least 400 dead.




	1949

	Guatemala

	Floods

	Death toll estimates 1,000-40,000.




	1943

	Nicaragua

	Mazatlan Hurricane

	106 deaths.




	1936

	El Salvador

	Earthquake

	200 deaths.




	1931

	Nicaragua

	Earthquake

	6.1 magnitude earthquake that sparked a devastating fire. Estimated 1,000-2,450 deaths.




	1931

	Belize

	Hurricane

	Deadliest hurricane in the country’s history. It killed 2,500 people.




	1919

	El Salvador

	Earthquake

	100 deaths.




	1917

	Guatemala

	Earthquake

	5.6 earthquake that caused 250 deaths.




	1910

	Costa Rica

	Earthquake

	700 deaths.




	1902

	Guatemala

	Santa Maria Volcanic eruption

	First recorded eruption. Locals did not recognize warning signs; estimated 6,000 deaths. Indigenous people forced to work for free while criollos were given lands stolen from native communities to compensate for their losses.




	1885

	Nicaragua

	Earthquake

	Extensive damage to León, Chinandega, and Managua.




	1882

	Panama

	Tsunami

	Estimated 100 deaths.




	1859

	Guatemala

	Earthquake and eruption

	One of the strongest earthquakes in Central America. Izalco volcano erupted.




	1773

	Guatemala

	Earthquake

	7.5 earthquake that left estimates of 500-600 dead.




	1663

	Nicaragua

	Earthquake

	Earthquake caused the destruction of León and affected other nearby areas with multiple landslides.




	1648

	Nicaragua

	Earthquake

	Extensive damage to the capital, León.




	1609

	Nicaragua

	Momotombo Volcanic eruption

	Destruction of capital, León.




	1541

	Guatemala

	Eruption

	Damage to the capital from flooding mud from Agua volcano.
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