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This dissertation explores how afro-descendent Creoles from the Atlantic Coast of
Nicaragua engage the politics of femininity and masculinity, indigeneity and blackness,
tradition and modernity, and autochthony and diaspora in their struggles for communal
land rights. The historical part of the project examines successive waves of mobilization
within the Creole community for access to land under colonial and post-colonial regimes,
demonstrating that Creole land politics have played out by relatively distinct political
logics over time. Following the armed conflict of the 1980s, communal land rights
gained a new source of authority through their codification as multicultural citizenship
rights, initially under the Sandinista revolutionary state and later within the context of
neoliberal democracy. In both cases, rights to communal lands have been imagined as
fundamentally indigenous rights. For Creole communities that actively identify as part of
a transnational Black Diaspora, the challenge of reconciling an African and Caribbean
past with autochthonous constructions of rights has had a profound impact on their
negotiations with both the Nicaraguan state and their indigenous counterparts for land.
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My ethnographic research shows how race, gender, and class (as mutually
constitutive identity categories) differentially condition the avenues of mobilization
available to Creole women and men within this ideological and political terrain. By
focusing on gendered idioms of struggle, the dissertation rethinks the relationship
between race, gender, and class in Creole politics, exploring how women and men
negotiate, accommodate, and contest their new found multicultural citizenship rights.
But despite these limited political openings, the post-revolutionary state continues to be
unable to imagine and construct a national identity in which afro-descendent peoples
legitimately figure.

Instead, post-revolutionary transformations linked to neoliberal

globalization have led to the emergence of transnational forms of racialization in
Nicaragua that associate blackness with criminality and the drug trade. Even though
Creoles are no longer explicitly denied citizenship on the basis of their racial and cultural
difference, emergent racial hegemonies work to make them implicitly unworthy of full
citizenship due to their assumed criminality, which has come to represent a new counternational threat to state power and social order.
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Chapter 1: Revolutionary Transformations
In the summer of 1979, I was six years old. I was on a little league soccer team
and spent my mornings at swim team practice at our neighborhood pool in a Virginia
suburb of Washington, DC. My life was as distant from the revolutionary triumph that
gripped Nicaragua on the 19th of July of that year as one could imagine, despite Ronald
Reagan’s now famously absurd pronouncement that Nicaraguan tanks were just a three
day drive from the US border. By the time I graduated from high school in 1990 the
Revolution was over. While my anthropological education initially took me to Honduras
to work with Garifuna communities, in the late 1990s I shifted my research to Nicaragua
largely due to the influence of my dissertation advisors at the University of Texas who
have had a long political engagement with indigenous and afro-descendant communities
on the Atlantic Coast of that country, both during and after the Sandinista Revolution.
I first arrived in Nicaragua in the summer of 1998 to work with afro-descendant
Creole communities on the Atlantic Coast engaged in struggles with the postrevolutionary state over communal land rights. In those times, many of the taxi cabs in
Managua were still broken down Soviet made Ladas that had been imported during the
Revolution. In the old airport, money changers wandered the lobby and vendors sold
revolutionary memorabilia like t-shirts bearing the image of Sandino and post-cards of
Sandinista guerillas. I remember most the pictures of revolutionary women. I still have
one of a young mestiza with a radiant smile, breastfeeding her infant with a military issue
rifle slung over her shoulder --motherhood and armed resistance fused as symbols of the
revolutionary patria.

It calls to mind Carlos Mejía Godoy’s revolutionary ode to the

“Girl of the Sandinista Front,” which Margaret Randall quotes in her book Sandino’s
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Daughters: “You left your lover to begin another relation, for your true love is not he but
another, it’s the love of an entire nation.”1
In the eight years that have passed since my first visit, the Ladas have disappeared
and so has the revolutionary iconography. Solidarity tourism has given way to adventure
and evangelical tourism, the latter and seemingly more ubiquitous usually involves large
and noisy groups of white teenagers from the US heartland on summer mission trips. In
the newly refurbished modern airport, space is more tightly controlled. Lobby vending
booths geared towards the international tourism market sell hand-crafts from Masaya,
imported Guatemalan wallets and purses, and kitschy t-shirts emblazoned with parrots,
palm trees, and other symbols of tropical exoticism. Inside the terminals, shiny mirrored
and marbled duty-free shops offer Johnny Walker Black, designer-label perfumes, and
Fendi handbags. Managua’s new city-center is dominated by Metro Centro --a sprawling
shopping mall with Pay Less Shoe Source, Benetton, and Izod shops, an over-airconditioned Cinemark multiplex that boasts stadium seating, and a food-court offering
Burger King and Pizza Hut alongside the more typical Nicaraguan fare of roasted chicken
and carne asada.

In the post-revolutionary age, Nicaragua continues to undergo

revolutionary transformations.
*

*

*

In June of 2004, I was in Bluefields, the largest town on Nicaragua’s Atlantic
Coast where I had lived and worked for the last three years, when Ronald Reagan died of
Alzheimer’s disease after years of absence from the public sphere.

I watched the

televised funeral procession and endless laudatory commentaries on CNN and network
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Carlos Mejía Godoy, “Girl of the Sandinista Front” in Margaret Randall, Sandino’s Daughters:
Testimonies of Nicaraguan Women in Struggle (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1981), 129.
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news stations that were broadcasted into my little board house via cable. As the US
media celebrated the passing of a beloved national hero, a man they described as
embodying the true American spirit, the Nicaraguan left remembered the brutality of
Reagan’s foreign policy in Central America and the countless lives lost to US backed
counter-revolution. The head of the Roman Catholic diocese in Managua, Monsignor
Eddy Montenegro, in one of the more restrained public commentaries published that
week, remarked that it was now left to God to judge Reagan for his role in the Cold War
violence that griped Central America in the 1980s.

The center-right media took a

decidedly more conciliatory stance, yet the coverage in the days following Reagan’s
death conjured memories of turmoil and loss, reminding us how fresh the wounds of the
1980s still are in the Nicaraguan national consciousness. The same day I turned on the
television to see the NBC memorial coverage. As I watched a middle aged white woman
from the States tearfully declare, “President Reagan, God will welcome you with open
arms,” I was struck by the radical disjuncture between the political common sense of the
Nicaraguan base and the US mainstream society in which I was raised. The contrast is
jarring.
That summer just over a month after Reagan’s death made international headlines,
the Frente Sandinista celebrated the twenty-fifth anniversary of the triumph of the
Revolution with much fanfare.

The festivities combined a mixture of musical

performances, artistic events, commemorative exhibits, fervent speeches, and Bacchanal,
capped off with a massive rally in Managua’s downtown plaza, once the heart of the city
before the December 1972 earthquake reduced that zone to rubble. The impact of the
earthquake, which later stood out as a decisive tipping point in popular resistance to the
Somoza dictatorship, is still evident in the urban landscape downtown, particularly in the
crumbling and desolate façade of the old Managua cathedral. That day more than a
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hundred thousand party loyalists from all over the country traveled to the plaza packed in
buses and open-backed trucks, demonstrating the depth and tenacity of the FSLN
electoral base under the controversial stewardship of leftist caudillo Daniel Ortega.
Amongst a sea of red and black flags, it was the first time I was able to get a sense of the
true extent of the left’s base --a significant block that makes up as much as half of the
voting population. Vendors milled through the crowds of working class Nicaraguans
selling little plastic bags of ron plata (white cane rum) and the people celebrated, many to
the point of extreme intoxication, the passing of this historic milestone.
I attended the celebration with a group of mestizo friends, new left intellectuals of
my generation, who, despite their skeptical stance towards Daniel Ortega’s increasingly
outrageous political antics and his unholy pact with right-wing Liberal caudillo Arnoldo
Alemán, maintain a deep and abiding loyalty to the revolutionary left. They are welleducated professionals who worked for a Managua environmental justice organization
that is at the forefront of anti-globalization activism in Nicaragua. They had helped
organize the massive Mesoamerican Forum held in Managua in 2002 to protest the InterAmerican Development Bank’s Plan Puebla Panamá (PPP) and over the years have taken
principled stances against the imposition of genetically modified crops on Nicaraguan
farmers, petroleum exploration concessions, and what they view as the current
presidential administration’s feeble capitulation to the Central American Free Trade
Agreement (CAFTA). At the forefront of progressive politics, this non-governmental
organization or NGO had recently lost its USAID funding as a result of its antiglobalization activism.
My friendship with these young professionals had developed through our mutual
participation in the Bluefields-based support commission for the Creole community at
Monkey Point and the indigenous Rama. The support commission was made up of a
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group of allied NGOs that had accompanied Monkey Point and the Rama in their
negotiations with the Nicaraguan state over the trans-oceanic railway --popularly known
as the “canal seco” or “dry canal” due to its promotion as a terrestrial alternative to the
aging and over-burdened Panamá Canal. The dry canal would use the deepwater harbor
of the small Creole fishing and farming community at Monkey Point, where I did several
months of fieldwork, as the Atlantic terminus and port. The projected canal route would
cut a swath through the heart of the Rama’s territorial claim, which takes in most of the
south coast littoral from Bluefields to the Costa Rican border. Both Monkey Point and
Rama people had mounted protests to the project on the basis that it denied their
communal land rights. Despite this opposition, the dry canal was the prize feather in the
government’s neoliberal development plan for the post-revolutionary nation. Later on,
the government would revise the proposal to include a trans-isthmus petroleum pipeline
to support its plans for petroleum exploration on the Coast.
During my time in Nicaragua, the dry canal was frequently touted as a megaproject that would offer the nation a secure and lasting entry point into the global
marketplace by creating a new innovative transport market sector for the ailing economy.
The salvation that global market integration promised the second poorest country in the
Western hemisphere blended with nationalist sentiment in government and private-sector
discourse about the project. As the president of the national consortium competing for a
dry canal concession assured Monkey Point people, “What we bring here is a project that
will change not just this part of the Caribbean, but will completely change Nicaragua
because we are going to assert ourselves in the world as a people who are capable of
transforming our own nation.”2

Today, his language sounds eerily similar to the

revolutionary nationalist discourse of the 1980s, particularly in its salvational promise.

2

Gilberto Cuadra, President, SIT-Global, Monkey Point, May 8, 2002.
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The fact that this neoliberal mega-project has failed to materialize over the years leaves
its transformative potential still up for debate.
After the rally, my friends and I walked to an outdoor concert that had a very
different feel to the crush of bodies, old and young, from the popular sectors of
Nicaraguan society that had congregated in the plaza to celebrate revolutionary triumph.
A more intimate gathering attended by university students, the concert featured a Cuban
singer who rendered Silvio Rodríguez’s poetic revolutionary ballads with heartbreaking
clarity and a student group from the Universidad Centroamericana dedicated to the local
version of the same musical genre --música trova, folksy protest songs authored by the
iconographic figure in Nicaraguan music, Carlos Mejía Godoy. These young mestizos
were in their early twenties, still children at the time of the Frente’s stunning electoral
defeat in 1990, yet they felt a deep connection to the Revolution and had adopted a
deliberately cultivated style that can best be described as Nicaraguan hippy chic. We sat
on the hard concrete still warm from the blazing hot sun that day and watched the
children of the Nicaraguan middle class dance, flirt, and drink Toña beer well into the
night.
*

*

*

As sit in my Austin apartment reading former Sandinista Vice President Sergio
Ramirez’s memoir of the Revolution, Adiós Muchachos, a detail in his narrative reminds
me of a workshop I attended in the Atlantic Coast Creole town of Pearl Lagoon in 2003.
The workshop was organized by a Costeño university in collaboration with the Land
Administration Project (PRODEP) a new government agency, funded by the World Bank
and charged with the regularization of land tenure throughout rural Nicaragua, and the
Atlantic Biological Corridor (CBA), another World Bank project with a conservationist
6

agenda for the Atlantic region that was under the administrative control of the
Nicaraguan Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources (MARENA). Despite my
years of work in this context, I still find it astonishing the degree to which World Bank
finances and agendas provide the backdrop for indigenous and black mobilization for
land and natural resource rights on the Coast. For the last decade, the World Bank has
engineered the conditions of possibility for nearly all of the institutional and legal
developments around Costeño land demarcation --a political reality that has led to many
disquieting contradictions in the struggle for material rights.
This workshop was held to inform black and indigenous community leaders from
the Pearl Lagoon basin about the new legal framework in place for communal land
demarcation as stipulated by the Demarcation Law 445, which had recently passed the
National Assembly. During one of the many short breaks for the obligatory snack of tang
and cookies that punctuates the morning and afternoon sessions of each and every NGOstyle workshop I have ever attended on the Coast, I stood in the shade of a tree chatting
with several Creole and Garifuna men from small Pearl Lagoon communities like
Marshall Point and La Fe, when one turned to the next and uttered a string of syllables
that were oddly dissonant for that place and time. I asked them what language they were
speaking because although the Atlantic Coast is home to a diverse language community
of Miskitu, Creole, Ulwa, Mayangna, and Spanish speakers, this language was surely
from elsewhere. The men were speaking Bulgarian.
Now in their late thirties and early forties, they had left their small Lagoon
communities as young men during the early 1980s to study in Bulgaria. They were
selected by the Sandinista government to become technicians for a series of modern
power plants that the Frente planned to build throughout the country. The majority of the
projects never came to fruition, like so many other plans for socialist modernization that
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the Frente embarked on with the financial and technical backing of the Soviet block.
Nevertheless, the men left for Bulgaria in the early 1980s as the war began to pick up
steam on the Coast. Just a year after the triumph of the Sandinista Revolution, groups of
indigenous and black men from the Coast joined counter-revolutionary forces in armed
combat against the Sandinista state and the region became increasingly mired on warfare.
By 1985, the Sandinistas entered into peace negotiations with Costeño combatants, and
by 1987 the government had approved a new administrative regime for the region
recognizing Costeños’ rights to political autonomy from the central government. While
land and autonomy were central demands that arose from the negotiations, the complex
political subjectivities that motivated Costeño resistance to the revolutionary project
became the topic of my dissertation advisors’ ethnographies of these years.3
But most of these Pearl Lagoon men had passed the revolutionary years in
Bulgaria, a couple had children with Bulgarian women, and all became fluent Bulgarian
speakers. I later found out that my neighbor’s husband in Bluefields had also been
among the group. When he returned to the Coast in 1988, shortly after Hurricane Joan
had reduced Bluefields to rubble, the fighting had ended and the Autonomy Law had
been approved. He found his region ravaged by warfare, a ruinous hurricane, and a
devastated national economy. As perestroika advanced and the Berlin wall came down,
plans for externally financed modernization went by the wayside like so many other
dreams unfilled by revolutionary promise. The Pearl Lagoon men returned to their
communities, some to fish the waters of the lagoon like their fathers had before them.
Today those Lagoon communities that have electricity receive it from aging and
unreliable diesel generators, while many still get by on oil lamps and candles.

3

Edmund T. Gordon, Disparate Diasporas: Identity and Politics in an African-Nicaraguan Community
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1998); and Charles R. Hale, Resistance and Contradiction: Miskitu
Indians and the Nicaraguan State, 1894-1987 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994).
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So many years after their return to the Coast, these men described to me the irony
of their pilgrimage to Bulgaria: they had thought they were going to study to be
mechanics, that is, automotive mechanics, something useful that would give them access
to employment anywhere, regardless of the political fortunes of the Soviet Union or their
own government’s ability to make good on its revolutionary promise. Equally telling,
their most vibrant memories of those years in Bulgaria were of the virulent racism they
suffered as black men in a strange and cold land. They relived their memories of arrival
and described how they could not go out alone at night because they would be physically
attacked by Bulgarian men in the street. They always moved about in groups and
recounted with animation incidents in which they fought to defend one another from
racial aggressions, verbal insults, and physical violence. As Lagoon boys, they had
grown up with one another in small intimate communities. They knew each other with
the kind of familiarity that only hometown boys share and together they entered a cold
and hostile environment. While the freezing temperatures were an assault to their senses,
the racism they experienced was by no means unfamiliar even if its intensity and brutality
were perhaps unexpected. Their memories are embedded in a history of revolutionary
promise unfilled, utopia disarmed, showing that while revolution and socialism are not
necessarily transcendent concepts with the power to unify disparate peoples into one
universal community of solidarity, anti-black racism has traveled with much greater ease,
traversing time and space to become a truly global and instantly recognizable
phenomenon to those experience it. Today few of those men express any feelings of
loyalty to the Frente or nostalgia for the revolutionary years.

9

Dissertation Statement
The above vignettes are not meant to present a coherent story about revolutionary
and post-revolutionary transformation in Nicaragua, but to give a glimpse into the widely
divergent meanings that such transformations embody for diverse sectors of Nicaraguan
society and to demonstrate the formative impact that the revolutionary period has had on
cultural politics today.
disparity.

Like then, Nicaragua is still a country of contradiction and

Today revolutionary nostalgia is decidedly uneven as is neoliberal

transformation, the latter characterized by high-gloss shopping malls and coastal
communities still waiting for electricity. In the neoliberal period, the nation continues to
struggle with many of the same unresolved issues that plagued Nicaragua during previous
eras, namely 1) the question of national identity vis-à-vis US imperialism and Western
modernity at large; and 2) the place of indigenous and afro-descendant Costeños in the
once mestizo, now increasingly multicultural, nation. The two --though perhaps not
overtly so-- are interlocking themes that have conditioned Nicaraguan politics throughout
the twentieth century.
This dissertation focuses on one aspect of afro-descendant Creole politics --the
struggle for rights to Atlantic Coast lands and natural resources. Yet Creole land politics
more often than not bleed into wider struggles for black and indigenous multicultural
rights and political autonomy within the Nicaraguan nation. As such, I explore the
multivalent forms of political action that arise in the context of Creole mobilization for
land rights, even if they are not always expressly about land. In my own search for the
analytic thread that connects past struggles with post-revolutionary Creole land politics, I
have turned to an analysis of race, gender, class, and nation as central forms of
identification, differentiation, and inequality. Throughout the dissertation, I trace the
cultural politics of race, gender, class, and nation by looking at how each shapes ideas
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about blackness and indigeneity, diaspora and autochthony, and modernity and tradition
in land rights struggles over time. I argue that these modern constructs are not only
interrelated and mutually constituting, but are profoundly gendered, structuring how
Creole women and men embark on political projects of their own in both explicit and
oblique ways.
While my primary analytical focus is on Creole land rights, I also discuss
indigeneity and indigenous land rights throughout the chapters. I do so in part because
the political fortunes and aspirations of black and indigenous Costeños have long been
entangled, but also because the politics of these disparate forms of identification and
subjectivity are similarly linked.

Although indigenous and black experiences of

racialization are distinct, they nevertheless mutually inform one another in mestizo
nationalist and multicultural politics in Nicaragua. Throughout the dissertation, I ask
why do blackness and black diasporic politics continue to hold such an ambivalent and
highly charged place in the post-revolutionary political imaginary vis-à-vis predominant
constructions of mestizo nationalism, multiculturalism, and indigeneity? In particular,
why does blackness as a gendered form of racial alterity so frequently emerge in national
politics? And how do Creole women and men as political actors engage in their own
complex negotiations of race, gender, class, and nation as they mobilize for collective
land rights?
In the post-revolutionary period, land politics on the Atlantic Coast are
characterized by the increasing political capital of indigeneity and the decreasing political
capital of Creole identity. This was not always the case. As a “modern” diasporic
population with cultural ties to both the African and Anglo Diasporas in the Americas,
Creoles have been relatively well positioned vis-à-vis “traditional” indigenous
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communities to secure their material rights, especially through administrative regimes
that regulate private land tenure on the Coast.
Following the armed conflict of the 1980s, black and indigenous Costeño land
rights gained a new source of authority through their codification in statutory law as
multicultural citizenship rights, initially under the Sandinista revolutionary state and later
in the context of neoliberal democracy. In both instances, multicultural rights to land are
imagined as both communal and indigenous. Thus, contemporary black and indigenous
land politics are now almost exclusively a matter of communal regimes justified through
autochthonous constructions of identity and territoriality. For Creole communities that
actively identify as part of a transnational Black Diaspora, the challenge of reconciling an
African and Caribbean past with autochthonous constructions of rights has had a
profound impact on their negotiations with both the Nicaraguan state and their indigenous
counterparts for land. At the same time, Creole populations that participate in private,
capitalist, and state administrated land tenure regimes in large urban centers like
Bluefields have tenuous claims to communal rights under multicultural legislation, even
though communal regimes have historical precedence for the community and continue to
inform their collective notions of territoriality.
Throughout the dissertation, I argue that this contemporary emphasis on
collectivity and autochthony in multicultural rights to land and natural resources does not
have a one-to-one relationship with tradition, indigeneity, or the pre-Colombian past as is
often assumed in Nicaragua and elsewhere. That is, contemporary indigenous claims are
not timeless and static claims that have at last found a political environment more
amenable to their authentic expression. Instead, both black and indigenous Costeño
mobilization for land rights reflect shifting and variable settlement histories, diverse
expressions of individual, collective, inter-communal, and territorial land tenure and use,
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and long and complex relationships with transnational market economies and state-based
administrative regimes.

While contemporary communal land rights find ideological

justification through appeals to tradition, ancestrality, indigeneity, I suggest that land
politics on the Coast are instead a historical product of modernity as are the black and
indigenous political subjectivities that drive them.
Within this post-revolutionary context, Creole women have emerged as central
institutional actors in the struggle for land and multicultural rights. And again, this too, is
relatively recent. Although Creole women have long been central agents in community
politics, their participation in community directive boards, regional electoral politics, and
non-governmental organizations is a new phenomenon.

Revolutionary and post-

revolutionary transforms have led to the destabilization and reconfiguration of preexisting gender, color, and class hierarchies in the Creole community, while the
proliferating spaces for popular participation in both the revolutionary era and in postrevolutionary civil society have provided new openings for women from a variety of
backgrounds to take leadership roles in movements for collective rights.
Yet these largely institutional spaces and the kinds of political identification and
action they render permissible are in many respects highly normative. In this sense, the
moral economies of neoliberal civil society seem to mesh with pre-existing moral
economies within the Creole community that shape color, class, and gender
differentiation and inequality.

At the same time, the institutionalization and

professionalization of multicultural politics on the Coast have prioritized modernizing
technologies of expertise and governance, while reinforcing divisions between rural
marginality versus urban civil society, popular resistance versus institutional
mobilization, and militant identity politics versus coalitional multiethnic unity. These
divisions work to delineate permissible forms of political identification and action within
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the multicultural nation from disorderly and transgressive resistance in ways that promote
normative race, class, and gender subjectivities. I argue that these intersections are not
incidental, but are tied to modern colonial and post-colonial logics that continue to
condition inequality and politics in the post-revolutionary period.
In seeking to understand the political landscape outlined above, I draw on others
who have developed compelling arguments about Latin American multiculturalisms in
the neoliberal period. For instance, Juliet Hooker looks at how and why multicultural
citizenship has created new openings for indigenous inclusion, without extending the
same spaces to afro-descendant peoples. In her analysis of why Latin American states
are more inclined to grant special rights based on indigenous identity, Hooker argues that
multiculturalism apportions rights according to a group’s ability to demonstrate a distinct
ethnic identity from the national majority, instead of a group’s history of racial
discrimination and political exclusion. In this sense, racial discrimination is not a central
concern of multicultural legislation, which, she suggests, instead draws on and
reproduces dominant racializations of black and indigenous peoples in Latin America.
In the mestizo nationalist context, indigeneity is associated with ancestrality,
tradition, and autochthony and ascribes distinctive cultural attributes such as a native
language and communal (read spiritual, non-capitalist, non-Western) relationships with
land and natural resources to indigenous peoples. Blacks, however, have been subject to
alternative forms of racialization that provide fewer openings to claim a distinctive ethnic
or cultural identity vis-à-vis the national majority. She concludes that black communities
that have gained collective rights under multicultural legislation are those that are most
able to accommodate predominant constructions of indigeneity and autochthony and in
doing so assert distinctive ethnic identities.4 Along these same lines, there is a growing
4 Juliet Hooker, “Indigenous Inclusion/Black Exclusion: Race, Ethnicity, and Multicultural Citizenship in
Latin America,” Journal of Latin American Studies 37, no. 2 (2005): 1-26.
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body of scholarship that is concerned with how afro-descendant people in Latin America
negotiate and adopt the politics of indigenous rights and autochthony in their own
struggles for land rights.5
Contributing to both lines of inquiry, Charles R. Hale has suggested that Central
American multiculturalisms are premised on prescriptive or permissible forms of
indigenous identity and politics that reproduce their own normative limits in the
neoliberal period. He suggests that the emergence of multiculturalism as new kind of
governmentality signals a reconfiguration and reassertion of racial hegemonies
throughout the region, rather than a fundamental restructuring or transformation of wider
relations of inequality. Thus he questions the degree to which multicultural citizenship
rights can challenge the material and structural inequalities so characteristic of the
neoliberal period.6
Similarly, Hooker argues that official Nicaraguan multicultural ideologies
recognize diversity or the existence of indigenous and afro-descendant peoples in the
contemporary nation, but have not resulted in a simultaneous reimagining of national
identity as anything other than mestizo. Instead, she argues that official multiculturalism
continues to be premised on mestizo nationalist ideology and thus refers to it as “mestizo
multiculturalism.”7 These discussions generally coincide with analytical developments in
critical race theory concerning new racism. Here, critical race theorists argue that, in the
age of multiculturalism, state racism is morphing into new racial hegemonies or neo5

Mark Anderson, “When Afro Becomes (like) Indigenous: Garifuna and Afro-Indigenous Politics in
Honduras.” (Manuscript under review); and Eva Thorn, “Land Rights and Garifuna Identity,” NACLA
Report on the Americas, 38, no. 2 (2004): 21-25.
6 See Charles R. Hale, “Does Multiculturalism Menace? Governance, Cultural Rights, and the Politics of
Identity in Guatemala,” Journal of Latin American Studies, 34, no. 3 (2002): 485-524; Charles R. Hale,
“Rethinking Indigenous Politics in the Era of the ‘Indio Permitido,’” NACLA Report on the Americas, 38,
no. 2 (2004): 16-21; and Charles R. Hale, “Neoliberal Multiculturalism: The Remaking of Cultural Rights
and Racial Dominance in Central America,” PoLAR: Political and Legal Anthropology Review, 28, no. 1
(2005): 10-28.
7 Juliet Hooker, “Beloved Enemies: Race and Official Mestizo Nationalism in Nicaragua,” Latin American
Research Review, 40, no 3 (2005):14-39.
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racisms that are in some ways less recognizable than previous forms of racial domination,
but equally pervasive.8 This balancing act between official enfranchisement and ongoing
exclusion and inequality shapes racial politics and Costeño land rights in postrevolutionary Nicaragua.
I use these compelling arguments as theoretical grounding for my own concern
with Creole land politics and racial formation in Nicaragua. These arguments give
analytical insights into how Latin American multiculturalisms condition the ideological
and representational terrain upon which racial hegemonies are constituted; my work
focuses on their implications for subaltern subjectivities and politics. I ask, if racial
hegemonies are in the process of significant reconfiguration in the neoliberal era -particularly vis-à-vis multicultural citizenship rights-- how do Creole women and men
actually adopt, accommodate, enact, contest, and transform their newfound multicultural
citizenship?
Throughout the dissertation, I argue that post-revolutionary multiculturalism does
not just reconfigure racial hegemonies and nationalist ideology, but articulates more
complex configurations of permissibility and normativity for black and indigenous
Costeños around race, class, gender, nation, education, rural marginality, and urban civil
society. The political and institutional spaces once reserved for men from a small sector
of the mestizo and Creole communities on the Atlantic Coast are now open to a wider
range of indigenous, afro-descendant, and mestizo men and women from both rural and
urban communities.

But despite these more expansive political openings in the

multicultural era, race, gender, and class continue to structure the terms of participation

8

See for example Patricia Hill Collins, Black Sexual Politics: African Americans, Gender, and the New
Racism (New York: Routledge, 2004); Leith Mullings, “Interrogating Racism: Toward an Anti-Racist
Anthropology,” Annual Review of Anthropology 34 (2005): 667-93; and Howard Winant, The World is a
Ghetto: Race and Democracy since World War II (New York: Basic Books, 2001).
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for diverse sectors of multiethnic Costeño society (I elaborate this argument in Chapter
2).
Within this context, I argue that some Creole activists tactically accommodate
more permissible forms of political identification and rights discourse, but that they also
transgress and transform official multiculturalisms through complex expressions of
autochthonous, rival nationalist, and black diasporic identity and politics. These forms of
political identification and mobilization unfold in relatively beleaguered (but carefully
cultivated) community spaces and work to challenge the limits of official and institutional
multiculturalism. In making this argument, I suggest that predominant (and admittedly
limited) constructions of multiculturalism and rights activism can take on more radical
transformative potential when adopted in the context of inter- and intra-community
mobilization for land and autonomy. While not without their contradictions, local forms
of multicultural rights activism can and do challenge the terms of engagement, reassert
direct control over community lands and autonomy, and provide the launching ground for
other forms of mobilization and alliance that undermine neoliberal agendas and
centralized state power.
Throughout my analysis, I also turn my attention to the Nicaraguan nation-state to
make sense of how blackness, indigeneity, modernity, and tradition figure in mestizo
nationalist and multicultural political imaginaries in the neoliberal period. What kinds of
racializing discourses about black Costeño femininity and masculinity characterize the
post-revolutionary period?

How do gendered representations of black modernity,

criminality, and sexuality intersect with predominant constructions of indigeneity,
tradition, and autochthonous rights? What kinds of neoliberal conflict and violence
condition the political terrain in Nicaragua? In other words, what are the implications of
post-revolutionary multiculturalism for subaltern identity and politics and how might they
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intersect with wider social and economic transformations related to neoliberal
globalization?
In seeking to answer these questions, I emphasize gender, race, and class as
intersecting factors that condition identity and politics. This kind of inquiry has long
been the emphasis of third wave/queer/third world feminist of color who critique the
normative characteristics of white Western feminist (and non-feminist) universals and, in
doing so, have pioneered theory on intersectionality --that is, the idea that race, class,
gender, and sexuality represent mutually constitutive forms of inequality and
subjectivity.9 Although most anthropologists I know would generally agree with this
assertion, considerably fewer have actually shifted their analytical predispositions to
allow for intersectionality to emerge within their own ethnographic practice.

This

dissertation represents my effort to take intersectionality theory seriously in my own
work. As such, the dissertation is not about gender or Creole women per se, although I
recognize both as worthy topics, but about race, class, gender, and nation and the ways in
which they shape Creole subjectivity and land politics over time.
Having written this dissertation over the course of two years, I find that my
intersectional analysis is more complete in my later ethnographic chapters, while I fall
short of my own goal in my historical chapters. I write about gender, race, class and
social stratification in Chapters 3 and 4, but my emphasis on gender is less consistent
than I would like throughout the three main historical chapters. Nevertheless, I recognize
that a gendered historiography for the Coast holds tremendous potential for parsing the
relationship between past and present land politics and black and indigenous identity.10

9

See for example, The Combahee River Collective, Patricia Hill Collins, Audre Lorde, Cherríe Moraga,
and Gloria Anzaldúa.
10 For an example of this kind of historiography for the region see Lara Putnam, The Company they Kept:
Migrants and the Politics of Gender in Caribbean Costa Rica, 1870-1960 (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 2002).
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I wrote these early history chapters when I first returned to the US from three
years of activist research with indigenous and afro-descendant communities on the
Atlantic Coast. At that time, I was primarily concerned with demonstrating the depth and
complexity of Mosquitian Creole identity and land claims, and the integral relationship
between the two. I had just left a political environment that was saturated with delegitimizing discourses and representations about afro-descendant land rights and wrote
the historical chapters in response to the prevailing idea in Nicaragua that Creole
communities do not have originary histories on the Atlantic Coast and that their land
claims are fabricated political projections. Not only do such representations challenge
the historical veracity of Creole land claims at a very basic and “commonsensical” level,
but national media and politics often cast black Costeños as criminal, opportunistic,
counter-national, and profoundly undeserving. Given this ideological challenge to afrodescendant land rights, I was particularly concerned with demonstrating how Creole land
claims have evolved over time as a collective response to racial enslavement, capitalist
exploitation, and external and internal colonialism on the Coast.
These chapters were an early effort to formulate a vindicationist history of Creole
land rights and promote the community’s material demands. As such, I still view the
history chapters as a modest, but valuable contribution to the struggle for communal land
rights on the Atlantic Coast. Towards these ends, versions of Chapters 4, 5, and 6 have
been published in Nicaragua as institutional documents, professional reports, and
academic papers to support contemporary Creole land claims. The Creole communal
government in Bluefields has used Chapter 4 as historical documentation for its formal
application to the central government for land demarcation, and much of Chapter 5 was
published in the 2005 United Nations Human Development Report for the Atlantic Coast
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of Nicaragua.11 Finally, a version of the Monkey Point women’s oral histories in Chapter
6 will be published in a Nicaraguan academic journal dedicated to the Atlantic Coast
region in November 2006.12 It has also been included as supporting evidence for the
Rama Territory demarcation application to the central government.
The historical analysis in Chapters 3, 4, and 5 tracks different moments of early
afro-descendant and later Creole mobilization for material rights and autonomy beginning
with eighteenth century British slave societies of the Mosquitia (1749-1787), then
moving on to nineteenth century regional autonomy (1787-1844) and British colonial
reinsertion (1844-1860), and concluding with the semi-autonomous Mosquito Reserve
period (1860-1894) and the post-annexation Nicaraguan national period (1894-present).
Throughout my analysis, I stress both continuity and transformation in the regulatory
forms of race, gender, class and national subjectification that prevailed during these
periods as well as in Creole’s own complex identifications and political allegiances. I
suggest that even though Creole struggles for autonomy and material resources have
unfolded by relatively distinct political logics over time, both the substance of their
demands and the ways in which race, class, gender, and nation condition the political
terrain of struggle show some striking continuities.
Given these broad transformations in Costeño colonial and post-colonial history,
Creole land politics similarly exceed narrow national paradigms. Not only have Creoles
long engaged in counter-nationalisms of their own, but land politics have unfolded across
the terrain of multiple rival colonial, imperial, and post-colonial projects, which have a
variety of implications for the contemporary study of race, gender, and class on the

11

See Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Desarrollo (PNUD), Nicaragua Informe de Desarrollo
Humano: Las Regiones Autónomas de la Costa Caribe ¿Nicaragua Asume su Diversidad? (Managua:
PNUD, 2005).
12 Jennifer A. Goett, “La Historia Oral de las Mujeres Criollas de Monkey Point: La Identidad Afrodescendiente y los Derechos a las Tierras Comunales,” WANI: Revista del Caribe Nicaragüense, 46 (2006).
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Coast. The meeting of rival eighteenth and nineteenth century Spanish and British
colonial projects in Nicaragua and the development of competing post-colonial mestizo
and Costeño nationalisms in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries all condition the
history of Creole politics. Nineteen and twentieth century US military intervention in
Nicaragua along with the rise of a flourishing US enclave economy on the Atlantic Coast
at the outset of the twentieth century adds yet another layer of complexity to any
discussion of empire, nation, and modernity that hopes to take these seemingly disparate,
yet deeply intermingled, histories seriously.

The Nicaraguan state’s own internal

colonialism towards the Coast after its military annexation of the semi-autonomous
Mosquito Reserve in 1894 further complicates the historical terrain.
In Latin America, however, theory on post-coloniality has been overwhelmingly
concerned with somewhat more particularistic discussions of nationalist struggle and the
subaltern modernities they silence. In this literature, gender, race, and nation rarely
emerge as equally central analytical categories. Similarly, theory and ethnography of 1)
the African Diaspora in the Americas and 2) Latin American indigenous peoples also
seldom find any sustained dialogue in discussions about black and indigenous cultural
politics in contemporary Latin America.

These intersecting diasporic, indigenous,

colonial, national, imperial, and internal colonial histories and their impact on Creole
politics and political subjectivities beg an analytical and theoretical framework that both
transcends and puts into dialogue the disparate bodies of literature on Latin America that
tend to treat these histories as distinct areas of inquiry. After spending considerable
amount of time trying to straddle the disjunctures between Spanish colonialism and indohispanic mestizo nationalism on the one hand, and British colonialism and Mosquitian
nationalism on the other, all the while grappling with the onslaught of twentieth century
US imperialism throughout the region, I turned to a discussion of modernity, race,
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gender, and nation in Chapter 2 to theoretically ground my analysis. Not incidentally,
this emphasis also satisfies my desire to understand how modernity and globality in both
its past and present incarnations (as fractured and contested as it may be) is nevertheless
fundamental to the cultural politics of race, gender, and nation in Nicaragua.
Chapters 6, 7, and 8 are ethnographic analyses of land politics in the Creole
communities of Monkey Point and Bluefields. In Chapter 6, I explore how Monkey Point
women’s oral history intersects with other wider renderings of the past that still condition
how the cultural politics of land rights unfold on the Coast. I show how nationalist
historiography references Monkey Point as a geographic site for past and present
infrastructure development projects, but never as a community of afro-descendant people
with a shared group identity.

In the process, I make a gender analysis of another

scholarly account of Creole social memory and suggest that feminist intersectionality
theory can provide analytical insights into disparate processes of identity formation and
color, class, and gender differentiation within the Creole community. The body of the
chapter focuses on the women’s historical narratives as an interpretive lens for an
analysis of identity formation and land politics.
Chapter 7 explores the gender politics of community resistance in Monkey Point.
I argue that not only do intergenerational women and men opt for divergent resistive
paths, but that in their struggles to maintain control over communal spaces femininity and
masculinity take on disparate meanings. In many respects young men from Monkey
Point are more disenfranchised in the struggle for multicultural rights than their mothers
and aunts who have found a moral community in the proliferating spaces of civil society.
Deeply invested in their multicultural citizenship rights, elder women leaders find spaces
to participate in institutional multicultural politics by leveraging their moral standing as
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respectable church women, community leaders, and matriarchs of large extended
families.
Thus a central argument I make is that Monkey Point women elders are better
positioned than other sectors of the community to tactically accommodate multicultural
indigeneity due to their gendering as the representatives of locality, collectivity, and
tradition. That is, their gender provides a limited opening to overcome the political
liability of black diasporic identity in multicultural land politics. Although young men
are older women’s principal counterparts in community resistance to land speculation,
they rarely participate in organized civil society and tend to have little moral capital
within or outside of their communities. Instead, they are more often racialized as the
agents of moral disorder and crime on the Coast.
Finally, Chapter 8 turns to a wider discussion of Creole identity politics in the
multicultural period. In this chapter, I focus on how Creole activists, intellectuals, and
politicians engage institutional multiculturalism, while also cultivating more beleaguered
community spaces that embrace black diasporic identity and politics. I suggest that
regional autonomy as a system of multicultural governance has reconfigured postrevolutionary identity politics.

Multicultural politics influence how individuals and

groups choose to identify when mobilizing for collective rights in ways that only become
apparent when subject to ethnographic analysis at the local level. In Bluefields, Creole
intellectuals and activists have mobilized around black diasporic identity and politics in
the struggle for land rights in an effort to shift the terms of debate toward a more critical
analysis of anti-black racism and, in doing so, challenge nationalist representations of
Creoles as a privileged foreign group of regional elites with few legitimate political rights
to communal lands and natural resources.
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Leaving the Margins: Fieldwork in Monkey Point
In 2001, I moved to Nicaragua to conduct dissertation fieldwork on Creole
identity and land politics. During my first five months on the Atlantic Coast, I spent my
time traveling between Bluefields and Monkey Point and, although I was in Monkey
Point a good deal of the time, my stays there rarely lasted more than two weeks. Trips to
Managua, my research in Bluefields, and, perhaps on another level, my desire to escape
the solitude and monotony of rural life frequently drew me away from the community. A
stopping point midway along the vast and lightly inhabited stretch of shore from
Bluefields south to the Costa Rican border, Monkey Point is the easternmost rocky
outcropping of land on the south coast. Offshore cays with names like Frenchman, Three
Sisters, and Silk Grass hug the coastline, which is fringed with coconut groves. The coast
directly south of Monkey Point sharply recedes inland to the southwest creating an
expansive deep water harbor, which is protected from northerly winds, high seas, and
rough weather. This harbor has made Monkey Point the favored Atlantic terminus for
successive generations of trans-isthmus railway proposals dating as far back as the 1860s.
After rounding the tip of the point, the first house belonging to the community becomes
visible. Scattered and few in number, homesteads are situated far apart on high bluffs
overlooking the sea or lining the many sandy beach inlets, which are separated by tall
jutting arms of land extending into the sea.
On a clear day, arrival can be a sublime experience. The intensity of the sun
reflected in the sea water and the imposing physical beauty of the place mixes with deep
relief at having finally arrived. To reach the community, one must travel by boat on open
sea, or as in years past, walk for a day or two southward down the beach. Over the years,
I made more than a dozen trips back and forth in wood or fiberglass launches (pangas)
with outboard motors or larger much slower fishing boats powered by inboard motors.
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Depending on the type of transport, the trip can take anywhere from one to ten hours and,
in bad weather, can be a harrowing experience. In November and December, the sea is
often rough, and pounding white breakers batter the coastline. At this time of the year,
crossing the Hone Sound bar --a swirling surge of currents where the Bluefields Lagoon
opens into the Caribbean Sea-- is treacherous.
My memories of those first few months on the Coast are dominated by sea travel.
The smacking sensation of an overloaded panga as it hits the waves in its path throws you
from your seat and leaves your body bruised and aching. Seawater spills in on either side
and stings your eyes and skin. Squalls role in from the sea bringing cold downpours that
drench you from head to foot. There was no commercial transport to and from the
community and I quickly learned to tap into the informal network of community
members at Bluefields to find out who was rumored to be leaving for Monkey Point next.
The result was that I rarely took the same source of transport more than once, I moved
according to other peoples’ schedules, and I never turned down a ride not knowing when
my next chance to travel would come.
While I traveled more frequently than most Monkey Point people, my movement
was not inconsistent with the frequent comings and goings of many in the community.
For most families, especially those with school age children, the conditions in the
community were not favorable for long-term stays. Unlike other black and indigenous
communities on the Coast, Monkey Point is relatively small and intermittently populated
and many community people maintain residences in Bluefields where they have access to
churches, schools, healthcare, and consumer goods. Monkey Point has no shops to buy
basic foodstuffs like sugar, flour, beans, or oil, no electricity, infrastructure, or services.
When I was there, the primary school was still a windowless cement casing, sparsely
attended, lacking materials, and rarely in use. Although there is much movement and
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activity in the community, at times, the days and nights can seem solitary and this feeling
contributes to a sense of vulnerability and abandonment. The vulnerability is augmented
by the overwhelming realization that the lack of infrastructure, services, and security
reflects deeper currents of marginality and not-so-benign neglect on the part of the
Nicaraguan state.
During those early months, my movement between Bluefields and Monkey Point
was a constant source of curiosity and commentary for my mestizo acquaintances in
Bluefields. I listened patiently, but privately dismissed the warnings they issued that
Monkey Point was no place for a chela, a gringuita, a white girl from the States. They
said it was dangerous. The sea travel was too risky. I could get mixed up in an attack or
hijacking. And then there was the ever-present threat of sexual violence. Everyone
knew, or believed, that Monkey Point was a haven for delinquents, drug traffickers, and
worse. Folks were usually too polite to make direct comments, but there was much
teasing: Did I have a Monkey Point boyfriend? “Noooo… you wouldn’t do that. Would
you?” “Maybe that’s why she likes it down there so much!”
Creole society has its own color and class hierarchies and is certainly not immune
to low estimations of Monkey Point as a poor, rural, black community. Like mestizo
acquaintances, some Creoles had a similar response to my work with the community.
Nobody thought that Monkey Point or that part of the Coast was safe. Conflict in the
community around drug trafficking, land speculation, and the proposed dry canal had
received national coverage on more than one occasion. Usually, however, most of my
Creole friends and acquaintances found my relationship with the community less
perplexing. Most everyone knew the community’s leader, Miss Judy, with whom I
lived.13 She had worked for years as a head nurse at the hospital in Bluefields and there
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were few Creole families that had not at one time or another come under her care. A few
said they would like to visit Monkey Point one day, “They say it’s pretty down there.”
Others remembered a grandfather or old uncle who had a farm down south at Torsuani or
Kukra River in the 1960s or 70s before the Revolution. But mestizos more often than not
had a different response.
After a month or two on the Coast, my skin had turned brown from the boat rides
to and from the community. A mestiza I knew well jokingly warned me, “Be careful, all
that time in Monkey Point will turn you into a black girl!” I was struck by the comment.
Overtime, it had become increasingly clear to me that my research with the community
and support for communal land rights was not necessarily the most problematic or
provocative component of my relationship with Monkey Point. Rather my whiteness and
the social intimacy that my extended stays in Monkey Point presumably entailed were at
the root of the running commentary I received from mestizo acquaintances.
People frequently asked me, “Why do you stay there for so long?” “How can you
stand it?” On one level, these comments reflected beliefs about the poor conditions one
faced when living in the “campo” or “bush” --no light, cold drinks, television, radio,
nothing to do. But to a greater degree, the commentary belied deeply held associations
about the company I kept during my extended stays in Monkey Point. For most mestizos
I knew, it just did not seem nice for “someone like me” (young, unmarried, white, and
female) to be “there” by myself and for so long. I assured people I was not by myself. I
was surrounded by people, in fact mostly women and children. Frequently, I sensed that
people thought I was naïve and irresponsible. By refusing to acknowledge the danger
and marginality of Monkey Point, I placed myself willingly in harms way.
Looking back after three years living and working on the Coast, I now recognize
those exchanges with mestizo Costeños as veiled commentary about the transgression of
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racial and class boundaries. My transgression was choosing not to take my place in the
racial and class hierarchy of the Coast among mestizos, professionals, and other
foreigners. I had demonstrated this choice not by working with Monkey Point, but by
associating myself on a more intimate level with Monkey Point people --that is, by
staying there for extended periods and embracing the inevitable social intimacy and
friendships that developed over time.
In the early days, I responded to the remarks by arguing in earnest, “It really isn’t
like that.”
experience.

The warnings about the danger of being “there” were contrary to my
I had been treated with hospitality and warmness.

The people were

welcoming and generous to me --both women and men-- and I admired and respected
them for their intelligence and humor. I believed my comfort in the community was not a
result of my naiveté or ignorance as many seemed to suggest. To the contrary, from my
earliest days in the community I became aware of a persistent low-grade turmoil, which
provided an extensive subterranean life to community politics.

What took time to

understand was the degree to which seemingly internal strife was entangled with and
propelled by powerful external pressures on the community --namely land speculation,
the dry canal, and the international drug trade.
Security was a serious concern for community members. That region of the
southern coast is not only sparsely populated, but at the time was largely outside the
control of law enforcement, on the margins of the nation-state. The government only
recently established permanent military outposts in the southern region due to upsurges in
violence associated with the drug trade. The south coast region lies along an important
cocaine trafficking route from Colombia to the northern market. From time to time, large
sacks of cocaine wash up on the beaches --the extremely lucrative detritus from the
interdiction wars between cocaine traffickers and US and Nicaraguan law enforcement.
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All along the Coast, young men walk the beach looking for packages, industrial fishing
fleets harvest cocaine with their nets, and men diving for lobster encounter the sacks
floating on the calm surface of the sea. Subject to the terms and conditions of a problem
they did not create, the jettison of large quantities of cocaine in Caribbean waters has
given a few Costeños access to a valuable commodity and a degree of economic security
that the consistently dismal Nicaraguan economy denies them. But for most, cocaine
signaled the arrival of crack addiction and drug related theft and violence.
After the breakup of the Colombian cartels in the 1980s, the Central American
isthmus became an important land and water route for the transshipment of cocaine from
South America to the United States. Today trafficking networks span the isthmus,
moving the drug northward and in the process creating a secondary Central American
market for cocaine and crack. Weak Central American states and faltering national
economies oriented towards debt maintenance also have fallen prey to the drug trade,
which has penetrated state institutions and financial sectors through official corruption
and money laundering. Addiction in Nicaragua is compounded by on-going scandals
concerning police involvement in drug trafficking and the illegal use and sale of drugs
seized by police and military authorities.

Yet like in the United States, poor and

disenfranchised communities bear the brunt of drug related violence and have become the
principal targets of law enforcement operations.
Although drug trafficking and consumption are endemic in Nicaragua, Costeño
communities like Monkey Point --situated on the margins, both geographic and
figurative, of the Nicaraguan nation-state-- have become the focus of national anxieties
about drug related violence and the growth of organized crime. Such representations
mirror wider anxieties about racial and cultural difference, Costeño autonomy and
political separatism, and the integration of the region into the mestizo nation.
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The

national press often depicts urban centers like Bluefields and Corn Island as well as
smaller black and indigenous communities as effectively outside the control of state
institutions --dangerous and marginal spaces controlled by organized crime, drug
traffickers, and delinquents. Such representations are heavily racialized and Costeños of
African and indigenous descent, particularly young black men, are the targets of racial
profiling and suffer police harassment.
In Monkey Point the arrival, or even the rumored arrival, of a package of cocaine
is a destabilizing event. On the one hand it can spur a rise in crack consumption and
petty theft among a minority of the population, while the wider community becomes
vulnerable to attack from outside. Word spreads quickly and news of jettisoned cocaine
at Monkey Point has led to a series of armed robberies and violent attacks by outsiders on
the community. On a few occasions, before I had arrived on the Coast, groups of armed
men had entered the community looking for drugs rumored to be hidden there. After
those incidents most Monkey Point families packed up and moved back to Bluefields
taking an extended break from the community. A few times a year, instances of mostly
drug related violence occurred along that stretch of coastline. There were occasional
murders and rapes. But low-grade violence and the clandestine nature of the drug trade
made it difficult to accurately or realistically evaluate the degree of danger present at any
given moment. For the most part, life seemed relatively calm in Monkey Point.
But addiction and violence, inevitably, begin to corrode the stability and social
fabric of any community. My early fieldnotes from Monkey Point reveal, unwittingly,
the daily stresses that the crack addiction of a few can create in a small community. My
first full day in Monkey Point I wrote: “Miss Judy is giving injections today for asthma
and pneumonia. She has been angry and arguing all day with various young men about
money and shirked responsibilities. I don’t really understand what they are fighting
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about. It seems like some young men passed by here last night, looking for some food to
eat. The dogs bark a lot.” The next day I wrote, “Young men back and forth today too.
Two were cutting the grass in front of the clinic for Miss Judy. They worked most of the
morning. Later a young woman was fighting with her boyfriend. She said he and --were smoking crack in the high grass and she was furious. The boys were back and forth
begging money again. --- came by to tell Miss Judy that there were people prowling
around his house last night looking for something to steal.”
As time went on I learned to ignore the comments from Bluefields mestizos about
my stays at Monkey Point. I changed the subject, brushed them off. Eventually as
people I knew got used to my relationship with the community, they stopped offering
warnings and asking questions, although I was still often left with the feeling that my
associations with the community seemed less than appropriate for most. Looking back
now, the almost obsessive concern with my safety seems sickeningly ironic as I think of
the antipathy that prevails in many circles towards the most vulnerable sectors of
Nicaraguan society. Since my time there in 2001, several of the young men I knew and
admired are now either dead or in jail. Monkey Point people often bore the brunt of the
violence that occurred on that stretch of coast, yet they were consistently the targets of
law enforcement and somehow unworthy of protection. Central to this unworthiness was
the across-the-board presumed guilt of their involvement in drug trafficking. That is, the
actions of a few implicated the whole. Their mere presence in the community made them
suspect agents with a causal role in a problem of global proportions. But if they left the
community, they also forfeited other forms of legitimacy, particularly those tied to land
and natural resource rights.
But after Frank’s murder, for the first time I began to feel afraid. Frank Garcia
was a mestizo from Bluefields, a local business owner and university professor married to
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Maria Luisa Acosta, a mestiza indigenous rights lawyer who was the legal advisor for
Monkey Point and the Rama Territory. I had begun to work with CAPLI, Dr. Acosta’s
NGO and another organization called International Human Rights Law Group (IHRLG)
when I moved to the Coast in 2001. Both were centrally involved in the Bluefields-based
support commission for Monkey Point and the Rama Territory. At that time, Dr. Acosta
had been in the midst of a vigorous legal case against a Greek real estate speculator Peter
Tsokos who had illegally purchased and sold communal lands in the Pearl Lagoon basin
to the north of Bluefields and in the southern Rama Territory. She has since implicated
Tsokos and his Creole lawyer as the intellectual authors of her husband’s murder, which
for its brutality and connection to indigenous land struggles in Nicaragua was well
publicized in human rights circles in Latin America and solidarity networks in the US.
Although Tsokos has never been charged in the case, two of his former employees were
eventually arrested, tried, and jailed for Frank’s murder. Immediately after her husband’s
death, Dr. Acosta left Bluefields and moved back to her native town on the Pacific side of
Nicaragua.
For me, the shock of Frank’s death was something new. I had never lost an
acquaintance to political violence and certainly not under such horrific circumstances.
Monkey Point community leaders were afraid too. There were rumors that the assassins
had been seen hiding out in secluded tributaries of the creeks and rivers that empty into
the sea along that southern stretch of coast. I felt certain that I would never be a target of
political violence, but I was influenced by the instability and fear of that time. The day
after Frank’s funeral, I left for a month-long trip to the States that I had previously
planned. I was depressed and anxious. When I returned to Nicaragua, I couldn’t sleep
well at night and felt somehow guilty and ineffectual.

I would go to the bank in

Bluefields to withdraw money from my account and find I was waiting in line with the
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same individuals Dr. Acosta had publicly implicated as the intellectual authors of the
crime. I didn’t want to go to Monkey Point. I didn’t want to talk about the murder. I
wondered what exactly I was doing there anyway.
In the months leading up to Frank’s murder I had spent less and less time in the
Monkey Point. In January, three months earlier, I had moved out of a boarding house in
Bluefields and into my own little board house in a Creole neighborhood of Bluefields
called Christian Hill. In February, I accepted an offer to work as a consultant on the
Awas Tingni community proposal to the government for communal land demarcation. I
went up north to Puerto Cabezas for a time and was consumed with the work for over a
month. Frank was killed in April and I left for the States soon after. During that period, I
was beginning to make sense of the Coast and Nicaraguan politics and I was anxious to
frame my work in the regional and national contexts. As my interests and commitments
expanded, my trips to the community became more infrequent and shorter.
My decision to stay in Bluefields after the murder furthered my distance from the
community even though most Monkey Point leaders were now also living in Bluefields,
as were many community members. I continued to work with the support commission,
was in close and frequent contact with Monkey Point leaders, and maintained and
developed my friendships with a number of families from the community. But my
absence from the community itself did not go unnoticed and became an intermittent
source of tension in my relations with a few women from the community. Later on, day
trips and short over-night stays in Monkey Point lessened this tension created by my
relocation to Bluefields, but it still occasionally emerged over the course the next year.
For instance, every now and then in Bluefields, at a funeral or chance meeting a
woman from the community would confront me with a half joking remark: “Why
haven’t you been coming down to Monkey Point?” “Looks like you’ve cut us off for
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good now.” “Maybe you think it’s not so safe for you down there?” Rumors circulated
back to me that one woman had said I was too “proud” to go to Monkey Point these days.
The implication was that I had smartened up and had decided to associate with a different
class of folks in Bluefields. I felt badly about the comments and assured community
members that I had not forgotten about Monkey Point, I just had more responsibilities
now in Bluefields and Managua. I loved the community and in time I would go back for
a visit. And in time I did go back.
But the tension my absence provoked for those few women revealed to me the
pain of racial and class marginalization in a visceral way and the gravity of their
comments was clear. This experience had demonstrated in a personal way how inclusion
and exclusion, particularly in the context of social intimacies and friendships between
women, often take on racial and class subtexts. Now the warnings about Monkey Point
that I received on my arrival in Bluefields took on far deeper significance.

They

warnings were not just the product of ignorant misconceptions about a place, but betrayed
an intense and stigmatizing current of racist and racializing practices, representations, and
discourse about the “nature” of Monkey Point people and about blackness, poverty, and
marginality on the Coast. I rejected such discourse; my work was grounded in anti-racist
activism. Nevertheless, I was implicated. I was expanding my base and benefiting from
it in an intellectual, professional, and personal way. Moving between spaces can be
fraught and painful for those that find themselves at the bottom of color, class, and
gender hierarchies. My own mobility or ease of movement was not neutral, nor was my
distancing from the community.
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Encounters between National and Transnational Racisms
Cultural politics in the post-revolutionary era draw on and reproduce unstable and
contradictory ideas about race and racism for diverse sectors of multiethnic Costeño
society.

On one level, most popular ideas about racism on the Coast emphasize

personalized forms of discrimination between different ethnic groups --a sort of mutually
practiced and equivalent form of inter-group discrimination with clear implications for
quotidian social interaction between individuals, but unspecific impacts on each group’s
access to material resources and political power. In this construction of racism, anyone
can become the victim of racism if they are subject to the intolerance of another person
on the basis of their racial or cultural identity. According to these logics, mestizos are as
likely targets of racial discrimination as indigenous and afro-descendant people, who
themselves are often described as showing particularly discriminatory attitudes towards
one another and towards mestizos. Linked to liberal humanist ideologies, this mode of
thought corresponds with ideas about the universality of rights and citizenship, in which
everyone can access and mobilize abstract notions of equality and freedom from
discrimination to defend against the racial intolerance and xenophobia of others. Yet
when subject to historical analysis, abstract universals do little to explicate processes of
racialization and racial formation at the regional and national levels.
In my own experience over the years, mestizos have asked me if I thought Creoles
were racist towards me and many have indicated that they found Creoles to be
particularly racist towards mestizos as well as indigenous people. Even my discussions
with Creoles have turned up contradictory ideas about race. For instance, Creoles have
told me that Indians are racist towards Creoles; that Creoles themselves are racist towards
Indians and Garifuna; that Creoles and Indians are racist towards mestizo campesinos;
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even that racism really does not exist on the Coast, but that inter-group discrimination is a
significant problem. In this context, how diverse groups of indigenous, afro-descendant,
and mestizo people have been racialized over time has had a significant impact on how
ideas about race and racism are embedded in complex processes of inter-group
stratification.
But despite the variations in interpretation and the relative degree of semantic
slippage around term racism, Creoles are acutely aware of color and class stratification
within their own communities as well as anti-black racism on the part of mestizos,
particularly mestizos from the Pacific side of the country. While mestizo Nicaraguans
are not outside such racializing processes, which reinforce internal hierarchies along the
lines of color and class for diverse sectors of the population; in the context of mestizo
nationalism, they are racialized (at least in an abstract and universalistic sense) as the
central subjects of the Nicaraguan nation. The same does not hold true for black and
indigenous Costeños who figure as representatives of regionalized racial and cultural
alterity within the mestizo nation. Thus in most cases, Creoles identify the mestizo state
as a central source of racist policy against black and indigenous Costeños and the Atlantic
Coast region as a whole. The regionalization of racial and cultural difference and the
association of the Coast with extreme forms of alterity vis-à-vis the Pacific side of the
country have had a profound impact on indigenous and black Costeños’ access to
citizenship within the mestizo nationalist context.
Shared ideas about mestizo state racism serve to cement important political
allegiances between diverse groups of black and indigenous Costeños, who have a
common history of social struggle against the nation-state for cultural, political, and
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material rights.14 On another level, regional allegiances between mestizo, indigenous,
and afro-descendant Costeños also find significant articulation within the struggle for
administrative and fiscal autonomy from the highly centralized Managua-based national
government, which has shown a considerable degree of official neglect and
discrimination towards the Atlantic Coast region since annexation.

But in spite of the

shifting multiethnic alliances that have developed overtime at the regional level,
predominant understanding of anti-black racism within the Creole community find little
ideological legitimation in multiethnic Costeño civil society, where Creoles are just as
often identified as the culprits of racism as they are the victims of racism. This has had
significant impact on the Creole community’s ability to advance politically viable claims
to land and natural resources.
For instance, in a discussion about Creole land rights with the (then) mayor of
Bluefields --a mestizo Costeño, longtime FSLN party loyalist, and proponent of Costeño
autonomy-- he told me that the subject of Creole claims to lands in regions that mestizos
have settled could easily open the door to opportunistic demands that fuel racism.
Confused by the unspecific nature of his statement, I asked, “Racism in what sense?” He
responded, “Racism in the purest sense of the word, like racism in North America, for
example --a struggle between two or three or four different races or ethnic groups.” He
then went on to suggest that all racialist thinking was “demagogic” and will only lead to
inter-group antagonism and that true unity lays in a common multiethnic regional identity
as Costeños. He further described some of the complexities of inter-group racial and
class stratification on the Coast, even pointing to hierarchies within the mestizo
community based on color and class.

14

Galio Gurdián, Charles R. Hale, and Edmund T. Gordon, “Derechos, Recursos y Memoria Social de
Lucha: Reflexiones sobre un Estudio Acerca de los Derechos Territoriales de las Comunidades Indígenas y
Negras en la Costa Caribe de Nicaragua,” Wani – Revista del Caribe Nicaragüense, 29 (2002): 6-27.
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While in some respects I agreed with his analysis of social stratification among
Costeños, what struck me most forcefully about his argument was his mobilization of
race and racism as a means to question the legitimacy of Creole land claims, particularly
in regions now heavily settled by mestizos. In this sense, when racism is divorced from
its historical and structural articulation in the national context and refigured as individual
or inter-group discrimination, indigenous and afro-descendant demands vis-à-vis the state
and mestizos in general become significantly more difficult to ideologically substantiate.
When placed in the context of mestizo nationalism and national popular constructions of
rights, indigenous and afro-descendant claims are further destabilized because they are
widely understood to be self-interested and divisive demands that do not contribute to the
good of the nation and its universal (read mestizo) citizenry.
In a similar way, liberal ideologies about development and modernization also
promote the idea that intense structural poverty for the national majority justifies mestizo
colonization of indigenous and afro-descendant lands on the Coast. Today the most
prevalent arguments at the national level against Costeño rights to land and natural
resources are grounded in national popular ideologies about poverty and development. In
this context, the material survival of the mestizo campesino sector and the nation as a
whole (in the face of dire economic conditions) is a central argument supporting the
colonization of Coast lands. Arguments for national development and modernization
consistently trump counter-claims for Costeño autonomy and rights.

Here liberal

ideologies continue to destabilize the legitimacy of special multicultural rights for black
and indigenous Costeños, particularly if they are seen to impinge on the broader national
citizenship rights of the mestizo majority and the good of the nation.
Hale’s argument about the promotion of limited cultural rights in Central
American multiculturalisms with few openings for significant structural or material
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transformation corresponds in important ways with Hooker’s argument about the ongoing prioritization of mestizo national identity within Nicaraguan multiculturalism. In
both cases, state sanctioned expressions of multicultural citizenship can be understood as
a (neo)liberal variant of older forms of liberal humanist ideology, which even as it opens
possibilities for the recognition of more expansive, democratic, and egalitarian
citizenship rights to black and indigenous peoples, continues to place significant
limitations on the degree to which these groups are able to actualize their political and
material demands against the state. On the Atlantic Coast, this ideological landscape
results in an obfuscation of the political and structural forces (both national and
transnational) that have promoted widespread poverty and the colonization of black and
indigenous lands throughout the twentieth century.

Similarly, liberal nationalist

ideologies erase the historical and structural manifestations of state racism that have
systemically worked to expropriate and colonize black and indigenous lands since state
annexation of the region. As a result, Creole land claims are not widely understood to
have rational historical justifications, but instead are viewed as unrealistic (even
demagogic) politicized maneuvers on the part of Creole leaders that fly in the face of
democratic notions of equity and rights for all.
Another fascinating aspect of my exchange with the Bluefields mayor involved
his reference to the US as the gold standard in racist and racialist thinking. I found it
jarring because his definition of US racism did not even remotely approximate my
understanding of racism in my own country. I understand racism to be a structural and
ideological phenomenon that shapes the articulation of intersecting forms of race, class,
and gender inequality for diverse communities of color. For me, the notion that one must
have access to significant power in an institutional, political, and economic sense to
perpetrate systematic forms of racism is crucial. Here the effects of racism need not
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depend on individual or institutional intention, but can have more complex and
multivalent indicators in US society.

But most importantly, US racism is deeply

grounded in a history of white supremacy that has significant transnational scope. While
admittedly my own politics and academic training have shaped my thinking on racism,
the mayor’s definition of multi-directional racial strife still did not seem to be particularly
representative of popular ideas about racism in the post-civil rights US --even if his
argument against racial thinking in all forms did index familiar ideas about “reverse
racism” and “color blindness.”
The debate over whether or not US analyses of racism have applicability in Latin
America has been a serious point of contention within inter-disciplinary critical race
theory. But in this case, the Bluefields mayor had suddenly confounded the terms of
debate by referencing US racism as the purest form of racism and embarking on a
comparative analysis that completely flew in the face of what I thought of my own
country. It calls to mind a later discussion I had with a mestizo friend who in response to
my suggestion that racism towards Costeños of African descent was a political reality,
said yes, but what about racism towards indigenous people and what about racism in the
US? Again, I found myself confused because I did not view these forms of racism to be
mutually exclusive. I tried to awkwardly negotiate the instability of the concept by
agreeing that both were serious and suggesting that Creoles also experience racism. But
he remained doubtful.
At the source of his doubt was a critique that my white Anglo identity and
language involved any kind of meaningful cultural affiliations with the Creole
community, which has its own historic identifications with a transnational Anglo
Diaspora. In leveling this critique, he challenged some of the key aspects of Anglo
ideology within the Creole community, suggesting that white foreigners too easily find
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comfort in shared cultural affiliation --a notion which involves significant historical
erasures of power and inequality at the transnational level. How could this kind of
affiliation ever trump a common national history between Nicaraguan mestizos and
indigenous and black Costeños? Again, I had to agree that as a white US citizen I had no
inevitable commonality with the Creole community beyond the personal ties I had
developed over the years and the wider anti-racist political allegiances that sustain my
support for indigenous and black Costeño land rights. As I travel back and forth between
the US and Nicaragua, I am still always profoundly shaken by the vast disparities
between my academic life in the US and everyday life in Bluefields.
But in both cases, I wondered --if transnational discussions about racism in the
US academy are challenged for not being sufficiently relativistic or sensitive to
particularistic national histories-- why did these mestizos bring up US racism as a counter
to the idea that anti-black racism exists in Nicaragua?

Ariel Dulitzky argues that

transnational ideas about race and racism in Latin America frequently reference US
racism as a way to ground denials of past and present racism through nationalist
ideologies about racial democracy and mestizaje.

Here Latin American moral

exceptionalism vis-à-vis the US on matters of race and racism are crucial aspects of postcolonial nationalist ideology in the region.15 Thus it seems that comparative analyses of
the transnational politics of race and racism in the Americas might be engaging in a
debate that already has had a long and tangled historical trajectory within the context of
nationalist struggle and racial formation in Nicaragua, where the US continues to exert a
destabilizing imperial presence.
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But while these discussions push me to explore the ways in which transnational
ideas about race and nation are entangled in colonial and post-colonial politics, they do
not impinge on my political and analytical motivations for writing about the impact of
mestizo nationalism on racial formation and inequality for indigenous and afrodescendant Costeños. They do suggest, however, that a particularistic national analysis
alone will not uncover the underlying complexity of both. Here race and nation as
modern historical constructs and social formations that are part of a fractured globality
take on considerable weight. The globalization and professionalization of rights activism
and civil society alongside new forms of US interventionism in Nicaragua related to drug
interdiction and policing further complicate discussions of race and racism in the postrevolutionary era. Moreover, black diasporic politics as a fundamental component of
Creole anti-racist activism and community-level mobilization indicates that the
transnational cross-currents of the Black Atlantic add another compelling level of
globality to the discussion. The following chapter locates these political processes within
theory on race, gender, nation and modernity.
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Chapter 2: Negotiating Modernity: Race, Gender, and Nation
Old Fault Lines and the New Left
In July of 2002, I attended the third Mesoamerican Forum protesting the Plan
Puebla Panamá in Managua. The two previous anti-globalization forums had been held
in Chiapas, Mexico and Quetzaltenango, Guatemala and upcoming forums were slated
for Honduras, El Salvador, and Costa Rica. Attended by more than 1,000 international
delegates from some 350 institutions throughout Mesoamerica including workers unions,
environmental organizations, campesino groups, women’s rights groups, and indigenous
federations, the forum was held at the Olof Palm Conference Center --a sprawling cement
complex built in the 1980s off the Carretera Sur in Managua. Organized by a loose
consortium of progressive left organizations from Managua, the same environmental
justice NGO I mention in the previous chapter took a central role in preparations for the
proceedings. The event, however, was not well publicized on the Coast, nor did any
Costeño institutions participate in its organization. As a result few representatives from
Costeño civil society attended. Today, I rack my memory trying to place at the event
even one of the central institutional actors that I had spent the last year working with in
Bluefields and I draw a blank. This notable absence seems even more surprising given
that delegations from prominent indigenous organizations like COPINH in Honduras and
UCIZONI in Oaxaca, Mexico were featured guests at the event.16

International

indigenous organizations were not necessarily underrepresented at the event --although
16 COPINH (Consejo Cívico de Organizaciones Populares e Indígenas de Honduras) is a Lenca
organization based in La Esperanza, Honduras with a broad-based progressive political agenda that
includes indigenous rights, environmental protection, and community controlled development. UCIZONI
(Unión de Comunidades Indígenas de la Zona Norte del Istmo) is a non-governmental network of
indigenous and mestizo communities in the Isthmus of Tehuantepec of Oaxaca. UCIZONI has an antiglobalization agenda and has been a leading institution to protest Plan Puebla-Panamá infrastructure
projects slated for that region of Mexico.
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they clearly had a stronger presence than afro-descendant groups-- but Costeño
institutions both indigenous and black were strikingly absent.
In spite of this significant absence, a handful of community leaders from Monkey
Point and Rama Cay were sent last minute airfare to attend the event courtesy of
Nicaragua Network, a Washington DC-based solidarity organization with representatives
in Managua. Another small delegation consisting of a few members of the Miskitu
Nation Elder’s Council and one lone female representative from the Mayangna
organization SUKAWALA17 made the long and exhausting trip by road from the North
Atlantic Autonomous Region (RAAN) of the Coast.

Yet upon their arrival at the

convention center the opening day of the forum, both groups found they had not been
registered to participate in the event and, therefore, were unable to inscribe. Although
inscription might seem like a small bureaucratic hurdle after having made the long trip
from the Atlantic Coast to Managua, this inauspicious start reverberated throughout the
proceedings and became a serious point of contention between the Costeño delegates and
the mestizo organizers.
Without official registration the delegates found that they were not enrolled in any
of the topical workshops slated for the second day and were also denied their meal
tickets, which gave them access to the daily luncheon provided for participants. Their
initial inquires with the young woman at the registration desk yielded few results and I
remember searching frantically throughout the huge milling crowds of delegates for
another young mestiza who had been charged with conference logistics. I knew and
respected her for the commitment and professionalism she had shown in her work with
the dry canal support commission and felt confident that she would find a speedy

17 Sumu Kalpapakna Wahaini Lani (SUKAWALA) - National Organization of Indigenous Mayangna
Communities of Nicaragua.
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resolution to the inscription problem. Like in so many other organizational endeavors,
young women had taken a lead role in the behind-the-scenes logistics for the forum.
Meanwhile, the Costeño delegates became increasingly furious. What seemed
like an unfortunate oversight to the event organizers had become for the Atlantic Coast
delegation yet another example of their marginalization as black and indigenous Costeños
by Managua-based institutions. Unappeased by their eventual inscription, the delegation
demanded a space to speak at the opening plenary assembly that day as representatives of
the north and south autonomous regions. Their demand was met graciously by the
conference organizers and they were offered a short slot at the close of the session to
make a statement. While the details of their speeches that day are lost to me now, I
remember with clarity their anger and the denunciatory tone of their intervention, which
located the roots of this humiliation in a long history of mestizo discrimination towards
indigenous and afro-descendant Costeños.

The final act of defiance during the

intervention was spearheaded by the Miskitu delegates and became for me the most
memorable moment of the entire three day event when two of these elderly men unfurled
the Moskitian Flag and declared their separatist sentiments. For these men, the Coast was
the historical patrimony of the indigenous Miskitu nation, not the mestizo Nicaraguan
nation. Over the years, this group had become infamous within certain sectors and
acclaimed within others for their public pronouncements declaring the Miskitu nation’s
right to full independence from the Nicaraguan nation. These declarations fuel state
anxieties about national sovereignty and Costeño separatism and tend to clash with
predominant constructions of multi-ethnic autonomy on the Coast. It would later become
evident that the other Costeño delegates did not share the Elder Council’s vision for the
Coast.
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The Elders’ intervention was met with a smattering of hesitant applause from the
large crowd of delegates, although the significance of this final act of defiance seemed to
be unclear to most. That is, it was not entirely clear what, if anything, this had to do with
globalization. The event organizers, however, were livid. Deeply embarrassed by the
display of resistance, they felt it had been a show of bad faith on the part of the Costeños
after they, the organizers, had gone out of their way to rectify the inscription oversight,
even providing a space to speak at the plenary assembly. From their perspective, it had
been in poor taste, overly demonstrative, divisive, and counter-productive. Why would
they want to alienate the same individuals who had been their most steadfast Managua
allies in the fight for regional autonomy and land demarcation? Why must these old
racial, cultural, and regional fault lines continually upset new possibilities for solidarity in
the fight against globalization and all its attendant inequalities?
But this experience of being on the sidelines, of being marginal, not full and equal
players, overlooked, and dismissed --in respect to the nation, the mestizo state, the
political and economic development of the country, even well-intentioned and
progressive mestizo organizations-- continues to fuel Costeño demands for regional
autonomy. It is the central point of contention in all of the negative encounters that I
have witnessed over the years between Costeños and mestizo institutions from the Pacific
side of the country. In most cases, mestizos believe they are being gracious and inclusive
and Costeños feel they are being marginalized. Each one of these efforts to be inclusive -whether it involves President Bolaños’ attendance at an Autonomy Day celebration in
the Bluefields stadium or the National Institute of Energy’s (INE) presentation on their
plans for Atlantic petroleum exploration at a Costeño university-- are received by most
black and indigenous Costeños as thinly veiled demonstrations of mestizo national
dominance. And time and again, confrontational protests from Costeños are met with
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admonishing requests for decorum from mestizos often couched in a show of indulgent
tolerance.
On one level, such encounters point to the paternalism that exists between rural
Costeño communities and mestizo institutions.

This stubborn paternalism is not

necessarily limited to indigenous and black Costeños, but also tends to pervade
institutional encounters with rural mestizo communities, as the agents of modernization
and progress engage those supposedly less modern subjects of the state. In this particular
case, many of the Costeño delegates came from small communities, while the leading
institutional actors who represent Costeño NGOs, universities, and regional governing
bodies in the urban centers of Bluefields and Bilwi were decidedly absent in the
proceedings.

But on a deeper level, this conflict and others like it point to wider

negotiations over Nicaraguan modernity in which the race to nationhood still finds
ideological grounding in hegemonic constructions of mestizo nationalism as the past,
present, and future foundation for identity and politics in Nicaragua. In politics, whether
neoliberal or anti-globalization, the mestizo nation is still the fundamental basis from
which national transformation (read modernization) is imagined, negotiated, and
contested. At the Mesoamerican Forum, Costeños were once again unable to get with the
program and transcend old fault lines to find a collective response to the “globalizing
avalanche” that threatens the nation.18

In an age where analysts of globalization

confidently declare the decline of the nation-state, mestizo anti-globalization activists and
the Miskitu Elder’s Council both retreat to familiar nationalist battle cries as they
negotiate the treacherous waters of late capitalist modernity.
While the events of the first day set the tone for the rest of the forum, it became
increasingly clear over the next two days that the fight against globalization was not
18 Nitlapán-Envío Team, “Thrown into a Worldwide Consciousness-Building Workshop,” Envío 22, no.
261 (April 2003): 4.
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necessarily the most important item on the Costeños’ agenda, which itself was by no
means unified.

The desire for autonomy, cultural rights, and local control over

development, natural resources, and land all fit within the purview of both Costeño and
anti-globalization politics, but these demands were conveyed in remarkably different
ways even amongst the diverse members of the Costeño delegation.

For mestizo

Nicaraguans, cultural rights and autonomy might translate into a desire for municipal
autonomy or national sovereignty in the face of US imperialism and the ubiquitous
interventionism of the IMF, World Bank, and Inter-American Development Bank. The
Costeño delegates, however, were primarily concerned with their territorial rights and
political autonomy vis-à-vis mestizos and the Nicaraguan state. But even the Costeño
delegation’s notions of rights and autonomy were divergent. For instance, the all male
Elder Council’s display of Miskitu nationalism was not a sentiment that was shared by
the largely female Creole and Mayangna members of the delegation who lobbied for a
more inclusive multi-ethnic stance; even if the two male indigenous Rama representatives
were slightly more sympathetic to the Miskitu position, perhaps due to its firm grounding
in the politics of indigenous autochthony.

Conversely, historical conflicts between

indigenous Miskitu and Mayangna of the north led the female Mayangna representative
to side with the Creole women leaders from Monkey Point, arguing for a vision of multiethnic autonomy that allowed for the equal representation of indigenous and afrodescendant Mayangna, Creole, Garifuna, Rama, and Miskitu Costeños, with the notable
exception of mestizo Costeños.
But the complex fault lines that form around race, gender, and nation in antiglobalization politics are not simply a byproduct of rival nationalisms or historical
divisions between Pacific and Atlantic Nicaragua, but belie far more pervasive
transnational manifestations of inequality. Such manifestations could be detected in the
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thematic focus of the workshops, which tackled five related themes including: 1)
local/national sovereignty in food production, 2) economic, social, and cultural rights, 3)
local development, 4) maquilas and enclave economies, and 5) the impact of megaprojects associated with neoliberal globalization. Each section was led by a respected
mestizo intellectual from the Nicaraguan left with deep personal ties to the Sandinista
Revolution and leftist institutions and an international delegate of similar stature. Only
two women acted as workshop leaders, while one lone woman delegate from COPINH in
Honduras had been scheduled to speak alongside nearly a dozen male presenters the
opening day. Nevertheless, women (particularly young women) were crucial actors in
the behind the scenes organizational logistics of the forum. In each thematic area, the
question of black, indigenous, and women’s rights and the diverse (though not mutually
exclusive) political agendas they represent were expected to emerge organically from the
broad engagement with the structural inequalities of globalization in Mesoamerica. I can
not bear witness to the success of this approach in each individual workshop, but these
agendas only emerged in the closing plenary commentary thanks to the persistent
intervention of those actors themselves.
Giving a discursive nod to the proliferating sites of social struggle that many
analysts suggest

characterize Latin American cultural politics in the post-

authoritarian/post-revolutionary democratic era, the posthumous political declaration for
the forum includes a careful and deliberative mention of the myriad sectors of
Mesoamerican society effected by globalization.

Pointing to struggles such as the

Zapatista uprising, Cuban national sovereignty and the US embargo, and finca
occupations in rural Guatemala, the statement declares its support for autonomy in all its
local, municipal, regional, and national manifestations and recognizes the importance of
demands emanating from diverse sectors of Mesoamerican society including campesinos,
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women, indigenous peoples, Garifuna, workers, cooperative enterprises, elderly people,
youth, children, and immigrants.19 The statement highlights indigenous peoples’ rights to
their ancestral territories, even recognizing these rights as one of the most central and
pressing themes of the event, and includes mention of Garifuna peoples largely due to the
outspoken insistence of the Honduran Garifuna delegation. Yet there is no mention of
afro-descendants as a significant sector of Mesoamerican society, nor is there mention of
their rights to territory. Not incidentally, racism and sexism are also not named as social
phenomena with any significant structural manifestations. Likewise, sexuality and gay
and lesbian rights remain uncharted terrain. Instead, capitalism and imperial forms of
political interventionism continue to ground the debate for the Nicaraguan left in the
neoliberal era.
So what accounts for the opening of political spaces for rights activism around
indigenous autonomy and territoriality within the new left anti-globalization movement
and the ongoing silence about afro-descendant groups, racism, and sexism? I suggest that
this is not a phenomenon particular to the left, but instead has become characteristic of
multicultural politics in the post-revolutionary period. The point is not simply that old
fault lines around race, gender, and nation stubbornly persist in anti-globalization politics
or that little has changed in the quarter century since the triumph of the Sandinista
Revolution. To the contrary, the nation has experienced revolutionary transformations in
which technologies of governance, popular avenues of dissent and even the language of
citizenship and rights activism have undergone significant revision. And although this
introduction has focused on just one sector of leftist politics in Nicaraguan civil society,
the following chapters take a more sustained look at how the Nicaraguan right has
responded to the question of afro-descendant rights, particularly vis-à-vis multicultural
19

See the “Political Declaration of the Third Mesoamerican Forum” at
http://www.encuentropopular.org/viforomesoamericano/foro3.htm.
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citizenship and emergent racial hegemonies that portray black Costeños, mostly young
black men, as a new criminal element within the national body politic.
In doing so, I suggest that the ongoing silence around racism and sexism
(particularly in their mutual expression) is fundamental to the ways in which this
restructuring of racial hegemonies has occurred --as are modernity and its ever-powerful
universals to the political debility of afro-descendant land rights in the national and
transnational contexts. In this case, globalization or multivalent forms of globality are
not new phenomena, but have long been central to the modern production of social and
material inequality and alterity. But I want to take this argument further by suggesting
that current negotiations over neoliberal globalization, multicultural policy, and rights
activism tend to rework pre-existing colonial and national constructions of race, gender,
class, and sexual alterity in both predictable and surprising ways. That is, new forms of
hegemony and governmentality have emerged in the neoliberal period alongside new
forms of rights activism and discourse, yet much of the ideological material they
reproduce draws on all too familiar modern constructs of race, gender, class, and nation.
The following sections of this chapter look at theory on modernity as a lens
through which to read race, class, gender, and nation as transnational constructs that
shape rights activism, multicultural citizenship, and cultural politics of black and
indigenous identity in Nicaragua.

The concluding section turns to a discussion of

previous anthropological scholarship on ethnic populism and Anglo ideology as two
central currents in Creole political common sense. I suggest that a feminist analysis of
Creole ethnic populism and Anglo ideology gives insights into how race, gender, and
class divisions both within and beyond the Creole community impact women and men’s
political mobilization for land rights and autonomy on the Atlantic Coast of Nicaragua.
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In the concluding section, I continue my account of the Mesoamerican Forum to frame
my analysis of Creole politics.

The Race to Nation
Are we a Nation? In this moment in history, when the globalizing avalanche is
sweeping away nations in its path, there is strong consensus that Nicaragua has
not yet even become a real nation. Is it at least a country? Or is it just a place? Is
this place in the process of becoming a nation or of coming apart, of becoming an
ever-smaller space in which the destiny of the majority will be limited to
surviving by tolerating virtually anything the ruling minority does?20
Nitlapán-Envío Team, Universidad Centroamericana, Managua, 2003

The race to nationhood has unfolded across several epochal shifts in Nicaraguan
history, but has found consistent grounding in two sites of struggle over 1) the terms and
conditions of capitalist transformation, modernization, and development; and 2) the
question of national identity and sovereignty in the face of US imperialism and Western
modernity at large.

In the second half the twentieth century alone, Nicaragua has

undergone radical shifts in how ideologies of nation, modernization, and development
have been imagined and incorporated into national political projects.

The Somoza

dictatorship embraced the liberal ideological tenets of the Kennedy era Alliance for
Progress, while using its political and military power to stamp out internal dissent and
become one of the wealthiest business dynasties in Central America through its
partnership with North American capitalist enterprise.

Sandinista revolutionary

nationalism’s response to the gross inequities of the dictatorship years, and the kinds of
20 Nitlapán-Envío Team, 4. Nitlapán is a progressive research center based out of the Universidad
Centroamericana (UCA) in Managua. They publish Envío, a monthly magazine that features research and
political commentary from the perspective of the intellectual left. Their political analysis provides
sophisticated, in-depth critiques of the Nicaraguan electoral left and right, US interventionism, and
neoliberal globalization.
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capitalist transformation it embraced, was based in the redistribution of wealth, primarily
through land reform and state-led models of socialist modernization. In the neoliberal
era, development and modernization are still the principal objectives, but again the
mechanisms necessary to achieve both have changed as have the global and local actors
charged with the undertaking.
Such shifts suggest that while national political projects can take radically
divergent stances towards global capital and imperialism, they all have shared a certain
enchantment with developmentalist models of modernization as the grounds for national
transformation.21 Yet both nationhood and modernity still remain seemingly just out of
grasp, while most Nicaraguans continue to live under conditions of extreme economic
and social inequality. In popular political discourse in Nicaragua, these conditions of
inequality give evidence to the nation’s ongoing failure to develop and modernize. That
is, they index a serious lack of modernization, rather than signaling particular relations of
inequality that are themselves characteristic (even constitutive) of the late capitalist
condition.
Today multivalent tropes of failed nationhood emerge in politics on both the left
and right.

The principal culprits of failure shift --alternatively figured as

underdevelopment, poverty, globalization, US interventionism, foreign debt, right-wing
conservatism, leftist radicalism, political corruption, fiscal mismanagement, clientelism,
caudillismo, and the list goes on. In spite of competing explanations for failure from
opposing sides of the political spectrum, the Atlantic Coast and its geographic, political,
and economic integration into the nation continues to represent a significant stumbling
block in the race to nationhood and ultimately modernization. Even as twentieth century
ideologies of mestizo nationalism shift to make room for multicultural citizenship and
21

See for instance, Maria Josefina Saldaña-Portillo, The Revolutionary Imagination in the Americas in the
Age of Development (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003).
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governmentality, indigenous and black Costeños still appear as territorialized
representatives of racial and cultural alterity in the nationalist imagination. Perhaps the
two most powerful imaginaries of the capitalist age, the relationship between nationhood
and modernity is not incidental, nor is the return to mestizo nationalism as lens through
which modernization is most often imagined.
An exercise in legitimation, rather than an actual place or locale, Michel-Rolph
Trouillot identifies the West or Western modernity as a global phenomenon --a North
Atlantic geography of imagination that projects powerful universalizing principles along
side equally powerful discourses and representations of alterity. 22 In his now classic text
on Orientalism, Edward Said argues that Occidentalism or Europe’s image of itself as
representative of modern Western civilization has depended on alter images of Orientals
as opposing representatives of alterity to the Western ideal.23 Echoing Said, Trouillot
suggests the duality of Western modernity rests its perpetual return to representations of
alterity (particularly racial, cultural, and gendered forms of alterity) to ground its own
claims to unmarked universality. Modernity similarly conveys a powerful element of
desirability and seduction that suggests the unmarked universal represents the ideal, a
forward facing embrace of the future that holds the promise of material comfort, physical
wellbeing, and intellectual and moral clarity.
For Trouillot, colonialism and capitalism set the stage for modernity and its North
Atlantic universals, which are conveyed through particular mechanisms and institutions
of coercion and control that enabled the spread of European and later North American
empire. These phenomena produce certain forms of racial, cultural, gender, class, and
national differentiation, identification, and subjectification that are constitutive of modern

22 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Global Transformations: Anthropology and the Modern World (New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 1-2, 35-36.
23 Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979).
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imaginaries. Trouillot remains ambivalent, however, about the degree to which this
geography of imagination can ever be wholly conceptualized, instead suggesting that
modernity and its universals are fractured and unstable precisely because of the
multivalent forms of struggle and contestation they engender.24
A notoriously difficult idea to pin down, modernity has been characterized as an
epistemology, an ideological project, and a historical condition or all three; that is, a
project of legitimation that entails specific relations of power and social differentiation
grounded in an ever evolving epistemology or way of knowing.

Both are said to

characterize the modern or capitalist age and find their local articulation through specific
technologies of management, social organization, coercion, and control.

In most

Eurocentric origin stories about modernity, eighteenth century Enlightenment principles
figure centrally as does nineteenth century industrialization. For instance, David Harvey
describes modernism as an Enlightenment epistemology that foregrounds secularism,
science, rationality, individuality, and universal laws of morality and rights that promise
liberation, freedom, and progress for those mired in the irrationalities of tyranny,
superstition, religion, and poverty.25 Stuart Hall writes, “the idea of ‘the social’ as a
separate and distinct form of reality, which could be analyzed in entirely ‘this-worldly,’
material terms and laid out for rational explanation, is a distinctly modern idea which
only finally crystallized in the discourses of the Enlightenment.”26
In this context, the French Revolution figures as the bastion of Enlightenment
principles and a harbinger of some of the key tenets of liberalism such as secular
democracy, universal citizenship, and equality as the basis for modern governance. Here
24

Trouillot, 1-2, 35-36.
David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change
(Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1990), 12-13. Harvey draws on Habermas who pointed to the eighteenth
century Enlightenment origins of the “project of modernity.”
26 Stuart Hall, “Introduction,” in Modernity: An Introduction to Modern Societies, ed. Stuart Hall and
others (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1996), 4.
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the emphasis on individual rights and liberties places the onus on the nation-state as the
ultimate guarantor of citizenship rights. Likewise, Adam Smith is often hailed as the
father of economic theory on liberal market capitalism emphasizing individual exchange
and free or self-regulating markets, which (in theory) naturally work to maximize
competitive potential and profit if free from monopolization and trade barriers.27 Such
ideas about economic rationality are said to presage the twentieth century projection of
the economy as a self-contained process that functions by its own internal and calculable
logic.28
Harvey and other historical materialists, describe the modern period as a condition
or stage of capitalist development marked by specific relations of production and
consumption as well as particular metropolitan aesthetics (e.g. art, architecture, or
literature) and forms of political mobilization (e.g. national popular and class politics).29
While these theorists’ debates about the rise of postmodernity in the late capitalist era
seem to have run their course in critical social theory, they clearly presage the current
preoccupation with globalization, neoliberalism, and related phenomena such as the
cultural politics of new social movements, radical cultural consumerism, the global
stratification of labor, and so on. In a feminist critique of these works for their equation
of modernity with capitalism, Doreen Massey suggests that they fall prey to a privileging
of the relations of production, or more succinctly class, as the single most important
determinate for social organization and power relations, and, therefore, reinforce
modernist notions of the universal subject as Western, white, masculine, and
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heterosexual.30

Similarly, current discussions about development and globalization

remain largely silent about race and gender as equally central rather than peripheral or
secondary phenomena within these contexts.31
Thus it is not surprising that most discussions about modernity and capitalism
tend to overlook the ways that race, gender, and nation are equally fundamental to how
we think about modernity as a material condition, state of affairs, or geography of
imagination. Those theorists who reject the notion that modernity is simply a European
or Western phenomenon that has been imposed on subaltern peoples with varying
degrees of reception also tend to be skeptical about any effort to periodize the modern
(and thereby index modern versus premodern social phenomena) as itself an exercise in
Western legitimation.32 Nevertheless, the idea of the modern as a binary opposite of the
traditional and/or premodern continues to be a widespread preoccupation that has
tremendous salience for the politics of identity and nation today. This ideological traffic
in binaries has found its grounding in an ever proliferating series of naturalizing
constructions such as civilized/uncivilized, developed/undeveloped, rational/spiritual,
masculine/feminine, public/private, global/local, individual/collective, Western/nonWestern, and so on.33 Such constructions intersect and tend to signal some form of
unmarked universality and marked alterity, and thus continue to impact how ideologies of
race, gender, class, and sexual difference find their expression in cultural politics in the
national and transnational contexts today.
30
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Feminists scholars, particularly third wave, third world, and queer feminists, have
long taken the lead in challenging the essential constructions of identity and social
organization that such naturalisms work to reproduce. The debates that feminist scholars
have pioneered and continue to sustain about the public versus private realms, sexual
division of labor, race/gender/sex as social constructs, race and gender in nationalist
ideology, women in post-colonial nationalist struggle, racism and white Western
feminisms, gender and universal rights discourses, and so on are all central and crucial
forms of inquiry about modernity and its universals. Feminist scholarship is extremely
rich in its contribution and diversity, lending critical insight into the ways in which
intersecting forms of alterity and inequality condition both cultural politics and academic
scholarship in the cross-cultural context. Nevertheless, it rarely appears as a relevant
body of theory in relation to conventional historical materialist concerns with modernity
and capitalism and their global articulation.
Along side such universals that silence race, class, gender, and sexuality as
intersecting forms of identification and subjectification in the modern era, there is a
teleological historicity to modernity that seems to signal a radical break with the past and
tradition towards a linear progressive, even utopic, future.34 Trouillot writes that since
the sixteenth century the Western geography of imagination has become a hegemonic
interface or meta-narrative through which to read world history. In this sense, the West
has come to represent universal historicity, while those outside the frame or interface of
the West are treated as not only without history, but outside of historicity itself --both
trapped in a state of timelessness and peripheral to the unfolding of historical events.35 In
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this sense, the Western white masculine subject figures as the central agent of history,
while all others become peripheral.
Like the selective historicity of the Western imagination, the progressive
historical consciousness so often equated with modernity seems to embolden and
legitimate projects that reinvent tradition and essentialize identity as the grounds for
modern systems of social organization and governance, masking their construction
through an appeal to a singular and unchanging past. Benedict Anderson first described
the nation-state, the quintessentially modern form of political organization, as an
imagined community pointing to nation and nationalism as cultural artifacts or historical
constructs that originated in the eighteenth century, but have become saturated with
sentiment and timeless universality.36 Nineteenth and twentieth century nationalisms
were overwhelmingly concerned with territorialized forms of cultural, racial, and gender
essentialism, while nation and citizenship continue to be structured around normative
constructions of masculinity and heterosexuality.37
Anxieties about purity of blood and racial mixing for European and North
American whites profoundly shaped modern Western constructions of social difference,
national identity, class, gender, domesticity, and social and biological reproduction.38 As
such, the nineteenth century rise of scientific racism and racial typologies as well as the
twentieth century eugenics movements that followed were primarily concerned with
naturalizing or biologizing perceived differences in phenotype, legitimating systems of
36
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coercion and control, and policing racial, sexual, class, and national boundaries.39 Anne
McClintock writes that “imperialism and the invention of race were fundamental aspects
of Western, industrial modernity.”40

Similarly, Paul Gilroy adds that cultural

nationalisms that posit an essential, authentic, and integral relationship between race,
ethnicity, and nation are the most ubiquitous, enduring, and characteristically modern
phenomena of our age.41
At the same time, the ways in which white Western women and men came to
understand themselves, their nationality, and citizenship were intimately linked to the
interplay between the racial, class, and sexual anxieties of empire and nation. Her work
on colonialism, sex, and race has led Ann Stoler to argue that Foucault’s foundational
text on the history of sexuality in eighteenth and nineteenth century Europe was in many
ways a subterranean history of race, gender, and empire.

That is, how Europeans

approached the question of sexuality at home in the so-called center had everything to do
with colonial exploits far from home in the so-called periphery.42 Thus Stoler writes that
colonies in Asia, Africa, and Latin America were “laboratories of modernity” where the
foundational tenets of Western modernity such as liberalism, nationalism, and citizenship
were crafted and honed.43 Such analyses suggest that modernity and the cultural politics
of race, gender, and nation were grounded in a complex and interconnected globality
from the start. Similarly, the racial and gender politics of empire and nation continue to
have multivalent and unanticipated effects in the post-colonial context.44
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Alongside the invented traditions and imagined communities of nationalist
modernities, teleological visions of a progressive utopic future often coexist alongside
alter tropes of a natural utopic past --the later of which has its own place in twentieth
century constructions of mestizo nationalism in Latin America. In this case, the myth of
the noble savage, commonly associated with Rousseau’s romanticism, although its
antecedents are much older, has become an icon of the natural utopic past.45 Locating the
history of anthropology and colonialism as inextricable developments within North
Atlantic geographies of imagination, Trouillot points to the discipline and its precursors’
fascination with “the savage slot” for which the sixteenth century colonization of the
Americas represents a pivotal moment. Although the romanticism of the myth of the
noble savage was disrupted by the genocidal brutality and civilizing missions that ensued,
something of that mythic slot remains, particularly in the disciplinary practice of
anthropology and contemporary representations of indigeneity. In a context where white,
black, and indigenous Americans co-exist, indigeneity unequivocally became the
specialization of anthropologists.46
In Latin America, similar ideas about indigeneity inspired twentieth century
nationalist ideologies of indigenismo, which glorified the indigenous past as a precursor
for the modern mestizo nation without recognizing indigenous women and men as
contemporary national subjects or active political agents. In nationalist imaginaries of
indo-hispanic mestizaje, indigenous women often figure as passive progenitors for active
masculine Spanish colonizers.47 Here indigenous women figure as representatives of
indigenous locality and continuity, particularly in relation to their reproductive roles,
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cultural practices, clothing, and so on.48 Likewise, their personal or political subjugation
when read through liberal ideologies of nation, citizenship, and democracy is often
viewed as resulting from their own cultural realms, which are thought to uphold the
patriarchal traditions of their masculine counterparts, rather than from colonial, capitalist,
or nationalist relations of power and inequality.

Thus, they are thought to have a

maternal, spiritual, and ancestral relationship with both their own indigenous localities
and the contemporary nation, yet are rarely figured as active modern subjects with
diverse identities and political subjectivities.
In his book on post-traditional Indians in Brazil, Jonathan Warren writes that
contemporary ideas about indigenous authenticity tend to rely on modernist colonial
logics that suggest any form of cultural change for indigenous people results in
contamination --that is, less authentic, less Indian identities. In Nicaragua, this is a
widespread popular assumption that has significant political implications in the struggle
for land rights. Similarly, it continues to stubbornly appear in political discourse and
scholarly work on indigeneity on the Atlantic Coast. Warren instead argues for an
analysis of tradition and indigeneity that frames both as historically grounded categories
that can take on distinct meanings in a variety of political and temporal contexts. Thus,
colonization and cultural contact between Europeans and indigenous Latin Americans
does not result in contamination, assimilation, and acculturation for the latter as is
popularly assumed, but instead results in fraught and radically unequal encounters that
have transformative effects on all involved.49
In contradistinction to such ideological constructions of indigeneity and natural
utopic pasts, blackness has tended to represent modernity gone wrong. This idea has
48
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found its expression in theories of culture of poverty that promote highly gendered,
sexualized, and classed representations of black masculine and feminine pathology.50 At
the same time, colonial constructions of Africa as uncivilized, dangerous, and savage
continue to impact national and transnational representations of black alterity in the
Diaspora. The idea of diasporic blackness as a modern problem is often linked to racial
enslavement as a profoundly modern historical phenomenon that structured the logics of
capitalist expansion and colonial domination, particularly in the Atlantic region.51
Diasporic blacks in the context of indo-hispanic mestizo nationalism in Nicaragua usually
have weak claims to authentic territorialized identities due to their displacement during
the trans-Atlantic slave trade, while they also rarely figure as legitimate antecedents or
contemporary citizens of the nation due to their racial and cultural alterity.
Many of the most virulent expressions of black alterity still coalesce around
racializing colonial discourses about masculine and feminine black bodies. Ideologies
about the hyper-sexuality of both black women and men remain powerful in nationalist
and global capitalist imaginaries. Likewise, notions of black criminality, particularly
black masculine criminality, are ideological constructs with a disturbing degree of
transnational scope. Such representations of black sexuality and criminality suture over
past and present histories of racial and sexual violence towards people of African descent
in the Diaspora, the likes of which have reached genocidal proportions.52 In both cases,
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diasporic communities of black women and men are rarely recognized as historical agents
with their own diverse intellectual histories, political movements, and cultural legacies.53
When discussing racializing representations of indigenous and black alterity, we
often loose sight of the unmarked universals that find their ideological legitimation
through such gendered constructions of racial difference. Fernando Coronil suggests one
way to subvert the modern emphasis on such stereotypical representations of alterity is to
shift our attention toward a critique of Occidentalism, which he defines as “the
expression of a constitutive relationship between Western representations of cultural
difference and worldwide Western dominance.”54 This shift he suggests places renewed
emphasis on the relational nature of collectivities and the asymmetries in power that work
to erase subaltern histories, essentialize race, gender, and class identities, and obscure
global interconnection. In this context, the idea of universal womanhood as bourgeois,
white, and Western and the domestic realm and nuclear family as the building block of
the modern nation and the central locus of social reproduction are powerful Occidental
constructs with significant transnational scope. Pointing to colonial inconsistencies in
prescription versus practice, Stoler writes, “White-on-white domesticity was framed in
opposition to more prevalent sorts of unions on which colonialisms thrived.”55
Like elsewhere, in colonial and post-colonial slave societies in the Americas,
white men relied on the domestic and sexual service of both native and enslaved women.
An obsessive concern with protecting white womanhood from the perceived threat of
native and enslaved men was asymmetrically shadowed by ideologies that legitimated
white masculine sexual contact with and violence toward native and enslaved women.
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This dialectical construction of white feminine purity and prohibition vis-à-vis men of
color and white masculine sexual domination and violence vis-à-vis women of color
shaped both colonial and post-colonial ideologies of race, gender, class, and sex
throughout the Americas. In the Latin American context, social hierarchy is deeply
enmeshed with questions of racial mestizaje, placing “a premium on the control of
women’s sexuality in the competition for socio-racial prestige and preeminence.”56 In
the colonial era, large populations of mixed descent resulting from extra-marital unions
between European men and women of indigenous and African descent intensified elite
sectors’ concerns over racial exclusivity and legitimacy of descent.57

Post-colonial

nationalist representations of femininity, masculinity, and racial alterity continue to find
their expressions vis-à-vis ideologies about mestizaje and blanqueamiento, which
simultaneously legitimate gendered forms of racial mixing alongside principles of
progressive whitening.58
As custodians of morality, bourgeois Western women have long figured as
principal referents for race, gender, and class ideologies about feminine respectability,
honor, and purity. 59 Such modern colonial constructions presage white Western feminist
representations of third world women as a singular and essential category of race, culture,
and gender alterity to the white Western universal. In her now classic critique of Western
feminist scholarship on the third world entitled “Under Western Eyes,” Chandra Talpade
Mohanty writes that the collapsing of heterogeneity through the discursive construction
of third world women as an immutable and ahistorical category subject to homogenizing
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forms of patriarchal oppression is in itself a colonizing act that works to erase the
complexity and variability of the lives of women from different national, cultural, racial,
class, and religious backgrounds.60

The critique of gender essentialism levied here

suggests that there is not one common experiential thread linking diverse groups of
women across the globe into one universal subject category. Two decades later, Mohanty
maintains her critique of the universalisms embedded in Western liberal humanism and
the feminist scholarship that reproduces such universals, but again stresses that the
particular

can

have cross-cultural significance

to

feminist

struggle,

without

simultaneously retreating to homogenizing universalisms. That is, she makes the case for
the “importance of the particular in relation to the universal,” stressing the need for an
analytical framework that links local and quotidian “gendered contexts and ideologies to
the larger, transnational political and economic structures and ideologies of capitalism.”61
Lest we assume that the turn of the century put to rest the universalisms of
Western modernity supplanting them with more egalitarian notions of multiculturalism
and difference, one need look no further than transnational rights discourses and activism
for ongoing expressions of unmarked universality and marked alterity. For instance,
Kamala Visweswaran shows how gender essentialism and Western constructions of
universal womanhood continue to shape transnational feminist human rights discourses
and practices in profound and unsettling ways.

In the South Asian context, such

discourses and practices demonize and homogenize national cultures as violent towards
women, while simultaneously separating women from their own communities of origin
through their abstraction as a universal international category. She argues for alternative
forms of analysis and activism that recognize the ways in which particular political
60
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systems limit women’s rights rather than retreating to one dimensional constructs of nonWestern cultural deviance.62
However, it is not just this ongoing ideological traffic in universals and alterity
that is important here, rather my central concern is the ways in which modern
geographies of imagination and management work to impose regulatory or permissible
forms of subjectivity as well as the openings for resistance that (in the process) proliferate
and destabilize such modern projects.

Here Fernando Coronil again argues for the

decentering of metropolitan cultural formations as universals and the recentering of
subaltern modernities as not simply the result of Western influence, but modern
articulations in their own right with profound consequences for the politics of capital,
colonialism, and nation.63

Drawing on W.E.B. Du Bois’s notion of double

consciousness, Paul Gilroy argues that the Black Atlantic is both constitutive of and a
challenge to modernity --that is, it is “trying to face (at least) two ways at once.”64 In a
similar fashion, he describes black diasporic intellectual traditions and expressive
cultures as part of a counterculture of modernity that simultaneously draws on and
unsettles modern essentialist constructions of nation and identity. While black diasporic
histories and cultures are often viewed as antithetical to Western modernity, he argues
that, to the contrary, they are internal and constitutive elements of modernity. As such,
he points out that the trans-Atlantic slave trade, modernization, and industrialization are
products of the same historical moment and inherently of each other, emphasizing the
centrality of racial capital in constructing ideologies and institutions of modernity.
Gilroy suggests black diasporic politics negotiate a central contradiction of
modernity arising from the disjuncture between liberal ideology and such modern
62Kamala
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phenomena as racial enslavement and colonialism.

This disjuncture provides the

conditions for a politics of fulfillment that embody both normative and resistive
aspirations. As such, the politics of fulfillment embrace “the notion that a future society
will be able to realise the social and political promise that present society has left
unaccomplished.”65 Referring to African American abolitionist and Black Nationalist
Martin Delany, he writes:
The politics of fulfillment practiced by the descendents of slaves demands, as
Delany did, that bourgeois civil society live up to the promise of its own rhetoric.
It creates a medium in which demands for goals like non-racialised justice and
rational organisation of the productive process can be expressed. It is immanent
within modernity and is no less a valuable element of modernity’s counterdiscourse for being consistently ignored.66
As such, the politics of fulfillment is a central form of struggle and contestation
over modernity as subaltern groups negotiate modern political constructs like nation,
citizenship, democracy, universal rights, and civil society that consistently fail to live up
to their own promising ideological conditions of possibility. The contradictions and
inequalities that arose from racial slavery, colonial domination, and liberal ideology were
the grounds for one of the most powerful acts of black diasporic historical agency in the
eighteenth century Americas, the Haitian Revolution.67 The struggles that arise in this
context are no less important today than they were in the past. I argue similar types of
negotiations over modernity and its (neo)liberal ideological tenets are played out in
contemporary negotiations over rights activism and multicultural nationalism in
Nicaragua.
The fractured globality of modern imaginaries that I have pieced together in this
section suggests that diverse groups of mestizo, black, and indigenous women and men in
65
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Nicaragua are not (and were never) somehow outside of modernity and suffering from a
process of integration as is widely assumed, but have long engaged in their own fraught
negotiations over modernity.

In Latin America, many of the most tenacious and

persistent modern ideologies about race, gender, and nation get played out within
negotiations over post-colonial nationalisms. Color and class hierarchies and internal
colonialism towards black and indigenous populations has made postcolonial nations in
Latin America racial states from the start, even if the content of their own racialized and
racializing national imaginaries were markedly different from (while simultaneously
premised in opposition to) North American and European imaginaries.68 This relational
dynamic suggests that post-colonialism in Latin America and the racial projects that
evolved in this context are not just particularistic national phenomenona, but work to
negotiate wider modern constructs of race, gender, and nation, particularly vis-à-vis the
rising tide of US imperialism in the region.
Scholars of Nicaraguan nationalism show how early twentieth century
negotiations over modernity were increasingly grounded in a new racial project based in
the myth of Nicaragua mestiza, which found its most fervent expression vis-à-vis US
interventionism.69 Unlike other Latin American and Caribbean nations such as Brazil,
Puerto Rico, and Cuba where afro-descendant peoples make up a significant portion of
the national population, Nicaraguan ideologies of mestizaje do not include an African or
black contribution to mestizo identity and only recognize the indigenous contribution as a
historical antecedent, rather than an active contemporary fact. In this sense, Nicaraguan
elites’ efforts to negotiate modernity were both a response to US imperialism and Anglo-
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Saxon racism and simultaneously premised on the construction of indigenous and black
alterity within their own national boundaries.70 Thus, ideologies of mestizo nationalism,
whitening, and indigenismo replay some of the central preoccupations of modernity.
For most Nicaraguans, indigenous and afro-descendant Costeños remain the last
representatives of racial and cultural alterity within the twenty-first century nation. As
such, contemporary multiculturalism has become almost exclusively an issue of black
and indigenous Costeño rights, while the Atlantic Coast region remains the final frontier
or one of the last stumbling blocks in the race to nationhood for the mestizo nation in the
popular and political imaginary. Similarly, mestizo nationalism continues to provide an
opening for the denial of race and racism towards indigenous and black people as a
significant indicator of social inequality today.71 Instead, Atlantic Coast Creoles are
more often accused of being racist towards mestizo and indigenous Nicaraguans. This
has to do with their own complex identifications with an Anglo Diaspora as well as their
representation within the national imaginary as foreign, modern, and racially and
culturally distinct from mestizo Nicaraguans. This represents a complicated twist in
negotiations over modernity and nation where mestizo nationalist and Anglo modernities
butt heads over the terrain of indigenous and black bodies, finding their expression in
contradictory and disquieting ways.
Although this and the previous section have focused on modernity and mestizo
nationalism, subsequent chapters work to contextualize black and indigenous politics
(particularly Creole politics) within their own interconnected modern imaginaries.
Beginning in the period of British colonial reinsertion in the 1840s, afro-descendant
Creoles began to negotiate their own nationalist counter-cultures that would take hold
under the administrative auspices of the Mosquito Reserve in the second half of the
70
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nineteenth century (1860-1894). Creole identity, however, has deeper eighteenth century
roots in the transnational British colonial slave societies of the Central American
Caribbean littoral from Belize to Panamá. Thus, Creoles’ negotiations with modernity
have long been grounded in the historical experience of enslavement, colonialism, and
transnationalism as well as their participation in the mercantile trade economies of the
wider Western Caribbean region (See Chapter 2 and 3).

Building on pre-existing

nationalisms under the Miskitu dominated Mosquito Kingdom, Creole Mosquitian
nationalism became a powerful form of political identification that would increasingly
take as its principal referent and rival the twentieth century mestizo Nicaraguan nation.72
The struggles and negotiations over modernity that arose in the context of Mosquitian
nationalisms (both Miskitu and Creole expressions), Nicaraguan mestizo nationalism, and
British and US imperialism set the stage for twentieth century land politics on the
Atlantic Coast.

For the Creole community, the racial, cultural, class, and gender

subjectivities that inform political mobilization and land politics today continue to draw
on, negotiate, and reformulate profoundly modern geographies of imagination. The next
section returns to my account of the Mesoamerican Forum and, in doing so, focuses on
the cultural politics of Creole identity in the post-revolutionary multicultural context.

The Cultural Politics of Creole Identity
On the second day of the Mesoamerican Forum, I attended the mega-projects
workshops with the women delegates from Monkey Point. Throughout the course of the
day, I saw community leaders increasingly warm to what became the rallying cry of the
event --“rechazo total” or total rejection of all mega-projects, free trade agreements, and
72

For a discussion of Miskitu identity and nation see Karl Offen, The Miskitu Kingdom: Landscape and the
Emergence of a Miskitu Ethnic Identity, Northeastern Nicaragua and Honduras, 1600-1800 (Ph.D. diss.,
University of Texas at Austin, 1999).

71

neoliberal policies associated with capitalist globalization. This was new for me as I had
already learned to grapple with the community’s ambivalent stance towards the potential
merits of dry canal project for Nicaragua. During my first year of work with Monkey
Point, I came to understand that their resistance to the project had little to do with the
hazards of neoliberal globalization or environmental degradation, but was based in a
desire to play a decisive role in controlling the terms and conditions of capitalist insertion
in their region to their own benefit. For most, this demand did not entail a rejection of
neoliberal development, or even a critique of globalization, but did entail communal land
ownership and the political and economic autonomy at that would allow them to engage
global capital on their own terms.
Thus, during the early stages of negotiation Rama and Creole leaders had asked to
become direct shareholders in the dry canal endeavor. They wanted to benefit from the
proceeds of the canal for as long as it functioned on communal lands. Why this was
unlikely under the current global order was not central to their political common sense.
Their request was rejected, but the tendency towards negotiation versus outright refusal
reemerged over the years opening doors of negotiation between the Rama, Monkey Point
Creoles, their legal representative, and the two consortiums (one national and one
international) competing for the dry canal concession. These engagements rarely resulted
in any substantive concessions for the communities, but instead tended to engender
accusations of impropriety and collusion on all sides.
Despite this warming towards “un rechazo total” during the Mesoamerican forum,
community members seemed to return to their initial stance once they were back on the
Coast. This was most evident when several months later a representative from the same
Managua based environment justice NGO that had participated in the forum led a
meeting in Bluefields about the impact of free trade agreements on the life and

72

livelihoods of poor Nicaraguans.

An articulate and knowledgeable mestiza in her

twenties gave one of the most nuanced discussions of neoliberal globalization that I have
ever heard in Nicaragua or the US. She described with clarity and precision the details of
intellectual property rights, the quantification and commercialization of land, resources,
air, and water, the global dominance of multilateral development banks and neoliberal
policy, US interventionism and remilitarization in Latin America, the hazards of trade
liberalization, industrial monoculture, and genetically modified foreign seeds for
Nicaraguan agriculturalists, and the inequalities embedded in the Central American Free
Trade Agreement (CAFTA) negotiations. When she was finished she opened the floor to
commentary from the largely mestizo and Creole participants from Bluefields civil
society, who overwhelmingly wanted to know, “How do we insert ourselves more
successfully into this process of liberalization and commercialization?” What are the
missed opportunities that these structural conditions might provide us? We need to learn
how to better compete and adapt to capitalist globalization because it has been happening
on the Coast for generations.
Over the years, the tendency in Creole politics to embrace classic liberal
paradigms of progress and development has done little to endear the community to the
Nicaraguan left, despite the left’s own ideological enchantments with modernity. This
position is obviously not unique to Creoles as it seemed to hold similar appeal to the
majority of mestizo Costeños in attendance that day too. Nor does it represent a unified
or uncontested position within the Creole community itself, although it does appear with
relative frequency often embedded in long-standing Anglo ideologies and a tendency
towards liberal (read conservative in the US context) political affiliations. Rather than
take this particular aspect of Creole politics to be representative of a willing and
wholehearted accommodation of Western modernity (empire, capital, and culture),

73

Edmund Gordon has located it within a multivalent and complex Creole political
subjectivity. He traces the development of two reemerging and intersecting currents in
Creole political common sense that he broadly characterizes as Creole ethnic populism
and Anglo ideology.73 Charles Hale has noted a similar tendency towards what he terms
ethnic militancy and Anglo affinity within the Atlantic Coast Miskitu community.74
Grounded in specific historical relations of inequality, Gordon describes Creole
ethnic populism as a tradition of resistance based in racial, ethnic, and class solidarity
against the community’s oppression as a group. This political stance has found its most
fervent and sustained expression vis-à-vis mestizo racism and the Nicaraguan state’s
internal colonialism towards the Coast.75 In this context, the community’s abrupt loss of
political and economic power following Nicaragua’s military annexation of the Creole
controlled Mosquito Reserve in 1894 stands out as the foundational event in a long
history of discrimination and marginalization that has accompanied the government’s
effort to nationalize the region throughout the twentieth century. Nationalization has
involved the imposition of mestizo state control in the economic, administrative,
electoral, and cultural affairs of the Coast justified through ideologies of mestizo
nationalism. This sustained effort on the part of the Nicaraguan state throughout the
twentieth century involved coercive forms of state violence and militarization in the early
decades following annexation and increasingly paternalistic and clientelistic mechanisms
of control during the Somoza regime in the mid to late part of the century. Creole’s
response to the triumph of the Sandinista Revolution in 1979 is one of the many
contributions of Gordon’s ethnography on Creole politics.
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Throughout his analysis, Gordon locates Creole expressions of Anglo ideology as
a tactical response to external colonialism on the Coast, first under the British and later
within the context of US imperialism during the enclave period (1880s-1930). While the
Creole community did sometimes turn to populist politics to contest the racial and class
oppression they experienced vis-à-vis white foreigners, Creoles also internalized and
reproduced many of the hegemonic ideologies that legitimized Anglo dominance. Their
participation in the Anglo institutions that acted as the principal agents of Western
modernity (e.g. the Moravian church and school and British and American companies)
also provided Creoles with access to social mobility through education and employment.
Thus the same ideologies and institutions that justified Anglo dominance provided some
Creoles a tactical opening to advance their position within the regional social order,
particularly vis-à-vis darker and poorer sectors of the Creole community, indigenous
Costeños, and afro-descendant Garifuna.

Thus, Gordon historically situates Anglo

ideology as a coherent tactical response to Creole’s insertion in particular relations of
domination and subordination.76 The adherence (though not unconditional or exclusive)
to many of the classic liberal precepts of Western modernity tends to characterize Creole
expressions of Anglo ideology, which frequently emerge in populist resistance to mestizo
national dominance. Among these precepts are notions of progress and development
associated with capitalist expansion, the racial superiority of white skin and phenotype,
the cultural superiority of Western education, language, customs, and traditions and the
moral superiority of bourgeois Protestant Christian mores.77
While the Nicaraguan left

has widely perceived Creole ambivalence

(characterized at times by outright resistance) to the Sandinista Revolution as an
indication of their political apathy, conservatism, and accommodative tendencies, Gordon
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counters this claim by showing how Creole politics during the 1980s incorporated preexisting expressions of ethnic populism and Anglo ideology, which were then
rearticulated within the political processes that unfolded shortly after the triumph of the
Revolution.78 Gordon writes a nuanced and moving analysis of the initial enthusiasm
towards and support for the Revolution within the Creole community that was based in
the hope that the triumph signaled an opening for their own political aspirations as
Costeños.

This enthusiasm quickly waned as the Sandinista leadership imposed a

mestizo dominated, Managua-based revolutionary power structure on the Coast.79 Hale
notes a similar enthusiasm towards the Revolution among Miskitu leaders, which also
quickly soured, turning to armed confrontation.80
As conflict on the Coast escalated and popular opinion within the Creole
community shifted, Gordon describes how pre-existing expressions of Anglo ideology
that involved adherence to liberal capitalist constructions of democracy emerged as the
predominant political response to the Revolution, dovetailing with other counterrevolutionary interests both nationally and abroad. Similarly, the Protestant religiosity so
foundational to Creole moral economies supported a disdain for any kind of socialist
politics that smacked of communism. These responses to the Sandinista Revolution
became increasingly politically salient as Creoles found their own populist interests as
afro-descendant people, Creoles, and Costeños to be marginal to the Sandinista
revolutionary agenda.81
I use this short summary of Gordon’s ethnographic analysis of Creole politics
both before and during the Sandinista Revolution as the basis for my own analysis of the
cultural politics of race, gender, and nation within the Creole community. While Gordon
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skillfully demonstrates the interplay between Creole ethnic populism and Anglo ideology
in a variety of historical contexts, the reader gets less of a sense of how both are premised
on intersecting articulations of racial, class, and gender difference that circulate within
the Creole community, while simultaneously having wider transnational scope and
significance. Within the Creole community, gendered, racial, and generational constructs
of middle class respectability, Protestant Christian morality, and shame are central
elements in conditioning Creole ethnic populism and Anglo ideology. They likewise
influence the leadership positions and kinds of political activism available to diverse
groups of Creole women and men.

They are not, however, just an ethnographic

particularity for the Creole community, but represent the community’s response to wider
constructions of race, gender, and nation.

Thus, such constructs in their mutual

expression have a profound impact on structuring hierarchies both within and beyond the
Creole community. Within the community, they condition women and men’s ability to
achieve moral status as well as the ways in which they experience and contest social
shame.

But beyond the intimacies of quotidian social interaction, they also hold

tremendous salience for cultural politics, political participation and representation, and
material rights in the regional, national, and even transnational contexts. Here I begin
with the social and conclude with the political.
At a basic level, having some degree of moral status is central to women and
men’s ability to assume leadership positions within the Creole community, to speak up,
and be publicly recognized as legitimate representatives of the wider community. In this
case, age, maturity, gender, intelligence, education, verbal skill, and charisma are all
crucial aspects of leadership. But in addition, respectability, or the idea that one lives his
or her life in a clean, non-promiscuous, law-abiding Christian manner, has long been
crucial to leadership and a central concept within Creole moral economies. While one’s
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ability to be respectable is often embedded within wider color, class, gender, and
generational hierarchies, the notion of respectability itself (like the right to equality under
liberal democracy or salvation in Christianity) does not necessarily require a high social
standing.

Theoretically individuals that come from poorer sectors of the Creole

community can achieve moral status regardless of their color, class, or gender, although
in practice these forms of marginality and inequality still produce considerable challenges
to both women and men’s access to respectability and leadership.
Thus, somewhat contradictorily, the notion of respectability both structures the
social articulation of color, class, and gender inequality and provides a crucial means by
which such inequalities are contested by diverse groups of Creole women and men.
While respectability is a powerful force in Creole politics, it does not singularly
determine the limits of political action for diverse sectors of the Creole community.
Likewise, Creole women and men constantly challenge, question, and transgress the
boundaries of respectability through multivalent forms of resistive politics. Nevertheless,
moral status, respectability, and shame represent one current in Creole politics that is
worthy of analysis, particularly for its political implications, as do related expressions of
reputation, ethnic populism, the politics of fulfillment, and what I call the politics of
transgression.
On one level, ideas about morality and respectability are deeply embedded in
bourgeois Protestant Christian mores that advocate sex and procreation only within the
context of matrimony, prohibit homosexual relationships and uphold the nuclear family
as the primary building block of a moral society.

They also valorize education,

professional advancement, and hard work as important means by which to advance one’s
own status and to contribute to the development and progress of the wider community.
As such, they are not unique to the Creole community.
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How Creoles themselves

negotiate, contest, and reproduce these logics are, however, historically particular to the
community. As such, I contextualize them as one current in the Atlantic Coast Creole
moral economy.

Within this moral economy, race, gender, class, and sexuality are

interlocking and mutually constitutive forms of identification and subjectification that
condition social and political interaction.
Church participation, particularly for Creole women, but also for nuclear families,
is an important means by which individuals assert their respectability, class standing and
moral status within the wider community. In all cases, church attendance and active
participation in church social functions, fundraisers, and schools also index a certain
degree of moral standing for Creoles. In most Christian moral economies, the institution
of marriage figures as a central locus for the reproduction of a wider moral community.
For Creoles, both marriage and family play a crucial role in determining one’s social
standing vis-à-vis the wider community. Knowing the family of your partner, knowing
where they come from and what “they are about” is crucial to how affective relationships
between women and men are perceived within the wider community. Like elsewhere,
dating, marriage, and co-habitation choices are usually considered positive if they
maintain or advance one’s social standing within the community and negative if they do
not.

Thus the popular saying --you “look your class” when choosing a partner--

represents a relatively widespread common sense notion within the community. Looking
your own class, however, is not just a matter of economic status, but involves wider
intersecting constructions of color, class, morality, and social standing that have currency
both within and beyond the Creole community.
Similarly, reproductive choices or who one chooses to have children with also
draw evaluative associations that are embedded within wider transnational racial
hierarchies and hegemonies. For instance, the birth of a new child is often accompanied
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by detailed evaluations of the child’s complexion, eye color, and hair. For many, lighter
skin and eyes and straighter hair are more often than not positively evaluated. Both
women and men engage in this kind of talk; but among women, these discussions are
frequent preoccupations. For instance, I have heard countless stories over the years from
women friends about how a relative or caretaker ruined their child’s hair when they were
not around to supervise; before it was smooth and curly, but the caretaker washed or
combed it incorrectly and now it is “dry” (kinky) and unmanageable.
Similarly, phenotypic differences between siblings are a frequent topic of
discussion. In this case, a variety of descriptive categories for complexion, hair, and eye
color proliferate. Adjectives such as “coolie,” “chinie,” “clear,” “dry” and “fine” all hold
descriptive and evaluative connotations and index certain kinds of racial mixing. Here
the terms “good hair” and “pretty eyes” are not simply evaluative remarks, but actually
describe particular kinds of hair and specific eye colors, while simultaneously
accommodating predominant constructions of white phenotype as positive and black
phenotype as negative. Though embedded in modern racial hegemonies that continue to
uphold transnational expressions of white supremacy, such ideas have also achieved a
degree of common sense status within the Creole community. Yet, such normative or
regulatory constructs of family, procreation, and phenotype come up against wide range
of practices and preferences within the diverse south coast Creole community. Thus,
they do not determine social relationships and are frequently the subject of significant
contestation, debate, and negotiation.
Within this moral economy, the sexual lives of both women and men are also
constant sources of commentary. While men (young and old) have significantly more
leeway in their personal freedom, sexual behavior, social interaction, and physical
mobility than women, men are not exempt from scrutiny and critical evaluations of their
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masculinity, heterosexuality, alcohol or drug consumption, employment or lack there of,
and so on. Nevertheless, young unmarried women are the subject of particularly intense
forms of collective scrutiny of their social activities, the company they keep, and their
sexual behavior. Young women who go out dancing, drink or smoke, date more than one
man, or have children out of wedlock are the subject of constant consternation and
critique. The lack of a boyfriend can be as condemning as the presence of one, and close
friendships between women who are not related by family or marriage can provoke
innuendos about lesbian tendencies.

All of these forms of friendship, dating, and

sociality are common among women, who often assert their right to enjoy the same
freedoms and privileges as men. As such, they are by no means prohibited --although
women will go to considerable lengths to hide certain activities, as they draw criticism
from their families, neighbors, and the wider community and do little to advance their
own moral status and public persona.
For Creole women, these types of preoccupations do not necessarily abate when a
woman marries and/or starts a family because accusations of infidelity proliferate,
particularly for women whose partners are away working in the US or on tourist cruise
boats. Both forms of immigration for work are increasingly important in the postrevolutionary period and, like elsewhere in Central America, family remittances are a
crucial source of household income for Bluefields Creoles, whose English language skills
and education have helped them secure work in the transnational tourism sector in the
post-revolutionary period. This is so much the case that remittances and work on cruise
ships have augmented pre-existing forms of class differentiation and consumerist
potential between Creoles and indigenous Costeños and some sectors of the mestizo
community.

I explore this phenomenon and its implications for gendered moral

economies and the cultural politics of Creole land rights in greater detail in Chapter 7.
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For women whose partners are absent, the work of sexual surveillance falls on
both sides of the family and the wider community. As a result, rumor and innuendo are
often the source of serious familial and inter-familial strife. Even if the partner is present
at the birth of a child, any inconsistency in the child’s features that seem to differ from
the presumed father can open the door to talk that the mother was not faithful. But as
women age and become elders not only is their sexuality no longer a issue of concern, but
their positions as heads of large inter-generational families significantly increases their
personal status and claims to respectability --even if their children and grandchildren do
not always live up to wider expectations concerning morality and respectability.
From my earliest visits to the Coast, I similarly struggled with my own tenuous
moral standing in Creole society. In this case, my whiteness and nationality did not
exempt me from becoming the subject of gossip, nor did they necessarily give me any
sort of clear moral standing as a young woman. They did, however, provide me a
profound degree of professional and social mobility and privilege. But my childless and
unmarried status and my youth and gender often made me the source of gossip. When I
first moved to live in Bluefields in 2001, I was acutely conscious of such gossip and did
my best to achieve a degree of moral standing by policing my own social behavior,
avoiding social interactions with men, and building friendships with women of all ages.
Nevertheless, my actions, comings and goings, and associations were constantly
scrutinized and questioned.

My lack of a husband or boyfriend was the topic of

speculation as were my friendships with other women and my professional associations
with men. Over time, I realized that there were significant barriers beyond my control
that limited my ability to achieve moral standing within the community, despite my own
preoccupations with my personal behavior. Eventually, I got used to the idea that people
would talk about me and question my actions and associations regardless of my behavior
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--because obviously, this was something that all women experience to some degree. But
this personal reflection should not be mistaken for an ethnographic appeal to
commonality between me and Creole women precisely because color and class are also
factors in moral status and standing within the Creole community.

As such, my

experience was in many respects profoundly different from that of Creole women. The
concept of shame helps to illustrate this reality.
For Creole women and men, sexual stigma and color and class inequality are
often mutually expressed through the concept of shame. Shame is a common word in
Creole vernacular that can refer to contextual forms of shyness or embarrassment. For
instance, when one enters into a professional, institutional, or social setting that they are
not used to being in --that is, as a guest in a new acquaintance’s home or in some sort of
public function-- they might feel shame or shyness and embarrassment. For women and
men of modest class and social standing, this kind of shame often indexes one’s entry
into an unfamiliar space or social relationship in which their lower status is readily
apparent to others.
But shame also can refer to more profound feelings of unworthiness and disgrace,
especially in the context of immoral sexual or social behavior that reveals an individual’s
“low-class” character.

As such, shame takes on profound racial, class, and sexual

connotations for both Creole women and men, although in different ways. But for both,
any variety of so-called immoral behaviors (whether they be participation in criminalized
activities, drug addictions, or sexual promiscuity) are frequently associated with lowclass status. And while color is not an accurate index of class standing in the postrevolutionary period as educational opportunities and transnational service employment
open to a wider cross-section of the Creole community than in the pre-revolutionary
context, blackness still retains stigmatizing associations that can index shame and low
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social status for men and women. In this context, blackness is often associated with
poverty, promiscuity, and criminality, while lighter skin is often associated with social
mobility, moral standing, and prestige. This is clearly not a localized phenomenon, but
one with both national and transnational scope and a long colonial trajectory. (I explore
the concept of shame at greater length in Chapters 6).
It would be a grave mistake, however, to assume that the ways in which race,
class, gender, and sexuality find their expression within such moral economies are simply
an accommodation of Western modernity or limited to internalized forms of racism or
sexism for the Creole community. While my discussion has focused on one element of
Creole moral economies that reproduces some of the central tenets of Anglo ideology, it
is by no means uncontested within the Creole community.

To the contrary, it is

constantly countered, debated, and transgressed though equally complex and imbricated
resistive politics. Creole women and men from a variety of backgrounds actively contest
such manifestations of gender, class, and racial inequality in both their quotidian social
interactions and organized political activism. Thus, the moral economies that I describe
are the subject of debate, transgression, and rearticulation --the likes of which have
significant consequences for political mobilization within diverse sectors of the
community.
For instance, Creole women are vocal defenders of their own rights as
independent black women. Not only do they often take pride in their independence from
Creole men, but they frequently assert their ownership over their own bodies, their right
to socialize with whom they choose, and their right to enjoy the same personal freedoms
as Creole men or anyone else for that matter. These assertions often emerge in the
context of gossip about other women or in women’s defense of their own actions to their
families and peers, and give rise to counter-discourses that destabilize normative or
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regulatory currents in the moral economy. Here the idea that grown women who support
themselves have the right to live their lives in the way they see fit, so long as they do not
do harm to others, carries weight, particularly amongst women themselves. This does not
mean that Creole women never engage in the kinds of self-policing or self-disciplining
that I did in Bluefields, that they are never subject to domestic violence and abuse, or that
they do not feel shame about their social standing and personal behavior. These things
are common, but they are in no way stable or uncontested by women themselves.
One example of how these types of contradictory discourses and practices can
unfold among women involves an incident in which a woman from Monkey Point living
in Bluefields went to jail for striking a mestiza shopkeeper’s son with a machete. She
had sent her young daughter to the shop to buy something, but the little girl brought back
incorrect change. The little girl always brought back the right change, but this time the
shopkeeper had given her wrong change and the girl knew it was wrong. When she told
her mother about the incident, the woman went to confront the mestiza shopkeeper, who
told her that it was the child who was mistaken. The implication was that the little girl
was either lying to her mother, or was too ignorant to know what correct change was. As
the confrontation escalated, the shopkeeper’s two grown sons came out of the shop and
confronted the woman. At some point, the sons began to threaten the woman with a
broomstick and she told her daughter to run and get her machete. One of the men lunged
at the woman and she fought back. The result was that in the process she wounded one
of the men mildly and was arrested and jailed for several days.
I had thought going to jail might be a source of shame for this woman. But when
I saw her soon after she was released from jail, she relayed the incident with animation,
making it clear that she would never let a man beat her and steal her money without
defending herself. She said the shop people were saying that she was a dangerous and
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violent woman and that all women from Monkey Point are that way. This notion that
Monkey Point people are lawless and violent is widespread both within the Creole
community and beyond, and has particularly strong racial and class connotations for both
women and men.

She, however, saw the incident as a case of racist and sexist

discrimination and violence against her and her daughter, and adamantly asserted her
right to defend herself. According to her, everyone in her neighborhood knew she was a
good woman that never gave any trouble. And indeed, she was a well liked, hard
working person.

Furthermore, she pointed out that the man was known in the

neighborhood for beating his women, but that he was not going to beat her without
getting his own. While her immediate family supported her, a few other women from
Monkey Point said that some people like to fight too much. Better to be a coward, than
to “drop jail.” Some people have no shame.
In a similar kind of resistive politics, women and men draw on both liberal
democratic and Protestant Christian ideologies to point out that all people are created
equal in the eyes of God, that strong character, hard work, and moral behavior can
counter other forms of social stigma, and that racism and/or economic stratification are
fundamentally unfair and undemocratic forms of inequality. All of these ideas feed both
women and men’s mutual expressions of Creole ethnic populism, with the notable
exception of sexism. Men do not frequently contest gender inequality, but often perceive
it to be a naturalized and legitimate form of social differentiation between women and
men. Again, this phenomenon is not unique to the Creole community. Here the propriety
of their wives and female family members are areas of concern that under certain
circumstances can reflect badly on their own reputations and moral standing in the
community.
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Nevertheless, this concept of the community as a moral community, particularly
vis-à-vis mestizo Nicaraguans, holds considerable weight in Creole politics providing
women and men from all sectors of the community a common means by which to defend
themselves from inequalities that arise in the context of mestizo nationalism and
neoliberal multiculturalism. The fact that the same state institutions that claim to uphold
such rights are so often engaged in restricting those rights is a crucial political reality for
most Creoles and a frequent topic of debate. While in many respects embedded in
colonial histories of Christian missionization, morality and respectability also provide the
launching grounds for Creole expressions of ethnic populism that hold important resistive
potential.

Thus, diverse resistive responses that arise from the contradictions of

(neo)liberal modernity, mestizo nationalism, multiculturalism, respectability, and shame
also exceed such constructs --that is, they cannot be reduced to or readily contained by
such constructs. They are both within and outside of these constructs.
In most contexts, resistive politics at the community and regional level also
engage multivalent forms of black diasporic politics and culture. And at the regional
level, anti-racist black diasporic politics are gaining an important degree of salience and
acceptance in public discourse and organizational politics within the Creole community,
even if they remain marginal vis-à-vis mestizo nationalist, multicultural, and indigenous
politics. This increasing acceptance of anti-racist diasporic politics within the wider
Creole community has occurred alongside the rise of multicultural and autochthonous
politics at the regional, national, and transnational levels, having an uneasy and fraught
articulation within predominant ideas about multiethnic autonomy and autochthonous
rights to communal lands. But before concluding this section, I return to the significance
of race, color, class, and gender hierarchies to multicultural politics in the current context.
Here I argue that the ways in which Creole women and men negotiate such hierarchies
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and associated constructs about moral status, public persona, respectability and shame in
politics today, signal some important transformations in the post-revolutionary political
landscape.
In the post-revolutionary politics of multicultural citizenship and regional
autonomy, the notion that political power and activism tend to be self-interested areas of
action that have a corrupting impact on those that pursue them in the name of the
collectivity proliferates within the Creole community. This last idea has considerable
historical precedence and is linked to the Creole elite’s ambivalent position in the
Costeño social formation first as colonial intermediaries, then as semi-autonomous
leaders under the Mosquito Reserve government, and finally in the post-annexation
period when regional politics came under the purview of Managua based power
structures, such as the Liberal party apparatus. Throughout these periods, participation
within official political institutions was limited to masculine representatives of the Creole
(and later mestizo) elite and often involved some degree of accommodation to wider
structures of power, such as foreign capital, the British consulate, or the Managua-based
Liberal party. Today the idea that positions of political power usually entail some degree
of collusion with powerful interests outside of the Creole community still holds weight,
even in the context of autonomous regional politics. The professionalization of civil
society activism through non-governmental apparatuses as well as the high salaries
associated with election to the autonomous regional council, the primary governing body
for the autonomous regions, provide access to social mobility and increased earning
potential, and thus also tap into the idea that politics are self-interested and corrupt, rather
than for the good of the collectivity.
Today leadership, politics, and activism within the Creole community are fraught
with accusations of moral impropriety and political corruption for both women and men.
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Here political corruption is linked to moral corruption in a variety of ways. Members of
community directive boards and elected representatives in the autonomous regional
council are widely thought to be corrupt and self-interested, and critiques of political
corruption often blur into accompanying accusations about personal conduct, sexual
proclivities, and domestic lives.

For instance, I remember hearing critiques of one

indigenous female representative of the autonomous regional council, who was described
to me as “the worst kind of woman.” When I asked what that meant, I was told that she
drinks, gambles, and runs around. Not only did folks think she was politically corrupt
and only working for her party boss in Managua, but these accusations were
contextualized through references to deeper forms of moral and sexual aberrance.
Significantly, before the revolution, this woman’s political corruption would not have
been a topic of debate because as an indigenous woman from a rural community, she
would have never been able to hold an elected position at the regional level in the first
place.
Thus, the spaces for participation in Costeño civil society and politics are
radically distinct from the pre-revolutionary context, marked by proliferating institutional
openings for rural and urban women and men from a variety of racial, cultural, and class
backgrounds to participate in electoral politics and non-governmental organizations.
Regional autonomy and multicultural rights have provided the conditions for more
expansive forms of participation in politics to urban and rural, educated and uneducated,
mestizo, indigenous, and black women and men. Nevertheless, those with high moral
and class standing in both Creole and wider Costeño society are usually more immune to
such talk. Likewise, the notion that “prepared” people --that is, educated professionals
with technical expertise-- are more legitimate participants in non-governmental
institutional politics and regional electoral politics intersects with wider ideas about
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gender, class, color, and morality. They also tend to be premised on pre-existing social
hierarchies within multiethnic south coast society between rural and urban mestizos,
Creoles, Miskitu, Garifuna, Ulwa, and Rama.
Still, increased educational opportunities for young indigenous and black women
and men have allowed them to participate in the professionalization of Costeño civil
society and institutions in ways that were relatively unprecedented before the Revolution.
The creation of regional autonomous universities on the Coast have provided new
opportunities for higher education that do not entail migration to Managua or abroad as
was the case during the pre-revolutionary and revolutionary periods. These young adults
now possess new areas of technical expertise that, likewise, challenge generational forms
of leadership and respectability within their own communities. While the transnational
indigenous, human, and women’s rights activism they engage in the professional realm
has resistive potential, they also intersect with broader inequalities, working to legitimate
certain kinds of discourses, identity politics, and political resistance over others. While
the impulse might be to associate these transformations with neoliberal globalization and
multiculturalism, they have much deeper roots grounded in modern political logics.
The Moravian Church was established on the Atlantic Coast in the 1840s and
engaged in widespread missionization and conversion in black and indigenous
communities over the next several decades. The Church has long figured as the Creole
community’s moral compass as well as a central purveyor of Anglo ideology on the
Coast.

Today the Moravian Church’s position as the most central and enduring

institution for the Creole community has been considerably challenged by the
proliferation of newer Pentecostal and Adventist Churches, which tend to draw their
membership from more modest sectors of south coast Creole society. Likewise, older
Anglican and Baptist denominations have large Creole congregations. Nevertheless, the
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Moravian Church still maintains its position as the bastion of respectability and moral
leadership for the Creole community, and not incidentally tends to be the religion of
choice for elite sectors of the community. In the pre-revolutionary years, Gordon writes
that Moravian High School yearbooks “present a ‘Who’s Who’ of Creole ecclesiastical
and secular leadership of the 1970s.”82 Controlled by foreign missionaries through the
1960s, the Moravian Church underwent a process of nationalization in the 1970s, partly
due to pressure from Creole ecclesiastical leaders themselves as well as the institutional
concerns about the upsurge in Sandinista revolutionary mobilization against the Somoza
dictatorship.83

While this transformation led to institutional democratization and a

renewed commitment to social action under the leadership of Creole pastors, today the
Moravian Church retains something of its former prestige (as do the Anglican and
Baptists Churches, though to a lesser extent).
The triumph of the Sandinista Revolutionary provided the context for the radical
interruption of the Moravian Church’s position in Atlantic Coast society, and
simultaneously upset certain kinds of hierarchies in Costeño society. For Costeños, the
revolutionary era embodied political contradictions that gave rise to new spaces for
populist politics, ethnic mobilization, and women’s organization even as the Sandinista
leadership maintained a tight grip on masculine Managua-based mestizo power. Not only
did the revolution upset many preexisting social hierarchies in Costeño society, as elite
Creoles and mestizos associated with the Somoza regime were removed from their
positions of power and/or immigrated to the US, but the revolution opened new spaces
for popular participation through activities as diverse as poetry groups, Sandinista youth
groups, literacy campaigns, local militias, civil defense committees, and so on. Such
openings associated with revolutionary populist politics disrupted many older barriers to
82
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political participation grounded in gender, race, class, and generational hierarchies in
Costeño society --even as they tended to assert the political primacy of class solidarity,
anti-imperialist politics, and mestizo national dominance. Similarly, rival (though not
unrelated) expressions of ethnic militancy, solidarity, and armed mobilization within
black and indigenous Costeño communities proliferated during this period. While these
forms of politics have been dealt with at length elsewhere by Hale and Gordon, as has
Sandinista-Costeño negotiations over the 1987 autonomy statute, they both have had
lasting consequences for post-revolutionary politics on the Coast.
Although multiculturalism is now widely associated with neoliberal forms of
democratic governance in Latin America, it was first pioneered under the Sandinista
revolutionary leadership as multiethnic regional autonomy in Nicaragua.

But the

autonomy regime came into effect in 1990 on the eve of the Frente Sandinista’s electoral
defeat to the center-right administration of Violeta Chamorro.

As a result, the

Nicaraguan right inherited a multicultural mandate for the Coast that it had not created
and did not embrace as a post-revolutionary priority.

Instead, the Chamorro

administration focused its attention on stringent neoliberal restructuring of the devastated
national economy, transformation of governing institutions, and the demobilization and
disarmament of Contra combatants throughout the country.

Not only did regional

autonomy and multiculturalism take a backseat to this political agenda, but the
Nicaraguan right actively associated multiethnic autonomy with the revolutionary left.
Only in the most recent center-right presidency of Enrique Bolaños Geyer have neoliberal
expressions of multicultural governmentality gained legitimacy, largely due to the
administration’s willingness to accommodate external political agendas that embrace
multicultural reform promoted by the World Bank, Inter-American Development Bank,
and other multi-lateral agencies.

In this sense, multi-lateral intervention, aid, and
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associated forms of policy conditionality are particular to the post-revolutionary period in
Nicaragua, as is the professionalization of popular avenues of participation in civil
society.
Like revolutionary nationalism, post-revolutionary multiculturalism in Nicaragua
(or mestizo multiculturalism, as Juliet Hooker has termed it) embodies profound
contradictions.84

For instance, multiethnic regional autonomy on the Coast as an

electoral system incorporates certain rankings and quotas that guarantee minority
representation in northern and southern regional legislative governing councils and on the
council’s directive board, while simultaneously providing the conditions for mestizo
electoral dominance due to their large demographic majority in the RAAS. Similarly,
multi-ethnic autonomy has opened new (though relatively beleaguered) institutional
spaces for the organization of black and indigenous regional political parties, while still
allowing the two predominant national political parties (the FSLN on the left and the PLC
on the right) to maintain tight control over regional politics. I explore the implications of
this new autonomous political arena on Creole cultural politics and land rights in Chapter
8. Thus the post-revolutionary political landscape on the Atlantic Coast has opened new
spaces for diverse forms of black and indigenous participation, while at the same time
providing the conditions for a significant degree of mestizo dominance in the autonomous
electoral arena, particularly in the RAAS where mestizos are the demographic majority.
Today, women and men from both sides of the political spectrum, from rural and
urban communities, from a variety of racial-cultural, gender and economic backgrounds
are centrally involved in regional politics as well as the non-governmental institutional
politics of post-revolutionary civil society. As I mention in the introductory chapter,
mestizo, indigenous, and black women, particularly well educated mestizas and Creole
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women from urban areas have emerged as principal actors in this context. Having
received their professional training and educations in the revolutionary and postrevolutionary eras, these women work in human rights positions, as indigenous rights
lawyers, as professors and rectors for regional universities, as NGO administrators,
technical professionals, project managers, NGO-community liaisons, and municipal and
regional government employees. In an increasingly professionalized and project driven
institutional environment, women now manage large budgets from international sources
and play a decisive role in electoral and organizational politics. Their education and
professionalization have given a new generation of women and men access to
unprecedented participation in civil society and politics.
Despite their more tenuous claims to modernity, rural uneducated men and
women also have increased access to positions as elected representatives to the
autonomous regional council, as members of community directive boards, and as
community síndicos --the latter is an older leadership position for black and indigenous
communities that gained prominence during the Somoza period, but seems to have
diminishing importance in the post-revolutionary period.

But even as these

transformations mark a radical rupture from the pre-revolutionary period, the politics of
these spaces are still caught up in some of the same preoccupations with race, class, and
gender difference, mestizo national dominance, and respectability and shame. Thus they
provide the context for on-going negotiations over modernity, while providing a new lens
through which to examine the rearticulation and transformation of pre-existing gender,
color, and class expressions of Creole ethnic populism and Anglo ideology.
Today, these realms of action are as crucial to the reproduction of ideologies
about modernity, nation, racial hegemony, and regulatory forms of gender, race, and class
subjectivity as they are to the multicultural and human rights politics that claim to disrupt
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the inequalities embedded in such constructs. In this context, Costeño institutions are a
central site for the reproduction of hegemonic ideologies concerning development and
modernization, as well as more subtle forms of social differentiation within multi-ethnic
Costeño society and beyond.

In the same way that multiethnic regional autonomy

provides spaces for on-going expressions of mestizo dominance in the electoral realm,
post-revolutionary civil society traffics in many of the same preoccupations with
modernity and alterity that I outline in the previous section.
But Creole politics also transcend these prescriptive realms as Creole activists
continue to forge important spaces within their own community for anti-racist
mobilization.

What is significant about these collective spaces is that they tend to

proliferate outside of the realm of institutional and professionalized politics.

Long

standing social networks organized around family, neighborhood, community and church
still provide crucial spaces for political activism within the Creole community, in spite of
the changing state of multiethnic civil society. It is within these spaces that collective
negotiations over identity, rights, and activism find their most vibrant and sustained
expression. I explore this area of autonomous activism within the Bluefields Creole
community and its relationship to anti-racist diasporic politics in Chapter 8. As I show in
Chapter 8, this realm challenges some of the more neoliberal and global racist and
racializing representations of black female and male sexuality and criminality through an
appeal to a Creole moral community that asserts collectivity, community, family, and
church as crucial elements of a local Creole counter-culture. Within this decidedly intergenerational space, youthful and mature Creole women and men continue to engage in
their own negotiations over collective ideas about identity, race, class, and gender. It is
within these spaces, that black diasporic politics find significant articulation, even if they
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are largely eschewed within the multicultural and institutional realms of postrevolutionary civil society.
But for now, I return to my analysis of wider realm of politics and action in
multiethnic civil society. In the multicultural context, the ways in which subjects are
rendered permissible draw on intersecting race, gender, and class hierarchies. While an
educated middle class indigenous woman with a law degree and professional
specialization in human rights might find significant professional acceptance and social
mobility within multiethnic Costeño civil society and beyond, a rural uneducated
indigenous woman might not. The same conditions on permissibility hold true for Creole
and mestizo women. Indigenous, black, and mestizo men are also subject to complex
constructions of permissibility in this context, as are the kinds of political aspirations and
resistive actions embraced by all of these diverse sectors.
Here a civil society workshop about the legitimacy of traditional rights to
indigenous lands might be considered a permissible form of mobilization, while
indigenous men’s armed conflict with mestizo colonists on communal lands elicits swift
and decisive retribution on the part of the Nicaraguan government. These types of
contradictions provoke commentary from rural black and indigenous community
members that the professional consultants and técnicos of civil society are getting rich off
of multicultural rights, while community members continue to loose their lands. Thus,
multicultural politics seem to both disrupt and reaffirm already existent race, gender, and
class hierarchies within the Creole community and Costeño society at large. I emphasize
these last points and conclude this chapter by turning to a parallel political process that
unfolded during the Mesoamerican Forum.
When I look back on my participation in the Mesoamerican Forum, I remember
being preoccupied and somewhat disengaged during the plenary speeches, workshop
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discussions, and evening activities. The forum was held just a few months after Frank
Garcia’s murder in Bluefields, Dr. Acosta had left the Coast and Monkey Point people
were now wrapped up in another unsettling conflict in the community. Just over a week
before the forum, five mestizos with military issue arms arrived at Monkey Point looking
for drugs and an abandoned panga from Costa Rica.

They had heard through the

grapevine that the panga and drugs or drug money were in or around the community.
After retrieving the panga from a beach south of Monkey Point, they returned to the
community to camp out for the night in the harbor. Monkey Point people were alarmed
by their presence and started to gather at the community health clinic. This was not the
first time that outsiders had come to the community looking for drugs, and previous
incidents had led to violence against community members.
One man in his mid-thirties, who is a central and powerful leader in community
politics decided to go down to talk to the men as he had recognized one of them from the
neighborhood where he lived in Bluefields. He asked them what they were doing down
there and the men said they were with the government, the military to be precise. They
did not, however, have uniforms or any identification.

It was already dark, so the

Monkey Point leader invited them to come up to the clinic to have some coffee. The men
agreed, and still armed followed him to the clinic. Shortly after they reached the clinic,
armed men from the community surrounded and disarmed the intruders who put up little
resistance because they were significantly outnumbered. The Monkey Point men tied up
the mestizos and locked them in the health clinic kitchen for the night. Several hours
later they let them go, but kept the weapons. The men quickly fled the community for
Bluefields.
In a later account given to me by the same community leader, he said that the
community had radioed the government run office of Civil Defense when they first saw
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the men earlier that day to ask if they knew of any police or military operations in the
region, and the authorities had replied that there were none. As soon as he returned to
Bluefields from Monkey Point, this community leader embarked on a major publicity
campaign against the men and their alleged ringleader, a prominent mestizo in Bluefields
who was a Navy officer with ties to Nicaraguan Military Intelligence. The leader went to
the government sponsored human rights office in Bluefields and made a complaint. He
contacted the radio and local television media and denounced the men and their boss by
name. When he went to the police station to make a complaint, he was told that there
was a warrant out for his arrest. He was informed that if the community did not return
the arms immediately, the police would make good on the warrant.
As this process unfolded, there were counter denunciations against community
people in the local media and the group of mestizos who had been disarmed initiated civil
cases against several community members, including one young woman who they
identified as the radio operator at the health clinic. In the midst of this controversy, this
Monkey Point leader accompanied two elder women leaders from the community to
Managua for the Mesoamerican Forum. At this point he met with Dr. Acosta, the
community’s legal representative, and visited a national human rights NGO called
CENIDH (Nicaraguan Center for Human Rights) to make a statement. Dr. Acosta and
CENIDH issued denunciations against the men suggesting that they were part of a
paramilitary group involved in drug trafficking. As a result, the incident then became
widely publicized in the national print media. Photos of the Monkey Point leader were
published alongside his account of the incident in one of the most widely read national
newspapers. Ultimately, the civil cases, arrest warrants, and threats were dropped and
community members returned the weapons to the police. No one on either side was
indicted, arrested or jailed and the incident eventually blew over.

98

Nevertheless, Monkey Point people saw this case as a small, but hard won local
victory in which they had clearly asserted their right to community autonomy. This
leader’s use of the media and human rights avenues did not lead to institutional remedies
to the conditions that had provoked the incident in the first place, but nevertheless
represented a brazen and calculated move on his part. He knew he had some valuable
allies in civil society and had decided to up the ante, so to say, and let the chips fall where
they may. Now if something happened to him, everyone would know where to look.
This incident may not have transformed the structural manifestations of community
marginality, but was a concerted collective response to marginality that did undermine
state power, at least at the local level. At the regional level, it tended to confirm what
folks already thought about Monkey Point people anyway, that they are lawless and
mixed up in drugs --that they are not only black and poor, but are engaging in some
profoundly un-permissible forms behavior and political resistance. But Monkey Point
people had also demonstrated in a very public way that they are not so easily manipulated
and abused by outside forces. As I show in Chapter 7, these kinds of local assertions of
radical autonomy without permission from the state and institutional civil society are one
crucial way that Monkey Point people assume their multicultural citizenship and
challenge inequality. At a very basic level, folks felt empowered by their multicultural
and human rights and actually used them to challenge one manifestation of centralized
political authority and corruption.
The vast majority of individuals involved in the incident were uneducated
community people who did not participate in the institutional politics of multiculturalism
and land rights in Bluefields in any significant way. They did not go to workshops,
participate in local or international forums, or attend meetings about land rights, political
autonomy, or multicultural citizenship. Nevertheless, their resistance was a powerful
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assertion of community autonomy vis-à-vis the Nicaraguan government and showed that
regional autonomy and human rights activism can be appropriated and used in a variety
of ways by a variety of actors. This incident and others like it constitute a counterpolitics of transgression that engage many of the same notions as more permissible or
normative forms of professional and institutional mobilization for rights, yet exceed or
actively transgress the structural limits of such contexts and in doing so take on
transformative potential. Not only do they challenge Anglo ideology --even if they are
widely evaluated and critiqued through the lens of similar kinds of normative ideology-but they also seem to push the limits of multicultural institutional politics by asserting
recalcitrant forms political action and local autonomy. While they are often critiqued as
aberrant forms of political mobilization in the institutional context, they still tend to have
material results in that they promote the community’s ability to maintain direct control
over community spaces. In this particular instance, professional civil society institutions
(both mestizo and Costeño) had become valuable allies in an endeavor that they did not
script, organize, fund, or sanction.
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Chapter 3: Originary Histories

On the morning of September 6, 1790, some six hundred Zambo and Tawira
Miskitu gathered on the outskirts of Robert Hodgson Jr.’s settlement at Bluefields. That
afternoon three hundred armed Miskitu raided the compound as Hodgson prepared to
board a small sailing yacht loaded with money, clothing, and commercial goods meant to
subdue the very forces that now launched the attack against him. The Miskitu quickly
took the compound.

They seized Hodgson and his son William hostage, tying the

prisoners’ hands with rope. Over the next three days, the Miskitu occupied Hodgson’s
home and sacked the compound’s storehouses with the help of Hodgson’s black slaves.
They relieved the ship of its cargo and lowered its Spanish flag from the staff tearing it to
pieces. On the final day, they released Hodgson and withdrew from the compound. That
night Hodgson received word from a Miskitu that the insurgents had thought twice about
the wisdom of setting him and his son at liberty. Concerned that Hodgson might solicit
aid from the Spanish and stage a counter-attack, the Miskitu leadership resolved to return
to the compound to kill Hodgson and his son. With this news in hand, Hodgson, his wife,
and their children left Bluefields that night and never returned.85 Hodgson died shortly
afterwards on his way to visit the Spanish colonial authorities in Guatemala.86
The attack on the compound was led by two Tawira brothers named Admiral
Alparis Dilson and Sulera, who controlled the northern Pearl Lagoon-Río Grande
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region.87 Dilson and Sulera had allied with the Zambo King George II against their
uncle, the Tawira Governor don Carlos Antonio Castilla, who they had recently killed in
Twappi. Colonel César, a subordinate to King George II and headman for five small
Zambo communities in the southern end of Pearl Lagoon, also manned the ranks.88 The
strife between the Miskitu can be traced to don Carlos’s alliance with the Spanish after
the British evacuation of the Mosquitia in 1787. 89 The 1783 Treaty of Versailles and
1786 Convention of London between Spain and Great Britain dissolved the British
Protectorate on the Coast and extended Spanish sovereignty over the region. Robert
Hodgson Jr. who was a former Superintendent for the British Protectorate had been
captured by the Spanish in 1783 and taken to Cartagena where he renounced his loyalty
to his native Britain and pledged his allegiance to Spain. Shortly before the British
evacuation, Hodgson established a settlement at Bluefields and began to mediate
Spanish-Miskitu relations.90 Although the Coast had passed to Spanish sovereignty,
British traders still controlled extensive contraband trade networks that spanned the
western Caribbean. Along the Mosquitian Coast, the Miskitu were their principal trading
partners. Indeed, Hodgson’s settlement at Bluefields was an important outpost for the
contraband trade.91 In an attempt to finally incorporate the Mosquitia into the Spanish
main, Spain planned to start settlements along the Coast at Black River, Cape Gracias a
Dios, Bluefields, and Río San Juan.92 They hoped to stem illicit commerce and pacify
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and secure trade relations with the Miskitu --necessary objectives for economically viable
colonies in the Mosquitia at this time.93 Hodgson’s efforts at Miskitu-Spanish mediation
were not successful.
At the time of the attack, Hodgson presided over a prosperous trading settlement
at Bluefields that was home to some two hundred enslaved black women and men and
thirty Europeans of varying nationalities.94 Most historical accounts of the incident focus
on the central role of the Miskitu and give insight into the complexity of Miskitu agency
in both their internal political struggles and their wider efforts to negotiate competing
British and Spanish colonial interests. They also provide a detailed account of Hodgson
and his newfound strategic alliance with Spain. Yet these accounts tell us little about the
role of the two hundred enslaved residents of the settlement leaving their actions (and
ultimately their agency) during the attack and immediately afterwards tangential to the
wider unfolding of the historical narrative. What follows is an attempt to place these
individuals and those like them at the center of an historical narrative.95
Taking us back to the events at hand, Romero writes that the Miskitu sacked
Hodgson’s warehouses with the help of enslaved blacks, giving evidence that they played
an active role in the insurrection that resulted in their own freedom.96 Details from
Ayón’s account help to add some complexity to the picture. The night the Miskitu
abandoned the compound, slaves helped Hodgson prepare for his abrupt departure from
Bluefields. He had planned to head for the ports at Río San Juan or Matina and left
instructions for a group of slaves to salvage what remained of his possessions and follow

Sorsby, “Spanish Colonization of the Mosquito Coast,” Revista de Historia de América 73-73 (1972): 147;
and Gámez, 144.
93 Ayón, 264; and Porta Costa, 59, 61.
94 Porta Costas, 58.
95 My description of the attack on Hodgson’s compound is pieced together from secondary sources that
draw on Spanish colonial archives.
96 Romero, 113; and Gordon, Disparate Diasporas, 36.
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him in canoes to one of these destinations. But countervailing winds landed him much
farther south at Chagres in Panamá and he was left without news of the provisions he
awaited.97 We do not know if those charged with the canoes ever left Bluefields or not.
Offen suggests that César may have escorted Hodgson to Panamá.98 And Ayón notes that
during the Miskitu occupation of the compound Colonel César unbound Hodgson and his
son after they had been taken hostage.99 It seems that there was some segment of both
the enslaved population and the Miskitu contingent that facilitated Hodgson’s escape
from Bluefields that night. In any case, his removal from the compound provided new
opportunities for freedom and autonomy.
Upon Hodgson’s departure, about one hundred and fifty black men and women
remained at Bluefields and Pearl Lagoon. According to Ayón, the Zambo King George
II, who kept his residence at Sandy Bay near Cape Gracias a Dios in the north, intended
to take this group from Bluefields, but was unable to do so.100 Other accounts claim that
Colonel César in anticipation of the attack on Hodgson’s compound brought those
enslaved at Bluefields to Pearl Lagoon to keep them from falling into the hands of the
Tawira.101 The Tawira continued to carry out slave raids on indigenous Ulwa settlements
along the Río Grande into the early nineteenth century. In the years leading up the
British evacuation, the Zambo Miskitu actively opposed Tawira slave raiding especially
amongst the Ulwa and Kukra of the south coast. Such disagreements over indigenous
slaving seem to have fuelled Zambo-Tawira tensions at the time.102 If those enslaved at
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Bluefields were taken prisoner by the Tawira, they may have had to contend with Tawira
efforts to trade them back into slavery.
At any rate, it seems Hodgson was aware of Dilson and Sulera’s plan to attack
Bluefields and formed an alliance with César (or was compelled to cooperate with the
Zambos) in order to ameliorate the damages of an impending attack. Offen suggests that
Robert Hodgson Jr. long had close ties with the Zambo at Pearl Lagoon, and even
encouraged the formation of the Zambo settlements at that southern site.103 Yet if César
and Hodgson’s interests coincided at that moment, the alliance was short-lived. In the
coming years, the Zambo Miskitu would become important allies for the new maroon
community at Bluefields, supporting their efforts to maintain an independent
community.104 Predictably Hodgson’s son and wife were eager to regain control of the
wealth they had lost in the attack at Bluefields. The new maroon population represented
a significant part of that capital and their labor --along with the lands they now occupied
and the natural resources they exploited freely-- was essential to the future production of
wealth. Hodgson’s heirs sought compensation well into the nineteenth century for the
lands as well as those individuals once enslaved and their progeny at Bluefields.105
Ultimately the role of enslaved black men and women in the unfolding of events
during the attack on Bluefields and the days thereafter remain murky. Both the sequence
of events and the subjectivity that shaped the resistive paths they chose to follow at this
moment are speculative and in the end can never fully be known. We do, however, know
something about the experience that they likely came from and the communities that they
forged afterwards. And, perhaps, herein lays the key to re-centering people of African
Hodgson Jr. as a principal figure in the Indian slave trade. Sorsby further notes that Hodgson’s
participation the trade was an important factor leading to his removal from the office of Superintendent in
1775.
103 Offen, “Sambo and Tawira Miskitu,” 347.
104 Gordon, Disparate Diasporas, 37.
105 John Prowett, Rectory Catefield, Norwick, to Earl of Aberdeen, June 24, 1845, Public Records Office,
London (hereafter cited as PRO), Foreign Office (hereafter cited as FO) 53/44: 190-192.
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descent in eighteenth century Mosquitian historiography. Many were born in Africa and
survived the middle passage arriving, along with West Indian born slaves, to the
Mosquitia and Bay of Honduras from Jamaica.106 Others were Mosquitian-born natives -some perhaps of several generations, well-accustomed to the Coast and their indigenous
neighbors.107 A segment of the population was of mixed African, Amerindian, and
European descent. They spoke West African languages and Creole English, and some
likely spoke Miskitu and Spanish.

They worked as lumbermen, cattlemen, cooks,

seamstresses, carpenters, sailors, laundresses, soldiers, blacksmiths, agricultural laborers,
small-scale farmers, and domestic servants.108 They raised families and minded children
--both their own and those of their owners. They knew how to exploit the resources the
coastal environment provided and hunted, fished, and farmed ground provisions for
subsistence. Many had experience with trade and were skilled with the use of firearms.
They were well accustomed to travel up the rivers and along the coast and, indeed, many
had traveled widely throughout the greater Caribbean. People of African descent were
majorities within the small colonial settlements on the Mosquitian mainland and adjacent
islands. And within their communities, escape and rebellion were common responses to
enslavement and colonialism.
Moreover, their historical legacy is clear. After the attack on the compound, they
did not abandon Bluefields or Pearl Lagoon in large numbers. Rather they stayed and
built communities that grew and prospered. Traders visiting Bluefields in the years
following the attack noted that upon his departure many of Hodgson’s former slaves had
“refused to leave the place” and that Hodgson had “found it difficult to remove his
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slaves.”109 In the early decades of the settlements, they struggled against unfavorable
odds to maintain autonomous communities within a wider colonial context that drew
much of its wealth and power from the on-going enslavement of people of African
descent.110 During the first half of the nineteenth century, their refusal to leave along
with their relatively unfettered access to land and natural resources led to the
development of these early settlements into prosperous Creole communities.

Yet

freedom and economic autonomy based in access to land and resources existed in uneasy
tension with wider colonial economies and racial hierarchies, which still conditioned the
material relations of exploitation and subordination throughout the region.
People of African descent on the Atlantic Coast of Nicaragua are most often
depicted within both popular and scholarly representations as tangential to the making of
history until their political and economic ascendance during the Mosquito Reserve period
(1860-1894).111 At this point in the historical narrative, their subject positions shift and
they emerge as a regional elite immigrant class of Jamaicans and other Caribbean
nationalities that mediated colonial and imperial interests on the Coast or as a highly
racialized, quintessentially counter-national body in the Nicaraguan political imaginary.
As such, they are articulated within the logics of Nicaraguan mestizo nationalism where
they become enemies of the state or oppositional forces to nation building and antiimperialist politics.
Such representations have doggedly persisted into the twenty-first century and do
much of the ideological work at both the national and regional levels to repudiate
contemporary Creoles’ cultural, political, and material demands as both autochthonous
109
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Mosquitians and modern constituents of the Nicaraguan nation-state. I argue that while
both colonial and national dynamics have shaped the ideological and material
environment in which Creole subjectivity and agency developed, black people as a
diverse and changing, yet historically active, collectivity on the Atlantic Coast have
played their own role in shaping history both within their communities and wider colonial
and national contexts. They arrived in relatively small numbers to the eighteenth century
Mosquitia and Bay of Honduras, yet transformed the landscape indelibly.112 In what
follows, I chart this process by focusing on the intersections between colonial economies,
land and natural resources, racial hierarchies, and black resistance within eighteenth
century colonial settlements and their relationship to nineteenth century Creole
ethnogenesis in the Mosquitia.
In contemporary struggles for land rights where originary histories are so
important, this chapter offers a different sort of originary history, but an originary history
none-the-less. In doing so, it demonstrates how colonialism and eighteenth century slave
societies set the stage for the development of modern Mosquitian Creole identity and
politics.

Creole originary histories are embedded within struggles for freedom and

material rights in a fundamental way. During the colonial period black bodies and black
labor were central sites of material contestation, which had as much significance (if not
more) as land and natural resources within the colonial economy. Given this eighteenth
century reality, the formation of maroon societies in the Mosquitia was based in two
inseparable necessities: 1) freedom or ownership of ones own body and labor and 2)
access to land and natural resources.

This eighteenth century history of resistance,

escape, and rebellion are important precursors for later struggles over political autonomy
and land and natural resource rights.
112 Africans visited the Mosquitia in the sixteenth century and began to settle in the region in the
seventeenth century. See Gordon, Disparate Diasporas, 33.
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Mosquitian Slave Societies
During the eighteenth century, small British settlements dotted the coastal
Honduran and Nicaraguan Mosquitia and adjacent Caribbean islands. By the latter half
of the century there were settlements at Black River, Cape Gracias a Dios, Bragmans, Rio
Grande, Pearl Lagoon, Bluefields, Punta Gorda, Corn Island, and San Andrés. Most
settlements were modest in size, usually less than a hundred people, and were made up of
a small mostly male white settler population, free people of color, and enslaved blacks
and Amerindians.113 A few communities like Pearl Lagoon and Cape Gracias a Dios had
a significant free indigenous presence, but most Miskitu and other indigenous groups
resided in small autonomous settlements apart from the settler colonies.114 Coast-wide
during this period the Anglo settler population never surpassed a few hundred people and
enslaved blacks typically outnumbered whites five to one. At the same time, a significant
proportion --more than half-- of the free population was made up of people of color, some
of whom were slave owners themselves.115 The Superintendency was headquartered at
the largest settlement at Black River just east of Trujillo in the Honduran Mosquitia.
Black River and Belize in the Bay of Honduras were the principal British settlements on
the Central American mainland at this time.
Some historians of the eighteenth century Mosquitia and Bay of Honduras find
that the northern settlements at Black River and Belize had little contact with smaller, far
more peripheral, southern Mosquitian settlements like Bluefields and Pearl Lagoon.116
Be that as it may, by the end of the eighteenth century, much of the enslaved population
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at Hodgson’s compound at Bluefields probably once resided and worked at Black River
or in mahogany camps throughout the northern stretches of the Mosquitia.117 Elizabeth
Pitt, the daughter of the founding Black River colonist William Pitt, was married to
Robert Hodgson Jr. and upon her father’s death in 1771 inherited one hundred of his
slaves. In 1790, Elizabeth Pitt resided at the Bluefields compound with her husband and
had likely transferred the inherited slaves from the Black River settlement to that site.118
Thus life within the eighteenth century slave society at Black River probably had some
place in the historical experience of the maroon community that later formed at
Bluefields in 1790.
Throughout the eighteenth century, both Black River and Belize were points of
contestation in British-Spanish colonial rivalries and subject to intermittent Spanish
attack.119 The communities were unique in the sense that they were situated in regions
that did not fall under British sovereignty, yet they functioned as semi-autonomous
colonial outposts.120 Black River was settled by British logwood interests fleeing Belize
117
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after a Spanish attack on that settlement in 1730.121

In the Mosquitia, the British

formalized their colonial presence at Black River in 1749 when they appointed Robert
Hodgson Sr. as the first Superintendent for the region. Lasting until the British withdrew
from the Mosquitia in 1787, the Superintendency established a protectorate or
guardianship system in which the British were able to secure their economic and political
dominance in relation to other colonial interests, namely Spain, without actually claiming
territorial sovereignty in the region.122
Instead, the region fell under the sovereignty of the Mosquito Kingdom --although
Great Britain was the only nation that would ever officially recognize Mosquitian
sovereignty. The right to grant lands and concessions to British settlers throughout the
Mosquito Kingdom remained in the hands of the Miskitu King and other district leaders.
The Miskitu conceded to the protectorate arrangement and facilitated British economic
interests in the region, but maintained much of their autonomy and in the process secured
the British as allies in trade and against Spanish incursions.123 Under the leadership of a
hereditary King based in the Sandy Bay district, the Mosquito Kingdom incorporated
distinct Zambo and Tawira territorial districts in the Honduran and Nicaraguan
Mosquitia. Designated headmen controlled each district receiving their commissions
from British colonial authorities stationed in Jamaica, Black River, and later Belize.124 In
121 William Pitt a leading figure in the early Belize colony founded the settlement at Black River with some
400 slaves. See Offen, Miskitu Kingdom, 300.
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the eighteenth century, Miskitu dominance over other Mosquitian indigenous groups was
solidified through their military strength and strong commercial and political ties with the
British.

Their alliance with the British established the Miskitu as the principal

intermediaries for indirect colonial rule until the second half of the nineteenth century
when Creoles took over the administration of the new Mosquito Reserve.125
The social and political organization of Black River and Belize were similar and
there was considerable intercourse and economic cooperation in trade and mahogany
cutting ventures between the two colonial settlements.126 These communities and the
extractive and commercial economies upon which they were built were controlled by a
small white male slaveholding oligarchy that had relative autonomy from direct British
administration.

While the Mosquitia was under the administrative control of the

Governor of Jamaica, who also appointed the Superintendent, settlers at Black River
generally resisted outside efforts to direct their affairs too closely.127 Nevertheless, they
appealed to British troops and firepower to guard against Spanish attacks and the often
resistive enslaved black majority within the communities.128 As a vastly outnumbered
minority in a peripheral region of the British Empire, the alliance British settlers and
traders cultivated with the Miskitu afforded them a degree of security that they otherwise
would not have enjoyed. Miskitu mercenaries, under the command of regional Zambo
Nicaraguan Mosquitia. Miskitu settled to the south, known as Tawira Miskitu, dominated the region from
Twappi to Pearl Lagoon. Offen foregrounds Zambo and Tawira differentiation in his analysis of Miskitu
politics and identity formation during the early colonial period. While he argues that Zambo and Tawira
difference continue to be salient in contemporary Miskitu politics, since the second half of the nineteenth
century on-going tensions are complicated by a growing identification with a macro Miskitu identity. See
Offen, Miskitu Kingdom, 4, 7; and Offen, “Sambo and Tawira Miskitu, 323-324. The latter process takes
place at a time when the Zambo and Tawira Miskitu leadership loose both their preferred status as colonial
intermediaries and much of their prestige and power to Creoles who become the new regional governing
class within the Mosquito Reserve.
125 See Hale, Resistance and Contradiction; and Offen, Miskitu Kingdom for further discussion of Miskitu
politics.
126 Romero, 293
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128 Bolland, Colonialism and Resistance, 22, 41 fn. 50; and Sorsby, British Superintendency, 206, 207-208,
228.

112

and Tawira leaders, participated in British military campaigns against the Spanish
throughout the eighteenth century.129 At the same time, the Miskitu attacked and raided
Spanish settlements as far north as the Petén and Yucatán peninsula to Panamá in the
south and would successfully resist Spanish efforts to colonize the Mosquitia even after
the British evacuation.130
The internal affairs of both Black River and Belize were governed by magistrates
and councils made up of the leading white settlers. At Black River, magistrates and
council members were required to be property holders --in this case property was derived
from slave ownership and mahogany works as much as, if not more than, actual
formalized land holdings.

The vast majority of the population, including free and

enslaved blacks, indigenous people, free people of color, poor whites, indentured
servants, and women of all backgrounds, could not vote, participate in settler councils, or
sit as magistrates.131 At Belize, Bolland and Shoman note that the elite governing class
consisted of about a dozen families who “exercised an astonishing monopoly of control
in the little Settlement.”132

In settlements such as these, racial, class, and gender

hierarchies were inscribed in and promoted through local governance as well as the
regional trade economy. The result was highly stratified societies that were organized
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same rights. See October, 29, 1808, Laws 1765-1810, MMB in John A. Burdon, Archives of British
Honduras, vol. 2 (London: Sifton, Praed, and Co., 1931-1935), 123.
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around the logics of colonialism and racial servitude --principally the enslavement of
people of African descent.

Racial Labor in the Mosquitian Trade Economy
The Mosquitian trade economy was dependent on enslaved labor and slave
ownership was concentrated in the hands of the settler oligarchy whose members also
dominated lumber extraction, shipping, and commerce and were the principal players in
Mosquitian land speculation.133

The colonial economy at Black River and other

Mosquitian settlements was based on the exportation of mahogany, sarsaparilla, and
turtle shell --the latter acquired through trade with the Miskitu-- as well as contraband
trade with Spanish settlements to the west.134 Like their counterparts in Belize, enslaved
blacks in the Mosquitia were employed in mahogany extraction and worked in small
groups at remote camps dispersed throughout the region.

Settlers on the mainland

Mosquitia and adjacent islands also relied on enslaved peoples’ labor for the cultivation
of provisions for local consumption as well as sugarcane production for the manufacture
of sugar and rum. There were several sugar estates in the Black River region in the 1760s
and 1770s. In 1777 and 1778, a group of settlers exported small quantities of sugar to
Britain. But although Black River settlers may have hoped to one day emulate the
massive sugar plantation economies of the British West Indies, their modest efforts
would never begin to mirror the Caribbean production.135

Mainland settlers also

cultivated smaller quantities of cotton, coffee, and cacao. Cotton became an important
cash crop on Corn Island, San Andrés, and Providencia in the last decades of the
133
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eighteenth century.136 Nevertheless, large scale mono-crop agriculture for export did not
develop in the Mosquitia until the onset of the banana boom in the 1880s. Instead,
resource extraction and commerce vastly outweighed the importance of agricultural
production throughout the eighteenth and most of the nineteenth centuries.
In the Mosquitia, trade was the driving force behind the regional economy.
British settlements at Belize, Black River, Roatán, Grand Cayman, San Andrés, Corn
Island, Cape Gracias a Dios, and Bluefields were linked as important trading stations for
western Caribbean commerce.137 Not only did trade engender a tremendous amount of
mobility, communication, and exchange between British settlements in the western
Caribbean, but it integrated indigenous communities, enslaved populations, free people of
color, Anglo settlers and traders, and Spanish settlements into a complex economic
network.

Dominated by a small number of Anglo settlers as well as traders and

merchants based in Jamaica and London, Mosquitian trade involved the importation of
British consumer goods, firearms, and gunpowder and the exportation of natural
resources, primarily turtle shell, mahogany, and sarsaparilla as well as cotton, cacao,
indigo, animal skins, silver, and gold in lesser quantities.138 In 1757, Black River settlers
owned twelve merchant ships, which made yearly journeys to England, Jamaica, and
New York after stopping at Belize to augment their cargo with logwood.139 They also
carried on a bustling contraband trade with Spanish settlements through Trujillo, which
was situated to the west of Black River.140 While stationed at Bluefields some thirty
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years later, Robert Hodgson Jr. owned several ships that exported lumber, turtle shell,
rubber, and animal skins to Bristol, Jamaica, Cartagena, and the North America.141 In the
southern Mosquitia, British-Spanish contraband trade was conducted along the Río
Grande, Río Escondido, and Río San Juan and, by the end of the eighteenth century,
Bluefields, Corn Island, San Andrés, and Providencia were well-established depots in the
south coast contraband network.142
Enslaved Africans and West Indian blacks who arrived to the Mosquitia and Bay
of Honduras in the eighteenth century were the principal source of labor in the colonial
economy and sometimes became barter in Anglo-Spanish trade.

Contraband trade

between the British and Spanish settlements involved the exchange of British consumer
goods and enslaved Africans (negros bozales) for Spanish cattle, sarsaparilla, cacao,
indigo, silver, and gold.143 The British engaged in a substantial undocumented trade in
enslaved blacks with Spanish settlements --although the clandestine nature of the trade
makes it difficult know how many black people left the Mosquitian shore for the Spanish
controlled interior.144 Throughout the eighteenth century, enslaved blacks provided the
single most important source of labor for mahogany extraction and played an important
role in the harvest of sarsaparilla.145 Indeed, these were the two principal occupations of
the enslaved population living at Hodgson’s compound in Bluefields in 1790.146 By the
second half of the eighteenth century, mahogany exports supplied the most lucrative

141

Porta Costas, 58-59.
Bluefields, San Andrés, and Providencia served as depots or trading stations for the south coast
contraband trade with the Spanish in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. See Romero, 87;
and Antonio González, June 3, 1804 in Costa Rica, Costa Rica-Panama Arbitration: Documents Annexed
to the Argument of Costa Rica, vol. 1 (Rosslyn, VA: The Commonwealth Co., 1913), 653-654.
143 Offen, Miskitu Kingdom, 284; and Mack, 50.
144 Sorsby, British Superintendency, 178 fn. 44.
145 Up the River Roman in the Honduran Mosquitia “great quantities of Sarsaparilla has been dug by our
Negroes, as well as bought from the Spaniards.” “Report on the Mosquito Country” in Kemble, 431.
146 Porta Costas, 58.
142

116

revenues for the settlement at Black River, while sarsaparilla ran a close second.147 At
the same time, the subsistence and survival or the basic reproduction of colonial
settlements like Black River and Belize depended on enslaved black people’s domestic
and agricultural labor. Thus, they provided both the central means of production and
reproduction for eighteenth century settler economies in the Mosquitia and Bay of
Honduras, which were constitutive links in western Caribbean commerce.
Likewise, the Miskitu were central players in the commercial economy, supplying
Anglo traders with the vast majority of hawksbill turtle shell.148 Their involvement in the
capture and enslavement of indigenous people from the southern Mosquitia and interior
of Nicaragua for trade with the British in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries is also
a well documented phenomenon.149 Many of those enslaved in this manner were sent to
Jamaican and North American slave markets, while others supplemented the larger
population of enslaved blacks within mainland and offshore British settlements.150 A
frequent target of Miskitu raids were Spanish settlements in the Matina cacao district of
Costa Rica, where they captured indigenous Talamancans and enslaved blacks along with
cacao and gold for barter with Anglo traders at Bluefields and Cape Gracias a Dios.151
The Ulwa and Kukra --southern indigenous communities subjugated by the Miskitu-also acted as links in the trade network by supplying commodities like sarsaparilla and
serving as trade intermediaries with Spanish settlements to the west.152
The Miskitu’s participation in the trade economy gave them leverage in their
dealings with the British as well as access to European manufactured goods and firearms.
While they fought as mercenaries and served as guides, navigators, and hunters for the
147
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British, the Miskitu resisted integration into any stable or significant colonial labor force
during the eighteenth century.153 Living in separate independent settlements, their own
subsistence activities as well as trade in turtle shell and indigenous slaves gave them a
degree of economic autonomy that wage labor for British interests would not have
afforded. Nevertheless, the trade economy did not function on equal terms. Not only
was profit concentrated in the hands of those who controlled the means of production (i.e.
slaves, ships, mahogany works), but Anglo traders also promoted relations of debt
bondage with the Miskitu by extending credit to indigenous traders.154 Some argue that
the debt that resulted from Miskitu-Anglo trade --as well as the on-going Anglo demand
for indigenous slaves-- was one motivating factor for the persistence of Miskitu slave
raiding activities in the latter half of the eighteenth century.155 In the 1830s, Anglo
traders would use the weight of the Mosquitian debt, which had accumulated through the
practice of credit extension, as a means to secure title to vast stretches of Mosquitian
territory.156

Colonial Land Tenure
The first records of land titling on the Atlantic Coast come from the early years of
the Superintendency.

Between 1742 and 1775, the Miskitu King and other district

headmen granted some fifteen titles throughout the Mosquitia to British settlers.
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Beneficiaries included leading colonists and traders --many were large slave holders,
several had served as Superintendents at Black River, and a few were prominent figures
in the Miskitu-Anglo indigenous slave trade.157 While the majority of the titles were
concentrated around the seat of the eighteenth century Superintendency in the Black
River region, several were allocated to Superintendents Robert Hodgson Sr. (1749-1759)
and Robert Hodgson Jr. (1768-1775) in the southern reaches of the Mosquito Kingdom
taking in Bluefields, Punta Gorda, and the Corn Islands.158 The titles were typically vast
and granted complete concessionary rights to natural resources.
The Belizean archives also document early British land surveys of smaller settler
holdings at Black River, which were completed between 1770 and 1780 as well as land
sale transactions between settlers at Black River --and in isolated instances in Pearl
Lagoon and Little Corn Island-- during the 1770s.159 Claims for settler losses in property
at the time of British evacuation of the Mosquitia give clues to the colonial valuation of
property within the Mosquitian and British Caribbean context. As legal representative of
the evacuees, Robert White submitted a claim for compensation for losses to the British
government shortly after evacuation. The claim details losses in landed property, slaves,
mahogany, watercraft, and livestock. Landed property was divided into houses and
lands.

The latter was further subdivided into provision grounds, pasture grounds,

woodlands, and sugar, coffee, cacao, and cotton plantations, which were valued by acre
based on capital investment in the property and productive value vis-à-vis the West
Indian colonial economy. Thus, provision grounds with plantains, yams, potatoes, and so
157 Romero, 92-93. Recipients were James Lawrie, William Pitt, Robert Hodgson, Sr., Robert Hodgson Jr.,
Colvill Cairns, Daniel Hewlett, John Potts, Stephen Winter, John Bourke and Henry Corrin. William Pitt
was a founding member of the settler colony at Black River and one of the largest slave holders in the
Mosquitia. James Lawrie, Robert Hodgson Sr., and Robert Hodgson Jr. served as Superintendents for the
British Protectorate. Robert Hodgson Jr., Henry Corrin and Colville Cairns were all involved in indigenous
slave trade. See Sorsby, British Superintendency, 202; and Romero, 273-290.
158 PRO FO 53/44: 255, 292, 301.
159 Romero, 96-98.
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on were valued for quality of soil and productive capacity. The value of pasture grounds
took into consideration capital investment for the conversion from wood to grass lands.
While woodlands were quantified on their use values for construction of houses, water
craft, and furniture as well as their potential for conversion into provision and pasture
grounds.

Plantation grounds cultivated for the commercial economy/export market

derived their value from productive capacity for manufactured commodities like refined
sugar and rum as well as capital investment in sugar works, buildings, and equipment.
White justifies the moderation of the settlers’ claims through comparisons with similarly
quantified --though much higher and more well-established-- property values at
Jamaica.160 At this time, Jamaica set the market standard as the center of the British
Caribbean colonial economy. In contrast, the Mosquitia as a peripheral, sparsely settled,
and informal colonial outpost without a well-developed private property regime or
plantation economy drew a fraction of the value assigned to equivalent property in
Jamaica.
The collective claim not only gives a clear picture of how land tenure was
organized and valued in the colonial economy at this historical moment, but it illustrates
the degree to which property was imbued with notions of colony, empire, and
subjecthood in the Western colonial imaginary.

In this case, property and the

regularization of property lay at the heart of Mosquitian settler’s aspirations for formal
integration into the British colonial empire. Hoping to encourage and reap the potential
profits of formal colonial status, which would occasion an influx of new settlers, a group
of leading figures in the Black River oligarchy secured a number of extensive grants from
Miskitu King George I to a region that came to be known as the Albera Poyer Estate for
the purpose of land speculation.161 The Albera Poyer grant took in land behind the
160
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coastal Black River settlement that was inhabited by indigenous Paya who were
subjugated by the Miskitu.162 The settlers’ legal agent, Robert White situates this venture
within the context of formal incorporation into the British Empire:
[A]lthough the Minister and Members of Government, declined to erect
immediately the Country into a British Province; yet that they were very desirous
to encourage and promote its commerce: [the settlers] naturally concluded that,
the sooner they were able to bring its trade into conspicuous point of view, the
sooner they would render it expedient for his Majesty’s Ministers to accomplish
this desirable object; and the better promote their own interests in the mean time.
With this view they began to purchase lands from the Indians, to plant sugarcanes,
and cultivate cotton, cacao, and other valuable articles. In particular, eight of the
principal settlers purchased a tract of land containing a gold mine…known by the
name of Alberapoyer. Their motive, in acquiring this large tract of country, was,
to associate purchasers with themselves from Great Britain, to work the mine,
improve the estate, and raise the importance of the colony.163
Implicit within the settlers’ petition are two notions.

The first is that the

development of a private property regime within the context of plantation agriculture was
the surest means to promote a Mosquitian colony --that is, natural resource extraction for
a mercantile economy headquartered in Jamaica did not provide the material rational for
formal status or administrative autonomy. The second is the idea that British subjecthood
is mediated through private property and together they justify colonial insertion. Thus
according to White, “…the more valuable he [the British subject] made his acquisitions
and improvements, the more worthy he appears of whatever protection and support he
should at any time have occasion to request from the Crown.”164

Not only does

investment justify protection and support from the Crown, but protection of property is an
essential right “inherent in every British subject.”165 In this case, colonial insertion was
to be accomplished by the presence of British subjects who through their legal claims to
property invested a colonized space with a new national identity. The link between
162

Long, 326.
Agent to the Settlers, 51.
164 White, His Majesty’s Subjects, 15 (supplement).
165 White, Agent to the Settlers, 154.
163White,

121

subjecthood or citizenship and private property along with the right to protection of
private property would be a central theme in nineteenth and twentieth century British and
United States intervention in the Mosquitia.
Yet these symbolic or potential justifications for colonial insertion clashed with
the limited real value of the property as long as the Mosquitia remained a lightly
populated peripheral British settlement dependent on resource extraction and Jamaican
administration. In this context, the vast majority of lands titled to British settlers by the
Miskitu King and other headmen had current value in as much as they contained natural
resources, especially mahogany, and there was sufficient enslaved black labor to invest in
resource exploitation. While it seems that there was a nascent and short-lived private
tenure system at Black River in the later days of the Superintendency period, the vast
majority of titles that the Miskitu granted to prominent settlers had real value for the
concessionary rights that they extended. Their speculative value for future colonization
projects was secondary. And the Alberapoyer grant, like later speculative ventures in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, did not reap the expected profits.166

Thus the

beneficiaries of the majority of the larger eighteenth century Mosquitian land grants
could not have been said to occupy the lands in an intensive way, nor were the titles
particularly marketable at this time; and the actual and potential value of the grants
radically diminished upon British evacuation of the Coast in 1787.

166 Land speculation has a long history on the coast dating back to this period in the late eighteenth century.
Typically speculative schemes involve large tracks of land titled to individuals or collectives. The land
derives its value from its strategic location for future settlement and/or infrastructure development, ranging
from colonization schemes to mega-projects like trans-isthmus railroads or canals. In the eighteenth and
much of the nineteenth centuries, the focus was on colonization schemes. During second half of the
nineteenth century and throughout the twentieth century, speculative ventures have focused on
infrastructure-transportation projects that rarely materialize. In the case of the Atlantic Coast, the vast
majority of such speculative ventures never come to fruition. The land or site remains undeveloped and
unoccupied by the title holders and eventually loses its speculative value; meanwhile, the occupancy of and
capital investment in the land remains negligible.
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A crucial part of the historical debate on land tenure in the Mosquitia deals with
the Miskitu’s role in land titling during this period as well as their conceptions of
territoriality and sovereignty within the Mosquito Kingdom. Romero locates the Miskitu
as passive mediators in what he views as the incipient incorporation of the Mosquitia into
a Western private-property regime. He writes, “practically all of the Central American
Caribbean littoral of commercial or economic interest in the eighteenth century from
Black River to Punta Gorda was handed over to the British by Miskitu leaders.”167
Naylor takes a similar stance noting that the “Indians’ understanding of proprietary rights
to private property was negligible” and that “the chiefs usually were willing to do
anything that would please their English friends.”168

Such statements --along with

similar inferences about the origins and workings of Miskitu leadership within the
Miskitu Kingdom-- have provoked wider debates about both the nature of Miskitu-Anglo
relations and the degree to which the Miskitu envisioned themselves and functioned as a
(territorially) sovereign people during the eighteenth century.169
Offen presents a dissenting analysis to the notion that the Miskitu were passive
mediators unconcerned with their territorial sovereignty. Not only does he point to early
tensions between Robert Hodgson Sr. and Zambo Miskitu at Sandy Bay over land in
1759, but he suggests that the Miskitu land grants actually promoted the expansion of the
Mosquito Kingdom and Miskitu prestige and dominance over neighboring indigenous
groups. Interestingly, Helms gives a similar explanation for Miskitu slave raiding in
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neighboring regions.170 Offen argues that the grants were for lands marginal to Miskitu
settlement and subsistence, yet represented regions --occupied by other indigenous
groups-- that Miskitu leaders sought to incorporate into their territorial domain.171 Indeed
there is little evidence to suggest that the British extractive and speculative interests
embodied in these titles restricted Miskitu economic or settlement activities at this
time.172 George Frederick’s reaction to McGregor’s self-appointment as the “Prince of
Poyais” gives evidence that the Miskitu were concerned with their territorial sovereignty
and did not make grants that they thought would limit their own authority and dominion
in the Mosquitia.
While it makes sense to interpret these grants through the lens of reciprocity or
mutuality, which seem to have structured Miskitu-British relations during the eighteenth
century, the grants illustrate the contradictory role the Miskitu played as colonial
intermediaries within the Protectorate system as well as the fine line the British walked
between Miskitu sovereignty and expansion of empire. The ambiguity of the Protectorate
system allowed the British to argue that the Mosquitia was an unconquered and
independent nation vis-à-vis Spanish claims to sovereignty over the region, while at the
same time masking their own aspirations to expand their empire on the Spanish main
through a preferred alliance with a local intermediary group (i.e. the Miskitu).173 But the
170 Helms writes, “[V]arious motives may be suggested, all of which may be subsumed under the twin
theses that Miskito slaving facilitated (1) the expansion of a new ethnic group (2) in an already inhabited
region.” See Helms, 186.
171 Offen, Miskitu Kingdom, 196, 291-292.
172 Again Helms writes, “It seems logical to suggest that among the eighteenth century Miskito-Zambo,
control of land or water resources did not yield prestige other than accruing to any reasonably skillful
cultivator, hunter, or fisher. Although the population was expanding, local subsistence resources for the
most part were apparently adequate. Sufficient land seems to have been available for slash-and-burn
horticulture, and there is no information suggesting that agricultural, hunting, or fishing rights were limited
in anyway.” See Helms, 189.
173 See White, His Majesty’s Subjects, 15 (supplement). Early on Robert Hodgson wrote of the advantages
of this method of colonization over coercion and conquest: “It is to be hoped that we have sufficiently
experienced the fatal consequences of treating the Indians of our Colonies with neglect, however much we
may affect to despise them but I apprehend much positive advantage would accrue from managing them
properly with conduct; they could easily be reduced into better order, the numbers increase in the properest
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ambiguity of the Protectorate system also allowed room to maneuver for the Miskitu who
proved equally adroit at exploiting the benefits of an alliance with Britain and negotiating
their own dominion in the Mosquito Kingdom vis-à-vis British-Spanish rivalries. Yet
while the Mosquitian grants may have strengthened the Miskitu-British alliance and
promoted Miskitu territorial expansion and dominance over neighboring indigenous
people, they also advanced colonial insertion and wider colonial relations of power on the
Coast.

Gender, Mestizaje, and Racial Formation
Colonial insertion and colonial relations of power were nowhere more evident
than within the eighteenth century slave society at Black River. Enslaved people’s labor
not only fuelled the colonial economy, but the institution of slavery and the racial
hierarchies inscribed therein permeated the social fabric of the small British settlements.
British settlements in the Mosquitia experienced a period of demographic growth during
the two decades preceding British evacuation of the Coast in 1787. While the white
settler population remained relatively stable, the numbers of enslaved blacks gradually
increased. Between 1770 and 1787 the enslaved population in the Mosquitia doubled
from approximately 900 to 1,808.174 These years show a corresponding increase in
mahogany exports, which also doubled.175 During the Superintendency, Black River
represented the largest British settlement and was home to two-thirds of the enslaved

places, some manufactories introduced, and their dependence on us rendered complete and at the same time
desirable to them, by means of which, and by making a fair use of dividing and commanding and the strong
attachment they have for us we should have a large body of able, willing warlike people at our control, who
would oppose all foreign Enemies with the greatest ardour, and would thoroughly secure the internal safety
of the settlement, in short we might do with them as we chose.” See Robert Hodgson, “Some account of
that Part of the Continent of America called the Mosquito Shore, as at Present Actually both Possessed and
Used by the Subjects of Great Britain,” October 12, 1766, PRO FO 53/10: 16-18, 38-39.
174 White, His Majesty’s Subjects, 34, 46; and Naylor, 51.
175 Offen, Miskitu Kingdom, 281.
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black population in the Mosquitia. The remainder lived and worked at south coast
settlements like Corn Island, Bluefields, and Río Grande.176 At the same time, free
people of mixed descent emerged as an important demographic segment of the
population.177
Robert Hodgson’s 1757 census of British settlements in the Mosquitia gives some
clues to the basic social organization of colonial society in the early years of the
Superintendency. In Hodgson’s census, he divides the population into three basic groups:
1) “Whites”, 2) “Mulattoes” and “Mustees”, and 3) “Slaves”, both “Negro” and “Indian”.
The “White” population numbered 154 and was heavily skewed in favor of white men,
including only sixteen adult women and five children. Hodgson suggests that the low
reproductive rates of these few white women settlers are a result of “the women having
lived with too much freedom.” In this line of reasoning, the lack of social order and
control in the small colonial outposts had led to a breakdown in gender hierarchies, or
male dominance and female subordination within white households, which negatively
impacted the white population’s ability to reproduce itself as a viable segment of settler
communities.

Yet according to Hodgson, colored women did not suffer the same

condition, presumably because their subordinance vis-à-vis white man was less in
doubt.178 By this early date in the Superintendency period, free population of color, or
“Mulattoes” and ‘Mustees,” outnumbered whites at 170 individuals and was more evenly
distributed along the lines of gender with 34 men, 55 women, and 81 children. Finally,
enslaved people represented the vast majority of the population in British settlements
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numbering 780 individuals, exclusive of twenty who were “Freed” or manumitted.179
Given the demographic composition of the settlements, population growth was largely
propelled by the importation of enslaved Africans, growth within free and enslaved
communities of color, and mestizaje between white men and black, indigenous, and
colored women.
By the time of British evacuation of the Mosquitia in 1787, the settler population
had more than doubled in size. Of the 2,650 individuals evacuated, 2,214 went to Belize.
Of this number, 537 were free whites, coloreds, and blacks and 1,677 were enslaved
blacks and Amerindians. The free population included 267 men, 155 women, and 115
children, while the enslaved population included 772 men, 521 women, and 384
children.180 In both cases, men significantly outnumbered women. At the same time,
evidence suggests that people of color and blacks represented a considerable proportion -probably more than half-- of the free evacuees.181 While the evacuated free population
seems to have been diverse, it was highly stratified along economic and race-color lines.
For instance, Bolland estimates that while the majority of free settlers from the Mosquitia
owned no slaves or just a few slaves, some forty wealthy settlers owned three-quarters of
the total evacuated slaves. The former group was made up of poor whites, free coloreds,
and free blacks, while the latter group included leading white settlers as well as a few
notable free people of color who possessed considerable wealth.182
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The racial lexicon employed in Hodgson’s census and other eighteenth century
accounts of the Mosquitia was derived from the British West Indian lexicon, which in
turn was adapted from the Spanish American lexicon. All three reflected the basic
organization of colonial settlements around the prevailing race, color, and gender
hierarchies of the day. In his history of the British West Indian colonies, authored at the
end of the eighteenth century, Bryan Edwards outlines a racialized taxonomy for
“persons of mixed blood” or “People of Colour” as an intermediary group distinct from
“Whites” and “Negroes” or “Blacks” --the latter groups were understood to be of “pure”
European and African descent, respectively.

Within this framework, whiteness and

European descent were indicative of privilege and universal freedom, while blackness
and African descent were equated with slave status.183 Groups of enslaved blacks were
referred to collectively as “Negroes” regardless of the presence of people of mixed
descent within their ranks and growing numbers of free black people throughout the
region.184 The conflation of the racial category “Negro” or “Black” with slave status
shows how ideas about “pure” African descent were employed to signify a racial state of
servility within the colonial order. This particular colonial construction of blackness was
a central feature in the maintenance of the institution of racial slavery and colonial elites
viewed the mere presence of free black people within this context as a threatening and
destabilizing force to the colonial order.
As an intermediary group, people of color occupied a position within British
settlements that was slightly more ambiguous and fluid. Edwards indicates that in the
British West Indian lexicon people of color were organized into the four general racial
183 In both West Indian and Mosquitian slave societies, however, the white community was not
homogeneous, nor was the enslaved community. An analysis of this heterogeneity would help to
deconstruct the binary oppositions between white and black and free and slave as organizing principles,
rather than representations of real social orders. A way of doing this might be to discuss the position of
poor whites and white indentured servants early on in the settlements at Jamaica and Black River as well as
to bring the question of Indian slavery into the analysis.
184 See Gordon, Disparate Diasporas, 34-35.
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classifications of Sambo, Mulatto, Quadroon, and Mestize or Mustee. He elaborates: “A
Sambo is the offspring of a Black Woman by a Mulatto Man, or vice versa; Mulatto – of
a Black Woman by a White Man; Quadroon – of a Mulatto Woman by a White Man;
Mestize or Mustee of a Quadroon Woman by a White Man; The offspring of a Mestize
by a White Man are white by law. A Mestize therefore in our islands is, I suppose, the
Quinteron of the Spaniards.”185 Like Spanish colonial typologies, the British West Indian
lexicon was based on the premise of progressive whitening or blanqueamiento through
the biological union of a white man and a black or colored woman. Thus white men were
the principal purveyors of so-called racial advancement, which they conferred upon
women who were deemed to be of lesser racial standing within the colonial order. The
principle of advancement through whitening was powerful as was the color
consciousness that it promoted.

In his description of whitening through mestizaje,

Edwards refers to the racial typologies employed in the Spanish American context using
a quote from Antonio de Ulloa that describes the eighteenth century population at
Cartagena:
Before they attain the class of the Quinterons (sic), there are several intervening
circumstances which throw them back; for between the Mulatto and the Negro,
there is an intermediate race, which they call Sambos, owing their origin to a
mixture between one of these with an Indian, or among themselves. Betwixt the
Tercerones and Mulattoes, the Quarterones and the Tercerones, &c. are those
called Tente en el Ayre, Suspended in the air; because they neither advance nor
recede. Children whose parents are a Quarteron or Quinteron, and a Mulatto or
Terceron, are Salto altras (sic) retrogrades; because, instead of advancing
towards being Whites, they have gone backwards towards the Negro race.186
Not only does the whitening principle structure the overall lexicon, but it affixes
negative meaning to any form of mestizaje that defies the logics of progressive
whitening.

In both the Spanish American and British West Indian context, those

185 Bryan Edwards, The History, Civil and Commercial, of the British Colonies in the West Indies. vol. 2
(London: J. Stockdale, 1793), 16.
186 Ibid., 17. Emphasis in original text.
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individuals who were classified as “Samboes” may have had a racial status slightly
higher than “Negro,” yet were also the result of mestizaje that transgressed the ideal of
whitening.
Like the Spanish American and British West Indian cases, schematic typologies
based on colonial ideologies of racial difference and racial advancement mirror the
complexities of mestizaje and social organization in the Mosquitia. Nor did they overpower a subaltern insistence on self-naming. By the early nineteenth century, Anglos
visiting Bluefields identified the population using the diverse labels Sambo, Mulatto,
Negro, and Creole.187 Roberts describes the principal inhabitants of Bluefields --the
descendents of Hodgson’s former slaves-- as “Mulattoes” and “Samboes”.188 At Pearl
Lagoon he found, “principally Creoles, Mulattoes, and Samboes from Jamaica, San
Andrés, and the Corn Islands; many of them married Indian women.”189 During the same
period, Dunham calls Bluefields people “Samboes, being a mixture of Negro, Indian, and
white blood.”190 Several decades later, E. G. Squier wrote that the residents of Bluefields
are “unmitigated negros, or Sambos (i.e. mixed negro and Indian).”191 Around the same
time, Bell labels the population “negroes, mulattoes and quadroons,” but points out that
regardless of complexion Bluefields people “call themselves Creoles, as ‘nigger’ is a
187

Although they are derived from the same racial identifier indicating mixture between black and
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term of opprobrium, and ‘mulatto’ is of doubtful significance.”192 And by the time of
their arrival on the Coast in 1848, Moravian missionaries referred to Bluefields people as
“Creoles, (brown people and negroes, the descendents of former slaves).”193

These

excerpts reflect an ambiguous, inconsistent, and sometimes contradictory usage of racial
labels in the Mosquitia, but also a tendency for the colonial typologies prevalent in
eighteenth century slave societies to be subsumed within a self-conscious assertion of a
collective Creole identity during the first half of the nineteenth century. This shift,
however, did not necessarily reflect a decrease in color consciousness; color stratification
purveyed through a racial lexicon based on the premise of whitening continued to impact
the social hierarchy within nineteenth century Creole communities.
Interpreting the development of a class of free people of color in the eighteenth
century Mosquitia is complex, but it seems to be based in related processes of mestizaje
and manumission. There is not much written about manumission at Black River during
this period, but we know it took place in the early years of the Superintendency from
Hodgson’s 1757 census of the Mosquitian settler population.194 Later manumissions are
recorded in the Superintendency records for the Mosquitia now housed at the Belizean
Archives in Belmopan. Citing these records, Romero notes that in many cases white or
perhaps colored male slave owners manumitted enslaved black women with whom they
had had children as well as the progeny of these relationships. For instance in 1777,
leading white settler George Hewn testified that he had a son with a freed black woman
named Clorinda Trap and that their son James Hewn was studying in England.195 Another
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white Black River settler, John Broster manumitted two sons that he had with an enslaved
black woman named Eve, although there is no indication that he also manumitted their
mother Eve.196 A description from the early nineteenth century gives a glimpse of
mestizaje within the domestic milieu of Mosquitian settlements where relationships of
marriage, kinship, and racial servitude sometimes blurred. A letter to Miskitu King
Stephen from Tomás O’Neille, the Spanish Governor of San Andrés, notes that an Indian
woman who had been removed from Bluefields to San Andrés was “sent back
immediately as it was just and I hope you know by this time that she is arrived safe to her
husband Thomas Dixon (and not her master) as no Indian can be a slave to no body.”197
Romero also cites documents that indicate in some cases recently manumitted
black and colored people soon became slave owners themselves.198 Thus within one
generation it was possible for an individual to gain his or her freedom and accumulate
enough wealth to acquire one or two slaves. Slave ownership was a principal form of
wealth or means to invest and accumulate capital at this time and ownership must have
represented an advance in social status within Mosquitian settlements. Yet the transition
from enslaved to slave owner would have entailed a radical change in status within a
relatively short period of time and suggests that in some instances there was a fine line of
division between free and enslaved within eighteenth century communities of color. It
also suggests that social and economic mobility was a fraught process within these
communities, because one individual’s advancement might involve the direct
subordination of that person’s former peers or less fortunate relatives.
Bolland’s analysis of slavery at Belize gives a clearer picture of the relationship
between gender, mestizaje, and manumission during the eighteenth and nineteenth
196
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centuries.199 At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the majority of manumitted
blacks at Belize received their freedom by gift or bequest of their owners, while the
remaining minority either purchased their own freedom or it was purchased by a third
party. At the same time, most people who were manumitted were women and children.
For instance, between 1826 and 1830 less than a forth of the individuals manumitted
were adult men even though this group represented the majority of the enslaved
population at Belize.
Bolland links this phenomenon to two causes. First, he points out that the most
valuable and sought after slaves were adult men whose labor could be invested in
mahogany extraction, the primary source of revenue for the settlement at Belize.200 This
would have also been the case for Black River during the Superintendency period.
Second, he emphasizes the low numbers of white women in the settlement at Belize and
the frequency of sexual contact between male slave owners and enslaved black women.
Bolland surmises that because the most common form of manumission was gift or
bequest by the owner that many of these cases involved the manumission of mistresses
and/or their children. In these cases, enslaved black and colored women who worked as
domestics within a household and had sexual contact with their owners might enter into a
more formal relationship with the owner upon manumission, becoming the mistress of
the household in charge of other enslaved domestic workers.201 This result, however, was
certainly not inevitable. For instance, Johann Jacob Sluscher a blacksmith living at
Belize in 1792 manumitted the four children he had with an enslaved black woman
named Venus. Not only did Venus keep her slave status as did her daughter from another
199
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relationship, but Sluscher made his manumitted children his heirs who would inherit their
mother and half-sister along with the two women’s “future issue” upon their father’s
death.202
Historians of the Mosquitia highlight the connection between the low numbers of
white women settlers and the rise of a significant free population of color during the
eighteenth century.203 While the low numbers of white women promoted situations of
concubinage or domestic-sexual relationships between slave-owning men and enslaved
black and indigenous women as well as increased rates of manumission for mixed
children and enslaved women, the presence of white women in other slave societies in no
way precluded mestizaje or the sexual exploitation of enslaved women.

Rather,

racialized forms of sexual violence and the exploitation of enslaved black women by
white men was a central characteristic of the institution of slavery throughout the western
hemisphere and should not be understood as simply a result of the absence of white
women. Paradoxically in the Mosquitia, sexual relations between enslaved black and
indigenous women and male slave owners were a form of racialized and gendered
exploitation that, under certain conditions, also provided the possibility (not the
inevitability) of manumission and social mobility for those women and/or their children.
However, sexual relations between slave-owning men and enslaved women were
only one site of mestizaje in the eighteenth century Mosquitia. Free women of color also
engaged in similar types of relationships with white men. Again referencing eighteenth
century Jamaica, Edwards describes the prevalence of concubinage or an extra-marital
consort relationship between free women of color and white men, suggesting that colored
women “of whom, such as are young, and have tolerable persons, are universally

See P.R.H March 7th, 1792 in Burdon, 1:197-198.
203 Often writes, “[R]elatively few white women insured a rapid growth of ‘free people of color,’ which
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maintained by White men of all ranks and conditions as kept mistresses.”204 These
relationships served as both primary and secondary relationships for White men
depending on their class position. For colonial elites, the mistress minded the “casa
chica” or formed an “outside” family, while for poor white men these relationships with
colored women provided the sole domestic sphere they could access in the colonial
setting. While condemning the conduct of White men in relationships outside the bounds
of formal marriage as indecent and exploitative, Edwards concludes his discussion with a
poem extolling the seductive beauty of the “Sable Venus” --highlighting the
contradictions between bourgeois Christian morality and racialized colonial desire.205
In the Mosquitia, concubine relationships such as these, solidified by economic
dependence, procreation, and sentiment, served as both primary and secondary
relationships for white men of both upper and lower classes. In a peripheral colonial
frontier like the Mosquitia where the church did not establish a strong presence until the
second half of the nineteenth century, formal marriage was far less common than
cohabitation and illegitimate birth seem to have held relatively little stigma.206 At Black
River, some leading white settlers had illegitimate children of color who, in the absence
of legitimate white children, became the principal inheritors of their white fathers’
wealth. This resulted in the development of a small but prominent class of people of
color, whose wealth and family connections distinguished them from those of more
modest economic standing. This kind of social and economic stratification along the
lines of color serves as an important precursor to later color and class divisions within the
Creole community.
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Along with long-term concubinage and quasi-marriage arrangements outlined
above, less formal, temporary and multiple relationships were also common sites of
mestizaje. Both before and after British evacuation, itinerant traders and sea captains had
relationships with free black and indigenous women living in small settlements along the
Coast. Bell writing of his childhood in Bluefields during the 1840s attributes mestizaje
within Creole communities to relationships between women of African descent and white
sea captains:
Generations of ship captains had come and gone, leaving families at all the Creole
settlements. Each captain as he succeeded the last added some more white blood,
till the result in my day was that at Blewfields, Pearl Key Lagoon, Boca del Toro,
Corn Island, St. Andrews, Old Providence, which are the other principal
settlements of the Creoles, there were some families nearly white, with coffeeand-milk mothers, brown grandmothers, and black great-grandmothers.”207
Both Orlando Roberts and Jacob Dunham, traders who visited the Mosquitia in
the 1810s, noted a similar relationship between immigrants of color as well as Anglo sea
captains and indigenous women at Pearl Lagoon. He notes that children at Pearl Key
Lagoon were baptized by sea captains who had also had children with indigenous
women: “I could enumerate more than a dozen of acknowledged children, of only two of
these captains, who seem to have adopted, without scruple, the Indian idea of polygamy
in its fullest extent.”208 Likewise, Dunham describes Edward Patterson, a successful
trader and native of Curacao in the Dutch Antilles, as having lived with the Miskitu at
Pearl Lagoon for many years and intermarried amongst them, taking three Indian
wives.209
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Details from Porta Costas’ travels along the Coast in 1790 --three years after
British evacuation-- add even more complexity to the picture, describing domestic
relationships between diverse free and enslaved men and women of European, African,
and indigenous descent.

Visiting Bragmans close to Puerto Cabezas he found, “an

Englishman married to a mestiza [woman of European-indigenous descent] also English.
This woman and the entire family were born and raised here; they left at the time of
evacuation and afterwards returned without license. They have with them the mother-inlaw, two children twenty and twenty-four years old, three [black] men slaves and four
Indian women.”210

At Walpasiksa he encountered another household that had also

returned to the Coast after leaving Bragmans during the evacuation. At the head of the
household was “an English mestizo [man of European-indigenous descent] born and
raised here married to an Indian woman; he has two [black] men slaves also married to
Indian women, these three unions make up sixteen people.”211 In their totality, these
descriptions demonstrate that although mestizaje between white men and diverse women
of color and the premise of whitening are pervasive themes in eighteenth and nineteenth
century accounts of the Mosquitia, mestizaje was far more complex and took place at
multiple sites and under a variety of circumstances.
Mestizaje and racial differentiation within Mosquitian settlements were fraught
processes, articulated through the racial, color, class, and gender hierarchies of the day.
Settlements like Black River were highly stratified slave societies --wealth and power
were concentrated in the hands of the small white settler population and the vast majority
210

Porta Costas, 56. Translation mine. In this case, the mestizo category also might have included people
who were of partial African descent, although it tends to connote European-indigenous descent. Bolland
writes of clashes between poor evacuees of color from the Mosquitia and the ruling white oligarchy at
Belize who upon their arrival immediately instituted measures to limit their economic and political power
within the settlement. See Bolland, Colonialism and Resistance, 28-29. Thus some of the evacuees of
mixed descent and modest economic standing found the racial and class hierarchies in place at Belize
difficult to overcome and defied evacuation orders by returning to the small peripheral Mosquitian
settlements where they had more freedoms.
211 Porta Costas, 56. Translation mine.

137

of black people were enslaved. Yet in a peripheral frontier region like the Mosquitia
where small numbers of British settlers established a tenuous and informal colonial order,
inter-marriage and mestizaje mediated relations of dominance and subordination between
people of European, African, and indigenous descent. White sea captains and traders as
well as colored settlers from throughout the Caribbean established ties of kinship with
indigenous communities through cohabitation and mestizaje with indigenous women. At
the same time, the growth of significant free communities of color created an
intermediary group --itself internally stratified along the lines of class and color-between the small white oligarchy and the large enslaved population. Slave ownership
within the free population of color ensured that this community had a degree of economic
investment in a colonial order based in the logics of white supremacy and racial
servitude. Although colored settlers did not have the same legal protection as whites, the
settler oligarchy still represented these individuals in their petitions to the British
government as legitimate British subjects vis-à-vis the “native inhabitants” and the
enslaved population in an effort to bolster the settlement’s population figures and
potential for formal colonial status.212 After evacuation, slave owning sectors of the free
community of color would retain some notion of British subjecthood and, as the new elite
within early nineteenth century Creole communities, would facilitate the mid-century
reinsertion of indirect British rule in the Mosquitia.
Nevertheless, free people of color still occupied an ambiguous and precarious
position within the wider colonial order. While their free status, slave ownership, and
growing economic power set them apart from the much larger enslaved black majority,
they were also subject to virulent racism and their African and indigenous ancestry
denied them access to the elite colonial stratum where white masculine privilege
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prevailed. In the years after the Mosquitian evacuees arrived at Belize, the settlement of
a large number of racially-mixed evacuees would occasion serious anxiety for the small
white ruling oligarchy, which went to great lengths to limit this middle stratum’s
economic and political power in the Bay of Honduras settlement. 213 At the same time,
the possibility of transition through mestizaje and/or manumission from enslaved to slave
owner within the space of one or two generations points to a fragile line of division
between free and enslaved people of African descent.
The intimacy and domesticity of contact and mestizaje between free and enslaved
people of diverse ancestry and status suggests daily life and social interaction was rife
with the tensions and contradictions embodied in relations of domination and
subordination. These tensions and contradictions would be played out in the formation of
a color and class stratified Creole identity in the nineteenth century. While mestizaje and
the emergence of a free population of color had a significant impact on social formation
within British settlements during the Superintendency period, the enslaved black majority
also exerted a tremendous amount of influence within these communities. Black people’s
demographic strength and resistance to enslavement continually challenged and destabilized the existing social order.

Black Resistance and Colonial Rivalry
Slave escapes were common in the Mosquitia and Bay of Honduras during the
eighteenth century. Black people’s knowledge of the coastal environment and skill with

213 Bolland, Colonialism and Resistance, 33. Nevertheless, by the mid-nineteenth century people of color
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eager rather to increase their own rights and privileges within the existing social order (37).”
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firearms and water craft as well as their residence at dispersed settlements, remote lumber
camps, and rural plantations gave them the resources and opportunities they needed to
escape and survive in the forested, riverine, and pine savannah landscape of the
Mosquitia.214

A report on the Mosquitia, authored in the late years of the

Superintendency, describes a region just west of Black River in the Honduran Mosquitia:
“There was once a [British] Settlement a little way up this [Zacharalayah or Zachary
Taylor] River, but was deserted through the danger the Settlers were in from a great
number of runaway Slaves who then infested this part of the Country. No person has
ever attempted a Settlement since.”215

Enslaved people also capitalized on British-

Spanish rivalries and significant numbers escaped from their owners at Belize and Black
River taking refuge at Spanish settlements on the Honduran coast and Nicaraguan
interior. Throughout the eighteenth century, the Spanish issued several royal edicts
declaring that escaped slaves from British interests --once baptized into Catholicism-were under the protection of the ecclesiastical authority and could remain in Spanish
custody indefinitely.216

This Spanish policy was intended to destabilize British

settlements by eroding the labor force and many of those that escaped by these means
were conscripted into the Spanish armed forces, posing further threat to the stability of
British presence in the region. 217 In the Bay of Honduras, slave insurrections at lumber
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camps followed by desertion to the Spaniards had become so common in the 1760s and
1770s that the economic survival of the colony at Belize was in question. 218
Enslaved black people in the Mosquitia chose similar resistive paths.

In

November 1775, a large group of slaves --once belonging to Henry Corrin at Bluefields
and now in the possession of John McHarg-- escaped from the Black River region after
they were “frustrated in a legal claim to freedom.”219 Upon their escape, Miskitu under
Zambo General Tempest at Brewers Lagoon on the Patook River were hired to find and
return the group to their owner.220 The Miskitu were unsuccessful in their search and the
group eventually took refuge at the Spanish fort at Omoa.

McHarg made several

attempts to gain their return, petitioning uncooperative Spanish officials at Guatemala.
Black River Superintendent John Ferguson even threatened to mount an armed
expedition to Omoa to capture the escaped slaves, but they remained in Spanish
custody.221 Orlando Robert’s provides a second hand account of another group escape
from Pearl Lagoon that occurred at the turn of the nineteenth century. Decades later, a
woman living in Granada told Roberts how she had joined the group as a young girl:
She told me that she was the daughter of one of the negroes belonging to Colonel
Hodgson at Bluefields;-- that, when a girl, she had joined a party who had run
away from the British settlers at Pearl Kay Lagoon; that they went up Bluefields
River, until they arrived at a stream whose course they followed for a short
distance, and then passing through a pine ridge of no great extent, and crossing a
savannah, they, in a few hours after leaving Bluefields River, arrived on the
borders of the lake along which they walked, and shortly came to the town or
village of Trinidad. They were kindly received by the authorities of the place, and
sent to Granada.222
218
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In representation of the settlers at Pearl Key Lagoon, [Edward] Patterson went to Granada
to demand the return of the escaped slaves. The Spanish authorities refused as the men
had converted to Catholicism and had “been taken into the Spanish service.” They
offered Patterson compensation, but he rejected the offer and returned to Pearl Lagoon
empty-handed.223
While the desire for freedom was more than enough to motivate escape, it is clear
from eighteenth century accounts that the violence and brutality of slavery in the
Mosquitia drove individuals to escape under conditions of sheer desperation. Olaudah
Equiano authored one of the only accounts that gives the first-hand perspective of a free
African living and working in the eighteenth century Mosquitia. Arriving from England
to work as an overseer of recently arrived enslaved Africans at Dr. Charles Irving’s
fledgling Río Grande plantation in 1767, Equiano describes both the brutality of slavery
and the perils of life and livelihood as a free African in the Mosquitia. Writing of the
white man who assumed the position of overseer upon his departure from the plantation,
Equiano laments the fate of those individuals once in his charge: “This man, by inhuman
means and poorly calculated avarice, beat and mutilated the poor slaves without mercy;
consequently, they all fled in a large Puriogua canoe deciding to escape; but not knowing
where to go or how to pilot the canoe, they drowned; as a result, the Doctor’s plantation
was left uncultivated, as he then had returned to Jamaica to buy more slaves...”224
A free African in search of safe passage to England by way of Jamaica, Equiano
himself experienced exceedingly inhumane treatment at the hands of Anglo sea captains
who detained and tortured him, forcing him to work without pay in mahogany camps
until he eventually escaped. Like the Miskitu, these same Anglo traders and sea captains
223
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who manned their vessels with enslaved black sailors were hired to capture escaped
blacks and return them to slave holders for a commission.225 Though he was free and
Irving had given him leave to return to England, Equiano navigated a time and place in
which blackness and African origins were universal signs of servitude.226 Arriving at
Pearl Lagoon in the early decades of the nineteenth century, Dunham found eight escaped
blacks from San Andrés hiding on the outskirts of the settlement. Dunham writes that the
blacks of whom all but one were African born took measures to protect themselves from
Anglo traders. As such, they “took great precaution to arm and defend themselves if they
were attacked” and “had agreed to shoot any strange white man who should approach
them in the night.”227 These accounts show that enslaved people assumed grave risks to
escape and were prepared to defend themselves against white aggression. Moreover, they
did so knowing that the prospects of safe refuge were uncertain and the stakes involved in
a failed attempt at freedom were high.
While enslaved peoples’ resistance in the Mosquitia most often took the form of
escape, settlers’ accounts indicate that they believed the large black population at Black
River to be on the verge of rebellion at several different points during the final decades of
the Superintendency. The possibility of insurrection generated a considerable amount of
fear within the white community and frequently resulted in requests for assistance from
colonial authorities at Jamaica.228 For instance, at the time of William Pitt’s death in
1771, Robert Hodgson Jr. wrote from Black River that Pitt’s “Possessions are much the
largest of any here among them are about four hundred high spirited Negroes from whom
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an immediate danger more than threatens…”229 The legal representative of the Mosquito
Shore settlers, Robert White’s account of the events leading up to the outbreak of war
between Spain and Great Britain shows the impact of resistance within the enslaved
population on settler life at Black River. He writes, “In July and August following
[1776], the sudden desertion of a body of negroes, and the strong appearance of
disaffection amongst those who remained, made it necessary to proclaim martial law;
which diverted the attention of the settlers from all kind of business.”230 The tensions
between enslaved and free heightened as the onset of war with Spain loomed. In January
of 1778, the settlers’ fears over a Spanish attack on Black River were amplified by the
death of three Black River settlers at the hands of “fugitive English Negroes” who were
believed to be “in Concert with the Spaniards.”231
Spain declared war on Britain in 1779 and Spanish forces took the Belize
settlement at St. Georges Key in September of 1779. The Spanish captured several
hundred prisoners, the settlement was disbanded, and the remaining inhabitants fled to
Roatán, Trujillo, and Black River.232 By March 1780, Spain planned to attack Black
River and British forces prepared an assault on the Spanish castle up the Río San Juan
with the hopes of severing the Spanish main and taking mainland Nicaragua into British
control.

A large Spanish force took Black River and many settlers fled into the

Mosquitian interior, while some three hundred settlers and slaves escaped to Roatán.233
In the confusion of the attack a considerable number of enslaved blacks remained in the
region and retook Black River after the Spanish withdrew. The group “seized on the
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town of Black River, and declared they would be free.”234 Sorsby writes, “now the
refugee Shoremen refused to return, fearing that the Negroes, who were demanding
tribute from visitors, and even trading with passing vessels, were allied with the
Spanish.”235 The settlers at Roatán organized an expedition to Black River in order to
negotiate with the group now in control of the Mosquitian settlement. They eventually
reached an agreement --the settlers would be free to return and the group’s leaders and
their wives would receive their freedom along with a reward of $100.00 each for
“guarding” the settlement in the interim.236
Amidst this turmoil and resistance within their own settlements, the British relied
heavily on both Miskitu fighters and enslaved blacks to augment troops imported from
Great Britain, North America, and the West Indies. Some four hundred Miskitu led by
King George II, Governor Colvill Briton (later know as don Carlos), and Admiral Dilson
joined six hundred (white, colored, and black) British soldiers in the attack on the
Spanish castle situated more than sixty miles up the Río San Juan. After taking the
castle, the Miskitu --unhappy with the material conditions and disgusted with the British
command-- left Río San Juan and “could not be persuaded to return.”237 The British also
requisitioned enslaved black people from settlements throughout the Mosquitia and Bay
of Honduras. These individuals were lumbermen and sailors by trade and served as foot
soldiers and constructed barracks at the Bluefields garrison, which was established
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shortly after the attack on the San Juan castle.238 Black soldiers were also stationed at the
San Juan castle where the living conditions were dire and, like the Miskitu, they were
indisposed to follow British command.

In December of 1780, Lieutenant Colonel

Stephen Kemble recorded in his journal, “Troops at Castle are in great distress for want
of Provisions; Negroes Desert with whole Boats loaden (sic).”239 The British had hoped
to add 150 to 200 enslaved blacks from Black River --many of whom had participated in
the takeover of the settlement-- to the British ranks stationed at San Juan, believing that
they might cooperate if “commanded and solely directed by Officers of their own
election.”240 But the British still questioned the advisability of requisitioning a group
lately in rebellion for armed service. Writing from Bluefields, Kemble notes that, “Those
we have here, I understand, are very averse to going up the River St. John’s, and I fear
would desert if ordered to do so; and those from Black River, I am of opinion, entertain
the same ideas.”241
The British experienced enormous losses due to disease during the San Juan
campaign, were unable to assert any clear authority over their Miskitu allies, and failed to
coax or discipline Mosquitian blacks into a cooperative soldiery. They eventually lost the
castle to the Spanish and withdrew from the garrison at Bluefields. Over the next two
years, British and Spanish forces clashed at Roatán and Black River, but both powers
eventually gave up their military campaigns and negotiated a settlement to the conflict in
the 1783 Treaty of Versailles. The British agreed to abandon their holdings on the
Central American mainland and in exchange they would be permitted to continue to cut
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logwood and mahogany in the Bay of Honduras. But the settlers made no move to
evacuate until the 1786 Anglo-Spanish Convention of London re-affirmed Spain’s claim
to the Mosquitia. Britain organized an evacuation campaign in March of 1787.242

Concluding Notes: A Mosquitian Creole Community
The end of the eighteenth century marked a conjuncture in Atlantic Coast history
that was characterized by the withdrawal of British and Spanish colonial power and the
affirmation of Zambo Miskitu dominance over Mosquitian territory. At the same time,
there was a proliferation of black resistance to slavery and colonialism and a
corresponding growth of a highly mobile population of free black and colored people that
began to transform African diasporic communities in the Mosquitia, Bay of Honduras,
and wider Caribbean region. In the Mosquitia, black resistance and the emergence of a
new maroon community at Bluefields in the last decade of the eighteenth century
occurred within the logics of this historical conjuncture. Black people capitalized on
British-Spanish rivalries in ways that promoted their interests.

Their resistance

influenced both the terms of their own enslavement and the organization of settler
communities in the Mosquitia --and ultimately served to undermine colonial hegemony in
significant ways. At this particular historical moment, black peoples’ interests also seem
to broadly coincide with those of the Zambo Miskitu.
Throughout the eighteenth century, the Miskitu had an ambiguous position vis-àvis the enslavement of blacks in the Mosquitia. Historically, escaped Africans took
refuge amongst the Miskitu, intermarrying into existing communities as well as
establishing independent maroon settlements in the Mosquitia.243 At the same time, the
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Miskitu --who had experience with the indigenous slave trade and were long-time
mercenaries for the British-- were also sometimes employed by British interests to find
escaped slaves and return them to their owners.244 Yet by the time of British evacuation,
the Zambo Miskitu were said to be furious with the British for abandoning the Mosquitia
to Spanish control and the settlers at Black River feared that the Miskitu might support
enslaved blacks in a mass uprising.245 Within this context, the Zambo Miskitu facilitated
the formation of maroon communities at places like Bluefields, Pearl Lagoon, and Patook
River.246 Shortly after the Miskitu attack on Hodgson’s compound at Bluefields in 1790,
the Zambo-Tawira alliance dissolved and George II mounted a campaign against the
Tawira at Pearl Lagoon, killing Dilson and several other important Tawira leaders.247
Over the next decade, George II would renew his alliance with the British by way of the
settlement at Belize and take an increasingly resistive stance to Spanish colonization
efforts in the Mosquitia.248 In 1800, he mounted an attack on Spain’s fledgling settlement
at Black River, which was now the last remaining Spanish colony in the Mosquitia. The
Zambo forces plundered and burned the settlement, freed the blacks enslaved there, and
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drove the Spanish from the Mosquito Kingdom. 249 King George II’s reign not only
marks the apex of Zambo Miskitu power, but clears the way for some fifty years of
autonomy from direct colonial rule.
In the wake of the Miskitu attack on Bluefields, Hodgson’s son William worked
to re-gain control of his father’s holdings, which included 150 thousand (Spanish) pesos
in commercial goods and raw materials, lands at Black River, Río Coco (Wangki River),
Bluefields, and Punta Gorda, and some 150 former slaves. 250 Towards this end, he
applied to the Spanish authorities for troops to retake Bluefields, now under the control of
those who were once enslaved by his family. He planned to transport the population to
the interior of Nicaragua to work under the Spanish crown, but confessed that the black
people at Bluefields had felt that the Spaniards were the “worst people in the world.”251
Failing to organize such an expedition, he retired to Corn Island where his now deceased
father held title to the island and still had significant livestock holdings.252
In 1793, Spanish Naval Lieutenant José del Río found William Hodgson settled at
Big Corn Island with his mother and brother. The sole proprietors of the island, the
family had four hundred head of cattle and lived amongst some thirty “transient Indians”
and 145 enslaved blacks who worked at cotton cultivation. Upon their arrival, they had
built a “defense” on the north side of the island in anticipation of an attack by the Tawira
leader Sulera who they believed intended to surprise them and “burn them alive.”253 But
the attack never occurred and the Hodgson’s remained at Corn Island were Elizabeth Pitt
lived out her final years and died in 1797. Her sons, William and Robert Jr. III, died in
1800 and 1808.254 Throughout the period leading up to their deaths, there was a good
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amount of communication and movement between Corn Island and San Andrés.
According to Parsons, at the time of William’s death, “his family and those slaves who
did not escape apparently resettled on San Andrés.”255 And indeed, Hodgson continues
to be a common surname amongst the Creole residents of San Andrés today.256 By 1800,
several families from San Andrés re-located to Corn Island. Patrick Quin was among this
group and was joined soon after by other San Andrés planters like Benjamin Downs.257
Although settled by a largely English speaking population, San Andrés was now under
the Spanish Crown and governed by Spanish naval captain Tomás O’Neille.
There is little documentation of what transpired during the first decade of the new
maroon settlement at Bluefields. But we do know that by 1804, Tomás O’Neille had
mounted a campaign to retake the former slaves at Bluefields and transport them to San
Andrés. O’Neille claimed that the Hodgson’s had sold the group in absentia to settlers at
San Andrés and that they now belonged to the Levers, a leading slave-holding family
from the island.258

During the same period, O’Neille promoted a plan to establish

Spanish settlements at Bluefields and Cape Gracias a Dios under his command. Towards
that end, the Spanish Viceroy gave him a commission to grant lands to San Andrés
settlers who wished to re-locate to the mainland Mosquitia.259 The Sub-Inspector of
Guatemala, Roque Abarca adamantly opposed the establishment of new Mosquitian
settlements under O’Neille’s command, arguing that settlement in a peripheral region
controlled by hostile Miskitu was ill advised and impractical. Moreover, he suggested
that the San Andrés Governor was not a loyal Spanish subject and supported the
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settlement scheme in order to promote his own personal wealth through contraband trade
with the English and Miskitu.260
O’Neille’s plan to re-colonize the Mosquitia, as well as his efforts to relocate
Hodgson’s former slaves to San Andrés, were not well-received by the Zambo Miskitu.
In a letter authored to Prince Stephen --George II’s brother who took over leadership of
the Miskitu Kingdom upon George’s death in 1800-- O’Neille denied that he had plans
for the Mosquitia: “I understand that some people has (sic) informed you of my sending
money to Ned at Bluefields for to purchase the Country I have nothing to do with your
Country nor I ever send a shilling to the poor fellow.” At some point before he wrote to
Stephen in 1804, O’Neille had organized an armed expedition to Bluefields to remove the
black population to San Andrés. Sub-Inspector Roque Abarca received this news from
two Zambo subordinates to George II during a visit to Bluefields.

Roque Abarca

described his exchange with the Miskitu:
The same Melchor and Tomás told me that an English vessel had arrived at the
Island of San Andrés, bringing an individual of that nationality to discuss with
O’Neille the method of recovering the negroes who were slaves of Hodgson…
The natives added that O’Neille arranged for sending an armed schooner to seize
and carry off the negroes; but these latter undertook to defend themselves… so I
gave to the Indians a letter in which I gave notice to any captain of a Spanish
vessel who should arrive at the port that he should not, on any account, carry off
the negroes with out the express order of the Captain General of Guatemala…
Afterwards the schooner sent by the latter arrived, the Indians went to it and they
gave to the Captain my letter upon the point of a lance. They returned to land and
waited armed. Seeing this, those in the schooner went back again to the Island of
San Andrés and O’Neille had the audacity to make a claim for those negroes to
the present President Don Antonio González, assuming that the heirs of Hodgson
had sold them to the residents of that island.261
Under strong opposition from the Bluefield’s maroons, who received protection
from the Zambo Miskitu and unexpected support from the Spanish Sub-Inspector of
Guatemala, O’Neille abandoned his plan.
260
261
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negroes at Bluefields are slaves to the estate of your Old friend Capt Lever deceased and
they want to pay for their freedom which Certainly they shall have as soon as they will
give the money.”262 When North American trader Jacob Dunham visited Bluefields
about fifteen years later the inhabitants there told him an another version of this story
stating that Hodgson had sold them their freedom and had taken “their security for the
payment of the debt, which was to be paid in yearly installments.” He added that, “From
what I could learn from these negroes, he never realized much from them.”263
Like their antecedents at Black River, the Bluefields maroons employed a variety
of resistive tactics to ensure their continued freedom. Not only did they deftly exploit
British and Spanish colonial rivalries, but they were able to articulate their own interests
within the context of Miskitu militancy during the height of Zambo Miskitu power under
George II.

It is likely that the maroons at Bluefields were also informed by their

historical experience of resistance during the Superintendency period. Moreover, the
maroon community secured their freedom during a period in which radical change was
taking place in colonial slave societies in the Caribbean. Resistance to both colonial rule
and enslavement in places like Santo Domingo and St. Vincent reverberated throughout
the region and resulted in an influx of free black people to the Mosquitia and Bay of
Honduras.264
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In the wake of the Haitian revolution and the Garifuna arrival, British settlers at
Belize enacted a number of draconian slave laws and prohibited the immigration of free
blacks only allowing entry to newly enslaved Africans and slaves accompanied by their
owners.265 In 1799, an insurrection took place on the island of San Andrés where there
were several hundred enslaved blacks and it was only suppressed upon the arrival of a
Spanish sloop.266 Like the settlers at Belize, slave owners at San Andrés were concerned
with the presence of free black people amongst the large enslaved population and, on at
least one occasion, they attempted to deport manumitted blacks to Jamaica.267
Throughout the early years of the nineteenth century, escaped black people from San
Andrés and Providencia would take refuge at places like Bluefields and Pearl Lagoon
were they lived within close proximity to San Andrés slave-holders who had also
immigrated to the Mosquitian mainland.268 Thus maroon populations on the mainland
co-existed in uneasy tension with colonial and slave interests, which were wellrepresented throughout the region.
Creole communities in the Mosquitia emerged from eighteenth century colonial
slave societies and were founded on a long history of black peoples’ resistance. The
Bluefields population rapidly expanded in the first few decades of the nineteenth century
and developed into a prosperous trading community. The growth and prosperity of the
community was based its access to land and natural resources and, during these early
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years, Creoles developed diverse and complex land use patterns, which grew out of their
eighteenth century experience and are still evident today.

For this early maroon

community at Bluefields, freedom, autonomy, and access to land were intimately related.
Nevertheless, in the first half of the nineteenth century the social order at Bluefields
would gradually shift from a maroon community in resistance to a bustling center of trade
that would become increasing stratified along colonial color and class hierarchies as the
century progressed. Slavery as an institution would persist in the Mosquitia and off-shore
settlements until the 1840s. The following chapter looks at nineteenth century Creole
land use, social stratification, and the emergence of Creole nationalism and land politics.
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Chapter 4: Creole Settlement and Land Use
Abolition and South Coast Settlement
Though on the wane, the institution of slavery continued to structure racial and
material inequality in the Mosquitia and greater Caribbean during the first decades of the
nineteenth century. While maroon communities proliferated after the British evacuation
of the Mosquitia and Miskitu indigenous slave raiding had dramatically decreased by the
turn of the nineteenth century, the legality of slavery was not yet in question and the
institution continued to structure the organization of labor. The Caribbean coastline of
the Central American isthmus --divided by shifting post-independence national
boundaries amidst persisting colonial strongholds-- saw a gradual and uneven abolition of
slavery during the first half of the nineteenth century. The Central American Federal
Republic was the first power in the region to abolish slavery in 1824, shortly after
independence from Spain in 1821. 269 By this time, the British abolition movement was
well underway and Britain had banned the international slave trade throughout its empire
in 1807.270 In the British West Indies, the sugar industry was in decline and enslaved
peoples’ resistance and rebellion continued to stress the institution of slavery.
The Abolition Act of 1833 marked the end of slavery throughout the British
Empire, though it was replaced by a mandatory and unremunerated (i.e. quasi-slavery)
system of apprenticeship lasting until 1838. As a cornerstone of the abolition legislation,
the British government extended monetary compensation to slave owners throughout the
colonies for each individual loss in “property” documented during the period of
emancipation; thus, the terms of abolition were highly favorable to slave-owning
269
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interests. 271 On the Central American mainland, British Honduras or Belize --where the
majority of enslaved people labored in mahogany works or in a domestic capacity-- was
subject to the same abolition legislation as the British West Indies.272
The Mosquitia, however, was an anomalous case.

Not falling under the

jurisdiction of any independent nation-state and autonomous from direct colonial rule,
slavery endured throughout the Mosquitian mainland and at Corn Island until 1841. The
islands of San Andrés and Providencia, having been incorporated into the Spanish
colonial jurisdiction of Cartagena at the outset of the nineteenth century, fell under the
authority of the Republic of Nueva Granada (Colombia) after independence in 1819.273
Unlike its Central American counterpart, Nueva Granada did not abolish slavery until
well after independence in 1853. Throughout the first half of the nineteenth century, the
islands of Corn Island, San Andrés, and Providencia remained regional strongholds of
slavery. Writing in the 1820s, Dunham notes that one to two hundred enslaved people
lived and labored at Corn Island.274 Providencia’s population was significantly larger
with some “thirty families of free people of different nations and colors, and from five to
thirty slaves to every free person in the island.” San Andrés had the largest enslaved
population numbering between eight and twelve hundred.275 Strangeways notes that the
slave-owning white and colored population at San Andrés engage in “a considerable
smuggling trade with the Main, ship cotton, for Jamaica, supply Chagres and Porto Bello
[Panamá] with ground provisions, and I believe, annually dispose of a number of the
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children of their slaves at the ports on the South American coast.”276 At Corn Island and
San Andrés, cotton production --the mainstay of the island economies-- depended on
enslaved black labor until mid-century emancipation put an end to plantation agriculture
on both islands. Thus these dispersed pre-emancipation slave societies lining the Central
American Caribbean littoral were not only connected through a wider Western Caribbean
trade network and certain racialized relations of production and consumption, but would
later come to represent important links in post-emancipation migration circuits for
nineteenth and twentieth century West Indian black immigrants that augmented the initial
maroon community established at Bluefields in 1790.
But this pattern of interaction between these diverse slave societies defied old
colonial jurisdictions and new national boundaries even before mid-century
emancipation. During the first decades of the nineteenth century the mainland Mosquitia
drew free and marooned blacks from neighboring settlements, where they vastly
outnumbered the isolated and dwindling populations of enslaved people.

Since the

evacuation of British settlements and the failure of Spanish colonization on the Coast, the
region had become a refuge for escaped slaves from San Andrés and Providencia who
continually augmented the maroon populations already settled on the south coast. This
phenomenon was so pervasive that throughout the first half of the nineteenth century the
archival records are littered with references to escaped slaves from San Andrés and
Providencia residing at Bluefields and Pearl Lagoon.277
Due to the instability of slavery in the Mosquitia, those few remaining slaveowning interests and white traders living on the south coast seem to have tolerated (or
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were unable to do anything about) the steady migration of new maroons to the mainland.
Unrest among the enslaved population at San Andrés reached a crescendo shortly before
Mosquitian abolition, resulting in an uprising known as the Coco Plum Bay Revolt in
May of 1841. Although the revolt was suppressed after significant bloodshed, a good
number of enslaved black people escaped by boat, taking refuge on the Mosquitian
mainland where they were welcomed by the Miskitu King who refused to return them to
the Jefe Político at San Andrés.278 Even after manumission in 1841, individuals once
enslaved at Corn Island chose to immigrate to Bluefields, Pearl Lagoon, and Bocas del
Toro, rather than suffer on-going discrimination at the hands of their former owners.279
The migration of escaped slaves to the mainland increased during the years between
Mosquitian abolition and emancipation at San Andrés and Providencia in 1853; and
slavery would become a serious source of diplomatic strife --fueled by territorial
boundary conflicts-- between British authorities and the Republic of Colombia.280
At the same time, indigenous slavery persisted in the nineteenth century
Mosquitia. Although British colonial authorities and Zambo Miskitu had made several
efforts to abolish indigenous slavery during the late eighteenth century, a decree issued at
Pearl Lagoon by King Robert Charles Frederick in 1832 outlawing the practice of
indigenous slave raiding by “pain of Death” suggests that raids continued into the 1830s.
Indigenous Rama, Ulwa, and Kukra living on the south coast had long been subjugated
by the Miskitu and now paid annual tribute to the King’s quartermasters in turtle shell,
canoes, hammocks, and cotton lines.281 Ulwa and Kukra settled to the north and west of
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Pearl Lagoon continued to suffer sporadic slave raids on their settlements by Río Grande
Tawira Miskitu into the 1820s.282 While King Robert Charles Frederick condemned
raiding, the decree did not manumit those indigenous people already enslaved, instead
declaring that, “All Indian Slaves prior to this date may remain in that state.”283 Thus
indigenous slavery continued until official abolition throughout the Mosquito Kingdom in
1841.
In the Pearl Lagoon region, the two principal slave owning interests were
immigrants from San Andrés who had received land grants from the Miskitu King and
settled along the Wawashan River during the first decade of the nineteenth century.284 A
white man, purported to be of French extraction, George Ellis owned a coffee, cotton, and
sugarcane plantation, which was cultivated by some twenty to thirty enslaved black men
and women. Towards the end of his tenure in Pearl Lagoon, Ellis focused his attention
on sugarcane production and the distillation of rum --the latter he paid in tribute to the
Miskitu King who still held domain over the Mosquito Kingdom exacting tribute from
indigenous communities as far south as Chiriquí Lagoon in Panamá.285 The largest single
slaveholder on the south coast at this time, Ellis was said “to be the only planter on the
whole coast, according to the West Indian acceptation of the term…”286 Ellis’ neighbor,
John Gough (Goff) owned fewer slaves and raised livestock and cultivated ground
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provisions for sale to local traders and settlers.287 On their arrival to the Coast, these
settlers displaced indigenous Kukra who had long resided on the banks of the Wawashan
River.288 Within a few decades, however, both landholders were dead and their holdings
were defunct, although the descendents of the men and women enslaved by Ellis and
Gough remained on the Coast and settled in the Bluefields and Pearl Lagoon region.289
By the early 1840s, the population at Bluefields was approximately four to six
hundred people of which only a handful were slave-owners.290 These few slave-owners
were the descendents of the former British Superintendent Robert Hodgson Jr. and an
enslaved black woman (along with members of their extended family) as well as two or
three colored settlers who had emigrated to Bluefields from the Caribbean.291 Shortly
after abolition in the Mosquitia, only seven individuals from Bluefields (of whom four
were women) claimed compensation for a total of forty-two emancipated slaves, with no
single individual owning more than ten. This small group of slave-owners --along with
two or three white settlers residing at Bluefields-- formed the local elite, sat as
Magistrates for the community, and profited from trade in turtle shell and mahogany.292
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However, the vast majority of the Bluefield’s population was made up of free people of
African descent who owned no slaves, instead depending on their own labor for
subsistence and access to the regional trade economy. Like this wider community of
freed, enslaved, and marooned people, the small local elite had close kinship and trade
ties with other slaveholding elites at Corn Island, San Andrés, and Providencia.
From the time of British evacuation in 1787 until British reinsertion in 1844, the
Mosquito Kingdom enjoyed an extended period of political and economic autonomy
from direct colonial and internal-colonial or national intervention. This autonomy had a
profound impact on the development of nineteenth century Creole land tenure and
resource use, differentiating mainland south coast communities from other postemancipation black populations in the Western Caribbean. Shortly after abolition in
Belize, for example, colonial authorities took steps to regulate land tenure to discourage
the development of an independent smallholding class of emancipated blacks and to
ensure their future dependence on wage labor in mahogany works. Toward these ends,
the Colonial Office instituted legislation that prohibited the “unauthorised occupation of
land” and marketed unoccupied Crown lands at high rates, when they had previously
been granted gratuitously to members of the Belizean elite.293 Bolland makes explicit the
link between access to land and economic mobility for emancipated slaves at Belize,
concluding that, “After apprenticeship was abolished, the majority of the population
remained poor and dependent largely because they were landless.”294
Although emancipated black people now had the same legal rights to property as
the free white and colored population, the material conditions under which resources had
once been distributed had changed in response to abolition, limiting these groups access
to material resources. The response in British Honduras, however, was not unique as
293
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colonial authorities throughout the British West Indies enacted similar types of legislation
to regulate labor and restrict access to land. The legislation of new material constraints
on formerly enslaved populations illustrates how post-emancipation societies worked to
rearticulate intersecting forms of racial and material inequality.

During periods of

political and economic transition, colonial and national administrative regimes
reformulate labor regulations and maintain or reorganize the distribution of material
resources along the lines of race, class, and gender. In the following chapters, I argue
that such efforts were the cornerstones of colonial and nationalist projects on the
nineteenth and twentieth century Atlantic Coast.
But still free from colonial and national land tenure regimes and any widespread
or systematic mechanisms of labor control, people of African descent on the Mosquitian
south coast had relatively unfettered access to land and natural resources during the first
half of the nineteenth century. This not only drew marooned and manumitted blacks
people from Corn Island, San Andrés, and Providencia to the mainland, but there is
ample evidence that more well established south coast Creoles actively resisted
incorporation into steady wage labor, instead preferring to engage in small scale
agriculture, hunting, and fishing for subsistence and the exploitation of natural resources
for access to the trade economy.295
The lack of a sustainable labor force was widely noted upon British colonial
reinsertion in the region in 1844 and viewed as a serious impediment to foreign capitalist
investment and the future of European settler colonies and later enclave economies. The
shortage of labor was considered so detrimental to the future of British colonization on
the Coast that British Consul William Christie hoped to establish a penal colony at
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Greytown with prisoners from the British West Indies to supply low cost labor for the
burgeoning commercial center.296 But for newly free populations of African descent
throughout the Caribbean Diaspora, the reproduction of racialized inequality in postemancipation labor relations fueled the search for alternative productive strategies that
did not smack of pre-emancipation servitude. As such, an independent livelihood free
from wage labor in mahogany works or plantation agriculture along with unfettered
access to land and natural resources (particularly turtle shell and coconuts) is perhaps the
most compelling raison d’être for the early nineteenth century growth and expansion of
Creole settlements from Pearl Lagoon south to Bocas del Toro.

Social Stratification and Debt Bondage
Mosquitian autonomy did not, however, prevent the early nineteenth century
formation of socially stratified communities, which were organized around racial, color,
class, cultural, and gender hierarchies.297

The Creole elite were generally colored

merchant-traders and sea captains of small trading and turtling vessels and were well
integrated into south coast commerce, which linked Pearl Lagoon, Bluefields, Corn
Island, San Andrés, Providence, San Juan (Greytown), Salt Creek (Limón, Costa Rica),
and Bocas del Toro (Panamá) --the principal sites of Creole settlement and resource
exploitation during the nineteenth century.298 While carrying on their own small-scale
296
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trade in coconut oil, ground provisions, commercial goods, and live green turtle, Creole
traders also provided British and North American traders with turtle shell, mahogany, and
coconuts in exchange for manufactured goods, which they in turn sold to local
consumers.299 This sector acted as middlemen procuring commercial goods on credit
from Anglo traders in exchange for raw materials independently harvested by local
Creole and indigenous populations.300 At English Bank, the principal Creole settlement
in Pearl Lagoon, Anglo traders maintained stores administrated by local agents who
supplied the region with commercial goods imported from Jamaica and the United States.
Anglo trader Roberts noted that these stores were “visited by different tribes of Indians,
and by Mosquito-men, from all parts of the Coast; bringing tortoise-shell, gum copal,
caouchouc, etc.; skins, paddles, canoes, and various articles to barter for ducks, check,
cutlass blades, and other goods adapted for the Indian trade.”301
This southern stretch of the Central American Caribbean coastline was frequented
by both British and American trading vessels and was incorporated into the Mosquito
Kingdom through a tributary network controlled by the Miskitu King.

In the first

decades of the 1800s, the Miskitu also made annual expeditions south to collect tribute
from the Spaniards stationed Río San Juan and Matina, who paid in cash and ground
provisions in order to avoid Miskitu raids on their holdings.302

The King further
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exercised his control over the region by granting exclusive trading rights to a handful of
Anglo traders. Resident Anglo traders, though few in number, formed an economically
powerful and politically influential sector on the south coast. The most prominent were
Capitan Peter Shepherd and his brother Samuel Shepherd who resided at San Juan and
Bocas del Toro, respectively.303 These brothers settled in the region in the 1810s and
dominated the south coast-Jamaica trade for the next three decades.304 Their influence
extended to Chiriquí Lagoon and farther south to the San Blas Islands were they carried
on a lucrative trade in sarsaparilla, coconuts, and turtle shell with indigenous
communities and Creole settlers.305 Samuel Shepherd also traded up the Río San Juan
with Granada where he procured brazil wood and cattle hides for export.306
The Shepherds, along with other traders like S.T. Haly, were well-versed in the
practice of credit extension to Creole and indigenous traders and scores of locals from
Cape Gracias a Dios south to Bluefields were indebted to them.307 A sharp devaluation in
the price of raw exports in 1830 left those with commercial ties to the Shepherds and
Haly deeply in debt.308 At Bluefields alone, some forty individuals --mostly heads of
prominent Creole families including several local Magistrates-- owed nearly 7,000
303
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pounds sterling to the Shepherds, which they were unable to repay.309

Likewise,

indigenous and Creole traders from the Wanks and Wawa Rivers, Sandy Bay, Dakura,
Pearl Lagoon, and Corn Island owed Haly more than 3,000 pounds sterling. The Miskitu
King alone owed Haly several hundred pounds.310 This debt would eventually enable the
Shepherds and Haly to obtain vast titles to Mosquitian territory mid-century.
But the Shepherds’ ties with south coast communities were not purely
commercial. The brothers were closely allied with the Miskitu King and the Creole elite
at Bluefields and took a central role in the political affairs of the Mosquito Kingdom.311
Moreover, the brothers were purported to have several concubines and fathered children
at places like Pearl Lagoon, Bluefields, San Juan, and Bocas del Toro.312

Captain

Shepherd also seems to have facilitated the payment of a portion of the manumission fees
to the heirs of Robert Hodgson Jr. and Elizabeth Pitt for the freedom of individuals once
enslaved by the Hodgsons at Bluefields.313 The Bluefields population would further
capitalize on their close ties with the Shepherds when Peter Shepherd encouraged the
Miskitu King to grant the first collective land title for a Mosquitian community to the
people of Bluefields in the late 1830s.314
At Bluefields, the colored and white elite were reluctant to cede their control over
the small settlement to the black and African majority and were often accused of unfairly
exploiting the labor of neighboring indigenous communities.315
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emancipation period, social stratification and material inequality on the south coast were
most clearly expressed through the related practices of debt bondage and labor coercion.
Those in the most disadvantageous position were recent black maroons from San Andrés
and Providencia and Rama, Ulwa, and Miskitu hunters and turtlers who had become
indebted to local middlemen and Anglo traders. Upon their arrival to the Mosquitian
mainland, the former were frequently compelled to hire themselves out to more well
established south coast Creoles as fishers, turtlers, or day laborers.316 The latter group,
especially the Rama, had close but fraught relations with the Creole community at
Bluefields. At the turn of the nineteenth century, the Rama --who have historically lived,
farmed, hunted, and fished in the region between Bluefields and the Río San Juan-- had
their primary settlement at Punta Gorda.317 But by mid-century, they had established
another large settlement closer to Bluefields at Rama Cay, also called Hannibal Cay, in
the southern stretches of the Bluefields Lagoon.318
Although largely a Creole settlement with few indigenous residents, neighboring
Rama, Ulwa, and Miskitu carried on considerable intercourse with Bluefields and were
often indebted to or employed by the Creole elite and few white settlers residing there. In
the early years of the nineteenth century, Kukra and Ulwa living to the north of
Bluefields sometimes traveled to the settlement bringing bush meat and ground
316
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provisions to trade.319 At the time of his arrival to Bluefields in 1844, British Consul
Patrick Walker noted that the historic subjugation of the Rama and Ulwa by the Miskitu
had been replicated in these groups’ relations with the Creole settlement at Bluefields.
Walker wrote:
It was been with considerable regret that I have ascertained during my present
residence that if the same atrocious conduct [of the Miskitu] has not been used
towards them [Rama and Ulwa] by some of the Creoles here, still a great deal of
injustice and imposition have been displayed in their mutual relations as
Employers and Employed.320
Though the vast majority of the Bluefields population was not wealthy enough to
employ domestic labor, some elite Creoles and whites at Bluefields and Pearl Lagoon
hired Rama and Miskitu as household servants and to hunt and fish for them in exchange
for four to five dollars a month in commercial goods.321 Early Moravian missionaries
wrote that the Rama were, “noted for their skill in hunting and fishing, and their dexterity
in the use of the bow and arrow.”322 And according to Roberts, the Rama and “other pure
Indians” were preferred for this work over the so-called “mixed-breeds” or Zambo
Miskitu.323

But the terms of employer-employee relations were not always

straightforward, and it seems Bluefields merchant-traders often compelled the Rama to
work in exchange for debt owed.324

These descriptions show how land use and

subsistence patterns as well as the organization of inter-group labor relations were
already highly racialized constructs at this time that were articulated and reproduced
through specific forms of social and economic stratification at Bluefields and throughout
south coast settlements. As such, land use along with labor coercion continued to be a
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central site for the articulation of racial difference and inequality in the nineteenth
century Mosquitia.

Innovation and Diversity in Creole Land Use
Although the social and material terrain upon which south coast communities
interacted was by no means equal and the desire for basic manufactured goods linked
them to a regional trade economy, independent subsistence was characteristic of both
indigenous and Creole communities at this time. The first decades of the nineteenth
century were formative for the development of south coast Creole subsistence and trade
economies, which were exemplified by innovative and diverse land and natural resource
use patterns. By this time, growing populations of African descent had won control of
their own labor and physical mobility through manumission, maroonage, and finally
abolition, but most were still faced with limited options for an independent livelihood
free from wage labor and racial oppression in post-slavery societies. The quest for selfsufficiency and freedom from the racism and labor coercion that had typified slavery
drew multiple waves of black immigrants from the Caribbean Diaspora to the south coast
region. The relative state of autonomy from colonial and national rule that still prevailed
along the southern coastline encouraged settlement and allowed people of African
descent free access to agricultural lands and abundant natural resources, which they could
independently harvest and barter for commercial goods within the regional trade
economy. Once they arrived, they developed diverse and complex land and natural
resource use patterns that would enable them to maintain a significant degree of
economic autonomy from wage labor well into the twentieth century.
The innovation and diversification of Creole subsistence and market economies
not only stimulated south coast settlement, but would become an important site of
169

identity formation for Mosquitian Creoles. The pursuit of autonomy and self-sufficiency
was directly tied to Creole migration, settlement, and land use, which in turn influenced
how Creoles would come to understand their position within wider material relations in
the emancipation era nineteenth century. That is, how Creoles lived --along with the
relative autonomy they enjoyed on the south coast-- would become the ideological and
material axes around which Creole expressions of territoriality and Mosquitian
nationalism would gel in the second half of the nineteenth century.

Creoles have long

associated access to and control over land and natural resources with economic and
political autonomy, which today remain core values in contemporary Creole politics. In
this case, unpacking or excavating how nineteenth century material practice became a site
of racial-cultural identity formation with a profound political trajectory, illustrates the
degree to which Creole politics, identity, and resources rights have been (and continue to
be) fundamentally linked.
Today Nicaraguan Creole communities are widely believed to be non-agricultural
urban collectivities with little investment in rural landholdings and subsistence or market
agriculture. The idea that Atlantic Coast Creole communities have never engaged in
subsistence agriculture nor have any historical experience as small scale farmers or
commercial planters is so prevalent that I often receive quizzical looks from non-Creole
Nicaraguans when I say I study Creole land use. Yet agricultural production has long
held an important place in Creole subsistence and market economies.

During the

nineteenth century, Creoles depended on small-scale agriculture and horticulture, which
was ubiquitous and had its roots in eighteenth century slave subsistence agriculture. Selfsufficiency through agricultural production along with hunting, fishing, and resource
harvest were values and practices that developed within eighteenth century Mosquitian
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slave societies, leaving nineteenth century maroon communities well equipped for
independent subsistence.
Following the lead of other British Caribbean slave societies, enslaved
populations at Bluefields, Corn Island, San Andrés, and Providencia kept provision
grounds usually on marginal lands and were largely responsible for their own subsistence
a good portion of the year. At the close of the eighteenth century, blacks enslaved by
Hodgson and Pitt at Bluefields cultivated small clearing for their own subsistence.325 At
Corn Island, San Andrés, and Providencia, enslaved people planted cotton for slave
holders in May and harvested from December to March. The rest of the year on Sundays
and alternate Saturdays, they were free to cultivate their own ground provisions and fish
and by these means they were expected to provide for themselves and their family’s
subsistence.326 Throughout the British West Indies, subsistence agriculture along with
the local marketing of agricultural surplus provided an independent source of cash
income for enslaved populations. Enslaved black women took a lead role in provision
ground agriculture and the informal market economy, which allowed them a means of
economic independence from both slaveholders and enslaved men.327
Nineteenth century documents from Providencia indicate that enslaved blacks
held land and show that when manumitted by gift or bequest of their owners they also
sometimes received rights to small agricultural plots.328 At Corn Island, Martha Down’s
last will and testament from 1837 links manumission and land, declaring, “I also give and
bequeath to Old Charles, Old Prue and Old Lucy each three acres of land and their

325 Porta Costas, 59. Upon visiting Bluefields in 1790, Porta Costas found “desmonte que el que han
menester cultivar sus negros para su propia subsistencia.”
326 Parsons, 29.
327 Peter J. Wilson, Crab Antics: The Social Anthropology of English-Speaking Negro Societies in the
Caribbean, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1973), 193.
328 Wilson, 35-36.
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freedom forever.”329

Here both elderly enslaved women were to receive the same

dispensation as their male counterpart upon manumission. The 1841 collective land grant
at Bluefields makes a similar allowance to the enslaved population regardless of gender,
setting aside “Two hundred acres of land to be equally divided among the slaves of
Bluefields upon their emancipation.”330

Thus, successive waves of marooned and

emancipated blacks at Bluefields --including those individuals who won their freedom
from Hodgson and Pitt in 1790 as well as subsequent generations of enslaved people-were already invested in an established agricultural system at the turn of the nineteenth
century.
During the first decades of the nineteenth century, the Creole community at
Bluefields kept provision grounds and planted fruit and coconut trees on the shores and
small cays of the Bluefields Lagoon as well as inland along river banks to the north and
south of town. Kitchen gardens were less common due to the depredations of livestock,
which wandered freely throughout the community. In those early years, the Bluff and
Deer Cay, large barrier islands between the Bluefields Lagoon and the sea, along with the
Bluefields River (Río Escondido) to the north and the Kukra River to the south were
principal zones of cultivation (See Illustration 1).331
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“The Last Will and Testament of Martha Downs,” 1837, CP, CIDCA-BA.
Bluefields Land Grant, July 24, 1841, PRO FO 53/44: 127-128. This would have given each individual
the right to approximately four acres of land.
331 Illustration 1, Sketch of Bluefields Bluff and Deer Island, 1849, PRO FO 53/20: 212. Also see Bell, 17;
H.G. Pfeiffer, Bluefields, May 17th, 1851, PA, vol. 5, no. 20 (1851): 101, MCA; Patrick Walker to the Earl
of Aberdeen, Bluefields, June 23, 1845, PRO FO 53/44: 65-71; Minutes of the Council of State, Bluefields,
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Illustration 1: Cultivated Grounds, Bluefields Bluff, circa. 1830
Creoles cultivated pre-Colombian American and Old World domesticates and
were instrumental in introducing crops from the African and Anglo Diasporas to
neighboring indigenous communities.332 Tubers, rice, corn, plantains, sugarcane, and a
wide variety of fruit trees were common crops.333 “Breadkind” including plantains,
breadfruit, and root crops such as cassava, yams, sweet potato, dasheen, and coco
provided the starch content of the Creole diet as flour was not yet widely consumed on
the Coast.334 Mid-century, British Consul Patrick Walker noted that only forty barrels of
North American flour were purchased by the entire Creole population living between
Cape Honduras in the north and San Juan in the south. Instead, he wrote, “The people
332

Offen, Miskitu Kingdom, 237.
Creoles grew a wide variety of fruit and tree crops such as oranges, limes, sapodillas, guavas, bananas,
star apples, pineapples, mangos, sour sop, papaya, cashew, and avocados.
334 Bell, 17, 26; Dunham, 102; Robert Hodgson, “Some account of that Part of the Continent of America
called the Mosquito Shore, as at Present Actually both Possessed and Used by the Subjects of Great
Britain,” October 12, 1766, PRO FO 53/10: 16-18, 17-19.
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depend for subsistence on the produce of their plantations of which each family has got
one or more– and which yield Yams, Plantains, cocos and the ordinary tropical
vegetables and roots.”335 Giving further evidence of the independent subsistence of early
Creole settlements, Creoles used what Bell described as an “African mill” to extract juice
from sugarcane to boil into syrup, which they used in the absence of manufactured sugar
as sweetener for beverages. 336 Women and children also gathered nuts from the Ibo tree
in the forests surrounding Bluefields for home consumption and to extract hair and body
oil, which sold on the Jamaican market for five shillings a bottle.337
Early on Creoles at Bluefields and Pearl Lagoon began to cultivate and harvest
extensive groves of coconuts on lagoon cays and along the narrow strips of beach
dividing the Bluefields and Pearl Lagoons from the Caribbean Sea.338 Coconut was (and
still is) the mainstay of south coast Creole cuisine and also provided feed for poultry and
pigs. Food was boiled in coconut milk and fried in oil extracted from grated coconut
meat. The oil was also used for lamp fuel once it had spoiled.339 Perhaps the most
important culinary ingredient in Creole cooking, coconut had also become a valued item
of trade in the first decades of the nineteenth century. Though of lesser importance than
the trade in hawksbill turtle shell during these early years, coconut would grow to be an
extremely lucrative export in the second half of the nineteenth century.340
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Patrick Walker, Bluefields, October 1, 1844, PRO FO 53/1: 84. Emphasis mine.
Bell, 28. I saw a sugar cane mill similar to the one described by Bell in the 1840s at a Creole
homestead just south of Monkey Point in 2001. The owner of the mill said that Creoles in rural
communities still used mills to extract juice for cane syrup into the 1960s and 1970s. Conzemius
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Ethnology, 1932), 38.
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meat of the Ibo nut (Coumarouna oleifera).
338 Hodgson application for Hog Island, November 19, 1846, PRO FO 53/5: 95; and Bell, 76-77.
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Some of the earliest exports of coconuts from the Caribbean coast of Central
America are from the San Blas region of southern Panamá were North American trader
Jacob Dunham purchased several thousand for export to New York from indigenous
traders in the late 1810s.341 Further north, indigenous and Creole populations at Bocas
del Toro soon capitalized on the emerging US market for whole coconuts. By the 1830s,
Creoles at Bocas del Toro carried on a lucrative trade in coconuts. When the trade picked
up steam in the mid 1840s, soldiers and colonists from Nueva Granada began to impinge
on the harvest and barter of coconuts --which indigenous and Creole traders had
previously dominated-- often cutting down the trees for the hard to reach nuts.342 During
the same period, North American vessels stopped at Corn Island to buy whole coconuts
for export to Baltimore.343 Vast groves of coconuts grew on Little Corn Island, which at
that time was uninhabited, instead serving as a self-contained island coral and pasture for
cattle that belonged to Creoles living on Great Corn Island.344
Although coconut and later copra (or dried coconut) export for the US market
would not reach its height until the turn of the twentieth century, in less than a decade
after emancipation at Corn Island coconuts and turtle shell had replaced cotton as the
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Dunham, 134-135.
Bell to Walker, Boca del Toro, January 9, 1845, PRO FO 420/9. Nueva Granada (Republic of
Colombia) took possession of Boca del Toro in 1836. Before that date, the indigenous residents of the
region paid tribute to the Mosquito King who considered the region part of the wider Mosquito Kingdom.
By the mid 1840s, there were clashes between older Creole residents and Colombian mestizo settlers over
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344 Dunham, 91. In 1845, residents of Great Corn Island testified to the importance of the Little Corn
Island pasturage, stating that, “it would be utterly impossible to raise provisions on the Great Corn Island
were Cattle allowed to graze thereon.” See Memorial from male inhabitants of Corn Island in Walker to
John Bidwell, Bluefields, October 1, 1845, PRO FO 53/3: 86.
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principal exports.345 The same was true of San Andrés, which had even more robust
coconut economy than Corn Island during the second half of the nineteenth century. The
shift from a cotton plantation economy to one focused on coconut, coconut oil, and copra
export coincides with the abolition of slavery on Corn Island in 1841 and San Andrés in
1853. In the absence of enslaved black labor, cotton was no longer a viable economic
pursuit for elite colored and white planters. At the same time, newly emancipated black
people took advantage of the emerging US market for coconut and began to invest their
own free labor in coconut cultivation and harvest.346
Though cotton was rarely cultivated on the Mosquitian mainland, the increased
cultivation of new coconut groves and the harvest of pre-existing groves transformed land
use patterns at Creole settlements from Pearl Lagoon to Bocas del Toro. By mid-century,
Creoles at Bluefields and Pearl Lagoon had long cultivated coconuts in the vicinity of
both settlements and were already harvesting coconuts from beach groves as far south as
San Juan del Norte (or Greytown).347 While Corn Island still specialized in the export of
whole coconuts to the United States, Bluefields and Pearl Lagoon Creoles had begun to
manufacture more valuable coconut oil for regional and overseas markets.348 Women
specialized in the manufacture of coconut oil, which involved a relatively labor intensive
process. After the coconuts were harvested, women removed the fibrous husk and then
the chipped hard shell from the white meat. They grated the meat on a tin grater and
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Christie to Green, Grey Town, June 23, 1849, PRO FO 53/19: 49-51; James Bowden to Christie, Corn
Island, June 6, 1849, PRO FO 53/19: 53; and Particulars relating to the Islands and Cays off of the
Mosquito Coast, 1875, PRO FO 420/28.
346 Parsons, 28-29.
347 Hodgson Land Application, Bluefields, November 19, 1848, PRO FO 53/5: 95. The application
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washed the grated pulp with water to produce coconut milk, which they then boiled in
large caldrons until the milk evaporated leaving coconut oil.349
The increased harvest of coconuts on the south coast is also linked to the growth
of free black populations on the mainland Mosquitia during the mid-nineteenth century.
For instance in 1846, Charles Goffe from Pearl Lagoon was violently apprehended by
Nicaraguan troops for settling with his wife and children in the region of San Juan del
Norte to gather coconuts for the manufacture of coconut oil.350 Like the dispute between
New Granadians and indigenous and Creole residents of Bocas del Toro over coconut
and sarsaparilla harvest noted earlier, this incident was a harbinger of future mestizoCreole conflict over land and natural resource use, which would become a critical point
of racial antagonism and differentiation as mestizo soldiers and nationals from the new
Central American states increasingly colonized the Caribbean coast region in the second
half of the nineteenth century.
Charles Goffe was most likely emancipated from John Goff who settled the
Wawashan region of Pearl Lagoon in the first decade of the nineteenth century. By 1850,
John Goff was dead and had no known heirs living on the mainland south coast, but the
descendents of the people he once enslaved remained in the Pearl Lagoon region.351 The
link between emancipation and innovation in Creole land use is rarely acknowledged in
contemporary historiography, but freedom clearly had a transformative effect on both

349 See Dunham, 101; Paula Palmer, “What Happen”: A Folk History of Costa Rica’s Talamanca Coast
(San José, Costa Rica: Publications in English, 1993), 37. Dunham notes that approximately forty coconuts
made one gallon of coconut oil.
350 Bell to Walker, San Juan de Nicaragua, June 26, 1846, PRO FO 53/5: 179. Also see Roberts, 108. This
early instance of conflict between Mosquitians and the Nicaraguan military over land and resource use on
the Coast was related to on-going competition between Great Britain, the US, and Nicaragua for control
over the mouth of the Río San Juan, which was a highly strategic location for an Atlantic Nicaraguan transisthmus canal port. Nicaraguan troops had taken control of the port at San Juan after independence from
Spain. They would remain stationed there until British Consul Patrick Walker took the port with small
force of Creole and West Indian troops in January of 1848.
351 See Christie, Grey Town, May 16, 1850, PRO FO 53/45: 256. Today, Goff is one of the principal
surnames of residents of the Creole community Marshall Point in Pearl Lagoon.
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settlement and land use.

In this case, emancipated blacks capitalized on a new

commercial niche and, in doing so, were able to challenge pre-existing modes of racial
and material inequality through innovation in land use.
characterize future patterns in land use.

This innovation would

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,

Creoles would represent the vanguard in a variety of emerging export economies, such as
bananas and later lobster.
While Creoles developed their own distinct settlement and subsistence patterns,
their land and natural resource use was heavily influenced by their interaction with
indigenous Mosquitians.

Thus the exchange of ecological knowledge between

indigenous and African descendant communities went far beyond the bounds of crop
introductions and was certainly not one way. Creoles engaged in many of the wider land
and marine use patterns that typified indigenous subsistence and market economies at this
time.

Like the Miskitu and Rama, they relied on hunting, fishing, and resource

harvesting for household subsistence and access to the trade economy. Resource use was
patterned around migratory cycles and annual harvests, which in turn influenced seasonal
changes in diet, the organization of household labor, and the timing of extended hunting
and fishing expeditions. Bluefields and Pearl Lagoon Creoles kept livestock like cows,
pigs, chickens, and goats, but the vast majority of meat for household consumption came
from hunting and fishing. “Bush meat” --including wari and peccary, tapir, deer, agouti,
givenot (paca), armadillo, monkey, iguana, and hiccatee turtle-- was a dietary staple as
were fish, shell fish, green turtle, and manatee. Iguana and turtle eggs were also seasonal
delicacies. Migratory birds and water fowl as well as year-round species were fair game
and Creoles hunted them with much enthusiasm at particular times of the year.352
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Robert Hodgson, “Some account of that Part of the Continent of America called the Mosquito Shore, as
at Present Actually both Possessed and Used by the Subjects of Great Britain,” October 12, 1766, PRO FO
53/10: 16-18, 25-26; Dunham, 100-101; and Bell, 27, 52, 55.
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Since the eighteenth century, marine resources and water travel have been
especially important in the development of Creole subsistence and market economies.
Enslaved black men worked as sailors and continued to be able seamen, fishers, and
mobile travelers throughout the greater Caribbean after emancipation.

During the

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Creoles from the Caribbean Diaspora were renowned
sea captains and, like their indigenous neighbors, Mosquitian Creoles were expert pilots
of smaller dugout canoes (doris), which were powered by sail and paddle. Creole boys
learned to sail and paddle doris and spear fish from a young age.353 The sandy shoals
around the mouth of the Bluefields River were a favored site for Creole men to spear fish
and, during the dry season, women and children harvested cockles and oysters from
banks lining the lagoon, Deer Cay, and the Bluff.354
While subsistence activities were diverse, turtling provided the principal entry
point for Miskitu, Rama, and Creoles into the commercial trade economy in the first half
of the nineteenth century. Cultural geographers and ecologists have long emphasized the
profound impact of sea turtles on Miskitu subsistence economies, settlement patterns, and
commercial relations with the British as far back as the seventeenth century.355 Many
suggest that early Anglo visitors to the Mosquitia learned to turtle from the Miskitu
whose antecedents probably engaged in subsistence turtling long before European
contact.356 This transfer of ecological knowledge extended to enslaved black sailors
working on Jamaican vessels that visited the Coast annually in the eighteenth century to
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355 See James Parsons, The Green Turtle and Man (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1962); Archie
Carr, So Excellent a Fishe: A Natural History of Sea Turtles (Garden City, NJ: Natural History Press,
1967); and Bernard Nietschmann, Between Land and Water: The Subsistence Ecology of the Miskito
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capture green turtle and buy green turtle meat and hawksbill shell from the Miskitu.357 At
the same time, enslaved blacks living at eighteenth century slave societies like San
Andrés netted green turtles for their owners at off-shore feeding grounds.358 The growing
commercial demand for green and hawksbill turtle meat during the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries shaped the development of indigenous and Creole turtling activities,
expanding exploitation trends far beyond basic subsistence needs.359

By the early

nineteenth century, the importance of turtling to the livelihood and life-ways of the
Creole communities at Bluefields and Pearl Lagoon was profound.
Although the green and hawksbill seasons are roughly contiguous, the two
species’ migration and nesting patterns represent distinct but overlapping ecologies,
which resulted in distinct but related exploitation economies during the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. Valued for its meat, large numbers of green turtles frequent feeding
banks around the Miskitu Cays on the north coast and from Man O’ War Cay north of the
Río Grande Bar to the Pearl Cays adjacent to Pearl Lagoon on the south coast.360 The
northern feeding season reaches its height in May before the rainy season begins and,
soon after the turtles start the migration southward to the summer nesting grounds in
Costa Rica.361 Green turtles range widely and once nested at scattered sites in the
Caribbean. But due to intense exploitation in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the
357

Parsons, San Andrés and Providencia, 33.
José del Río, August 23, 1793 in Costa Rica, 527.
359 Nietschmann, 35.
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361 Bell, 40, 274; Nietschmann, Between Land and Water, 38. In the eighteenth century, Hodgson wrote
that green turtle were present all year long on the Mosquitian coast, although they were most plentiful from
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beach at Turtle Bogue (Tortuguero), Costa Rica, became the last major nesting site for
the Western Caribbean fishery by the twentieth century.362 Unlike green turtle, hawksbill
exploitation was for its valuable shell, which was exported to Europe for the manufacture
of combs, fan handles, snuff boxes, eyeglass frames, and furniture veneer.363 Hawksbill
turtles also travel and nest widely throughout the Caribbean frequenting the Central
American coastline during the spring and summer months.364 In the eighteenth and
nineteenth century, they were captured at the Miskitu Cays in the north and at Roncador
Cay off of Providencia, but predominated at southern fisheries stretching from Monkey
Point south to Chagres [Colón], Panamá.365
Green turtle has long been central to Mosquitian subsistence economies, but turtle
meat also became a valuable commercial export as early as the seventeenth century. By
1722, Jamaican ships came to the Mosquitia annually to capture turtles and buy green
turtles and hawksbill turtle shell from the Miskitu.366

During the eighteenth and

nineteenth centuries, large quantities of live and salted green turtle were exported from
the Mosquitian Coast to feed both free and enslaved populations at Jamaica and Belize.367
At the same time, green turtle was a culinary delicacy in Europe and, according to Bell,

362 Tortuguero, Costa Rica is also known as Turtle Bogue and was one of the largest nesting sites in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as well. Today, green turtles visit the beach to nest from July through
September every year. According to Carr, hawksbill also nest at the beach at Tortuguero in lesser numbers
between May and November, although May and June represent the height of their nesting season. See
Carr, 14, 160; Nietschmann, Arrecife Tortuga, 6; Robert Hodgson, “Some account of that Part of the
Continent of America called the Mosquito Shore, as at Present Actually both Possessed and Used by the
Subjects of Great Britain,” October 12, 1766, PRO FO 53/10: 16-18, 23; and Roberts, 93.
363 Parsons, San Andrés and Providencia, 35.
364 PA, no. 5, vol. 20 (1851): 101, MCA. In the eighteenth century, the Miskitu were engaged in hawksbill
turtling between April and August. See Robert Hodgson, “Some account of that Part of the Continent of
America called the Mosquito Shore, as at Present Actually both Possessed and Used by the Subjects of
Great Britain,” October 12, 1766, PRO FO 53/10: 16-18, 38.
365 Squier in Parsons, San Andrés and Providencia, 34; Bell, 41; and Offen, Miskitu Kingdom, 314.
366 Fernández in Parsons, San Andrés and Providencia, 33.
367 Robert Hodgson, “Some account of that Part of the Continent of America called the Mosquito Shore, as
at Present Actually both Possessed and Used by the Subjects of Great Britain,” October 12, 1766, PRO FO
53/10: 16-18, 23.
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the vast majority of green turtle consumed in Europe was procured from the Mosquitia.368
By the early nineteenth century, the Cayman Islands had become the Caribbean
headquarters for commercial exploitation and Cayman Islanders frequented the
Mosquitian Coast, netting green turtles and buying additional numbers from Miskitu
turtlers at the Cays and the off-shore settlements of Corn Island, San Andrés, and
Providencia.369
While south coast Creoles certainly fished green turtle, captured nesting green
turtles, and harvested green turtle eggs, their exploitation patterns focused on the south
coast fisheries from Greytown to Bocas del Toro. Miskitu turtlers, however, had long
specialized in green turtle and the northern turtle grounds at the Miskitu, King, Man O’
War, and Pearl Cays were coveted exploitation zones within Miskitu domain. Bell
describes the May peak of the turtling season in the mid-nineteenth century: “At this time
frequently a hundred canoes assemble on the Man-o’-War and King Keys, where the
Indians encamp under the grape-trees, surrounded by an enclosure of live turtle…”370 As
Cayman schooners increasingly frequented the Mosquitian green turtle banks midcentury, the Miskitu responded by asserting their claim to these fishing grounds. During
the 1840s, the Miskitu routinely raided Cayman Islanders’ schooners anchored off of
Man O’ War and King Cays. They cut the Caymans’ nets, which were set at night to
ensnare turtles.

And when Miskitu turtlers encountered the shallow water crawls

Cayman turtlers used to pen captured live turtles, they took what they could carry and
released the remaining catch.371
368
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Miskitu turtlers also contributed to the subsistence of the Creole community by
supplying Bluefields with green turtle meat during the season. On their journeys to and
from the southern hawksbill fisheries, they stopped at Bluefields to sell live turtle and
buy commercial goods.372 There was also a bustling regional trade in green turtle and
Bluefields annually received quantities of live turtle from Sandy Bay and Dakura in the
north and Greytown and Turtle Bogue in the south.373 As the Bluefields population
increased by mid-century, the Miskitu trade in green turtle at Bluefields became so
common that the Creole Mosquito Council of State, which was established at Bluefields
shortly after British colonial reinsertion, attempted to regulate the slaughter and sale of
green turtle meat, declaring that, “no person should, in future, be allowed to purchase
turtle from the Indians with inside the bar, but that all turtle should be brought to the
public market, and become subject to the care of the Magistrate for the week.”374
At the same time, indigenous and Creole turtlers dominated the commercial trade
in hawksbill. While turtle vessels from the Cayman Islands and Providencia captured
hawksbills turtles, hawksbill exploitation along the Central American coastline was said
to be primarily the occupation of indigenous and Creole turtlers.375

This point is

significant because hawksbill shell rivaled mahogany and sarsaparilla as the most
valuable Mosquitian export commodity during the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries. The European demand for hawksbill shell reached an all time high during the
first decades of the nineteenth century.376 Throughout this period, British and North
American traders engaged in fierce competition to establish monopoly trade relations
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with indigenous and Creole turtlers.377 Trade in turtle shell and other commodities had
long given the Miskitu access to commercial goods as well as independence from wage
labor, allowing leverage in the negotiation of their material relations with Anglos. For
Mosquitian Creoles, hawksbill provided a similar means to economic autonomy. For the
significant population of marooned blacks at Bluefields and Pearl Lagoon, economic
autonomy was crucial to their ability to maintain their independence and freedom from
labor coercion. Dunham, a North American trader visiting Pearl Lagoon in the 1810s,
describes his efforts to establish trade relations with the local population, which included
a number of African maroons recently escaped from San Andrés who promised to sell
him “all the tortoise-shell they could catch.”378
The seasonal migration of hawksbill turtles occasioned a yearly exodus of able
bodied men from coastal Miskitu, Creole, and Rama settlements to the fisheries south of
Bluefields. Favored sites for turtling were the “Greytown Banks” off of the mouth of the
Río San Juan and along the coast from southeastern Nicaragua to Panamá where
Mosquitian turtlers speared hawksbill in the water or captured them as they nested on the
beach.379 Writing in the mid eighteenth century, Hodgson describes Miskitu hawksbill
exploitation:
[G]etting Tortoiseshell is their grand employment from 15 to 20 periaguas (large
canoes) with about 12 Hands in each are upon this Business from April to August,
and if they have formed an expedition, they choose this time to execute it, and
therefore set out and keep together till it is over, otherwise, they straggle from the
first, and spread all the way from Bluefields as far as Boca del Drago [Bocas del
Toro]; and produce of their voyage usually amounts to near 5000 lb of Shell.”380
377
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If a good size hawksbill turtle produces four to five pounds of shell, some two
hundred Miskitu from the north alone were capturing at least 1,000 hawksbill turtles
during the five month season in the mid eighteenth century.381 In the eighteenth century,
Miskitu turtlers combined hawksbill exploitation in the south with indigenous slave
raiding expeditions.382

In first decades of the nineteenth century, both Miskitu and

Creoles living at Pearl Lagoon left each year for an extended journey to the southern
hawksbill fisheries. Anglo traders stationed at Pearl Lagoon followed the turtlers south
hoping to purchase the best of the shell directly from the southern fisheries. Dunham
writes, “After they had all embarked I found there was no male inhabitant left except
myself, my five negroes, two or three old infirm Indians, and a whole village of women
and children.”383
The hawksbill fisheries were so crucial to the Creole economy at this time that
they were a central factor propelling Creole settlement of the south coast region from
Bluefields to Bocas del Toro.384 At the outset of the nineteenth century, Roberts noted
that Creole turtlers from Corn Island and San Andrés had for many years occupied
Provision Island at the entrance to Chiriquí Lagoon in Panamá, where they traded
hawksbill shell and other commodities with “annual traders.”385 The nearby Creole
settlement of Bocas del Toro was established by hawksbill turtlers from San Andrés who
frequented the Costa Rica and Panamá coast in the 1820s.386 During the same period,
Corn Island Creoles settled on the Costa Rican coast, which was purportedly “excellent
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for turtling.”387

At Bluefields by mid-century, Bell noted that, “Every year, about

February, the men used to depart for the hawksbill turtle fishery… These turtle-fishers
always went to the southward for their fishing, and were therefore called ‘southward
men.’”388 Around the same time, Moravian missionaries newly arrived to Bluefields
complained that few men remained in the community between the months of March and
September as they were engaged at the south coast turtle fisheries. These accounts
suggest that Creole turtlers were occupied with the hawksbill fisheries for as much as six
months a year.389
While it is likely that these trips were oriented primarily towards the collection of
hawksbill shell for trade, as this was the most lucrative economic activity at the time,
indigenous and Creole turtlers also engaged in a variety of other productive activities
during their expeditions south. Mosquitian turtlers stopped at Río San Juan to fish
manatee, which was plentiful in the harbor and river. Hundreds would camp at the mouth
of the harbor to cure the meat before continuing their northward trip home.390 At Turtle
Bogue, indigenous and Creole hawksbill turtlers stopped at the green turtle nesting
grounds to harvest turtle eggs and kill turtles for their fat, which Roberts reports was
“melted into oil, and used by the Indians, and others on the Mosquito Shore, as a
substitute for butter.”391 There was an export market for green turtle fat at this time and
387

Roberts, 88. Robert locates the settlement, which was under the direction of a man named Forbes from
Corn Island, at a “bluff rocky islet set close to the mainland” between the Tiribee River and Monkey Point,
on the Caribbean coast of Costa Rica.
388 Bell, 19-20. According to Nietschmann, the return in May was prompted by the height of the
Nicaraguan green turtle feeding season. See Nietschmann, Between Land and Water, 37.
389 PA, vol. 5, no. 19 (1849): 202, 260, 262, MCA; PA, vol. 5, no. 19 (1850): 404, MCA; PA, vol. 5, no. 20
(1851): 101, MCA. For example, “We have also few men here [at Bluefields], as most of our young people
are engaged till the month of September in the turtle fishery on the South Coast.” See PA, vol. 5, no. 19,
404, MCA. And, “Since March, we have but a few men left in our place [Bluefields]. Most of them,
having gone to the southern coast for the sake of catching tortoises, will scarcely return before August.”
PA, no. 5, no. 20 (1851): 101, MCA.
390 Roberts, 97. The Miskitu also traded dried manatee with the British for export to Jamaica. See
Parsons, San Andrés and Providencia, 63 fn.
391 Roberts, 93.

186

the boiling of green turtle fat at Turtle Bogue was so common that Creole and indigenous
turtlers often camped on the beach the entire nesting season for this purpose.392 For
instance, in 1849 a Creole from Pearl Kay Lagoon with the surname Pondler partnered
with two Miskitu men from the neighboring community of Kakabila to “collect oil” at
Turtle Bogue, agreeing to divide the earnings from the sale of the oil between them.393

Land, Emancipation, and British Reinsertion: 1838-1848
The final years of the 1830s marked a major transition in the political trajectory of
the Mosquito Kingdom.

In 1838, British Parliament lifted the duty on Mosquitian

mahogany, allowing for its import to the United Kingdom at the same rate as British
Honduran mahogany.394 The change in tariffs led many settlers at British Honduras
(Belize) to move to the Mosquitia as the mahogany reserves in the Bay of Honduras had
already begun to dwindle.395 At the same time, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and Nueva
Granada were beginning to assert territorial claims to the south coast of the Central
American isthmus --a region now part of the Shepherd brothers’ sphere of influence and
the Miskitu King’s southern tributary network. In 1836, the government of Nueva
Granada took Bocas del Toro and was intent on extending its possession of San Andrés
and Providencia to the nearby Corn Islands.396 The Costa Rican government claimed Salt
Creek (Limón), hauling down the Mosquitian flag and raising its own in 1840.397 At this
392
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juncture, both Great Britain and the US became increasingly concerned with securing
rights to a trans-isthmus canal route along the Río San Juan.

398

All told, these factors

formed a compelling rational for Great Britain’s increased involvement in Mosquitian
affairs through its Superintendency at Belize.399 The culmination of these events would
lead to a series of radical transitions in the 1840s that would transform the organization of
south coast Creole communities. Within the space of a decade, the Creole community at
Bluefields would experience land titling, the abolition of slavery, British colonial
insertion, and Protestant missionization.
The years preceding British reinsertion saw a renewed interest in land speculation
and the Miskitu King responded by issuing a series of land grants and mahogany
exploitation concessions.400 Using the Mosquitian debt as leverage, the Shepherds and
Haly obtained three grants taking in a vast swath of land stretching from the Río Grande
in the north to the Chiriquí Lagoon in the south. The Shepherd brothers received a forth
title for Little Corn Island.401 In exchange, they forgave the Mosquitian debt accrued in
1830 and ceded a 22,000 acre block of land between the Bluefields (Escondido) and
Torsuani Rivers, which Captain Peter Shepherd persuaded the Miskitu King Robert
Charles Frederick to collectively title to the Creole residents of Bluefields (See
Illustration 2).402 While the Shepherds clearly had speculative interests in Mosquitian
398
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lands, the territorial expansion of the new Central American republics to the south coast
region also likely provided a compelling rational for the Miskitu King’s grants. Using his
alliance with Anglo traders, the King could strengthen his claim by titling the region to
the Shepherds and calling on the Superintendent at Belize to back up his southern
domain.

Illustration 2: Bluefields Collective Land Grant, 1841
The first of its kind, the 1841 collective grant gives many clues to the
organization of Creole society at Bluefields in the mid-nineteenth century. The title
apportioned land to eighty-five individuals and families at Bluefields and of these eightyfive individuals and families twenty-seven carried the surname Hodgson. Several of the
designees --who were probably once enslaved by Hodgson and Pitt-- such as John,
Marlow, and Hope Hodgson had remained at Bluefields, married, and raised large
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families with as many as fourteen children.403 Many of the largest families included three
generations. Other designees carried just a first name, like Jencilla, Matilda, Leandro,
Nanny, and Lena, which likely indicates that they too were once enslaved. While the vast
majority of the surnames listed are Anglophone and today remain common Creole names
at Bluefields, a few suggest Spanish and French origins.
Of the eighty-five grantees, twenty-nine were nuclear families, twenty-four were
individual women or female headed families, and thirty-one were individual men or male
headed families.

A total of three hundred and seventy-six individuals were listed,

suggesting that the vast majority if not the entire free population of Bluefields was
included in the collective grant. The land was apportioned by acreage, but each grantee’s
acreage was not site-specific; thus, the 22,000 acres were not surveyed or partitioned, but
represented one contiguous block in the sketch map of the grant boundaries. Land seems
to have been allocated on a relatively egalitarian basis or by family size --with the largest
households receiving as much as eight hundred acres and individual grantees receiving as
little as twenty-five acres. All told, nuclear families received 10,275 acres, women and
female headed families received 4,325 acres, and men and male headed families received
3,600 acres. Women’s ownership of land at this early date mirrors later twentieth century
trends in Creole land ownership with women or female headed households claiming from
twenty-five to nearly fifty percent of rural and town lots at Bluefields and Pearl Lagoon
in 1915.404
But the egalitarian spirit of the grant went only so far. With emancipation at
Bluefields less then a month away, the grant designated only two hundred acres of land
for individuals still enslaved at Bluefields, with an estimated allotment of four acres per

403 It is unclear of these individuals were legally married or had long term domestic relationships with the
women listed as their wives.
404 See Index of Claims presented to the Land Titles Commission, 1915, CP, CIDCA-BA.
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individual.405

The grant also appropriated the tenants of Christian morality in

determining the distribution of material resources, allowing for, “Four acres to be given
to every legitimate child and two acres to every illegitimate born after this date until the
surplus of 1,075 are expended.”

According to the Shepherds and Haly, the grant

delimited an area “one and a quarter mile in length and two to three miles in breadth for a
Township.”406

Showing a concern for the educational and moral direction of the

community, the grant further apportioned one thousand acres each for the support of a
school and a church. A final five hundred acres were allotted for a hospital. Marking an
inaugural moment in the history of Creole land rights, King Robert Charles Frederick
signed the grant at Bluefields on July 24, 1841 and Matthew Willock, George Bell, and
Peter Shepherd served as witnesses. 407 This moment was inaugural because once the
King issued the grant, conflicts over land promptly ensued and as capitalist insertion
increased over the course of the next century, property became a central site of struggle
between Creoles and outside interests, primarily mestizo nationals and foreign whites.
Less than a month after the King issued the collective title at Bluefields, the
Superintendent of British Honduras, Colonel Alexander McDonald, accompanied the
Miskitu King on a survey of the limits of the Mosquito Kingdom. Using an old but
familiar rational for British involvement in Mosquitain affairs, Great Britain
acknowledged the sovereignty of the Mosquito Kingdom vis-à-vis the territorial
aspirations of the new Central American republics. McDonald’s reconnoiter of the south
coast was meant to demonstrate this support for Mosquitian sovereignty along with the
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revival of British interests in the region. McDonald proceeded in the HMS Tweed to
Bluefield in August of 1841.
Often mentioned as an afterthought, it was during this voyage to the south coast
that the emancipation of the remaining slaves at Bluefields, Pearl Lagoon, and Corn
Island occurred. But the timing of Mosquitian abolition was neither accidental nor
incidental to McDonald’s wider mission. The British West Indies and British Honduras,
under the colonial purview of the British Empire, had undergone abolition earlier than
much of North and Spanish America.

While abolition was the single most crucial

advance for people of African descent throughout the British Empire during the
nineteenth century, it also paradoxically became a hot-button issue through which Great
Britain asserted both its Atlantic maritime supremacy and colonial aspirations on the
Central American main.408 As such, liberal and nationalist ideologies were linked to
abolition, which figured prominently in the expansion of the British Empire and the
strengthening of British colonial dominance in the Mosquitia.
McDonald arrived at Bluefields bearing gifts for the Miskitu King and arms and
ammunition for the defense of the Mosquitian territory on August 7, 1841.409 On August
10th he organized a meeting on the subject of slavery and compensation for slaves held at
Bluefields.

In attendance were Miskitu King Robert Charles Frederick, British

Commissioner for the Government of the Mosquito Nation Patrick Walker, Secretary to
the King S. T. Haly, and Commandant and Sheriff of the Southern District Peter
Shepherd. Although the King had issued a proclamation in 1939 abolishing slavery as of
January 1, 1841, steps had not been taken to emancipate individuals still held in bondage
at Bluefields, Pearl Lagoon, and Corn Island. Thus those in attendance agreed that,
“slavery does not exist within this Kingdom and, that all individuals residing therein are
408
409
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in future to enjoy an equality of civil rights, and are free to follow what pursuits they may
choose, so long as they do not disturb the public tranquility.”410 The meeting further
addressed the question of compensation, deciding that former slave owners would be
granted compensation to be paid in installments by the Mosquito Nation at the same rate
given in the West Indian colonies (twenty-five pounds sterling per emancipated
individual).411

The minutes of the meeting are notable for the strong language of

nationhood, civil rights or citizenship rights, and the adoption of British abolition policy.
As such, Britain played a key role in promoting a nation-building project in the Mosquitia
at the time of British colonial reinsertion in the region. McDonald issued a proclamation
latter that day emancipating the last remaining slaves at Bluefields.412
From Bluefields, the contingent went south to the Río San Juan where they
discovered Nicaragua had recently established a custom house at the mouth of the river
and now monopolized the custom revenues of that port. Soon after, the Tweed proceeded
to Bocas del Toro where McDonald reportedly found over a thousand English speaking
Creoles. Leaving arms and munitions, he informed the New Granadian authorities that
the Creole settlement was under the protection of the Miskitu King.413 The Tweed then
sailed to Corn Island and on Thursday, the 26th of August, 1841, the final ninety-eight
enslaved black people in Mosquitian territory were emancipated.414 According to an
eyewitness account authored by the slave owners of Corn Island, the contingent sent
word to both the enslaved and free residents to gather on the southwest beach at 10 AM.
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At the morning assembly, McDonald is said to have declared to the enslaved population,
“I have come to make you free!! Therefore on the name of Her Majesty Queen Victoria,
and in the name of the king of the Mosquito Shore, I pronounce you All Free!!! Your
owners will receive twenty five pounds sterling for each of you.” When the slave owners
of the island protested, asking that they keep their slaves until the cotton harvest was over
or until the payment of compensation, McDonald reputedly declared that they would be
“free immediately.”415 This ended a chapter in Mosquitian history that still resonates
today in Creole social memory, oral history, and the articulation of a popular black
political consciousness.
In 1844, Great Britain formally reestablished indirect rule in the Mosquitia,
reviving its Protectorate though the appointment of Patrick Walker as British Consul
General at Bluefields. The Miskitu King Robert Charles Frederick had died in 1842 and
his young son, Prince George Augustus Frederick, was crowned his successor at Belize in
1845. Still a minor, the stewardship of the young King fell to the British Consulate.416
Shortly after the King’s coronation, Walker organized a Mosquitian Council of State at
Bluefields, consisting of five prominent Bluefields Creoles --who had previously served
as Magistrates for the community-- to manage the internal affairs of the Kingdom in the
name of the adolescent King.417
Although the Miskitu King’s last will and testament had put the administration of
land and natural resource concessions in the hands of a group of British interests based
out of Belize, by 1845 the executors had limited involvement in Mosquitian affairs. At
the same time, the Creole Magistrates under the aegis of the Mosquitian Council of State
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at Bluefields had begun to take an active role in the administration of Mosquitian land
grants and natural resource concessions.418 Walker indicates that the Magistrates not
only insisted on taking this new administrative role, but found some support among the
Miskitu leadership, and Walker was not inclined, or able, to dissent:
The Magistrates with the approbation of several influential Chiefs, have decided
on acting independently of the Executors of the late King on the grounds that the
Testamentary Deed of Regency is defective… That during the period the
Commissioners have been called upon to act they have done nothing toward the
advancement of the interest of the country and that their unanimity was calculated
to retard the progress of improvement. It is the intention of the Magistrates to
recommend the King to form a Council of State, the members to be appointed
annually, to act as his Guardians and Advisors. To these acts I do not see that
under the circumstances any exception can be taken.419
Now in possession of a collective title for several years, Bluefields Creoles were
unwilling to cede their rights to land upon British reinsertion. It was during this period
that Creole land tenure became a politicized issue that would find its articulation within
associated expressions of Creole Mosquitian nationalism and autonomy. Creoles used
the language of nation and progress to promote their rights vis-à-vis colonial power and
the new Nicaraguan nation-state. As such, this period represents a crucial turning point
in the advent of contemporary Creole land politics.
Land tenure --particularly the privatization of land tenure for the purpose of
colonization and development in the Bluefields region-- was a principal concern of the
new British consulate. Moreover, Walker viewed the previous King’s vast grants to the
Shepherds and Haly as an obstacle to prospective colonization projects and a threat to the
territorial sovereignty of the Mosquitia.420 As a result, he moved to absolve the former
418
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grants and establish a new private tenure regime at Bluefields. In the process, land
became a central site of struggle over colonial reinsertion. But Walker met immediate
resistance from Bluefields Creoles who looked on Walker’s colonization plans with
“dogged suspicion” believing that “measures were contemplated by Great Britain
prejudicial to their interests.”421 They were also aware that their title was disputed by the
daughter of Robert Hodgson, Jr. and Elizabeth Pitt, now living in England, as well as
representatives of George Bell and LeLacheur, who had a secondary claim to the original
Hodgson title to Bluefields.422 In a negotiated settlement Walker agree to secure Creoles’
rights to their house lots in central Bluefields, which were surveyed in 1846.

He

reported, however, that “the upper parts of the Town called “Beholden” and “Old Bank”
which have not been surveyed or allocated will form the best position for settlers… These
places are at present taken up by Refugee Spaniards and Runaway Slaves and would be at
once vacated for a trifling consideration.”423 Thus, certain types of inequalities and social
rankings were reproduced through new administrative efforts to regulate land tenure and
promote private property regimes in Bluefields after British colonial reinsertion.
The Council of State at Bluefields eventually abolished all land grants made by
King Robert Charles Frederick before October 8, 1841, arguing that the grants were
being used for speculative traffic in London rather than colonization and development.
While the Bluefields grant was exempt from the act, the Council recommended that
20,000 acres of the collective grant be advertised for sale.424 By 1850 the status of the
collective Bluefields grant remained uncertain and the British consul recommended that
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only those portions of the grant that have been “built upon, fenced in, or cultivated be
confirmed to the holders.”425 While clearly not an uncontested process, this period
marked a transition in land tenure on the south coast signaling the growing influence of
international capital, British and US imperialism, and Western private property titling
traditions in the region.
Historical accounts from this period often emphasize the nominal power of the
Council and the de facto control of the British Consul in the formulation and function of
the affairs of state.426 And indeed, Walker was an influential figure on the south coast
and played an instrumental role in the new Creole dominated state apparatus at
Bluefields.

In proceeding years, the Council of State under Walker’s tutelage

progressively adopted the trapping of statehood and began to regulate labor, taxation,
trade, land, and natural resource exploitation in the Mosquitia --with varying degrees of
efficacy.427 Walker’s correspondence with his superiors during these early years suggests
that, not only did the British Consulate and Creole Council of State have little influence
in the northern stretches of the Mosquitia, but Walker’s mission at Bluefields, which was
at once a nation building and colonial project, was on fragile footing with the south coast
population as well.
The unfolding of the Judy Hunter affair illustrates the difficulties and
contradictions Walker encountered in the promotion of a nascent British hegemony on
the south coast.

It also sets the stage for the development of particularly Creole

expressions of Mosquitian nationalism, which would continue to influence Creole politics
well into the twentieth century, finding their most fervent expression vis-à-vis rival
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mestizo Nicaraguan nationalism. Rapid and intense capitalist globalization in the postemancipation enclave period similarly engendered new ways of negotiating intersecting
expressions of race, culture, class, and gender hierarchy in the growing and diverse
migrant and native south coast community. As a newly emancipated woman of African
descent, Judy Hunter gives some clues as to how a diversifying post-emancipation native
Creole and West Indian migrant community negotiated this political landscape. It also
gives insight into how Creole social stratification continued to develop around color and
class hierarchies in the post-emancipation period.

Concluding Notes: The Judy Hunter Affair
Judy Hunter was a young black woman emancipated from Maria Forbes at Corn
Island in 1841. Shortly after her emancipation, she and her family left Corn Island for
Bocas del Toro as did many newly free black people from that island.428 In March of
1845, the Jefe Político of San Andrés, Antonio Escalona arrived at Bocas del Toro in the
war schooner Tescua after receiving orders from his superiors to take Corn Island and
reestablish the institution of slavery under the government of Nueva Granada.429
Resentful at having not yet received compensation for slaves emancipated by Mosquito
and British authorities, a number of the Corn Island elite had sent a petition to the
government of Nueva Granada, indicating their willingness to switch allegiance to Nueva
Granada so that slavery might be restored on the island.430 Before embarking for Corn
Island from Bocas del Toro, Escalona went to the home of Judy Hunter where she lay
sick in bed. She was apprehended against her will and detained on the Tescua where she
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was told she would be returned to her former owner at Corn Island. Escalona further
informed James Bell who was the representative of the Mosquito Kingdom at Bocas del
Toro that all individuals residing at Bocas del Toro who were formerly enslaved at Corn
Island would be subject to the same treatment once New Granadian officials issued
warrants for their apprehension.
On receiving news of the events that had transpired at Bocas del Toro, Consul
Walker sailed to Corn Island where the Creole Magistrates at once denied their intentions
to change their allegiance to Nueva Granada, yet still entreated the Consul to resolve to
the question of compensation. Before departing, Walker reminded the residents of Corn
Island that “they would be held responsible by the Mosquito Authorities for any attempt
to swerve from their allegiance or being accessory to any act tending to restore Slavery
on the Island.”431 To reinforce his earlier message, Walker accompanied the newly
crowned Miskitu King and a group of Miskitu headmen to Corn Island shortly after his
initial visit and at this time engaged in a show of British force by sending two armed
British schooners to dock at Cartagena.432 Soon after, Maria Forbes wrote to Antonio
Escalona relinquishing her claim to Judy Hunter and affirming her allegiance to the
Mosquito King.433 In response to Corn Islanders’ disloyalty, Walker further resolved to
“view with a more indifferent eye the claims they make for compensation.”434 From
thereon, he actively encouraged the settlement of escaped black people from San Andrés
and Corn Island in the Mosquitia, extending “protection to every person conducting
himself properly who seeks asylum in this Kingdom.”435
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While Walker seems to have swayed the Corn Island elite from their seditious
inclinations, Judy Hunter’s fate was still unresolved. Facing clear opposition from the
British Consulate at Bluefields, Escalona had not carried out the Corn Island mission, but
instead sailed for San Andrés with Judy Hunter on board. A second hand account
authored by the Creole Magistrates at Bluefields describes her experience at San Andrés:
[S]he was ordered by Mr. Escalona to join a gang of slaves who were working on
his plantation. She refused to do so on the ground that she was free and that Mr.
Escalona said she must work for her passage or he would have her flogged. She
again refused and replied that she had been brought from her bed by force and
against her will. Where upon Mr. Escalona ordered her to be flogged which was
done in a cruel and indecent manner…436
The archives provide no explanation of why Judy Hunter alone was seized at Bocas del
Toro other than Walker’s remark that she was “by far the most comely black young
woman I have seen on this coast.”437 Taken from her bed against her will and noted as
the “most comely black young women” hint that racialized sexual violence was a key
factor in her re-enslavement at the hands of Escalona. Back at Bluefields, Walker sent an
account of the events that had transpired to his superiors at the British Foreign Office,
asking permission to retake Judy Hunter from New Granadian custody and return her to
freedom. But the British authorities dismissed his request and chastised him for his
aggressive actions against Nueva Granada. By this juncture, the British government had
limited its territorial aspirations to the Río San Juan as a possible trans-isthmus canal
route and was eager to maintain beneficial trade relations with Nueva Granada.438
In defense of his actions, Walker revealed not only his own racism and distain for
those he claimed to protect, but also, paradoxically, both the tenuous nature of British
hegemony in the Mosquitia and the powerful influence that British authority --when
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exercised with discrimination and resolve-- might yield. His response to the Foreign
Office is worth quoting at length:
My position here is a peculiar one. I stand, I may say, isolated and alone, in a
country inhabited by numerous tribes of Indians who have as yet no common
bond of union – by a Creole population addicted to every vile habit and averse to
all the salutary restraints necessary for the maintenance of an orderly community
– and of Spaniards of more than dubious character who have in most cases fled
from their own limits to avoid the penalty of their crimes. Personal influence and
the éclat of British connection have enabled me to secure a general obedience
among the Indian tribes. Kindness, the exercise of hospitality, promises of future
reward, and a very great command of temper and patience have made my wishes
in some measure commands with the better order and through whose
instrumentality I control the lower. Under these circumstances I cannot
adequately convey to Your Lordship an idea of how insignificant I should have
become in the eyes of these ignorant people had I stood tamely by and permitted,
with power in my hands, any aggressive act on the part of the New Granada. It
would have appeared to the inhabitants a virtual denial of that protection on which
they have been told so implicitly to rely.439
So what makes the Judy Hunter’s case so noteworthy? First, and perhaps foremost, the
incident gives us an indication of the precarious nature of freedom for emancipated black
people on the south coast --and in particular for black women. Though not explicitly
stated, the subtext of official correspondence suggests that Judy Hunter’s color, class, and
gender together made her the subject of international intrigue with brutal sexual
undertones. In this case, her life, livelihood, and integrity, for a moment, became the
terrain on which a new generation of colonial and, now, national rivalries were enacted.
Judy Hunter also provides striking insight into both the nature of color, class, and
gender stratification in south coast Creole communities and, what can best be described
as, British soft power in the Mosquitia at this time. The legacy of slavery along with
color and class stratification, which found secure footing in the eighteenth century
colonial order, endured with tenacity in the nineteenth century Mosquitia. Both provided
the subtext for internal fractures in Creole society and politics and further conditioned the
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parameters of British reinsertion in the region as well as the development of Creole
Mosquitian nationalism in the second half of the nineteenth century. This period of
reinsertion was markedly different from the previous era of British colonialism on the
Coast because it was characterized by a new liberal nation-building project. This process
involved significant accommodation on the part of indigenous and Creole Mosquitians to
British interests, but accommodation was not a given. Both elite Creole populations and
more humble sectors of the community continued to pursue their interests in this new
political landscape. As such, it was on this social and political terrain --one fractured by
color, class, and the legacy of slavery-- that British hegemony and Creole nationalism
found footing in the mid-nineteenth century Mosquitia.

The development of that

hegemony was tenuous and contradictory and is mirrored in a complex and contested
Anglo ideology, which today remains a frequently debated component of Creole identity
and political consciousness.440
While the weight of what Walker calls British éclat was substantial, what comes
across most vividly in his description of his mission at Bluefields is the tremendous
insecurity that he faced in the implementation of British policy --which can best be
described as a project of empire, but one expressed through the nationalization of the
Mosquito Kingdom. Central to this nationalization of the Coast was the notion that order
--conveyed through state (or state-like) administrative regimes and bourgeois Christian
morality-- must be imposed on a disorderly and unruly black and brown native
population. Walker’s own description of his mission suggests that he viewed a moral,
orderly, and sedentary population as a prerequisite for a modern system of governance in
the Mosquitia. He expressed as much in his reports to the British Foreign Office: “I have
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employed my time since my arrival in endeavoring to improve the ‘morals’ and condition
of the Creoles – to wean the native population from their unsettled and wandering habits
and to unite all for the purpose of carrying out a general system of internal Governance,
and external defense.”441 These types of negotiations set the stage for the development of
twentieth century expressions of a Creole moral economy characterized by Anglo
ideology, bourgeois Christian morality, and Mosquitian nationalism.
Yet if we can cull one final lesson from the Judy Hunter affair, it is that, at south
coast Creole settlements, the disorderly subaltern still had the power to sway the course
of international affairs in the face of official British opposition --pointing to an inevitable
weakness of colonial regimes. That is, beneath the haze of imperial hubris, resistance
from below shaped the fears, actions, and policies of the dominant and, ultimately, the
course of historical events. Still with British reinsertion, south coast Creoles had become
the focus of a new racial project in which the education or propagation of Western
Protestant culture, civilization, and mores among black and indigenous Mosquitians held
the key to British hegemony in the region.442 This project intensified with the arrival of
Moravian missionaries on the south coast in between 1848 1849. The next chapter deals
with new forms of Creole political mobilization for land during the transformation from
indirect British rule and regional autonomy under the Mosquito Reserve to rapid North
American capitalist expansion accompanied by Nicaraguan efforts to consolidate national
sovereignty over the Coast through military occupation and annexation.
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Chapter 5: Nationalizing the Coast
In 1848 --amid growing interest in the development of Nicaraguan-Río San Juan
canal route-- the British Consulate relocated to San Juan del Norte or Greytown, which
soon replaced Bluefields as the principal commercial center on the Atlantic Coast.
During these years the British foreign office appears to have de facto control over
administration and land titling in the region, although they continued to promote the idea
of Mosquitian territorial sovereignty and the hereditary right of the Mosquito King. This
period marked a transition in land tenure regimes on the Atlantic Coast signaling the
growing influence of international capital, British and US imperialism, and Western
private property titling traditions in the region.

Throughout this period we see a

movement away from 1) titling limited to large grants to foreign interests, resulting in
what amounted to concessionary rights for natural resource exploitation, to 2) a new
emphasis on the administration of exploitation through taxation, the promotion of
immigration and colonization, and the development and proliferation of urban and rural
private property regimes in centers of commercial development such as Greytown,
Bluefields, and Pearl Lagoon.
In the mid to late nineteenth century, these western (neo) colonial influences
developed alongside well-established indigenous and afro-descendant land use and tenure
patterns and increasingly salient expressions of communal territoriality and Mosquitian
nationalism. In the southern region of the Atlantic Coast, indigenous and afro-descendant
assertions of communal territoriality in the years to come would tend to reflect broad
settlement, land use, and natural resource exploitation patterns established during the
period of relative political and economic autonomy (1790s-1840s) prior to the reassertion
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of the British protectorate and the onslaught of international capital in the latter half of
the nineteenth century.

The Mosquito Reserve: 1860-1894
In 1860, Great Britain signed the Treaty of Managua with Nicaragua agreeing to
dissolve the British protectorate in the Mosquitia. The treaty established Nicaraguan
national sovereignty over the Atlantic Coast region reserving a district bounded on the
north by the Río Hueso and the south by Río Punta Gorda within which the Mosquito
Indians had the right to self-governance. Organized by a General Council composed of
Miskitu and Rama headmen and Creoles from Bluefields, Pearl Lagoon, and Corn Island,
the new Mosquito Reserve government was invested with the authority to impose
taxation and regulate public lands and natural resources within the Reserve boundaries.443
Under the political leadership of Creoles and a growing contingent of prominent
Europeans, North Americans, West Indian immigrants, and Moravian missionaries, the
Mosquito Reserve would develop an increasingly nationalist identity and adopt state-like
attributes resisting Nicaraguan political maneuvers to assert sovereignty in the region
until 1894.
Throughout this period, Creole land commissioners (using the authority invested
in them by the Mosquito Chief and the Reserve government) issued private titles and
lease deeds concentrated in the Bluefields, Pearl Lagoon, Corn Islands, Rio Grande bar,
and Prinzapolka bar regions. Government issued lease deeds for “public lands” became a
common form of tenure during the later years of the Reserve period. The 1889 Land
Protection Act declared that all lands within the Reserve remained under the domain of
the “government of the Mosquito Reservation and subject to its laws and regulations.”
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The act limited the right to hold government leases for public lands throughout the
Reserve to natives and residents of at least five years.444 Urban and rural surveys were
conducted in the above mentioned regions between 1886 and 1893 under the direction of
the Mosquito Council.445 Increased immigration from the Caribbean, Europe, and North
America propelled the adoption of lease regimes and land surveys, which both coincide
with the development of banana export production and mining activities in the region.
Some Creoles in Bluefields and Pearl Lagoon also received Mosquitian grants and leases
in order to secure their claims in a newly competitive land market. The vast majority of
the Reserve population, however, including Rama, Miskitu, Mayangna, as well as most
Creoles continued to organize land use and tenure around local community-based
regimes.

Annexation and the Enclave Economy: 1894-1930
The 1894 Nicaraguan military annexation of the Atlantic Coast forced a massive
reordering of land distribution and tenure in the region. Annexation of the Coast brought
an influx of Nicaraguan mestizo nationals (i.e. soldiers, government authorities, and
business interests) who took over the administration of the Mosquito Reserve --often
violently asserting their authority in the micro-regulation of state affairs and civil society.
The new occupying forces and government officials dispossessed many indigenous and
afro-descendant communities of land and livestock and levied heavy fines and taxes on
local people. Indigenous and afro-descendant communities lost access to agricultural
plots for subsistence and commercial (banana and coconut) production and limits were
set on fishing and hunting activities through the confiscation of firearms and heavy
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taxation on watercraft.

Thus the freedom to practice local forms of tenure and

exploitation was severely curtailed. This experience was particularly intense in the Pearl
Lagoon and Bluefields region where Rama, Miskitu, and Creole communities complained
vehemently of abuses to both British and Nicaraguan authorities throughout the first
decade of annexation.446
In a parallel vein, titles and extended leases issued by the former Reserve were
ignored, appropriated, and annulled by Nicaraguan state and military officials. Nicaragua
never recognized the legitimacy of the Mosquito Reserve government or its right to
administer Atlantic Coast lands and natural resources. Therefore, Reserve titles and
leases had little significance in a legal-juridical sense for the Nicaraguan state. Over the
next two decades, mestizos, and foreigners increasingly received titles to lands that were
previously titled to or used by indigenous and afro-descendant people. During this
period, lands previously claimed as “public lands” under the Mosquito Reserve became
Nicaraguan “national lands.” Based in Nicaraguan agrarian law, individual interests
could “denounce” or claim any unoccupied lands within national territory (tierras baldías
or national lands) and obtain title from the Nicaraguan government.447 Yet officials
usually willfully ignored evidence of use and occupation and vast areas of forested and
agricultural land used by indigenous and afro-descendant communities for subsistence
and market-based activities were titled to mestizo nationals and foreigners. Land grants
were often based on political crony-ism and land speculation --as in the case of the entire
Monkey Point area and Punta Gorda river basin, which was titled to relatives, political
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intimates, and North America allies of Liberal President Jose Santos Zelaya in
anticipation of trans-isthmus canal and railroad construction.448
At the same time, Zelaya extended monopoly concessions to mestizo nationals
and North American interests for activities as diverse as gathering coconuts, commercial
turtling and fishing activities, and river navigation for the transport of banana exports.449
Such exclusive monopoly concessions limited small-scale indigenous and afrodescendant producer’s ability to compete in the expanding commercial export markets
and further promoted the concentration of arable lands in the hands of foreigners, mestizo
nationals, and large companies. Throughout this period, Miskitu, Rama, and Creole
petitions to the British government escalated --demanding an end to the abuses and
official protection of their land and exploitation rights. At the same time, Nicaraguan
annexation of the Coast fueled indigenous and afro-descendant expressions of Mosquitian
nationalism.

Indigenous

and

afro-descendant

petitioners

contested

routinely

Nicaraguan’s right to sovereignty on the Coast asking protection from the British
government in the face of what they considered Nicaraguan aggression and occupation of
their autonomous region.

Harrison Altamirano Treaty and the Land Titles Commissions
In 1905, Great Britain and Nicaragua negotiated the Harrison-Altamirano Treaty
in the hopes of ending British involvement in the affairs of their former protectorate. In
the Treaty, Britain re-acknowledged Nicaragua’s sovereignty over the former Reserve,
while Nicaragua agreed to a number of concessions to the indigenous and Creole
population, including legal titles to property possessed before 1894 inside of the former
Reserve.
448
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established by the 1860 Treaty of Managua, however, were barred from registering
claims with the Land Titles Commission. Thus Corn Island Creoles, Miskitu from the
Sandy Bay and the Río Coco regions, and Mayangna settled to the west of the former
Mosquito Reserve were excluded. Beginning in 1906, a series of early Land Titles
Commissions were organized to address the terms of the Treaty. Despite the ratification
of the Treaty in 1906 and the organization of the early Land Titles Commissions, few
titles were awarded, abuses increased, and Great Britain was further entangled in the
controversy.
In a final effort to settle land disputes on the Coast, the British government agreed
to take over the administration of the Land Titles Commission (in co-ordination with the
Nicaraguan state) in 1914 under the direction of British foreign officer H. O. Chalkley.
In 1915, the new Commission began surveying and granting collective titles to
agricultural and pasture lands to communities throughout the former Mosquito Reserve.
According to the terms of the Treaty, each family of four applying to the Commission for
land was eligible to receive eight manzanas of agricultural land and two manzanas more
for every additional family member.450

Communal rights to pasture land would be

granted on a village-by-village basis. The Treaty stipulated that the agricultural land
grants would be located near the family’s place of residence --although if the desired
lands were already claimed by other parties, the Commission would relocate them on
“suitable public lands of approximate value as near as possible to their present
residence.” While it is clear that the original intent of the Treaty was to grant titles for
agricultural lands to individual families, the problem of responding to individual claims
on a family-by-family basis and subsequently locating and surveying those tracks of land
loomed large. Faced with the logistics of surveying and titling several hundred separate
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parcels of land, Chalkley instead requested that communities accept communal titles to
agricultural lands.451
Chalkley’s Commission granted some thirty collective land titles to indigenous
and Creole communities throughout the region as well as hundreds of individual titles to
urban plots and rural agricultural smallholdings located primarily in the southern region
of the Atlantic Coast. The Commission issued titles to both individual communities and
groups of mother and daughter communities, setting a historical precedent for many of
the multi-community territorial blocks advanced by black and indigenous communities
today. However, the small collective titles (ranging in size from 100 to 3,000 hectares)
and the individual grants issued failed to address and protect indigenous and afrodescendant land claims, which included extensive regions customarily used for
settlement, hunting, resource collection, fishing, agriculture, and pasturage. Moreover,
land claims titled to individuals and companies under Nicaraguan law were given priority
over indigenous and afro-descendant claims. In the case of Bluefields, Creoles never
received their full allotment from the Commission because the area to the west of the
community between the Escondido and Kukra Rivers had already been “denounced” by
other interests and titled to large mestizo landholders.452 Bluefield’s Creoles continued to
pursue this claim until a 1934 Presidential Decree granted them rights to 40,000 hectares
of “national land” between the Mahogany, Escondido, and Kukra Rivers.453 While the
Presidential Decree gave Creoles full rights to the 40,000 acres, this region was never
surveyed or registered as a collective title.
While both indigenous and afro-descendant people contested the outcomes of the
Land Commission titling process, they simultaneously used the authority and legality of
451
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the Harrison-Altamirano Treaty as the primary vehicle through which they pursued their
collective claims well into the 1930s. Today the Harrison Altamirano Treaty stands out
as the only historical instance in which indigenous and afro-descendant land claims were
deemed to be (at least partially) legitimate due to their patrimonial rights as natives of the
Mosquitia. The Land Titles Commissions provided an institutionalized setting for the
formulation and assertion of collective demands and in doing so has helped to shape the
ways in which indigenous and afro-descendant communities continue to formulate and
assert land claims today. The collective titles issued served to strengthen notions of
formal communal property rights within indigenous and afro-descendant communities
and promoted early articulations of community or multi-community based territoriality,
which co-existed with (or were situated within) more expansive assertions of Mosquitian
national territoriality.

Economic Depression and Regional Marginality: 1930-1960
Monopolized by United Fruit Company and backed militarily by US marine
occupation, the enclave economy on the Atlantic Coast grew to be one of the largest in
Central America during the 1910s and 1920s and cemented US imperial interests in the
region.

The stock market crash and subsequent collapse of the regional economy,

followed by marine withdrawal in 1933, ushered in an era of economic stagnation,
regional marginality, and relative political stability on the Atlantic Coast. Throughout the
1930s, North American banana companies gradually abandoned the region and the land
market became less competitive. The region experienced a brief resurgence in banana
production for export in the 1940s and 1950s.

Production was concentrated in the

Bluefields and Río Coco region, where wealthy Costeño exporters (Brautigam, Tom, and
Jureidini) bought from small-scale mestizo, Creole, Rama, and Miskitu planters. Now
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production was largely in the hands of small-scale mestizo planters --often represented by
well organized Planter’s Associations-- who had immigrated to the Atlantic Coast region
throughout the years of the enclave economy. Despite the increasing power of mestizo
planters and foreign companies in banana production during the enclave period,
indigenous and afro-descendant planters continued to produce for the international
market. For instance, Miskitu planters dominated production in the Río Coco basin.454
Throughout this period, indigenous and afro-descendant communities began to
access and navigate Nicaraguan civil code and property law as a means to secure their
rights to land. Communities pursued formal communal property rights, based in growing
notions of community-based territoriality, using extension titles or supplementary titles
(títulos supletorios).455 Between 1929 and 1960, Miskitu, Rama, and Creole communities
in the south received a dozen extension titles recognizing collective usufruct rights for
individual communities for offshore cays, beach land, and inland agricultural lands.456
Creoles, Miskitu, and Garifuna from Bluefields and Pearl Lagoon also applied for
individual titles for agricultural lands along the Kukra, Escondido, Wawashan, Kurinwas
Rivers, at Hone Sound, Kukra Hill, Rocky Point, and False Bluff, as well as for lands
lining the shores of the Bluefields and Pearl Lagoons.457 These usufruct titles were used
to register and protect possession of farms (or fincas) and improvements (mejoras) to the
lands such as the construction of shelter, wells, planting of fruit trees, and so on.
Nevertheless, usufruct rights did not result in property titles subject to sale and mortgage
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rights associated with full dominion. Improvements such as coconut groves and stands of
fruit trees, however, were considered property and were bought and sold between
individuals and by extension lands passed from one owner to the next. Until the late
1970s, growing numbers of black and indigenous peoples re-asserted their rights to areas
customarily used by their communities for subsistence and commercial agriculture by
applying for extension titles and usufruct rights.
The years of Anastasio Somoza García’s presidency (the founder of the Somoza
regime) (1936-1956) also saw the advent of community efforts to auto-demarcate
community-based territorial claims as well as significant changes in the organization of
communal leadership such as the appointment of síndicos and organization of communal
directive boards. While the síndico position was created through a Nicaraguan Executive
Decree in 1919, it did not become institutionalized in the southern region of the Atlantic
Coast until the first years of the Somoza regime.458 Historically, the síndico figure has
been an important Miskitu and Mayangna leadership position charged with the
management of communal lands and natural resources. In most communities, the síndico
was considered the highest authority and served as an important intermediary between the
community and the Somoza government.

Rama, Garifuna, and (some) Creole

communities do not have the síndico tradition. Creole and Miskitu communities in the
Pearl Lagoon region also organized their first communal boards during this period.
Communal boards were heavily influenced by the Somoza regime and occasionally
doubled as local Liberal Party sub-committees. Today the síndico position has decreased
in importance in the RAAS, as communal directive boards have become the primary
leadership organizations.
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Modernization and Mestizo Colonization: 1960-1970s
In the 1960s and 1970s, the Nicaraguan state under the Luis and Anastasio Jr.
Somoza controlled National Liberal Party adopted economic modernization policies
based on the development of Atlantic Coast agro-industry, livestock, forestry, and fishing
sectors for export. The Instituto de Fomento Nacional (INFONAC) --created in 1953
under the advisory of the World Bank-- played the lead role in the institutionalization of
state-orchestrated development initiatives on the Coast.459

Adopting the politics of

modernization and capitalist economic development promoted by the Kennedy
administration’s Alliance for Progress, INFONAC became a principal recipient of US
development funding in the 1960s.460

Under the aegis of state-led economic

modernization, the Somoza dynasty (in coordination with US companies) grew to control
diversified export industries on the Atlantic Coast becoming one of the wealthiest
business dynasties in Central America.461 Continuing a powerful precedent established
during the US enclave economy period, Atlantic Coast lands and natural resources
became (in both an ideological and actual sense) the primary engine for Nicaragua
national development. This notion continues to ideologically under grid Nicaraguan state
policy on economic development and indigenous and afro-descendant land rights today.
In the south Atlantic Coast region, INFONAC initiatives were oriented towards
the diversification and modernization of forestry, agro-industry, ganadería (or cattle
ranching), and commercial fishing.462 Diversification served as an alternative to the
banana industry, which had finally collapsed due to local producers and exporter’s
inability to keep up in a highly competitive international market and decades of Sigatoka
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disease. During the 1970s, fishing and seafood processing controlled by US-Somoza
partnerships like PESCANICA grew to represent as much as forty percent of the local
economy in the Bluefields region.463 Mestizo campesino colonization of indigenous and
afro-descendant communal lands and the collapse of the banana industry coincided with
the increasing commercial viability of artisan fishing for indigenous and afro-descendant
communities in the Pearl Lagoon and Bluefields region.

As a result, community

economies in these areas shifted away from agriculture and began to increasingly rely on
artisan fishing for a steady source of cash income.
At the same time, the Somoza state developed agrarian reform policy that
supported its development initiatives as well as mestizo colonization of Atlantic Coast
lands.

According to Roldán, the 1963 Agrarian Reform Law and the Nicaraguan

Agrarian Institute (IAN) created in 1965 promoted the idea that: 1) indigenous and afrodescendant lands under the classification of vacant “national lands” (or tierras baldías)
were open to mestizo colonization through agrarian reform initiatives; and 2) that certain
modes of agrarian reform would promote capitalist models of development on the
Atlantic Coast.464 Thus national agrarian reform initiatives in the 1960s and 1970s were
not based in the redistribution of cultivated lands and titled lands in the Pacific region,
but focused on the colonization of so-called national lands and the expansion of the
agricultural frontier east towards the Atlantic Coast.465

In the southern part of the

Department of Zelaya, this model resulted in an initial phase of mestizo campesino
colonization of lands followed by a second phase of land concentration in the hands of
large-scale ganaderos (ranchers), which in turn further propelled the campesino frontier

463 Dennis Williamson Cuthbert, Análisis Económico de la Inversión Extranjera Directa en la Costa
Atlántica de Nicaragua: 1969-1978 (Managua: CIDCA-UCA, 1997), 60, 86.
464 Roldán, 245, 248.
465 Matilde Mordt, Sustento y Sostenibilidad en la Frontera Agrícola: La Evolución de la Frontera en el
Sudeste de Nicaragua (Managua: Nitlapán-UCA, 2002), 4.
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eastward.466

Between 1964 and 1973, IAN titled some 16,000 mestizo campesino

families with an average of 65 hectares per family mainly in agricultural frontier
regions.467
The Rigoberto Cabezas Project (PRICA) --an IAN land colonization project
financed by the Inter-American Development Bank-- promoted mestizo campesino
settlement of Nueva Guinea in the 1960s and represents the first wave of
“chontalización” of the Coast.468

Chontalización is a term used to reference the

colonization of Coast lands by mestizo campesinos from the interior regions of the
country such as Chontales. By this time, the Río Rama-Kama-Escondido and Río Grande
basins had already undergone extensive mestizo colonization during the first (1910-1930)
and second (1940s and 1950s) waves of banana production on the Coast. During the late
1970s, immigration was further propelled by revolutionary warfare in Pacific and interior
zones of the country as mestizo campesinos came to the Coast fleeing rural violence and
looking for open lands.

In the 1990s, the agricultural frontier advanced under a

secondary wave of immigration from the western region Nueva Guinea eastward to the
Punta Gorda and Kukra River regions --regions today claimed the Rama Territory and
Bluefields Creole communal government.
The historical evolution mestizo colonization over the twentieth century indicates
that the advance of the agricultural frontier into areas historically belonging to indigenous
and afro-descendant peoples is not a recent phenomenon, nor is it simply the arbitrary
result of poverty and external economic forces. Instead, the colonization of black and
indigenous Coast lands has resulted from relatively consistent state-led economic
development and agrarian reform policies predicated on the national lands concept. A
466
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motivating objective behind such state policies has been: 1) the incorporation of the
region into the cultural, political, economic, and administrative logics of the Nicaraguan
mestizo nation-state; and 2) the consolidation of state control over Atlantic Coast lands
and natural resources. The result has been the demographic transformation of the south
Atlantic Coast into a mestizo majority region and a serious erosion of indigenous and
afro-descendant access to and control of communal lands, natural resources, and regional
political power structures.

The Sandinista Revolution and Armed Conflict: 1980s
Agrarian reform law under the Sandinista state did not represent a major rupture
with the Somoza regime’s policy on indigenous and afro-descendant land rights on the
Atlantic Coast.469

The Agrarian Reform Laws of 1981 and 1986 maintain the

revolutionary state’s patrimonial dominion over “national lands” and natural resources on
the Coast. The state was endowed with the authority to give indigenous and afrodescendant communities usufruct rights to national lands, but made no effort to recognize
and legalize property and administrative rights to communities for discrete historical land
claims.470

As a result, the revolutionary Nicaraguan Institute for Agrarian Reform

(INRA) issued agrarian reform titles in the south to mestizos (individuals and
cooperatives) throughout zones customarily used by indigenous and afro-descendant
communities.
Throughout the revolutionary years, armed conflict in the south led to the general
displacement of mestizo, indigenous, and afro-descendant rural populations, the
concentration of rural populations in urban centers, and major out-migration to Costa
Rican refuge camps. Displacement contributed to on-going processes of colonization as
469
470
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mestizo campesinos were evacuated from combat zones and re-settled in more secure
regions of the Coast. Those re-settled were often the beneficiaries of agrarian reform
titles. After the war, repatriated refuges from Costa Rica and ex-combatants from the
Contra Resistance settled government supported “development poles” in the heart of
indigenous and afro-descendant communal land claims (e.g. San Francisco in the Kukra
River region, Polo de Desarrollo in the Punta Gorda region, and Pondler and Pedregal in
the Pearl Lagoon region).
At the same time, armed conflict led to the disarticulation of the regional
economy, rupture in the agricultural productive capacity of indigenous and afrodescendant communities, and the temporary and permanent abandonment of agricultural
lands.

Thus, armed conflict and resultant processes of mestizo colonization and

resettlement further alienated indigenous and afro-descendant communities from their
traditional land base reconfiguring subsistence and market practices. In many areas,
violence and political instability put a halt to the majority of rural agricultural production
for indigenous and afro-descendant communities. South of Bluefields, Creole and Rama
peoples withdrew from historic centers of agriculture, such as Monkey Point, Punta
Gorda, Kukra River, and Wiring Cay.

The community of Monkey Point --a well-

established Creole farming community-- was depopulated during the 1980s as
community members relocated to Bluefields and fled to Costa Rica. Armed conflict in
rural zones also served to amplify earlier trends away from agricultural production.
Today, communities continue to practice small-scale subsistence and market agriculture,
though not with the scope and intensity of years past.
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Afro-descendant Land Rights and Multiethnic Coalitions
Ethnically diverse, the Southern Atlantic Autonomous Region (RAAS) is home to
indigenous Miskitu, Ulwa (Mayangna) and Rama and afro-descendant Creole and
Garifuna people. Mestizos now represent the majority population in the RAAS, although
this is a relatively new demographic trend. In Nicaragua, the Autonomy Statute (1987),
Constitution (1995), and Demarcation Law 445 (2002) grant afro-descendant and
indigenous communities on the Atlantic Coast the same collective rights. Thus afrodescendant and indigenous movements for cultural, political, and material rights draw on
the same legal framework and are closely tied to one another.
Within Nicaraguan multicultural legislation, afro-descendant communities fall
under the category of “ethnic community”, which is defined in Law 445 as “a group of
families of Afro-Caribbean descent that share the same ethnic consciousness due to
culture, values, and traditions that are part of their cultural roots, land tenure, and natural
resource use.”471 Like indigenous peoples, afro-descendants are recognized as ethnically
distinct from Nicaraguan mestizos with cultural values and practices that are directly
linked to particular forms of land use and tenure.

Law 445 defines “indigenous

community” as “a group of families of Amerindian descent established in a territorial
space with a shared feeling of identification linked to their aboriginal past as indigenous
people and who main maintain distinct identity and values based in their own traditional
culture, such as forms of land tenure and communal land use and social organization.”472
Here the law goes a step further than the previous definition of ethnic community and
actually defines indigenous land use and tenure as territorial, traditional, and communal
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and refers to forms of social organization that are distinctive or unique to indigenous
communities.
In one sense, these definitions point to historical and cultural distinctions between
indigenous and afro-descendant communities, but they also suggest that afro-descendant
land tenure patterns and social organization are not widely understood.

Indeed

throughout Latin America, collective land rights for afro-descendant peoples are often
conceived of and advanced within a legal, political, and cultural framework that is
structured around current international notions of indigenous rights and identity. This
phenomenon is the source of much debate and dispute in Nicaragua. Depending on the
political context, afro-descendant land tenure and rights on the Nicaraguan Atlantic Coast
tend to be ascribed as either: 1) communal, territorial, and traditional or 2) individual,
private, and Western. Yet there has been little research that seeks to understand the
specificity and complexity of Creole and Garifuna land use and tenure. This continues to
be a limiting factor in debates about the relationship between indigenous and afrodescendant tenure as well as the legal and political basis for collective rights for black
Costeño communities.
Historically there have been tensions between Atlantic Coast indigenous and afrodescendant communities around land and natural resource rights that often can be traced
to Creole’s relative position of power in the regional socio-economic hierarchy vis-à-vis
their indigenous neighbors. This factor has promoted urban, private, and individual
forms of tenure within some sectors of the afro-descendant population.

Yet this

phenomenon has not replaced or negated co-existing expressions of territoriality and
communal tenure that continue to shape afro-descendant land and natural resource use
patterns. Likewise this process has been extremely uneven within the afro-descendant
population as rural Creole and Garifuna communities continue to identify with and
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depend on communal forms of tenure and natural resource use in a fundamental way.
Thus, I suggest that binary constructions of indigenous versus black, communal versus
private, traditional versus modern, and so on are actually ideological constructs that tell
us little about how black community organize their collective land tenure in practice.
They also obscure the historical formation of complex and diverse tenure regimes and
land use patterns within afro-descendant populations on the Coast.
At the same time, both indigenous and afro-descendant communities invest high
stakes in a shared sense of Costeño identity, which is rooted historically in Mosquitian
nationalism as well as contemporary experiences of racial, cultural, and economic
discrimination and marginalization by the Nicaraguan nation-state. This shared history
and identity grounds indigenous and afro-descendant coalitional movements for
collective cultural and material rights. At the regional level, such coalitions tend to be
strongest in multi-ethnic regions like Pearl Lagoon and the Rama Territory where
indigenous and afro-descendant communities have long histories of co-settlement and
shared use of land and natural resources.
To date, two major studies document contemporary land claims in the region. In
1998, the Central American and Caribbean Research Council (CACRC) produced a study
documenting the communal land claims and land use of 128 communities in both the
northern and southern autonomous regions of the Coast. The project emerged from a
loan given by the International Development Association (AIF) (a World Bank agency)
to the Nicaraguan government to fund a wider endeavor to regularize agricultural lands in
Nicaragua. 473 A later independent study focuses on the Rama Territory claim located to
the south of Bluefields.474
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The indigenous and afro-descendant population in the RAAS is concentrated in
five geographic regions including Desembocadura del Río Grande, Pearl Lagoon,
Bluefields, Rama Territory, and Corn Island. RAAS indigenous and afro-descendant
territories are organized into single and multi-community claims and encompass the
entire eastern coastal region.

Claims generally take one of three forms: 1) single

community/single ethnic group claims; 2) multi-community/single ethnic group claims;
and 3) multi-community/multi-ethnic group claims. Multi-community/multi-ethnic group
claims seem to predominate in the RAAS and can be found in the Desembocadura del
Río Grande and Pearl Lagoon regions as well as the Rama Territory.475
Current expressions of indigenous and afro-descendant communal territoriality
developed and solidified in the first half of the 19th century becoming politically salient
in the later half of the century as colonial and capitalist insertion increased in the region.
Throughout the twentieth century, communities’ territorial claims have reflected broad
settlement, land use, and natural resource exploitation patterns established during a
period of relative political and economic autonomy on the Atlantic Coast (1780s-1840s).
Community and multi-community territorial claims generally reflect each group’s
perception of domain over an area in relation to their neighbors and outsiders. Most
often, territorial claims are asserted and reinforced during moments of political and/or
economic contestation between communities and with outside forces. And as a result,
they can shift as communities make alliances or experience conflicts with one another at
different historical moments. During different periods indigenous and afro-descendant
claims have been united or disaggregated, asserted as single community or multicommunity claims, drawn along ethnic lines or united as multi-ethnic entities, and so on.

Mueller Riverstone, Living in the Land of our Ancestors: Rama Indian and Creole Territory on
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Territorial claims throughout the Atlantic Coast region are not only contiguous,
but frequently overlap with one another. Degrees of overlap vary from region to region
and tend to be relatively minimal in the RAAS. In some cases, overlapping claims have
generated conflict between communities, although the growing external threat of mestizo
colonization throughout the RAAS has tended to ameliorate inter-communal conflict and
promoted the unification of overlapping claims. In the last several years, indigenous and
afro-descendant communities in the RAAS have tended to opt for territorial unification
and inter-communal cooperation.

Despite shifting alliances and overlaps in claims,

community-based territorial claims in the south have remained relatively consistent in
terms of area and geographic delimitation since the late nineteenth century. Throughout
the twentieth century, changing land use or land tenure patterns, which tend to be
complex and heavily influenced by market forces, seem to have had little impact on
community perceptions of territorial domain. There is little evidence to suggest that
contemporary indigenous and afro-descendant territorial claims are the result of arbitrary
politicized projections.

Rather, there is solid historical and ethnographic evidence

demonstrating that communities have long and enduring relationships with the territories
they claim today.
Indigenous and afro-descendant communities’ relationships with the land have
developed along several lines. On one level, relationships between groups and territories
are based in community dependence on land and natural resources for livelihood or
economic survival through subsistence and market activities.

At the same time,

indigenous and afro-descendant peoples have invested deep historical, religious, and
cultural meaning in the landscapes they inhabit to the point where territory and land have
become central factors the constitution, maintenance, and continuity of group identities
over time.

As historical and political identity-based claims, indigenous and afro-
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descendant assertions of territorial rights are shaped and buttressed by what Gurdián,
Hale, and Gordon refer to as the social memory of struggle or collectively held memories
of confrontation with the Nicaraguan nation-state over control of lands and natural
resources on the Atlantic Coast.476
Most rural indigenous and afro-descendant land tenure systems are organized
around customary use and communal land tenure regimes. Since the seventeenth century,
customary use --which can be defined broadly as a combination of agricultural, hunting,
fishing, and resource-harvesting activities for subsistence and commercial purposes-- has
undergone multiple transmutations as indigenous and afro-descendant peoples have
worked to adapt to changing economic conditions on the Atlantic Coast. Current forms
of customary use are diverse in nature and continue to structure subsistence and
commercial activities for the majority of communities throughout the RAAS.
Today communities assert the right to collectively administrate all communal
lands and natural resources within territorial claims. In a similar vein, they assert that all
lands within the autonomous regions are communal lands (as opposed to national lands)
and are subject to community and autonomous government administration.

Thus

indigenous and afro-descendant people understand and assert the primacy of communal
lands tenures on the Coast in direct opposition to the Nicaraguan state’s national lands
concept and central government administration. Today, communal regimes continue to
be one primary means of organizing land tenure and land use for indigenous as well as
rural afro-descendant (Creole and Garifuna) communities throughout the RAAS. While
most urban Creoles in Bluefields tend to identify with private individual forms of land
tenure, communal regimes and collective tenure still hold weight and are shaped by a
unique history of land titling and territorial identification for the community.
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That being said, other forms of land tenure that developed as a result of colonial
insertion, foreign capital investment, and Nicaraguan state territorialization on the Coast
also exist within areas claimed as communal land or territory by indigenous and afrodescendant peoples. While these processes have been geographically un-even throughout
the Atlantic Coast region, in some extreme cases state promoted tenure regimes have
come to prevail due to the intensity of mestizo colonization, external capitalist insertion,
urbanization, and state-based administration and territorialization. Moreover, these same
processes have progressively alienated indigenous and afro-descendant communities
from the lands they use for subsistence and commercial activities.

Regions like

Bluefields, Kukra River, Río Escondido, and Kukra Hill were important centers of
indigenous and Creole agricultural production during much of the twentieth century.
Today these areas have sizable mestizo majorities and are deeply integrated into
individual, private, state-authorized tenure regimes. Yet loss of control over lands and
resources does not erase indigenous or afro-descendant communities’ deep identification
with those lands nor their desires to regain some degree of control over those areas.

State Responses to Costeño Territoriality
While communal regimes are recognized by both national and international law
and continue to organize indigenous and afro-descendant land use on the Atlantic Coast,
the Nicaraguan state at the central and municipal levels as well as the mestizo majority in
the RAAS promote and practice opposing regimes. A central challenge to indigenous
and afro-descendant assertions that national lands do not exist on the Coast is the
unfortunate reality that state sanctioned land tenure regimes on the Coast have been based
on this concept for more than a century. While communities have an extensive corpus of
multicultural laws that protect their rights to communal lands and territories, these laws
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exist within a national context where distinct and oppositional state-based administrative
regimes, land tenure, and private property legal codes are dominant in an ideological and
practical sense. Thus state-based regimes continue to structure the central government’s
understanding of indigenous and afro-descendant land rights on the Coast. Over the last
decade, the post-revolutionary state has demonstrated its unwillingness to forgo the
national lands concept on the Coast by continuing to assert the primacy of 1) state-based
agrarian reform and usufruct tenure regimes and 2) state administrative control over lands
and natural resources within national boundaries. This demonstrates a general lack of
political will on the part of the central government to implement existing laws that
recognize indigenous and afro-descendant communities’ rights use and administrate
communal lands and natural resources on the Atlantic Coast.
Historically, the Nicaraguan state has viewed indigenous and afro-descendant
cultural, political, and material demands as a threat to the consolidation of state power
and the promotion of a unified national identity. Costeño nationalist sentiments --rooted
in historical memories of Mosquitian nationalism-- as well as demands for the full
implementation of autonomous rights on the Coast continue to fuel state fears about
separatist movements and the loss of national sovereignty over the Atlantic Coast region.
At the same time, the state tends to view racial and cultural difference --indigenous and
afro-descendant identities, languages, and cultural practices-- as a further obstacle to the
consolidation of a unified mestizo nation-state.
Towards the end of the revolutionary era, the Sandinista state began to make
important advances in the recognition of indigenous and afro-descendant rights and the
inclusion of racial-cultural difference within a multicultural model of the nation-state --as
evidenced by the 1987 Autonomy Law. Subsequently, the post-revolutionary state’s
support of multiculturalism has been largely rhetorical --often fueled by international
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(rather than national) policy agendas. Throughout the 1990s, the state has instead tended
to privilege mestizo identity and culture as a defining characteristic of the Nicaraguan
nation. Ideologies of mestizo nationalism are not new, but date back to twentieth century
efforts to unite the new Nicaraguan nation under a single national identity.
Juliet Hooker shows that early twentieth century discourses of official mestizo
nationalism from the 1930s onward characterized Nicaraguan mestizaje as the
harmonious heterosexual union between active Spanish men and passive indigenous
women, thereby recognizing the indigenous contribution while still establishing the
paternity of the nation as European and modern masculinity.

Such elite discourses

congealed as a nationalist response to US marine occupation in Nicaragua in the early
twentieth century, working to ideologically erase racial and cultural heterogeneity within
the nation, while simultaneously justifying the masculine mestizo hegemony. Hooker
writes that in this context the mestizo campesino or peasant began to figure as the true
and essential representative of Nicaraguan national identity.477
She writes that this form of official mestizo nationalism was dominant until the
emergence of Sandinismo or revolutionary nationalism as a counter-ideology in the
1960s and 1970s. This later version of mestizo nationalism that developed in the context
of Sandinismo challenged both the harmonious nature of mestizaje and active Spanish
role to foreground the violence of colonial contact and the heroic resistance of the
nation’s indigenous ancestors to conquest.

Like its predecessor official versions of

mestizo nationalism under Sandinismo was again highly relational in its response to US
imperialism, but pointed to the violence of the colonial encounter between Spanish
conquistadores and indigenous peoples and emphasized both the “heroic resistance” of
indigenous Nicaraguans who where the predominant forbearers of contemporary mestizo
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identity. A national popular emphasis that privileged a Marxist analysis of material
inequality as the primary foundation for relations of domination and subordination and a
corresponding emphasis on the mestizo campesino as the central revolutionary subject
both left little room for an analysis of race and gender.478 In the post-revolutionary
period, Hooker argues that mestizo nationalism continues to structure the ideological
terrain for what she terms mestizo multiculturalism.
Historically, separate or distinct collective rights for Atlantic Coast communities
have found little ideological legitimacy within the precepts of mestizo nationalism. As a
result, when indigenous and afro-descendant people assert distinct cultural, political, and
material rights, they are often represented as counter-national and illegitimate by the
state. While celebrating the cultural and biological union or mestizaje of indigenous and
European peoples, mestizo nationalism also draws on ideologies that continue to
represent contemporary indigenous and afro-descendant people as racially and culturally
inferior to mestizos and whites. Today racism and mestizo nationalist ideology continue
to impact state policy on indigenous and afro-descendants rights on the Atlantic Coast.
Since the early 1990s, the Nicaraguan state has promoted the idea that Atlantic
Coast indigenous and afro-descendant land demarcation and titling should be based on a
non-territorial reflection of current use (or uso actual) --meaning that the state is only
obligated to title discrete parcels of land that indigenous and afro-descendant
communities can demonstrate they currently use in an intensive way for subsistence
purposes. The uso actual concept is based on mestizo smallholder or agrarian reform
models --that is, a family of four requires so many hectares of land to sustain itself
through agricultural production-- as well as usufruct and national lands regimes. In the
early years of the twentieth century, Harrison-Altamirano Treaty title allotment sizes
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were determined by family size and specific subsistence practices (limited to smallholder agriculture and livestock raising).

Later indigenous and afro-descendant

communities accessed collective usufruct extension titles from the Nicaraguan state to
protect their agricultural investments on lands that the state classified as “national lands.”
In a parallel vein, successive generations of agrarian reform titles have been organized
around the mestizo smallholder model --although the agricultural cooperative model was
also common during the 1980s. Thus, the official ideologies of mestizo nationalism
Hooker tracks not only celebrated the mestizo campesino as the fundamental building
block of Nicaragua society, but they actually translated into specific forms of mestizo
small-holder land tenure as the dominant state supported tenure regime throughout
Nicaragua.
State sanctioned usufruct rights and agrarian reform titles (for individuals and
collectives) based in the national lands concept privilege rights determined by use, need,
or possession within an agriculture-livestock (agro-pecuario) model of production. Both
concepts have grounded state titling initiatives for indigenous and afro-descendant
communities through the twentieth century and continue to hold considerable weight
today despite the impressive corpus of law that supports alternative communal and
territorial regimes for black and indigenous Costeños. Moreover, these models suture
over cultural and historical justifications for black and indigenous land rights, instead
privileging mestizo nationalist and economic rationales for the organization of Costeño
land tenure. Today prevalent national discourses concerning economic development,
rural poverty, and landlessness tend to reinforce the perspective that material needs at the
national level override cultural and historical arguments for indigenous and afrodescendant territorial claims.
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A number of contradictions arise when trying to reconcile indigenous and afrodescendant communal regimes --and the material, cultural, and historical premises on
which they are based-- with state models. First, the national emphasis on agro-pecuario
models of production does not mesh well with indigenous and afro-descendant land use
patterns, which depend on access to expansive and diverse terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems. The ganadería model --now the dominant productive activity associated with
mestizo agricultural frontier settlement on the Atlantic Coast-- involves the conversion of
forested lands into pasturage and has spread at an alarming rate in the last decade
destroying Atlantic Coast forest reserves, which tend to be concentrated in regions
claimed by indigenous and afro-descendant communities.
Perhaps an unintended consequence of the expansion of ganadería and
agricultural frontier is the illegal traffic in Atlantic Coast lands. Following a pattern
established during the Somoza years, mestizo colonists (including former Contra
combatants from the armed conflict of the 1980s) settle forested lands and clear them for
pasturage, then sell the lands to secondary waves of colonists often using handwritten
letters of sale (cartas de venta) to document the purchase. The legalization of trafficked
lands often depends on suspect titles or documents issued by municipal and regional
officials as well as out-right document and registry fraud based in falsified usufruct titles.
In this case, land colonization has become a productive strategy or commercial activity
through the traffic of land. Rather than lands simply providing a means of subsistence
and livelihood, they have become a commodity to be bought and sold. State corruption
and a faltering national economy fuel the traffic in Costeño lands.
Second, the state’s emphasis on uso actual limits indigenous and afro-descendant
claims based in the revindication of historic domain. This becomes especially crucial as
communities struggle to regain access to and control over lands subject to on-going
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colonization by terceros. Lastly, state emphasis on uso actual promotes deterritorialization of indigenous and afro-descendant claims. If definitions of uso actual
are based on agro-pecuario production, then titling is limited to prescribed forms of land
use within specific zones. Thus real titles would be issued only for certain parcels of land
within territorial claims. The state has also indicated its willingness to extend broad
collective usufruct rights for fishing, hunting, and certain forms of resource harvesting on
“national lands,” although it has been unwilling to make the jump to property rights for
indigenous and afro-descendant territories based on communal land tenure and customary
use. These alternative forms of titling or legalization tend to undermine the territorial
integrity of indigenous and afro-descendant communal land claims opening lands within
those claims to exploitation, privatization, and settlement by other interests. In this
scenario, the state would also maintain its ability to promote specific types of exploitation
and investment in the region.
The Nicaraguan state’s emphasis on maintaining state administrative control over
coast lands and natural resources is linked to 1) the promotion of national economic
development policy in the region and 2) the perceived threat of indigenous and afrodescendant proto-nationalist politics to Nicaraguan territorial sovereignty on the Atlantic
Coast.

At the national level, discussions concerning national unification and

development often focus on the full integration of Atlantic Coast territory and peoples
into the nation state and the national economy. Historically, the state has viewed the
Coast as an important vehicle for national development primarily through the exploitation
and export of natural resources. Today the central government emphasizes the Atlantic
Coast’s strategic importance in promoting the nation’s ability to compete in the global
marketplace through a series of ambitious projects including a trans-isthmus dry canal,
trans-isthmus petroleum pipeline, offshore petroleum exploration, and forestry
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concessions. These strategies conform to 1) wider neo-liberal economic development
policies promoted by multi-lateral institutions like the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) and the Inter American Development Bank (IADB) and 2) related plans for
regional integration and globalization through trade liberalization, development of
infrastructure, and foreign capital investment such as the Central American Free Trade
Agreement (CAFTA) and the Plan Puebla-Panamá (PPP). Thus state development policy
for the Coast has adopted a clear economic and national integrationist rhetoric that is neoliberal and pro-globalization favoring capitalist enterprise and international investment.
While business and investment themselves are not necessarily contrary to indigenous and
afro-descendant peoples’ aspirations for economic development, the idea that the state
and international interests should condition the terms of development on the Coast clash
with the basic tenets of autonomy.
The municipal restructuring that took place in the 1990s marked the strengthening
of state-based administrative and territorial structures on the Atlantic Coast.

The

formation of new municipal boundaries in regions demographically controlled by mestizo
populations and the influx of mestizo immigrants into areas formerly dominated by
indigenous and afro-descendant populations changed radically the electoral and
administrative landscape in the RAAS. Today mestizos represent the majority population
--dominating demographically in nine of the twelve municipalities in the RAAS
including Paiwas, La Cruz de Río Grande, El Tortuguero, Rama, El Ayote, Muelle de los
Bueyes, Kukra Hill, Bluefields and Nueva Guinea.

Indigenous and afro-descendant

people represent the demographic majority in the municipalities of Pearl Lagoon,
Desembocadura del Río Grande, and Corn Island. Created in 1995, the municipality of
Tortuguero, where the vast majority of the population immigrated from Chontales in the
1990s, is a striking example of the profound demographic changes that have promoted
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the development of new mestizo majority municipalities in the RAAS.479 In a relatively
short period, the municipality has become a central administrative structure in the region
and the mestizo population has emerged as a powerful electoral base and political
constituency.
The emergence of the municipality as a key administrative regime in the RAAS
can also be linked to wider decentralization policies initiated by Violeta Chamorro’s
administration in the 1990s. Throughout Latin America, multilateral organizations like
the World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank have promoted
decentralization as a vehicle for state modernization and economic transformation with a
focus on the municipality as the primary administrative unit of the decentralized state. In
the case of the Autonomous Regions of the Atlantic Coast of Nicaragua, Mattern points
out that decentralization and municipal strengthening have not taken into consideration
two already existent levels of governance –the regional autonomous and local communal
regimes.480 As Ortega Hegg and Navas suggest decentralization policies often by-pass
the regional autonomous governments on the Atlantic Coast by focusing on municipal
administration and governance.481 Thus decentralization has promoted the administrative
dominance of the municipality and has reinforced the profound lack of regulation and
coordination between communal, municipal, regional, and central governance.

The

modes of communication and coordination that do exist between different levels of
governance most often are channeled through political party structures –the primary
building blocks of a highly polarized political culture in Nicaragua.
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2000), 19.
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At this stage of their evolution, one can argue that decentralization and municipal
reordering in the RAAS have tended to undermine indigenous and afro-descendant
territorial claims and communal property regimes. For example, projects executed by the
Nicaraguan Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources (MARENA) for the
development of rural municipalities, the creation of municipal ecological parks, and the
formation of municipal environmental commissions on the Atlantic Coast are primarily
oriented towards strengthening municipal technical and administrative capacity in the
areas of natural resource management and local development.482 While the management
of natural resources and promotion of local development are important objectives, the
prioritization of the municipality over marginalized indigenous and afro-descendant
territorial and administrative regimes undermines these communities’ political and
material rights. A 1998 CACRC-CIDCA study argues that, “In practice the existence of
municipal governments in the autonomous regions diminishes the viability of ‘traditional’
communal structures like communal boards, elder’s councils, and (especially) síndicos.
This is largely due to the fact that these institutions do not benefit from the formal legal
authority of the state” as does the municipality.483
Moreover, institutional strengthening at the municipal level is in many ways
dependent on increasing municipal budgets --usually through taxation. Atlantic Coast
municipalities tend to be fiscally weak without a solid tax base. On the Coast, the most
(potentially) productive tax bases are private property and business oriented towards the
exploitation of natural resources (e.g. industrial fishing, seafood packing plants, logging,
petroleum), the industrial agro-pecuario sector (e.g. African oil palm, shrimp farming),
transportation and infrastructure mega-projects (e.g. canal seco, petroleum pipeline), and
tourism. The growth of cattle ranching --which has been so detrimental to Atlantic Coast
482
483

Corredor Biológico del Atlántico (CBA) (2002) http://www.marena.gob.ni/proyectos.htm
CCARC, 117.
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forest reserves-- also provides tax revenue through the matriculation of livestock at the
municipal level.

Thus indigenous and afro-descendant community-level economic

activities (e.g. artisan fishing) as well as communal tenure regimes, which are not subject
to taxation, are not valued within efforts to promote institutional strengthening and
governance at the municipal level. The following chapter looks at how national efforts to
promote mega-project development through a trans-oceanic railway shape nationalist
historiography for the Coast.

I explore how Monkey Point women’s oral history

challenges nationalist appropriation of community lands using counter-narratives based
on a dual diasporic-autochthonous community identity.
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Chapter 6: Diasporic Pasts, Autochthonous Futures: A Creole
Women’s Oral History from the Margins

Sometimes the people say that we are just black people, we are black people.
They say that we have no rights here of this land, this community land, because
we are from Africa, we are from Africa.
Community Leader, Monkey Point, Nicaragua
Indigenous groups, by the fact of their very existence, have the right to live freely
in their own territory; the close ties of indigenous people with the land must be
recognized and understood as the fundamental basis of their cultures, their
spiritual life, their integrity, and their economic survival. For indigenous
communities, relations to the land are not merely a matter possession and
production but a material and spiritual element which they must fully enjoy, even
to preserve their cultural legacy and transmit it to future generations.
Inter-American Court of Human Rights Sentence, Awas Tingni vs. Republic of
Nicaragua
Far from being grounded in mere ‘recovery’ of the past, which is waiting to be
found, and which when found, will secure our sense of ourselves into eternity,
identities are the names we give to the different ways we are positioned by, and
position ourselves within, the narratives of the past.
Stuart Hall, Cultural Identity and Diaspora

A history of the present, in this case oral history and social memory, often takes
center stage in community politics. In Monkey Point, history is primarily the domain of
women as is community leadership. For me nights at Monkey Point are dominated by
memories of smacking sand flies on the veranda of the health clinic and listening to the
community’s leader Miss Judy tell stories of her days as a combat nurse in La Cruz de
Río Grande when the war was “hot” on that part of the Coast. Storytelling is an art form
and I have yet to meet a group of people who do it as well as Monkey Point women.
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Spanning some five generations, women’s memories go back much farther than wartime
in La Cruz and today are irrevocably entangled with the question of who has rights to
land and even a modicum of political legitimacy on the Atlantic Coast.
Competing for material rights in an ideological field where nationalist and
indigenous interpretations of rights dominate and identities are stable, naturalized, and
bounded in space and time, Monkey Point women are all too aware of the tactical debility
of African origins and being “just black” in Nicaragua. Despite the fact that black
communities’ rights to land and natural resources are guaranteed by multicultural
legislation such as the 1987 Autonomy Law and 2002 Demarcation Law, today,
communal land rights on the Atlantic Coast are most often justified using the language of
indigenous rights. The paradox of how to reconcile an African or Caribbean past with
indigenous rights and related constructions of autochthonous territoriality provides an
extensive subterranean life to community politics and wider movements for land rights
and political autonomy on the Coast, where the past has become a crucial vehicle to an
authentic and legitimate political future. As a community of African descent located in
the heart of an indigenous territorial claim and the projected site for the largest national
infrastructure development project in Nicaragua to date, Monkey Point histories, today,
involve high stakes.
Based in a Creole women’s history that exists on the margins of more powerful
nationalist and Costeño narratives of identity and the past, this chapter explores how
Monkey Point community identities (in the making) are constrained by and re-imagine
the past in contemporary struggles for communal land rights. Oral history and social
memory give insight into how women as the central protagonists in community politics
have developed race, class, and gender identities, which inform their political subjectivity
and resistive and accommodative practice. Women’s narratives abut the past provide
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fertile terrain for understanding the formation and transformation of community identities
through interpellation and self-making; and, not incidentally, relay a version of history
that has long remained unintelligible in wider renderings of the past.
While embracing the notion that the past gains its significance through its
positioning or politicization in the present, my analysis maintains a certain degree of
investment in the materiality of the past, inasmuch as past events reflect certain kinds of
historically constituted relations of power that persist today. In making this argument, I
draw on theorists such as Stuart Hall, Paul Gilroy, David Scott, and Michel-Rolph
Trouillot who argue for renditions of the past that are savvy to the ways that power
conditions the historical terrain on which identities are constituted as well as the
generative possibilities of subaltern agency --past, present, and future.484 By implicating
narratives about the past in the formation of contemporary identities, I suggest that
identities are fashioned at the moment of “suture” between interpellation (how we are
positioned by narratives of the past) and self-making (how we position ourselves within
narratives of the past).485 Historical narratives, likewise, emerge from an ambiguous
tension between what happened and what is said to have happened. Trouillot calls this
ambiguity between what happened and what is said to have happened “the two sides of
historicity” and argues that “a theory of the historical narrative must acknowledge both
the distinction and the overlap between process and narrative.”486
A dual engagement with theories of identity formation and historical narrative
provides the analytical tools for unpacking the temporal and spatial interplay between
See for instance, Stuart Hall, “Cultural Identity and Diaspora,” in Colonial Discourse and Postcolonial
Theory: A Reader, ed. Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman, (New York: Columbia University Press,
1994), 392-403; Stuart Hall, “Introduction: Who Needs identity?” in Questions of Cultural Identity, ed.
Stuart Hall and Paul DuGay (London: Sage Publications, 1996), 1-17; Paul Gilroy’s analysis of “the
changing same” and “anti-anti-essentialism” in Gilroy, Black Atlantic; David Scott, “That Event, This
Memory: Notes on the Anthropology of African Diasporas in the New World,” Diaspora, 1, no. 3 (1991):
261-284; and Trouillot, Silencing the Past.
485 Scott, 279; Hall, “Cultural Identity and Diaspora,” 395; and Hall, “Who Needs Identity?” 3.
486 Trouillot, Silencing the Past, 23.
484
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specific modalities of power (capital, nation, Western white masculine hegemony, etc.)
and subaltern agency or the ways that people accept, reject, and perform interpellated or
regulatory forms of subjectivity (e.g. gender or race).487 In this context, social memory or
the remembrance of the past becomes the enactment of cultural politics, giving insight
into the ways that identities are fashioned through resistive and accommodative practice
over time.488 This approach to social memory as cultural politics allows for an analysis
that interrogates intersecting modalities of power, which have and continue to constrain
subaltern pasts, without loosing sight of the imaginative and resistive potential of
subaltern agency, in this case Creole women’s agency.
Before engaging Monkey Point women’s narratives, the following section works
to position community history and identity within overlapping or intersecting renderings
of the past that still condition how the cultural politics of land rights unfold on the Coast.
I begin by looking at how historical references to Monkey Point as a site rather than a
community of people figure in the national imaginary and propel contemporary
campaigns for a trans-oceanic dry canal. Next I make a gender critic of another scholarly
account of Creole social memory, suggesting that feminist intersectionality theory
provides analytical insights into disparate processes of identity formation within the
Atlantic Coast Creole community that have otherwise gone unelaborated within wider or
more authoritative representations of the Creole past. The body of the chapter engages
Monkey Point women’s narratives through an analysis of identity formation and the
cultural politics of land rights. I conclude by revisiting the tension between diasporic

Hall, “Who Needs Identity?” 13.
For a definition of cultural politics see, Glenn Jordon and Chris Weedon, Cultural Politics: Class,
Gender, Race, and the Postmodern World, (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995), 5. They write, “The legitimation of
social relations of inequality, and the struggle to transform them are central concerns of CULTURAL
POLITICS. Cultural politics fundamentally determine the meanings of social practices and, moreover,
which groups and individuals have the power to define these meanings. Cultural politics are also concerned
with subjectivity and identity, since culture plays a central role in constituting our sense of ourselves.”
487
488
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pasts and the politics of autochthony in the community’s ongoing struggle for collective
land rights.

Histories at the Crossroads
Monkey Point community history intersects with other versions of national
history, Coast history, and Creole history, but as history winds its way down from the
nation and the region to the community it fractures and each strain is in someway
unrecognizable to the next. Monkey Point people and their neighbors at other peripheral
south coast farming communities like Corn River and Red Bank remain oddly invisible in
conventional historical sources, despite the fact that twentieth century archives for the
Coast detail diverse community histories giving a strong impression of the breadth of
Costeño mobilization for land during the last century.489 Instead, historical documents
reference Monkey Point exclusively as a place or a prominent geographical locale on the
south coast, never as a community of people with a shared identity tied to a place. Not
simply an artifact of the past or an accident of historical omission, their absence is in
some respects due to their marginality as a peripheral black farming community, but also
is linked to nationalist ideologies that have worked to position Creoles as foreign counternational subjects due to their Afro-Caribbean origins and their historical resistance to the
Nicaraguan state. While this mode of nationalist representation is not monolithic or
uncontested, it nevertheless continues to condition the ideological terrain for both the
Nicaraguan left and right in contemporary politics.
Fashioned by the demands of transnational capital and filtered through the lens of
nationalist sentiment, most historical references to Monkey Point coalesce around efforts
Here I refer to conventional archival sources, many of which I reference in my earlier historical
chapters, such as Atlantic Coast newspapers, British and US consulate papers, letters and personal
documents, land titles from the public registry in Bluefields, travel narratives, etc.
489
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to develop an inter-oceanic railway for Nicaragua using the community’s deepwater
harbor as the Atlantic terminus and port. The most prominent historical examples are a
project promoted by British Royal Navy captain Bedford Pim in the 1860s and a second
project during the Zelaya presidency less than a decade after Nicaragua’s military
annexation of the Atlantic Coast in 1894. Pim published an account of this failed venture
in a text entitled “The Gate of the Pacific” --a catch phrase that still resonates today and
has become a slogan in the current administration’s campaign to promote a contemporary
dry canal project.490
The second project known as the Atlantic Railroad began in 1904, laying twentytwo kilometers of rail from the Monkey Point harbor inland toward a port slated for San
Miguelito on the eastern shore of Lake Nicaragua before a US backed Conservative
revolution toppled the Zelaya presidency and halted construction in 1909.491 The route
was to create a transport corridor across the land bridge between the Caribbean littoral
and the great Lake Nicaragua, uniting the geographic divide between Pacific Nicaragua
and the isolated Atlantic Coast region. In preparation for construction, Zelaya granted
vast titles lining the proposed route at Monkey Point and along the Punta Gorda River
basin to relatives, political intimates, and a few chosen European venture capitalists who
financed the endeavor (See Illustration 3).492

Bedford Pim The Gate of the Pacific (London: Lovell Reeve & Co., 1863).
Orient Bolivar Juarez, El Ferrocarril de Nicaragua: Historia y Liquidación (Managua: Comisión de
Liquidación del Ferrocarril de Nicaragua, 1997), 22.
492 Illustration 3, Zelaya land grant map, 1918, CP, CIDCA-BA. Also see William B. Sorsby, US Consul,
San Juan del Norte, Nicaragua to David J. Hill, Assistant Secretary of State, Washington, DC, December,
29, 1900, Confidential No. 439, USCD, BLA-UT.
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Illustration 3: Zelaya land grants lining the Monkey Point-San Miguelito railway
The titles throughout the Punta Gorda basin were slated for banana production
and the proposed railway was to provide the infrastructure for their transport to a new
coastal port planned for Monkey Point, which was to be named “Puerto Zelaya” and
converted into a bustling development pole that could rival the free port to the south at
San Juan del Norte (See Illustration 4).493 The Monkey Point-San Miguelito railway was
just one of many initiatives in Zelaya’s so-called Liberal Revolution oriented towards
modernization and consolidation of the Nicaraguan nation-state.

At this time,

competition for control over an inter-oceanic canal route dominated US interventionist
politics in Central America and Zelaya’s project was a clear assertion of Nicaraguan
sovereignty in the face of US imperialism.

493 Illustration 4, Monkey Point, Puerto de Nicaragua sobre el Mar Caribe, Croquis de Viajero hecho
Expresamente para la “Guía General de Nicaragua” de Daniel S. Melénez, San Salvador, C.A., c. 1905,
CIDCA-BA. Also see A. L. M. Gottschalk, US Consul, San Juan del Norte, Nicaragua to David J. Hill,
Assistant Secretary of State, Washington, D.C., December 14, 1902, Confidential No. 89, USCD, BLA-UT;
and John Todd Hill, US Consul, San Juan del Norte, Nicaragua to Francis B. Loomis, Assistant Secretary
of State, Washington, D.C., February 8, 1905, No. 50, USCD, BLA-UT.
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Illustration 4: Monkey Point, Puerto de Nicaragua sobre el Mar Caribe, circa. 1905
In these accounts of infrastructure development, Monkey Point as a deep water
harbor and Atlantic terminus for the inter-oceanic railway takes on symbolic import in
the pursuit of progress, sovereignty, and nationhood. Today, General José Santos Zelaya
is often hailed as the father of the modern Nicaraguan nation-state --the historical figure
who united a divided nation through the military annexation of the Mosquito Reserve at a
time when the US dominated enclave economy was rapidly gaining momentum on the
Atlantic Coast-- an act that Zelaya would describe on the eve of his removal from power
as the most glorious and honorable moment of his presidency.494 In this vein, nationalist
accounts often frame the annexation of the Coast as a pivotal event for the pueblo
494 “Manifesto del Gral. J. S. Zelaya al Pueblo Nicaragüense,” Managua, diciembre de 1909, 14, CP,
CIDCA-BA.
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nicaragüense in the historic struggle to assert a sovereign national identity in the face of
US and British imperialism.495 But the specter of failure lingers in these accounts as
Zelaya’s aborted railway project at Monkey Point and his eventual removal from power
set the stage for more than two decades of US Marine occupation in Nicaragua.
The trope of failed nationhood figures centrally in both the left and right’s
accounts of national history and continues to structure contemporary political discourse
about the Coast. The historic struggle for Nicaraguan nationhood has mediated an uneasy
tension between the push for national sovereignty in the face of US imperialism and the
political elite’s own internal colonialism towards indigenous and afro-descendant
populations, which has found ideological grounding in the myth of Nicaragua mestiza.496
On both ends of the political spectrum, failure figures as the Nicaraguan nation’s still
incomplete struggle to consolidate a strong unified (once homogeneous mestizo, but now
increasingly multicultural) sovereign national identity.
For the left, the triumph of the Sandinista Revolution was a powerful moment of
national self-realization when there was overwhelming support for a unified political
project that was in radical opposition to outside intervention in national affairs. Today
the failure of the electoral left under the FSLN to maintain a strong mandate for its
national project has been replayed in Daniel Ortega’s perennial presidential candidacy in
the post-revolutionary period and the unfinished state of the Sandinista government’s
most powerful legacy on the Coast, the 1987 Autonomy Law.497 In an opening speech
given in Waspán, a predominantly indigenous Miskitu region of the North Atlantic
Autonomous Region (RAAN), at the outset of his 2001 bid for president, Ortega argues
See for example, Aldo Díaz Lacayo, Gobernantes de Nicaragua (1821-1979) (Managua: Aldilá Editor,
1996), 88.
496 See Gould, To Die in this Way; and Hooker, “Beloved Enemies.”
497 Ortega has run as the Frente Sandinista’s sole presidential candidate in every national election since his
defeat in 1990. He recently won the popular vote for the 2006 presidential election and will take office in
January of 2007, some seventeen years after his first defeat in 1990.
495
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that the full implementation of the Autonomy Law is the only means by which the nation
can ever achieve national unity:
To achieve this reality, the obligation is to work to strengthen national unity; it is
to recognize the rights of the Miskito people, the Sumo people, and the Rama
people; to recognize the rights of the people of the Caribbean Coast of Nicaragua
is to recognize that Nicaragua really is one and indivisible. If we do not recognize
these rights, Nicaragua will continue to be divided, the Caribbean Coast will
continue to be forgotten, the Caribbean Coast will continue to be exploited, the
Caribbean Coast will be denied.498
While Monkey Point’s indigenous Rama neighbors with whom they share a
territorial land claim have a place at the table as one of three “pueblos” or peoples native
to the Caribbean Coast of Nicaragua, Costeños of African descent (both Creole and
Garífuna) remain absent in Ortega’s speech. Adopting a nativist politics that at least
partially stems from the Frente’s productive alliance with the increasingly popular
Miskitu political party YATAMA in the RAAN, Ortega demotes black Costeños from the
status of “pueblo”, making their rights secondary to those of their indigenous
counterparts.

By blending autochthonous politics with nationalist rhetoric, he

superimposes the struggle for Costeño autonomy onto the historic push for national
consolidation, refiguring indigenous resistance as one legitimate form of nationalist
struggle. Likewise, the tendency of nativist politics to eschew black diasporic identity
and history as a legitimate position from which to make contemporary claims for
collective land rights falls in line with the nationalist impulse to exclude blacks as
legitimate subjects of the nation.499

498 Comandante Daniel Ortega, Speech for the inauguration of the 2001 presidential campaign, Waspán,
North Atlantic Autonomous Region (RAAN), August 18, 2001.
499 Also glossed is the common political stance among Miskitu people that Miskitu nationalism has little to
do with the Nicaraguan nation-state, but instead dates back to the seventeenth century Mosquito Kingdom.
The Miskitu Elder’s Council (Consejo de Ancianos) has made no secret of its support for Costeño
separatism, contesting the terms of Nicaraguan annexation and asserting an alternative nationalist vision on
the Coast.
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Taking an anti-imperialist stance wary of neoliberal development, the Nicaraguan
left does not, however, promote a dry canal at Monkey Point in the struggle for national
self-realization as does the right. Less focused on the corrupting force of imperial power
or global capital on Nicaraguan nationhood, the contemporary right posits that
development and modernization provide the key to national consolidation. The right
implicates underdevelopment as the principal culprit of failed nationhood, seeking to
recreate the Nicaraguan nation as a full and equal player in the global marketplace. For
the right, a Nicaraguan dry canal is a crucial step in laying the groundwork for the
nation’s new empowered position vis-à-vis global capital. On a visit to Bluefields for the
centenary celebration of that city in 2003, President Bolaños invokes the past in an
impassioned plea to Costeños to join his administration in imagining a new future for the
Nicaraguan nation. In a speech delivered in both Spanish and English, he references past
efforts to construct a dry canal and makes it clear that the realization of this historic
project is crucial to the contemporary struggle for nationhood:
To close, I want to invite you today to dream, dream a little. Rubén Darío told us,
‘If small is the nation, one dreams of it great.’ Bedford Pim captain of the British
navy in 1862 said, ‘The Caribbean Coast of Nicaragua is the Gate to the Pacific.’
‘The Gate to the Pacific,’ he said. The best natural port of the Caribbean. Let’s
dream it so, let’s make this port the Gate to the Pacific, building the inter-oceanic
canal crossing the great Nicaragua Lake and cutting the isthmus of Rivas to reach
the Pacific Ocean. We dream of that, we are working to be able to do it.500
As Bolaños invites Creoles to join the national project and dream a new future for
Nicaragua through the construction of a trans-oceanic dry canal, Monkey Point resistance
to the project remains an unspoken, but nevertheless powerful underlying force in the
speech. Referencing Monkey Point’s much coveted deep water harbor as the “best
natural port of the Caribbean”, the community of people at Monkey Point who continue
to assert their proprietary rights to that port are absent. While they simply drop out of
500

President Enrique Bolaños Geyer, Bluefields Centenary Speech, October 11, 2003.
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Ortega’s vision of national unification, Creoles (in this case the community at Monkey
Point) continue to silently figure as counter-national impediments to national
consolidation due to their resistance to state-centric neoliberal development. Even as the
Bolaños administration adopts a seemingly inclusive and conciliatory multicultural
stance, the Nicaraguan right welcomes Creoles into the national fold without any
fundamental restructuring of its neoliberal project to accommodate their political and
material demands.
Despite the fact that the community at Monkey Point never appears in historical
or contemporary references to railway construction, these infrastructure development
projects loom large in community history. While rendered invisible by the state and
transnational capital, black labor from the Caribbean was central to both the Zelaya
railway project and the development of the region as an enclave economy. Monkey Point
women’s social memory begins at a moment in the second half of the nineteenth century
when post-emancipation migrants from the Caribbean began to settle the Central
American coastline in search of wage earning opportunities and open agricultural lands.
Their arrival represents a later wave of immigration to the Coast well after the initial
ancestors of the contemporary Creole population formed a maroon community at
Bluefields in the 1790s. Monkey Point women’s narratives of migration and arrival are
often linked to the exigencies of racial capital and transnational labor, which supplied the
enclave economy with black workers from the Caribbean during the last decades of the
nineteenth century and first decades of the twentieth century. This period saw the influx
of black laborers alongside colored planters and merchants to the Bluefields region.
While wealthier and lighter skinned immigrants were quickly absorbed into the upper
echelons of Creole society, poorer black immigrants were labeled “Negroes” and their
darker skin, relative poverty, lack of education, and adherence to cultural practices
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associated with Africa like “Obeah” or “Voodoo” made their assimilation into Creole
society more difficult.501
Edmund T. Gordon’s exhaustive and groundbreaking ethnography of Creole
identity and politics includes a chapter on social memory, which I revisited upon my
return to the US after several years on the Coast. What I found was an account in many
ways similar, yet still significantly divergent from the narratives Monkey Point women
had told me. Gordon found many Creoles to be less than forthcoming about their history,
describing the historical knowledge they chose to relay as lacking in detail and often
embedded in or deferential to wider, more authoritative or scholarly accounts of Creole
and Coast history (93). In Gordon’s own analysis, he inter-splices two authoritative
accounts produced by prominent Creole historians Donovan Brautigam Beer and John
Wilson with oral narratives from Creoles representing a “variety of economic, gender,
age, color, educational, and social positions” in Bluefields (95).

Although the oral

narratives he collected turned up multiple and often contradictory versions of Creole
history, he also points to recurring and “relatively agreed-upon historical elements” in
Creole social memory that constitute “important components of Creole political common
sense (94).”
For instance, he found that most Creoles identified people of color from Jamaica
as the principal forbearers of the contemporary Creole community (97). Although some
younger educated Creoles more readily claimed African origins for their ancestors than
others, most Creoles emphasized European and indigenous ancestry as constitutive
elements of Creole identity.

Even though mestizaje between people of European,

indigenous, and African descent resulting in a racially mixed Creole population was a
common thread throughout the majority of accounts (100), African or enslaved ancestors

501

Gordon, Disparate Diasporaa, 66-67.
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only occasionally figured in family genealogies, which tended to go back just a few
generations (91). As such, slavery was only one theme in Creole social memories, which
incorporated both African and Anglo diasporic identities as important to the Creole past
(98). In both oral and textual accounts of Creole history, the latter identification with an
Anglo Diaspora is not only linked to white ancestry or the adoption of Creole English and
Protestantism, but is expressed within Creoles’ allusions to their ancestors’ participation
in Mosquito Reserve politics and their positive evaluation of Anglo institutions on the
Coast particularly the Moravian Church (102, 104).

At the same time, Creoles

overwhelmingly identified General George Hodgson, a masculine representative of the
Bluefields political elite, as the most notable historical protagonist in Creole history
known for his military campaign against the Nicaraguan state for Atlantic Coast
independence in the late 1920s (110-111).

While my synopsis of what Gordon

characterizes as recurring “discursive fragments” constitutive of Creole common sense is
at best a generalization (94), he emphasizes the disparate threads in oral accounts to
support his argument that that Creole identity and politics are not and have never been
“monolithic, internally consistent, or stable (x),” but instead incorporate at least two
modes of identification that are located within the African and Anglo Diasporas (xi).
Monkey Point women’s social memories, however, add yet another disparate
thread to the analysis.

I argue that women’s historical narratives lend insight into

disparate processes of color and class formation within the Creole community that are
profoundly gendered. I suggest that these disparate processes do not fully emerge in
Gordon’s treatment of Creole social memory because he does not make color, class, and
gender equally analytically relevant subject positions, which often find their most
powerful expression through one another. Although he incorporates narratives from
inter-generational Creole men and women who represent diverse positions in Creole
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color and class hierarchies, there are few openings through which to decipher how
disparate subject positions and intersecting relations of inequality influence what men
and women say about their pasts and how they understand their histories.
In contrast, Monkey Point women’s oral histories are detailed, intimate, and
effusive narratives, structured around ancestral female protagonists and filtered through
complex and expansive family genealogies that stretch back as many as five generations.
Women seemed largely unconcerned with the notion of authoritative historical
knowledge, beyond the fact that their accounts were clearly conveyed to me as their own
authoritative histories for Monkey Point. They made no claims to represent a wider
Creole past, but their histories were authoritatively situated in particular social memories
and subjectivities that reflect their own histories of color, class, and gender
subordination.502 As I listened to their narratives it became immediately clear to me that
not only did they know these histories better than anyone else, but they frequently
returned to well-trod family histories that have been reproduced in an inter-generational
sense with at least some degree of relative consistency. In doing so, they locate slavery
and the particular histories of enslaved ancestors as crucial elements in their origins as an
Atlantic Coast Creole community.
While mestizaje between indigenous Mosquitians and Caribbean blacks does
figure in Monkey Point women’s narratives, there is little reference to white ancestors or
European cultural antecedents.

Monkey Point women point to mestizaje between

indigenous Mosquitians and Caribbean blacks in their own community as evidence of
their Creole roots, but their Mosquitian Creole identity stands in tension with other strains
in their narratives that stress the particularities of the black diasporic experience.
502 See Donna Haraway, “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of
Partial Perspective,” in Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature, pp. 183-201 (New
York: Routledge, 1991). Haraway questions any knowledge claim that purports to have access to
unfettered objectivity; that is, the unmarked positionality of the ‘disembodied’ subject. She suggests, “only
partial perspective promises objective visions (190).”
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Established nearly a century after the initial maroon community at Bluefields, Monkey
Point is a product of post-emancipation immigration during the enclave period. Monkey
Point identity as Creole today remains tenuous vis-à-vis Bluefields Creoles largely due to
their lack of European ancestry and their late arrival to the Coast, even if the latter is
mediated by their ancestors’ indigenous roots.
Women’s references to pre-incorporation history during the Mosquito Reserve
period are sparse. Although they are generally familiar with this history, it does not
figure in their narratives and their ancestors are not remembered as political protagonists
in Reserve politics. At the same time, Monkey Point women’s evaluations of elite Creole
institutions in Bluefields tend to be negative and some criticize the Moravian Church as
exclusionary. The majority of Monkey Point people belong to the Anglican Church,
which they claim is more inclusive and accepting of poorer black people. This is a
particularly important point as Creole women make up the vast majority of churchgoers
within their communities and church participation is one of the most crucial means for
women to achieve a moral standing within the wider Creole community. Monkey Point
women have pointed out to me that the Moravian practice of wearing all white to special
Eucharist services and normal dresses for all other Sunday services, excludes those who
only have one nice dress from participation in the holy sacrament.
In a similar vein, the community’s leader Miss Judy told me a story about her
experience of leaving Monkey Point as a child to go to school in Bluefields. It was an
account interwoven with painful memories of how her origins in a rural black farming
community limited her acceptance among her new peers in Bluefields. The reasons for
leaving came out in one of her oral history interviews:
I had eight years. About eight years, because another lady give us class here. My
uncle wife she used to teach us in a private school because in this Monkey Point
we never did have this kind of a service that everybody else in the country have.
Like you know having school, clinic, and church, and you know… So, that’s why
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you see the people here in Monkey Point have such a low level of education, you
know, because true they couldn’t afford to get everybody up (Interview, August
2001).
She later explained the problems she encountered once she left the community. She told
me that when she was eight years old she moved from Monkey Point to Bluefields with
her aunt. Everyone in Bluefields called her the “Monkey Point girl.” She couldn’t go to
the Moravian School because she said her Creole was too thick and she wouldn’t make it
there. All her life she felt ashamed of her thick Creole and afraid to speak up in class and
in public because of her experiences when she first arrived in Bluefields to live as a child.
She concluded by pointing to a bitter irony resulting from her identity as a Monkey Point
girl who had grown up, worked, and raised a family in Bluefields. Although she had
lived in Bluefields for some fifty years, she was always known as a Monkey Point
woman and in some respects had suffered marginalization due to her community identity.
Now that she had returned to Monkey Point to defend communal land rights, everyone
said she was not really from the community, but that she was from Bluefields and had
taken up a fight that was not hers to wage. Many even suggested that her involvement in
community politics was motivated by a desire to profit from the construction of a dry
canal on community lands. Why else would she go back down there?

A Creole Women’s History
The following oral history is compiled from interviews with the three central
figures in Monkey Point politics. All three are women, all are related, and each is a
community leader and matriarch in her own right, presiding over a large extended family.
In her early sixties, Miss Judy has sat at the president of the communal board of Monkey
Point since the mid 1990s.503 She has the most formal education of the three women,
503

I use pseudonyms for the women in this chapter.
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receiving her high school education as an adult in the late 1970s and afterward studying
to be a nurse in the early 1980s. She credits the Sandinista Revolution for her education
and professional training and continues to be a strong supporter of the Sandinista Party.
The mother of five grown children, four of whom live outside of Nicaragua, she was
separated from her husband during the revolutionary years when he left Nicaragua to live
in the United States. Miss Judy worked as a nurse at the Bluefields hospital for many
years before she asked the Nicaraguan Ministry of Health (MINSA) to transfer her to
Monkey Point after the government built a health clinic there in the late 1990s. She
recently retired from her service with the Ministry of Health and now works as the
Secretary of the Directive Board for the Rama Territory. An active participant in both
community and regional politics, Miss Judy ran as a candidate in the 1990s with the
Frente Sandinista for councilwoman to the South Atlantic Autonomous Regional Council
and for mayor of Bluefields.
The second narrator, Miss Rebecca is Miss Judy’s half sister and is the oldest of
the three women. She has sat as the community’s síndica or the communal leader
charged with the management of communal land and natural resources since 1999.504
Miss Rebecca became síndica after a male relative who had held the position before her
was accused of selling communal land to a foreign land speculator in anticipation of dry
canal construction. Creole and indigenous women very rarely assume the position of
síndico as it is considered a masculine leadership position, particularly due to the
assumed expertise and knowledge men have about the land. Miss Rebecca is the mother
of eight grown children, including one grown son who was killed as a Contra combatant
during the 1980s. Her husband has been deceased for many years. Many of her children
504 The síndico position was created by a Nicaraguan Executive Decree in 1919, but it did not become
institutionalized in the southern region of the Atlantic Coast until the first years of the Somoza regime.
Historically, the síndico figure has been an important Miskitu and Mayangna leadership position charged
with the management of communal lands and natural resources. Rama, Garífuna, and (some) Creole
communities do not have a síndico tradition.
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fled to Costa Rica during the war years and while many have returned, she still has two
grown daughters who live with their families in Costa Rica. A number of her adult
children have been central players in community politics since the late 1990s. Although
Miss Rebecca has a strong critique of the revolutionary years that stems from her painful
memories of armed conflict and the death of her son, she supported the Sandinista
government’s social policy and has a harsh critique of the current Liberal administration.
Miss Sarah, the third narrator, is in her early sixties and is a cousin of the other
two women. Married to her third husband, she has more than dozen grown children of
which only three are female. She is well educated by community standards and has long
taken a central role in community politics. Although she sat as secretary to the Monkey
Point communal board while I was working with the community, she had become
disaffected with community politics and had begun to take a less active role than in years
past. Miss Sarah has particularly close ties to the Rama community of Punta de Águila,
located to the south of Monkey Point, because her mother was an indigenous woman
from that community. Her aunt on her father’s side, however, raised her in Bluefields
from an early age in the same household where Miss Judy grew up. She spent a good
deal of her childhood and young adulthood in the community and her father was a
Monkey Point farmer most of his life. Like Miss Judy, she has taken an active role in
regional politics, although she is politically aligned with the right and does not have a
favorable analysis of the Sandinista Party or the revolutionary years. In the late 1990s,
she ran an unsuccessful candidacy for regional councilwoman for Monkey Point with the
Multiethnic Indigenous Party (PIM), a largely Creole regional political party aligned with
the powerful rightwing national Liberal Constitutionalist Party (PLC).
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I. Charlotte and Hutchin (mid to late 1800s)
For all three women, Monkey Point’s origins are entangled with a history of
slavery and migration and a family genealogy that begins in the nineteenth century with a
woman named Charlotte from the northern Mosquitia. Charlotte was a young Indian
woman enslaved by white people at Big Sandy Bay and her personal history always sets
the stage for discussions of community origins. Miss Sarah explains:
Her mother had her for a white guy and she was a very good looking Indian girl,
that’s why the mistress son got in love with her. But well she was of low
category, was a slave, she didn’t have nothing in common then to say well that
these people would accept her in their family through their son. She was known
as a low class person, but well, the boy didn’t mind about that. He was really in
love with her. So to get him to stop going around with her, his mother found a
way to create a problem between she and the girl. And she end up by hitting her
on her nose bridge with a pot spoon to disfigure her appearance and her face. So
after that, well, then the boy didn’t worry too much with her (Interview, July
2002).
After Charlotte’s relationship with her mistress’s son ended, she left the
household and made her way to Grand Cayman Island.

Each woman’s version of

Charlotte’s migration to Grand Cayman differs slightly. Miss Rebecca suggests that
Charlotte was sent with her mother to Grand Cayman as a slave, “They went to Caymans.
A lot of Indians they catch and they carry them to Caymans (Interview, September
2001).” Yet another version says that Charlotte together with a group of slaves escaped
from her mistress and left the Coast for Grand Cayman, where she then met her husband
Hutchin Nixon: “This girl with the noise, she marry to an African in Cayman, so the
children came out, you know, mulatto. Then she had these children and they grow up in
Caymans (Miss Judy, Interview, August 2001).” A final version suggests that Hutchin
Nixon came from the islands to work as a wage laborer during the post-emancipation
Caribbean migrations to the Mosquitian mainland, there he met Charlotte:
Miss Sarah: Well these black slaves came migrating all the way from the United
States and ended up on the island them out there and on the main in Central
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America. So Hutchin Nixon came then and was working because the white
people them open work on the Coast here and the black slave them came and they
get work then…
Jennifer: They were working as free men?
Miss Sarah: Yeah, they didn’t have them like before working as slave, they pay
them then. Because well they had freedom, somewhere around there they got
freedom and they came all about and settled themselves… So well Hutchin came
down and there was where he got work with these white people and there he saw
Charlotte and fell in love with her. He didn’t mind about what did happen to her
nose, because well I believe she had a mark there but she was still good looking
then. She was still good looking though. So he married her then and they were
here up in the north, then afterward he took her to Grand Cayman (Interview, July
2002).
It is not clear if Hutchin was born in Africa or was once enslaved in the Caribbean, but
the women emphasize his identity as a black man of African descent with roots in a
Caribbean slave society as they do Charlotte’s experience as an indigenous slave in the
Mosquitia. Each woman’s version references the memory of what Monkey Point people
call “slavery times” and locates their ancestors’ origins in a history of migration and
mestizaje in the post-emancipation Caribbean.

II. Rachel and Hutchin, Jr. (late 1800s)
Back in Grand Cayman, Charlotte and Hutchin Nixon had a son named Hutchin,
Jr. who married a black woman named Rachel Miles. Together Rachel and Hutchin, Jr.
returned to the Atlantic Coast with their five young children in the 1880s and established
themselves at Monkey Point where they found black people already settled.
Jennifer: Did they go straight to Monkey Point or did they go to Bluefields?
Miss Sarah: They was here in Bluefields, because what my old people told me,
they used to stay from the Park go back. That time Bluefields wasn’t even a
village yet. Right where you see the park is now, right back there was big farm.
Big plantation. So Rachel and Hutchin had farm back there too, plant and things.
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Then they went down to Monkey Point. When they went to Monkey Point they
found black people there already.
Jennifer: Why did they go to Monkey Point?
Miss Sarah: Because this Bodden, Afford Bodden, he and my [great] grandmother
they were friends from Grand Cayman, you would say well country people from
Cayman. But he told them that in Monkey Point they have plenty land and good
place to work and no one there much only Indians. Yeah, but him get a piece of
land there from them and he was farming. And well they heard that and said they
would go and they went. So they was down there then. That was before 1900.
Because in 1900 when the German them reach to open up this railroad my
ancestors were there already by my father, the black side was there and well the
Indian them was there. They went and they made farm, plant and thing, they had
the children (Interview, July 2002).
In an earlier interview, Miss Sarah characterizes her ancestors arrival at Monkey Point
more succinctly, “We black people was slaves. We came down to this place after we got
our freedom and we plant things – coco, sweet potatoes – better than the Spaniards
[mestizos] them. We got that from our ancestors that teach us to plant them things
(Interview, November 2001).”
Miss Judy’s account suggests that Rachel and Hutchin, Jr. bypassed Bluefields
altogether because, although slavery had been abolished, “slavery was yet there”; that is,
racial inequality still structured material relations and Monkey Point provided a refuge
for free blacks in search of land and an independent livelihood.
Miss Judy: So when slavery time was free in Nicaragua, they wanted to come
back. So they came back, but when they reach to Bluefields, slavery was yet
there. It wasn’t so much pressure, but a man by the name of Hodgson, that owned
so many slave, he was like this if you don’t have money to buy food and your
necessary, you’d have to go in to work with his group as a slave and they give you
food. So when they reach here they was so afraid of the slavery time again, they
keep on. They came from Cayman in a big craft sailing boat and they keep on.
They said they not going to stop Bluefields. So they unite with some other
people, black people and other Indian and so they begin to sail. They say they are
going to go Costa Rica because in Costa Rica it was more freedom. So while they
is coming down to sailing, you know, they reach to this Monkey Point through
[bad] weather. The weather --so you know how the harbor is, when they get in
the harbor well it was calm. So they land here…. They say well the weather was
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so rough and they was so tired and they asked the Indian people them if they
would let them be here because what they were running from slavery. So they
begin to tell them, they can work on bringing plant, the yam and coco and
different food them was carrying along with them. So the rest, the big group
leave, but this family stayed. (Interview, October 2, 2001)
But all three women agree that when Rachel and Hutchin, Jr. arrived at Monkey Point
they found black people already there along with Rama Indians. Miss Rebecca explains:
Miss Rebecca: Other black people was here before that because here was back
home.
Jennifer: Where did they come from?
Miss Rebecca: They the blacks people them well they has to come from the same
Africans and different places, like the Africans them say Jamaican and Trinidad.
All up that way they come Nicaragua…
Jennifer: Did the people come to hide in Monkey Point also?
Miss Rebecca: Also the African them come and hide, hide into Monkey Point.
They come all the way down, travel hiding years ago. They go to the islands and
from the islands they come across and all in sailing boats. So they come and hide
in those place, like say in Orinoco, Monkey Point, and all the places hiding for
years. So well the generation gone till well they don’t even know they left life to
get back or know anyone in them place to get back, the black people, so they just
stay and mix up with the Indian. So that is why they are calling we the Creole.
We are calling Creole through our Indian and African, black people are mix up.
So they call us Creole (Interview, September 2001).
In all accounts, women locate their ancestor’s origins in an African Diaspora that
brought black people to the Americas as enslaved labor. Although the women agree that
Charlotte was an indigenous slave from Big Sandy Bay, they do not describe their black
ancestors as having been enslaved on the Atlantic Coast. Their ancestors arrived to the
Caribbean as enslaved Africans, but the women locate their immigration to the
Nicaraguan Atlantic Coast in the context of resistance to enslavement or relations of
inequality in other places. This resistance is located within a larger effort to find land and
establish an independent farming community free from racial servitude and exploitative
labor relations. Throughout the accounts, there is a degree of semantic slippage between
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references to “slavery times,” which lasted until the 1830s in the British Caribbean and
until the early 1840s in the Mosquitia, and the racial and class subordination that
continued to structure economic and social relations in the post-emancipation nineteenth
century, pointing to the centrality of the historical experience of enslavement in
structuring women’s social memories of community origins and settlement.

Today

community members locate their own experiences of racial and economic exploitation
within references to past enslavement and contemporary inequality is often rhetorically
challenged with the declaration, “This is not slavery times!”
At the same time, the women link the process of becoming Creole in the postemancipation period to diverse histories of migration throughout the Western Caribbean
region and mestizaje between black or African ancestors and indigenous Mosquitians.
Not only is the white or European contribution to Creole identity largely absent in
Monkey Point accounts, but the Creole identity women claim is a specifically black
Creole identity: “We are calling Creole through our Indian and African. Black people are
mix up, so they call us Creole.” The women characterize community identity as a
racially mixed Creole identity that originated in the nineteenth century Mosquitia, while
simultaneously emphasizing their identity as black people who are historically part of a
wider Afro-Caribbean Diaspora. Even as they suggest that intermarriage with indigenous
Mosquitians resulted in a new Creole identity native to the Atlantic Coast region, African
origins and the experience of enslavement in the Caribbean continue to structure their
wider understandings of who they are and where they come from. As such, the notion of
an autochthonous Mosquitian Creole identity does not displace but coexists with a
pointedly black diasporic identity that locates at least one segment of their ancestors’
origins in the Caribbean and Africa.

This dual autochthonous/diasporic identity

structures the three women’s understandings of community origins and identity.
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According to the women, Rachel and Hutchin, Jr. were living in Monkey Point in
the early 1900s when President Zelaya began construction on the Monkey Point-San
Miguelito railway project. In all three cases, Monkey Point women associate the military
annexation of the Atlantic Coast by the Nicaraguan state in 1894 with Zelaya’s expansive
expropriation of Rama and Creole lands at Monkey Point and along the Punta Gorda river
basin shortly before he began railway construction. This historical moment is central in
women’s social memory because it represents the first time that their family’s rights to
land at Monkey Point were denied by the Nicaraguan state.505 All three women have
clear and precise memories of the Zelaya grants and their accounts allude to
contemporary disputes over land at Monkey Point that have resulted from the sale of
those early Zelaya grants to outsiders in recent years.
Miss Sarah: So when Zelaya took over Monkey Point and share it up, black
people was there already. He found the black people them there. Our
grandparents was there, the Bodden family was there, the Dixon family was there.
So he couldn’t say that the place, that it was no one there and then Indians was
there because the Indians and the black people them too… They didn’t ask no
one anything and President Zelaya didn’t take into consideration to much the
black people them either. Not even the Indians them because they didn’t secure a
piece of land for them with a document, “okay, that for you there.” Simply they
went in and they started to work and who was there work too. They didn’t run the
people them out. But they didn’t give them no security with the land (Interview,
July 2002).
Miss Judy: They come and when they had this revolution they Conservative and
the Red.506 And when the Red took over, the Zelaya give to all his soldiers and
those that he promote, he come and he measure up all this whole place here south
505 These early land grants have had lasting consequences for the community. In the late 1990s an old title
was renewed and sold to a US business interest named John Vogel by a Creole from Bluefields. The
executive president of a seafood processing and export company at the Bluff, John Vogel also has roots in
the Bluefields community through German ancestors who immigrated to the region in the nineteenth
century. President Zelaya originally granted the title to a wealthy Creole from Bluefields of Caymanian
descent named John Bodden. Bodden was the only Creole recipient of a Zelaya grant in the Monkey PointPunta Gorda zone. Today he has ancestors in Bluefields who renewed their claim to the land in the 1990s
when the dry canal proposal for Monkey Point began to be publicized at the national level. Conflict in the
community over Vogel’s claim to community lands received national coverage and became part of a larger
controversy over the proposed dry canal at Monkey Point.
506 Liberals.
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of Bluefields right almost to Río Indio. And he give them 20, 30 thousand, 20 or
10, 6, 8, just how he feel. And he share up this whole place and give it to them.
This is their, their prize of fighting and win this Atlantic Coast over. And then he
name this whole department Departamento de Zelaya. Okay, all this while now
they do this thing over the people them still living here in this land, my great
grandparents them. After they live here for so many year… (Interview, August
2001)
Miss Rebecca: Okay I say well, so those document is annul. Who the land
belongs to is who maintain the position on the land. And we are not people
yesterday who came here, nor today, I say we are the generation. We are
generation people living on that land. And if they did want the land and want the
use of the land and want it to live, they won’t have a hundred and six years till the
document had made and they don’t even know. Everyone come asking where
Monkey Point is… They don’t know where they going. Why they don’t know
where they going? Because the land, they don’t care about the land, they don’t
live off of that land, them don’t need of that land. Who is on the land is who need
of the land. Why not leave the people them there and give them the document, I
tell them (Interview, September 2001).
Each woman describes this historical land expropriation from a slightly different
angle. One suggests that while the black farmers at Monkey Point were not considered
legitimate recipients of land grants, their labor was still deemed necessary for railway
construction and thus they were allowed to stay in the community.

The second

description focuses on the politics of Nicaraguan annexation of the Coast and locates the
Zelaya titles within a larger effort to incorporate the Atlantic Coast region into the
Nicaraguan nation. The last intervention locates the Zelaya titles within contemporary
disputes over land and questions the logic that a century old document could take
precedence over her family’s generations of occupation and use of land at Monkey Point.
During the railroad period, Rachel worked as a cook and Hutchin Jr. worked as a
manual laborer. A long and tangled history of domestic servitude is a theme that runs
through the women’s stories, providing a narrative tread that links experiences of race,
class, and gender subordination for successive generations of women. Although the
context is distinct, the following account of Rachel’s experience as a domestic laborer
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conjures memories of Charlotte’s experience as an indigenous slave in the home of a
European family a generation before. Miss Sarah relayed an anecdote about her greatgrandmother Rachel’s experience as a cook that demonstrates the position of
subordination in which community people were placed after the white foreigners’ arrival
to Monkey Point in the railway years. According to Miss Sarah, everyday the white
mistress of the household where Rachel worked would set up her table in the morning
and take some coffee and bread with butter. Although, the mistress let Rachel eat most
things from the kitchen, Rachel was not allowed to eat butter. It seems that the mistress
thought butter was too expensive for the cook to eat so she let Rachel know she wasn’t to
have any. Rachel who took pride in herself and worked hard for her wages would go to
the commissary established by the railway company to buy her own butter to carry to the
mistress’s house and each morning she would sit in the kitchen and take her coffee with
bread and butter. One day the mistress came into the kitchen and when she saw that that
Rachel had bought her own butter, said, “I see you are taking your breakfast Rachel.”
Rachel replied, “That’s right,” and got plenty of satisfaction that the mistress couldn’t say
a word to her about the butter because Rachel had bought it with her own money
(Fieldnotes, July 5, 2002).
The above anecdote illustrates how the labor relations established at Monkey
Point after the arrival of the railway personnel placed community members in a
subordinate positions structured around race, class, and gender difference to those white
foreigners that had lately arrived in the community. Placed within the context of military
annexation of the Coast and Zelaya’s land expropriation at Monkey Point and Punta
Gorda, the women associate these detailed memories of racial, class, and gender
subordination as domestic laborers within their own small farming community with wider
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historical processes that have worked to divest community members of their rights to
land at Monkey Point.
For most Monkey Point women there is a considerable amount of shame
associated with color and class subordination, which is expressed in particularly gendered
ways. The day-to-day manifestations of these types of subordination are described as
shaming events --they make women feel “shame.” Shame is a word that is often used to
describe shyness or embarrassment as well as deeper feelings of unworthiness and
disgrace and is usually associated with immoral behavior or behavior that reveals an
individual’s low-class status.

Not surprisingly the two types of behavior are often

associated with one another in Creole society, making it more difficult for poor women to
achieve moral status. Similarly, blackness is often associated with poverty and shame,
while lighter skin is often viewed as a sign of social mobility and pride. In this way,
notions about morality and status are also entangled with an intense color and class
consciousness. At the same time, ideas about shame are generally embedded within
wider constructions of bourgeois Western Christian morality, which are purveyed by the
most important and respected Coast institutions, particularly the Moravian, Baptist, and
Anglican churches and schools.
For women, shame has racial, class, gender, and sexual connotations. Thus it is
associated with poverty, lack of education, shabby or out-of-date clothing, dark skin or
“dry” hair,507 almost any expression of female sexuality, and other forms of immoral
behavior such as smoking, drinking, dancing, and gambling. Women often criticize one
another for not taking good care of their families, not attending church on Sundays, and
innumerable other “slack,” “low-class,” or “scandalous” behaviors that often imply some
form of sexual transgression.

507

For instance, girls and young women are frequently

Kinky hair or “pelo crespo” in Spanish.
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chastised by older women for being “vagos” or “liking the street too much”; that is, not
staying at home and helping their mothers, which most believe can lead to early and outof-wedlock pregnancy.508 As a result of this type of everyday talk, women are highly
conscious of their public and private behavior as they know it will be dissected and
criticized by their peers.
While Monkey Point women accommodate gendered expressions of color, class,
and sexual shame reproducing them within their own families and community, they also
simultaneously work to counter the notion that their racial and class identities should
necessarily represent a source of shame. Although the ways in which women counter
notions of shame often return to an assertion of their own personal respectability and high
moral status as clean, hardworking, Christian women, there is also a strong element of
defiance and independence to such expressions of pride that cannot (and should not)
simply be reduced to an accommodation of bourgeois Western principles.

Such

expressions of independence, particularly economic independence from Creole men, are
important sources of pride for Creole women.
The above anecdote details a moment in which Rachel’s white employer
emphasized her subordinate position by suggesting she was not good enough to eat the
same food that the mistress of the house enjoyed.

The story demonstrates how

subordination and shame are reproduced and remembered through the minutia of day-today social interactions and gendered forms of racial servitude. But Rachel counters this
shaming moment with a display of independence and pride in such a way that her
employer would register this act of defiance, but be unable to challenge it. Rachel’s
508 Literally translated from the Spanish, vago means bum, vagrant, or vagabond. In Creole, vagos are
people who “like the street” or enjoy bumming around in the street or park or, more respectably, going
from house to house visiting friends and relations. The latter is a common pass time for older Creole
women and is not necessarily viewed as a negative behavior. Vagos draws on negative connotations for
girls and young women due to their sexual vulnerability as well as for women with young children and
significant domestic responsibilities that they might neglect when not at home.
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granddaughter Miss Sarah retells the story and emphases the irony and cleverness of her
grandmother’s resistive act. Today, Monkey Point women often express intense feelings
of pride and loyalty to their community and to ancestors like Rachel. This juxtaposition
of shame and pride are central to their histories, which often take on a vindicatory slant
and structure a contemporary politics of resistance among community women.
Throughout the twentieth century, both women and men from the community
depended on wage labor both within and outside the community to provide stable cash
incomes.

While Monkey Point provided a secure subsistence lifestyle, fishing and

farming generally did not generate the cash income families needed to buy clothing and
send their children to school in Bluefields. Thus generations of women and men from
Monkey Point have made perennial migrations to Bluefields, San Juan del Norte, Costa
Rica, and Panamá in search of wage earning opportunities. For Monkey Point women,
this most often involved gendered forms of servitude as domestic workers for wealthy
white families who had come to Central America as managerial elites and venture
capitalists during the enclave period. In keeping with this trend, after Hutchin Jr.’s death
and railroad construction at Monkey Point ended, Rachel left the community with her
daughter Catherine to work as a cook in the Panamá Canal Zone. Catherine worked as a
seamstress.
Jennifer: Why did Rachel go to Panamá?
Miss Sarah: I going to tell you now. Rachel went to Panamá because work did
open up in Panamá, a lot of work for women. Ench’ya know she was working for
the white people them in Monkey Point, and after that close down then her
husband died and her children them was big and well she didn’t have no one then
to say keep her in Monkey Point then. She was a woman who used to like to have
her own money then she decide that she would go to Panamá too then (Interview,
July 2002).
Thus the desire (and likely the need) for personal economic independence after her
husband’s death led Rachel to migrate to Panamá. Catherine died in Panamá and her
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mother Rachel eventually returned to the Bluefields area on her own. She lived her final
years in Bluefields and is buried in Monkey Point.
Today, these migrations to and from the community as well as the common
practice of maintaining two households --one in Bluefields and one in Monkey Point-are often used by opponents of community land rights, particularly mestizo state
representatives, as evidence that Monkey Point people have not occupied the community
consistently and therefore do not have a legitimate claim to communal lands. Monkey
Point people counter these accusations by pointing to the state’s marginalization of the
community, which has resulted in a complete lack of infrastructure and social services
forcing them to leave the community for access to education and healthcare and to earn
cash incomes.

III. Herminia Presida (early to mid 1900s)
Before Hutchin Jr.’s death and Rachel’s departure to Panamá, their young
daughter Herminia met and married a black immigrant from Martinique named José
Presida. José was considerably older than Herminia, spoke French patois, and was
known to be a skillful Obeahman. Monkey Point people frequently reference José as a
powerful and charismatic figure in community politics, yet the women’s histories most
often return to Herminia. Miss Sarah describes his love affair with her grandmother
Herminia: “Because remember I told you he was very old to Herminia, he was over fifty
years and her parents didn’t want she to marry him. But they both fall in love and he did
know his secrets [Obeah] so she just put her mind to him, and she couldn’t get away from
him then [laughter…] (Interview, July 2002).” Herminia and José lived back and forth
between Monkey Point and Bluefields and raised many children together. As the three
women’s grandmother, Herminia Presida is a central figure in their community and
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personal histories. Her children are the parents and grandparents of the majority of
contemporary Monkey Point families and she is a highly esteemed ancestor known for
her Christian morals, good character, hard work, leadership, and skill as a midwife and
“bush doctor” or curandera, who used traditional medicine and herbs to cure illness. For
instance, Miss Sarah describes Herminia’s work as a healer in the community:
Herminia Presida was a first class midwife, she use to tend to people that was
going to give birth, any sickness especially with the Indians them, she did. Well
how Herminia was a good midwife, she was also a good, what the Spaniards here
call curandera. She did know plenty medicine, that was a tradition in our family.
Rachel also did know a lot. It seems to be in the old times the people them, our
ancestors, did know a lot of medicine work to help themselves because doctor was
scarce, so they learn the different herbs was good to help people with. So Rachel
and her daughter Herminia they were good at medicine out of herbs then. They
always used to help people, people that would go dying to Herminia with birth
concern, no? And she administer help to them and they get over [it]… (Interview,
July 2002).
Herminia’s tenure at Monkey Point coincided with the first Somoza regime and
her era is remembered by community members as the good years of community history
when small farming communities like Monkey Point were well populated and prosperous
places. Memories of prosperity are almost always embedded within descriptions of
independent community subsistence from agricultural production and access to abundant
natural resources. Women describe complex and diverse patterns of land use that were
evident throughout black south coast farming communities at places like Hone Sound,
Red Bank, Devil’s Creek, Monkey Point, Duck Creek, Long Beach, and Corn River. Of
these communities, Monkey Point and Red Bank were the most populous. Farming
community economies were structured around crop production, the harvest and sale of
coconuts from beach groves, and fishing and turtling.

These activities allowed for

independent community subsistence and provided black farmers with a limited amount of
cash income from the sale of produce, coconuts, and turtle shell in the regional market
economy. Miss Sarah describes community life during these years:
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Miss Sarah: We had it good, very good. Because them time we had a lot of the
older head that hadn’t died yet. And we had what used to keep the people them
up in their home, the agricultural work. Everybody had their farm, everybody
used to plant, raise the chicken they had. Even goats we had then. When the old
lady [Herminia] had died had goats there yet. And we had the breadkind509 and
the coconut and used to sail and bring up to Bluefields and sell and things.
…..
Miss Sarah: Every home had a piece of wood what we used to call a squeezer or
a masher, what we used to juice the cane with. You no see none down there yet?
Every home had one. Everybody had their own, because everybody had their
own cane field. And it was a pleasure in those times to see Friday. When Friday
come, everybody would, you would see people going into their farm. Because
that was the day now that they are going to cut cane and they are going to juice
cane to bring the juice out to boil it to make pudding cake then Saturday, Sunday
morning you could go to everybody home and you would find where everybody
had a cake. Maybe you make coco cake, I make coco cake too. The other one
make a corn, the other one make a cassava. Even sweet potato cake we used to
make and rice cake, all those thing we used to make from cane juice. We didn’t
know anything much about sugar those times. Sugar exist, but we had our own
way of taking out sugar from the cane. It was a pleasure Sunday morning when
you look over the whole community there, little village there, we see dish cover
down, each home sending to the other home… And Sunday dinner everybody
have a chicken cook in. Because chicken, you know, chicken dinner even up to
now in Bluefield is one of the high class dish there. Chicken cheapest now, but
chicken them time, when you hear they going to cook chicken now, everybody
get ready because it’s chicken today! The whole week through could be fish, as
well as it could be turtle. If it’s turtle time, it turtle you get. If it guana510 time,
guana you get. If it’s wari, they go and they hunt wari.511
Jennifer: What time of the year is turtle time?
Miss Sarah: Turtle time is right now, from May. Even from April people used to
go to the bank by front Willing Cay to that Cay out there Frenchman and strike
turtle. Those times, the older head them everybody have them striking gears. All
those men have their harpoon, their dori, cause they strike fish and they strike
turtle. So they used to go, it was a pleasure to see those men going out and in the
day doris512 them coming in, everybody running to see what they bring
(Interview, July 2002).
509 Creoles use the word breadkind to refer to starchy agricultural produce such as cassava, dasheen, coco,
sweet potatoes, or breadfruit.
510 Iguana.
511 White-lipped peccary.
512 A dori is a small wooden dug-out canoe powered by paddle or sail.
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Farming life provided a means of subsistence for poor families with little access to cash
income who had a difficult time “making it” in Bluefields where every meal required
money to purchase basic ingredients. A fourth woman Miss Emily who lives on a
homestead just south of Monkey Point explained the draw of farming life in this way:513
Well in the farm we hardly buy. That’s why I tell you I like the farm because we
eat without buy. Yes, we eat without buy. But Bluefields now everything is
money. Yes, everything is money. But down in the farm now, we eat plenty time
and don’t have to spend money. Yes. We hardly spend money in the farm. We
plant corn, we beans, cassava, and we rice. We only go buy we matches, and
sometimes flour and sugar (Interview, October 2001).
Yet other families found it difficult to get by on the little bit of money that the sale of
farm produce and coconuts afforded and therefore migrated in search of other earning
opportunities.

Miss Judy describes her aunt’s migration to San Juan del Norte

(Greytown) in the 1950s and 60s to participate in the trade in hawksbill turtle shell --an
activity central to the south coast Creole trade economy since the first decades of the
nineteenth century. She remembers this in the context of her mother’s death:
Miss Judy: When she died, I was in San Juan. There with my aunt, who went
there was to umm, in those days they used to catch a lot of oxbill turtle.514
Jennifer: San Juan is Greytown? Is that the same place?
Miss Judy: Umm hmm, there and they used to catch a lot of these turtle and they,
during September time then they carry them, bring them and carry them to
Bluefields to sell. And then part of the same money out she would get part of to
pay my school and buy my shoes and uniform and things like that (Interview,
August 2001).
The women’s memories from these years also locate their grandmother Herminia
as a central protagonist in community leadership and politics. One particular story relays
the process by which Herminia obtained a title to community lands from the President of
513

I add the oral testimony of a fourth Monkey Point woman from this point on. She is of the same
generation as the three Monkey Point leaders, but is from a different family. She is not a descendent of
Herminia Presida and is not generally thought of as a community leader. She is, however, a member of a
large Creole family, which has deep roots in Hone Sound, Red Bank, Monkey Point, and Corn River.
514 Hawksbill turtles are called oxbill in Creole.
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Nicaragua, Anastasio Somoza García. The following excerpt is a conversation I had with
Miss Judy and Miss Rebecca and is worth quoting at length because it describes a pivotal
moment in community history when their ancestors engaged the Nicaraguan state for
community rights to land.
Miss Rebecca: We had a document that the President Somoza, the first Somoza,
had been on the sea. The old man he used to come here every time, every year he
used to be here. Every September this month it be smooth weather. He come
down here and we were little children.
Jennifer: You were here when he came here? You remember that?
Miss Rebecca: I remember good, good!! Last time I remember, he come after I
was big already, he come here. One time I remember, I had fourteen years old
and when he come he say, okay, I’m going to pay the children them to dance. So
we the children would dance, we would dance. And then he takes my mother, I
remember it good like today, the President take my mother and dance and dance.
And say when him done dance and dance say Maypole he grab the stick. That
time he take the soldiers up the road.
Jennifer: Why did he come here?
Miss Rebecca: To visit! When he come, he come to all the whole coast. And
come and tie up his big hammock and right them time the mango tree them was
plenty then and it was clean under there and everything. And dance and dance
and have the hammock and lay down and rest and he bring thing to share for the
children all biscuit [cookies] all kind of things did bring and share and dance. So
when he done dance up them time he give my mother a five hundred Cordoba for
she dance. Them time, five hundred Cordoba was plenty money.515 Not like
now... And then he say to her, he say, “How long you are here?” I remember it
good by my granny was standing and she, “All my generation,” she told him. “All
these children is my grandchildren.” And he say, “Oh Miss Herminia, you have a
big family here!” He say, yes and he say okay, well then I have to say, “How
long you here?” They tell him from what time.
Miss Judy: It was in the 18[00’s].
Miss Rebecca: It was in the 18, then. She tell him how long from when her
family come back to Monkey Point and bring her a girl from Cayman.
Miss Judy: 1894

515

Today there are approximately seventeen Nicaraguan cordobas to one US dollar.

270

Miss Rebecca: So he say, Miss Herminia you come back with your parents who
die and you stay and keep up your community and all your big generation.
Because my mother had plenty children, my aunts all have plenty children. And
he say, “Okay then, Monkey Point is for you!” He say to her, “Monkey Point is
for you and no one can move you from here.” And she say, “You will say that but
maybe anyone who come and move me the government.” He say, “Well I give
you a paper, a document and them don’t move you.” So she say, “You just say
that. When you go you will not remember me, you’re a big President.” He say,
“Uno516 see I going to remember you.” And so he said, so he done!! (Interview,
September 2001)
Older Creoles often remember the Somoza years as a time of peace and relative
prosperity, which was interrupted by the Sandinista revolution and the outbreak of
violence and armed conflict on the Coast during the 1980s.

Both Hale and Gordon

describe this period before the revolution as one of relative political quiescence
characterized by Miskitu and Creole accommodation to the Somoza regime.517 Likewise,
most Monkey Point people who are old enough to remember those years have generally
positive memories of the Somoza dynasty, which showed a strong clientelism towards the
Atlantic Coast and Creole people. The above conversation illustrates how this patronclient relationship was played out in community politics, structuring positive, at times
exuberant, memories of the first President Somoza and his visits to Monkey Point. These
memories and the political subjectivity they represent, however, are not uniform among
Monkey Point people and do not break down along the lines of class, color, or generation.
While racial and class relations on the Coast during the Somoza regime clearly favored
wealthy mestizos and elite sectors of the Creole community, today color, class position,
and social standing are not necessarily decisive factors in determining Monkey Point
peoples’ memories of the Somoza years and their later responses to the Sandinista
Revolution. Instead, their accounts of these years are widely divergent and mirror the

516
517

Uno means “you all” in Creole.
Gordon, Disparate Diasporas, 80; and Hale, Resistance and Contradiction, 116.
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complex, multiple, and often contradictory political common sense that Gordon describes
in his ethnography of Creole politics.518
In this same vein, Miss Rebecca, who offered joyful childhood memories of the
first Somoza’s visits to the community, does not share the same feelings for subsequent
Somoza presidencies. She describes 1960s and 1970s in an entirely different light.
And the old Somoza died, cause he was good. The father of Somoza was good.
The bad Somoza was the son. Not even Luis, but he son Tachito… Tachito when
he get he was President of Arms with Luis after the father died. But he was,
Tachito was bad. They were the bad Somoza come in, Tachito. Luis was like the
father. But Tachito after him take over and after Luis died, cause [they] even say
he is who poison his brother. Cause he mannish.519 Cause after he take over is
when Somoza gone bad. Tachito was very bad. He was a fellow how you say
warring and was maliant (Interview, September 2001).520
While Miss Rebecca alludes to the increasingly brutal political repression under the final
Somoza presidency, her younger sister Miss Judy makes no distinctions between the
administrations of father and sons in her description of racial and class oppression during
the Somoza years. Miss Judy supported the Sandinistas during the revolutionary years
and continues to be a Sandinista Party loyalist today. Unlike the other two women, she
has a uniformly negative analysis of the Somoza years.
Miss Judy: Central America is who used to keep up the United States most with
all the crudo [raw materials], they did sell them, they sell them the gold, they sell
them the lumber, they sell them the banana, and they sell them the fish, they sell
them the shrimps. I remember when these shrimps company, these shrimps boat
came along … Those first set of shrimps boat that came along and lobster boat,
they was just taking everything out. And they had all of this freedom to do these
Gordon, Disparate Diasporas, x.
Mannish usually means quarrelsome, cross, or obstinate. Here she uses it to refer to aggressive or evil
(i.e. “maliant”) behavior. At the same time, young people who take on mannerism and prerogatives of
older people without having earned the right to do so through age and maturity are criticized for their
disrespect and called mannish or womanish. For instance, children who back-talk their elders are described
as mannish and womanish. As a son taking the position once held by his father, both definitions play into
this woman’s description of Anastacio Somoza Debayle, also know by the nickname “Tachito.”
520 The Somoza family was in power from 1936 to 1979. Although the three Somozas did not sit as
president for the entire term that each was power, the father and sons’ regimes covered the following
periods: Anastasio Somoza García (1937-1956), Luis A. Somoza Debayle (1956-1967), Anastasio Somoza
Debayle (1967-1979).
518
519

272

things and nothing was coming back. So much ton and ton of gold was leaving
from the different mines them and nothing, the people them was getting more
sicker than anything else. You had something like almost a sixty percent of
tuberculosis, that from the people them in the mines. The whole Nicaragua was
covered down… So these people them, only the people them with money used to
get cure. They majority of these people used to die because these company after
you get sick they used to throw you away. Because the Miskitos, the Indians
them what say in the North, the Sumo and the Miskito what live more in the
North was thousands and thousands of these people and they used to take them to
work in the mines. Some of them only used to make, I think something like, eight
and four Cordobas a day. To go down in those, you know, in the mines. And a
lot of these people got sick. All these things used to taking place (Interview, June
2002).
While references to the Nicaraguan state’s economic exploitation of the Atlantic
Coast region run rampant in contemporary Creole politics, providing the foundation for
their demands for regional autonomy and communal land rights, it is less common to hear
Creole’s articulate pointed critiques of US imperialism. In my years of working on the
Coast, I have heard time and again Creoles ask the rhetorical question, “How is it that we
as Costeños can be so rich and still so poor?” In making this statement, Creoles reference
their region’s bountiful natural resources and point to the Nicaraguan nation’s
exploitation of these resources to the detriment of Atlantic Coast communities. A Creole
activist from Bluefields recently wrote me a letter in which she encapsulates this
exploitation succinctly: “They just keep developing their nation off of our natural
resources.” In this case, most Creoles willingly posit an internal colonialism on the part
of the Nicaraguan state towards the Atlantic Coast.

While this idea has achieved

common sense status among Creoles, a corresponding assertion about US imperialism or
earlier British colonialism on the Coast is not always commonsensical or readily
acknowledged. Although Miss Judy’s analysis of US imperialism is not unusual, it does
represent a political stance common among Creoles who supported the Sandinista
government after the triumph of the Revolution in 1979. Monkey Point women who did
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not support the Revolution have radically different interpretations of the US’s role in
Coast affairs and of the Sandinista state.
At the same time, Miss Judy suggests that indigenous people (specifically the
Miskitu and Sumu) suffered worse forms of exploitation than their Creole counterparts on
the Coast. The differential impact of racism on Creole and indigenous Costeños becomes
clearer her discussion of racism during the Somoza years.
Miss Judy: Because we consider in Somoza time as the third class of society.
Because you know we never speak Spanish and most of them has black skin and
what was the most problem was not speaking Spanish. You speak English them
say you was American. And they make figure of you. When you go to Managua
they look on you like you look so strange. You look different from them. They
ask you if you need passport to come to the Atlantic Coast… the Miskito when
was in the Somoza time they did [not] want to be called Miskitos because the
Miskito them did count like dogs, like nobody. The Rama the same, they have
them like a mockery. They only use them whenever they really wants to get by.
Then we had the black people them was even a little more bigger and in between
the black people, some of the black people, they used to discriminate the Rama
and the Miskito too. So because the black people always could handle the two
language [English and Spanish] and then the language Miskito was not even
counted in Somoza time. In Somoza regime you couldn’t go around even in a
office or some home talking Miskito, they would run you out. You know it was
real hard because sometimes some of the Miskito them used to even be shot down
(Interview, June 2002).
Her account of racism on the Coast during the Somoza dynasty picks up on multiple,
recurring, and contradictory treads in the historical and contemporary formation of Creole
identities and political subjectivities. The first, and perhaps most prominent, references
mestizo racism towards black people and points to the state’s racialization of Creoles
from the Atlantic Coast as foreign or counter-national --racial and cultural “others”
radically outside the mestizo nation. In this case, the racialization of Nicaraguan Creoles
as foreign is literal, rather than figurative, and shows up in the state’s early assertions
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century that Creoles were actually
Jamaicans or other Caribbean nationalities and, therefore, represented a foreign presence
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on the Nicaraguan Atlantic Coast.521

Here Miss Judy suggests that Creoles’ racial

difference (and refusal to assimilate culturally and linguistically) led mestizos to question
their rights to Nicaraguan citizenship, even leading some to suggest that they were
Americans or to posit that travel from Pacific Nicaragua to the Atlantic Coast involved
the crossing of a national boundary and required a passport.
While race, or more precisely skin color and phenotype, plays a central role in
marking Atlantic Coast Creoles as radically outside of the nation, Miss Judy’s
descriptions also point to the regionalization of blackness and cultural characteristics
associated with blackness --in this case, the Creole English language. Her first quote
references the Atlantic Coast’s disparate history as a British Protectorate during the
eighteenth century and a semi-autonomous Reserve during the nineteenth century and
positions blackness within a particularly spatial or regional alterity.

Linking the

historical past with contemporary identity, the ongoing identification with Anglo culture
and Protestant religion also serve to mark Creole’s difference within the largely Roman
Catholic Spanish speaking nation. Miss Judy describes both racial and cultural difference
as an object of ridicule, even spectacle when Creoles traveled to Managua, thereby,
crossing a spatial racial-cultural divide between the Atlantic Coast region and Pacific
Nicaragua.
While these cultural characteristics serve to mark Creole’s alterity within the
Nicaraguan political imaginary, Creoles often point to the particularly Anglicized aspects
of their language, culture, and religion as indications of their superiority to both mestizo
Nicaraguans and indigenous Miskitu and Rama from the Atlantic Coast.522 Miss Judy
makes reference to Creoles relative position of power and prestige in the Atlantic Coast
socio-economic hierarchy vis-à-vis indigenous people; “the black people them was even
521
522

Gordon, Disparate Diasporas, x.
Ibid., 45-46.
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a little more bigger” and “black people always could handle the two language.”

She

notes that Creole’s social position and higher levels of education not only enabled them
to better defend themselves from racial and economic exploitation during the Somoza
years, but also led some to discriminate against indigenous Costeños. Thus, black people
from a poor rural farming community may have had a lower social standing than foreign
whites, elite mestizos, and Bluefields Creoles, but notwithstanding their skin color and
poverty their position in the social hierarchy in respect to indigenous people was
unambiguously higher. During my years on the Coast, I often heard Creoles make everyday kinds of references to the Rama as uneducated, stupid, and backwards, while the
Rama also described Monkey Point people as criminals, delinquents, and drug traffickers.
Both tropes have racial implications for each group, but reference indigeneity and
blackness in distinct ways.
While Miss Judy describes how blackness and Creole culture were viewed as
counter-national, she suggests that indigeneity was in fact more widely reviled by both
mestizos and Creoles as premodern, even subhuman, during the Somoza years. Yet
contradictorily, Monkey Point people often view mestizaje with their indigenous Rama
neighbors in a positive light as is the case with any kind of racial mixing resulting in
lighter skin and straighter hair. At the same time, the ways in which women make sense
of mestizaje and valorize particular phenotypic characteristics are intimately tied to
gendered constellations of racial, cultural, and class difference associated with indigenous
and black people. For instance, Miss Sarah told me that the Rama did not share the
openness to mixing with black people. The daughter of a Rama mother and a black
father, Miss Sarah describes her mother’s family’s reaction to her union with a Monkey
Point man. Her description shows how racial hierarchies do not always line up neatly
with social-cultural hierarchies on the Atlantic Coast.
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Miss Sarah: Because, she, they made me to understand, my mother as an Indian
princess she was because the chief was her father. She was a very good looking
Indian girl. Good looking. And you could see, like by my mother side, we are
not ugly people then… My children them people say, “Your children look good,”
and I say, “Yeah we inherit that too, my mother was an Indian.” And they say,
“Well, when you mix your children them all time come out with good looks
then.” So that’s how the situation was down there then. The people mix up with
the Indian. Not only down there, all here in Bluefields. Cotton Tree, Cotton Tree
people can tell you. Cotton Tree, Old Bank people can tell you that a lot of Old
Bank people and a lot of Cotton Tree people is Rama, you know. You heard
about Dr. Hodgson? Well his grandmother was a Rama woman and also Miss
Lizzy. Her grandmother was a Rama. I partly remember her mother. She was an
old lady with long hair, long hair Indian. There them is Rama people.
Jennifer: Why do you think older people then didn’t want the two to mix up?
The older Creole and Rama?
Miss Sarah: It wasn’t the Creole, the Indian. Well according to how I
understand, the Rama them said they was a different nation, said they was a
different nation and that’s why they must only take their people. Them mustn’t
take, them no say ‘race’, them say ‘nation’, you no take next ‘nation’. So they
didn’t like that then. Mostly it was with the Indian them, it wasn’t with the black
much. Well nowadays too you find some black what no like the Rama them
neither then, don’t want their children take Rama and things like that.
Jennifer: Why?
Miss Sarah: I don’t know why. But well with all of that the children them no pay
no mind to that. They end up with who them want. And today you could see
now, the Rama is just like everybody else. Because they get adapted to
civilization, they learn to read, to write, to handle themself then and become
teachers, doctors, priests. Everything that the other race them is in, them also in
it. So I no see why. Then and well and Rama Cay there you could see some of
the Rama girls them, the girls they are very good looking, very good looking
(Interview, July 2002).
It is apparent that while feminine Indian “looks” especially Rama women’s lighter
skin and straight hair is viewed as desirable and attractive, Rama culture does not elicit
the same reaction. These incongruent associations with the Rama’s positive phenotypic
attributes and negative cultural attributes vis-à-vis black people structure this woman’s
description of her own family’s history of mestizaje. While she points to her mixed
ancestry as a source of pride, she also describes her mother’s family’s negative reaction
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to her relationship with a black man. Miss Sarah argues that this reaction was related to
an adherence to endogamous marriage among the Rama, but on the Rama side this type
of mixing would also transgress wider ideologies about mestizaje and whitening (i.e. the
idea that mestizaje is good if it leads to whitening and bad if it does not.) From the
Creole perspective, she suggests that black parents discourage their children’s
relationships with the Rama due to their association of indigenous people as premodern,
uncivilized, and therefore culturally inferior. She, however, disagrees with what she
characterizes as an antiquated stance, pointing to the ways in which identities have
changed since Somoza times:
Miss Sarah: But well, you know, that is something from ancient time, because you
know, the white didn’t like the blacks, the blacks didn’t like the whites, and right
so it is with the Indian too, with the white and no like, because when probably,
maybe, being white and especially the European people was before the United
States one them, those the people from Europe then, them is the First World they
call it, eh? So civilization come from them. So well, maybe I say, them said they
was the civilized one, them know everything, and we don’t know nothing then.
And you know… some people would tell their children, you know when you are
going to take your partner in life then you look your class.523 You don’t look
someone below you and like that. But today, the world is far change. And today
no one is looking on that. It’s just that when you see that girl, or that girl see that
boy, and them fall in love. And if you notice good Jenny, today the people that is,
how you would say now elevated up in high studies and the one that maybe them
have a little or them no have none at all come and unite together and have the
same influence (Interview, July 2002).
In this second excerpt Miss Sarah locates her discussion of mestizaje within
global hierarchies that place Western identities and whiteness above both blackness and
indigeneity and suggests that since the Somoza period rigid boundaries between groups
have blurred. Today anyone has access to modernity through education; however, the
idea that “you look your class” when choosing a partner is still a popular idea for Creoles.
Looking one’s class is not a just a commentary on economic status, but also tends to
523

This is a common refrain among Creole women that “you look your class” when choosing a partner.
From this perspective, however, a union would ideally either advance one’s status or the status of their
children, rather than simply maintain one’s class.
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reference color, education, family background, respectability, and so on.

From this

perspective, a union should not lower one’s status, but either maintain or advance one’s
status or the status of their children. For Creole women a union with an indigenous man
might presumably result in intergenerational whitening, but it would not necessarily
index any other kind of social, cultural, or economic advance.
On the political terrain, however, indigenous identities have begun to carry
considerable transnational capital in movements for territorial or communal land rights.
Precisely because of premodern and essential ascriptions of indigenous identity, the
Rama’s claims to firstness, autochthony, and political legitimacy are usually taken far
more seriously than the same claims made by Monkey Point people. As a result, women
leaders from Monkey Point have begun to assert the community’s mixed Rama-Creole
heritage within wider political struggles for land. Since the end of the Somoza era, new
political spaces have opened on the Coast that allow for the valorization and recognition
of indigenous identities.

At least in part a product of transnational movements for

indigenous rights, the relatively new and alternative source of cultural capital associated
with indigeneity has led some Monkey Point leaders to assert a strong affiliation with the
Rama in their political mobilization for land rights --an affiliation which is not
necessarily present within day-to-day community discourse about group identity and
origins. While this affiliation between the Rama has solid historical roots, its valorization
is new and, I argue, is linked to the growing transnational capital of indigenous rights. In
this particular context, affiliation with both Anglo and black modernity do not garner the
same political capital.
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IV. The Cuban Exile Base (1960s)
Herminia Presida lived until 1964. Her death marked the beginning of a slow
transition in Monkey Point oral histories from a time of relative peace and community
cohesion to a period characterized by darker memories of violence, personal loss, and
community fragmentation. In the midst of this slow transition the women point to a
period in which Monkey Point history became deeply imbricated in Cold War politics for
the first time. While historical accounts of the US backed Bay of Pigs invasion widely
acknowledge that it was launched from Nicaraguan territory (Puerto Cabezas on the
Atlantic Coast), the construction of a Cuban exile commando training camp at Monkey
Point shortly after the invasion in 1963 has been relegated to historical obscurity. With
unofficial US financial backing, an anti-Castro exile group called the Revolutionary
Recovery Movement (MRR) received permission from Luis Somoza Debayle to conduct
training at Monkey Point in preparation for a new attack on Cuba. Somoza reportedly
approached the Costa Rican president Francisco J. Orlich for permission to build camps
in neighboring Costa Rica. Orlich agreed and camps were constructed and manned at
Sarapiqui and Tortuguero on the Costa Rican Atlantic Coast. Apparently, the MRR
conducted only two minor raids on the Cuban Oriente in 1964, one on a sugar warehouse
and another on a radar station. Shortly afterwards, the camps lost the support of the
Costa Rican government and were disbanded.524
While the covert nature of these operations and the secrecy surrounding the camps
has made this moment an obscure detail in Cold War history, for Monkey Point people
the Cuban presence in their community was unforgettable and serves as an important
precursor to later Cold War conflicts that had a devastating impact on their community.
My information comes from the only reference to these historical events I have been able to find, a
short 1965 article in The Nation by Al Burt who was Latin American editor for the Miami Herald in the
1960s. See Al Burt, “Cuban Exiles: The Mirage of Havana,” The Nation, 2000, no. 4 (January 25, 1965):
76-79.
524

280

The following descriptions of this period are interwoven with the intimate details of the
women’s personal histories.
Miss Rebecca: In ‘63, the same year Samuel born, in ‘63. I had my third child
then. Sixty-three when the Cubian them come? When the Cubian them come…
Jennifer: What were they doing here?
Miss Rebecca: Come to build a war business and we don’t know.
Jennifer: To practice?
Miss Rebecca: Yes, to practice and to go fight too! To attack Fidel them now
because Batista people they come to America aid and bring them down six
hundred men! Six hundred men. We heard of six hundred men.
….
Jennifer: How long did they stay?
Miss Judy: They was here two years!
Miss Rebecca: Two years.
Jennifer: Two years?!
Miss Rebecca: Yeah! And they come and they build up and they start to bam
bam bam bam and they give us light, all over here big plants [generators]. They
come with everything. And we didn’t know them coming. They was the boss of
we down to the very Guardia.525 We had a Guardia, we had a Guardia them times
in Monkey Point. Down to the very Guardia them did boss. These foreigners
come and boss Nicaraguan Government Guardia!
Miss Judy and Miss Rebecca: [Laughter…] (Interview, September 2001)
These two women remembered many more details about the exile’s camp then the other
women and clearly located this moment within the context of Cold War politics. Miss
Rebecca says that she left Monkey Point with her family for a short while during the
Cuban’s tenure due to her fear that the base might be attacked by war planes sent from
Cuba by Fidel Castro.
525 The Guardia or the Nicaraguan National Guard was the Somoza military/police force, originally created
by the US Government during their occupation of Nicaragua in the 1930s.
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While the Cuban presence drove her family to Bluefields, the exile base actually
drew Rama and Creole people to Monkey Point from surrounding farming communities
looking for work. Miss Emily describes how she met her husband at Monkey Point when
they both came to the community to work for the Cubans. Again, like during the Zelaya
railway years, Monkey Point women provided domestic labor for the Cuban exile base.
Miss Emily: Yes, some Cubian. And right then now, Alejandro, my husband
gone an’ work and we come from Hone Sound, when we hear Monkey Point have
work, we come down from Hone Sound.526 Me and my mother and my father
come Monkey Point. We come to cook and I come to wash clothes for the
Cubian them and same time, my Alejandro him come from Cane Creek and he
gone up an’ gone work. And with that now, two of us take together, right in
Monkey Point. Yes, I come and I start to get a little work there working for the
Cubian washing clothes and my mama selling food. That was what we were
doing, yes. (Interview, October 2001).
This period invokes both positive and negative memories for Monkey Point women. On
the one hand, they associate the Cuban presence with yet another incident in which the
community’s autonomy and rights were disregarded by both the state and powerful
international interests. On the other hand, Monkey Point women also associate this
period and the subsequent decade as the last years of relative prosperity and tranquility in
the community. As Miss Sarah reported, “In the 70s we had the community going good.
Had a lot of people, had this church, we had a clinic, we had a school. And everything
was going good till after well war started and everything was getting mashed up then and
thing (Interview, July 2002).” Most community members would agree that the eruption
of armed conflict shortly after the triumph of the Sandinista Revolution had a devastating
impact on the Monkey Point, signaling the end of farm life in the community.

526 Her father and mother had a farm at Hone Sound just south of the bar that connects the southern part of
the Bluefields Lagoon with the Caribbean Sea.
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V. From Revolution to Counter-Revolution (1970s-1980s)
Miss Judy remembers both the relative isolation of the Atlantic Coast from the
revolutionary warfare of the 1970s as well as the popular national response to the triumph
of the Sandinista revolution in 1979:
Miss Judy: So you know we never feeling it [the revolution] so bad, like how the
people in Managua was feeling the fight direct. Was people really getting killed.
They was having fight with neighbors was fighting against each others, because
who was Contra would fight against who was Sandinista, you know? Things like
that you was having, but the majority of the people in Nicaragua in that time, after
the Revolution, they almost – the whole Nicaragua you would say – almost like a
70, 80 percent of the people was agreeing with the Revolution. Because they feel
like the Revolution was an answer to the question of all what Somoza was doing.
They feel like the Frente Sandinista was the answer to education, to heath, and to
alimentation, and too for scholarship and things like that. So you had many
people agreeing. Because you had even the Liberals, who wasn’t Somozistas,
agreeing with the Revolution what they was having because the people them was
tired of the Somozas. The Somozas them was there for forty-five years, and you
know, the education on the Atlantic Coast was on a real bad level. The
analfabetos527 was so high. The people them in the mountain you never find them
reading, nobody. So they used to only listen to what other people say and believe
that. So really the population was agreeing on the Revolution (Interview, June
2002).
She explains the Atlantic Coast population’s mixed reaction to the triumph of the
Revolution in the context of Coast’s geographic isolation, cultural and historical
difference from the Pacific side, and the years of benign neglect from the Somoza
dynasty. She suggests that these differences set Coast people apart from the rest of the
nation during the early years of the Revolution and impeded the region’s integration into
the Sandinista revolutionary project.
Miss Judy: Yes, on the Coast was a little more mixed because the Coast people
always used to be a little independent from the people on the Pacific… Then the
Atlantic Coast people begin to feel the pressure of the Revolution. That’s why
you see around here you have such a big forest because nobody from on the
527

Illiteracy.
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Pacific did ever came round here saying they wants to make some sort of
development or bring project. Every project come to Nicaragua come to the
Pacific. So mostly people at international level believe that the Nicaraguan them
are these little Indian looking people, you know. Some people never know that on
the Atlantic Coast you have a different set of people. Till after the Revolution and
more people from international level begin to come in and then they begin to see
and understand. Because they had phrase they used to say, “Se despertó el
gigante” – the giant wake up – because you know the Atlantic Coast is fifty-two
percent of the national territory. So they used to say the gigante awake. They
used to say they used to call for us the ‘Zona Especial’ (Interview, June 2002).
While the violence, political repression, and revolutionary warfare that gripped
the rest of Nicaragua during the late 1970s had little impact on Monkey Point, most
community members would agree that the eruption of counter-revolutionary armed
conflict shortly after the triumph of the Revolution had a devastating impact on the
community, signaling an abrupt end to rural farming life. Beginning shortly after the
Sandinistas came to power, counter-revolutionary armed conflict transformed the south
coast landscape leading to the displacement of vast rural populations and the
disarticulation of fishing and farming economies. Displacement also contributed to the
on-going process of mestizo colonization as mestizo campesinos evacuated combat zones
and resettled more secure regions of the Coast. For Monkey Point people, armed conflict
had manifold impacts on the community, touching each family in a highly personal way.
The most obvious and lasting impacts of the war years were the near complete
depopulation of the community and the destruction of its rural farming economy.
Beginning in the early 1980s, Monkey Point families fled to Bluefields and to refugee
camps in Costa Rica. Many families with young men left Bluefields for Costa Rica as
the Sandinista government stepped up their efforts to conscript young Creole men into
the army. At the same time, a number of young men from the community participated in
counter-revolutionary warfare and several Monkey Point families lost sons to combat
violence. Of the four women who participated in this oral history, three had sons who
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fought with the Contra’s and two lost sons during the 1980s. Each of the women has
divergent memories of the Sandinista years. Miss Sarah’s memories focused on the
dissolution of community life during this period.
Miss Sarah: And always you find one of the Presida them there, no care even with
the war, the family did mash up plenty in Monkey Point there through this war.
Plenty had to run, plenty went Costa Rica, plenty came up this side and went all
bout, but till finally in total some went in Punta Gorda bar were the military them
was there. That was in 1984, round there, they did have a big attack in Monkey
Point, big shooting up one day there. I did done reach here [Bluefields], so I
never was present then. But plenty of them, Herman, all them went Punta Gorda.
Then after the seize off they came back and was there [in Monkey Point]
(Interview, July 2002).
Miss Emily stayed in the community during this period of violence and describes what it
was like to flee her home with her husband and children in the midst of warfare.
Miss Emily: Ah yes, right here I tell you we stay. Right here. Sure when the war
hit we did up in the Creek. Ah ha, Duck Creek. When we hear the lot of
Sandinista bust out Monkey Point, thirty for them, yes, thirty of them bust out
Monkey Point. When we hear the rafa them hit, they take over Monkey Point.
Yeah, we up in the Creek yonder and we start to pick up. We leave animal,
Jennifer! We leave hog, we left puss, we lose chicken, we left fowl, and we take
[to] the bush! We gone way in the central up in Cane Creek head. Duck Creek
head now we take it to the back and me family them and me husband and me
children them. Yes. I backing [carrying] one baby and my daughter backing that
one and I backing one and my husband backing the next one what can’t walk,
smaller one. And we hit it right through the back, right through the back running.
Yes, it was five families of us, five families of us running from the Sandinista
them. Because we all mix up with the Contra them, you know. Yeah, so we had
to run! And we gone bust out where by my husband mother because she was up
in the creek too. We bust out way up there. Ah ha, up there we gone and stay a
while. We up there in the head creek, eating banana, salt, yes, girl! All the
animal stay to the farm and the same one gone and eat it out. The same one they
gone, tropas [Sandinista troops], tropa them walk, walk gone, gone ‘a looking
Contra them. [They] find all the house them and start to eat fowl and hog
(Interview, October 2001).
In contrast to these two women, Miss Judy has positive memories of the revolutionary
years that she associates with progressive social change for black and indigenous
Costeños:
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Miss Judy: They just you know it was just like the children of Israel. They never
imagine they could get to be equal with Jennifer. You would come and sit with
me and eat with me. And in Somoza time the white people, or the people with
money, they would never look on you. As far as you can go to them is maybe
through the back or if you be the maid of the house or things like that. You were
not considered as nothing. But after the Sandinista took over, they is who begin
to teach the people on the different qualities, the different rights. They teaching
them self-esteem that who they are, teaching them to reclaim what is theirs and
things like that.
Her older sister, Miss Rebecca has a less positive analysis of the Sandinista years
particularly vis-à-vis the first Somoza who she remembers favorably for the land title he
granted the community when she was a child. She does, however, describe the Frente
Sandinista as preferable to the Liberal administration of then President Arnoldo Alemán
who she holds responsible for the contemporary dry canal project and the speculation of
Monkey Point communal lands by outside venture capitalists.
Miss Rebecca: But when we come to find out the Sandinista them, I will say it
and I will say it over and over, the Sandinista did better than what the Liberal
them, this Liberal [Alemán and the PLC] doing. The old Liberal from Anastasio
Somoza García him they doing was good. Righting our land. And they come in
between, the Sandinista government, in between, they start do us bad. Then come
back to this Liberal again, come back, he [Alemán] doing us more bad because
they want to take us out from our land, our home and everything (Interview,
September 2001).
Thus her analysis of Nicaragua’s political trajectory over the last fifty years defies a
simplistic analysis of left-right Cold War polarization and is instead grounded in an
alternative political logic that is informed by her own community’s historical struggle to
secure their rights to land.
But regardless of the women’s divergent stances towards the Sandinista
Revolution, their narratives of these years often return to memories of hardship and loss
resulting from the war and Hurricane Joan. For instance, Miss Judy describes how after
the war ended community people hoped to resume their lives on the farm, but they were
hampered by the hurricane. She explains, “So after some of the people them went down
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in the ‘87, ‘88 you know they had the election and Daniel Ortega went on as President
and things get kind of a little cool and so people was going back home. Then just in that
the hurricane came in the ‘88 and it just mashed everything up again. Blew all the house
down (Interview, June 2002).” Eventually many families did return to the community,
though not in the numbers from years past. A good number remained in Costa Rica after
the war making their lives in coastal cities like Limón where work opportunities were
more plentiful and wages, social services, and education were better than in Nicaragua.
Others stayed in Bluefields where they had access to schools, churches, hospitals, and
new houses under post-Hurricane Joan reconstruction programs, largely financed by the
Cuban government. For generations, families have maintained two residences at both
Monkey Point and Bluefields and some still choose to follow this pattern.
Farming, however, is no longer viewed as a particularly viable survival strategy or
an attractive way of life for sons and daughters of the community. Subsistence lifestyles
have little attraction for young people who grew up away from the community during an
era marred by conflict and violence. Monkey Point youth generally shun farm life, not
only for its lack of prestige and its physical drudgery, but for its failure to provide the
cash income necessary for even basic needs like school uniforms, matriculation fees,
medicine, electricity, and phone bills in Bluefields, much less the more desirable
trappings of capitalist consumer culture that increasingly distinguish the haves from the
have-nots in Bluefields. New fiberglass pangas with Yamaha outboard motors, stereo
sound systems with waist-high speakers, cellular phones, Nike baseball caps and
sneakers, New York Yankees or San Antonio Spurs sports jerseys, Tommy Girl perfume,
capri pants, gold rings, lipstick, and nail polish all represent the new consumerist
expectations of community youth that came of age after the Sandinista Revolution. To
meet these new expectations, most families have turned to remittances from relatives
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working in the States or on international tourist cruise ships and to other limited sources
of wage labor in Bluefields; and both sources of income are increasingly necessary to
maintain a household in Bluefields.
On the Coast, new consumerist expectations and the desires that drive them
gained momentum in the post war years and stand in stark contrast to memories of
scarcity and deprivation during the 1980s. As I sat in my living room in Bluefields one
afternoon in the winter of 2003 unwrapping the gifts I had received at my thirty-first
birthday party the night before, a Creole friend told me an anecdote that demonstrates the
scarcity of the war years so well remembered by Creoles. Looking down at me on the
floor surrounded by gifts as diverse as a set of pilgrim salt and pepper shakers, a lime
green brassiere, Minnie Mouse figurines, picture frames, and perfume, he described how
during the 1980s people would give a bar of soap and a wash cloth as presents because
there was nothing else to buy in the shops. With a twinge of irony, he joked that a person
celebrating their birthday used to receive enough soap and wash cloths to keep them
clean through to their next birthday the following year. Likewise during the 1980s,
Bluefields residents received just a few static-fill television stations, while today for just
over two hundred Cordobas (twelve or thirteen dollars) a month they have thirty-five
stations of international programming to peruse, including Cinemax, HBO, NBC, CNN,
and ESPN.
While the effects of late capitalist globalization on the Coast are in some ways
highly visible, other more illicit manifestations of globalization such as the international
drug trade have also had a profound impact on community life. Today, community
politics are consumed by new neoliberal era conflicts far different from Somoza and
Sandinista period strife. But like in the past, these conflicts continue to be imbricated in
perhaps unexpected ways in the struggle for communal land rights.
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The following

chapter explores community responses to this new neoliberal era conflict in greater detail,
exploring how community resistance is gendered through an analysis of older women and
younger men’s mobilization for land rights.

Concluding Notes: Diasporic Identity and Autochthonous Rights
Located in the heart of the Rama Territory, Monkey Point’s contemporary
communal land claim forms part of a larger Rama territorial block that includes a number
of small indigenous and afro-descendant fishing and farming communities such as Rama
Cay, Zompopera, Wiring Cay, Punta de Aguila, Corn River, Río Indio and others. While
Monkey Point and Corn River represent the only communities of African descent within
the Rama Territory, the region has also undergone rapid and extensive settlement by
mestizo campesinos since the 1980s, making the legalization of Rama and Creole lands
an urgent, but complex and fraught process. Within this context, Monkey Point has
received considerable attention at the national level due to its location as Atlantic port for
the proposed trans-oceanic dry canal and petroleum pipeline. Other conflicts related to
land speculation and drug trafficking in the community have also made Monkey Point
highly visible in the national press in recent years. Given the rapid advance of the
mestizo agricultural and ranching frontier in the Rama Territory and the conflict and
violence that have erupted from land speculation and infrastructure mega-projects slated
for Monkey Point, the historical justifications for Monkey Point’s communal land claim
have become a topic of debate at both the regional and national levels.
Like elsewhere in the Americas, chronological primacy or “firstness” and
indigenous identity have become one of the few justifications for communal land rights
that have the political capital to challenge state territorial sovereignty and liberal
constructions of individual citizenship rights to private property. Although contemporary
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movements for indigenous rights assert profoundly modern political demands --based in
complex histories of inequality, dispossession, and exploitation, forged first in the context
of colonial empire and later nationalist dominance-- much of the political capital of
indigenous rights today lies in their representation as premodern autochthonous claims
that predate both colonial rule and the nation-state. In the case of Nicaragua, indigenous
movements for land on the Atlantic Coast assert claims to place that predate not only the
Nicaraguan annexation of the region in 1894, but the formation of the nation-state itself
in the first decades of the nineteenth century and the arrival of Spanish and British
colonists to the Americas centuries before.
Here firstness or chronological primacy is coupled with an autochthonous identity
claim that is bound to a particular place in such a way that place or territory becomes the
principal symbol of group self-identification.528 Central to autochthonous representations
of place-based identities is the notion that these group identities were originally
conceived and constituted in a particular place and that the loss of place or loss of land,
natural resources, and territory would simultaneously result in a profound and
irretrievable loss of indigenous identity. In this way, indigenous places (and identities)
are often understood to be naturalized discontinuous entities harkening back to classical
anthropological representations of bounded and static native communities.529
Within the discourse of twenty-first century multiculturalism, loss of indigenous
identity strikes a particularly profound blow to cultural and linguistic diversity as
endangered (read not subaltern or subjugated, but premodern) identities fall prey though
Cultural and humanistic geographers have made an important theoretical contribution by arguing that in
processes of identity formation “sense of place” or the way people experience and represent place may be
so intense that it takes center stage in the constitution and contestation of group identities. See for instance,
Doreen Massey, “Places and Their Pasts,” History Workshop Journal 39 (1995):182-192; Doreen Massey
and Pat Jess, eds., A Place in the World? Places, Cultures, and Globalization (Oxford: The Open
University, 1995); and Gillian Rose, Feminism and Geography: The Limits of Geographical Knowledge
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1993).
529 Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson, “Beyond ‘Culture’: Space, Identity, and the Politics of Difference.”
Cultural Anthropology 7, no. 1(1992): 6-23.
528
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assimilation and coercion to modernity or national and late capitalist cultures. Again
although they are modern claims based in changing and contested representations of the
past and identity, much of the political capital linked to indigeneity in this context lays in
its association with essential premodern identities that must be preserved to allow for the
cultural survival of indigenous peoples. Thus land claims must be advanced in order to
protect endangered indigenous identities and cultures, rather than to correct historical
inequities that continue to structure the material and political demands of indigenous and
afro-descendant Costeños, particularly vis-à-vis the Nicaraguan state.
While land and natural resources are fundamental to the material security,
symbolic and spiritual life, and cultural identity of both indigenous and afro-descendant
Costeños, I suggest that predominant representations of an authentic autochthonous past
tend to deny the depth, complexity, and diversity of indigenous and afro-descendant
identities and histories. At the same time, they also set a standard for political legitimacy
in the struggle for communal land rights that depends on a group’s ability to represent
their contemporary claim as premodern and historically static or unchanging since the
pre-colonial era. Ultimately, such standards promote highly prescriptive notions of rights
that prove difficult for both indigenous and afro-descendant Costeños to substantiate in
their negotiations with the Nicaraguan state.
For indigenous Costeños, any rupture, discontinuity, or mobility in the history of
community settlement and any evidence of cultural change or transformation (e.g.
Creolization of language) provides an opening for the delegitimation of their territorial
claims by the state --a problematic that has repeatedly emerged in the state’s efforts to
deny overlapping and shifting territorial blocks claims, which represent multiple (often
multi-ethnic) community land claims with a variety of diverse settlement histories.530
530 For instance, this was the state’s principal argument against the indigenous Mayangna community of
Awas Tingni in the IACHR case Awas Tingni vs. the Republic of Nicaragua.
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This factor is extremely important because indigenous peoples have had mobile and
shifting settlement histories throughout the region since the time of colonial contact.
Echoing this position, Gilberto Cuadra, president of the national business consortium
promoting a transoceanic dry canal, told me that the Rama no longer have rights to a
territorial claim because they have “almost ceased to exist” as a people and that they were
now in the process of assimilation through cultural and biological mestizaje with the
national majority. According to him, the Rama’s loss of their indigenous language and
their historical dislocation from much of their territory due to outside incursions has
resulted in their near cultural extinction and a profound loss of rights to place.
Likewise, a singular emphasis on chronological primary or firstness to the
exclusion of other historical justifications for communal land claims can result in the
prioritization of one indigenous or afro-descendant group’s claims over another simply
due to their disparate histories of settlement. For a multi-ethnic region where the political
and economic futures of indigenous and afro-descendant communities are intimately
linked, internal divisions over chronological primacy of settlement can have a
destabilizing effect on the struggle for region-wide demarcation.

An emphasis on

premodern authenticity also tends to overlook the ways in which indigenous and afrodescendant territorial demands are shaped and buttressed by what Gurdián, Hale, and
Gordon refer to as the social memory of struggle, based in collectively held memories of
confrontation with the Nicaraguan nation-state for control of Atlantic Coast lands and
natural resources.531
For afro-descendant Creoles, predominant constructions of an authentic and
unchanging autochthonous past pose a particular challenge given the community’s
diverse histories of diaspora, migration, and settlement on the Atlantic Coast. As a result,

531

Gurdián, Hale, and Gordon.
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blackness and African diasporic identity not only serve as highly racialized markers of
inequality within the mestizo nation, limiting Creoles’ access to full citizenship due to
their racial and cultural difference, but also tend to weaken their claims to communal
lands vis-à-vis predominant constructions of indigenous rights. This political endgame
has resulted in the widespread assumption in Nicaragua that Atlantic Coast Creoles do
not have an originary history in the Mosquitia due to their later arrival on the Coast, but
that their Mosquitian identities and communal land claims are politically contrived
demands with little historical and cultural depth. In this context, Creole land use and
tenure is frequently understood to be unequivocally individual, modern, and Western
rather than autochthonous, collective, and traditional. This assumption is made with no
corresponding effort to understand the historical and cultural specificity of Creole land
use or the long and complex relationship between indigenous and afro-descendant land
use and transnational market economies. As a result, not only is Creole land use poorly
understood, but it rarely figures as a legitimate object of investigation because it is not
widely believed to be culturally or historically specific to the Creole community, but
simply a replication or adoption of private individual Western land tenure --and thus a
corrupted and inauthentic form of cultural and historical practice.
Similarly, black or African diasporic identity is not generally figured as a
legitimate subject position from which to make contemporary claims for collective land
rights because as afro-descendant peoples, Creoles are often understood to be
“originarios” or natives of Jamaica, Grand Cayman or ultimately Africa. That is, they are
believed to be foreign or literally from somewhere else, and thus their rights to communal
lands are not generally viewed as being grounded in a unique historical experience
intimately tied to eighteenth and nineteenth century Creole settlement and ethnogenesis
as a distinctive Mosquitian ethnic group. This assumption is based primarily on their
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racial and cultural difference as Creole speaking afro-descendant blacks. Thus the same
racial ideologies that have worked to deny afro-descendant Costeños full citizenship in
the majority mestizo nation due to their racial and cultural difference tend to similarly
deny their rights to communal lands vis-à-vis predominant constructions of
autochthonous rights.

Both of these predominant forms of identification in rights

activism in Nicaragua (i.e. the mestizo national and the indigenous) when superimposed
on Monkey Point oral histories do little to uncover the particularities of the black
experience in Nicaragua and ultimately tend to silence and delegitimate the same
historical experiences of enslavement and racial subordination that drive Monkey Point
communal land claims.

And as I have tried to demonstrate throughout this article,

historical silences are more often than not tied to relations of domination and
subordination. In this case, the on-going silence surrounding the particularity of Creole
land use, settlement history, racial enslavement, and African diasporic identification is
not accidental, but is part of a wider historical silencing of afro-descendant experiences
and histories in Nicaragua and elsewhere.
In the case of Monkey Point, this political endgame has led community leaders to
argue for a Mosquitian autochthony that emphasizes the community’s ancestral and
contemporary affiliation with indigenous communities and simultaneously depreciates or
displaces African or Caribbean origins within certain political contexts. For a community
that is both widely ascribed as black and strongly identified as black, this strategic move
presents a number of contradictions that do not go unnoticed by their indigenous and
mestizo counterparts. The following excerpt from an interview with Miss Rebecca shows
how she works to mediate these contradictions arising from a black Creole autochthony:
Don’t call we no more, don’t say to us “those black people only.” They say
Creole and that Creole come in by mixing with the Indian. They call it the Creole
people them… We are black people, but we are not native of Africa. We don’t
know Africa. We are native of Monkey Point (Interview, September 2001).
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Here Miss Rebecca works to counter the political liability posed by diasporic origins by
asserting a “native” community identity and pointing to the community’s Creole roots,
which are derived from mestizaje with indigenous people.
This political landscape suggests that the question of historical vindication of both
indigenous and afro-descendant pasts in all of their diversity and complexity is a crucial
site of struggle in contemporary movements for communal land rights on the Atlantic
Coast. Monkey Point women’s oral histories contribute to this end, demonstrating the
historical depth, complexity, and specificity of the community’s land claim. In sum, the
women’s narratives describe how Monkey Point ancestors settled the Coast during the
post-emancipation period in search of economic opportunities, agricultural lands, and
freedom from racial oppression.

Their arrival is embedded within a wider post-

emancipation effort to overcome the racial and material legacy of enslavement in the
Caribbean Diaspora through migration to the Mosquitia.

As such, an independent

livelihood with unfettered access to land and natural resources, free from racial servitude
and exploitative labor relations, is perhaps the most compelling raison d’être for the early
to mid-nineteenth century growth and expansion of Creole settlements from Pearl Lagoon
south to Bocas del Toro, Panamá. Not surprisingly, Creoles have long associated access
to and control over land and natural resources with freedom from racial forms of
servitude as well as economic and political autonomy, which today remain core values in
contemporary Creole politics, fueling their communal land claims.
The settlement of Monkey Point occurred towards the end of this long period of
growth and expansion (1790s-1890s) in south coast Creole settlement and represents one
of the last historical moments on the Atlantic Coast when Caribbean blacks were able to
access open lands and establish independent communities before the Nicaraguan state’s
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annexation of the region in 1894.

Although this African diasporic history of

enslavement, migration, and settlement does little to accommodate predominant
constructions of indigeneity or autochthonous territoriality as the basis for communal
land rights, it nevertheless provides one of the central ideological foundations for afrodescendant communal land claims today. Therefore, the revindication of this diasporic
history is a central ideological and political challenge facing afro-descendant
communities in the struggle for land demarcation.
While the relative state of autonomy from national control that still prevailed
along the southern coastline in the 1880s provides the context for community settlement,
this independence was radically and abruptly interrupted soon after Nicaragua’s military
annexation of the Atlantic Coast. As poor black farmers and fishers, Monkey Point
people found themselves not only subordinate to US and European whites and elite
mestizo Nicaraguans, but also at the bottom of color and class hierarchies within the
Creole community itself. Their racial standing also stood in ambiguous tension with their
indigenous Rama neighbors, even if their claims to modernity were less tenuous. At the
same time, farm life did not offer many avenues for social or economic mobility.
Women describe how past generations looked to overcome their marginality through
migration for wage labor, which was only widely available in the community in the first
decade of the twentieth century during the construction of the Zelaya railroad and in the
mid 1960s when the community served as a Cuban exile base. These two moments are
remembered as times when labor was plentiful, but community autonomy was restricted,
land rights were denied, and community members occupied a subordinate position to
outsiders who had lately arrived in the community.
Women describe their ancestors’ migrations to Bluefields, San Juan del Norte,
and Panamá in search of cash income as efforts to improve their economic standing and
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provide children with the education they needed to get ahead in life. Yet wage labor
within and outside the community both tended to reinforce the same racial and class
marginality community people were looking to overcome.

A history of domestic

servitude runs throughout the women’s narratives creating an experiential link between
successive generations of female ancestors, beginning with Charlotte in the midnineteenth century. For later generations of Monkey Point women, domestic labor in
white households and enclave economies was a highly racial affair involving gendered
forms of servitude characteristic of “slavery times.”

Today, the social memory of

“slavery times” and their ancestors’ resistance to racial and class subordination as black
women and men in different historical contexts and geographical locales provides the
framework for the on-going importance of an African diasporic identity.
Yet alongside this African diasporic history of mobility and migration, the women
describe with equal emphasis their ancestors’ powerful connections to the land at
Monkey Point that are based in their experiences as Mosquitian farmers, fishers, and
turtlers.

In this sense, Monkey Point women locate at least one segment of their

historical past in a native Creole identity that originated on the nineteenth century
Atlantic Coast as a result of mestizaje with indigenous Mosquitians.

The women

describe diverse patterns of land and natural resource use as well as particular crops (e.g.
yams, sweet potatoes, and coco), culinary traditions, and knowledge about herbal
medicine and midwifery that characterize their ancestral history as Creole fishers and
farmers at Monkey Point. Many of these traditions they shared with their indigenous
neighbors, while others reflect their own histories of diaspora and migration throughout
the western Caribbean region. These social memories, alongside their ancestors’ efforts
to maintain access to community lands at multiple historical junctures, ground the
women’s identities as Monkey Point fishers and farmers and provide the foundation for
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their contemporary land claim. Thus, a Mosquitian Creole identity that incorporates both
autochthonous and African diasporic historical elements provides the interpretive
framework through which Monkey Point women wage resistive struggles for communal
land rights.
To conclude, while one might assume that place based identities solely retain their
meaning and significance in the struggle for land rights when community members are on
the land, for Monkey Point people place based identity and marginality travel.

In

Bluefields, Monkey Point is widely associated with a marginal backwater black rural
poverty. That is, marginality is most deeply felt when Monkey Point people leave the
community to work and reside in Bluefields, which they have been forced to do with
increasing frequency in the last several decades due to armed conflict and newer forms of
violence related to the international drug trade.

In recent decades, community

marginality has taken on new intensely stigmatizing associations of blackness with
criminality and drug trafficking that have worked to further marginalize Monkey Point in
contemporary struggles for land rights. As such, the ways in which they are racialized in
the regional context reinforce a particularly place-based racial and class alterity as well as
a place-based politics of resistance among Monkey Point women and both have had
profound impacts on the gendering of community identities and resistive practices, which
is the focus of the following chapter.
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Chapter 7: “Bad Boys” and Respectable Women: Tradition,
Modernity, and Neoliberal Politics

The day of February 3, 2000, a group of some twenty young men from Monkey
Point armed with guns, machetes, and sticks made their way to the Nica Holdings finca
located on the southern reaches of the community. Upon their arrival they confronted the
finca manager and several mestizo workmen making it clear that their presence on
communal lands would no longer be tolerated. Although they were armed, the finca
employees put up little resistance. They fled Monkey Point that day for Bluefields and
never returned. Over the course of the next day, the young men sacked the property,
killing the livestock and destroying the finca nurseries. In a petition to the Bluefields
police, the absentee owner wrote that the men, armed with AK-47s, had made death
threats against the finca manager and Nica Holdings executives.

Demanding

indemnification for the loss of private property, he blamed the incident on a “campaign of
defamation and instigation of violence” led by the left-leaning national daily El Nuevo
Diario in collusion with the community’s legal representative, a local indigenous rights
lawyer.532 The following day, the Bluefields police traveled to Monkey Point, arrested
three young men involved in the incident, and transported them back to Bluefields where
they remained in jail for more than two weeks. Not only had the absentee owner located
the seeds of violence and disorder within the more progressive elements of Nicaraguan
society --an indigenous rights advocate and the left-leaning national press-- but his
petition had its desired effect. It elicited swift and decisive disciplinary action against the
young men.

532 Letter from John Vogel, Nica Holdings Executive, Managua to Commissioner Douglas Zeledón, Chief
of Police, Bluefields, February 4, 2000.

299

Monkey Point people did not, however, receive the same dispensations from the
state. After more than a year of legal wrangling with the absentee owners, community
patience had worn thin. Listed along side BellSouth, Bayer Chemicals, and Kraft Foods
as one of the top thirty-five foreign investors in Nicaragua, Nica Holdings is a US
corporation with subsidiaries in the Bluefields region specializing in seafood processing
and export.533 North American executives John Vogel and Gary Loff acquired title to
community lands in 1998 from a local Creole politician who had inherited one of the
original Zelaya land grants issued in the late 1890s shortly before railway construction
began at Monkey Point. Like the Zelaya railway project, contemporary proposals for an
interoceanic dry canal had stimulated a flurry of land speculation on both the Atlantic and
Pacific Coasts.534 On the Pacific side, Nicaraguan President Arnoldo Alemán had been
linked to land purchases adjacent to a port site in the department of Rivas and Monkey
Point people widely assumed that Nica Holdings had acquired the title to community
lands with the President’s backing.535 The community’s leader Miss Judy voiced a
sentiment that was shared by most Monkey Point people when she and Miss Rebecca
recounted the incident one afternoon more than a year later, “Who behind all of this is
somebody bigger… This thing was fix up real neat and fine in Managua (Interview,
September 2001).”
Community members describe the escalating conflict in the year leading up to the
incident, which received considerable publicity at the national level. In the early part of
1999, John Vogel arrived in the community with a delegation from Bluefields, which
included several employees of the regional autonomous government.

He was

See Nicaragua Country Commercial Guide, 2004, http://usembassy.state.gov/managua/wwwhe14.html
At the time, there were two major proposals in competition for a canal concession. One was backed by
a consortium of international investors under the moniker CINN (Nicaraguan Inter-Oceanic Canal) and the
second rival proposal was developed by the national firm SIT-Global (Intermodal Global Transport
System), directed by Nicaraguan executives Gilberto Cuadra and Juan Carlos Rivas.
535 “Trasfondo de Compras en Tola,” El Nuevo Diario, August 4, 1999.
533
534
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accompanied by the Monkey Point síndico, Alfonso Presida, an older man in his 60s and
a cousin of the women leaders. Vogel announced to community members that Nica
Holdings planned to extend its industrial fishing operations to the Monkey Point region
and promised a new era of prosperity and employment for the community. Shortly
afterward, Alfonso coordinated an effort to survey the finca property at a lowland coastal
site on the southern edge of the community where the dry canal wharf was purportedly
slated for construction. Vogel brought a property manager from Managua to live in
Monkey Point and transported livestock and seedlings to the community in an effort to
establish full possession of the property. With still no indication that he planned to
initiate fishing operations, he paid a handful of mestizo families that were settled in the
area to cede their claims to the land and hired several of the men as finca workers.
According to community members, the mestizos were armed with shotguns and thirtyeight caliber hand guns. Vogel fenced the property cutting off free passage from one end
of the community to the next and made it clear that trespassers would be shot.
As the months passed, he had several heated exchanges with community members
during his infrequent visits to Monkey Point and left most with the understanding that his
wealth and personal influence in Managua gave him a significant measure of impunity.
Miss Rebecca’s memories of her confrontations with Vogel during these visits dominate
her account of the conflict. She relayed one particular exchange where she confronts his
claim to impunity, which she locates within her own experience of racial and class
subordination in Nicaragua: “I say, what happen? Him say, well, you all don’t have no
money. So I say, money? So you abusing of us? I say, ah, money talk, I say to him,
excuse, and bullshit walk! I say, and what you think about Mr. John, so you’re black you
must stay in the back!? (Interview, September 2001)”
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Not only did the women mount a vigorous defense of their rights within their
community, in the months following Vogel’s arrival they embarked on a public campaign
in Bluefields against the absentee landlords, protesting the speculation of communal
lands and the government backed dry canal proposal on the grounds that both violated
their collective property rights, which were guaranteed by the Autonomy Law and
Nicaraguan Constitution. They went to the regional governor to lodge a complaint and
aired their grievances on local radio stations. They found an early advocate in a regional
councilman and party head of the FSLN in the RAAS and submitted a claim in the
district civil courts against Vogel and Loff. In response to their campaign, a group of
local and international NGOs in Bluefields organized a support commission to advocate
on behalf of the community and, with financial backing from a Finish development
agency, the community hired indigenous rights lawyer, María Luisa Acosta, to pursue
their case in the legal system. With legal representation and logistical and financial aid
from Bluefields NGOs, the women built coalitional ties with the indigenous Rama
communities to the north and south of Monkey Point constructing the basis for what is
now typically described in the halls of academia as a form of grassroots politics
emblematic of the post-authoritarian neoliberal era in Latin America --a new social
movement.536 In the post-revolutionary era, civil society had provided a new staging
ground for women leaders in their struggle to reap the material and legal protections
guaranteed by their statutory rights as multicultural citizens of the Nicaraguan nation.
As they made headway within increasingly institutionalized and internationalized
sectors of what is commonly referred to in Nicaragua as “organized civil society,”
drawing on multicultural legislation to substantiate and validate their claims, the women

See for instance, Arturo Escobar and Sonia E. Alvarez, The Making of Social Movements in Latin
America: Identity, Strategy, and Democracy. (Boulder: Westview Press, 1992); and Jorge G. Castañeda,
Utopia Unarmed: The Latin American Left After the Cold War. (New York: Vintage Books, 1994).
536
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also worked to have Alfonso Presida removed from his position as community síndico
and denounced his actions as a betrayal of the community he was meant to represent and
protect. They informed him of his dismissal in a letter detailing his offences that was
signed by nine members of the Monkey Point communal board, which now included
Miss Rebecca as the new síndica for the community. Miss Judy wrote a personal letter to
President Alemán appealing to him on the grounds of moral decency to recognize the
community’s rights to their communal lands. In her letter, she relayed an ancestral
account passed down from her grandmother Herminia Presida detailing the historical
abuses during the Zelaya era that had led to the contemporary land dispute. In sum, the
women capitalized on the multiple avenues of mobilization available in postrevolutionary Nicaragua, while simultaneously pursuing a legal case buttressed by their
multicultural citizenship rights as an Atlantic Coast “ethnic community.”537 They used
their moral standing in the community to legitimate their cause, made appeals on the
grounds of moral decency and justice, and sanctioned the community síndico by publicly
shaming him for his accommodation to outside interests.
But despite the women’s efforts little changed. Nica Holdings maintained their
property rights and relations between finca employees and community members
continued to deteriorate.

Ultimately, the community’s demands found few official

avenues for redress. Instead, their encounters with state institutions, particularly the
police and judicial system, left community members with feelings of deep resentment and
futility. Like most black and indigenous communities embroiled in land disputes, they
found that their statutory rights to communal lands held little sway in a judicial system
marred by corruption and grounded in more than a century of preexisting legal code that

In Nicaraguan constitutional law, afro-descendant communities from the Atlantic Coast are referred to
as comunidades étnicas or ethnic communities, while indigenous communities are referred to as
comunidades indígenas.
537

303

prioritizes individualized private property regimes and state territorial sovereignty. And
as the months dragged on, a parallel political process was advancing at the national level
as the CINN contract for a dry canal proposal passed a number of state regulatory
mechanisms, receiving broad based support in the national assembly and South Atlantic
autonomous regional council for a feasibility study and exploratory concession. Faced
with a delayed and dead end legal process, anger in the community had reached a boiling
point. Miss Judy recalls the urgency of the time, “We went to the Dr. Acosta and told her
that this place going to start in another revolution because everybody trying to defend
their self… John Vogel was one side arms up and the boys them on this side arms up
(Interview, September 2001).” The sting of their disenfranchisement vis-à-vis state
institutions and transnational corporate interests was only reinforced and exacerbated by
the insult of day to day encounters with the finca manager and workmen. As Miss Judy
concludes, “Okay we went and we complain, complain to our authorities in Bluefields
and everybody give it a deaf ear… So afterward the boys them from here in Monkey
Point, they group up together and they said, nobody want to give us a’ear? We going to
do something… So that’s the way they pressure John Vogel and he not back here today.
But if it wasn’t for the action of these boys here, maybe he would be here yet (Interview,
September 2001).”
This incident and others like it seem to be indicative of what some scholars have
characterized as a reconfiguration of racial hegemonies and exclusionary tactics in the
neoliberal era, resulting in an “uneasy fusion of enfranchisement and exclusion.”538 In
the case of Central America, analysts have argued that multicultural reforms have paved
the way for the increased acceptance of a limited package of cultural rights, but have
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Jean Comaroff and John L. Comaroff, “Millennial Capitalism: First Thoughts on a Second Coming,”
Public Culture 12, no. 2 (2001): 299. Also see, Winant, World is a Ghetto, 305-308; and Hill Collins,
Black Sexual Politics, 32-34.
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done little to challenge the structural and institutional manifestations of racism and
material inequality, which only seem to deepen as neoliberal policy agendas advance.539
At the same time, subaltern politics that challenge the underlying tenets of neoliberal
doctrine and seek institutional or legal redress from the state confront the limits of
democratic pluralism and often become subject to the regulatory and disciplinary power
of state institutions.540 If this is indeed the case, what impact have these transformations
had on subaltern political subjectivity and action? Moreover, to what extent are the
modes of political and material contestation illustrated in my account actually new? Are
they driven by a particularly neoliberal logic bound up in new forms citizenship,
participation, and dissent unique to the post-revolutionary era?
On one level, the conflict at Monkey Point has its seeds in the militaristic
nationalism of the classic liberal period in Nicaragua. Just a century earlier, the Zelaya
presidency used liberal notions of nationhood and modernity to advance a strikingly
similar railway project at Monkey Point shortly after the military annexation of the
Atlantic Coast in 1894. The Zelaya railway project was one initiative in a wave of
infrastructure development that accompanied the rise of US enclave economies
throughout Central America in the early twentieth century.

As noted in previous

chapters, the project led to extensive land speculation as Zelaya issued vast titles along
the proposed route to political intimates and foreign investors. Despite the influence of
British and US imperialism in mediating the terms of land conflict, the Zelaya presidency
drew on a familiar set of legalistic and coercive mechanisms to justify and enforce land
expropriation during this period. State-based private tenure regimes usurped preexisting
notions of communal and public lands under the Mosquito Reserve and the archival

539 See Hooker, “Indigenous Inclusion/Black Exclusion”; Hale, “Does Multiculturalism Menace?; and
Hale, “Neoliberal Multiculturalism.”
540 See Hale, “Indio Permitido.”
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records chronicle manifold cases of violence, arrest, and imprisonment of black
landholders within the context of legal land expropriations in the Bluefields region that
were quotidian in their frequency in the years following annexation. State-sanctioned
violence and land expropriation were highly racial affairs emblematic of the national
enclave period (1894-1930), paving the way for foreign capital and the concentration of
coast lands in the hands of mestizo elites and foreign conglomerates such as the United
Fruit Company. Likewise, both provoked particular forms of collective resistance from
black and indigenous Costeños, who drew on their historic affiliation with the British
Empire as well as expressions of Mosquitian nationalism and autochthony to defend their
claims.
Yet unlike today, there was little pretext that black and indigenous Costeños were
legitimate national citizen-subjects at the time of annexation.

While the land

expropriation that took place at Monkey Point conjures memories of an earlier era of
rapid globalization on the Coast and the current government justifies infrastructure
development using analogous constructions of nationhood and modernity, today black
and indigenous communities have hard won statutory rights that in theory guarantee their
access to communal lands, political autonomy, and multicultural citizenship within the
Nicaraguan nation. This shift has paired neoliberal economic doctrine with democratic
ideologies allowing for plurality within the mestizo nation and relatively prescriptive
forms of multicultural citizenship, which grant special group rights to racial and cultural
minorities that go above and beyond the basic guarantees of liberal constructions of
individual citizenship.
contradictions.

What results is a new unstable hegemonic project rife with

The conflict surrounding Vogel’s expropriation of communal lands

dramatizes the clash between still powerful notions of liberal citizenship guaranteeing
individual rights to private property under state tenure regimes and special group rights
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reserved for black and indigenous Costeños. Likewise, such conflicts have placed new
pressures on the Nicaraguan state to reformulate pre-existing technologies of governance
and administration to accommodate multicultural rights under neoliberal democracy, as
evidenced by the 2002 Demarcation Law 445 allowing for the recognition and titling of
black and indigenous communal lands.
At the same time, the emergence of black and indigenous Costeños as
multicultural citizen-subjects in the post-revolutionary era has developed alongside the
proliferation of popular avenues for participation and mobilization in “organized civil
society” --including Costeño universities, regional NGOs, and community directive
boards and elders’ councils-- which now have increasingly intimate ties to transnational
institutions and non-governmental organizations. If civil society is the space (some say
imagined and fetishized) in which participatory citizenship is created and experienced --a
mediating space between transnational agencies, non-governmental organizations, state
institutions, new bodies of statutory rights, and society at large-- that promises an
optimistic and progressive turn in the globalizing democratic era; what happens when this
space is ultimately “incapable of producing the conditions of its possibility?”541 That is,
for those marginal collectivities that have found a space for representation, participation,
and dissent within civil society, yet continue to experience violent and alienating forms of
anti-democratic disenfranchisement on a daily basis, how do they make sense of their
status as multicultural citizen-subjects in the neoliberal era?
The following sections of this chapter explore this question through an analysis of
the gender politics of resistance in Monkey Point. I argue that not only do women and
men opt for divergent resistive paths, but in their struggles to maintain control over
communal spaces, femininity and masculinity take on disparate meanings. In this case,

541

See Hardt in Comaroff and Comaroff, 331.
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young men from Monkey Point are in some respects more disenfranchised in the struggle
for collective rights than their mothers and aunts who have found a moral community in
the proliferating spaces of civil society, where they can mobilize for autonomy,
communal land, and participatory democracy --even taking advantage of postrevolutionary electoral politics by running as candidates for office in the regional
autonomous government.

Deeply invested in their multicultural citizenship rights,

women leaders have found spaces for participation by leveraging their moral standing as
respectable church women, community leaders, and matriarchs of large extended families
--albeit with varying degrees of success. Although women leaders continue to face
stigmatizing racism and class marginality and their leadership positions are often
questioned within their community due to their gender, particularly by men of their own
generation, they have nevertheless been able to create alliances and mobilize for their
rights within Costeño civil society.542 While they buttress their claims to authority with
gendered expressions of Creole respectability and Protestant Christian morality, the
women also tactically position themselves as community elders or the guardians of oral
history and community tradition, and in doing so work to articulate their material
demands within dominant nativist constructions of autochthonous communal-territorial
rights.
But although young men are older women’s principal counterparts in community
resistance, they rarely participate in organized civil society and tend to have little moral
capital within or outside of their communities.

To the contrary, they are often

interpellated as heavily racialized counter-national subjects --poor, black, uneducated,
addicted to crack, violent, delinquent, and predatory-- not only lacking in moral authority,
542 Most men of their own generation, however, have not chosen to pursue the same path, often taking an
accommodative stance to outside interests or dropping out of community politics altogether. Conversely,
young women generally do not have the status or moral authority to take a lead role in community politics
as do older women. While older men and young women’s political subjectivities are relevant in
community politics, I do not conduct a focused analysis on their political action in this chapter.
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but the agents of moral disorder and crime on the Coast. As such, they figure as
questionable citizen-subjects within the national political imaginary, yet are frequently
subjected to the disciplinary power of the state. More often the objects of policing than
the beneficiaries of rights, the following section shows how young men make sense of
this mode of gendered racialization through their consumption and reproduction of black
diasporic popular culture and, simultaneously, position themselves as modern
transnational subjects.

I ask, given their marginality --their limited access to

multicultural citizenship through participation in civil society and their criminalization by
the state-- what types of political subjectivity motivate their resistance to land
expropriation?

Bad Boys, Black Diasporic Culture, and Community Resistance
bad man no play play, pass me the AK
Elephant Man, Bad Man a Bad Man
And the boys them get bad and some of the men get ‘fraid and they say, well, they
going, they going, they not going to fight.
Miss Judy, Monkey Point
Historically, black political culture’s most powerful notions of agency have been
figured through the sacred. They can also get figured through the profane and
there, a different idea of worldly redemption can be observed.
Paul Gilroy, It’s a Family Affair543

543 Paul Gilroy, “It’s a Family Affair,” in Black Popular Culture, ed. Michelle Wallace and Gina Dent
(Seattle: Bay Press, 1992), 303-316.
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Then in his late twenties, Marlon544 was among the young men who visited the
Nica Holdings finca that day in February. Cast as a central protagonist in the incident
and lead agitator amongst community youth, he was arrested with two other young men
and jailed in Bluefields in the days following the incident. The youngest son of a large
and close knit family of grown siblings, many of whom have spouses and young children
in school in Bluefields, Marlon was unmarried, childless, and unemployed. He spent
most of his time in Monkey Point walking the beaches and fishing for subsistence.
Marlon came of age during the latter part of the Sandinista years and left for the refuge
camps in Costa Rica with his older brothers at the age of fifteen. This experience of
displacement is not unusual for Creole men of his age who fled Bluefields and Pearl
Lagoon for Costa Rica as the Sandinista government stepped up efforts to conscript
young men into the military. He returned to Bluefields seven years later already a man.
By then the revolution was over and Violeta Chamorro’s administration had embarked on
a stringent plan of neoliberal reform. With little formal education and few opportunities
to get ahead in life, Marlon represents a generation of community youth that was too
young to participate in the popular mobilizations or the counter-revolutionary armed
struggle of the Sandinista period. Nevertheless, he and his contemporaries have a harsh
critique of the post-revolutionary state that is informed by the particular forms of
marginality they experience as young black men, their place in the neoliberal economy,
and their largely negative encounters with state institutions, which take place almost
entirely within the framework of state policing and the criminal justice system.
Marlon and many of the other young men who went to the Nica Holdings finca
are known in Monkey Point and Bluefields as “bad boys” and in a few cases “rock men,”
a more abject and disempowered moniker used to identify men who suffer from severe

544

Pseudonym.
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crack addictions. Their status as “bad boys” is in one sense linked to stereotypes about
Monkey Point residents as lawless, quarrelsome, and low-status country people who have
a reputation for toughness or for being “hard,” not “soft” like city people. Within the
wider Creole community, “bad boys” are generally associated with the cocaine trade,
drug use, and illegal activities ranging from petty theft to armed robbery, assault, and
murder. And indeed, a few of the young men have had run-ins with the police, done jail
time, and struggle with crack addictions. While the stereotype “bad boy” is embedded in
wider processes of racial-class-gender interpellation that have a totalizing effect working
to criminalize young black men and even entire Costeño communities in the postrevolutionary period, it also represents a counter-cultural aesthetic or style with deep
roots in African diasporic culture that many young men from Monkey Point often
creatively embrace and reproduce.545
Like the Creole men that Edmund Gordon writes of who formed the cuartel troop
and were centrally involved in the early popular Creole mobilization in Bluefields shortly
after the triumph of the Sandinista revolution, this group of young men are highly
invested in commoditized forms of black diasporic popular culture, particularly that of
Jamaica. While the Creole Rastas of the 1980s participated in dread culture and roots
reggae, which is still quite popular on the Coast, young men from Monkey Point most
often identify with and consume Jamaican dancehall music, which likewise informs the
ways they enact an oppositional racial politics within their own community, though
perhaps in different ways.546
In his account, Gordon includes a quote from a Creole Rasta leader of the 1980s
who describes how Jamaican fishermen visiting the Coast originally exposed a new
See for instance, Robin D. G. Kelley, “Looking for the ‘Real’ Nigga”; and Gordon, “Black
Masculinity.”
546 See Gordon, Disparate Diasporas, 214-223 for a discussion of the formation of the cuartel troop and
oppositional black politics in Bluefields at the outset of the Sandinista Revolution.
545
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generation of Creoles to roots reggae in the late 1970s.547 This momentary peek into one
of the routes by which black diasporic popular culture and associated forms of
oppositional black politics (in this case, black nationalism) were disseminated in the prerevolutionary period, calls to mind today’s independent concert networks throughout the
black Atlantic that have brought Caribbean gospel stars such as Bridget Blucher to play
in the Bluefields Moravian high school stadium or small label singers known for their
lover’s rock and soca such as Yvonne Curtis and Bill Campbell for neighborhood
concerts in the Creole barrio of Old Bank.
Yet the bulk of the popular music that young people consume today, particularly
contemporary Jamaican dancehall, has joined the ranks of US hip hop and Caribbean
reggaetón as heavily commoditized big label global sensations. The phenomenal global
success of Sean Paul’s album “Dutty Rock,” Shaggy singles like “Angel” and “It Wasn’t
Me,” or Kevin Lyttle’s soca inspired single “Turn Me On” has made all of these
Anglophone Caribbean artists as big in Bluefields as they are in Kingston, New York,
Houston, Miami, Toronto, and London.

Creole youth dance to these rhythms in

Bluefields dancehalls, listen to them on the local Creole English radio station “Radio
Rhythm,” and watch them on cable video and live music shows such as “The Roof”
produced in English for a US Latino audience by the Telemundo cable network mun2
(owned by the mega-conglomerate NBC Universal). Today Creole youth are participants
in a truly transnational public sphere in which black diasporic popular culture has reached
such heights of commercial success that it has in some respects come to epitomize global
capitalist consumer culture.
While young people from Monkey Point consume a wide variety of dancehall,
soca, reggaetón, roots reggae, and lover’s rock music, more hardcore or downtown
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versions of Jamaican dancehall produced by artists like Elephant Man, Bounty Killer, and
T.O.K tend to have particular resonance for young men. This version of dancehall grew
out of a Jamaican reggae tradition that embraced black pride and anti-imperialist politics
and often depicts the harsh economic conditions, political disenfranchisement, police
harassment, and everyday violence experienced by working class Jamaicans. And much
like hip hop in the US, dancehall lyrics have received considerable negative publicity for
their profanity, anti-gay and lesbian themes, “slackness” or sexual explicitness,
glorification of crime and gun violence, and the embrace of radical forms of conspicuous
consumption --a shift away from the spirituality and consciousness raising lyrics of 1970s
roots reggae that Deborah Thomas suggests now foregrounds “the personal melodramas
of making it in the market place.”548 Similarly, Dick Hebdige links this shift in popular
Jamaican music not only to the death of roots reggae icon Bob Marley, but to the on-set
of neoliberal policy and free market doctrine in the early 1980s, which promoted
increasingly intense forms of structural violence within working class Jamaican
communities during the subsequent decades.549
While Hebdige is quick to dismiss early dancehall as representative of “Jamaica
Inc. sex, money, flash, and nonsense,”550 others have come up with more nuanced
analyses that point to the ways diverse forms of Jamaican dancehall engage hegemonic
formulations of capitalist consumerism, law and authority, morality and sexuality,
blackness, and gender and class inequality, ultimately becoming a site of contestation and
contradiction that can take both an accommodative and oppositional stance to wider
548 Deborah A. Thomas, Modern Blackness: Nationalism, Globalization, and the Politics of Culture in
Jamaica (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004), 81.
549 Dick Hebdige, Mix ‘N’ Cut: Culture, Identity and Caribbean Music (London: Routledge, 1987), 122125; and Andrew Ross, “Mr. Reggae DJ, Meet the International Monetary Fund,” Black Renaissance 1, no.
3 (July 1998): 208-232. Ross argues that the “diminished moral authority of the state” has led elite sectors
to demonize dancehall music as the source of moral decay in Jamaican society, rather than “blame the
economic violence of structural adjustment programs for the fraternal distrust and incivility that emerged
from the sustained hardship and impoverishment of Jamaica’s poor.”
550 Hebdige, 125.
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structures of oppression and can produce counter-narratives such as “ghetto feminism” in
which female djs critique their masculine counterparts as well as patriarchy and middleclass respectability in Jamaican society.551 Similar forms of black feminist consciousness
are likewise conveyed in Caribbean soca lyrics by artists such as Alison Hinds of Square
One or TC (Terencia Coward) from Barbados who also enjoy widespread popularity
among Creole Costeños.
But for young men from the community, Jamaican dancehall is embedded within
an aesthetics and politics that hold tremendous appeal. A highly commoditized, intensely
masculine genre, young men are not simply passive consumers, but perform and
reproduce dancehall in their own community. My first exposure to Monkey Point dj
Macabi552 (a.k.a George “Koybi” Sambola) was on a promotional documentary entitled
“Our Land, Our Future” made by The Coalition for Nicaragua shortly after the heavy
publicity of the Vogel land speculation. The documentary opens by asking viewers to
“imagine a place where the people have lived in harmony with nature for thousands of
years” and states that, “the life of the indigenous people who live here is simple but full.”
Later the anonymous narrator warns that, “Already land speculators are laying claim to
the land that rightfully belongs to the indigenous people,” then, the video cuts to a shot of
Macabi rapping in hardcore dj style to a song entitled “John Vogel.”553 He has covered
his thin chin-length dreadlocks with a white knit cap pulled down low over his brow and

For instance, on “ghetto feminism” see Thomas, 251-257; Also see Ross; Carolyn Cooper, Sound
Clash: Jamaican Dancehall Culture at Large (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004); Patricia J. Saunders,
“Is Not Everything Good to Eat, Good to Talk: Sexual Economy and Dancehall Music in the Global
Market Place,” Small Axe 13 (March 2003): 95-115; and Kenneth Bilby, “Jamaica,” in Caribbean
Currents: Caribbean Music from Rumba to Reggae, ed. Peter Manuel, Kenneth Bilby, and Michael Largey
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1995).
552 See Old Testament, Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books 1 Maccabees and 2 Maccabees for the story
of the Judah Maccabee and his Jewish rebel warriors. References to the Biblical Maccabee or the
Maccabees are relatively common in roots reggae and Maccabee has been used as a stage name by other
reggae artists (e.g. UK’s Macka B and Englishman and Maccabee).
553 See “Our Land, Our Future,” a documentary by Ed Schehl and Katherine Knight, produced by The
Coalition for Nicaragua and Earthlinks, 2000.
551
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he has red, gold, and green Rasta beads strung around his neck. Macabi’s performance is
arresting not only because of the way in which a profoundly modern and pointedly black
diasporic form of expressive culture is oddly glossed within a representation of timeless
indigeneity, but because of his clear vocal and lyrical talent, which like Jamaican djs he
conveys in rapid fire Creole English. In a version of “John Vogel” that I recorded in the
community about a year after the documentary was produced, Macabi is accompanied by
several other young men from Monkey Point who have taken names such as Original
Selector, Fireflint, and Firemaker. Macabi sings:
hear me now
John Vogel wan come tek away me land
tek away me land, where me born an grow up pon…
this one man wan tek away we land
that not right
we gone tek out that man
Eager to claim a wider listening audience in Bluefields and with dreams of
someday making it big, Macabi asked me to record and transfer to CD nearly thirty selfcomposed tracks, which together touch on a wide range of topics that both affirm a bad
boy aesthetic, flout authority and convention, and in one way or another critique the
social conditions that young black men face today on the Coast. For instance, he pairs
slack style boasting lyrics full of word play about explicit sexual topics such as “1, 2, 3, 4
Gyal Wan It” with more reflective toasts such as, “Macabi Every Gyal Dem Wan,” which
chronicles his encounters with women in Bluefields, criticizing those who measure their
affection and attention based on appearances or the amount of money that a young man
has to offer:
yesterday mornin me bathe, change me clothes
put on me tear up pants, tear up shirt, tear up cap, and me sandal latin
two o’clock in the evening
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gone to the park
gone to tek a walk
see Suzy, I see Camila
shout, “hi me lassie”
gyal look pon me and she dart her eye
dat kinda gyal
when me no got nutten
the gyal rechazar [reject] me
when me got someten554
the gyal dem wan me
dat’s why me tongue keep yarnin
hey, dat’s why me tongue keep yarnin
dem hot gyal you got to put the Macab pon
While these songs espouse a masculinist sexual politics, which are certainly not
unique to Monkey Point or the wider Creole community, they also speak to the particular
kinds of racially indexed rural class marginality young people from the community face
in Bluefields. The “park,” or the central square in Bluefields, is an important meeting
place for young people who go there to hang out and to see and be seen, usually wearing
their most up-to-date fashions. The park offers young people the opportunity to bump
into one another (by chance) and meet in one of the few public settings that does not
require money to spend like a restaurant, bar, or club. To go to the park wearing “tear
up” clothes for most community youth would be cause for considerable shame and
embarrassment, because the way one dresses in public is not only a source of constant
commentary, but who one hangs out with and what one does at the park is often the
subject of gossip within wider circles.

Young people from rural communities like

Monkey Point, often take special care with their appearance when out in public in
Bluefields as a way of asserting not only their modernity but an elevated class standing.

554

“Something” can also refer to Obeah work or Obeah talismans, which some believe have the power to
make a person fall in love with an individual that they are not at first inclined to find attractive. The Creole
group Dimensión Costeña has a song popular in Bluefields entitled “Panty Water,” which deals with this
aspect of Obeah.
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Macabi critiques this mode of class ascription in his lyrics, while challenging some of the
most outward manifestations of capitalist consumer culture on the Coast.
This critique of consumerist ethnics and their embedded implications about class
standing and inequality has become pronounced in within the Creole community as the
region is increasingly integrated into the global marketplace. Both Creole men and
women of modest class standing often point to the superficiality of a generation of Creole
youth, described as “plastic boys” and “plastic girls,” who are concerned only with
appearance, money, and clothing and nothing else. When directed at adolescent girls and
young women, consumerist critiques take on sexual implications as girls of this
generation are often described as willing to do just about anything for money and things.
For instance in Bluefields, gossip runs rampant about secondary school girls’ illicit
entanglements with both Creole and mestizo taxi drivers in exchange for presents, rides,
and small sums of cash. Ubiquitous in their bleached white button down shirts, long
pleated polyester navy blue skirts, and knee socks, school girls are rarely described as
victims of the unwanted sexual advances of older men, but as willing accomplices in a
value exchange that gives them access to consumer goods that they otherwise would be
unable to purchase. Thus oppositional narratives about capitalist culture and consumerist
ethics within the Creole community tend to draw on highly gendered moral economies
that associate material forms of corruption with moral, spiritual, and sexual transgression,
particularly in the case of adolescent girls and young women.

Macabi’s lyrics

communicate a contradictory critique of capitalist culture that challenges the impact of
materialism on social relations, particularly between men and women, even as it
simultaneously locates the source of moral corruption within female sexuality.
Other songs such as “Nicodemus” and “Work for God and Not for Satan”
reference Biblical verse and incorporate a strong moral message based in Christian tenets,
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which are so foundational to Creole moral economies. He verbally samples tunes like the
theme to the Flintstones and incorporates lyrical word play into songs like “Dig Out Your
Yam from Your Plantation” and “Hold the Givenot,”555 which both reference south coast
subsistence lifestyles.

Macabi also delivers wry commentaries on national politics

(“Daniel and Violeta Wan Test Alemán”)556 and toasts that flout not only generational
norms of work and respectability (“Me No Wan No Boss Man”), but the institutional
authority of the state, particularly the police (“Good Breeze a’Blowin”). The last song
refers to the squalls that can carry jettisoned cocaine to community beaches and describes
the feeling of blind luck or chance involved in walking the beach to find “white thing.”
Embedded in many of the songs is the notion that despite the wider processes at play that
disenfranchise community youth, a bad boy commands masculine respect and fights fire
with fire, a stance that is clearly conveyed in “John Vogel” as well as in the opening
parable to “Minsa Man.”
now it was me and a boy got problem
same time now my fadda come with him gun
him berda come with him gun
so I come with my machet
and then he come out with he machet, you know
and well, he say he going to mince me
so I say, no, it not you going to mince
we going to mince
so that just between family and friend,
two’a we to solve the problem
sing Macabi
that’s why me sing this song about minsa man
Throughout all Macabi adopts a bad boy pose --sometimes playful, sometimes
boasting, sometimes issuing a word of warning-- and engages and reformulates black
diasporic identity and expressive culture through a local(ized) political sensibility with a
Givenot (agouti paca also known in Spanish as guardatinaja or tepescuintle) is a kind of “bush meat.”
Here he describes the political battles that take place between national party caudillos in Managua. The
title refers to former Presidents Daniel Ortega of the FSLN, Violeta Chamorro, and Arnoldo Alemán of the
PLC.
555
556
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powerful, oppositional, and at times contradictory message. Often dismissed by an older
generation of Creoles as vulgarity, Jamaican dancehall is one means by which
community youth identify with and participate in the diasporic “routes” of the
Anglophone Caribbean and at the same time position themselves as modern subjects
within the global capitalist sphere. As young men engage an increasingly transnational
public sphere by reproducing forms of black masculine expressive culture, which are now
heavily commoditized and disseminated through the logics of global capital, they also
express particularly neoliberal political subjectivities and modes of resistance that have
been forged from the margins of the post-revolutionary state, where (like elsewhere)
modernity is closely linked to consumerist culture and particular ways of participating in
the global economy.
In making this argument, I offer a cautionary note. In the same way that women
leaders are not necessarily representative of all women from Monkey Point --many of
whom actively choose not to participate in community politics or cannot take leadership
roles because they lack the age and/or moral standing to do so-- the young men involved
in the Vogel incident represent just one sub-sector of the community. My objective is not
to characterize the common sense politics of young (or older) Creole men in Nicaragua,
nor do I claim to be writing about something that is somehow representative of black
masculinity on the Coast (or anywhere else for that matter). Instead, I want to interrogate
yet another plane of identity formation and resistance that informs the multiple ways
actors within disenfranchised communities make sense of their place in the postrevolutionary nation and struggle for material demands that are now more than a century
old. In doing so, I suggest that there are new logics at play in the struggle for material
resources that are intimately tied to shifts in the global economy and the intensification of
capitalist consumer culture on the Coast --that is, there are new logics driving old
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demands, new modes of conflict that engage historical struggles for land. The remainder
of this chapter works to locate the community (particularly community youth) within
post-revolutionary shifts in the global economy that have transformed the regional
subsistence/resource base and produced new kinds of violence and conflict in south coast
communities. I conclude by revisiting the question of youth resistance through Marlon’s
account of the Vogel conflict.

Life on the Edge (of the Global Economy)
Those men and women from rural black communities that have found a degree of
upward mobility within the global economy have done so largely through their access to
higher education (in Managua or overseas during the revolutionary years and in the
newly established regional universities after the revolution) or more often by immigration
or “shipping out” to work on tourist cruise ships as cabin stewards, kitchen staff, waiters,
and dishwashers. The agrarian and mercantile activities that characterized rural Creole
economies throughout the nineteenth and much of the twentieth centuries (though already
on the decline) suffered severe disarticulation during the armed conflict of the 1980s,
forcing Creoles to pursue alternative means of income generation.

This period of

disarticulation was coupled with significant out-migration to the US and Costa Rica
during the Sandinista years. Today, remittances from relatives who have immigrated or
those working on international cruise ships are the principal means by which Creoles
living in urban and rural communities are able to build homes with modern conveniences,
pay for their children’s higher education, and gain access to the vast array of consumer
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goods that now provide the fundamental markers of class differentiation and modernity
on the Coast.557
As bilingual Creole English-Spanish speakers who are well educated by Central
American standards, significant numbers of Creole men and women in their 20s, 30s, and
40s now work as much as nine or ten months of the year for tourist cruise lines such as
Royal Caribbean or Norwegian Cruise Lines and often support their spouses, children,
siblings, and parents with their wages and tips, which range from just US$500 or $600 a
month for dishwashers to as much as US$1000 to $2000 a month for cabin stewards,
security personnel, pursers, and wait staff. A 1991 survey with 152 houses from three
Bluefields neighborhoods found that 57 percent of households surveyed had one member
living outside of the country.

Those migrants supplied as much as 37 percent of

household income and tended to be educated Creole men. At the same time, labor force
participation hovered well-below 50 percent for the adult residents of Bluefields.558
Since the early 1990s, the “ship out” phenomenon has become so widespread that it has
led many to lament that that a generation of Bluefield’s best educated youth have left the
Coast to join the ranks of the international service sector, waiting on North American and
European tourists for salaries that far outpace the wages they might earn in any wide
range of professions in Nicaragua.559 The contradictions involved in “learning to labor”
and becoming modern and Occidental (or learning to “handle” yourself in an “English

According to International Monetary Fund statistics for 2001, Nicaragua was in the top five developing
countries recipients of remittances (as percentage of gross domestic product) with 16.2% of the GDP
resulting from remittances. See Devesh Kapur and John McHale, “Migrations New Payoff: Globalization
at Work,” Foreign Policy 139 (2003): 48-57.
558 Bradford Barham and Stephen Boucher, “Migration, Remittances, and Inequality: Estimating the Net
Effects of Migration on Income Distribution,” Journal of Development Economics 55 (1998):312-313.
559 In 2003, the general manager of Seaman Express (the principal contracting company for international
cruise lines located in Bluefields) estimated that over three thousand individuals (mostly male and mostly
from the Atlantic Coast) were working on cruise ships. See “‘Ship-out’ mantienen economía de
Bluefields,” La Prensa, December 15, 2003.
557

321

way”) for the transnational service sector have prompted community leaders like Miss
Sarah to point out:
Today, as you come out high school, students them come out high school, come
out university and all thing like that, where you think them heading for? Today, a
non prepared [uneducated] person can hardly get a space on the ship because all
the educated one them is who getting the job on the ship… All you have to know,
study your English… study to learn to read it and write it good, because those
people out there want people that talk English, that read English, and can handle
themselves in an English way (Interview, July 2002).
To demonstrate the tremendous disparity in Nicaraguan salaries vis-à-vis the
cruise ship industry, professions such as teachers, nurses, or police officers earn as little
as US$100 per month, which is no longer a living wage on the Atlantic Coast, where
prices far outpace Managua. These disparities reinforce the idea among Creoles that
Nicaragua is backwards or not modern and provokes comments such as “you can’t get
ahead on the Coast” or “there’s no future in Nicaragua.” For most Creoles, corruption
and incompetence in Managua along with the internal colonial relationship between the
nation and coast people is the fundamental source of underdevelopment on the Coast.
For Creoles who ship out, their education and affiliation with Anglo language and culture
gives them a more solid claim to modernity than their indigenous and mestizo
counterparts (particularly poor indigenous and mestizos campesinos) and provides them
more secure footing or greater mobility and relevance in the global capitalist economy.
As such, transnational forms of class stratification linked to neoliberal globalization work
to rearticulate regional social hierarchies and longstanding expressions of Anglo ideology
among Nicaraguan Creoles.
Despite its relative prestige, for the far fewer numbers of Creole women who
work on tourist boats, shipping out also involves a certain degree of sexual stigma as
women are forced to live in close quarters for extended periods with men from
throughout the Caribbean and Central America. Rumors frequently circulate about the
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sexual promiscuity of women working on tourist boats who are no longer subject to the
moderating scrutiny of their family and community in Bluefields.

Thus for Creole

women, the ship or their participation in the global economy becomes a zone of sexual
transgression that disrupts the moral economy of conventional Creole gender roles.
Ironically, wives and girlfriends that stay behind while their male partners work on boats
are likewise said to engage in sexual transgressions at home, eliciting such adages as,
“while the cat’s away the mice will play,” which conjure masculine fears of being played
for a fool while they are out earning a living.
While women and men’s work on cruise ships has a fraught place within the
moral economies that continue to structure Creole understandings of masculine and
feminine sexuality and gender, both women and men gain social prestige for their
economic status as workers in the transnational service sector and frequently return for
vacations in Bluefields with significant quantities of cash, wearing the latest brand name
fashions from the US. With long working hours, restricted living quarters, and extended
absences from spouses and children, shipping out is one of the few ways Creoles can
access a degree of economic security in the global economy and achieve an elevated class
status that also provides the means to satisfy the mounting consumerist desires
emblematic of the neoliberal period. But those young people who are unable to access
the transnational service sector due to their poverty or lack of education are defined in
radical distinction to those who have found a degree of mobility in the global economy,
highlighting the singular relevance of work (or lack thereof) and consumerism in
conditioning modernity, social relations, and identity in the post-revolutionary era.
Although Monkey Point families have their share of sons and daughters working
on cruise ships and living abroad, the young men who participated in the Vogel incident
have not found a place in the transnational service sector and with little education have
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few opportunities to earn a living wage in the regional economy.

Unlike previous

generations, community youth (both male and female) see little future in farm life, not
only because an agrarian subsistence lifestyle lacks prestige, but because it does not
provide a cash income capable of educating, clothing, feeding, and housing a family in
Bluefields. Community youth associate the physical drudgery and rural marginality of
slash and burn subsistence agriculture with impoverished mestizo campesinos and
understand this mode of production to be indicative of Nicaragua’s status as an
undeveloped nation unable to provide the basic conditions of modernity for the vast
majority of its population. Thus, community members often reference themselves as in
the “bush,” “abandonado” or abandoned with no social services, health care, education,
police security, and so on --a particular form of marginality that is closely linked to
rurality in Nicaragua and is a condition in many respects shared by most rural indigenous
and mestizo campesinos.
For instance, Miss Judy has often lamented that, “Here we live like we are just in
the jungle. Here we have to survive on our own.” In a similar vein, one Monkey Point
man in his mid twenties told me, “When you working normally in the community you go
and chop and come back home, if a snake bite you well, find your way to go Bluefields
and if you never get save and if you die, well that’s one more less. That’s how it is.”
Monkey Point people understand this marginality to be indicative of particularly
dehumanizing forms disenfranchisement (by the state and global capital) where
community lives are rendered superfluous and loss of life to preventable factors becomes
just another part of the banality of rural subsistence in Nicaragua. For Monkey Point
people, this state of marginality represents a powerful form of epistemic and structural
violence that they are forced to endure with little recourse to state institutions. Trembling
with frustration and fury, Miss Sarah once declared in a community meeting, “We are
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abandoned here. What type of development are we going to have here? We don’t
interest the government. We are just basura [garbage] to them!” Likewise, the notion
that the “bush” is a dangerous and marginal zone is reinforced by increasing levels of
violence related to drug trafficking in the region and the rapid advance of the mestizo
agricultural and ranching frontier, which has brought growing numbers of armed mestizo
colonists to communal lands. Macabi’s song entitled “Me No Wan No Boss Man”
describes this aversion to the bush as emanating from the violence and danger associated
with marginal rural zones:
me got me reason a why me no wan go bush
tiger box me
bullet a’bite me
machet I slice
and the snake does attack me
meanwhile the bush does a’grab me
At the same time, most community members tend to index certain productive
strategies as modern or not modern and link them to wider conditions of modernity as
well as distinct race/class/culture subjectivities within the Nicaraguan nation. In this
case, the notion that black people have a stronger claim to modernity than both
indigenous and mestizo campesinos due to their English language skills, education,
Protestant religion, urbanity, and (at least partial) affiliation with an Anglo Diaspora is
also mapped onto local production strategies and certain ways of participating in the
global economy. For instance, the same young man describes the condition of most
mestizo colonists who settle on communal lands: “when they come, they come direct
through bush and install into bush, so them don’t know nothing, them no carry the current
[up-to-date] on nothing… they a little ignorant and thing, but they got they proudness,
you know.”

This way of thinking is not unique to the Creole community, but is

embedded within wider notions about racial and cultural difference, identity, and
modernity, conditioning the politics of land rights and communal land movements in
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Nicaragua, where black people are generally understood to be urban, modern, and
Western in their land ownership, tenure, and production, rather than communal,
territorial, or traditional --all widely associated with indigeneity on the Coast. Despite
their interpellation as modern, the collective nature of Creole land claims along with their
racial and cultural difference marks another form of alterity within the mestizo nationstate particularly vis-à-vis latifundio and mestizo smallholder models of production that
have structured state tenure regimes and agrarian reform policies since the early twentieth
century (See Chapter 5).
Even as the rejection of farming as a viable productive strategy among Creole
youth is a phenomenon evident within the wider south coast Creole community, it also
represents a generational shift in attitudes about work and production that stand in tension
with older deep-seated counter-narratives within the Creole community about the integral
relationship between land ownership, agricultural production, and economic and political
autonomy, which are rooted in the social memory of struggle for land since state
annexation of the Coast in 1894. Older Creoles frequently bemoan the fact that young
people today show little interest in agricultural production and have even started
organizations such as Black Farmers Back to the Land to encourage young people to
return to their agrarian roots in order to develop independent community economies and
strengthen their claims to communal lands.560
At the same time, Monkey Point land claims are closely tied to a collective notion
of community autonomy, land as ancestral patrimony, and identification as black fishers
and farmers as discussed in the previous chapter on women’s social memory. These
ideas continue to hold a powerful place in community politics and serve as a counternarrative to the globalizing power of capitalist consumerism, urbanity, and modernity to
560 Black Farmers Back to the Land is a Bluefields-based organization started by several men from the
Bluefields Creole community.
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structure young peoples’ expectations and desires as well as the terms of their
participation in the global economy. As such, Monkey Point people assert that they are
the old time residents of this peripheral zone of the Coast; they have lived there for
generations, farmed the land for generations, fished off of the Coast for generations.
They are the “livers” or the natives of the land arriving before the state’s annexation of
the Coast. Their identity is invested in the land and they deserve to have their possession
recognized as ancestral and patrimonial. Miss Emily who lives on a farm just south of
Monkey Point adjacent to the Nica Holdings finca expressed this sentiment in her
account of a confrontation she had with the Creole politician, Percy Spence, who sold his
Zelaya family title to Nica Holding executives, John Vogel and Gary Loff:
I say yes, because we mind this land years and years, Mr. Percy! And we don’t
see your face here to this land! So how you just can run in and sell it so? Not
even call a meeting with us the livers them and nothing. So long the livers them
mind a piece of land and him no come have a meeting with we or nothing. Just
come and sell the land like that. …and white man [Vogel] put in man and start to
work and start to work and the livers here them say, oh no, that can’t happen and
they start to destroy all the things them, destroy all the things, the hog and cow
and animal. Everything destroyed (Interview, October 2001).
Community leaders frequently make stirring pleas during community meetings, urging
Monkey Point people to mobilize for their ancestral rights. Miss Judy’s speech at a
community meeting challenges the notion that city life and modern comforts can stand in
for the enjoyment of one’s ancestral right to land:
This is not no time to sit down in Bluefields! You know what they saying? No
hay nadie aquí. [There is nobody here.] We try to say, plenty more people from
Monkey Point. Well, where are they? They in Bluefields. Forget about your
little full full fridge and full full television. Monkey Point people can go down
and claim their land because you have twenty to thirty hectáreas each back there.
You go down and claim your right (Meeting, June 2002)!
While many Monkey Point people still practice small scale subsistence agriculture
and continue to harvest coconuts from the southern cocal between Corn River and Río
Indio, today, work in the artisan and industrial fishing sectors is one of the limited
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sources of employment available to young men from rural communities who do not ship
out. Indeed, the most common community based subsistence strategy for men in Monkey
Point is artisan fishing and for those that do find intermittent wage labor, many do so in
the industrial fishing sector. Like their fathers, young men from Monkey Point are
skilled fishermen and often lament the lack of a local market for their catch, which is
difficult to transport to Bluefields without ice chests, reliable pangas and motors, and
large quantities of gasoline. Successful fishing operations on that stretch of south coast
require significant capital investment, which limits Monkey Point people’s ability to
participate in this important commercial sector on the Coast.

As a result, the vast

majority of community members, male and female and young and old, are chronically
unemployed. For those community members who spend much of their time in Bluefields
and do not receive family remittances from relatives on ships or in the States, the struggle
to make ends meet is a continual daily battle. In Bluefields, young men can earn dribs
and drabs of cash by doing “chamba” --odd jobs such as running errands, yard work, or
work as a day laborer painting houses, unloading trucks, and so on. But the money that
they might earn in this way is minimal and does little to satisfy the basic needs of a
household or an individual for that matter. As such, young men are left with few options
and some have turned to an increasingly lucrative neoliberal shadow economy that has
had a profound (though unfortunately unquantifiable) impact on the regional, national,
and global economy --the cocaine trade.
If the structural shift away from agrarian export economies towards the service
and manufacturing sectors in Central America along with the global stratification of
transnational labor pools has been a well documented phenomenon associated with
neoliberal globalization, the international drug trade still remains a little understood
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corollary of the late capitalist moment.561 Instead, the drug trade is relegated to the
informal or black market economy --not visible as a constituent part of global capital
flows, off-shore banking sectors, or national economies, despite its profound impact on
the so-called formal economy. In Nicaragua, the trade in cocaine has provided yet
another sub-sector of society a new place in the global economy that was not available
just two decades ago. Today trafficking networks span the Central American isthmus
and, contrary to national stereotypes about lawlessness and criminality within black and
indigenous Costeño communities, have penetrated Pacific and Atlantic, urban and rural,
wealthy and poor, male and female, mestizo, indigenous, and afro-descendant sectors of
Nicaraguan society. As a result, consumption and addiction are now relatively common,
especially in urban centers, and cut across the lines of race, color, class, and gender.
Addiction is compounded by on-going scandals concerning police involvement in drug
trafficking and the illegal use and sale of drugs seized by police and military authorities.
Yet like in the United States, poor and disenfranchised sectors of Nicaraguan society
often bear the brunt of drug related violence and have become the principal targets of law
enforcement operations.
In the same way that Monkey Point’s geographic positioning on the south coast
has made the community a key playing card in the state’s efforts to propel the region’s
integration into the global marketplace by constructing a transoceanic dry canal, the
community’s location on an isolated and expansive stretch of south coast beach where
jettisoned cocaine from the transnational trade frequently washes up has given some
community members access to a valuable commodity and a degree of economic security
that the consistently dismal Nicaraguan economy denies them. The residual character of
jettisoned cocaine on Atlantic Coast community beaches has led mestizo singer-

561

See Robinson.
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songwriter Danilo Norori to characterize it as “una chingastito” --the dregs or the leftover residue of larger transnational trafficking networks-- that nevertheless can have a
profoundly destabilizing impact on the lives of many Costeños.562
Lacking state services and relegated to the fringes of the global economy, some
community people see this jettisoned cocaine as one of the few means by which poor
Costeños can develop their communities and achieve economic security. This sentiment
led one woman from Monkey Point to declare in an exposé on drug trafficking published
in the national daily La Prensa that, “If we are abandoned by the government and we find
drugs, money, or speedboats on our beaches, we consider it a blessing from God. How
can it not be a blessing from God, if he sends us these things to resolve our problems with
subsistence?”563

This community member not only refigures the drug trade as one

legitimate form of community-based subsistence in the neoliberal era, but suggests that
those who engage in the trade do so with a degree of moral authority derived from a
higher power, allowing them to overcome their marginality vis-à-vis state institutions and
the global economy.
While I have heard community members express these sentiments on many
occasions, this feeling is tempered by the violence, addiction, theft, and social turmoil
that accompany the arrival of jettisoned cocaine at Monkey Point.

Not only has

jettisoned cocaine resulted in debilitating drug addictions among some community youth,
but news of cocaine at Monkey Point travels fast, drawing traffickers who operate along
that isolated stretch of coast to the community. For instance, the most notable and
publicized case of jettisoned cocaine at Monkey Point was in 1997, when traffickers
abandoned a “go-fast boat” (high-speed panga used to transport as much as 1000 too
Danilo Norori, “Por Una Chingastito.” The lyrics of the song tell a story of a Costeño fisherman who
comes across jettisoned cocaine in Atlantic waters and ends up doing hard time in a Nicaraguan prison for
trafficking: “Ayyyy, por una chingastito man, por una chingastito, chingaste soy y en prisión estoy.”
563 My translation from quote in “Droga es bendición de Dios,” La Prensa, May 5, 2003.
562
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2000 kilos cocaine per load) at Long Beach just south of Monkey Point. According to
Monkey Point people, a family from the community settled at Long Beach took the drugs
and distributed them among themselves and the wider community. As a result, several
members of the family were arrested and jailed in Bluefields for cocaine possession.
Once word got out that cocaine was at Long Beach, groups of armed men from the Punta
Gorda area south of Monkey Point came to the community demanding drugs and a
number of community members were assaulted and one young man was killed.564
This incident also provoked another highly publicized case of land speculation,
which resulted in considerable political strife during the period that I conducted my
research in the community, when the Monkey Point family that had lived at Long Beach
sold the usufruct title they had gotten from the state more than fifty years ago to a Greek
real estate speculator named Peter Tsokos who then began to traffic the communal lands
over the internet. The traffic in communal lands has likewise occurred within the context
of the advance of the agricultural and ranching frontier and has become a form of extralegal exchange that propels mestizo colonists deeper into communal territories. The
property at Long Beach now for sale on the internet falls within the communal land claim
of the indigenous Rama community at Punta de Águila. The community’s lawyer Maria
Luisa Acosta has implicated both Peter Tsokos and his Creole Bluefields lawyer for the
murder of her husband in April of 2002 after she began to pursue a legal case against
Tsokos on behalf of Punta de Águila and Monkey Point. Miss Sarah describes the
family’s motivations for selling the land at Long Beach within the context of drug
violence:
Soon all the people around Punta Gorda knew that the drugs were here and they
started to come and hold them up. --- and him sons got beat up and the place was
mashed up [destroyed]. One of --- nephews was killed. It wasn’t safe so they

564

See “Otro narco absuelto,” El Nuevo Diario, March 22, 1999.
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couldn’t stay down there. For his safety he couldn’t go back, so he felt the best
thing to do was sell out (Interview, November 2001).
Other incidents of violence associated with jettisoned cocaine have intermittently plagued
Monkey Point for the last decade often forcing community members to relocate their
families to Bluefields for extended periods and fueling community demands that the
national police establish an outpost in the community.565 The lack of security and wider
sense of disenfranchisement or abandonment has contributed to the progressive
depopulation of the community and tends to weaken their communal land claim as
violence makes residence in the community increasingly untenable for many families.
In another community meeting, Miss Sarah described her perspective on the roots
of state neglect as a particularly racial form of dehumanization: “They don’t understand
we are human. They think we is animal. With the security they leave us to ourself
without protection because they want the people them to leave. People are too afraid to
be there.” Here she suggests that the state has intentionally neglected Monkey Point not
only because political elites fail to recognize the humanity of poor black Costeños, but in
order to create conditions that make life in the community untenable, thereby opening the
lands for speculation and development of the dry canal project. As such, the conflict and
turmoil resulting from jettisoned cocaine at Monkey Point and the Nicaraguan
government’s inability or unwillingness to provide security for residents has had far
reaching implications for the community’s struggle for land rights. It likewise elicits a
significant amount of negative publicity at the regional and national level working to
further stigmatize and criminalize community members.
In Monkey Point, talk about drug trafficking (or talk that was shared with me)
was conducted in whispers, communicated through innuendo, veiled accusations, private

565 The police finally established an outpost in Monkey Point in 2005, but only after more than seven years
of community requests for police protection in the community.
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or intimate gossip, impulsive boasts, and the occasional vindicatory speech. And even
though I never asked about cocaine and never saw anyone engage in drug use or trade
during my time in Monkey Point, community members frequently broached the issue of
jettisoned cocaine with me, which seems to indicate its extraordinary power to interrupt
or at least partially condition the terms by which both self representation and
interpellation take place these days in Monkey Point. The association of their community
with criminalized activity is often a source of deep shame for Monkey Point people who
are confronted with intensely stigmatizing representations of black criminality and
pathology on a day-to-day basis. In this case, the criminalization of entire communities
of black and indigenous Costeños makes community people the target of law
enforcement, while simultaneously refiguring them as unworthy of protection. This duel
process is painfully evident to community people, leading one Monkey Point man in his
late thirties to declare in a public forum on “seguridad ciudadana” or citizen security
organized by Bluefields NGOs that:
I have denounced drug trafficking and delinquency, but [state] institutions do
nothing. Explain to me, what is citizen security for the people? Well then, I don’t
know what it means to those of you who share the table with me, but to me it
seems that ones who have citizen security in the RAAS are the politicians, the
president of the autonomous regional council, the police commissioner, the
regional governor, yes, they have citizen security…(Meeting, August 2001)”
This Monkey Point man challenges the notion that citizen security is actually a service
that the state provides or guarantees civil society, instead suggesting that it is a right
reserved for elites, particularly representatives of the state. Community members often
reference the

lack of security as one

disenfranchisement vis-à-vis the state.

fundamental manifestation of their

I argue that it is also linked to racializing

discourses and practices that promote wider processes that criminalize black Costeños,
making them the objects of coercive and disciplinary policing rather than beneficiaries of
rights.
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Thus, even as the trade exposes community people to multiple risks that can
involve physical violence, addiction, and imprisonment, it also in the process blurs the
lines between perpetrator and victim as they and the wider communities to which they
belong come to represent a criminal element, the purveyors of disorder and violence on
the Coast. As such, this phenomenon results in the criminalization of entire communities
where every show of wealth is suspect and all are presumed guilty. To be from Monkey
Point, a poor black farming community, and to participate in capitalist consumer culture -to build a house in Bluefields, own a fiberglass panga, and buy nice things for oneself or
one’s family-- is often viewed as indicative of criminal activity or involvement in drug
trafficking, regardless of one’s income source.
This totalizing process of interpellation is painful for the vast majority of
individuals from Monkey Point and other black and indigenous Costeño communities
who are not involved in the drug trade and do not benefit from drug money. It is also
particularly dissonant with the wider Creole community’s perception of themselves as a
moral community --a deep-seated and powerful mode of self-identification that is
grounded in notions of middle class respectability and Protestant Christian morality.
Linked in complex ways to Anglo ideology and class, color, and gender hierarchies
within the community, Creoles often express this mode of collective self-identification
and representation in contradistinction to what they view to be an amoral, oppressive, and
corrupt mestizo state. For Creoles who have become the targets of racial profiling, this
form of racial interpellation is experienced as extreme state hypocrisy, particularly on the
part of law enforcement officials who are widely believed to be involved in drug
trafficking themselves. And indeed, drug scandals have intermittently plagued Bluefields
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law enforcement, even leading to the removal of the chief of anti-drug operations and
several other “narcopolicías” in 2003.566
But despite the hazards associated with the trade, for some young Monkey Point
men positioned between economic redundancy and capitalist consumer culture the
acquisition and sale of jettisoned cocaine provides a lucrative alternative to poverty. A
quintessentially modern economy, the transnational drug trade provides access to
instantaneous and unimaginable wealth --a virtual lotto jackpot, a high stakes gamble-- in
a way that no other productive activity can. In fact, young men speak of finding jettison
cocaine on the beach in terms akin to winning the lottery and imagine the transformative
power this lucrative find would have on their difficult lives. Yet the individuals who do
find a sack of jettisoned cocaine --which can sometimes contain as much as two to three
dozen kilos of pure uncut cocaine, each kilo selling on the regional market for as much as
US$1000-- are immediately confronted with the difficulty of converting the cocaine into
a quick cash profit without drawing undue attention from rival interests, the police, and
military interdiction officers. If successful, the cash profit must then be immediately
spent, invested in a house, a panga, refrigerator, stereo system, and sofa living room set,
as most Costeños do not have the ability to engage in money laundering activities as do
well-positioned and powerful drug interests in Central America and the Caribbean.
Never an intended object of inquiry, the persistent low grade turmoil that stems
from the drug trade and infuses community politics ultimately commanded my attention
while I was in the community. I still struggle to find a voice to write about an activity
that profoundly shapes the regional economy, governance and policing strategies, official
corruption, and community stability and survival as well as the ways in which notions of
a black underclass seeped in stigmatizing myths of culture of poverty and pathology, so
566 See for example, “Suspenden a jefe antidrogas,” La Prensa, May 16, 2003; and “Narcopolicías a
juicio,” La Prensa, July 19, 2003.
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prevalent in the US, are reproduced in Nicaragua even if under different circumstances.
Without diminishing the corrosive effects that addiction and violence can have on a
community, jettisoned cocaine has become one productive strategy within the neoliberal
economy that has undergone a process of criminalization, which is mapped onto or
indexes preexisting national panics about the place of blackness and Costeño autonomy
in the nation in new ways.

Despite its widespread appeal to diverse sectors of

Nicaraguan society, participation in the drug economy for a marginal black community
like Monkey Point serves as a powerful marker of cultural pathology and criminality that
signifies radical racial alterity within the national body politic, affirming what most
believed about the community all along --that they are not deserving of land, of security,
of representation and citizenship within the Nicaraguan nation. It was within this context
that John Vogel arrived to the community early in 1998. Marlon’s description of the
conflict that ensued concludes this chapter.

Concluding Notes: “We do this because we say we got right in our community”
Knowing the subsistence struggles and economic uncertainty that small fishingfarming communities like Monkey Point face, a proposal from the executive of one of the
largest industrial fishing outfits on the south coast carried weight in the community and
was received with a degree of anticipation. Marlon describes how Vogel’s proposal was
met with optimism from the community, which was quickly dashed as an empty promise
as the weeks dragged on:
Gyal, them brought from Bluefields, them brought couple man from Bluefields
and they give them gun, bridge loader [shotgun], and twenty-two, and thirty-eight
and them was guarding the place, the place that we used to pass years upon years
walking, you cannot walk through there no more and maybe if you do get chance
it got to be at eight o’clock at working hour, you know? And so well they go in
and when the people them catch up on themselves, these man no putting in no
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fishining project, just planting and cutting down and keeping the people them fool
up and when they catch up is land possession he trying to gain… Anyway, during
the time the people them get clide [fed up] and everybody start opening up them
eyes waiting on this so-called fishining program that nunca reach [never came]
(Interview, October 2001).
As community leaders began to challenge Vogel’s land ownership as an illegal
infringement on their multicultural citizenship rights, guaranteed by the Autonomy
Statute and the Nicaraguan Constitution, they were struck by his outright dismissal of
their claims as irrelevant:
So then they start telling them about land, so --- dig up here about one book about
autonomy statute and community laws and things like that so and well
autonomous business mostly and them start telling them different articles and
reading and Mr. John say, no, no, no, I no have business with that. I business
with no autonomous business nor no community business, I buy this land and I
going to do what I want with it… [But we argued] before you spend on the land,
buy anything, consider this law, serious argument that we making here with you
and something very personal for the community then. You have to respect it. He
say, naw, naw, I no have to respect nothing (Interview, October 2001).
According to Marlon, Vogel made it clear to community members that his individual
right to private property clearly trumped any notion of special collective rights that the
community might claim. As the conflict escalated, Marlon describes how Monkey Point
people began to mobilize around their own notions of community autonomy and “right”
as the grounds for their refusal to tolerate the continuing infringement on their rights. He
describes an incident when Vogel sent plant seedlings to the community in a panga he
had hired from a Punta Gorda man.
Marlon: The whole community, woman and man and everybody all there, turn
him back. No, no, no.
Jennifer: How did you turn them back?
Marlon: We turn them back I tell you. We get stick and we get machet and we
say nobody coming ashore here, put no plants through here! If you want go talk
with our leaders and fix up the problem here. If our leaders say, well yeah, is
legal for you to do them things, then we going to just back off. We don’t have no
police down here and we don’t have nothing down here, we only depend on our
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own self and our leaders. Is our leaders who carrying we ahead and them is who
going to bring we down back… So well they did, they gone. So when they reach
Bluefields that make the thing more hotter. The lawyer starting saying thing more
serious, the judge, the police even start to say is more serious, but the police were
in favor with John (Interview, October 2001).
Marlon locates this collective refusal within the context of their disenfranchisement,
explaining that if the state will not extend the basic privileges of citizenship to the
community, then the community becomes a sphere of action autonomous from the state
and residents must work to guarantee and implement their multicultural citizenship rights
on their own.

At this moment of refusal, Marlon told me that the stakes were

immediately heightened on both sides. John Vogel reported the incident to the police in
Bluefields, who then traveled to Monkey Point with the former síndico Alfonso Presida
to warn the community not to let the conflict escalate. As the time passed, Vogel
continued to maintain his presence on the land and solidified his legal claim in the local
courts by requesting that a judge from Bluefields go to the community to verify his
property title. The judge arrived to the community with several police officers to walk
the boundary of the claim. With the legal and disciplinary authority of the state on his
side, Marlon suggest that Vogel was empowered, “So they did start work harder” on the
land:
Aw them say, the people can’t do me nothing. John Vogel did say, he use the
word and say to me these people them, I not even have time to sit down and speak
with them because they are too ignorant. I can’t talk with them because them is
ignorant people. Them no understand nothing. They don’t know they elbow
from they ankle and me no have nothing to talk with them. So they keep on
working and we say one day, “you know something, this thing going too far now
(Interview, October 2001).”
Again, Marlon describes another moment of refusal that led to the destruction of the Nica
Holdings finca in February of 2000. He suggests that because they come from a small
community Monkey Point people are easily exploited, but they can also quickly mobilize
to defend themselves. Here he refigures their particular experience of marginality as a
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source of power and communal autonomy. The community pursued their statutory rights
as multicultural citizens within both civil society and state institutions and continually
met legal roadblocks. This contradiction posed by the democratic potential of civil
society vis-à-vis the anti-democratic and exclusionary tactics of state institutions and
transnational corporate interests, prefigures the final instance of collective radical refusal:
All we young people us, you know we not many people here, we not a big crowd
of people so it easy for them throw us down and it easy for we can to get
understanding to where because we not a big multitude have to go around talking.
So we get agreement quick time, so well, we going to run John Vogel with
everything he have here on the land, make he leave definitely. Either the judge
make one decision, the land is for the community or the land is for John Vogel
and it done, but we not going to keep tending to that because we got other things
to tend to. We have to tend to ourself personally. We have to tend to develop the
same community and studying this problem with John Vogel we not going to
move nowhere. So we going to done with it now (Interview, October 2001).
The day after the attack on the compound, fifteen police officers arrived in the
community and arrested Marlon and two other young men.

Marlon concludes his

narrative with an account of the exchange that took place between the young men and
police before their arrest that day. He told me the police asked them:
And why you all do this? Why we do this? We do this because we say we got
right in our community and we know you all know that we got right too in this
community and we know John Vogel know say we got right in this community
and we know that even that the engineer [finca manager] was here he know say
we got right in this community and you all taking us as a fool. That’s why we do
this, for make you know we not fool. We need everything that you see here.
What we have we need it, just like how you land you need it. That’s why we do
that (Interview, October 2001).
One interesting and contradictory insight that comes out of this instance of
community resistance is how community people use the authority of the law to transgress
and de-legitimatize the law or use the authority of multicultural citizenship rights to
challenge the same state institutions that are invested with legal authority to uphold those
rights, but in practice rarely do so. For most black and indigenous Costeños, ideas about
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community “right” and self-determinacy are embedded within long and complex histories
of disenfranchisement and resistance that in each historical period have played out by
relatively distinct political logics; that is, the resources that community people draw on
and the ways in which they understand their rights to land and autonomy shift and are
rearticulated in new ways over time. In the post-revolutionary period, communal rights
have gained a new source of authority through their codification within statutory law.
And despite the persistent contradictions between statutory rights and the unfulfilled (or
unfulfilling) potential of both civil society and neoliberal democracy, they now inform
community resistance in a profound way.
In Monkey Point, community resistance is infused with the language of rights that
shape the ways multicultural citizenship is claimed, refigured, and lived on a day-to-day
basis by women and men within the community.

While multicultural citizenship,

regional autonomy, and communal land demarcation are undoubtedly bound up in new
forms of governmentality tied to the contemporary national project, they can also
function by a different logic within the community context --a logic that is forged at the
point of disjuncture between statutory frameworks of inclusion and institutional practices
of exclusion. In this case, Monkey Point people see their land as one of the few valuable
resources to which they can legitimately stake a claim and the community realm as one of
the only milieus in which they experience any real degree of self-determination. Thus
autonomy and land become positions or locations from which to wage resistance at the
local level. Even if state institutions continue to disenfranchise the community and fail to
uphold multicultural citizenship, Monkey Point people now know their rights. While
multicultural citizenship to a great extent has come to represent an empty promise for
community members, they have nevertheless appropriated and reworked statutory and
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legal formulations of rights within their own community and in doing so have created
another space from which to maneuver.
To conclude, I suggest that the struggle to materialize rights within the
community and wider civil society constitutes Monkey Point women and men as
multicultural citizen-subjects in the neoliberal period, not the actual enjoyment or
fulfillment of those rights by the state. While there is a critical intersect in how women
leaders and young men from Monkey Point make sense of the forces that work to
disenfranchise community people, the ways in which they act to materialize their
multicultural citizenship rights are divergent. As such, the spaces for mobilization that
Monkey Point people have forged differentially engage the cultural politics of femininity
and masculinity, tradition and modernity, indigeneity and blackness, autochthony and
diaspora, and locality and globality. In this case, older women are better positioned to
accommodate dominant constructions of multicultural rights to communal land as
fundamentally autochthonous rights through their tactical stance as the representatives of
local tradition. Likewise, they contest forms of gender subordination that de-legitimatize
their rights to leadership roles within their own community by asserting their authority
through gendered notions of Creole respectability and morality. These dual modes of
tactical accommodation to 1) nativist constructions of rights and 2) Creole gender norms,
take on resistive potential in their political mobilization for communal land rights,
creating a space from which to maneuver.
Conversely, young men rarely figure as the legitimate subjects of communal
rights, despite their determined collective efforts to protect those rights. While nationalist
representations of young black men as illegitimate beneficiaries of rights in Nicaragua is
linked to their interpellation as counter-national, globally black, and criminal; similarly,
their own efforts to position themselves as modern black diasporic subjects do little to
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accommodate wider constructions of communal rights as traditional, autochthonous, and
local. Nevertheless, the resistive politics that they embrace and enact are embedded in
their own local interpretations of multicultural statutory rights and have been relatively
effective in maintaining or asserting their control over communal spaces.
Both women and men’s divergent resistive paths give insight into how
multicultural citizenship in the neoliberal era remains highly prescriptive, allowing a
political opening for certain forms of collective identity politics, while closing the door to
others.

In this case, blackness and diasporic identities are often sidelined within

dominant constructions of communal rights and figured as illegitimate spaces from which
to mobilize within the multicultural context, even though they continue to be salient
forms of self-identification for the Creole community. The following chapter explores
this problematic at the regional level by discussing the increasing importance of antiracist black diasporic politics within the Creole community vis-à-vis official state and
popular mestizo denials about racism and racial inequality in the multiethnic autonomous
and national contexts.

This chapter was written in memory of Charles Watson Hodgson who was killed on the
beach north of Monkey Point in the spring of 2004 and to George William Sambola
(a.k.a. Macabi) who died on April 15, 2005.
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Chapter 8: “One Hundred Years of What?” Creole Cultural Politics
and the Multicultural Nation

And one thing the country of Nicaragua show us that Nicaragua not, they are not
in capacity to govern this multiethnic country.
Sydney Francis, Bluefields

On October 11, 1903, the Nicaraguan state named Bluefields the administrative
seat of the newly established Atlantic Coast Department of Zelaya. A century later, this
relatively minor event in the history of Bluefields might not have warranted a national
celebration had it not followed annexation of the Coast in 1894.

While nationalist

accounts of history refer to annexation as “The Reincorporation,” Creoles continue to
refer to the event as the “The Overthrow.” From their perspective, annexation marked
the overthrow of an autonomous state under their stewardship and the onset of a new
colonial regime characterized by virulent racism towards indigenous and afro-descendant
Costeños. For the Nicaraguan state, the event signaled the unification of Pacific and
Atlantic Nicaragua into one sovereign territory and the defeat of an illegitimate foreign
black power on national soil.
In 2001, after more than a decade of limited and poorly implemented regional
autonomy, the election of Enrique Bolaños Geyer as President of Nicaragua gave many
Costeños renewed hope that their political demands would be recognized by the state. A
self-styled reformist, Bolaños ran on a platform of national reconciliation and won a
significant majority of the black and indigenous Costeño vote. Once elected, Bolaños
promised to unify a polarized nation through the promotion of a modern and transparent
democratic state that functioned by rule of law. National reconciliation was to provide
the foundation for a more expansive hegemony or a national identity and political culture
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with which Pacific and Atlantic Coast Nicaraguans (from both ends of the political
spectrum) could identify. At the same time, political stability and rule of law were seen
as necessary conditions for neoliberal development or Nicaragua’s reinvention as a viable
competitor in the global marketplace.
In response to Costeños’ demands, Bolaños adopted a tentative multicultural
agenda for the Coast that he promoted as a step towards national reconciliation and
development. In keeping with this agenda, the state passed long-awaited legislation
providing the legal framework for black and indigenous land titling and the more
effective implementation of regional autonomy.

While multicultural legislation

incorporated Costeño demands into the national policy agenda, the state also worked to
rearticulate these demands as actually beneficial to neoliberal development and to limit
the progressive content or transformative potential of the legislation. For instance, the
new land demarcation law was part of a nation-wide program funded by the World Bank
to regulate and privatize land tenure, which is a cornerstone of the Bank’s economic
policy for the developing world. The resolution of land conflict on the Coast was to pave
the way for international investment in the region. At the same time, regional autonomy,
once so threatening to the post-revolutionary state, was recast as administrative
decentralization --a neoliberal governance policy liberally funded by the Inter-American
Development Bank (IDB).
The 2003 Bluefields Centenary celebration serves as a prime example of this
double neoliberal multicultural agenda.

A nationally televised event, the Bolaños’

government organized a celebration that showcased Costeño history and cultural diversity
as an integral part of national heritage and identity, even as it marketed the region to the
global investment community. Heads of state and delegations of international investors
attended the event, which was held in the Bluefields stadium.
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In an speech

unprecedented for its inclusive rhetoric, the president of the national legislature gave a
detailed account of Creole history that lauded the community for its contributions to the
nation, even noting Creole participation in Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro
Improvement Association (UNIA) in the early twentieth century and later the Rastafarian
movement as evidence of their “liberal cultural and intellectual tradition and great
religious tolerance.”567 Once understood to be indications of their counter-nationalism,
Creoles’ participation in black diasporic politics was now lauded by a top representative
of the nation. He further recognized Costeños’ rights to maintain their distinctive identity
and culture without suffering state discrimination: “To grow without losing identity is
the challenge of the nation. This is a fundamental contribution of Costeños to the new
nation that we are promoting, an integrated nation without legal discrimination with a
face to the future, hand in hand, shoulder to shoulder.”568
Despite its conciliatory tone and liberal democratic rhetoric, many prominent
figures from Creole civil society boycotted the Centenary and instead organized their
own alternative community-based celebration, emphasizing Creole history, African
diasporic culture, and black pride --an act of protest which received considerable
criticism from the mestizo community in Bluefields as divisive and exclusionary. Not
only did most Creoles contest the idea that the day was indeed the one hundredth
anniversary of their city, which had been a thriving urban center long before state
annexation, but they felt they had been denied a space to help organize and actively
participate in the celebration of their own history and culture. Although the state had
included officials from the municipal and regional governments in the program, the
organization of the event was a highly centralized affair tightly controlled by the Bolaños

567 Jaime José Cuadra Somarraba, Diputado-Presidente de la Asamblea Nacional, Opening Speech,
Bluefields Centenary, October 11, 2003.
568 Ibid.
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administration. A common critique of the event from the Creole community was that it
looked more like “Managua government’s birthday” than Bluefield’s birthday.

The

reluctance to relinquish control over the event, however, did not just betray a mestizo
state jealously guarding its own power, but cut straight to the heart of the neoliberal
project.
While it was cast as a celebration of national diversity, the state had also
organized the Centenary to showcase the Coast to international investors who were in
fact the featured guests of the event. This effort involved representing the region as an
attractive emerging market, free of political dissent, social unrest, and crime; in other
words, a sound investment opportunity. The state also recognizes that the Coast’s appeal
as a vacation destination lays in its physical beauty, tropical beaches, and Afro-Caribbean
culture. Melding nationalist ideology with a tourism marketing campaign, the official
Nicaraguan Institute of Tourism (INTUR) website page for Bluefields lays claim to the
city in the following way:

“In 1894, President Jose Santos Zelaya definitively

incorporated Mosquitia into the national territory, and on October 11, 1903, Bluefields
officially became a city.”569 Not only does the Institute assert that annexation was a
“definitive” act of incorporation, but it links this historical event to Bluefields’ official
birth as a city; in other words, the nation gave birth to the city.

Alongside such

nationalist discourse, a carnival-like exposition occupied the second half of the official
centenary event, featuring lightly clad Creole youth dancing to Afro-Caribbean rhythms.
Over the course of the week, the national newspapers were full of photos of young Creole
women dancing Maypole in carnival costumes that left little to the imagination.
The eroticized and exotified representation of Creole culture and black sexuality
(particularly black female sexuality) are central to Managua-based marketing campaigns
569 Nicaraguan Institute of Tourism website,
http://www.visitanicaragua.com/english/destinos/bluefields.html#
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for tourism on the Coast. In a more recent example, the 2006 Bluefields Mayo Ya
carnival promotional banners showed the abstract rendering of a black feminine
silhouette captured in a contorted moment of dance and/or ecstasy. A Managua-based
Nicaraguan tourism agency promoted the Mayo Ya celebration using similar tropes about
African diasporic culture and black feminine sexuality: “The most attractive events are
the traditional parade through the principal streets when the participants dance the sensual
Afro-Nicaraguan Palo de Mayo and the election of the Queen of the Fiestas, Mayaya
Goddess 2006.”570 The official INTUR website has a similar description of Costeño
culture, “In the Atlantic Coast region, there is a strong Afro-Caribbean influence on the
music and its rhythms are intense, sensual and frenetic.”571 In this case, both government
ministries and neoliberal globalization seem to be laying the ideological groundwork for
some of the same racialized and gendered forms of sexual tourism on the Coast that have
shaped the tourism industries in places like Cuba, the Dominican Republic, and Brazil.
In the same vein, discourses about Creole women and men’s sexual prowess
proliferate on the Pacific side of the country and have merged with the growing
popularity of dancehall, reggae, hip-hop, and soca in the transnational public sphere to
make Creole (read Afro-Caribbean) culture, music, and dance objects of racialized and
commoditized fascination and desire in Nicaragua. Today one of the most popular discos
in Managua is a Costeño owned establishment that is largely frequented by mestizo youth
and is exceedingly popular due to its Afro-Caribbean play-list, which includes soca,
dancehall, reggaetón, and local Costeño hits by the group Dimensión Costeño and the
570 See ViaNica.Com website: http://www.vianica.com/headline/46. Emphasis mine. The “about us”
section for the website explains, “ViaNica.com is the principal product of the company ViAmerica.
ViAmerica is a corporation set up with Nicaraguan and Dutch capital, operating from Managua, Nicaragua.
The main executives of ViAmerica are professionals in fields of communication, IT, and tourism. The
ViaNica portal has links and alliances with the Nicaraguan Institute of Tourism, with the entrepreneurial
tourism chambers, and universities working in the same field. ViaNica focuses at offering verified, truthful
information, and the news bulletins are dedicated to delivering the touristic reality of Nicaragua.”
571 INTUR website: http://www.visitanicaragua.com/english/info/musicabaile.html
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artist Philip Montalbán. While the popularity of these musical genres is often depicted as
a celebratory (even multicultural) embrace of Costeño and Afro-Caribbean culture, its
reproduction in Managua is set within eroticized tropes about gendered blackness and
racial and sexual alterity on the Coast. Such ideas about uncontrolled and uncontrollable
black sexuality contribute to the idea on the Pacific side of the country that Bluefields is a
party destination where literally anything goes.

The simultaneous appropriation,

eroticization, and commoditization of Costeño culture as Afro-Caribbean culture on the
Pacific side the country reinforces the idea that the Coast is a racially and culturally
transgressive black space, despite the fact that Creoles represent just ten percent of the
Coast population.

It also has little to do with how Bluefields Creole’s themselves

understand, live, and perform their own Creole and African diasporic identity and culture
--a contradiction that was strikingly evident in the Alternative Black Organization’s
counter-celebration for the Bluefields Centenary, which I discuss in the last section of the
chapter.
On another level, these tropes also seem to obscure distinctive and dynamic forms
of indigenous culture that have not been similarly commoditized and sexualized at the
national and transnational levels. Instead, indigenous Costeño cultures remain suspended
in a flattened state of timeless autochthony in the nationalist imaginary. Here indigenous
languages, artisan handcrafts, spirituality, mythology, and territoriality represent
traditionalized counter-currents to modern commoditized representations of blackness in
the late capitalist era. So while indigenous land rights on the Coast have more political
currency than afro-descendant land rights as permissible and recognizable forms of
multicultural rights, the Atlantic Coast as a region is often racialized and gendered as a
transgressive black space. This makes black diasporic culture fascinating and alluring for
mestizos and foreigners, particularly in its commoditized and sexualized forms, but also
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reinforces black diasporic politics as threatening and transgressive forms of political
mobilization vis-à-vis predominant constructions of mestizo nationalism and neoliberal
multiculturalism. So while exotic representations of gendered black alterity became a
showpiece of the Centenary marketing campaign, Creoles themselves were not included
as stakeholders in the development of their region or active participants in the official
celebration of their culture.
In a similar vein, the Centenary marketing campaign involved cleansing the
Bluefields cityscape of its usual signs of poverty and state neglect.

In the weeks

preceding the event, the state funded a citywide beautification project, which involved
giving the decrepit town hall a fresh coat of paint, repairing the potholed thoroughfares,
and collecting the festering garbage that usually lines the streets. The day of the event,
the president’s speech to Bluefields read like a laundry list of infrastructure development
catering to the long awaited Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA). As he
announced the state’s plans for the modernization of the Bluefields airport and a fiber
optic network linking the Coast to the rest of the world, it was unclear for whom these
improvements were meant.572
With a multicultural agenda tailored to the needs of transnational capital, the
Centenary celebration points to a reconfiguration of state racism towards black Costeños
in the neoliberal era. While inclusive rhetoric masked Creole’s exclusion from active
participation, the celebration also took on more coercive manifestations of state racism.
Just days before the event, Bluefields underwent a spontaneous militarization as elite
squads of Nicaraguan Special Forces descended on the city. There to provide security for
the national and international delegations, military forces set up watch throughout the
central business district and in several Creole neighborhoods. For Creoles, the military

572

Enrique Bolaños Geyer, President of Nicaragua, Bluefields Centenary Speech, October 11, 2003.
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presence was a grave racial insult that served as a painful reminder of annexation more
than a hundred years before. A Creole editorialist later wrote an article that mirrored the
sentiment of the community asking, “Why visit a city of savages if they were afraid that
some unfortunate act might befall the president?”573 Creoles in their critique had hit on
an increasingly salient mode of anti-black racism in Nicaragua. Even as multicultural
citizenship is incorporated into the hegemonic project, transnational forms of
racialization linking blackness, criminality, and the drug trade have begun to condition
Creole-state relations.
Today drug trafficking and consumption are prevalent throughout both Pacific
and Atlantic Nicaragua. Nevertheless, Costeño communities have become the focus of
national anxieties about drug related violence and the growth of organized crime. Images
in the Nicaraguan press depicting crack consumption by Creole men are strikingly
reminiscent of US media representations of African American men during the height of
the so-called crack epidemic in the 1980s.574 Black Costeños traveling from Bluefields to
Managua complain that they are singled out for baggage searches by interdiction officers
and racial profiling has become a topic of debate in the editorial pages of the national
press.575 The week preceding the Centenary, military forces collaborated with national
police and drug enforcement operatives to search private residences in Bluefields with
drug sniffing dogs.

The same week a sports utility vehicle labeled DEA was

conspicuously parked in front of the local police station sending a silent warning that the
state was on alert for any signs of criminal activity.
Steve Hooker, “Editorial,” Bluefields Pulse, www.bluefieldspulse.com, November 10, 2003.
See image from a front-page article entitled, “Narcos Carcomen la Policía,” La Prensa, May 5, 2003.
The image caption reads: “This crack consumer, from the Beholden neighborhood in Bluefields, does
anything he can to get drugs everyday.” Beholden is one of the largest Creole neighborhoods in Bluefields
and is often referred to as the “Ghetto” by both mestizo and Creole Bluefieldeños.
575 See for instance, see Heberto Jarquín Manzanares, “¿Racismo en Aeropuerto?” La Prensa, March 21,
2003. Also see, Gregory A. Lewin, “If you are black, you are a drug dealer in the eyes of the Nicaraguan
government,” Bluefields Pulse, www.bluefieldspulse.com, October 22, 2004.
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These shifts towards greater rhetorical inclusiveness in national politics and
increasingly punitive shows of coercive racialized state power towards black Costeños at
first glance may seem to embody profoundly contradictory agendas. But taken within the
broader context of Costeño-state relations, such shifts signal transformations in the postrevolutionary era that are deeply enmeshed in broader negotiations over modernization,
neoliberal governmentality, citizenship, and rights activism in Nicaragua. Even as the
state works to incorporate Costeño political demands into the national agenda, which it
has done with significant pressure from multilateral agencies, it has also adopted
transnational modes of anti-black racism that index in new ways preexisting national
panics about the place of blackness and Costeño autonomy in the Nicaraguan nation.
But the criminalization of black Costeños (particularly young black men) is not
just a local or national response to a global rise in transnational drug trafficking because
the US government plays a lead role in funding and directing law enforcement and drug
interdiction initiatives in Nicaragua.576 In the course of two decades, both black and
indigenous Costeños lost their status as potential US allies in Contra warfare against the
Sandinista state and became new targets of US-backed drug interdiction efforts. US
policy associated with the Drug War has not only focused on eradication and interdiction
of narcotics, but has also funneled aid dollars into the modernization of domestic
policing. Such programs have facilitated the introduction of law and order policies
predominant in the US that criminalize narcotics and promote the mass incarceration of
individuals involved in drug use, sale, and trade.577 US narcotics reports for the region
make explicit connections between Creoles at Bluefields, Corn Island, San Andrés, and
576 See for instance, United States Department of State, “2003 International Narcotics Control Strategy
Report,” issued March 1, 2004, http://www.state.gov/p/inl/rls/nrcrpt/2003/vol1/html/29833.htm; and
Observatoire Geopolitique Des Drogues, “The World Geopolitics of Drugs Annual Report 1995-1996:
Nicaragua Country Report,” 1997, http://www.ogd.org/rapport/gb/RP13_3_NICARAGUA.html.
577 Rachel Neild, “U.S. Police Assistance and Drug Control Policies,” in Drugs and Democracy in Latin
America: The Impact of US Policy, ed. Coletta A. Youngers and Eileen Rosen (Boulder: Lynne Rienner,
2005), 61-97.
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the Honduran Bay Islands suggesting that the bonds of kinship and culture throughout the
western Caribbean have served to facilitate the flow of cocaine northward and
contributed to “an incipient ‘narco-culture’” on the Atlantic Coast.578 This mode of
analysis locates the reproduction and diffusion of cultural pathology and criminality in a
transnational Black Caribbean Diaspora.
In the era of multicultural reform, state racism is morphing into what critical race
theorists have described as a new racial hegemony that is in some ways less recognizable
than previous forms of racial domination, but equally pervasive.579 In the context of
multicultural reform, Creoles are no longer explicitly denied citizenship on the basis of
their racial and cultural difference. Emergent racial hegemonies, however, work to make
black Costeños implicitly unworthy of full citizenship due to their assumed criminality,
which has come to represent a new counter-national threat to rule of law and social order.
Like pre-existing myths of racial democracy and mestizaje, policy agendas that seem to
promote multicultural inclusion have also allowed for the ongoing denial of racial
inequality in Nicaragua.580
In this context, Creole social movements that draw on black diasporic identity and
politics in order to challenge anti-black racism on the Coast are often critiqued as divisive
and counterproductive to the new broadly inclusive multicultural agenda, which is now at
least nominally endorsed by the state. This kind of denial is expressed in a Bluefields
roadside billboard erected in 2004. The sign reads, “Bluefields Free of Racism,” as if
Drug Intelligence Brief, DEA Intelligence Division, July 2002; United States Department of State,
“2003 International Narcotics Control Strategy Report,” issued March 1, 2004,
http://www.state.gov/p/inl/rls/nrcrpt/2003/vol1/html/29833.htm; and United States General Accounting
Office, “Drug Control: Interdiction Efforts in Central America have had Little Impact on the Flow of
Drugs: Report to the Chairman, Subcommittee,” (Washington, DC: 1994),
http://purl.access.gpo.gov/GPO/LPS20149.
579 Winant, World is a Ghetto, 305-308; and Hill Collins, Black Sexual Politics, 32-34.
580 For discussions of the denial of racism in the face of persisting racial inequality see, João H. Costa
Vargas, “The Hyperconsciousness of Race and its Negation: The Dialectic of White Supremacy in Brazil,”
Identities: Global Studies in Culture and Power, 11, no. 4 , (Oct.-Dec. 2004): 443-470; and Dulitzky.
578
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more than a century of entrenched state racism has suddenly been wiped clean. Almost
uncanny, the sign seems to convey a masked racial state, which embodies the new
hegemonic move. Confidently, it declares racism to be a thing of the past. Yet it also
issues a warning that racism as well as subaltern politics that confront racism have no
place in the new Nicaragua, even as it signals their persisting power to structure the
political terrain. The following sections of this chapter look at how multicultural politics
conditions the political landscape at the national, regional, and community levels and
how diverse Creole activists, politicians, and intellectuals have responded to these new
political opening in the post-revolutionary period.

Multicultural Legislation, the World Bank, and National Politics
On December 13, 2002, the Nicaraguan National Assembly approved Law 445,
providing the legal framework for the recognition and demarcation of indigenous and
afro-descendant communal lands on the Atlantic Coast.581 This long awaited milestone
in the struggle for land rights represented a major triumph for black and indigenous
communities that now had more than a decade of limited regional autonomy with few
indications that the center-right post-revolutionary state would ever move forward with
land demarcation for the Coast. The final version of the law was expansive, guaranteeing
black and indigenous communities the full right to possess, administrate, and govern
contiguous collective territories on the Atlantic Coast.

Moreover, the procedural

responsibilities for the demarcation process were given to new intersectoral commissions
called CONADETI and CIDT, which included popularly elected representatives from all
the Costeño ethnic groups as well as members of the autonomous regional councils,

581 Ley del Régimen de Propiedad Comunal de los Pueblos Indígenas y Comunidades Étnicas de las
Regiones Autónomas de la Costa Atlántica de Nicaragua y de los Ríos Bocay, Coco, Indio y Maíz.
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municipalities, and central government ministries.582 Thus, the law divests the central
government of the sole right to administrate the demarcation process on the Coast,
providing the conditions for broader Costeño participation and oversight.
While the law defines the basic procedural mechanisms for land demarcation, it
also guarantees black and indigenous communities the right to use, administrate, and
manage their communal territories and natural resources in coordination with
autonomous regional authorities. In doing so, it provides the legal framework for the
official recognition of community directive boards as key units of governance and
administration in the autonomous regional context. It also strengthens the relationship
between communal boards and the north and south autonomous regional councils -establishing the latter as the administrative umbrella under which community directive
boards function.

Thus the law establishes the conditions for these two realms of

autonomous governance to assume direct control over communal territories and natural
resources with some degree of coordination with the central government and
municipality. In essence, the law lays the groundwork for the definition, regulation, and
implementation of new modes of governmentality that, at least in theory, give
autonomous communal and regional government a greater degree of legal and
administrative legitimacy and autonomy vis-à-vis the mestizo state, which in the postrevolutionary period has actively subverted the autonomous process through the

CONADETI and CIDT are the inter-sector commissions charged with the procedural responsibilities
for Costeño land demarcation. Both of these commissions were formed June-August of 2003,
approximately six months after the Demarcation Law passed. The National Commission for Demarcation
and Titling (CONADETI) is made up of representatives of each six ethnic groups from the Coast, the
Presidents of the Autonomous Regional Councils of the RAAN and RAAS, representatives from central
government ministries such as OTR, MAG-FOR, INETER, and the Commission for Ethnic Affairs in the
National Assembly, and mayors from Atlantic Coast municipalities. Additionally, there are Inter-sectoral
Commissions for Demarcation and Titling (CIDT) for the RAAN, RAAS, and Río Coco-Bocay region
made up of representatives from each ethnic group in the particular region, the President of the
corresponding Regional Council, representatives from the government ministries OTR and INETER, and
municipal officials (Articles 41 and 42 of Law 445). See Articles 43 and 44 for the administrative
responsibilities of CONADETI and CIDT.
582
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promotion of central government ministries and municipalities as the two dominant
administrative regimes on the Coast. For black and indigenous communities that have
suffered more than a century of systematic and sustained land and natural resource
expropriation under the administrative regimes of the mestizo state, this new legal
framework supporting their administrative rights and historical land claims was a
significant advance.
But the expansive and progressive nature of the law itself was not the result of a
newly compliant state that had recognized its own discriminatory history and now sought
to create mechanisms for greater political and material equality for black and indigenous
Costeños.

Instead, the contents of the law reflect several years of laborious and

prolonged negotiations between black and indigenous Costeños and the central
government that were almost entirely funded and promoted through World Bank
development and conservation projects. In its final form, the law ultimately overrides the
far more restrictive versions advanced by the right-wing administrations of Arnoldo
Alemán and Enrique Bolaños within this context. While I recognize that this is by no
means an inevitable outcome of World Bank intervention in Central American affairs, in
this particular case, the Bank’s participation played a crucial role in promoting a more
broadly inclusive version of the law than the central government had anticipated.
In the last decade, Work Bank policy agendas have done more to condition the
terms of engagement over land demarcation on the Atlantic Coast than any other single
institutional force at the national and international levels.583 For example, the Bank
funded the first independent region-wide study to document indigenous and black
communal land claims in 1997 and 1998 under the auspices of a national project to

There have been three major WB projects that have financed much of the activity around Atlantic Coast
demarcation over the last decade, including Agriculture Technology and Land Management Project
(ATLMP), Atlantic Biological Corridor (CBA), and Land Administration Project (PRODEP).
583
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regularize and privatize land tenure throughout the country.584 Through the Atlantic
Biological Corridor (CBA) conservation project, the Bank also funded an endeavor
directed by the autonomous regional governments and a regional Costeño university to
engage in broad-based consultations with black and indigenous communities in the north
and south autonomous regions about the demarcation law. It was within this context, that
the autonomous regional councils began to formulate an alternative version of the law
that would eventually override the more restrictive versions that had been promoted by
the central government over the years.

Again Bank support for an intersectoral

Coordinating Commission for Demarcation provided a formal institutional space for
diverse groups of black and indigenous community leaders, politicians, activists, and
intellectuals from the north and south to negotiate the terms of the law with the central
government --a long and tedious process during which the government made many
attempts to discount the regional proposal.
Melbourne Jackson, a Creole from Corn Island, former regional councilman, and
member of the Miskitu regional political party YATAMA, sat as the president for the
Coordinating Commission. Jackson details how the Alemán administration attempted to
advance a more restrictive version of the law that would divest the demarcation process
of its transformative potential and simultaneously reassert mestizo state administrative
dominance in the autonomous regions:
Melbourne Jackson: Yes, definitely the proposal that Alemán submit to the
national assembly in the moment well was a very short law, it was about thirtyfive articles. One of the thing that they had mention there was that they would
make a demarcation by community, no? Not by territory. So then the other thing
that they would say was the authorities would be avalados or they would be
approved by the alcaldías [municipalities] them and not the regional council, no?
So finally you would have communal authorities that belong to some [national
political] party, no? That was one of the dangerous things. Then the other things
that they mention there was the natural resources belong to the state, not to the
584

See CCARC.
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community. The community only have rights to the land. Basically, I think those
are the things that were dangerous in the proposal of Alemán, no? So then who
will take place of the whole process of demarcation will be the OTR [Office for
Rural Titling], which is an institution from Managua. So the community will
have no participation of the process. The authority will be submit to the alcaldías
them, the natural resource will pertain to the national government, and then there
will be demarcation by communities that will eventually be reducted area, no? So
the community will have no chance to increase to be more extended in the future.
So in general the law wasn’t for the communities. It was a law made in favor of
national interests and the mestizo in all sense, because the mestizo would have the
majority of opportunity to have lands and the community would be limited
(Interview, May 2003)
In the end, the regional proposal for the law triumphed over more resistive
versions promoted by the central government, winning a narrow legislative victory in the
National Assembly. Not only did the participatory processes funded and promoted by the
World Bank result in a more progressive version of the demarcation law, but they
provided the conditions for a successful example of broad-based intersectoral
mobilization

between

black

and

indigenous

communities,

non-governmental

organizations, and autonomous regional governments for land demarcation on the Coast.
Here Jackson stresses the centrality of the Coordinating Commission as an umbrella
organization that united disparate (even ideologically oppositional) sectors of black and
indigenous Costeño society around the struggle for demarcation:
Melbourne Jackson: And I think in the final using the strategy of this Comisión
Coordinadora that you have all different ideology and interests, you have all
different people that would be creating conflict between these same Coast people,
all these people them singing one same song, was under one same flag. So I think
it was a good strategy that we use now. We tell everybody okay, here we going to
talk about communal land… And I think the next thing very positive was that the
World Bank recognize this organization and give support to it and they mention it
to the national government that people on the Coast, they for one time in life
together have one interest (Interview, May 2003).
In this sense, the political pressure and legitimacy that World Bank support lent to the
proceedings helped to open a space for diverse sectors of black and indigenous Costeño
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society that might not otherwise unify under a single political platform or party, creating
a more forceful collective challenge to the central government.
And although the Bank’s promotion of land privatization for the nation is
rationalized through neoliberal development policy, black and indigenous Costeños took
advantage of the political opening that the Bank created to collectively formulate a
progressive version of the demarcation law that represented their own historic struggle
for material and political rights. Of particular importance to Costeños was the law’s
recognition that pre-existing international treaties such as the 1860 Treaty of Managua
and 1905 Harrison-Altamirano Treaty still embodied legitimate legal rights for the former
residents of the Mosquito Reserve even though they had been repeatedly ignored and
violated by the Nicaraguan state. The vindication of these historical treaties has deep
implications for black and indigenous Costeños who have long asserted their own rival
nationalisms in the face of mestizo national dominance. On the Creole language radio
show Morning Explosion, a Bluefields Creole, Pentecostal church leader, politician, and
president of the autonomous regional council described the historical significance of the
law linking it to recent government efforts to promote deep sea petroleum exploration off
the Atlantic littoral:
Rayfield Hodgson: Well we have the demarcation law. It says the state of
Nicaragua is compromised to respond to the demand giving of title to the
territories belonging to the indigenous people and ethnic communities of the old
Mosquitia of Nicaragua, rights gave to them by international treaties between
England and Nicaragua like the Treaty of Managua in 1860 and the Treaty of
Harrison-Altamirano in 1905. These rights are recognized in the political
constitution of Nicaragua in 1987 and in the Statute of Autonomy Law. Now all
of these territories that they are exploring now are part of what was considered la
Mosquitia. So then if you say everything that was belonging to la Mosquitia, that
includes San Andrés and Providence, Quita Sueño, and Roncador all those islands
are part of la Mosquitia. So then everything that is going to be done there is part
of la Mosquitia. Now Nicaragua have been arguing that the petroleum is done out
in the deep deep ocean so that doesn’t really require the involvement of the
regional government, but if the law was right it says everything that was
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belonging to la Mosquitia. La Mosquitia was San Andres, Providence, Quita
Sueño, Roncador, everything that was there. So that’s what the law says.585
While the conditions of possibility that promoted this political process depended
on World Bank project funds, Costeños themselves worked to ensure that the contents of
the law reflected their own political objectives, which were grounded in a distinct
historical logic that was not necessarily subordinate to World Bank neoliberal policy, at
least not in the context of the Coordinating Commission. As a result, most Costeños
viewed this legislative victory as a crucial turning point in the struggle for demarcation.
Since the victory, the law continues to inform resistive (even rival Mosquitian nationalist)
politics on the Coast rooted in a shared historical identity for black and indigenous
Costeños. Here Costeños interpret and embrace their multicultural citizenship rights in a
manner that both exceeds and challenges wider national and transnational constructions
of those same rights. But in spite of law’s potentially transformative content, nearly four
years later, Costeños are still waiting for the central government to demarcate and title
black and indigenous territories on the Coast. A political analysis of the period highlights
some of the contradictory cross-currents between national politics and multilateral policy
agendas that have limited the implementation of the demarcation law.
On one level, multilateral agencies can propel multicultural reform at the national
and regional level by providing funds and creating participatory spaces, even placing
significant pressure on central governments to pass legislation through policy
conditionality (i.e. directly linking monetary disbursements such as loans, debt relief, or
development project funds to policy conditions, which can require explicit legislative and
legal reforms at the national level). But as persuasive as these tactics might be in
propelling particular forms of neoliberal and/or multicultural governmentality, they do
not result in full-scale reconfigurations of national political projects, institutions, and
585 Morning Explosion, Radio Rhythm, May 16, 2003
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ideologies. Even though multilateral policy agendas have promoted official forms of
discursive and legislative support for (even institutional restructuring around)
multicultural citizenship rights in Nicaragua, national politics are still influenced by other
logics that have deep grounding in mestizo nationalism, caudillo-style party politics,
leftist populism, and right-wing liberalism. Here both left and right political factions
have engaged multicultural policy agendas, but for distinct political, historical, and
ideological reasons.
For the Nicaraguan right, there is little political will at the national level for any
expansive or transformative recognition of black and indigenous rights to land, natural
resources, and political autonomy on the Atlantic Coast, particularly if it involves
limiting universal citizenship rights to mestizos, upsetting centralized state power, or
obstructing global market integration. Instead, the post-revolutionary right has worked to
systematically divest Costeños of their right to regional autonomy --which it continues to
associate with the revolutionary left-- by asserting centralized forms of administrative,
electoral, and fiscal control over the region. For instance, until recently, right wing
decentralization efforts were almost exclusively promoted through the municipality --the
fundamental administrative building block of the central government still largely under
the control of mestizo national political parties.

Under the current administration,

however, there has been significant political will to comply with international law,
multilateral agencies, and US governmental interests and promote new forms of
governmentality that are simultaneously modern, democratic, and neoliberal.
For the right, this has involved incorporating limited recognition of neoliberal
forms of multiculturalism into the hegemonic project, while also embracing certain
expressions of neo-authoritarianism, particularly through coercive forms of state policing
and disciplinary social control, which like elsewhere in the Americas, are mapped onto
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gendered forms of racial and class inequality. The latter are funded and directed by the
US government, which as been particularly concerned with modernizing and
restructuring Nicaraguan police and military forces in order to facilitate the
transformation of these institutions controlled by the Sandinista left and promote US
political agendas in the region. The dismantling of the Sandinista Popular Army and the
revolutionary police force was also a top political priority for the post-revolutionary right
wing government.

This has not been a smooth or seamless process, however, and

ideological and political battles between the Nicaraguan left and right continue to shape
the transformation of these institutions in the neoliberal era.586 Thus, post-revolutionary
multiculturalism is simultaneously shaped by multilateral agencies, neoliberal
governmentality, and national politics.
But in the case of Nicaragua, multicultural policy is not the sole domain of the
political right or multilateral development agencies. The Frente Sandinista has had its
own experience with multiculturalism through the development of the Costeño autonomy
regime during the revolutionary period. The formulation and negotiation of regional
autonomy in the context of counter-revolutionary warfare on the Atlantic Coast
represents an early recognition of multicultural citizenship rights that was not propelled
by neoliberal logics or multilateral policy agendas. Moreover, in the post-revolutionary
period, the Nicaraguan left under FSLN party caudillo Daniel Ortega has shown
significantly more support for expansive multicultural Costeño rights than rival right
wing political parties and presidential administrations. It remains up for debate, however,
whether or not Ortega will advance Costeño demarcation now that he has won the
presidency in November 2006.

But from the perspective of national politics, the

demarcation law’s narrow legislative victory in the National Assembly in December of
586 See William Grigsby, “The National Police under Attack: The Clues Behind the Crisis,” Envío 22, no.
265 (August 2003).
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2002 may have had less to do with an ideological commitment to multicultural reform on
both the left and right than with political competition over the reins of state power.
Just twenty-four hours before the law passed, a narrow majority within the
National Assembly composed of a few center-right representatives loyal to president
Bolaños made an alliance with Sandinista representatives to strip former president and
Liberal party caudillo Arnoldo Alemán of his parliamentary immunity by a margin of one
vote, allowing the judicial branch controlled by Ortega and the Frente Sandinista to
pursue corruption charges against the former right wing president. The following day the
same voting block passed the demarcation law with little discussion or deliberation and
without the participation of the forty-two pro-Alemán representatives from the powerful
right wing Liberal Constitutionalist Party (PLC). Most political analysts recognized that
the Frente had engaged in a calculated moment of political horse trading with the centerright Bolaños administration, in which Ortega supported Bolaños’ efforts to remove his
rival Alemán from power in exchange for the votes necessary to pass a Costeño
demarcation law. Ortega’s move to advance the multicultural agenda the Sandinista
party had set in motion with the Autonomy Statute in 1987 was on one level an electoral
strategy to strengthen his popularity in the autonomous regions, but also represented an
attempt at historical vindication for the Nicaraguan left. While many Costeños still credit
the right wing administration of Violeta Chamorro for brokering the end of Contra
warfare through the demobilization of Contra combatants, seemly fewer credit the
Sandinista government for its promotion of regional autonomy.

Instead, black and

indigenous Costeños often remember the Sandinista Revolution as time of economic
hardship and violence when their rights were restricted and subordinate to mestizo
populist revolutionary ideology.
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But this still does not explain why the Bolaños administration signed off on a
legislative endeavor that it would not actually promote after the fact. In this case,
Bolaños initial support for the law had more to do with his embrace of modernization and
neoliberal development than a substantive commitment to multicultural rights. In 2002,
Bolaños had inaugurated his presidential term with a campaign for national reconciliation
that he called “The New Era.” For Bolaños, New Era unification aimed to ameliorate the
nation’s still painful wounds left from the revolutionary and counter-revolutionary
conflict of the 1970s and 80s through the promotion of a modern and transparent
democratic state that functioned by rule of law. In doing so, Bolaños showed a new
degree of compliance and cooperation vis-à-vis the international community, particularly
the US and multilateral aid agencies as central allies in the push for modernization and
national development. In August of 2001, the indigenous Mayangna community Awas
Tingni won their case against the Republic of Nicaragua in the Inter-American Court of
Human Rights for the recognition of their collective property rights. The Court issued a
sentence that ordered the Nicaraguan government to establish the legal mechanisms
necessary to demarcate and title black and indigenous communal lands on the Coast. At
this juncture, Bolaños was eager to comply with international law and promote his
administration as a reliable and cooperative international ally dedicated to promoting a
new political culture in Nicaragua that would support modernization, development, and
social change.
In a speech to the nation early in his term, Bolaños drew on revolutionary imagery
to conjure an alternative moral order or model of social change that stood in contrast to
what he depicted as the chaos and violence of the revolutionary past:
We are making a moral revolution, a peaceful revolution, without bullets, without
mortars, without public rioting, without disturbances, without threats, without

363

violence. This is the type of renewal that we want for all Nicaraguans. This is the
New Era, the New Nicaragua that we are building together.587
While on a surface level this new Nicaragua promoted more expansive legal rights for
black and indigenous Costeños, a central component of the moral revolution involved a
headlong confrontation with state-based corruption under the previous presidential
administration of Arnoldo Alemán. The driving momentum behind this confrontation
was an effort to consolidate a new center-right political block under the Bolaños
administration that embraced global market integration, while simultaneously promoting
particularly neoliberal forms of democratic governmentality and rule of law --a new
institutional gobernabilidad that would create a rupture with the amoral past and a
forward looking face to a modern and just political future. In a bid to gain public support
for his campaign, Bolaños positioned himself as a reformer embarking on a moral
confrontation with corruption and greed or the status quo characterized by political
caudillismo, clientelism, and crony capitalism --the forces upholding poverty and
underdevelopment in Nicaragua. At the outset of his presidential term, Bolaños enjoyed
high approval ratings from broad sectors of Nicaraguan society for his reformist agenda;
and on the Coast, petitions circulated throughout civil society calling for the prosecution
of Alemán on charges of official corruption. Neoliberal democracy under the Alemán
administration had clearly failed the national populous and structural inequality only
deepened as governmental elite plundered state coffers.
Initially articulated as a broad-based house cleaning that would lead to a renewed
push for modernization and development, the Bolaños anti-corruption campaign quickly
devolved into a highly personalized confrontation with Alemán who managed to maintain
the backing of the powerful Liberal party apparatus, first from the confines of his jail cell

587 Enrique Bolaños Geyer, President of Nicaragua, Message to the nation, Olof Palme Convention Center,
Managua, August 7, 2002.
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and later from his vast hacienda “El Chile” where he is now serving a twenty-year
sentence for money laundering, official corruption, and state embezzlement. Meanwhile,
leftist caudillo Daniel Ortega deftly tried to out-maneuver both factions in an effort to
weaken the Nicaraguan right and promote his own perennial presidential candidacy in the
2006 national elections. Eventually, Costeño support for Bolaños waned as the president
failed to consolidate a new center-right political block under his administration with any
clear transformative agenda for the nation. Instead, Bolaños’ submissive stance towards
US intervention and multilateral agencies contributed to the idea that he had little
personal or political power to effect change at the national level without the support of
his international backers.
Over the course of the next three years, national politics continued to revolve
around chaotic and shifting strategic pacts between the two most powerful figures in
national politics, Daniel Ortega and Arnoldo Alemán.

From the perspective of

multicultural Costeño rights, New Era promises had done little to change the political
landscape on the ground and national and regional politics were back to business as
usual. Now almost four years later, black and indigenous Costeños are still struggling to
combat the Bolaños administration’s efforts to roil back the expansive multicultural
rights to land and autonomy detailed in the demarcation law, while the demarcation
process itself has advanced at a snails pace. At the same time, the Frente Sandinista has
gained significant electoral ground particularly in the nation-wide municipal elections of
2004, in which high levels of voter abstention indicated a general disenchantment with
electoral politics throughout the country. As the presidential campaigns for the 2006
national elections intensify, many Costeños are beginning to look for a new tactical
political opening in the struggle for demarcation, namely an increasingly productive and
powerful alliance between the Miskitu regional political party YATAMA and the Frente
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Sandinista. As a result, Costeños who once supported Bolaños’ New Era reformist
agenda have shifted their attention towards YATAMA, Daniel Ortega, and the Frente
Sandinista as an alternative avenue for political mobilization for land rights. Taken
within the context of a region-wide shift to the political left in Latin America --propelled
by intense levels of disillusion with multilateral agencies and neoliberal policy-- this
changing political landscape in Nicaragua is perhaps not so surprising.

Creole Identity, Multicultural Rights, and Regional Autonomy
In the summer of 2001, I moved to the Coast in the midst of a presidential
campaign that pitted long time Frente Sandinista leader Daniel Ortega against the Liberal
party candidate, Enrique Bolaños, who had held the office of vice president in the
Alemán administration. Less than a month later, the indigenous Mayangna community
Awas Tingni won its Inter-American Court case against the government. A year and a
half later, in December of 2002, the National Assembly passed the demarcation law for
the Coast. Over the course of 2003 and 2004, the new law set off a flurry of community
organizing for collective rights in the RAAS. For the Creole community in Bluefields,
the demarcation law provoked a groundswell of popular political mobilization that would
culminate in the organization of a black communal government and an alternative black
counter-celebration for the Bluefields Centenary. Progressive Creole intellectuals and
professionals who represent institutionalized sectors of multiethnic civil society were key
players in this process, but the vast majority of political mobilization took place outside
of the institutional context at the community level through the organization of
neighborhood meetings in which elders, church leaders, political figures, young people,
university students, professionals, and non-professionals from the wider Creole
community in Bluefields found a space to participate.
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This process provided the context for the collective negotiation of Creole and
black diasporic identity vis-à-vis multiethnic Costeño society, regional autonomous
politics, and recent political advances in the struggle for land demarcation. Within this
context, Bluefields Creoles engaged in multiple forms of collective identification that
advanced black, afro-indigenous, inter-racial Creole, Afro-Caribbean, multiethnic
Costeño, and Mosquitian nationalist identities in contextual and intersecting ways. But in
the process of mobilizing for collective rights, politicized expressions of black diasporic
identity and culture took a decidedly central role in the proceedings in Bluefields. As the
radio announcers on the popular Creole language radio show Morning Explosion
broadcasted information about neighborhood meetings to elect representatives to
CONADETI and CIDT and later a black communal government, some of the
complexities involved in asserting a collective black Creole identity in the Bluefields
community emerged.

For instance, one announcer who is a long-time politician,

Pentecostal church leader, and president of the autonomous regional council urged his
listeners to attend their neighborhood meetings in the following way:
Rayfield Hodgson: The black people living in [the neighborhoods] Pancasán,
Diecinueve de Julio, Ricardo Morales, New York, all over can pick any one of
these places that you have time to go and go to the meeting. Please for God’s
sake and your own sake go and see what is going to be discuss and talk about who
is going to represent you as black, is going to represent you before the central
government and the region… But we are inviting all of you, all of you to come
and be part regardless of which barrio you stay in, if you black you done got you
carnet [ID card]! So you color going to be your carnet. And if you is a white
Creole then you carnet going to be your language, speak English when you come
to us because the meeting it will be only in English. No Spanglish at that meeting.
So if you can’t talk English only Spanish, you can’t come.588
A couple of months later in an announcement about meetings for the San Pedro and San
Mateo neighborhoods, another radio personality and participant in the organizing process
discussed some of the complexities of color stratification, inter-group mestizaje, and
588 Rayfield Hodgson, Morning Explosion, Radio Rhythm, May 16, 2003.
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Costeño political identity with a Bluefields community elder and leader of the grassroots
organization Black Farmers Back to the Land:
Jimmy Martinez: You can come right there and sit and listen all you black people
or Creole, it don’t matter if you was from Orinoco, was from Monkey Point, was
from Bluff, was from Costa Rica, was from frontier San Juan, you come right
there if you are living into that neighborhood and you count yourself as ethnic.
You come there and if you no even want to say “Well I black,” then “I Creole.”
Come. We no going to ask you what color you is. You identify by your color
they say you already identify because Brother Lloyd say you have some white
Creole, white black man too or white Afro-Caribbean. I no know what he call it,
but something like that.
Lloyd Forbes: The white black people.
Jimmy Martinez: Yeah, the white black people. But you come right ahead and get
some understanding towards this. There is no closing door towards you and you
question will be widely open… When we mention the, I say Mister Lloyd say,
the “white black,” you say the “white black man,” he say, well its really true
because there is a lot of Coast born man that was born from black man and
Spanish [mestizo] woman and now these guys are talking English and they count
themselves as black man. But it’s just that they are white and they hair is not too
dry, but we would like these people to have participation and to come out and
have an exchange of opinion. Well I myself here on this mic is not excluding you
people. If you feel like Coast man and you born from a Coast black, Indian,
Miskito, but this is a black Creole thing happening in Bluefield and you feel that
way, I believe that you can come out and exercise and share and do whatsoever
should be done along with the same people because you are one [united
together]… So you can’t look on a man according to the color of his eyes or the
color of maybe skin then. You have to look according to how he identify himself.
He identify himself as a Coast black man and he work toward it, well you can’t
take away his rights because he’s free. He’s a free agent to make his choice.589
These two passages together indicate a certain fluidity of racial categories between ethnic
groups on the Coast even highlighting processes of mestizaje, racial differentiation, and
color stratification within and beyond the Creole community. But they also point to a
clear assertion of collective forms of black identification in Bluefields Creole politics that
do not necessarily depend on the color of one’s skin. The announcers recognize that the

589 Jimmy Martinez and Lloyd Forbes, Morning Explosion, Radio Rhythm, August 15, 2003. Emphasis
mine.
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Creole ethnic group includes individuals with mixed racial backgrounds who might be
interpellated and/or self-identified as black, brown, and white and that these people form
part of a wider (even transnational) Creole group organized around shared history,
culture, language, family name, kinship, and neighborhood networks. But they also make
self-conscious assertions of black identity as a powerful signifier of the collectivity and
as a key mode of identification in political mobilization for multicultural rights (at least in
Bluefields). In this context, political assertions of a black Creole identity come up
against mestizaje and pre-existing racial categories and color hierarchies within the
community. Here the announcers challenge common sense notions about color and
phenotype as the true and essential indicators of racial blackness on the Coast by
asserting a common political and cultural identity as black Creole people. In Bluefields,
the political assertion of black identity became a centerpiece of organizing for communal
governance and land rights even as it continued to engender debates about collective
identity, social stratification, and rights within the Creole community.
For instance, during the Old Bank neighborhood meeting to elect representatives
to the Bluefields communal board, participants discussed political strategies to regain
control over communal lands that historically belong to the Creole community, but are
now settled by mestizos.

A community elder and Moravian church leader asked

members of the steering committee that was organizing the elections how the communal
government would apportion rights to black people that have married and mixed with
mestizos or to black people that have mixed with Indians. The joke that the black-Indian
group might actually get a double share of rights generated laughter among the
participants, even as it referenced powerful associations between indigeneity and
communal land rights. A well known Creole intellectual and activist responded to the
question by explaining that the Autonomy Law gives Costeños the right to choose their
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ethnic group. He said that when your national identity card expires, you can define your
ethnicity and change your legal status on your new ID card. While most Bluefields
Creoles already know the families and surnames that belong to the large and diverse
urban community, quantifying the Creole constituency has become a key aspect of
promoting the community’s land rights at the national level. Once elected, a top priority
for the new black communal board in Bluefields was a census project that they undertook
to determine the urban demographic they are seeking to represent in the communal land
demarcation process.
But at the regional level one of the most striking aspects of autonomous politics
and mobilization for multicultural rights is the assertion that how an individual chooses to
identify has political significance that cannot be reduced to the forms of racial
interpellation that one might experience in society. This is not to suggest that color and
class consciousness is lessening or that racial interpellation, differentiation, and
inequality are no longer relevant on the Coast. Nor does it imply that racism towards
black and indigenous people is any less significant in the multicultural period than it was
before the Revolution. Instead, certain forms of racial and cultural identification (black,
Indian, afro-indigenous, mestizo, etc.) play a key role in determining one’s political
identity and his or her access to specific kinds of multicultural citizenship rights. Thus,
regional autonomy as a system of multicultural governance and administration has
shaped the post-revolutionary politics of Costeño identification in a variety of ways. On
the whole, the multicultural period has signaled shifts towards: 1) claiming a distinctive
and unique cultural identity; 2) the political and cultural vindication of these distinctive
identities; 3) the increasing political capital of indigeneity (and to a lesser extent
blackness) in rights activism; and 4) the decreasing political capital and legitimacy of
Anglo ideology and/or identification in rights activism. A crucial point here is that
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multicultural politics influence how individuals and groups choose to identify when
mobilizing for collective rights in ways that only become apparent when subject to
ethnographic analysis at the local level. In Bluefields, Creole mobilization for communal
rights has seriously challenged color stratification within the community as well as Anglo
ideology and identification by embracing anti-racist black diasporic politics (a point I
return to later). But this local form of mobilization is by no means the norm in Costeño
multicultural politics, where having a distinctive local autochthonous ethnic identity
carries greater political currency than black diasporic identity and politics.
These changes that I outline above reflect a wider historical shift towards certain
kinds of vindicationist identity politics and rights activism for multiethnic Costeños that
have tangible material consequences for group access to political positions of power and
land and resource rights on the Coast.

In the electoral context, for instance, the

Autonomy Law allows candidates for regional office to choose the ethnicity they want to
run under. While the wider credibility of the candidate’s choice has to do with his or her
family and community background, identity categories still have a degree of fluidity. In
places like Bluefields and the Pearl Lagoon basin, this fluidity is associated with intergroup mestizaje, cultural change, and historical inequalities between groups. In both
regions, long histories of intermarriage and mixing between black, indigenous, white, and
mestizo people as well as linguistic and cultural Creolization for indigenous Rama and
Miskitu are linked to inter-group social stratification at the regional level. By the same
token, Bluefields Creoles often point to the assimilationist policies of the central
government, the linguistic dominance of Spanish in the educational, administrative, and
professional realms, and the massive mestizo colonization of Coast lands as serious
threats to distinctive forms of Creole identity and culture.

Thus, Creole leaders

emphasize these historical forces as promoting cultural mestizaje or assimilation with the
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national majority and describe them as an ongoing consequence of the mestizo state’s
internal colonialism towards Coast people.
The ranking and organization of autonomous electoral circumscriptions by
ethnicity (at least in theory) is meant to address these kinds of historical power
imbalances by ensuring ethnic minority representation in regional elections and
apportioning candidacy slots to specific ethnic groups in each circumscription.

In

multiethnic circumscriptions, the regional electoral law ranks candidates by ethnic group
to provide spaces to each ethnicity based on its historical influence (and secondarily
demographic composition) in the circumscription. Under electoral law, candidates in
first place ranking have the highest likelihood of winning a seat on the autonomous
regional council.

After elections, each of the five indigenous and afro-descendant

minority ethnic groups in the RAAS are guaranteed at least one seat on the autonomous
regional council directive board, which is charged with running the legislative body as a
whole.
These electoral stipulations have influenced how individuals running for office
choose to identify as well as which kinds of ethnic identity are more advantageous in
each electoral circumscription. To illustrate this point, a PLC regional councilwoman
from the Creole town of Pearl Lagoon just north of Bluefields explains how the candidate
ranking system works in her electoral circumscription and in the neighboring Garifuna
circumscription:
Ingrid Cuthbert: Being we have mix with Indians and Creole so our first candidate
should be Indian, then our second candidate could be Creole. So we should have
the Indian first… Then they have the Garifone zone, is still in the Pearl Lagoon
basin, but it is separate. They have their own candidates there. The first
candidate in the Garifone zone should be Garifone, then a mestizo, and then a
Garifone or a Creole. So you have Garifuna, Spaniard or the mestizo rather, and
Creole. Because their district is Brown Bank, La Fe, Orinoco, San Vicente,
Marshall Point, Pueblo Nuevo, Pedregal, and all those little rivers like Blue
Lagoon and others. So you see, you have different races of people up there…
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The first candidate in my district --regardless of what party you belong to-- the
first candidate have to be Indian. And well the party they don’t --well sometime
they get on and argue that you not an Indian person, not all the time. But if your
people want you to be [candidate] they support you (Interview, February 2003).
Miss Ingrid ran as the indigenous Miskitu PLC candidate in her electoral circumscription,
although she is from a large Creole community, speaks Creole, has a traditional Creole
surname, and in most contexts would be thought of as a Creole woman. In spite of the
ambiguity about her racial and cultural identity, she was a favored candidate within her
party and community and was able to garner significant support for her first place
candidacy as Miskitu, at least enough to allow her to maintain her first seat ranking at
election time.
Thus the ranking system plays a decisive role on how a candidate might choose to
identify when running for office. Similarly, if that choice is not widely recognized as
legitimate by the political party or wider communities in question, conflict can ensue. In
the multiethnic Pearl Lagoon basin, the rankings in the mixed Miskitu-Creole
circumscription have favored political identification as Miskitu over Creole, whereas in
the past Miskitu communities in the region underwent significant Creolization during
Moravian missionization and in the US enclave period when Anglo identity and
education represented a profound source of cultural capital for black and indigenous
people.

Similarly, the rankings in the mixed Garifuna, Creole, and mestizo

circumscription favor the political identification as Garifuna, which is an afro-descendant
ethnic group that also experienced significant cultural and linguistic Creolization during
the same period. The ranking system gives secondary preference to mestizos for their
demographic strength in the region, while Creole is the least advantageous form of
electoral identification. So at least in autonomous electoral politics in the Pearl Lagoon
basin, a shift way from Creole towards Miskitu and Garifuna identification has occurred.
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A former school teacher and community leader from the Pearl Lagoon community
Haulover explained to me logics of this shift and how it unfolds in a region where there is
considerable fluidity within and between identity categories to begin with. Here he uses
the example of his son’s candidacy in the same Pearl Lagoon circumscription that Miss
Ingrid was part of:
Eduardo Tinkam: Let’s say there is a person from Haulover, a person from Pearl
Lagoon, a person from any one of the communities what is in this same
circumscription. They would say that the Miskito have the priority. And how the
Autonomy Law set up, it’s kind of funny because they say that you could choose
any one of the ethnic group that you want to choose. So a Creole person could
say I’m a Miskito, understand? Take Karl Tinkam for example. Karl Tinkam
could say he’s a Miskito because Haulover is originally a Miskito community.
Could say he’s Garifuna because his mama is Garifuna. And he could say he is a
Creole because that’s his culture, language, and everything. So all of this thing is
kind of complicated, you know? Makes it a little difficult at the time of the
election to know who is who.
Jennifer: And so which one did Karl end up picking?
Eduardo Tinkam: Miskito. Because the Miskito is autochthonous, he have first
place. He as Creole would come out in second place with less possibility of
winning (Interview, February 2003).
This (at least partial) reversal in political capital for indigenous over Creole identification
in the multicultural era, also tends to be mapped onto the struggle for communal land
rights. Here indigenous expressions of tradition, autochthony, and territoriality find more
political legitimacy as justifications for communal rights than related forms of
identification within afro-descendant communities. So while regional autonomy and
multicultural rights have influenced how afro-descendant and indigenous assert local and
contextual forms of political identification, they also signal increased institutional
openings and political capital for indigenous or autochthonous identity claims.
These autochthonous politics promote a more general embrace of tradition and
cultural revival as key kinds of mobilization around collective group identity.

For

instance, Garifuna communities in the Pearl Lagoon basin that underwent a process of
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cultural and linguistic Creolization as a historical response to their subordination in the
regional social order are now making renewed efforts to celebrate and revitalize
distinctive forms of Garifuna language, history, and culture. Every year, the largest
Garifuna community in Pearl Lagoon hosts a celebration of Garifuna culture that is
widely attended by people from the surrounding communities and Bluefields. In the
mobilization for cultural revival, Nicaraguan Garifuna have strengthened their political
alliances with Garifuna organizations in Honduras and Belize, engaging black diasporic
forms of transnational political mobilization. In the process, Garifuna Costeños have
formed their own Nicaraguan Afro-Garifuna Organization (OAGANIC), and participate
in other transnational black diasporic organizational networks, such as the Black Central
American Organization (ONECA).
While the politics of Garifuna identification are multilayered, on one level the
embrace of tradition and cultural revival strengthens the group’s status as a “pueblo” or a
distinctive and unique group of people. In Creole vernacular, pueblos are referred to as
“nations” or clearly identifiable racial and cultural groups with some kind of shared
cultural tradition and nativist politics that together promote cohesive forms of group
solidarity. In this context, Creoles refer to mestizos as being part of one nation or as a
racial and cultural group that has some claim to native status in Nicaragua and works to
promote their own interests as a group at the political and economic level over the
interests of other groups. Creoles also describe the Rama nation and the Miskitu nation
in the same way. Creoles, however, seem to have weaker claims to this kind of “nation”
or “pueblo” status today.
For example in the midst of a conversation about Garifuna cultural revival, a
Garifuna-Creole professional from the Pearl Lagoon basin noted that it seemed as though
Creoles were the only group on the Coast that had no “nation.” He is from a historically
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Creole community in the Garifuna circumscription of Pearl Lagoon, but ran for regional
councilman years earlier as Garifuna and won the election. We puzzled over this idea
together and discussed exactly what it meant to have a “nation.” In this sense, the Creole
community’s identification with both an African and Anglo Diaspora, its higher position
in the regional social order vis-à-vis indigenous and Garifuna communities, and internal
stratification along the lines of class and color do not promote the notion that Creoles are
a racially and culturally distinctive or cohesive group, which engages in traditional
autochthonous forms of cultural practice tied to their historical marginalization as a
group. Instead, Creoles are widely interpellated as modern, foreign, Afro-Caribbean, and
relatively privileged and undeserving vis-à-vis indigenous, Garifuna, and mestizo
campesinos.

In the process, their own histories of racial discrimination and

marginalization often go unacknowledged within both mestizo nationalist and
multicultural politics.
So while all of these factors signal the rising political capital of indigenous
identification in multicultural rights activism, why are Creoles organizing around
collective expressions of black identity in Bluefields? I suggest Creole intellectuals and
activists have promoted black diasporic identification in the struggle for multicultural
rights in an effort to shift the terms of debate toward a more critical analysis of anti-black
racism and in doing so challenge predominant representations of Creoles as a privileged
foreign group with few legitimate political rights to communal lands and natural
resources. This effort involves the embrace of black diasporic identity and politics as a
collective response to racism and colonial relations of inequality that has powerful
transnational significance throughout the African Diaspora.

So even though black

diasporic politics have found little institutional support or legitimacy in multicultural
politics at the regional and national levels, they nevertheless continue to inform anti-
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racist rights activism for the Creole community.

Here ethnographic attention to

multivalent forms of identification and mobilization within the Creole community gives
insight why black diasporic politics continue to be so important in the struggle for
autonomy and land rights even if they find little ideological legitimation in regional and
national multicultural politics.590
To illustrate this disjuncture and its implications for anti-racist politics, I
remember walking down a street in the large Creole neighborhood of Beholden and
coming upon a white banner draped across the street that read in English, “Long Live
Autonomy. Long Live the Indigenous and Ethnic Community.” It was signed CBAPRODEP, which are two World Bank funded projects administered by the central
government. The CBA (Atlantic Biological Corridor) project was administered by the
Nicaraguan Ministry of Natural Resources. PRODEP (Land Administration Project)
represents another government agency charged with the regularization of land tenure
throughout rural Nicaragua. The two entities had put up the banner to mark their support
for the official annual Autonomy Day celebration.
In multicultural legislation and parlance in Nicaragua, the term “ethnic
community” is used to index the two communities of African descent on the Coast
(Creole and Garifuna). While it signals some form of minority ethnic (read racial and
cultural) differentiation from Nicaraguan mestizos, the term does not in itself necessarily
connote any kind of transnational political solidarity or racial and cultural identification
beyond the ethnic group itself. Similarly, there are no clear set of recognizable rights that
one might associate with being “ethnic” other than the right to continue to “be ethnic” or
different in any given context. In contrast, the term “indigenous community” carries
profound transnational significance, signaling relatively clear and distinctive sets of
590 Edmund T. Gordon and Mark Anderson, “The African Diaspora: Toward an Ethnography of Diasporic
Identification,” Journal of American Folklore 112, no. 445 (1999): 282-296.
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rights to land and political sovereignty organized around ideas of native, aboriginal, or
First Nation identity.
As I walked a little further down the street, I turned to my right to admire a mural
of Marcus Garvey painted on the side of a Beholden home. Unlike the CBA-PRODEP
banner, this mural of the Black Nationalist founder of the UNIA immediately brings to
mind a long and profound history of political mobilization and struggle among people
African descent in the Diaspora. For folks who are inclined to know, Garvey’s image
signals anti-racist and anti-colonial struggle, demands for black political and economic
autonomy, and transnational Pan-African politics. Garvey’s own Jamaican nationality
also signals a historical and cultural link with Afro-Caribbean diasporic identification for
the Creole community. While the first form of “ethnic” identification seems to have
found some unstable and contradictory legitimation in institutional politics in Nicaragua,
the latter form of black diasporic identification still finds its expression in more
beleaguered community spaces.

Black Diasporic Identity and Politics in the Multicultural Era
Lloyd Forbes: I think that spirit of Afro-Caribbean is like Jamaica. I feel, I don’t
feel like Nicaraguan, you know?
Rayfield Hodgson: What you feel like?
Lloyd Forbes: I’m afraid to begin to want to feel Nicaraguan. I’m afraid!
Rayfield Hodgson: It’s a headache I tell you!
Morning Explosion, Radio Rhythm, Bluefields591

591

Morning Explosion, Radio Rhythm, October 6, 2003.
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Black diasporic identity and politics have a deep historical trajectory on the Coast,
particularly as a mode of resistance to color and class subordination among more modest
sectors of Creole society.

Along these lines, Gordon details Bluefields Creole

participation in Black Nationalist politics such as Garveyism and Rastafarianism in the
twentieth century. He also describes the development of black Sandinista politics among
some Creoles, especially among university students and political activists of the 1970s
and 80s. He attributes the embrace of black Sandinista politics to the anti-imperialism of
Sandinismo as well as more public debate and discourse about race and culture at the
national level during this period.592 This period also signals a historical transition from
relative political quiescence and accommodation to the Somoza regime among black and
indigenous Costeños to ethnic militancy and mobilization.

While these kinds of

mobilization resulted in Miskitu and Creole resistance to the Sandinista Revolution, the
individuals involved in mobilization for a black communal government and a countercelebration of the Bluefields Centenary largely (although not exclusively) tend to lean to
the left politically.

Most are professionals and intellectuals that have histories of

participation in revolutionary politics or at least a degree of political affiliation with the
Nicaraguan left, even though most have supported the development of autonomous
Costeño political parties over the electoral dominance of the FLSN and PLC.
In my own interview with one of the central leaders of the Alternative Black
Organization --the group that organized the counter-celebration for the Bluefields
centenary-- he explained the influence that the Revolution had on his own black Costeño
identity and politics:
Sydney Francis: So just to give you an idea, I live in the mines as a kid and I live
Managua as a teenager.593 So those was important stage in a person life. The
592

Gordon, Disparate Diasporas, 177.
“The mines” is a reference to the North Atlantic Autonomous Region mining triangle, which includes
the cities of Siuna, Bonanza, and Rosita. These three cities had booming US enclave economies organized
593
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culture that I was almost assimilated by --the Pacific culture-- in terms of only
talking Spanish, not that aware of my black identity or Costeño identity or
personality and I think, you know, getting in contact with people involve in the
revolutionary process, my involvement you know, it start up something new, I
must say, inside me. I think if it wasn’t through that, maybe I wouldn’t be living
here in the Atlantic Coast because I was studying and I was working in Managua
and I didn’t want to come back here. Anyhow, first I think that is one of the
strong feeling or motivation and it’s truth that they always talk about Sandinista
Revolution that I would say is like the ideological aspect of the Revolution in
Nicaragua, but a revolutionary is beyond these type of talk. And I think I was
able to develop that revolutionary concept divorce from “XY” ideology, you
know? This enable me, I would say, to develop that social, sensibilidad social
[perception or sensitivity], and begin to look at myself from inside. Is like, I still
feel that until now I haven’t discover totally the blackness in me. It is very
difficult especially when you have grow up in a multiethnic society in which the
different stage of this historical process ubicate [locate] the different ethnic inside
of the estructura de poder [power structure] (Interview, June 2004).
In describing his own personal shift away from acculturation as mestizo to a
politicized embrace of black Costeño identity, Francis prioritizes the role of revolutionary
politics. Here he argues that radical revolutionary politics can not be reduced to national
popular ideologies, which privileged class and the mestizo nation as the ideological axis
around which official revolutionary discourse and policy were structured. From his
perspective, revolutionary mobilization opened a new political space for anti-racist
activism and the vindicationist politics of black pride among many politically active
Creoles.594
In contrast during the Somoza years, Francis suggests that the promotion of one’s
traditions and cultural values as was something that black and indigenous Costeños had
to metaphorically maintain “in the corner of you house or in your room.” But even so, he
also emphasizes that the counter-cultural currents of Black Atlantic politics linked black
Costeños to a wider African Diaspora long before the revolutionary period.
around the mining industry in the first part of the twentieth century. Today they are majority mestizo
Spanish speaking cities.
594 Gordon gives a detailed discussion of these forms of political mobilization and their relationship to
Creole common sense and politics during the 1970s and 80s. See chapters 6 and 7, Gordon, Disparate
Diasporas.
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Sydney Francis: Okay, on the other hand I think is important to mention that in
spite of that situation, black people had some kind of communication with other
black people out of Bluefield in the Caribbean in the same United States by this
transportation [movement back and forth], and this some way or the other kept us
like I would say alive --that we knew that we weren’t alone, that by this type of
communication we was receiving you know what happening to black people
elsewhere. We identify I must say outstanding black people in their struggle of
liberation and we found out that well we was sharing a common problem
(Interview, June 2004).
Here Francis describes how the politics of black diasporic identification among Creoles
have long been tied to struggles for liberation elsewhere.

While Marcus Garvey,

Rastafarianism, roots reggae, dancehall, and soca tap into Afro-Caribbean diasporic
culture and politics, the US Civil Rights and Black Power movements personified by
leaders like Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and Malcolm X also represent powerful diasporic
influences in the struggle against racial oppression for the Creole community.
To give an example from Monkey Point, the same leader from Monkey Point who
was the central protagonist in the paramilitary incident I describe in Chapter 2, asked me
before I left for one of my visits back to the States to bring him books on AfricanAmerican anti-racist struggle. He was particularly interested in Malcolm X and said he
would prefer books on Black Power, over books on Martin Luther King, Jr. As a key
proponent of the radical defense of community autonomy, he was interested in Malcolm
X’s “by any means necessary” politics. This same leader often told me that community
people can take care of their own problems. He said that folks cannot always look to
Bluefields NGO’s to solve problems, because in a few years these institutions and their
internationally funded projects might be gone, but community members will still find
themselves in the same situation.
And while Monkey Point people would often justify their direct resistance to
incursion on their community autonomy using the human rights and multicultural
discourses endorsed by these outside institutions, they also understood these incursions in
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explicitly racial terms. As such, they employed a racial political analysis to explain how
and why a white foreigner like John Vogel had the power to usurp community autonomy
and expropriate community lands. Within this context, community members celebrated
both radical refusal, autonomous self-defense, and black diasporic expressive culture.
For instance, Macabi’s song about John Vogel was very popular and clearly celebrated
the young men’s success in driving Vogel from the community. Even two years after the
Vogel incident, I remember children in the community singing a line from the song that
went, “John Vogel, John Vogel, you better run for your life!” But as I describe in the last
chapter, community members viewed direct resistance to the Vogel incursion as a
necessary but last resort response. When institutional means failed the community, direct
resistance was the next tactical response to racial subordination and land expropriation.
For this Monkey Point leader, Black Power informed his own thinking about community
autonomy and rights.
The Alternative Black Organization drew on diasporic politics in a slightly
different way in its organization of a counter-celebration of the Bluefields centenary.
This celebration placed African-American Civil Rights politics front and center in the
proceedings by opening the first day of activities with a forum on black spirituality and
religiosity as an idiom of struggle in the Diaspora. The event opened with a collective
rendition of the classic Civil Rights song “We Shall Overcome,” which was followed by
lectures and questions-and-answer sessions with three important figures in the Creole
Moravian Church. The youngest and current director of the Moravian High School in
Bluefields gave an eloquent and moving talk about how spirituality, worship, and song
have been foundational sources of strength in the face of racial oppression for blacks
throughout the Diaspora. He described how the beliefs that there is justice in God (if not
in society) and that you will reap what you sow are key tenets of black spirituality.
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The last speaker of the evening, the rector for an autonomous regional university,
returned to the question of spirituality but from a different angle than the first speaker.
He emphasized the relationship between African heritage and spirituality and questioned
the Moravian Church’s condemnation of spiritual practices like Obeah associated with
Africa. Aware that his line of argumentation might be provocative for some of the
members of the audience, he suggested that even in spiritual matters institutional religion
privileged some sectors of the community over others due to skin color and in doing so
denied African ancestry and culture. His discussion turned to how a collective identity as
Creole rather than black was tied to internalized forms of racism within the community
and that the identity category Creole was often mobilized as a way to cover up and deny
blackness in the past. Over the course of the six days of activities, these types of
collective debates about black diasporic identity and Creole identity continued to unfold.
The final day of activities was capped off with a forum on Atlantic Coast Creole
and black diasporic history entitled, “One Hundred Years of What?” Referencing the
century of internal colonialism under the Nicaraguan nation, the forum featured a group
of prominent and esteemed Creole intellectuals and historians as well as my dissertation
advisor Edmund T. Gordon. One of the first speakers, focused on histories of slavery,
economic exploitation, and racial terror for blacks in the Diaspora. He also pointed to
cultural loss as a result of slavery, the erasure of black diasporic history, and vibrant
legacies of resistance to racial oppression. He also suggested that the mobilization of the
identity category Creole among elite sectors has worked to hide African roots and
ancestry and promote identification with Anglo colonizers. He argued for an alternative
ideology of “Blackism” to counter this historical process of colonialism and slavery as
well as associated kinds of cultural loss and historical silencing for blacks in the African
Diaspora.
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An elder and highly esteemed Creole intellectual attempted to moderate the
previous speaker’s argument by recognizing African roots but also suggesting that
indigenous Mosquitian roots were an equally important part of the community’s history
and identity. The next speaker a younger Creole intellectual and activist focused on postannexation history and framed the argument in terms of mestizo internal colonialism and
national dominance. He argued that mestizo annexation has erased Creole history from
the official nationalist history that is taught in schools. He concluded saying that, “It’s a
terrible way how we pass to be Nicaraguans… from the moment they came in, they came
looking on us as their enemies and they never been able to overcome that.” He urged
unity in diversity as the key to promoting regional autonomy vis-à-vis the mestizo nation
state. Overall, the forum provided a vibrant political space for the discussion of black
diasporic identity and history as well as debate about what it means to be black and
Creole today. While the perspectives were diverse, the overall message promoted a
nuanced and multilayered political critique of anti-black racism and colonialism and their
impact on black Costeños and Creole identity and rights.

A crucial aspect of this

message was a pointed critique of Anglo ideology within the community as well as
mestizo internal colonialism towards the community. In this way, these intellectuals and
activists placed anti-racist politics at the top of the political agenda and challenged both
Anglo ideology and color and class stratification within the Bluefields Creole
community.
But even with this kind of vibrant discussion and debate, by far the most widely
attended event was the free open air concert in the Creole neighborhood Old Bank
featuring Caribbean soca and gospel star Yvonne Curtis. That night hundreds of Creoles
gathered in Old Bank to enjoy the concert and the opening activities. The festivities had
decidedly Afro-Caribbean emphasis with youth dance routines and couples dance
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competitions set to Caribbean soca and dancehall music. But the performance of AfroCaribbean expressive culture that night in Old Bank was radically different from the
official state Bluefields centenary --not only were all the participants fully clothed, but
the celebration was profoundly intergenerational and community oriented.

Little

children, grown people, and elders (male and female) all took the stage to dance and
participate at different moments throughout the evening. One of the high points of the
evening was when a respectable woman elder from the community joined one of the
event organizers on stage to dance to Yvonne Curtis. The crowd erupted in cheers urging
the dancers on. This celebration had a radically different message from the official
celebration. It was adamantly popular, intergenerational, and celebratory. It emphasized
the celebration of family and community through the medium of Afro-Caribbean
diasporic expressive culture. The performance was not commoditized or sexualized and
there was nothing exotic, erotic, or fascinating about the pleasure and appeal it generated
for the crowd. And finally, it was free and open to all. No one needed a ticket or a
government position to participate and there were no treats of violence or security
concerns.
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Chapter 9: Conclusion

One year after my compatriots and I exultantly celebrated victory, our country
reverted back to war and bloodshed. Bullets, not manna, rained down from the
heavens.
Gioconda Belli, The Country under My Skin: A Memoir of Love and War595
To Nicaraguans, to all my compatriots, I tell you with conviction: this project is of
you and for you. With it we have the possibility to construct a Great Fatherland
(Patria Grande), with wellbeing, opportunities for all, employment and
investment.
Enrique Bolaños Geyer, Gran Canal Interoceánico de Nicaragua596
As I read the first few pages of the Nicaraguan feminist poet and novelist
Gioconda Belli’s memoir of her participation in the Sandinista revolutionary movement, I
was moved by her lyrical prose and her honest effort to grapple with the idea of utopia
lost. Gioconda makes good on the feminist axiom “the personal is political” as she
weaves the most intimate details of her life history with that of revolutionary struggle,
triumph, and loss. In the midst of reading her book, I was compelled to keep a journal for
the first time in my life. I had at first dutifully and later intermittently written fieldnotes
during my years on the Coast. But even now when I return to those early attempts to
make sense of an ethnographic context that was new and not at all easy to decipher, I am
struck by how little of my own life I see in those pages. I turned to Gioconda’s memoir
for an outlet, a source of relief and inspiration in my final summer push to complete my
dissertation. I was spending the better part of my time alone with my books and papers in
595

Gioconda Belli, The Country under my Skin: A Memoir of Love and War (New York: A. A. Knopf,
2002), x.
596 See the Nicaraguan government’s Gran Canal Interoceánico de Nicaragua website. Message from the
president of the republic of Nicaragua, http://www.grancanal.gob.ni/mensaje.html. Translation mine.
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front of the computer, but my dissertation did not seem to offer me the medium for
expression I desired. Ironically, my summer journal is filled with musings on theory and
politics, the same material from which thought I sought relief and respite.
That summer I had spent the month of May in Nicaragua and I returned to Texas
in June overwhelmed with the brute force of capitalist culture. I wanted to make another
trip back before completing my dissertation; I felt I had been away from Nicaragua too
long and was eager to reconnect with the life that I had lived there and the political
processes that I have been a part of and followed so faithfully for so many years. In May,
the 2006 presidential campaigns were already in full gear and there was a feeling of
anticipation and transition in the air as there had been five years ago when I first moved
to the Coast just before the last presidential election.
While politics are never far from my thoughts, during my month away, I became
increasingly preoccupied with the ways in which discourses and representations of
modernity --in the midst of profound and grating structural poverty-- are ever more tied
to consumerist culture in Nicaragua. Even as US imperialism comes under attack from
the electoral left and popular resistance mounts against the accumulated effects of more
than two decades of neoliberal economic policy, late capitalist consumerism has become
a truly hegemonic social force in Latin America. At a basic level I knew this before, but
this time my awareness or sensitivity was visceral and acute. While the material force of
the disparities in consumption between the US and Nicaragua are hard to miss, the degree
to which these disparities are implicated in the manufacture of consumerist consent in
Nicaragua has profoundly neocolonial implications that are more often than not glossed,
at least from a States-side perspective. Whose wealth are we learning to love so dearly?
For me the transition back to the States after long stays in Nicaragua always feels
like being plunged into a vat of ice water. Shivering from either the air conditioning or
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winter weather, I struggle to recalibrate my attitude, expectations, and behavior to a
lifestyle that I do not always tolerate well at first.

The solitude, unrelenting work

schedule, and anonymity can take a toll on my spirits. This time, however, my month
away revealed the sheer force of commoditized culture that seems to blithely seep into
one’s pores from the moment of reentry to the States. Littered with food courts and
Sunglass Huts, our airports have come to resemble shopping malls. The custodians of my
consumerist potential greet me upon my arrival to Houston. Welcome home. While this
force lives another life in Nicaragua, its power is unsettling and evokes new forms of
symbolic and structural violence in the post-revolutionary period.
Today the revolutionary exaltation of the mestizo campesino sector as the driving
force for national transformation bears little resemblance to the structural violence of
rural and urban poverty throughout Nicaragua. Like other progressive sectors of the
Nicaraguan left, Gioconda struggles in her memoir with the contradictions of revolution,
particularly from the vantage point of the revolutionary subject who sadly, but invariably
(still) seems to occupy the identity category mestizo, if not always male. She writes,
“Sandinista leaders always remarked that the Nicaraguan masses were now the
protagonists and principal actors of the country’s history. But it was clear that the masses
were asked to make many sacrifices in the name of a future that never seemed to
materialize.”597 Like then, popular sectors are still making sacrifices for a future that has
yet to materialize.
In the neoliberal era, elderly and youthful campesinos/as disrobe to protest land
expropriation in front of the presidential house in Managua in the hopes that their nudity
might help to reveal their humanity to those in power. The victims of Nemagon pesticide
poisoning from Dole and Chiquita Pacific coastal banana plantations today find little

597

Belli, 324.
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institutional redress. As I sat in the Wal-Mart Workers Tour at the University of Texas
last week listening to a mestiza labor organizer describe the wages and working
conditions in the Nicaraguan Free Trade Zone, I was left with a sorrow in the pit of my
stomach about the country’s revolutionary past. Given this past, how do we make sense
of such intense levels of structural inequality in the neoliberal era? How do we reconcile
this past with contemporary nationalist discourses that locate personal, political, and
material salvation in global capitalist integration? Can it be true that in the space of a
couple of decades compatriots in struggle have become compatriots in neoliberal
transformation?
For me, the most painful pill to swallow is that mestizo poverty and structural
inequality when couched in nationalist and developmentalist ideologies has become one
of the key political discourses to delegitimate black and indigenous land rights in postrevolutionary Nicaragua. The irony is painful because I know intellectually and on a gut
level that the two are structurally and historically linked. Rural mestizos settle black and
indigenous lands in search of material security in an economy that offers them few
alternatives. Today, Coast lands absorb the same sectors of rural society that are subject
to untenable conditions elsewhere. But the state has also promoted colonization in a
systematic and politicized way over time. As a result, it has become a key force in the
nationalization of the Atlantic Coast region since the time of annexation. Thus, mestizo
colonization of black and indigenous lands on the Coast also retains the indelible mark of
internal colonialism in Nicaragua.
Within this context, one of the central political challenges for Creole land rights in
Nicaragua is the notion that land and natural resource use for the south coast Creole
demographic is no longer a core value in Creole culture or a relevant factor in Creole
economies. And when modernity and wellbeing are indexed by consumerist power,
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urban Creoles fare relatively well in comparison to rural indigenous and mestizo
campesinos, largely due to their access to education, family remittances from the US, and
work on tourist cruise ships. Creole’s alienation from the land and their participation in
the global economy provide powerful political rationales at the national level for the
denial of material rights. While multicultural citizenship has on some level mitigated
these denials, the material reality of more than a century of systematic land expropriation
under the administrative regimes of the Nicaraguan nation-state has done more than any
other single factor to divest both indigenous and black communities of land and natural
resources. This alongside the advance of the mestizo agricultural and ranching frontier
into the heart of black and indigenous territorial claims puts into question the degree to
which legalization will affect material conditions. Can legal mechanisms actually change
the material forces at work on the ground? Will a document result in material restitution
for indigenous and black communities? The question lingers in most debates about
demarcation, where will all of those already displaced rural people go?
So from this angle, what does it mean to control territory, land, and natural
resources in an economy in the midst of neoliberal transition in which agricultural
production is no longer an economically viable survival strategy, not just for most
Creoles, but for a good percentage of the national population? Even most assessments of
Costeño land colonization in the Nicaraguan press recognize illegal logging, the traffic in
rural lands, and cattle ranching as key economic factors propelling mestizo settlement in
black and indigenous territories.

These economic processes function according to

structural logics that day by day bear less and less resemblance to discourses about
agricultural production and mestizo smallholders as the building blocks of the national
economy. This is increasingly evident as the central government aggressively promotes
global market integration through the development of alterative economic sectors such as
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interoceanic transport systems and tourism. Still in the midst of such profound structural
transformation, most political discourse about land rights in Nicaragua continues to draw
on racializations in which rural mestizos are national, agrarian, and productive; blacks are
modern, urban, and non-productive; and indigenous people are premodern, spiritually
invested in land and resources, and often implicated in an inevitable process of mestizaje
to the national majority. Even as these racializations continue to shape the cultural
politics of Costeño land rights, they do little to illuminate the past and present structural
conditions of inequality for these distinctive sectors of Nicaraguan society.
Given these conditions, the reality of mobilization for indigenous and black
demarcation on the Atlantic Coast can leave even the most dedicated actors overwhelmed
by the task at hand. At the community level there is often a feeling that entrenched
systemic and structural forces might already preclude any truly equitable resolution of the
land question on the Coast. Yet it is precisely at the community level that the most
sustained and incisive critiques of these forces continue to emanate. Community people
know that their ability to control and exploit land and natural resources to their own
benefit is one of the few ways that they can secure their place in a globalizing economy.
They are savvy to these structural forces and the logics by which they function because
they are forced to reckon with them on a daily basis.
Increasingly, the ways in which community people imagine the future in places
like Monkey Point does not involve subsistence lifestyles or an embrace of an agrarian
past, but the development of new market sectors in which they as collectivities own and
control the means of production. For many this involves partnerships with transnational
capital in which the community maintains both ownership and administrative rights to
land and natural resources, but provides limited and sustainable exploitation concessions
to outside interests. Given Costeño communities’ long and complex relationship with
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both mercantile and capitalist trade economies, the idea that they might be inclined to
follow the same path in the neoliberal era should not come as a surprise.

It only

engenders surprise and dismay amongst outsiders, when we fail to recognize the intensity
of our own daily investments in late capitalist economies and consumer culture. In this
vein, some of my most poignant and illuminating conversations with Costeño friends and
colleagues have involved their oblique and explicit critiques of US capitalist
consumerism, which has become so normalized in the US that we easily lose sight of its
ability structure even our deepest desires and aspirations.
Thus I suggest that the tendency towards negotiation with neoliberal capital
versus outright refusal in places like Monkey Point is an attempt to grapple with an
economic reality that leaves poor rural and urban people with few truly local alternatives
for access to prosperity and economic security. The basic rights to work, sustenance,
shelter, health care, education, and freedom from political repression that were
championed by the revolutionary movement of the 1970s and 80s are today complicated
by changing structural forces that have also worked to intensify consumerist expectations
and desires, particularly among young people in Nicaragua. Thus even as I begin the
dissertation with a race and gender critique of anti-globalization politics and the
Nicaraguan left, I end with an even deeper commitment to those same political spaces as
crucial to challenging power and inequality in the neoliberal era. I do so with an equal
commitment to an intersectional politics and analysis, supported through sustained and
engaged political action that grapples with both patriarchy and racism in their social and
structural manifestations.
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