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Preliminary version

Afro-Central American: the very term sounds odd and
unfamiliar. Another way to put it is "Central Americans of
African descent." Who are these people and how do they identify
themzelves? How do they view and interact with one another? How
African ig their culture and heritage? Those guestions will help

focus my paper today.

BACKGROUND. Firet, a little background on African peoples
in Central America. Panama i= the only part of the isthmus that
received and still has large numbers of per=ons of African
descent. Many arrived involuntarily during the era of slavery,
but most came wvoluntarily afterward, as migrant laborers and
gsettlers. Nineteenth century Colombians called Panama their
“hlack province," due to the large proportion of African-
Americanse there, and cne still has the impression that a third to
a half of the pecople who live in the transit corridor are of
African descent. 1In this sense Panama belonge more to Northern
South America, with its large black population, than to mestizo
Central America.

The rest of Central America has small numbers of people of

African descent, mostly along the Caribbean coast and in the
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larger cities. Leslie Rout categorized Honduras and Nicaragua as
having significant Negroid influence (6-30% of population); and
Costa Rica and El Salvador as having a small minority (2-5%).
(Rout 1976: 211)

The earliest blacks to arrive in the region accompanied the
conguistadores, as soldiers, =ailors, aides, and tradesmen.
Sixteenth century towns had significant numbers of blacks, slave
as well az free. Soon, however, growing numbers of Africans were
taken across the isthmus at Panama for transport to Peru and
other Pacific coast settlements. The peak of the slave trade
acrose Panama came in the late 17th century and then abated in
the mid-18th. By then, meanwhile, thousands of Afriecans had
escaped and formed maroon camps secure against Spanish attacks.
The palengues of Panama were famous in colonial times. (Guzman
18978)

These predecessors of today's Afro-Central Americans became
Ladinos, that is, Hispanicized and acculturated. Even before
slavery ended they blended in and formed part of the multi-hued
spectrum of peoples in Panama.

Toward the end of the colonial era, two new groups of
African-descended persons arrived in Central America. British
entrepeneurs brought hundreds of slave and free black workers
With them to the Mosguite coast, that ran from Belize down to
Costa Rica. These and intinerant black traders effectively

inCorpaorated the Mosquito shore into the British Caribbean

sph8re. Many gettled, operated farme and trading posts, had
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offspring with native wives, and became permanent fixtures in the
archipelago of towns along the coast. (Heckadon 1980:7-14)

Then in 1797 perhaps the most extraordinary people of
African descent arrived: the ancestors of today's Garifuna, or
Black Caribs. Nancie Gonzalez's fine study (1988) traces these
people back to the isgland of 8t. Vineent. There, 17th and 18th
century runaway slaves settled with Carib Indians, and =ome
tribes became so heavily influenced by African phenotype and
culture that Europeans called them Black Caribs. These people
fought tenaciously for their lands and independence, opposing
both British and French attempts to force them into plantation
labor. They were virtually impossible to control.

Finally, in the 1790=s, fearing the spread of the Haitian
rebellion to their slavesz, the British decided to deport the
Black Caribs. Some 4,000 were taken forcibly to Roatan Island,
which they soon abandoned for the Honduran coast. A smallpox
epidemic meanwhile reduced their number= to only 1700. During
the 19th century they moved along the north coasts of Guatemala,
Honduras, and Nicaragua, mixing with native peoples and an
occasional European. They became ethnic sponges, absorbing
elements from any and all sources they came into contact with.
ineluding the Miskitos. Gonzalez portrays them as mostly
Amerindian in their material culture and family life, vet more
African in religion. MNumbering only 20-30 thousand today, the

Garifuna nonetheless have been extensively studied by

anthropologigts-




Finally, huge new waves of African-Americans arrived in
Central America beginning in the second half of the 19th century.
They migrated because of declining opportunities on their islands
and prospects for good jobs and land in Central America. (Conniff
1685) This can be called the phase of West Indian migrations.
The =s=izeg of the vectors corresponded roughly to those of the
garlier slave trade: most went to Panama, and lesser numbers to
Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Honduras, and Guatemala. The West Indian
migrations peaked in the early twentieth century and have
diminished since the Depression.

NUMBERS. We can only estimate the numbers of Africans and
African-Americans who arrived in Central America over the past
several centuries. My guess is that the total lies somewhere
around a half million for Central America proper and a million
for the entire circum-Caribbean region.

My guestimates run like this=:

Africans during the slave trade:

——

100,000 during the colonial era, concentrated around Panama
and along the Caribbean coasts of South and Central America;

West Indians since emancipation:

250,000 to Panama;

150,000 to Mosgquitia;

100,000 to Tierra Firme;

100,000 to Belize and Yucatan.

These numbers might seem exaggerated, yet over a long period

of time they are plausible. The estimate for Mosquitia, for




example, implies average arrivals of only a thousand persons a
year. We know that people have been moving about the Caribbean
in fishing boats and cances for millenia and in coasting traders
and steamers for over a century. And the flow has consistently
heen from the islands to the mainland. Finally, we also know
that considerable re-migration to the United States has occurred.
(See Roy Bryce Laporte's work)

IDENTITIES. Let me stress the tremendous wvariety of the
arrival experiences of Africans and persons of African descent in
Central America. They came at different times, in different
statuses, from different places, and with different cultural
endowments. This alone suggests care with any generalizations.
To illustrate: at one extreme, we have the bozal slave landed at
Panama in the 17th century to transport cargo acrose the isthmus;
at the other, we have the Jamaican teenager who disembarks at San
Pedro Sula in hope of finding a job in the banana or sugar
plantations. Thug, we find many Afro-Central American
identities, corresponding to these different arrival experiences
and the characteristics the immigrants brought.

THE CASE OF PANAMA. Now I am going to focus mainly on
Panama, although much of what I =ay has relevance to other
countrieg in the region.

We know from Alfredo Castillero Calvo's works that =slaves
had many opportunities to gain their freedom in colonial Panama.
Moreover, the number of free blacks and mulattpes rose steadily

over time, while the number of slaves diminshed. (Cagtillero




Calva 1969) The way for Africans and especially African-

Americang to prosper in Hispanic American society has always been
to assimilate, that is, to behave and appear European. Thus free
blacks got ahead by epeaking Spanish, assuming Hispanic names,
learning to read and write, marrying persons lighter than
themzelves, becoming practicing Catholice, belonging to
associations, participating in the European-oriented economy, and
exercizing civic responsibilities. We know from travelers'
accounts that by the mid-19%th century a substantial proportion of
Panama's well-to-do population had some African genetic heritage,
due to the continuous mixing and social mobility. (Omar Jaen
Suarez 1978:450-1)

Today, persons descended from Africans wvho arrived in Panama
before the mid-19th century are called colonial blacks (negros
coloniales). They have little conception of their African roots,
due to many generations of assimilationist behavior by their
predecessors. The higher their status today, the less they
ijdentify with African origins, because the inherited success owed
precigely to eechewing such heritage. Colonial blacks are scarce
in African-American scholarly forums. (For example, of the ten
organizers of the Primer Congreso del Negro Panamefio, held in
1981, only one had a Spanish name, Eugenio Barrera. Camilo
Perez, not African American, attended meeting in San José.)

In general, colonial blacks identify strongly with what
Brazilian gpecialists call the myth of racial demoecracy. They

assert that slavery in their country was less brutal than




almewhers and that opportunities abounded for freedom and

citizenship. They claim descent from free persone, rather than
slaves. They deny that discrimination exists, that their life
chances are diminished by their calor, or that the white eslite
maintaing subtle barriers to thelr advancement. If black persons
experience discrimination, it likely comes from other sources,
guch as limited Spanish or lack of familiarity with Latin
customg. Finally, sone claim to be able to see phymiolagical
differences betwesn themzelives and Wemt Indiane. (Conniff
1085:1166-7)

Cnlonlial klacke are juxtapoeed to thoge who arrived
afterward, made up largely of West Indiane and thseir deecendants
(antillanos}. Mopt Weszt Indiane arrived in Panama {and
throughout the isthmusz) after the turn of this century, and they
joined immigrant communities in the ports and major cities.

Today they are Ard or 4th generation Panamanianz, y=t they allege
many forms of discrimination on tha part of the Hiepanic
population. The e¢ultural szeparation between them and the
colonial blacks could hardiy have heen greater: mosgt West Indiasn
tmmigrants WEL® Protestant, English-zpeaking, British subjects,
clagg consclous, and only twe or three ganeratione removed from
slavery. Virtually no grounde for ethnie or cultural golidarity
existed betwesn colonlal blacks and West Indians.

The Panama Canal, and to a lesser degree the flnited Fruit

Company (UOFCO}, hampered the usual sorte of immigrant

accommodation and lntegration of West Indians ip Panama. A large




number lived in Canal Zoné housling or adjacent neighborhoods,
which hecame ghettoesg. Their immigrant characterigtics (e.g.
English-speakind, Protegtant, British cu=tome)] received positive
reinforcement from canal employers, who 2Eometimes denigrated

Hispanic culture. In effect, the canal operated a Third Country

g lazhor system +hat kept the West Indian population dependent upon

it for jobs, mervices, and cultural relinforcement.

From the early dayse of this century, Panamaniane rejected
t settlement of West Indians in the iethmus. The in=

the permanen
and aute of this gpurning have been recounted Iin gEeveral places
and do not need repeating here. (Conniff 1885; Beisanz & Smith
1651; Westerman 1980) Colonial blacks ap well as whites and

mestizos refused legitimacy to the West Indians, uswally citing

as reagone the latter's cuitural heritage and ties to the Canal

one rather than race. Olmeds Alfarco's 1925 booklet, El peligro

antillano &b Ameérica Central, wvividly illustrated the attitude.

It spoke of an "invaelion™ of people of "antagonistic black racse®
who wWere incapable nf "abeorbing our civiliration." He d4id not
agsert racial rejection, however, stating that colonial blacke
digplayed & rnabllity of character and abillity to agzimiliate.”
Clearly, willingness to become Panamanian iay at the heart of
thieg attitude-

The wave of oppogition to the West Indianz lad them to form
Hefengive inztitutions. Hundreds of West Indian schools, unione,

businewseg, churches, burial societies, nevwspapers, and sports

clube sprang up in FPanama City and Colon. This only confirmed




the worst fears of the Hispanic Panamanians that the immigrants

would never assimilate. As late as 1970 a leading academic would

describe the West Indian communities as "encrusted like alien
bodies, gathered in a constellation of grban 'lslande’ walled off

against outside influences." {Castillero Calvo 1970:1068) Thaose

who did wish to win acceptance tended to Hispanicize their names,
marry Latin spouses, convert to Catholicism, renounce English in

t+heir homes, and avoid associating with West Indians descendants.

This constituted a form of cultural genocide in the eyes of
critice.

Persons speaking on behalf of the West Indian community
argued that they ghould not have to abandon their identities to
be accepted as full-fledged citizens of Panama. After all, their
forebears had immigrated many decades before, had built and
operated the canal and international businesses, and had enriched
panama's culture with their language, muesic, art, religion,
sports, literature, and world view. They proposed a kind of
integration that would blend the best features of both Latin and
West Indian spocieties and cultures. Such a hybrid would respect
both traditions as legitimate, allewing individuals to choose
their 1ifestyles from a broad range of acceptable behaviors.
Each generation had a leading proponent of thies strateqy: Sydney
Young in the 1930 and 1940s=; George Westerman in the 19508 and
19608; and Alberto Smith in the 1970s and 1980s.

Other strategies existed, of course. Many thousands, among

them some of the most talented Panamanians of West Indian
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descent, simply emigrated to the United States and joined

flourishing communities in New York, Brooklyn, Chicago, and Los

Angeles. Others turned their backs on Hispanic Panama and

remained in their enclaves, in the suburbs of Panama City, Colon,

and the former Canal Zone neighborhoods. Many of thege latter

felt deep andger for abuses committed by Latin and U.S5. government

afficials. gtill others opted for an aggressive integration, in

which they stressed revolution from above as the best means to

achieve their rightful places- This approach flourished during

the dictatorship of Omar Torrijos, when many persons of West

Indian descent helieved that a pluralist nationalism would

prevail. (Priestley 1986) Most of these strategies also found

expression in & rich West Indian literature that emerged after

mid-century-

bnlike colonial blacks in Panama, most in the West Indian

community acknowledged their African rootes and were much more

atuned to African-American intellectual and political currents in

the rest of the hemisphere. Young helped sponsor Garveyism in

Panama . Westerman maintained friendships with many black

politicians in the United States. In recent years, George
Priestley. Alfred Rowe, Berardo Maloney, and Esmeralda Brown have
organized OF participated in African-American in congresses.

Gerardo Maloney gerved on the editorial board of Afrodidspora

Roy Bryce-Laporte is in attendance here.

To gummarize, major points debated by colonial blacks and

West Indiane included racial discrimination, national identity




11

asgsimilation VE. integration., tertiary migration, African veE.

West Indian origins, and languages.

CENTRAL AMERICAN COMPARISONS. While no other Afro=-Central

Americans have experienced the troubles nor undertaken as probing

an identity debate as Afro-Panamanians, Costa Rica's West Indian

community has dealt with severe ostracism during the past 70

years. Ran Harpelle*s dissertatinn gpans the period from the

1880 until 1950, revealing how Latin Costa Ricans suddenly awoke

te the "Antillian menace" 1in the late 1920s and attempted to

legislate West Indians out of existence. The government created

difficulties for naturalizing West Iindians and their children,

and in 1934 the legislature attempted to bar black laborers from

new banana plantations on the Pacific slope. Although a small

number settled permanently in San Jose, the large majority

remained 1in puerto Limdn, socially and geographically distant

from the capital- Even today Limdn is wirtually the only region

with a ilarge number {though no longer a majority) of people of

African descent-

(Para on Avi Chomsky's study]
The remaining countries of Central America have small

ks, virtually none of colonial origin

enclaves of blac Most are

either Garifuna OF creclese, i.e. descendants of West Indian
immigrants Who moved there to work in logging, mining, farming,
and copngtpuctions They have been subject to so much hostility
from the gispanic people, descended from Europeans and

Amerindiane, that they tend to remain in coastal enclaves lik
[
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Livingston, puerto Barrios, puerto Cortez, Trujillo, La Ceiba
r

Ciudad Camaron. Bluefields, Corn Island, and Puerto Cabezas

After the gandinista revolution, t+he creoles and Miskito of

Nicaragua found themselves under intense pressure from Managua to

accept the policies and tutelage of the government. (Dennie

1981) Ewven today the north ceoast of Central America belongs

almost wholly +o the amerindians and those of African descent
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