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 Transnational Movements, Racialized Space

Don Miguel is a man in his fifties who lives with his family on the tenth floor of 
a housing project in the South Bronx. He first arrived in New York from his na-
tive Honduras in the 1970s. For eight years he lived in an apartment with fellow 
Hondurans in Central Harlem and worked several jobs in order to save enough 
money to bring his wife and four children to join him. Today, after more than 
twenty years in New York City, Don Miguel works as a doorman in one of 
the apartment buildings of a wealthier New York neighborhood. His wife, like 
many women from Honduras, also works in one of these apartment buildings 
as a home attendant, taking care of the elderly and the infirm. Both are able to 
work their full twelve-hour shifts now because all four of their children, having 
been brought to the United States at an age young enough to go through the 
U.S. educational system, are now in college and are supporting themselves with 
jobs, though they all still live at home. The three-bedroom project apartment 
also occasionally houses aunts, cousins, and other relatives newly arrived from 
Honduras until they are able to find employment and get oriented to the city.
 As Don Miguel walks to the subway station to travel to work, his physical  
appearance would indicate to many that he is an African American rather than 
Central American. If he speaks to anyone on the way, however, his Spanish ac-
cent might identify him as an Afro Dominican or Afro Puerto Rican or maybe 
even an Afro Honduran, if the listener is tuned in enough to variations in accent. 
If he is walking and talking with someone else from his natal village, however, a 
passerby might believe that he is from Africa. This is because he will most likely 
be speaking in Garifuna, the language that was created by his ancestors over 
400 years ago on the island of St. Vincent when African maroons mixed with 
Island Carib to form the ethnic group to which Don Miguel belongs: the Gari-
funa (also known as the Black Carib). In 1797, the British exiled the Garifuna 
from St. Vincent to the Caribbean coast of Central America, where the survi-
vors of the passage established villages along the coasts of Belize, Guatemala, 
Honduras, and Nicaragua. There they fished, grew cassava, worked on banana 
plantations, and used their skill as sailors to trade up and down the coast, living 
an existence that was culturally and socially tied more to the Caribbean than to 
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the interior until the Central American states began to push for national eco-
nomic and social integration in the 1950s. In the 1940s, Garifuna men began 
working as U.S. merchant marines, eventually settling in port cities of the U.S. 
south as well as San Francisco and New York City. Women began to migrate in 
the 1960s to work as nannies and home attendants, often bringing children and 
other family members with them. Over the decades, immigration has increased 
to the point that it has become an integral part of Garifuna society, serving as a 
rite of passage for many and an economic necessity for most, linking cities such 
as New York and Los Angeles with villages in Honduras, Belize, and Guate mala 
through kinship ties, economic transactions, and community organizations 
(map 1.1). It was in one of these coastal Central American villages—Limón, 
Honduras—that Miguel, his wife, and his four children were born.
 Though Don Miguel has lived in New York City for over twenty years, he 
and his wife are currently using all of their savings to build a house in Limón. 
Indeed, Don Miguel tries to travel back to his village at least once a year to visit 
relatives, see about his property there, and participate in family and community 
rituals. He will take with him one huge suitcase filled with clothes, electronics, 
shoes, and other gifts for his relatives and will return with beans, cheese, cassava 
bread, medicinal herbs, and other items that will sustain his culinary connec-
tion to Honduras for another year. While he is there he might go fishing in one 
of the mahogany dugout canoes that many Garifuna men still fish in; he might 
attend a ninth-night wake complete with rum-drinking, drumming, and punta 
dancing; and he might consult a buyei (shaman) about a sickness or bad dream 
he has had. His wife might join a group of women making ereba (cassava bread) 
from the cassava root that they have grown in their gardens upriver from the 
village; she might join a parranda dance group that travels from house to house 
during the Christmas season, singing and dancing; or she might spend the days 
making coconut oil, cassava starch, and other food items that she will take back 
to New York. On the other hand, they might spend their time watching Cin-
emax from the satellite dish they have set up on their house, hire local women 
to do chores for them while they go to the beach, and stock up on American 
food items at the city supermarket for their largely New York–raised children.
 As they approach retirement age, Don Miguel and his wife look forward to 
finally moving back to Limón for good to live in their new house, a house he 
could never have afforded to build or buy in the United States, where they will 
mainly get by on their retirement and Social Security checks and perhaps the 
income from a small business such as a restaurant or store. He, like many other 
Garifuna transmigrants that I talked to, told me that though he had to work 
hard in New York, endure cold winters, live in impoverished neighborhoods, 
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Map 1.1. Routes of Garifuna exile and migration.

and deal with North American racism, it was well worth it to escape the poverty 
of Honduras and achieve the material success professionals from his village can-
not always attain. Though it was achieved in New York, this material success can 
only manifest itself in the context of Honduras, where the salary and retirement 
pay of the New York working poor translate into a decent middle-class lifestyle. 
In spite of the opportunities the United States has afforded him, therefore, Don 
Miguel still has his eye on returning to Honduras, where he will be surrounded 
by people for whom his title of “Don” has meaning and where his status is not 
that of perpetual foreigner but rather that of an hijo del pueblo (native son).
 In many ways Don Miguel’s story and the social processes it illustrates are 
typical of migration patterns of recent decades. He is a member of what scholars 
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have come to refer to as “transnational communities”—communities in which 
social processes are embedded in and carried out in two national contexts si-
multaneously, in this case Honduras and New York City. Like many other im-
migrant groups, Garifuna mainly migrate for economic reasons: to support 
family back home and build a nest egg for their eventual return. However, as 
they get jobs, form families, raise children, attend educational institutions, ac-
crue work histories, and become increasingly integrated into the fabric of U.S. 
society, their connection to the United States grows deeper and deeper such 
that if and when they do return to their country of origin, they often do not 
make any more of a clean break with U.S. society than they did with family 
back home in the village when they first left. The end result is that individuals 
and families become as rooted socially and economically in New York City as 
they are in Honduras. For first-generation immigrants, this connection to the 
United States tends to remain on the level of economic and social ties, while 
their national loyalties and sense of cultural identity tend to remain rooted in 
Honduras. This is manifested in continued interest and participation in Hon-
duran politics, the creation of hometown associations that support develop-
ment efforts, and their continued primary identification as Honduran rather 
than American—a set of social processes that Glick Schiller and Fouron (2001) 
call “long-distance nationalism.”
 But in the case of the Garifuna, there is an extra piece of the story. Though 
they continue to identify more with Honduras (or Belize, Guatemala, or Nica-
ragua) than with the United States, this long-distance nationalism is compli-
cated by the fact that within Central American countries, Garifuna have his-
torically been seen as marginal to national cultures and societies, a nice folkloric 
sideshow at best, a dangerous primitive contamination at worst. In Honduras, 
for example, “blackness,” in contrast to “indigenismo,1 has only recently been 
recognized as an integral part of the mestizo national identity, and Garifuna 
are largely ignored in narratives of the history, construction, and functioning 
of the nation-state. As in most societies, marginalization from the ideologi-
cal mainstream coincides with a set of social practices and policies that largely 
exclude Garifuna communities from the political and economic power of the 
state and national society. Currently this is manifested primarily through the 
increasing expropriation of Garifuna land due to the expansion of agribusiness, 
cattle ranching, and, most recently, tourism into the North Coast,2 where Gari-
funa villages are located. This latest development push on the part of the state 
has left entire villages virtually landless, dependent on neighboring cities for 
employment in a poorly remunerated service sector and on remittances sent by 
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relatives in the United States. Though these are familiar processes throughout 
Central America that affect mestizo peasants as well as indigenous peoples and 
Garifuna alike, incursions into Garifuna municipalities of the coast are often 
justified by state officials and developers not only by the neoliberal logic of free 
market expansion, but also by the logic of race.
 Though Garifuna have a long history of active involvement in the economy 
through the production of bananas, plantation labor, shipping, North Coast 
industries, services, teaching, and nursing, there is a dominant stereotype in 
Honduras of Garifuna as only fun-loving blacks who only dance punta, drink 
guaro, and make babies, a stereotype that has been used to justify their gen-
eral exclusion from economic development plans of the state except as service 
workers and tourist attractions. In response, Garifuna have formed a number 
of grassroots social movements to combat this sort of racism and the economic 
onslaught on their communities. These social movements are largely based on 
economic issues such as the recovery of Garifuna lands, establishment of Gari-
funa businesses, and other forms of economic development in Garifuna com-
munities, but they are also about combating racial and cultural discrimination 
through the implementation of bilingual education, recognition of Honduras 
as a multicultural nation, and respect for Garifuna history and cultural differ-
ence from the mestizo mainstream. Consequently, these social movements not 
only pose a challenge to the dominant development narratives of the state that 
support foreign investment in large-scale capitalist enterprises, they also chal-
lenge Honduran narratives of nation that presume the necessary homogene-
ity of cultural and national identity and downplay ethnic diversity. Garifuna 
throughout the diaspora (in other parts of Central America and the United 
States) have joined these social movements either by supporting them directly 
through fund-raising activities or indirectly through coalitions. They have also 
formed a host of other organizations to address issues specific to their locality. 
Consequently, while most Garifuna enact their daily lives vis-à-vis a particular 
bilocal transnational community (such as New York–Honduras or Belize–Los 
Angeles), grassroots organizing has come to join Garifuna in a more multi-
national organizing effort.
 As I discovered during my fieldwork period, Garifuna grassroots organizing 
occurs at many different levels—from very local village associations, to pan-
national Garifuna organizations—and in alliance with many other ethnic/ 
racial groups—indigenous peoples, Afro Latinos, Latinos, African Americans, 
and so forth. Though the general goals of all of these organizations are broadly 
shared—namely, the economic and social empowerment of the Garifuna peo-
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ple—the strategies that they have devised vary considerably depending on the 
particular group’s analysis of the causes of socioeconomic marginalization and 
how best to address it.
 My main argument in this book is that this diversity of opinion stems from 
the transnationalization of race, class, and gender that has greatly complicated 
the way Garifuna are positioned vis-à-vis these systems of inequality in two 
national contexts. Because they move back and forth between the race and class 
systems of the United States and Honduras, Garifuna experience and analyze 
marginalization in ways that are complicated by the strategies they use to ne-
gotiate these two systems. This has led to the emergence of disparate discourses 
and strategies of organizing within the Garifuna transnational community that 
belie any simple understanding of ethnic social movements as arising from a 
homogeneous experience of racial discrimination and ethnic identity. The prin-
cipal concern of this book, then, is to explore how these Garifuna transnational 
social movements are informed and shaped by the experience of negotiating the 
multiple structures and ideologies of race, class, and nationalism their members 
encounter in the United States and Central America.
 I do this in two ways: 1) through an in-depth analysis of the way family and 
community processes are carried out in one particular transnational commu-
nity to provide the context for understanding how Garifuna experience and  
perceive of the larger structures of inequality in which they are embedded,  
and 2) through an analysis of the organizing strategies and ideologies of par-
ticular Garifuna grassroots organizations, especially in terms of how they  
mo bilize collective identities. Bringing these two social phenomena together 
—transnational migration and social movements—allows for a greater under-
standing of how peoples around the world are participating in and shaped by 
the processes of globalization in a multiplicity of ways.

Transnational Movements

Though I am dealing with a community that spans several national borders, this 
book is still in many ways a classic anthropological study in that one of my main 
goals is to give a detailed description and analysis of the basic social structures, 
cultural ideologies, and workings of one particular community. When I use 
the word community, however, I am not simply referring to the inhabitants 
of one physical location, but rather, I am referring to the people that consti-
tute a community through a shared sense of belonging, continual interaction, 
and commitment to its perpetuation. The community that is the focus of this 
study exists in two primary locations—Limón and New York City—separated 




