Ch. 11:  Central America and the Caribbean  


1. Central America
Main Idea: Central America, a region of widely varied physical and human features, has often been the scene of political conflict.

The small region of Central America curves between the giant land masses of North America and South America.  Central America is an isthmus—a narrow strip of land, with water on both sides that connects two larger bodies of land.  Central America thus forms a land bridge between the two continents.

Until 1914, Central America greatly hindered movement of people and goods between the Atlantic and Pacific oceans.  In that year, the opening of the Panama Canal made it possible for ships to cross the isthmus and sail between the two oceans.  Many days were saved because ships did not have to travel thousands of extra miles around the tip of South America.

Seven countries occupy this narrow, curving strip of land between Mexico and Colombia.  Beginning in the north, they are Belize, Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and Panama.  These countries are small in area, with a combined land area only about one fourth the size of Mexico.  However, packed into this small region is a diverse physical and human landscape as complex as the designs in traditional Indian clothing.  This great cultural complexity explains many of the political, social, and economic challenges that Central America faces today.

Landforms and Climates
Naturalist Jonathan Evan Maslow captured the physical diversity of Central America in this description of Guatemala:
“Up and down, round and round, the countryside never stayed the same more than a few miles at a stretch…Granite heights that looked clawed by blind and angry titans [giants] pitched into patches of lowland rainforest….It was like an entire continent stuffed as in an expertly packed suitcase into a country the size of Massachusetts.”


This narrative could be used to describe many of the countries in this region.  While the landscape of most of Central America is widely varied, even this diverse landscape can be divided into regions.  Three major landform regions make up Central America—the mountainous core, the Caribbean lowlands, and the Pacific coastal plain.  Each landform region has its own climate.
The Mountainous Core:  As in Mexico, mountains run the length of Central America, some towering more than 13,000 feet above sea level.  These rugged mountains are difficult to cross, causing serious problems for transportation in the region.  Many of these mountains are active volcanoes.

Two climate zones exist in the high elevations of Central America’s mountainous core.  Elevations between 3,000 and 6,000 feet have a year-round, spring like climate, free of frosts but cool enough to grow corn and coffee.  Above 6,000 feet the climate is cold.  Because of frequent frosts, few crops other than potatoes and barley can grow at these high elevations.  

Caribbean Lowlands:  On the eastern side of Central America, the mountainous core gives way to lowlands that edge the Caribbean Sea.  The Caribbean lowlands have a tropical wet climate—hot and humid with year-round high temperatures and heavy rainfall.  Northeast trade winds may bring more than 80 inches of rain in a year.  Dense rain forest vegetation covers much of the land.  The rain forest soil is not very fertile, limiting the crops that can be grown there.

Pacific Coastal Plain:  Unlike the Caribbean coast, the Pacific coast has a tropical wet and dry climate with savanna, or grassland, vegetation.  The difference in climate on the two coasts is due to the moist winds that sweep from the northeast across the Caribbean toward Central America.  These winds drop rain on the Caribbean coast and the eastern mountain slopes throughout the year.  In contrast, the Pacific coast can depend on rain only in the summer.  Volcanoes high in the mountains above the Pacific coastal plain affect the land.  Lava flows and deposits of volcanic ash make Pacific coast soils extremely fertile.


Nicaragua’s Pacific coastal plain has several freshwater lakes.  The largest is Lake Nicaragua, a large oval lake scattered with small islands.  Scientists believe that it was once a bay, cut off from the Pacific Ocean when a volcanic eruption created a ridge of Mountains.  Although the lake is fresh water, ocean creatures such as sharks and swordfish swim in its deep blue waters.

Climatic Hazards:  In summer and early fall, tropical storms and hurricanes can strike.  One of the most deadly was Hurricane Mitch, in October 1998.  Hardest hit was Honduras, where torrents of rain caused flooding and mudslides.  In some areas, entire villages were washed away.
People and Cultures
Central America is home to several ethnic groups.  Each group tends to be concentrated in a specific location.  One reason for this is that throughout the region’s history, the mountains have made it difficult for people to travel between areas and mingle with other groups.
Indians:  The people who have lived longest in Central America are the Indians.  Each Indian group has its own distinct history, culture, and language.  The largest number of Central American Indians live in Guatemala.  There they make up more than half the population.
Europeans and Mestizos:  Europeans arrived in Central America in the 1500s, when Spaniards conquered and colonized the region.  Because of this history, Spanish is the official language in almost all of Central America.

The largest European settlement today is in Costa Rica, where 90j percent of the people are of European—mostly Spanish—descent.  Another large group in Central America’s population consists of people of mixed European and Indian background called mestizos.  Both El Salvador and Nicaragua have large mestizo populations.

African Descent:  People of African descent are an important population group on Central America’s Caribbean coast.  Some are descendants of African slaves, who were brought to Central America as early as the 1500s.  Most, however, are descended from people who migrated to the region from the Caribbean islands in the early 1900s.  They came to work on banana plantations or to help build the Panama Canal.
Wealth and Poverty

Most of the people of Central America are very poor.  The wealthy constitute only a tiny percentage of the total population.  Most of them are plantation owners and are European or mestizo.  The rich dominate government and politics in the region.


At least two thirds of all Central Americans are poor, with little political power.  They include millions of farmers who have little or no land, and laborers who earn low wages on plantations or in factories.  Most are people of Indian and African descent.


The middle class is a small but very important third category in Central America’s social structure.  This group includes farmers who own small, noncommercial farmland and some employees of urban industries and services.  Central America’s middle class is a growing population, but it remains small in comparison with the millions of poor people.

Economic Activities

The majority of Central America’s people earn their living by some kind of farming.  In Guatemala and Honduras, farming employs more than 50 percent of the people.  Most of the rural population of Central America lives by subsistence farming.  On small farms, using only their hands and a few basic tools, families labor to grow enough corn, beans, and squash to stay alive.


In sharp contrast are the large plantations owned by wealthy families and corporations.  Plantation owners hire workers at very low wages and bring in the newest machines, fertilizers, and pesticides to produce cash crops of coffee, bananas, or cotton.  Most of these crops are shipped to the United States or Europe.  These cash crops account for well over half of Central America’s income from exports.
Political Conflict

Picture deep-red coffee beans ripening in the warm sun and workers on ladders reaching to cut clumps of bananas from the trees.  Now imagine the crack of gunfire and the sound of soldiers scrambling through mountain forests.  For years, these two images have contributed to the nature of Central America.


Armed conflicts have troubled Central America for much of its history.  Each nation has specific problems, but some causes for conflict apply to the region as a whole.  One important problem is the shortage of available farmland to meet the needs of a growing population, made worse by the unequal distribution of usable land and limited access to productive technology and methods.


In addition, recent governments in Central America have mainly served the interests of the wealthy.  Opponents of those governments have sometimes organized guerrilla movements, armed forces outside the regular army, who often fight in small bands.

Nicaragua:  From 1936 to 1979, the Somoza family controlled Nicaragua through corrupt means, changing election results and manipulating the economy.  In 1979, a group called the Sandinistas (Sandinista Front for National Liberation) led a movement that overthrew the Somoza government.  The Sandinistas governed the country under a socialist system, taking property from landowners and giving it to their supporters.  Government control of agriculture and industry caused lower production and a drop in exports.


Soon other Nicaraguans, dissatisfied with these moves, tried to overthrow the Sandinista government, claiming it was turning the country toward communism.  These guerrilla fighters were known as the contras, from the Spanish word for “against.”  Fighting between the two factions raged in Nicaragua and the borders of neighboring countries throughout the 1980s, causing thousands of deaths.


A cease-fire brought a measure of peace in 1990.  For the first time in the country’s history, power passed peacefully in a free election in 1990.  Another election took place in 1996.  Nicaragua made slow but steady progress in rebuilding its economy until Hurricane Mitch struck in 1998, devastating crops and destroying many roads and buildings.

El Salvador:  Political instability and violence have troubled other countries in Central America.  In El Salvador, as landlessness among ordinary people increased, wealthy landowners feared a popular revolution.  They hired “death squads” to eliminate political opponents who wanted reform.  Between 1979 and 1992, El Salvador was the scene of a bloody civil war that involved the army, the death squads, and antigovernment guerrillas.  More than 70,000 people, many of them civilians, died.  In 1992 a peace agreement mediated by the United Nations ended the war.  After peace returned, the economic horizon looked a little brighter, although El Salvador, too, was hard hit by Hurricane Mitch.
Guatemala:  The most populous country in Central America, Guatemala has a political history similar to that of El Salvador and Nicaragua.  After gaining independence from Spain in 1821, Guatemala was ruled by a series of caudillos, or military dictators.  Following World War II, a liberal government was elected, ending the long-term dictatorship of Jorge Ubico.


In the decades that followed, the military gained power.  Civil war erupted in the 1960s as leftists guerrilla movements challenged the harsh military regime.  During the civil war, the government ruled through the heavy hand of “death squads” who routinely tortured and murdered critics, including student and labor leaders.  More than 150,000 people were killed and another 40,000 “disappeared.”


Guatemala returned to civilian rule in the mid-1980s, although the military remained a powerful force behind the scenes.  The crisis-ridden government of President Jorge Serrano Elías was ousted by the military in 1993.  Congress then elected Ramiro de León Carpio to complete the term.  A champion of human rights, De León worked to end government corruption and restore peace to Guatemala.


The 30-year war tapered off in the 1990s.  In 1995, a UN report blamed Guatemalan authorities for the majority of human rights violations.  A peace accord was signed in 1996, ending the war, and a number of police and military personnel were arrested for their “death squad” activities.  Free elections were held in 1999.  The new president, Alfonso Portillo, promised to continue the reform movement.
· 2. The Caribbean Islands

· Main Idea:  The Caribbean islands depend on agriculture and tourism.  Many islanders have emigrated in search of other opportunities.

A large billboard looms over the highway that connects the city of Santo Domingo with its airport.  The billboard often features baseball players from the Dominican Republic endorsing soft drinks and other products.  These players, though, have gained fame by playing baseball in the United States and Canada, not in their native land.  The billboard symbolizes the predicament of many Caribbean islanders who have had to travel to wealthier countries in search of opportunity.

The Caribbean is a beautiful region of forest-covered mountains, warm temperatures, and clear, blue waters.  However, many Caribbean nations are struggling to develop their economies.  That is one reason why some of their people have left the islands to find opportunities their homelands cannot yet offer.

· Physical Characteristics

· The Caribbean islands consist of three island groups:  the Greater Antilles, the Lesser Antilles, and the Bahamas.  Except for some of the islands in the Bahamas, all of the islands are located in the tropics.

The Greater Antilles include the four largest islands of the region—Cuba, Jamaica, Hispaniola (divided into the countries of Haiti and the Dominican Republic), and Puerto Rico.  The Bahama archipelago (ar kih PEHL ih goh), or group of islands, includes nearly 700 islands northeast of Cuba.  Most of the Lesser Antilles form another archipelago, a curving arc that separates the Caribbean Sea from the Atlantic Ocean.  The rest, including Aruba, Trinidad and Tobago, and the Netherlands Antilles, hug the coast of South America.

· Island Formations:  If you were to fly over the Caribbean islands, you would notice mountainous islands as well as islands with fairly level land.  The varying landforms are the result of differing physical forces that shaped the islands.  The Greater Antilles and some of the Lesser Antilles, including those just off the coast of South America, are the tops of volcanic mountains that have been pushed up from the ocean floor.  These rugged islands generally slope from a central mountain to coastal plains.  The western arc of islands in the Lesser Antilles were formed by more recent volcanoes, some of which are still active.  Violent eruptions have taken place on islands such as Martinique and St. Vincent in the last 120 years.  The volcanic islands have rich soil, but their slopes are quickly drained of nutrients and easily eroded.  

The islands with flatter terrain are coral islands.  They were created by the remains of colonies of tiny, soft-bodied sea animals called coral polyps.  Coral polyps take in water and nutrients and release calcium carbonate, or limestone, to form a hard outer skeleton.  As the corals die, the limestone skeletons form a coral reef.  Sand and sediment begin to pile on top of it, and the new island emerges from the water.  Eventually soil forms, plants take root, and an ecosystem develops.  The sandy soil, however, cannot support much agriculture.  All of the Bahamas are coral islands.

· Marine Climate:  The climate of the Caribbean islands is affected more by sea and wind than by elevation.  As you know, nearness to water affects the climate of coastal areas.  As light breezes blow over the Caribbean Sea, they take on the temperature of the cooer water beneath them.  When the winds blow onshore, they moderate the higher temperature of the land.  Even though most of the Caribbean islands lie within the tropics, where the sun’s rays are most direct, year-round temperatures reach only an average high of 80(F.  However, humidity levels can be high.

· 
Prevailing winds also affect the amount of rainfall in the Caribbean.  On the windward northern and eastern sides of the islands—facing the wind—rain can fall in torrents, reaching as much as 200 inches a year.  On the leeward sides—facing away from the wind—rainfall may be only 30 inches a year.

· Ethnic Roots

· Visitors to the Caribbean islands today find little evidence of the original inhabitants.  European colonists arrived with Columbus in 1492, and within a century, most of the Indians had vanished.  Many died from diseases brought by the foreigners, others from their cruel treatment.

· African Descent:  European colonists in what were then called the West Indies needed laborers to do the hard work on their plantations, growing and harvesting sugar cane.  They brought millions of Africans to work as slaves.  Most of the region’s present population is descended from those enslaved Africans or from Europeans and native Indians.

Caribbean culture has been greatly influenced by its African roots.  One example is calypso music, a form of folk music that spread from Trinidad throughout the Caribbean.  Calypso features witty lyrics and clever satire, set to a rhythmic beat and accompanied by a band of steel drums.  The music traces its roots to the songs sung by enslaved Africans who worked on the plantations of Trinidad.

Asian Immigrants:  The Caribbean islands today also have a sizable Asian population.  Most are descendants of immigrants from East Asia and South Asia who came voluntarily to work in the Caribbean islands in the nineteenth century.  When slavery was abolished, plantation owners searched halfway around the world for replacement laborers.

· Caribbean Nations Today
· Today the Caribbean reflects its past.  About 90 percent of the Caribbean’s population live in independent countries.  They include Cuba, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Barbados, Jamaica, the Bahamas, and Trinidad and Tobago (one country made up of two islands).

Many other Caribbean islands are still politically linked to European countries or the United States.  The British Virgin Islands, the Cayman Islands, Montserrat, and several others remain colonies of the United Kingdom.  Others, such as Jamaica and the Bahamas, are independent members of the British Commonwealth.  The U.S. Virgin Islands is United States territory.  Puerto Rico is a United States Commonwealth.  Residents of both Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands are American citizens.  The islands of Guadeloupe and Martinique are overseas departments of France.  The Netherlands Antilles and Aruba are associated with the Netherlands but govern themselves.

· Economic Activities

· The economies of many Caribbean islands depend on agriculture.  Because of the extremely fertile soil in the volcanic islands, much of the world’s sugar, bananas, coconuts, cocoa, rice, and cotton are produced in the region.  Besides farm laborers, many others work in industries related to agriculture—refining sugar, packaging coconut and rice products, and making textiles.  Still others work on the docks, loading and shipping exports to North America, Europe, or Northern Eurasia.

Because of their natural beauty, the islands draw tourists from all over the world.  Visitors flock there to enjoy the tropical climate, relax on white sandy beaches, and sail, snorkel, and scuba dive in the warm turquoise water.

Yet, while tourism thrives, the islanders themselves reap few benefits.  Most of the hotels, airlines, and cruise ships are owned by foreign corporations, not by people of the Caribbean islands.  Most of the profits end up overseas.  Local people hired for unskilled jobs in the tourist industry are poorly paid and face layoffs in the off-season.  But since jobs are scarce, even these jobs are better than none.

Migration

Since the first European colonization, Caribbean islanders have migrated in search of jobs.  Traditionally, sugar plantations have been the major employers, but the plantation’s busy season lasts only four months.  The other eight months are called the tiempo muerto—the dead season.  During the dead season, idle workers pack up and head to other islands, to Central America, or to the United States to find work.  When they receive a paycheck they send money to their families back home.

At the start of the twentieth century, many islanders found work in Panama, helping to build the Panama Canal.  Once the canal opened, most migrants returned to their homes.

Starting in the 1940s, large numbers of Puerto Ricans began moving to cities in the United States.  A large percentage of these migrants have settled in New York City, where they have built a large and vibrant Hispanic community.

Political Unrest:  Political changes have also prompted movement away from the Caribbean.  In the 1800s, political oppression in Cuba led many people to flee the country for the United States.  There they raised money and trained troops in the hopes of returning to Cuba and gaining independence from Spain.  Later, in 1959 Fidel Castro led a revolution that toppled Cuba’s dictatorial government.  He set up a Communist dictatorship supported by the Soviet Union.  Unhappy with the new order, many Cubans emigrated to the United States, especially to Florida.  When the Soviet Union fell in 1991, Cuba lost its financial support.  The country plunged deeper into poverty, causing more waves of emigrants to flee.


Between 1957 and 1986, Haiti was ruled by a military dictatorship.  Thousands of people fled to the United States to escape the cruelty.  In 1986 Haitians ousted their dictator, but the military regained control of the government.  Finally in 1994, with backing from the United States, the democratically elected president, Jean-Bertrand Aristide, was restored to office.  The turmoil led some 20,000 refugees to seek asylum in the United States during that year alone.  Following a term by his hand-picked successor, Aristide was reelected president in a disputed election.  With few reforms taking place, other countries withheld badly needed aid to Haiti.

Economic Benefits:  The Caribbean islands have lost many people to emigration, but they have also benefited from it.  The hundreds of millions of dollars that emigrants have sent home—not all of it from the United States—have helped reduce the burden of poverty throughout the Caribbean.  With that money, the people at home have bought consumer goods such as radios and televisions.  The resulting changes are so great that returning migrants are often amazed to find their island home has been transformed.  Their feelings of bewilderment are captured by Puerto Rican poet Tato Laviera, who wrote:

“I fight for you, Puerto Rico, do you know that?  I defend your name, do you know that?  When I come to the island, I feel like a stranger, do you know that?”
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