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The very least you can do in your life is to figure out
what you hope for... What I want is so simple I almost
can‘t say it: elementary kindness.

Enough to eat, enough to go around.

The possibility that kids might one day grow up
to be neither the destroyers nor the destroyed.
-Barbara Kingsolver, Animal Dreams
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Introduction

This thesis 1is an attempt to demystify the contested
process of decolonization and state-making in Belize in the
crucial decade of the 1950s, through a focus on the extent and
meanings of women’s activism, and on the gendered nature of the
nationalist project itself. The existing historiography on
Belize is silent on both these subjects, focusing more on the
constitutional development of Belize in relation to Great
Britain and Guatemala, and on the relative importance of class
and race in analyzing Belizean history. My primary research
using colonial government documents, the nationalist newspaper,
and interviews with elderly activists, shows that the Creole
working women of Belize City were central to the nationalist
movement’s strength and that the hegemonic project of the
nationalist leaders involved specific constructions of women,
men and the family as the basis of political and economic
progress for the new nation.

Conceptually, gender is the social organization of sexual
difference, and is thus not about women, but about relations
between and among men and women, and between notions of
masculinity and femininity.! The recognition of the agency and
militancy of the Creole women of Belize City in the nationalist

movement is an important part of my project, but my argument has

larger implications concerning the importance of gender in

! Joan Scott, Gender and the Politics of History (New York:

Columbia, 1988).



2
understanding politics, particularly nationalism and hegemonic
state-making. It is not enough to add women on to the existing
explanations of Belizean history. This type of straightforward
women’s history, although it contributes useful information,
does not challenge gender-blind theoretical explanations. Gender
history does so by arguing that the explanations on offer,
including ones that deal with «c¢lass and/or race, are
theoretically and historically inadequate because they ignore
how the processes and institutions they study are gendered,
indeed how their conceptual tools and their language are
gendered.

My goal is not to quantify the strength of Creole women in
the nationalist movement but to recognize that "each aspect of
reality is gendered", including our own theories and methods.?
The nationalism of the People’s United Party and the Marxism of
the leading Belizean historians, for all their differences, are
both forms of knowledge which obscure gendered "relations of

* To understand

domination and the existence of contradictions.*
the process of nationalist struggle in Belize, or British
Honduras as the British labelled it, and the nature of the
quasi-independent state which emerged from it in 1964, we need

to make gender a central category of inquiry. In what sense did

? Kumkum Sangari and Sudesh Vaid, "Recasting Women: and
Introduction, " in Ssangari and Vaid, eds. Recasting Women: Essays
in Colonial History (Delhi: Kali for Women, 1986), 2-3.

 Bruce J. Berman, Control and Crisis in Colonial Kenva: The
Dialectics of Domination (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1990),

22.
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the process of struggle and negotiation that was decolonization
take place on a gendered terrain of popular culture and
organization, of specific kinds of female militancy and specific
gender ideologies? The thesis follows Irene Silverblatt’s
recommendation that "in order to understand the significance of
gender relations, ideologies, images, and expectations in state-
making and state-subverting processes we must unravel their
social constructions and specific histories."!

In this introduction I will first sketch the main contours
of Belizean history up to the late nineteenth century, where
Chapter One begins, and then explain my use of hegemony and the
state and how these concepts connect with those of gender and
patriarchy.

Sidney Mintz has argued that in the Caribbean, particularly
those parts colonized by the British as was Belize, the lack of
any central'cultural tradition has slowed and weakened the
"emergence of an ethnically based national consciousness." There
is in fact no pre-colonial nation for the post-colonial state to
turn to for indigenous values or ways of living. These societies
were wholly created by the violent processes of colonial and
capitalist expansion, and their citizens are the most

Westernized, heterogenized and colonized of *Third World"

* Irene Silverblatt, "Women in States," Annual Review of

Anthropology (1988), 444.
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peoples.® This is true of Belize, with its small and incredibly
diverse population, and this diversity has made the state the
main unifying factor in modern Belizean society.

Unlike the Caribbean islands, Belize was a timber-
extracting colony, coming to rely on sugar exports only in the
late 1950s.® At the arrival of the British in the seventeenth
century, the indigenous Mayan groups were far inland and contact
did not begin until the nineteenth century.’ A few British
planters imported African slaves to cut logwood, and later
mahogany, in gangs of men who lived in the bush up to 11 months
of the year. The reliance on food imports was established during
this period, as was control and concentration of land.® After
emancipation, coercion was used to keep the Creole population
off the land in order to maintain the forestry workforce.

From about 1800 the Garifuna - labelled Black Caribs by the
British - began to arrive on the coast of southern Belize
following expulsion from St. Vincent, and settled in fishing and
subsistence agriculture villages. In the 1850s, after the Caste

Wars in the Yucatan, thousands of Mestizo and Mayan peasants

> Sidney Mintz, "The Caribbean Region, "*inSlavery,
Colonialism and Racism Sidney Mintz, ed. (New York: Norton,
1974), 45-48.

® D.A.G. Waddell, British Honduras: A Historical and
Contemporary Survey (London: Open University Press, 1961), 83.

7 0. Nigel Bolland, Colonialism and Resistance in Belize
(Belize: Cubola/SPEAR, 1988).

® Bolland and Assad Shoman, Land in Belize, 1765-1871
(Kingston: Insitute of social and Economic Research, 1977).
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moved into northern Belize and were encouraged by the colonial
state to begin small-scale food production. They also began to
grow sugar cane, probably for internal consumption.®’ In the late
nineteenth century the planter class was displaced by an
merchant elite grown fat on the entrepot trade between Britain
and the Central American republics, and linked to British
forestry companies. These latter took over large tracts of cane
lands in the north through mergers and buyouts and began estate
production, bringing in indentured laborers from India. They
also bought out local planters, combining their properties so
that land concentration became yet more extreme.'®

Thesé transformations in production were associated with
and facilitated by the transition to Crown Colony rule in the
1870s, a change which marked the end of the 1local elite’s
monopoly of political and economic power. But pressure came not
only from Britain but alsoc from the exploited groups in Belize
in the form of Mayan attacks on sugar and timber works and
strikes by the Creole workforce in the mahogany industry.!! It
was 1in fact this pressure from below that pushed 1local

capitalists and merchants into accepting Crown Colony rule. I

° Norman Ashcraft, Colonialism and Underdevelopment :

Processes of Political change in British Honduras (New York:

Teachers College Press, 1973).

10 Trevor Petch, "Dependency, Land and Oranges in Belize,"

Third World Quarterly (July 1986), 1102-1017.

' Tn this transition, as with emancipation before and

decolonization afterward, the resistance of Caribbean peoples,
and their struggles with each other, shaped global level
political and economic change.
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have begun the history of popular resistance to Crown Colony
rule in the 1880s, with conflict between a particularly
autocratic Governor and the Creole women of Belize City, some of
whom may have been born slaves.

Chapter One discusses the definitions of masculinity and
femininity prevalent in Creole popular culture and traces the
development of Belizean society and workers’ relations with the
colonial state wuntil the 1940s. Gendered strategies were
important both to the colonial state’s emerging hegemonic
project from the 1930s, and to organized resistance to colonial
oppression, precisely because both developed through interaction
with gendered popular culture - especially that of the Creole
working class.

Chapter Two 1s a rewriting of the gender-blind Marxist
analysis of the process of struggle and eventual accommodation
in the 1950s. It stresses not only women’s militancy but how
women shaped popular demands which became established at the
heart of the nationalist project alongside a contradictory
commitment to capitalist growth premised on the exploitation of
all workers, and particularly women - and was thus also
committed to women’s subordination within the family which makes
them vulnerable to an oppression which is less patriarchal than
capitalist. The Marxist narrative, which is that of Shoman,
Bolland and Grant, stresses that the labor movement was key in
the People’s United Party being able to confront the colonial

state. But women and women'’'s networks were also important, to
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both the union and the party, and were one focus of the colonial
state’s backlash against radical and uncontrolled nationalism.
The chapter outlines the physical setting and gender division of
labor in Belize City of the 1950s - neither of which have
changed dramatically - as background to various types of women'‘s
militancy. It then proceeds chronologically, marking the events
and transitions properly highlighted in the Marxist
historiography as well as adding in women’s experience and
gendered conflicts in a way that transforms that historiography.

Chapter Three analyzes both the colonial and the
contradictory nationalist discourse about women and appropriate
femininity, discourses which shared a great deal and tended,
like the state’s and the nationalists’ view of labor, to
converge over the decade, as conflict evolved into negotiation
and collaboration. It concludes with a brief discussion of how
the meanings and practices which emerged as dominant with
respect to women’s political, social and domestic roles affected
real women’s lives after internal selfﬁgovernment was achieved
in 1964. Finally, I will draw some theoretical conclusions which
could inform subsequent comparative work on gender,
decolonization, and state-making.

The independent states of the Commonwealth Caribbean are

more hegemonic than the colonial states which preceded them.!?

2 In this I agree with Clive Thomas’ criticism of Carl
Stone, who argues the reverse. Stone equates hegemony with the
ability to dominate powerfully, which colonial states with their
coercive apparatuses were perhaps better at. Their legitimacy was
not illusory, but far more fragile than that of the post-colonial
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This greater depth and stability of hegemony is due to the
organized participation of the working men and women of the
colonies, and the incorporation of part of their potentially
counter-hegemonic agenda into a nationalism articulated by the
middle class or petty bourgeocisie in its own interests. 1In
Belize working men and women did empower themselves in ways
controlled and limited by locally powerful classes and by the
colonial state through the labor riots of the 1930s, union
organizing in the 1940s, and the popular nationalist struggle of
the 1950s. A theory of hegemony is necessary to understand the
processes of control, resistance and collaboration by which the
more radical possibilities engendered by working class and anti-
colonial mobilization were closed off through incorporation,
transformation and repression.

Women’s subordination in particular continued despite their
position "aﬁ the forefront of the struggle*.!® But their
activism shaped the way the modern Belizean state claims its
authority, and established contradictions around gender at the
core of postcolonial state hegemony. It must be emphasized that
just as working women'’s demands came out of a class experience,
so are issues of class and gender linked in the construction of
state hegemony. For example, popular definitions of masculinity
and femininity were mobilized by the nationalists, particularly

by the charismatic and astute George Price. This was a deep

regimes.

¥ Interview with Philip Goldson, 2 July 1991.
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source of legitimacy, a secure basis for a hegemonic project
which did incorporate those definitions into its discourse and
practices.

Hegemony 1is itself a contested concept in Marxist
theory. In this thesis it is not used to mean ideological
domination, nor complete consent. Resistance is not antithetical

to hegemony.!

Raymond Williams defines hegemony as a complex
material social process through which the dominant groups’
values and rules, especially those about who can be justifiably
marginalized or repressed, come to constitute a sense of natural
reality for most people. Hegemony has only a totalizing
tendency, 1is never singular and always in need of renewal, re-
creation, defense and modification in the face of continual
resistance, challenge and manipulation of the dominant group’s

practices and ideas.?®

Hegemony is thus the ability of the
dominant c¢lass or classes to secure a critical mass of
acceptance (active, apathetic or c¢ynical)!®* and to control
dissent by marginalizing, transforming or incorporating

alternative and oppositional forces. It is the ability to claim

¥ James C. Scott, Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of
Peasant Resistance (1985), argues that hegemony is ideological

domination, and because the peasants of the Malaysian village he

studied did not assent fully to the locally dominant class’
values, there was no hegemony.

_ 15 Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1977), 108-114.

6 Joseph Femia concentrates on this aspect of hegemonic

process in Gramsci’s Political Thought: hegemony, consciousness
and the revolutionary process (Oxford: Clarendon, 1981), 24-50.
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moral and social leadership based on a constantly negotiated
process of defending and recreating authority, in which profound
contradictions are kept in play, never let come to a crisis
point. This is accomplished through the state and institutions
in civil society.

The state is the main form "in which the bourgeoisie
organizes its social power," and a major arena of contestation
and negotiation.! In Antonio Gramsci’‘s analysis of
capitalism’s enduring stability, the state was in no way
secondary, but as vital to capital’s legitimacy as well as its
growth.!® The nation can be seen in this light also, a community
imagined to obscure and contain social and economic struggle,
and often imagined in gendered ways.!® Bruce Berman stresses the
necessity under capitalism for the political and the economic to
appear separate, so that the state can present itself as

neutral, fair and autonomous from class exploitation and

17 Philip Corrigan and Derek Sayer, The Great Arch: English
State Formation as Cultural Revolution (Oxford: Basil Blackwell,

1885), 2 and 8.

¥ Martin Carnoy, The State and Political Theory (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1984), 72.

" Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on
the Origins and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983), 102,
makes the point that official elite nationalisms developed in the
nineteenth century in order to incorporate and control already
existing popular nationalisms, which presumably had some
threatening class content. The development of elite or bourgeois
nationalism was thus itself a successful hegemonic process. The
essays by Uma Chakravarti, Lata Mani and Partha Chaterjee in
Recasting Women all stress that the Indian nationalism developed
in the nineteenth century against British rule had at its heart a
notion of tradition that was intimately tied to the definition of

woman.
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struggle.?® The relative autonomy of the state is no mystery,
but an expression of its contradictory role of promoting
capitalist accumulation and the legitimacy of capitalist social
relations.?! The state does not simply reflect class struggle
and alliance but actively and creatively intervenes to shape,
contain, and channel them, employing notions of gender, race and
nation among others. The form and degree of the state’s
independence from capital depends on historical development,
particularly the organized strength of subordinated groups.?

Gramsci argued that when the capitalist system is faced
with challenge, a ‘passive revolution® involving a
reorganization of state power and its relationship to the
subordinated can be effective in excluding "the masses from
exerting influence over political and economic institutions."??
The very existence of the state *is itself the product of a
modern age in which the masses have organized themselves and
have - for the first time in history - a potential for self-
government. The presence of the masses in politics 1is a
precondition for their autonomy, but also results in an extended

state that can respond to the threat of mass movement.*?* An

2® Berman, Crisis and Control, 26-27.

1 Tbid, 28-29.

22 Ibid, 30 and Nora Hamilton, The Limits of State Autonomy:
Post-Revolutionary Mexico.

?3 Martin Carnoy, The State and Political Theory, 76.
4 Ibid.
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analysis of the development of state structure and practice
reveals that every state is the relatively unpredictable product
of social struggle and response to it. Perhaps the most
significant extension of the state in the twentieth century has
been the creation of welfare institutions and ideologies, a
"passive revolution" on a scale as grand as the resistance to
capital in the first half of the century. The 1930s 1in
particular were a decade of crisis in both capitalist
accumulation and capitalism’s hegemony.

Welfarism, a profoundly gendered development, was
patheticglly insufficient to check anticolonial movements in the
Caribbean, Africa and Asia, but has reproduced and deepened the
hegemony of capitalist social relations.?® Decolonization itself
was a tremendously significant passive revolution, a reorgan-
ization of state power which brought to an end centuries of
formal empire and facilitated new and rapid capitalist growth
and accumulation through new alliances between international
capital and independent states and ruling classes. It involved
real changes in the political economies of former colonies and
frequently involved enduring if contradictory relations between
the independent state and the subordinated groups who helped

create it.?®

2> Berman, Crisis and Control, 33.

26 Berman, 7; Clive Thomas, The Rise of the Authoritarian
State Peripheral Societies (New York: Monthly Review Press,
1984), 42-44.
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In the Caribbean colonies of Great Britain, Clive Thomas
argues, the educated professional class *"forged an alliance with
the masses and with other petty bourgecis and intermediate
strata in the struggle for institutional reform." These middle
groups "used mass action as the lever against the colonially
entrenched ruling classes and the colonial authorities. This
manipulation was in fact a vital feature of all of the
independence settlements."?’” In response the colonial state
became less purely coercive and repressive and developed
economic development and social welfare roles. It attempted to
promote the political interests of pro-capitalist local classes.
"This, however, was no longer a straightforward matter, and the
social struggles that ensued had a major effect on the form and
content of the postcolonial state.“?® As Berman concludes,
decolonization was an instrumental victory neither for capital
nor nationalism, but a contested and negotiated process during
which the main actors were feeling their way in the dark,
testing their power and learning which strategies worked best .?°
Thomas argues that the postcolonial state is still based on the
exclusion of the masses from real power, although mass politics
did develop, civil society did blossom to a degree, and some

popular demands have been met.?3°

27 Cclive Thomas, 43-44.
28 Ibid, 31-34.
29

Berman, 415.

3 Ibid, 54.
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Assad Shoman describes the roots of postcolonial state
hegemony in Belize as having roots in the nationalist struggle
and the severe inequities of global capitalism:

The post-colonial state enjoys a greater legitimacy with
the people than the colonial state ever had, despite its
very effective system of indoctrination, because it
resulted from an anti-colonial movement that had a mass
following and involvement, because in a still-emerging
nation fragmented by class and ethnic divisions it is seen
as the only possible hope for unity; because it is seen as
the major vehicle for development, or at least the major
means of ameliorating poverty.3!

In the case of Belize the reformist leaders of the People’s
United Party ousted the radical working class leadership of the
General Workers’ Union, used the GWU to threaten the British,
and transformed a potentially radical working class
consciousness, in which women’s demands were important, into a
nationalist sentiment that stressed unity and suppressed the
inequalities of class, ethnicity and gender. "The opportunity to
unite a growing working class movement with anti-colonialism and
the nationalist movement was lost - perhaps deliberately."3?
The nationalists of course did not just spin illusions, but
involved the people and responded to their demands far more than
the colonial state ever had. There were concrete advantages in

decolonization for the working peoples of Belize - the relations

of reciprocity between the nationalists and the people were

31 Assad Shoman, ""Belize: An Authoritarian Democratic State
in Central America," Second Annual Studies on Belize Conference
(Belize: SPEAR, 1990), 61.

2 Assad Shoman, Party Politics in Belize 1950-1986 (Belize:
Cubola, 1987), 24.
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unequal, but did allow for negotiation and some bottom-up
influence. The selective incorporation of the demands and
perspectives of exploited social groups is the very essence of
a successful hegemonic state.

Gender has been such a central arena of construction and
challenge in state-making and state-subverting processes because
“the operations of gender..are...present and defining forces in
the organization of most societies.** Gender, Irene
Silverblatt argues, can "carry the mystique of state power into
the very marrow of human identity," and make the state’s
activit?es, particularly on behalf of capital, seem entirely
natural.?* The power of popular gender ideologies and their
incorporation into nationalist projects were a firm basis for
secure postcolonial hegemony, but the gendered basis of the
nationalists’ project was also indicative of women’s capacity to
resist and the need to control potentially oppositional female
culture and politics. Williams’ analysis of the 1role of
resistant politics in a given hegemonic process is useful:

At any time, forms of alternative or directly oppositional
politics and culture exist as significant elements in the
society. We shall need to explore their conditions and
their limits, but their active presence is decisive, not
only because they have to be included in any historical
analysis, but as forms which have had a significant effect
on the hegemonic process itself...[They are] indicative

features of what the hegemonic process has in practice had
to control.?®

33 Joan Scott, 27.
34 silverblatt, 450.

3% Williams, 113.
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My research on Belize shows that female politics were
decisive in shaping the hegemonic process in the 1950s, and that
the nationalists controlled female militancy by firmly attaching
the tradition of women’s quasi-public caretaker role to the
anticolonial movement, giving women some power and the illusion
of much more. Existing class-based accounts cannot fully
explain what happened in Belize in the 1950s; in fact, they
misrepresent the process by masculinizing working class politics
which were in fact heavily shaped by women’'s militancy and
political agenda. I concur with Sonia Alvarez’s argument that
"Women are, and have always been, active subjects in politics
and, as such, historically influenced State gender-specific
policy outputs, even when their political participation was
largely <confined to noninstitutional political arenas.*3®
Although Belizean women never organized independently outside
the union or the PUP as women, they did contribute decisively to
the definition of the state, just as the state contributed to
the definition of Belizean womanhood.?®’
The woman most talked about in the nationalist newspaper
and in PUP manifestoes is the wife-housewife-mother, a good
citizen, faithful, 1loyal and strong, but subordinate to a

familial male head. But the image of Creole womanhood which the

3¢ Sonia Alvarez, Engendering Democracy in Brazil: women'’s

movements in Transition Politics (Princeton: Princeton University

Press, 1990), 32.

37 Irene Silverblatt, “Women in States," Annual Review of

Anthropology 17 (1988), 452.
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party effectively tied into, and which may have enjoyed the
status of stereotype, was that of the "bembe woman". The image
has roots in the gender division of labor, both economic and
political. The bembes were the Creole street vendors, market
women, domestics, washerwomen and shoppers, the women gossiping
at the water standpipes and over the fences between yards and
alleys. "They were not afraid to fight or curse or swear...They
would fight, they were abusive."3® Teacher and playwright
Gladys Stuart created a character out of this image and reality
- Cousin Winnifred who came on Radio Belize once a week in the
1970s to‘give her observations on local events and scandals. The
tradition of the bembe lies behind women’s prominence as
canvassers, marchers, picketers, and rioters. The women who
backed up George Price in the fighting that marked the splitting
apart of the PUP in 1956 were bembes "because they [didn’t] give

a hoot for anything."®

Elfreda Reyes, domestic and community
leader, parted from Price with disgust for his ethnic and gender
politics, and was in many ways the archetypal bembe woman. She
led marches, stirred up crowds at rallies weekly, organized
domestics for better wages and working conditions, and moreover,
was "saucy... she would stand up to any man."*

The bembe developed out of the realities of male absence in

the bush cutting timber and male irresponsibility and abuse. The

3 Interview with Gladys Stuart, 25 July 1991.
¥ Interview with Tharine Rudon, 28 July 1991.

40 Tphid.
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political economy and gender relations of Belize meant that
Creole women, about a third of whom were single, had to learn to
loock after themselves and each other. By allying with these
women, the PUP was tying into a realm where women had some
social power, and through which the PUP could reproduce its
illusions of giving working women some real power. By hitching
the militancy of the bembes, as well as that of the labor
movement, to the anticolonial project Price was able to entrench
the notion that party politics empowered the people. The paradox
of strong, tough, smart women apparently getting fooled by the
PUP is explained by the fact that these women did have a better
chance of influencing the PUP than the colonial state, by their
strong anticolonial sentiment, and by the pride they felt in
being the backbone of the movement. Many of these women, now
elderly, are reluctant to trade in the power of their *all out
support!" for‘George Price for a new power rooted in the right to
make and influence policy.*

Capitalism has always benefitted from the exploitation of
women and female labor. Gramsci argued that the state, as a
hegemonic apparatus, was linked to capitalist relations of
production,*® which clearly include gender relations, both

within the family and in the operations of the wider political

e e e

‘1 Interview with Dolores Balderamos Garcia, 10 July 1991.

Her cousin, Miss Lennie Jo Usher - another of Price’s nieces -
stressed to me how important the staunch PUP women consider their
work for the party, how it must be respected for what it was in
its time, and what it accomplished.

42 carnoy, 75.
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economy. The specific character of peripheral capitalism makes
gender relations even more central to the legitimacy of the
1 state:

Dependent capitalism... obstructs the development of social
welfare policies and makes the peripheral State more
reliant on the family and the private sphere for ensuring
the reproduction of class, racial and gender power
relations; the dependent State therefore will prove
relatively more impervious to political claims that call
for a reordering of gender power relations.®

Patriarchy as the rule of the father clearly does not
{ explain the totality of women’s oppression under capitalism,*
although women’s subordination within the family has certainly
contributed to their vulnerability to capitalist exploitation.
For the significant proportion of Caribbean and particularly
Belizean women not in the immediate control of a male family
head, the state has played an ambiguous role. In some ways it
can be seen as a substitute male, coming through with much
needed welfare and labor legislation. But the state’s lack of
resources and ultimate commitment to capital mean it has and
will never deliver all of what women need. The capitalist state
in fact maintains other gendered processes and also oppresses
women directly.* Very much like the stereotypical Belizean man,

the state promises but doesn’t come through, comes to women for

their strength and love but doesn’t stick around too long to

* Alvarez, 33.

4 Michele Barrett, Women's Oppression Today {London: Verso,
1980), 19.

4 Barrett, 229.
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hear their problems, although it may leave a little compensatory
money .

Given the way patriarchy is often used in a trans-
historical sense and as a blanket term to cover all aspects of
women’s oppression under capitalism, it may be more useful to
think of the Belizean economy and state as gendered in ways that
reproduced women’'s subordination. The state never explicitly
portrayed itself as the supreme paternal guardian in a social
chain of patriarchy, but it did have a strong discourse about
the moral rightness of the nuclear family as the basis of
healthy national 1life. In practice it did not enforce the
nuclear family and did have a reciprocal relationship with
female heads of households in their political role. But the
state that emerged from the nationalist struggle of the 1950s
did fail to challenge women’s oppression in civil society and
incorporated gender relations oppressive to women into its
hegemonic process of rule. To judge the women who devoted their
energies to the creation of this state as having failed would be
to ignore the character and limitations of their age, and the
concrete accomplishment of making a female agenda centéél{to the

way that the state claims and practices its hegemony.*

% Sangari and Vaid, Recasting Women, 19.
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Chapter One: Historical Background

Temma Kaplan‘s ‘argument that working class militancy is
expressed through networks of women and their collective action,
not only through trade wunions and political parties, 1is
important for a gender analysis of Belizean history prior to and

including the nationalist struggle.?’

In this chapter I will
amass what evidence of mainly Creole women‘s activism and
gendered state practices exists from the late nineteenth century
through the 1940s, in order to argue that a continuous if uneven
process of learning was going on within both the state and civil
society ébout how to deal with each other. The traditional
periodization of Belizeans’ resistance to capitalism and
colonialism will be challenged by my focus on the relationship
between women’s political activism and the state.

Our knowledge of nineteenth century women and gender
relations in the colony is limited. We do know that the slave
population was very heavily male and the female slaves were
overwhelmingly employed in urban domestic work.! Coercive land

and labor policies after emancipation in 1838 kept Creole men at

work in the forests, and Crecle women living in poverty in

47 Temma Kaplan, "Female Consciousness and Collective

Action: The Case of Barcelona, 1910-1918,* Signs 7:3 (1982), 545-
551.

4 0. Nigel Bolland, Colonialism and Resistance in Belize

(Belize: SPEAR, 1988), 52. His source is the 1834 Slave Register.
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Belize Town.! No ex-slave peasantry developed, although Mayan
women, immigrant Garifuna women, and mestizas fleeing the Caste
Wars in the Yucatan all had some access to land in rural areas,
and associated economic and social power. The power of the urban
community of Creole women - domestics, street vendors,
washerwomen - was revealed in a violent 1886 incident. This
episode is important not only for its content but also because
it displaces the 1894 mahogany cutters’ riot that most
historians cite as the dawn of politicized labor protest in
British Honduras, as Belize was then known.

On Tuesday November 2, 1886, Governor Goldsworthy sailed
from Belize, having been recalled to England in shame. Two years
before he had contracted two cronies to dredge sewage from the
town’s canals during the hot rainy season and allowed them to
pile the filth on the banks instead of dumping it offshore. As
the colony’s doctors had warned, a vellow fever epidemic broke
out. It killed fully one half of the town’s infants as well as
many adults. On the day Goldsworthy sailed a huge crowd cheered
his departure and a group of Creole women and children -
"pugnacious viragoes and gamins® - hurled rocks and curses at

him, wading into the sea to evade the police.®®

% The settlement became Belize City in 1943.

%0 Wayne Clegern, British Honduras: Colonial Dead End, 1859-
1900 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana University State Press, 1967), 79.
His source 1is the Colonial Guardian newspaper of November 6,
1886.
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The clash confirms Kaplan‘s argument about the way social
issues are deeply political for women who have been socialized
to preserve life, of how they will rebel against the state in
defense of family and community - the very things that the state
and other institutions tell women they are responsible for by
nature. But Kaplan‘s assumption that men are not socialized to
preserve life creates too clean a dichotomy between male and
female consciousness and practice. Creole men - the fathers,
brothers and husbands of the dead - may well have protested -
and women may not have been wholly accepting of the all the
roles and morality associated with the "traditional* gender
division of labor. The reality was that for eleven months of the
year the men lived in the bush cutting mahogany in terrible
conditions, most deeply indebted through the advance and
commissary system. Their habitual absence meant that Creole
women had developed public political skills, and that their
relationship to the colonial government and local merchant elite
was less mediated by familial patriarchs than for women of other

ethnic groups further away from the centre of colonial power.>!

Creole women were still, of course, specifically oppressed
as women in the colonial and developing capitalist society of

late nineteenth century Belize. But this oppression and their

>l Narda Dobson, A History of Belize (London: Longman
Caribbean, 1973), 291 argues that for Creole women in Belize
Rural District as well, the absence of men "had the effect of
bringing [them] into village affairs, unlike their Maya or Carib
sisters."
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modes of resistance to it are captured at once in the hostility
of a bereaved mother hurling a rock at the man who symbolizes
the state’s responsibility for her child’s unnecessary death.
The relationship between women and the state, or all of civil
society and the state for that matter, was less hegemonic than
overtly hostile and coercive. Late nineteenth century colonial
rule in Belize was not based on incorporation of peoples’
demands but on domination - as Belizeans learned to organize and
articulate demands the colonial state would have to work out new
strategies of control and accumulation.

Norman Ashcraft and D.A.G. Waddell agree that from the
establishment of the Crown Colony status in 1862 until the labor
rising of the 1930s, the colonial state utterly neglected
economic development, social welfare and infrastructure.®?
Imperial policy was based on the belief that the free flow of
capital would develop the colonies, that government had no role
in this process.

There is evidence though, that the colonial state continued
to reproduce gendered notions of identity in the Creole working
class, in order to maintain a secure, motivated and productive
labor force in the key forest industry. This may have been
especially true after the 1894 rioting and looting by mahogany

cutters who returned from the camps "to find that a currency

52 Norman Ashcraft, Colonialism and Underdevelopment :
Processes of Political Change in British Honduras (New York:
Teachers College Press, 1973), 47; D.A.G. Waddell, "Britain,
British Honduras, and Belize," Belizean Studies 16:2 (1988), 23.
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devaluation had severely reduced their wages."®® Cynthia Ellis,
the director of the Belize Rural Women’s Association, has argued
that the colonial government and 1local elite ‘“feminized"
agriculture and "masculinized" forestry in order to inhibit
peasant settlement by the Creole population. Historian Peter
Ashdown confirms this in his description of the 3000 Creole men
who worked in the mahogany gangs, inadvertently contributing to
the history of gender and the state in Belize:

While the system under which they were employed kept them
in a state of perpetual bondage to their masters, they
clung to the belief that woodcutting was a "masculine*
occupation particularly suited to the Creole physique and
mentality. That belief was continually reiterated not only
by the colonial government but particularly by the Creole
elite of some dozen or so families.®
Here gendered notions of work and self, especially this
male ethnic and occupational identity, stabilized both class
relations and state-civil society relations, while contributing
to ethnic prejudice among the colonized groups. Granny Ivy,
quasi-fictional nationalist militant of the 1950s, tells her
daughter-in-law and granddaughter in Zee Edgell’s novel Beka

Lamb that the control by the government and corporate landowners

of the land is "to force us to work for starvation wages'instead

> Bolland (1988), 162.

¢ peter Ashdown, Race, Class and the Unofficial Majority in
British Honduras 1890-1949 unpublished PhD, 1973.
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of for ourselves. They keep reminding us that we are hewers of
wood, not farmers, and we believe it."®®

The bembe women on whom Ivy is partially based, may well
have read the following editorial in the nationalist Belize
Billboard on March 30, 1950. Written by Mervyn Hulse, a leading
agitator, the article is a gendered, sexualized exhortation to
Creole men to keep fighting and pushing the colonial government.
The significance of the simultaneous and contrasting efforts to
calm women down will be discussed in the next chapter. I quote
the article here to illustrate the cultural power of the
masculine identity associated with mahogany cutting. Hulse
glorified the lumbermen as a "toughened breed of men [who]
performed real feats of strength and endurance,* and he
described these "muscular he-men" being led in a vulgar heave-ho
song by a gang captain. He finally describes men’s efforts to
move big logs:

There were women of voluptuous bulges, who became famous

throughout the camps, because some particular awkwardly
built bulging giant of a log reminded the heaving and
panting men of her past favours, and that log was sure to
be dubbed and even painted "Susie’s Butt.">¢

Ironically, the British criticized Creole men’s attachment

to forestry when they began to advocate agricultural development

for the colony. The Peace Handbooks, prepared during the First

%> Zee Edgell, Beka Lamb (Kingston: Heinemann Caribbean,
1982), 55. This novel is the jewel of Belizean fiction. It
spurred me to look for historical evidence on women despite the
silence of the published historical works.

¢ Mervyn Hulse, "Handwriting on the Wall, " Belize Billboard
30 March 1950, 6-7.
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World War and published in 1920, argue that the freedom of
woodcutting meant that "The strong, robust man refuses to till
the land; he leaves that work for those who are enfeebled by age
or otherwise incapacitated."®’

The hegemony of the colonial state, especially before the
1920s, was of a different quality and strength than that of the
state after self-government was achieved in 1964. It seems
plausible that the same or similar gendered imagery was used by
both, as it resonated with, and very likely grew out of, popular
Creole culture.®® The counterpart to the he-man was very likely
the bembe woman. Certainly it would have served the colonial
state’s interests through the decades of malign neglect to
invoke the image of a strong capable woman needing no help from
men or government. This is a flexiblé image - when the state
wants to do something it mobilizes and controls these women,
when it doesn’t want to act, it invokes their independent
strength. It 1is also one easily shorn of its oppositional
potential and rendered safe. The use of the word virago to
describe the women in 1886 moved toward such depoliticization,
for it suggested that these women were like men in strength and

spirit.

! Great Britain (Foreign Office), The_ Peace Handbooks
volume 21: North, Central and South America: Atlantic Islands
(London: History Section of Foreign Office, 1920), 28.

8 Robert French and Keith Kernan, "Art and Artifice in
Belizean Creole,* American Ethnologist 8:2 (1981), 250 , saw
1970s Belize City youth culture as exhibiting "deep-seated sexual
antagonism" between men and women, and among each group. How far
back this can be extrapolated is a matter for further research.
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The state’s neglect of Belizeans’ welfare was marginally
offset by a chicle boom from the turn of the century to 1914. It
was cut short by World War One, which blocked exports and

° Several hundred men left for the Middle Eastern

imports.®
fronts in 1915 and 1916. While they experienced the overt racism
of the empire at war and developed an anticolonial black pride,
the women and men at home experienced a 400% jump in the cost of

living, much of which was created by the merchants. They were

also exposed to the Garveyite Negro World and the local Belize

Independent.® Judging by domestics’ wages in 1914 ($3-$10 a

month for women, and $10-$15 a month for men) the worsening of
already bad conditions must have been almost as politicizing as
the soldiers’ war experience.® The Colonial Report from 1917
stated that 40% of babies born in the colony that year were

illegitimate.®?

Although this almost certainly does not take
account of common law unions, it does suggest that there were
significant numbers of female heads of households who would have

been particularly affected by the priée rises. Social problems

*® Peter Ashdown, "The Growth of Black Consciousness in

Belize 1914-1919: the Background to the Ex-Servicemen'’s Riot of
1919, " Belcast Journal of Belizean Affairs 2:2 (1985), 1.

® peter Ashdown, "Race Riot, Class Warfare and Coup d’Etat:

The Ex-Servicemen’s Riots of 1919," Belcast Journal of Belizean
Affairs 3:1/2 (1986), 9.

®1 Great Britain (Foreign Office), The Peace Handbooks

volume 21: North, Central and South America: Atlantic Islands

(London: History Section of the Foreign Office, 1920), 30.

®2 aAnnual Colonial Report for British Honduras, 1917.

(London: HMSO, 1917), 5.




29
grew yet more acute with the flu epidemic of 1918, which
"brought to British Honduras a new kind of social awareness,
cohesiveness, and 'a heightened sense of national health
needs."®

Thus, although there 1is no direct evidence of women
participating in the January 1919 "ex-servicemen’s" riots, it is
reasonable on the basis of their previous and subsequent
activism, their roles in the gendered division of labor, and
their hostility to the gouging merchants, to speculate that they
did play a part. They probably numbered among the hundreds who
smashed the merchants’ shop windows and looted their imported
goods. That their demands have gone unrecorded is likely more a
measure of officials’ and historians’ biases than a lack of
consciousness or militancy in the community of Creole women

The immediate response of the colonial government was to
call for navél support, send out the militia and police (many of
whom sided with the rioters), and telegraph "groundless messages
about the imminent rape of white women".® But in the 1920s a
more constructive response developed with the filling and

settling of the Mesopotamia neighborhood and the reclamation of

Fort George.®®

63 Eleanor Krohn Herrmann, Origins of Tomorrow: A History of
Belizean Nursing Education (Belize: Ministry of Health, 1985),
37.

® Ibid.

®> John C. Everitt, "The Growth and Development of Belize
City, " Journal of Latin American Studies 18, 99-100.
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In 1920 domestics’ wages were still low, with women’s at
$6-$8 a month and men’s at $10-$15 a month.® In this same year
the Black Cross Nurses (BCNs) were formed as part of the surge
of support for Marcus Garvey and the United Negro Improvement
Association (UNIA).® Eleanor Herrmann argues that the increased
awareness of health issues following the flu epidemic
contributed to the growth of the organization.® The BCNs were
older women with family responsibilities who wanted to
ameliorate living conditions among the working class in Belize

Town. The Belize Woman, a publication of the Belize Rural

Women'’s Association (BRWA), calls them "gallant housewives [who]
left their comfortable homes to give service in their
communities." By Herrmann'’s account they were married women with
some but not extensive means, perhaps rather different from the
well educated young middle class women accepted into the
professional student nurse training. The BCNs conducted on their
own a house to house survey of Belize Town in 1920, that
revealed severe overcrowding, neglected children, and health
problems. They then asked the colonial government in 1921 to

. finance their training as general and maternity nurses, citing

% General Information for Intending Settlers in British
Honduras (London: Overseas Settlement Office, 1920), 5.

®7 Herrmann, 39 and Peter Ashdown, "Marcus Garvey, the UNIA
and the Black Cause in British Honduras 1914-1949," Journal of
Caribbean History 15 (1981), 45.

®®¢ Herrmann, 36.
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their familial burdens. The government refused to come up with
money, but was lavish with verbal encouragement.

Twenty women reacted to this rebuff by hiring a government
medical officer and midwife and studying two nights a week at 20
cents a week for six months, after which 17 passed their nursing
exams. Immediately the government’s interest grew. In 1922
Governor Hutson asked the BCNs to focus on maternity and
neonatal care through community health visits and the annual
Babies’ Health Exhibit.®® While the male-dominated, and far
more clearly middle class UNIA squabbled and degenerated into a
friendly society by 1926, the BCNs expanded. Their numbers
increased; they staffed the maternity ward opened in 1926 and by
1928 had established the Infant Welfare League. In that year
alone the League’s work cut infant mortality in town by 50%.7°

Ashdown argues that the colonial government decided to
tolerate and coopt the UNIA, and did so successfully, helped by
the branch’s pro-business attitudes and its fighting over money.
While the UNIA was let die, the BCNs were cultivated by the
colonial state. While Ashdown is wrong in saying they were
founded "with Government patronage", a relationship was soon
established, one which channelled whatever radical impulse may
have existed at the outset into charity-oriented social work.

The BCNs "continued to provide a much needed service for the

8 Ibid, 39-42.

70 Ibid, 42; Ashdown (1981), 49-51.
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economy’s poor and unemployed" through the 1930s and 1940s.7!
They were very active after Hurricane Hattie in 1931 and in
providing information to the Moyne Commission in 1938 through

their sixty- page Compendium of Living Conditions and Dietary

Statistics of the Labouring Classes in the Town of Belize,

British Honduras.’? But their role was to relieve suffering, at

almost no cost to the state. In 1935, in the midst of working
class revolt, the BCNs marched loyally at Government House to
mark some Royal occasion’®; in 1936 they donated first aid kips
to every school in Belize Town’!, and in August 1951, following
the Governor's dissolution of the nationalist Belize City
Council, the BCNs’ original leader (Vivian Seay), was appointed
by the Governor to an interim City Council (CitCo).”®

The BCNs worked well within the reformist imperial policies
begun in the 1930s and elaborated in the 1940s. The image of the
strong Creole woman sacrificing herself for her community was
rich in potential for the state, and could be successfully
recast in ways that deflected serious analysis of social and

economic problems, particularly as they affected working women.

T Ashdown (1981), 51.

2 Herrmann, 44.

3 Ashdown (1981), 66.

% Herrmann, 43.

> “Two Women in New CitCo," Belize Billboard, August 14,
1951, 3.
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Angela Miles has insisted that female politics can be a
politics of social transformation, a universal challenge to
society, if the value of service to others is used to criticize
rather than o0il the wheels of oppressive systems. Concern for
others, she argues, must become "the organizing principle of all
society" and stripped of its associations with subservience and
instinct. Retaining respect for women’s work based on "the old
values of caring, sharing, cooperation and solidarity,* her
perspective "allows us to express the politically conscious
sisterhood of women’s liberation as a transforming continuation
of the age-old tradition of support and service among women."’®
The Black Cross Nurses are perhaps the prime Belizean
example of how a radical female consciousness of the kind Kaplan
discusses can be woven into the state’s hegemonic project and
thus reproduce social relations oppressive to working women in
particular. The BCNs'’ achievements were limited by the combined
force of state patronage, Seay’'s middle class leadership, and
the UNIA’s own reformist politics. Yet the work done to contain
the organization may indicate that the state in the 1920s saw as
threatening a group of Creole women active on social issues
which, as Kaplan argues, the gender division of 1labor

predisposes women to deal with politically.”” The way the PUP

¢ Angela Miles, "Ideological Hegemony in Political

Discourse: Women'’s Specificity and Equality," in Angela Miles and

Geraldine Finn, eds. Feminism in Canada: from pressure to
politics (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 1982), 214-226.

7 Kaplan, 566.
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treated its own United Women’s Groups in the early 1960s was
similar.

The final development in the 1920s of significance in terms
of gender is that mechanization in the forest industry cut the

men’s work season from 11 to 6 months.’®

The implications of
this for household income and power relations, men‘’s and women’s
identities, and the development of class consciousness have yet
to be explored. It may be-that a technological innovation so
4 characteristic of capitalism led to a crisis of masculinity for
Creole men and fed into the working class anger which exploded
in 1934. Further mechanization in the 1930s permanently reduced
the number of men needed in the forest industry, which was also
rapidly declining for ecological reasons.”’

A series of demonstrations, rallies and marches, led by
barber and migrant worker Antonio Soberanis Gomez, developed
from March 16, 1934 to the riots of early October. Marxist
historiography has established the socioeconomic and political
reasons for the disturbances, but is silent on their gendered
dimensions. The largest hurricane in a century destroyed 75% of
Belize Town in September 1931, killing 1000 of its 16 000

inhabitants, and creating an acute overcrowding problem.?°

Mesopotamia was reduced to rubble and its inhabitants forced to

8 ashcraft, 85.
7% Bolland (1988), 169.

8 Bolland (1988), 169.
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have mass burnings of the dead.®' The colonial state responded
with better roads and drainage and indoor sanitation for the
middle classes. Not surprisingly, these measures were
insufficient to prevent organized unrest. Unemployment had been
rising with the decline of the forest industry and jumped as the
effects of the Depression in the world capitalist economy hit.
The situation since emancipation a century earlier - bad and
expensive food, low wages, malnutrition, poor housing and health
{ care - worsened:

As the economy continued to decline after the hurricane,
conditions worsened and people Dbecame increasingly
desperate. Forest workers were paid pitiful wages,
supplemented by inferior rations from truck shops; they
lacked medical attention and lived in insanitary conditions
in the camps. Bad as living and working conditions were in
the camps, however, the brunt of poverty was often borne by
women, children and old people who, separated from the
working men by six-month logging seasons, had 1little
security of income. They suffered in Belize City from poor
diet and, particularly after the Thurricane, from
overcrowded housing.??

There were even families surviving on inferior flour and
pork in lieu of wages, leading to increased malnutrition,
despite the food that Garifuna families sent from their farms in
Stann Creek, especially after the hurricane. In Edgell’s Beka
Lamb, Granny Ivy remembers "After ‘31 hurricane, families in
Stann Creek sent food to feed lots of people up here, and we

were glad to take from their hands then.*®

81 Everitt, 101.
82 Ibid, 170.

8 Edgell, Beka Lamb, 67.
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The imperial power’s response was cruel. To secure a
reconstruction loan the Legislative Council had to give up

financial control to the British Treasury.®

What relief money
was given was misused - the Belize Estate and Produce Company,
largest of the forest employers, acquired BH$200 000 of
government relief funds to build the colony’s first sawmill. And
in 1933 and 1934 landowners succeeded in reducing the tax on
chicle and abolishing it on sawn lumber.? As the British and
the local elite battled for economic resources and political
power, the needs of the mass of Belizeans remained acute and
unmet. At this juncture, the working people rose up in protest
against the racist neglect, greed, and cruelty of the colonial
and capitalist society.

The two main historians of the labor riots, strikes,
petitions and boycotts of 1934 and 1935 - which preceded the
riots in St. Kitts usually cited as the first of the wave that
surged through the West Indies in the 1930s - are Peter Ashdown
and Nigel Bolland. Although the latter’s account is more
convincing for its appreciation of the whole movement’s agency
and the relatively contingent nature of the process of struggle,
they share several analyses. They agree that Soberanis’ Laborers

and Unemployed Association (LUA) had a broad economic and

political critique of the colonial government and local elite

8 Bolland (1988), 170.

8 Trevor Petch, "Dependency, Land and Oranges in Belize,"

Third World Quarterly 8:3 (1986), 1006.
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and enjoyed broad support up -and down the colony, both
unprecedented achievements. They agree also that then Governor
Alan Burns’ adroit conciliation and compromise were key in
changing the image of the colonial government and diffusing
support for the LUA by 1936. Ashdown in fact refers to the
movement as "emasculated' and "still born", an analysis which
Bolland correctly debunks, but without noting the gender imagery

and implicit masculinization of Soberanis’ movement. Finally,

they share a masculine definition of worker and effective
working class politics.

Neither explores the significance of the mahogany gangs’
links through their families to the important female labor force
of the town. They do not see the household economy as shaped by
and central to capitalism, nor do they scrutinize women’s
experience of work - unpaid, in the informal economy, or
waged.® Apart from the Belize domestics and shop clerks, women
also worked stitching sails on the waterfront, cooking in the
interior for chiclero gangs, from 1935 at the citrus processing
plant in the Stann Creek Valley, and in agriculture as

independent farmers or part of family economies.? By

8 Iris Young, "“Beyond the Unhappy Marriage: a Critique of
the Dual Systems Theory," in Lydia Sargent, ed. Women and
Revolution (Boston: South End Press, 1981), argues that
capitalism and patriarchy are one complex phenomenon, and that
class without gender analysis is nonsensical.

8 Louis Halle, Transcaribbean (New York: Longman’s, Green
and Company, 1936), 255-57; author’s interview with Petrona
Torres, summer 1990; Waddell (1961), 90 and Assad Shoman,
"Belize: An Authoritarian Democratic State in Central America,*“
Second Annual Studies on Belize Conference 1988 (Belize : SPEAR,
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juxtaposing their accounts of the closing of the BEC sawmill on
October 1st 1934 with each other and with that of Soberanis’
son, Tony Jr., their differences and similarities emerge.
Ashdown argues that "the strike leaders closed down the
works" .®® Bolland shifts the action: "some 500 people "“armed
with sticks" succeeded in closing the mill.*® But the memory
of Tony Soberanis Jr., aged 9 or 10 at the time, is distinct:
In every case the women have always taken the lead. It was
the women who went there and shut down the sawmill. [The
women were] more radical than the men. Men were afraid to
strike...[The women] went there with sticks and kitchen
utensils, potspoons and kitchen forks.®°
While the men stood on the sides at the sawmill gates, the
women declared the only way any white man would enter the
premises would be by swimming across the river, and they went
inside to blow the works’ whistle as a signal to keep the
picketing going at other city locations. Clearly, female
consciousness and collective action were important factors
absent from the two available top-down and bottom-up accounts.
There are several other pieces ‘of evidence of women’s

activism in the mid-30s.°! One of the places picketed was the

Town Board where an original crowd of 300 "men and women*

1990), 49; British Honduras Financial and Economic Position,

1934.
8 Ashdown, "Antonio Soberanis and the Disturbances in

Belize 1934-1937," Caribbean Quarterly 24: 1/2 (1978), 65.

8 Bolland (1988), 173.

°° Author’s interview with Tony Soberanis, Jr., S July 1991.

The following examples from Bolland (1988), 173-174.
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swelled to 1500 and eight men and one woman were arrested. The
next day, October 2nd, 1500 people waited in Market Square while
Soberanis was arraigned in the Courthouse. "Some, it was said
"were inclined to be disorderly...it was women who were the most
virulent"." In May of 1935 Soberanis - with a male lieutenant
named Bangula and a female one named Ginger®® - organized a
railway strike in Stann Creek. Crowds of 400 picketed and at one
point five men and one woman were arrested.

The weight of the evidence points to the weakness of the
argument that the scattering of "the workers* in the bush for
most of the year meant there was "little chance of any organized
resistance to Government or capital.". Ashdown assumes the old
eleven month season to be still in effect and argues:

In January or February the workers returned to the lumber

camps and only the old, sick, children and women were left

in Belize Town. It was noted that Soberanis’ followers were

mainly women for even in those bad years of 1934 and 1935

a worker had to go out of the capital even if he could only

get work for a few weeks. In consequence Soberanis could

never count on having the same male faces in his following
and his supporters were constantly in a state of flux -

only the chronically unemployed and the women provided a

regular captive audience.??

Bolland’s greater emphasis on the demands of the popular
movement, in contrast to Ashdown’s or Soberanis’ own politial
critique of colonialism, allows more room to see how gendered

protest fed into the elaboration of state hegemony, which

developed significantly under the governorship of Alan Burns

2 Ashdown (1978), 66.

*3 Ashdown (1978), 70.
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(November 1934-1939). For example, Ashdown argues that the LUA
boycotted the merchants in September 1934 to protest their
refusal to donate money to the traditional September 10th
celebrations. Bolland mentions that in August the Belize Estate
and Produce Company (BEC) had laid off more men and the numbers
of children going hungry in town had risen correspondingly.®t
This additional reason for working class anger is one which may
have motivated women particularly, although as mentioned above
the preservation of 1life is neither peculiar to women nor
expressed by them only in terms of the "traditional" gender
division of labor.

Indeed, it was not Soberanis’ high-level political critique
which was his strength but rather his ability to link popular
demands around "wages, prices, employment, food, health and
housing"* to a critique of "the colonial administration and
merchant elite... as incompetent..., ruthless...in their
relations with workers and the poor, and as the cause of much of
the poverty and injustice experienced by most Belizeans.*®® The
movement was never just about workplace issues or political
representation, but also about social issues, which ca;‘dpen up
debate in which "a universal challenge to society" is posed.®®
Women’s activism was not inherent 1in the relations of

production, but the product of analysis. All we have to

°4 Bolland (1988), 172.
% Ibid, 176.

°¢ Angela Miles, 216.



41
interpret are their actions, but these - confronting the state
and capital at a male workplace bearing as weapons the tools
they used to feed their families - speak to an attitude
profoundly critical of the prevailing power relations and
defensive of their rights to feed, house, and clothe their
families. Rather than a liability for the LUA, the central role
of women may well have been crucial to the movement’s strength.

Burns’ responses were motivated by a mix of revulsion at
the conditions people were living in and an authoritarian drive
to stay in control of the process of change he, like the
Colonial Office, believed necessary. The colonial state had
learned through dealing with the UNIA and the BCNs that
repression was neither the only nor the best strategy of
control, once neglect was no longer an option. Burns’ began to
provide extensive relief work at higher daily rates than‘
previously, much of it outside the city working at a quarry or
on roadbuilding. This, and the improving economy in 1935 and
1936 helped diffuse support for the LUA.

Burns was also determined to eliminate the unquenchable
Soberanis from the field, having key laws tightened so that he
could charge him with seditious conspiracy. This he did in
October 1935, also making sure that he was tried - and
convicted - outside Belize Town by a black magistrate. None of
this shut Soberanis up, and even when the colonial government
offered him passage for his entire family to England and free

education for all the children, he did not abandon his
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principles. Soberanis Jr. told me that his mother, who had
suffered tremendously for her husband’‘s militancy, wanted to
take up the offer. She had spent years baking pastries daily for
sale on the streets. He was concerned that the pain his family,
particularly his mother, had gone through, should be part of the
recorded history of the 1930s struggle.

Burns also pushed through the reintroduction of the
elective principle and the first modern trade union legislation
{ in Belizean history, as was happening throughout the West Indies
in the late 1930s.°” Both measures served to shape and channel
popular protest into forms the state hoped quite confidently to
control. Ashdown’s attempt to distinguish between the state’s
motivations to control and to promote labor organization seems
futile.®® It 1is the coexistence of these drives in Burns’
reforms that is indicative of the development of state hegemony.
In terms of gender, ameliorative labor and social policies
addressed the sources of women’s anger, while it is likely that
the relationship with the BCNs was quite important through the
labor unrest, as symbolic of how women could serve the community
and work with the state at the same time. Their presence at the

1935 ceremony at Government House 1is perhaps of greater

°7 Richard Hart, "Trade Unionism in the English-speaking
Caribbean, "

% Ashdown, "Control or Concern: The Motive for Government’s
Nurture of Organized Labor, " Journal of Belizean Affairs 9
(December 1979), 36-43.
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importance than a mere analysis of their reformism would
suggest.

Considering Britain’s imperialist policy of reform from a
larger perspective allows Burns’ actions to be set in context.
The major reforms recommended in the report of the West India
Royal Commission (the Moyne Commission) and in Major Orde-
Browne'’s report on labor in the West Indies were preceded in
Belize by two visits from educators. The first was by B.H.
Easter, Director of Education in Jamaica, in January 1934. He
found the curriculum to be too academic and recommended teacher
‘] train;ng, manual training for boys and domestic science for
girls. J.C. Dixon, who visited in 1936, argued the same.
Facilitated by the fourfold increase in the education budget
since the British Treasury took control in 1932, the colonial
government set up two domestic science centers in 1936, one in
an Anglican school, the other in a Methodist. They lasted until
1951, the last three years under direct state control. Upper
standard girls from all the Belize Town schools attended one day
a week.’® Of course, less than half the children in the colony
were students in 1931, and the hurricane and Depression can only
have reduced this proportion.'®® As we shall see, in the 1940s

the colonial government began to implement similar gendered

° Inez Sanchez, "The Easter and Dixon Reports: An Analysis
and Discussion of their Impact on our Educational Development, *
BISRA occasional paper #7 (Belize: Belize Institute for Social
1 Research and Action, 1977).

100 pritish Honduras Financial and Economic Position (1934),

84.
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policies in the rural areas through the Department of Social

Welfare, later renamed Department of Social Development.

Major Orde-Browne’s report related these concerns with
1 gendered educational reform to worries over the stability and
morality of working class families. Appreciative of men’s and
especially women’s hard work for their children, he nonetheless
saw smaller families as one way of relieving pressure for wage
increases, thus linking the domestic sphere with class demands
and state policy.!?! Moreover, he argued with considerable
insight into West Indian gender relations that only direct help
to mothers and children in the form of school meals and
government housing would be sure to relieve their poverty, for
men could not be relied on to pass along pay increases.!®” He
suggested, as a long term stabilizing factor, farming and trade
apprenticeships for boys, and for girls: "housekeeping, cooking,
needlework, ﬁtothercraft.“103

The Moyne Commission report echoed these recommendations,
linking girls’ education in domestic science and infant welfare
to happy marriages.'® Like Orde-Browne, Moyne argued that
economic recovery would do more than any social welfare to

improve women’s poor living and working conditions, high

%1 Major G. St. J. Orde-Browne, Labor Conditions in the West
Indies (London: HMSO, 1939), 35-37.

92 1bid, 39. This of course assumes that women are not
earning wages.

193 1hid, 40-41.

104

Report of the West India Commission, 1938-1939, 130.
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unemployment and dependence on men for money.!® But he did
propose the establishment of a corps of female infant health
clinic volunteers, and that protective measures be taken on
behalf of women forced to work.!°® The moralistic disapproval
of West Indian men’s and women'’s *natural irresponsibility"* in
having large families is striking in the report, and to cure
this basic problem of promiscuity Moyne recommended training
boys and girls in domestic crafts, and serving fathers with
strict maintenance orders. On the issue of education, the report
recommended "domestic courses for girls together with
instruction in cooking and child welfare.*!"’

Burns’ initiative to begin such training in 1936 in Belize
was thus a response to both the local crisis and shifting
Colonial Office policy, which itself was shaped by the
resistance of working men and women throughout the West Indies.
Like the reinstitution of a restricted franchise in the same
yvear, the measure could be seen as motivated by genuine concern
for colonized peoples. In reality both were part of a broad
effort to suppress the radical democratic impulse of the popular
movement by creating formal democratic and social"'&elfare
structures - the "passive revolution" of Gramsci’s theory. Such
processes of incorporation and negotiation are central to the

elaboration and reproduction of state hegemony.

195 Thid, 215, 216, and 220.
196 Thid, 170 and 215.

197 Ibid, 125.
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The strength and limits of that hegemonic project were
tested during the ferment of the 1940s that linked the labor
riots to the nationalist struggle of the 1950s. Because action
in civil society had shifted to the level of electoral politics
and colony-wide wunion organizing within the new labor
legislation, we know less about women’s activism or the state’s,
political parties’ or union‘s gendered strategies of organizing
and creating authority for the 1940s than for the previous
decade of popular struggle. In this final section I will outline
Bolland’‘s work on the 1940s,!°® although he has no data on women
in labor or party politics. Bolland’s argument that “the
independeﬁce movement in general, and the People’s United Party
(PUP) in particular, grew out of the labor movement that had
been developing for sixteen years before devaluation," can only
be strengthened by gender analysis which sees continuous and
developing women'’s politics and the importance of gender to
state responses from the 1930s through the 1950s and beyond.
From 1936 the working class reverted to its tradition of
backing 1liberal elite candidates, both for the Legislative

Council and the Belize Town Board (City Council after 1943).%°

1% See Bolland (1988), 176-185.

109 Tt seems to me that the reasons why indigenous political
parties did not develop immediately in British Honduras, as they
did in 1938 in Jamaica, are that the Belizean working class and
peasants were not sufficiently well organized to make elite
politics inviable - a factor associated with a far les