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conjugated oppression: class and ethnicity among
Guaymi and Kuna banana workers

PHILIPPE BOURGOIS—Washington University

The [Kuna] Indians from San Blas give less trouble due to the fact that they are more civilized and less
vice-ridden than the Guaymi.
[Report by a Panamanian Ministry of Labor inspector to his superiors, June 24, 1957]

They’re cholos but they’te not cholo cholos.!
[Hispanic banana worker describing the Kuna, 1984]

Anthropological theories of ethnicity have evolved significantly since the initial steps away
from primordialism toward the more process-oriented, socially constructed definition set forth
in Barth’s (1969) frequently cited collection of essays. Through the 1970s a voluminous liter-
ature on ethnicity flowered, much of it—following a modest, but path-breaking article by Joan
Vincent (1974)—has focused on power relations within a context of conflict. Although the so-
ciologist Oliver Cox (1949) had already placed ethnicity within the context of power, political
ideology, and class, it was not until recently, with the increased legitimacy of marxist analysis
in the social sciences, that class and power relations have been accepted as vital to ethnicity.
Indeed, nonmarxists have specifically recognized that ‘’the relationship between ethnicity and
class constitutes the key to an understanding of ethnic conflicts” (Van den Berghe 1975:75).
Others may criticize what they consider to be the reductionism of a class analysis, but never-
theless focus on the issue of competition for “’material interests’”” even if they consider the “‘po-
litical arena’”” more determinant than the market place, the shop floor, or the farmer’s field
{Despres 1984:18). Recently a central proponent of cultural pluralism acknowledged the im-
portance of “Marxist class analysis,” calling it “‘complementary rather than mutually exclu-
sive’ to pluralist theory (M. G. Smith 1984:170-171). In short, a diverse range of theorists, from
cultural pluralists {for example, Despres 1975; Leons 1977; Maybury-Lewis 1984) to nuanced
political economists (Barrera 1679; Bonacich 1979; Burawoy 1976; Fox 1985; O’'Brien 1987;

This paper discusses the relationship between class and ethnicity—and more
broadly between ideology and material reality—by comparing the integration of
the Kuna and Guaymi Amerindians into the labor force of a United Fruit Company
banana plantation in Central America. Both the occupationali/class hierarchy and
the ethnic hierarchy of plantation society are analyzed. The most dramatic differ-
ence between the two Amerindian peoples in the plantation context is their loca-
tion in the ethnic hierarchy. The Kuna have mobilized and adapted their “'tradi-
tional” ethnic and corporate structures to mediate their economic exploitation on
the plantation and to exert leverage for superior ethnic status. In contrast, ethnic
discrimination and public humiliation suffered by the Guaymi constitute a form of
ideological domination that combines or “conjugates’ with their economic mar-
ginalization and results in a dynamic of institutionalized oppression. [ethnicity and
class, plantation work process, ethnic discrimination, political economy, Kuna
and Guaymi Amerindians]
S
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Stoler 1985; Wasserstrom 1983; Wolf 1982:379-383) are now emphasizing class conflict, his-
torical processes of capitalist development, or at least competition for material resources.

Given this newly energized focus on class conflict and power in the analysis of ethnicity, the
multidisciplinary political economy approaches are breaking new ground. They place capital-
ist development in the center of the discussion and deal systematically with the relationship
between class and ethnicity:

Capitalism did not create all the distinctions of ethnicity and race that function to set off categories of
workers from one another. It is, nevertheless, the process of labor mobilization under capitalism that
imparts to these distinctions their effective values [Wolf 1982:380}.

Tremendous diversity of emphasis and approach exists within the political economy frame-
work. Some theorists emphasize the role of the state in the context of changing class formations
under capitalist growth (Greenberg 1980). Others point to the role of legal structures (Domin-
guez 1986); imperialism (Sloan 1979); colonialism and its impulse on ideologies of political
mobilization (Fox 1985); internal colonialism and the cultural division of labor (Hechter 1975);
the instrumental mobilization of elites (Friedlander 1975); the international division of labor in
the world economy (Enloe 1986); immigration (Burawoy 1976; Grasmuck 1985); ‘‘primitive
accumulation’” through articulating modes of production (Meillassoux 1981; Rapp 1977); or
the process of class struggle in a ““split labor market’”” (Bonacich 1979).

Despite this proliferation, no dominant paradigm has emerged even among those who agree
to the centrality of class and who reject reified, idealized conceptions of ethnicity. The discus-
sion of the relationship between ethnicity and class is still plagued by a debate over the relative
determinancy of ideology and material reality. The Damocles sword of ““economistic’’ reduc-
tionism, mechanical correspondence, or teleological functionalism hangs over virtually all
class-oriented analyses of ethnicity. Even authors who address the issue of reductionism in a
critical manner do not claim to be able to resolve it definitively (see Kahn 1981 for a discussion
of the base/superstructure concept). Rejecting a mechanical subordination of ethnicity to eco-
nomic forces, Fox (1985) offers an emphasis on agency, process, and social practice, while
Bonacich (1979) focuses on class struggle.

Certainly a subtler understanding of ethnic processes is being developed through an in-
creased focus on the process of conflict itself. This locates the crucial parameters of ethnicity
in confrontation on all levels—ideological or economic—rather than on material reality per se.
If both ethnicity and class can be understood as part of the same material social process, then
the “either/or” template which lurks unrecognized beneath too many political-economy un-
derstandings of ideology and economy can disappear.

Conceiving of ethnicity as a material social process does not necessarily deny that there
might exist a primordial “’Lévi-Straussian’’ set of traits and relations that some ethnographers
might want to call ethnicity. That is a moot point, however, because any reified bundle of traits
(whether it be language, custom, or shared values) is meaningless outside its context in the
everyday interchanges among the different classes or class fractions of any given society. Eth-
nicity is significant in a given individual’s life because it bears a relationship to a structure of
power relations. It is not merely a fascinating pile of pretty clothes, dance steps, spicy foods,
and exotic sounds—phenomena best analyzed by literary critics, musicologists, art historians,
and linguists. If we accept a common sense definition of ideology as a charged belief system
in a matrix of power relations, then ethnicity is interesting and socially relevant as a form of
ideological expression, that is, as part of a social process of confrontation.

Ideology, furthermore, is an organic component of “‘material reality”” because class struc-
ture—presumably the cornerstone of what is called material reality—cannot be defined “ma-
terially” as a mere relationship to the means of production and the social division of labor.
Class acquires its social meaning through ideological and political processes in the form of
“class consciousness’” and political mobilization (cf. C. Smith 1984). Conversely, ethnicity—
or gender or any other human “‘characteristic’” which has the capacity to charge power rela-
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tions—is just as much a material social process as is class because it structures political alli-
ances and determines patterns of upward mobility in as real a manner as does ‘““control of the
means of production.”

To document these relationships | compare the experience of domination of two different
Amerindian peoples—the Kuna and the Guaymi—on a U.S.-based transnational banana plan-
tation based in the province of Bocas del Toro, but which spans the Panama/Costa Rica border.
I analyze the details of the productive process because if there is such a thing as ‘“material
reality,” the best way of approximating it is to document what people do all day in order to
survive. Power relations take on their ultimate relevance in the production process. They de-
termine an individual’s income, work effort, exposure to occupational hazards, access to lei-
sure time, and goods and services. [ therefore pay special attention to what 1 call the plantation’s
occupational hierarchy, a ranking structure based on class, or more precisely, class fractions.
This occupational hierarchy, however, exists in the context of an ethnic hierarchy which both
defines and is defined by it. For analytical purposes, the occupational hierarchy can be said to
operate in the economic sphere and the ethnic one in the ideological. In practice, the two are
not separate but create one another.

Both the Guaymi and the Kuna entered the labor force of a United Fruit Company banana
plantation in Bocas del Toro province, Panama, in the early 1950s. They came from roughly
similar economic settings: in their home communities they rely primarily on subsistence agri-
culture and have limited access to cash income. Their political structures, however, differ both
atthe community level, and in relationship to the Panamanian state and other outside corporate
entities. The divergent experiences of the Kuna and the Guaymi on the plantation over the past
25 years can be explained largely by the different ways they have mobilized their respective
ethnicities in mediating politically and ideclogically their relationship to the non-Amerindian
world. The result, in concrete terms on the Bocas del Toro plantation, is a profoundly different
experience of economic exploitation and ideological domination.

The Kuna have achieved a remarkable upward mobility in the ethnic hierarchy by self-con-
sciously organizing around their “Indianness.” They have adapted and created new ‘“‘tradi-
tional” institutions, expressed in a racial idiom, to jockey for power and to bargain for their
economic interests in the occupational hierarchy, as well as to defend their dignity in the ethnic
hierarchy. In contrast, it is precisely that “Indianness’”” of the Guaymi that condemns them to
the systematically institutionalized ridicule that they suffer in the ethnic hierarchy and which
is a key component of what I call their ideological domination. A pervasive structure of ethnic
discrimination against the Guaymi not only legitimizes their relegation to the inferior, strenuous
tasks on the plantation, but also prevents them from organizing and defending their interests
politically.

In order to compare the experience of oppression of Kuna and Guaymi workers, therefore,
it is useful for analytical purposes to distinguish between their economic exploitation, which is
a function of their location in the occupational hierarchy, and their ideological domination,
which is related to their location in the ethnic hierarchy. The two groups initially started in
essentially the same marginal location in the occupational hierarchy, but they now occupy very
different positions in the ethnic hierarchy. The content of their oppression, therefore, is pro-
foundly different. In contrast to the Kuna, the Guaymi suffer from what | call a “conjugated”’
oppression. | use the term conjugated to differentiate between the two peoples’ experience of
oppression and to illustrate how economic and ideological processes are related in an organic
manner. Conjugated oppression occurs when an economic structure—in this case the occu-
pational hierarchy of a transnational corporation’s banana plantation—conflates with ideol-
ogy—in this case the ethnic hierarchy in Bocas del Toro—to create an experience of oppression
that is more than merely the sum of its constituent parts: class and ideology. The “‘conjugation”
of ideology and class expresses itself in distinct patterns of political mobilization and in differ-
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ential margins of exploitation and labor control, which will be the focus for the empirical anal-
ysis here.

This case study comparison does not pretend to explain the origins of Guaymi or Kuna eth-
nicity. That would require, among other things, a systematic analysis of the colonial history of
the two peoples and their contemporary relationship to the Panamanian state, as well as an
understanding of the changing political economy of their subsistence systems and their incip-
ient cash economies in their home territories. Instead this analysis focuses on the particular
experience of ideological domination and economic exploitation of two minority segments
within Kuna and Guaymi society—males who have migrated to the United Fruit Company
plantation in Bocas del Toro. The ethnicities of the migrants have been ‘‘charged” by a com-
petitive, hierarchical, capitalist production process with a rigidly institutionalized structure of
labor control.

I purposefully focus on the relationship of these two ethnic groups to the production pro-
cess—the occupational hierarchy—and to the ideological currents of plantation society—the
ethnic hierarchy—because | believe these to be central arenas for understanding ethnicity’s
meaning and import in any social setting. The goal of this comparative study is to transcend the
reductionist stalemate of class analyses of ethnic relations that are unable to resolve the issue
of the relative determinancy of ideas or material reality. Taken to its extreme, my argument
might be understood as denying any “relationship’’ between class and ethnicity—or between
ideology and material reality—since the two are inseparable. They cannot be conceived as
distinct dimensions, however, because class and ethnicity are not characteristics, but social
processes that define one another. Both shape the same “‘material reality,” the same structure
of power relations and conflict, which also produces them.

the setting

The United Fruit Company’s Bocas del Toro plantation offers privileged insight into processes
of ethnic discrimination and economic exploitation because it is, to a certain extent, a carica-
ture of most ethnically diverse societies. Its intensively capitalized system of export production
set in an enclave economy dominated by a single employer headquartered in the United States
intensifies the dynamic one finds in more diversified large-scale societies and renders it more
visible. Over the past century, the plantation’s complex division of labor has incorporated suc-
cessive waves of immigrant laborers, creating a hierarchical structure of ethnically defined oc-
cupational niches. The ethnic diversity of plantation society (some half-dozen ethnic groups
depending on where one draws distinctions) is structured by a complicated and hierarchical
productive process, subdivided into dozens of job categories involving different degrees of
technological skill, as well as physical and mental stress. Most societies contain versions of
such interrelated ethnic and occupational hierarchies, but here the relationships and conflicts
are more evident and sharply drawn. The almost 6000 day laborers and 700 management em-
ployees on the plantation are segmented into what one could call a de facto apartheid occu-
pational hierarchy. The “‘objective’” characteristics of this hierarchy are recognized by the local
population and are most often expressed in ethnic stereotypes. For example, non-Amerindians
insist that the Guaymi spread corrosive fertilizers and dangerous pesticides because “’their skin
is thicker and they don’t get sick.”” They are not paid the full wage for strenuous field work
because (according to a foreman):

“The Indian has low physiological needs. Because of his physical constitution, he can bear to do tasks

that the Hispanic just can’t perform. The Indian only thinks of food; he has no other aspirations. He works
to eat.”

Blacks, on the other hand, predominate in the Maintenance Department’s repair shops and
electrical division because they are “‘crafty and don't like to sweat.”” Recently arrived Nicara-
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guan Hispanic immigrants are said to work almost as hard as the Guaymi because they “are
tough, have leathery skin (cueron) and aren't afraid of sweating under the hot sun.”” Finally,
white North Americans are the top managers because “they are the smartest race on earth.”

The history of the ethnic composition and the productive structure of the plantation has made
the region into a ““pressure cooker”” which produces charged belief systems (ideologies) around
ethnicity. All the necessary structural ingredients and catalysts are present: conflicting man-
agement-labor relations, a hierarchized logistics of production, a boom-and-bust economy,
waves of immigration, and remarkable ethnic diversity (Bourgois 1988). The plantation resi-
dents ““essentialize’’ in racial idiom the characteristics of the various cohorts of the labor force
in order to explain and justify the constellations of power relations which are rooted in the
productive process. This provides an ideal opportunity to view ethnicity in its ideological
expression as part of a material social process.

The first workers to arrive in Bocas del Toro, and to stay in substantial numbers as fufl-time
laborers, were black West Indians who founded the banana industry in the 1880s. Initially they
were model workers; they cleared the jungles, drained the swamps, built the railroads, and
planted the bananas for low wages without frequent labor disruptions {Bourgois 1986). By the
1910s and 1920s, however, when they began organizing unions, engaging in strikes and es-
tablishing themselves as independent farmers, the Company imported Hispanics (especially
Nicaraguans and Costa Ricans from the northwestern border province of Guanacaste). By the
1930 Depression, Hispanics dominated the labor force. In the 1940s, during a temporary boom
provided by an artificial U.S. Army market for abaca (a natural fiber used to make rope, formerly
imported from the Philippines), the Company imported thousands more Hispanics (primarily
Hondurans and Nicaraguans).

Amerindians were not recruited into the labor pool systematically until the early 1950s when
the work force rose from 3383 in 1950 to 5298 in 1953, due to the reintroduction of bananas
as the primary export of Bocas del Toro, and—more importantly—to Company efforts to un-
dercut the new labor movements on banana plantations throughout Central America by flood-
ing regional labor markets. In the early 1960s unions finally established themselves in Bocas
del Toro and management responded by implementing “divide-and-conquer” tactics to di-
minish labor’s bargaining power. Amerindians, primarily the Guaymi, emerged as the crucial
component in this strategy. During my fieldwork (1982—1984) they constituted 42 percent of
the day labor force.?

In numerical terms, the Kuna are considerably less significant. Between 1982 and 1984 they
represented only 6 percent of the labor force, and at their height in the 1970s they never ex-
ceeded some 15 percent. Nevertheless, as will be shown, their importance transcends their
numbers. The Kuna segregate themselves from other workers and are frequently portrayed by
management as an example of self-discipline, obedience, and industriousness.

initial integration of the Guaymi

It was not until the late 1940s and early 1950s that the Company began experimenting with
Amerindian labor in a systematic manner. The first Guaymi arrived spontaneously toward the
end of World War [1, seeking cash employment. Initially plantation managers refused to hire
them; the monolingual, illiterate, and inexperienced Indians were considered too inefficient
and unpredictable to warrant inclusion in the plantation labor roster. Indeed, during this early
period Guaymi migrant workers were only marginally integrated into the cash economy. Eth-
nographic reports from different regions of Guaymi territory from the 1930s through the mid-
1960s note that many of the Guaymi did not fully understand the use of money (Johnson
1948:244; Young 1978:47).*

By the early 1950s, however, the Company was formally employing between 1000 and 2900
Guaymi according to eyewitness estimates (Gordon 1957:11; May and Plaza 1958:224; Chi-
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riqui Land Company 1951:29). It is not clear what propelled the Guaymi to enter the labor
force in such large numbers between the late 1940s and early 1950s. Cabarrus (1982:6), and
some of the Guaymi | interviewed, claim that it was because of the contraction of local markets
for peasant crops during the 1940s. Others state that it was in response to the Transnational’s
recruitment drives.

Whatever the underlying economic reason, the integration was problematic from manage-
ment’s perspective. The majority of the new Guaymi immigrants were (and for the most part
still are) largely subsistence agriculturalists, coming from isolated, traditional, “closed corpo-
rate’”” communities with minimal—if any—direct contact with non-Amerindian society. The
difficulty in making the transition from a subsistence agricultural economy to one based on full-
time wage work gave rise to the emergence of patron/client intermediaries (cf. Cabarrus
1979:50-56). The lack of “‘proletarian’ skills of the new Guaymi laborers (their inexperience
with cash transactions, routinized work hours, and so on) and their incomplete dependence on
the money economy led the Company to establish special broker institutions to supervise, train,
and recruit the new Amerindian workers. Company correspondence abounds with references
to the maladaptive qualities of the Guaymi who were undergoing this “‘traumatic transition”—
absenteeism, “’irresponsibility,” and drunken brawling. Managers complained to headquarters
that the Guaymi would abandon the plantation in November and December without even pick-
ing up their pay checks in order to harvest yams and plant corn and rice in their home com-
munities (Bocas plantation manager to Moore, 25 February 1952). Meanwhile wage work so
disrupted the subsistence economy that Reverend Pascal, a Methodist minister active in
Guaymi labor recruitment requested on humanitarian grounds that the Company,

specify a shorter period for releasing them [the Guaymil to go home to attend to their crops since the

country becomes impoverished by the diminishing Indian crops . . . Corn, Yams, Rice etc. The cream of

labour being harnessed at this end {on the plantation] [Reverend Pascal to ‘‘Management of C.L.C.,"" 26
July 1954].

Significantly, the political structures of Guaymi society, in contrast to those of the Kuna, were
incapable of adapting to this conflicting situation. No indigenous institutions emerged to me-
diate the profoundly dislocating process of labor migration to the plantation. Guaymi society
has no clearly defined corporate structures at a regional level to represent them in their dealings
with the outside world or to regulate itself internally within its traditionally defined territory.
Even at the community level the ethnographic literature notes that the political structures are
fluid and ambiguous (see Bort 1983:64).

Helms (1979:28) argues that colonial conquest and marginalization destroyed traditional
Guaymi political organization creating a “’deculturated, egalitarian society that has lost much
of the traditional elite subculture pattern through European contact.” As a result, the Guaymi
have been unable to present a united front to negotiate with or to combat the outside world.
Although there is now a yearly Guaymi Congress with an elected leadership of “caciques’ with
ambiguous powers, they have been singularly unsuccessful in gaining formal recognition of
Guaymi land rights from the Panamanian government. Guaymi territory does not have the self-
governing autonomy, known as comarca, which the Kuna won for themselves in the 1930s.

In the early 1950s the vacuum in Guaymi institutional structures for mediating contact was
filled by community-level, opportunistic strongmen—frequently of mixed Hispanic/Amerin-
dian descent—who were sponsored by the Company itself. These labor recruiters received one
dollar ““per head”” for each young male delivered to the plantation (Cabarrus 1979:50 ff.). They
would abandon barefoot, ragged, monolingual Guaymi immigrants on the banana loading
docks in the port of Almirante, leaving them without money, food, or a place to sleep. Some-
times no work was immediately availabie (cf. Petition Presented by 69 Guaymi to the Manager
of the Chiriqui Land Company, Bocas del Toro, 27 March 1960). A Honduran abaca worker
who witnessed this process described the vulnerability of the first Guaymi immigrants with
poetic sorrow:
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“The Indians would arrive, like guinea pigs and wild boar [sahinos y guatusas} driven out of the mou-
tains: their feet bleeding [los pies pelados,] frightened and with no place to sleep. Anyone could just
grab them and put them to work for any old miserable pay |por cualquier cochinadal.”

initial integration of the Kuna

The arrival of the first Kuna in 1952 could not contrast more sharply with that of the Guaymi.
They came in a controlled and limited manner. One of the three head cacigues of Kuna terri-
tory, Sahila Olotebiliquifa,® signed a contract on their behalf with the United Fruit Company
after several months of negotiations, aided by the U.S. Consul in Panama, who had had exten-
sive experience since the 1930s with Kuna migrant laborers in the Canal Zone and on U.S.
military bases (Whittaker to Munch, 7 june 1953; Holloman 1969:126). During the negotia-
tions, two Kuna representatives of the Cacique were even sent to inspect working and living
conditions on the plantation. The final contract specified that cohorts limited to 25 men were
to travel from the San Blas archipelago in Kuna territory to Bocas del Toro (see Figure 1) to work
for 6 months in railroad maintenance {Mais to Munch, 10 November 1952; Richards to Math-
eis, 29 November 1952). They were to be paid 22 cents® per hour for 9-hour days, and were to
receive half of their pay on the plantation, the remainder to be sent to the authorities of San
Blas upon completion of the 6-month period (Richards to Matheis, 29 November 1952).

Olotebiliquina insisted in the contract on his right to supervise the conditions of the Kuna
laborers. Although on several occasions he pressed for better working conditions and higher
wages, it appears that he was primarily concerned with protecting Kuna culture and with tem-
pering the dislocation that Kuna workers {and Kuna society in general) suffered as a result of
the sudden involvement in wage work. For example, Kuna workers were forbidden to take their
wives with them, to prevent them from becoming too comfortable away from home. They were
forbidden to drink alcohol or engage in behavior that might ““shame’” their people. The Cacique
specified:

1do not wish any of the men that | send with my permission to engage in corrupted behaviour. . . . I have

to make myself respected. . . . If any worker drinks liquor, he is to be fired from his work and sent im-
mediately to Colon [Olotebiliquifa to Munch, 3 May 1954].

At Olotebiliquifia’s insistence, the Kuna were to live together in segregated barracks and were
to work in ali-Kuna squads under the direction of a bilingual Kuna foreman (Richards to Math-
eis, 29 November 1952). All Kuna employed by the Transnational during these initial years
(1952-1960) had to be explicitly approved by the Cacique, and were subject to his rigid social
discipline. Company correspondence reveals that the Cacique’s dictates were enforced
(Munch to Linton, 9 June 1954; Smith to Peith, 2 December 1953).

The concerted action by Olotebiliquifia to control and channel labor out-migration offers a
stark contrast to the massive, disorganized flow of “frightened, barefoot’” Guaymi who were
arriving on the plantation at the same time, enticed by the false promises of opportunistic, Com-
pany-sponsored Guaymi ““leaders” who were collecting one dollar for every healthy male they
delivered. Indeed, without the restrictions and controls imposed by Olotebiliquifa, large num-
bers of young Kuna men may very well have descended upon the Bocas del Toro plantation in
the same unprepared, defenseless manner. The limited alternative sources of cash income
available to the Kuna in 1952 (from sales of coconuts and artisanal mola embroideries, and
wage labor in the Canal Zone and on U.S. bases) made the 22 cents per hour Company pay
highly attractive to Kuna subsistence agriculturalists. However, the Cacique placed limits on
migration, a fact that was noted by the Company’s agent in Panama City:

ever since the first group of San Blas Indians [have] returned . . . all the men in the various Islands want

a chance to go to Almirante but . . . cacique Olotebiliquifa [is] trying to make it hard [Mais to Munch,
15 September 1953].
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