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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

  

“Let’s Worship Our Lord as Garinagu”:  

Sacred Music and the Negotiation of Garifuna Ethnicity 

by 

 

Lauren Janel Poluha 

Doctor of Philosophy in Ethnomusicology 

University of California, Los Angeles, 2015 

Professor Tara Browner, Chair 

 

This dissertation explores the ways that Garifuna communities in Belize, Central America 

use religious belief and sacred music to articulate ethnic identity. Belize is in the midst of a 

tourism boom that has brought an influx of tourists, capital, and access to global media to the 

small seaside village of Hopkins, Belize. In response to this rapid globalization, Garifuna people 

in Hopkins are struggling to distinguish who they are and who they will become in the future; 

both music and spirituality play central roles in these processes of defining self and community.  

The most influential religious communities in Hopkins are Holy Family Catholic Church 

and Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu, an inter-denominational Evangelical church. Through musical 

ethnographies of these two churches, I explore the different ways that each uses music to express 

faith, values, and Garifunaduáü, or “the Garifuna Way.” By composing and performing 

meaningful musical repertoires, Garifuna Christians articulate both local and cosmopolitan facets 

of present-day Garifuna identity. Until the early 1980s, Hopkins was religiously unified as the 
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vast majority of its residents were Garifuna and Catholic, and the establishment of churches such 

as Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu has caused conflict in this small village. However, I suggest that the 

tension engendered by religious pluralism in Hopkins is promoting religious and cultural vitality 

as individuals and groups are prompted to actively evaluate who they are and what they believe.  

Garifuna culture has always evolved to meet the changing needs and circumstances of 

Garinagu. Garifunaduáü in the present day is best conceptualized as a multi-directional flow of 

cultural expressions, beliefs, and values rooted in Garifuna history and tradition. Thus, this 

dissertation is an exploration of several processes: sociocultural change within Hopkins Village, 

the commodification of Garifuna music due to Belize’s growing tourism industry, and the 

indigenization of Christianity in Garifuna Catholic and Evangelical churches. Central to this 

ethnography is the idea that the negotiation of identity—whether collective or individual—

involves both looking back toward roots and tradition, as well as looking forward toward choice 

and innovation.  
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Introduction 
The Garifuna Community of Hopkins, Belize 

 
The Garinagu are an Afro-Indigenous people whose history begins in St. Vincent, an 

island in the Lesser Antilles.1 Known during the colonial period as the Black Caribs, the 

Garifuna people emerged as a distinct cultural group as a result of the mixing of Island Caribs 

and Africans in St. Vincent beginning in the 17th century. After the taxing Black Carib War in 

St. Vincent (1795-96), over 4,000 Black Caribs surrendered to the British. In April 1797, 

approximately 2,000 Black Caribs were boarded onto British ships and deported to the island of 

Roatán, Honduras. Throughout the early decades of the 1800s, groups of Black Caribs 

(Garinagu) relocated along the coast of Honduras, Guatemala, and Belize. Today, Garifunaduáü, 

or “the Garifuna Way,” is practiced and celebrated throughout the Garifuna Nation, the 

transnational Garifuna community that spans the coast of Central America and urban centers of 

the United States, particularly New York City, Los Angeles, and Chicago. 

The goal of this work is to present a multi-faceted portrait of Garifuna music and religion, 

two spheres of life that are intricately intertwined within Garifuna lifeways. It explores the 

central role that music plays in the negotiation of identity (religious, ethnic, individual, and 

collective) in rapidly globalizing communities such as Hopkins, the Belizean village in which I 

conducted my research. In the following chapters, I seek to illuminate aspects of music and faith 

that have been left largely untouched by other scholars of Garifuna culture in order to open new 

lines of inquiry into the complexities of what it means to be Garifuna today. On a larger scale, 

my dissertation looks at ways that indigenous communities in developing countries can use 

                                                
1 Scholars of Garifuna history use the name “Black Carib” to refer to the Garinagu before their arrival in Central 
America, and the name “Garifuna” for events after 1797. I use these terms in the same way throughout the 
dissertation. “Garifuna” is a singular noun and adjective, while “Garinagu” is a plural noun (i.e. “the Garinagu” or 
“the Garifuna people, Garifuna music”). Garifuna is also the name of the language spoken by the Garinagu. 
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religion, music, and the arts in order to mobilize in response to globalization. 

Music and spirituality are two things that have always played central roles in my life. 

Since 2009, I have been studying these topics from the vantage point of the UCLA Department 

of Ethnomusicology. I began researching music, community and spirituality when writing a 

Master’s Thesis on L’Esprit d’Afrique, a pan-African performing arts group based in Los 

Angeles. Through this research and participating a variety of thought-provoking courses in the 

History, World Arts and Cultures, Art History, and Ethnomusicology departments at UCLA, I 

began to deeply ponder my conceptions of how religious practice fits into culture; how it shapes 

personal, collective, and ethnic identities; how religion informs personal values, daily habits, and 

ways of carrying oneself through the world; and how community is constructed through 

engaging with the arts and spirituality.  

Moreover, my studies led me to ponder my own faith and identity. Growing up in the 

Evangelical church culture of the Midwest, I had been raised with a very specific set of ideals 

regarding morality, the purpose of life, acceptable cultural practices, and ultimately, the nature of 

the Divine. I have always been a spiritually interested person—constantly seeking, reading, 

praying, trying out new ways of communing with God. Studying the spiritual arts of the African 

Diaspora exploded my perspective on what it meant to connect with God, and showed me how 

great a role “culture” plays in our conceptions of who, why, and how God is. So when I first 

headed to Belize in 2009, ostensibly to study music and the nation’s burgeoning tourism 

industry, I found myself instead drawn to conversations about the Garifuna ancestor spirits, 

ceremonies for the dead, new churches in the village, and the changes they were bringing to the 

community. I felt that this is what people wanted to talk about; and of course, it was what I 

wanted to talk about, too! This dissertation, then, is a natural result of my own lifelong passions, 
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intermingled with the wisdom, faith, rhythms, and voices of a small, windswept Garifuna village 

on the southern coast of Belize.  

Two major theoretical frameworks underpin this dissertation. First, the identity formation 

theories of ethnomusicologist Thomas Turino (2008) and Simon Frith (1996) assert that music 

plays a central role in both processes of “being” and “becoming” through its power to reinforce 

collective identity and its role in actively shaping individual identity. One of my major goals in 

the following pages is to show how different religious groups, specifically the Catholic and 

Evangelical churches in Hopkins, use music to reinforce and/or question these processes of being 

and becoming, individually and as a community. I am interested in exploring the delicate balance 

between tradition and innovation in society by looking at the ways music facilitates both 

processes of cultural evolution and stability.  

Sociologist Christian Smith’s subcultural identity theory is the second major conceptual 

framework this dissertation employs. Smith argues that religions—particularly Evangelical 

Christianity—thrive in modern, pluralistic societies. While Smith’s work addresses 

Evangelicalism in the highly postmodern society of the United States, my research suggests that 

pluralism can also serve to strengthen diverse religious and cultural institutions within small 

indigenous communities currently undergoing processes of (post)modernization. Throughout 

these pages, I hope to illuminate the tangle of contradictions, struggles, and triumphs that 

characterize life in Hopkins today. This community’s complex circumstances and responses to 

globalization and cultural diversification are both idiosyncratic and universal, as many of these 

issues are being faced by developing communities throughout the Caribbean and across the 

globe. 
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Buiti Achülürüni: Welcome to Hopkins 

Garifuna music piqued my interest when I was a first-year graduate student at UCLA. 

While preparing an application for the UCLA Graduate Summer Research Mentorship Program, 

I happened to have a casual conversation with a friend who had studied abroad in Belize years 

earlier. He suggested I look into Garifuna music. I began researching Garifuna drumming 

schools online and emailing business owners along the Belizean coast asking if they knew of a 

drumming school in the area. Through a series of seemingly random correspondences, I became 

connected with Dorothy Pettersen and Jabbar Lambey, owners of the Lebeha Drumming Center 

in Hopkins, Belize (see Figure 0.1). Beginning in January 2009, we emailed back and forth with 

information about ourselves, talks about my hopes to visit, drumming lessons and language 

teachers, and logistics for getting to Hopkins. Finally, in early August I reached Lebeha— hot, 

tired, and a bit frazzled after an arduous travel day. I spent the next six weeks studying 

drumming and the dynamics of the tourism industry within the village, slowing down to the 

Belizean pace of life, and becoming part of the Lebeha family. 

Figure 0.1: Me, Jabbar, and Dorothy at the Lebeha drumming center in Hopkins 
(Photograph by Mary Nagy, 2010). 
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Figure 0.2: Francis Lewis on his veranda in Hopkins, Belize (2015). 

Figure 0.3: Sunset in Hopkins, Belize (2013). 
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While I fell in love with many aspects of the community, music, and lifestyle in Hopkins 

that first summer, I was still unsure if it was the place I wanted to continue my studies. I vividly 

remember talking about my uncertainty with a professor at UCLA, and his response was this: 

“Choosing a research site is like entering into a long-term relationship. No relationship is perfect, 

but are its faults things you can deal with? Can you see yourself in a long-term relationship with 

Garifuna music?” I could, and still can. In the summer of 2010, I returned to Hopkins for another 

six weeks studying the role of music in the village’s burgeoning tourism industry. I continued 

taking Garifuna drumming lessons at the Lebeha Drumming Center, and also studied the 

Garifuna language with Francis Lewis, a retired teacher and former village chairman (see Figure 

0.2).2 Lewis had never taught his language to a non-Garifuna person before, and certainly never 

to an adult trying to learn the language for the first time. We met for one-hour lessons four to 

five times per week, and while my speaking skills progressed very slowly, lessons with Francis 

provided me with essential skills in pronunciation, vocabulary, and grammatical understanding.3 

Moreover, Lewis, now in his mid-sixties, is a lifelong resident of Hopkins, a man who loves the 

Catholic Church and his Garifuna ancestors, and an avid storyteller. The oral histories and 

cultural knowledge I absorbed through hours of sitting on his veranda were extremely enriching; 

in hindsight, I think it is my time with Lewis that first inspired me to turn my scholarly attention 

to the spiritual climate of Hopkins. 

I returned to the village again in September 2012 to embark on nine months of 

dissertation fieldwork. My love for the place, the people, and the music continues to deepen and 

                                                
2 All unattributed photographs were taken by Lauren Poluha. 
3 I had originally planned to study Garifuna with Mr. Lewis during my nine months of doctoral fieldwork, but soon 
after beginning my research, I realized that my finances and time would be better spent learning to drum. I knew that 
my language skills would progress extremely slowly, as everyone around me was speaking English (this was not an 
environment in which I could learn the language through immersion). I knew that I would be able to make far more 
progress as a drummer than as a speaker of Garifuna over the course of nine months. Knowledge of the Garifuna 
language would certainly have enriched my research experience, but it was not an essential skill by any means.  
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grow with each passing year. Garifuna music and I are now in the sixth year of our long-term 

relationship, and I couldn’t be happier with the “partner” I have chosen. Because I consistently 

returned to the same small community—a village that covers less than two miles of Caribbean 

coastline, and even more specifically, to the same 200 yards of beach on the north end of the 

village (see Figure 0.3)—I have developed deep, lasting friendships with Garifuna men, women, 

and entire families in Hopkins. The familial support structure that began with the crew at the 

Lebeha Drumming Center grew with each additional month spent in Hopkins. By the end of my 

doctoral research, I had a full family there, including “adopted” children, grandparents, and 

sisters. Truly, it is the people in Hopkins who keep me going back to the village, have taught me 

more than they can possibly realize, blessed me immeasurably, and whose music and stories 

inspire and enliven this work. 

Hopkins is a small coastal fishing village of approximately 1,600 people in a rural area of 

Belize’s Stann Creek District (see Figures 0.4 and 0.5). It is considered by many to be the cradle 

of Garifuna culture in Belize, the last Belizean village where a majority of children learn 

Garifuna as their first language, a tightly-knit community currently experiencing intense growing 

pains resulting from a tourism boom. By and large, Hopkins residents are incredibly proud of 

their Garifuna heritage, and are fighting to keep this culture alive against threats of foreign 

investment, land sales, environmental degradation, and cultural hegemony. Right now, 

community members are struggling to distinguish who they are and who they will become in the 

future. Both music and spirituality play central roles in these processes of defining self and 

community; it is these processes with which this dissertation is concerned. 
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Figure 0.4: Map of Belize, with a blue star marking Hopkins, and a green star 
marking Dangriga, the two Garifuna communities discussed in this dissertation. 

 

Figure 0.5: Map of Hopkins, Belize. Created by Meghan VanDeventer 2012.  
Used with permission. 
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Hopkins was founded in 1941 after a hurricane destroyed Newtown, a Garifuna village 

that was located a few miles north of Hopkins’s current location. Until the early 1990s, 

Hopkins’s residents were almost entirely of Garifuna descent. Families practiced subsistence 

farming, and men earned money as fishermen, teachers, or laborers in the citrus and logging 

industries while women cared for the home, children, and family farms. In the past twenty-five 

years, the village has seen extraordinary change due to emigration, foreign investment, and the 

rapid growth of Belize’s tourism industry. Despite the influx of expatriates, foreign developers 

and tourists (and their money), infrastructural development in Hopkins is still haphazard at best. 

Many locally-owned businesses are struggling to compete with standards and ideals imposed by 

new, foreign-owned businesses. Hopkins’s youth are bombarded by images of U.S. popular 

culture, wealth, and materialism streamed in through cable TV, Facebook and YouTube, and 

most people between the ages of fifteen and fifty own a cellular phone. Yet, many families still 

live without reliable plumbing, funds to pay for their children’s education, or a healthy diet. The 

more visible aspects of Garifuna culture in Hopkins—drumming in particular—are becoming 

commodified, and many Garinagu lament the rapid changes taking place in terms of family 

values, the erosion of traditional knowledge, and the loss of the nuances of Garifunaduáü 

(Garifunaness, or “the Garifuna way”).  

On the other hand, literacy is on the rise. An increasing number of men and women are 

finding employment at resorts and local businesses. Promises and plans have been made to 

repave the village’s roads and to rework its water system, which were built to support a 

population one-third Hopkins’s current size. Local entrepreneurs are successfully running 

restaurants, gift shops, and guest houses as they adapt to the village’s changing economy. In the 
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past two years, the village council has launched social, structural and environmental initiatives to 

address the demands of tourism and Hopkins’s changing demographics. 

Religion and Spirituality in Hopkins 

Although traditional Garifuna spirituality is not a primary focus of this dissertation, a 

basic understanding of this cosmology is essential in order to understand the religions and 

spiritual dynamics on which this work does focus. The set of beliefs, rituals, and expressive arts 

associated with Garifuna ancestor veneration do not have a discrete name within the Garifuna 

language, but many practitioners (some of whom refer to themselves as “traditionalists”) today 

use the term “traditional spirituality” or “Garifuna spirituality” to refer to this religious complex.4 

Garifuna theologian and scholar Barbara Flores, along with Garifuna Reverend Jerris Valentine 

assert that the word “spirituality” more accurately describes the Garifuna beliefs and ancestor 

ritual practices. In her doctoral dissertation, Flores explains her and Valentine’s usage of the 

terms “spirituality” and “religion”: 

Rev. Jerris Valentine strongly advocates for a clear distinction in the use of these two 
terms within the Garifuna perspective. Valentine states, “There is no such thing as a 
Garifuna religion as we understand organized religion today. We do not have a codified 
set of rules. . . . and even when we claim we have a hierarchy of rites and rituals, we have 
no hierarchy of officiants. Even when we have a specific place where we can gather and 
do the Garifuna things that we do, the dabuyaba (Garifuna temple) belongs to one person 
or to one family. It does not belong to the group.” I agree with Valentine that the term 
‘religion’ as employed in the Western dominant worldview connotes systematic, 
organized religion and does not exist as a separate Garifuna reality. . . .Within this 
perspective, spirituality is about concrete realities. It is about a way of embodying 
religious cultural values and expressions. It is a way of being that relates to the dailiness 
of life, that is dynamic, and that creates a space for self-reflection in relationship to God 
and to the community of all beings (Flores 2001:78-79). 
 
Many of the Garifuna men and women I interviewed in Belize (Gonzalez 2013, Nunez 

2013, Castillo 2013, Miranda 2012, Cayetano 2015) consistently referred to “our spirituality” or 

                                                
4 E. Roy Cayetano notes that the term eibuguni or eibuguniwagu which literally means “walking" or “journey,” 
would be the most accurate word to describe a Garifuna person’s spiritual path (Cayetano 2015, personal 
communication). 
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“Garifuna spirituality” when speaking of traditional Garifuna beliefs and ritual practices. Boyd 

Malcolm Servio-Mariano (2010), a Garifuna anthropologist and son of renowned Belizean 

Garifuna buyei (spiritual leader) John Mariano, uses the same terms in his doctoral dissertation, 

though he does not explicitly discuss his choice of vocabulary. Ethnomusicologist Oliver Greene 

also refrains from using the word “religion,” instead opting for the terms “Garifuna spirituality” 

or “indigenous beliefs” (Greene 1998).  

As Flores and Valentine explain, Garifuna spirituality is decentralized. It is grounded in 

personal and familial experiences with a particular set of family ancestors. Communion with 

these ancestor spirits often occurs in dreams and visions—highly subjective, unmediated spiritual 

experiences that vary greatly between individuals and families. For these reasons, the word 

“spirituality”—and its connotation as a fluid, dynamic, subjective set of beliefs, experiences, and 

ritual practices—is an appropriate term to describe the traditional set of Garifuna beliefs and 

ritual practices. Using the terms “spirituality” and “religion” separately, not interchangeably, also 

helps to distinguish between indigenous Garifuna beliefs, and other, non-indigenous religious 

practices within Garifuna society. Thus, I use the terms “Garifuna spirituality” and “Garifuna 

spiritual practices/rituals/beliefs” when discussing those beliefs and rituals that are indigenous to 

the Garinagu, and the terms “religion” when discussing Catholicism and other European, North 

American (non-indigenous) belief systems. 

Traditional Garifuna spiritual practices are syncretic, and include elements from Arawak, 

Carib, West African, and Catholic traditions. The blending of disparate religious traditions in 

Garifuna communities began with the spiritual melding that occurred as Carib and Arawak 

societies came together in pre-colonial St. Vincent. The influence of French Jesuit priests on St. 

Vincent folded elements of Catholicism into Garifuna religious practice, and with each passing 
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century Garifuna religion continues to grow and evolve through the adding of beliefs, musical 

practices, and visual elements from a variety of sources. In addition to faith in an omnipotent 

God (Bungiu), indigenous Garifuna spiritual practice revolves around the veneration of ancestor 

spirits, called gubida and áhari. Ancestor spirits guide their descendants through life, mediate 

between the living and God, cause blessings or bad fortune to befall those who serve (or fail to 

serve) them, and like to be honored with ceremonies, called dügü (adügürahani), during which 

they can come down and communicate with their descendants through possession.5 

The most important ritual in traditional Garifuna spirituality is the dügü, or “feasting of 

the dead,” a week-long ceremony held in order to honor and commune with the ancestors, 

receive counsel and advice from the spirit world, heal afflicted individuals, and restore family 

solidarity. Dügüs are often organized after a member of the family falls sick or is approached 

through dreams by an ancestor expressing discontent. A full year of preparation and fundraising 

are necessary for a successful dügü, as the attendance of the entire family (which, today, usually 

includes several members residing in the United States) is expected. Expenses associated with 

hosting a dügü include the construction of a thatched temple on the beach (called the dabuyaba), 

the purchase of enough food and libations to feed the family (often upwards of forty or fifty 

people) for an entire week, food and animals to offer the ancestors (usually roosters and/or pigs), 

the hiring of a buyei (Garifuna spiritual leader) to conduct the dügü, and musicians to provide the 

nearly perpetual drumming that is essential to the ceremony. The buyei leads the order of events, 

deciding when drumming should begin and end, performing divination at various points, relaying 

                                                
5 The Garifuna word for God is Bungiu, borrowed from the French bon Dieu. Gubida are considered malevolent 
spirits who have departed from this world. In contrast, áhari are spirits of more recently-deceased ancestors who 
have more benevolent personalities. The goal of dügü is to placate the gubida and effectively transform them into 
more helpful, kind áhari (Johnson 2007:272). The Garifuna áhari and gubida spirits are all ancestors, actual family 
members who have passed on. Another set of spirits within Garifuna cosmology are the hiúruha, the “helper spirits” 
of buyeis, or Garifuna spiritual leaders. 
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messages from the ancestors to their descendants, and determining whether or not the spirits are 

satisfied with the offerings of their family. Drummers beat the garawoun (Garifuna drums) while 

participants sing, dance, and become possessed by the spirits of their ancestors throughout the 

duration of the dügü.6 Breaks are taken for eating, sleeping and socializing, with family members 

slumbering on cots, benches, or in the sand near the shore.  

With increased emigration from Central America to the United States, the role of dügü in 

the maintenance of family unity has become increasingly important. The tropes of traveling, 

return, and connection that have long characterized the ritual take on added layers of meaning 

when family members journey home for the event. Paul Christopher Johnson notes: “the message 

of return is doubled in the mirrored images of traveling family members and journeying ancestral 

spirits” (Johnson 2007:146). This ceremony is part religious ritual, part family reunion, and 

emphasizes remembrance of God and the ancestors, family solidarity, and reciprocity both in this 

world and the next.7 

Today, most Garinagu identify as Catholic, and the vast majority of Hopkins’s residents 

(excluding a handful of children under the age of twenty whose parents belong to the Evangelical 

church) were baptized and confirmed within the Catholic Church. Many Catholics also actively 

participate in traditional rituals and see no tension between the teachings of the Church (faith in 

God, Jesus Christ, and the Saints) and the involvement of the ancestors in their lives. Many 

Garinagu—particularly elders—believe the ancestors are messengers of God, guardian angel 

spirits who take care of the day-to-day needs of their descendants, but who also bring harm to 

                                                
6 As Paul Christopher Johnson explains, participants experience both “entasy” (spirits coming into the practitioner’s 
body) and “ecstasy” (the practitioner’s spirit leaving the body to commune with the divine). Generally the buyei 
receives divine revelations via a process of ecstasy, while familial participants enable communication between the 
living and spirits through possession, or entasy, as spirits “mount” a participant during dügü (Johnson 2007:104-
105). 
7 Another ceremony for the ancestors, called chugú, takes place over the course of two to three days and involves 
the same proceedings as the dügü, but on a smaller scale.  
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their progeny if not given the proper attention and respect. My conversations with village elders 

like Francis Lewis were constantly sprinkled with stories of how the ancestors had intervened on 

a family’s behalf, accounts of dreams and visions in which people had profound encounters with 

deceased parents and grandparents, and tales of inexplicable, undiagnosable sicknesses 

spontaneously healed during dügü. During these conversations, the singing of Catholic hymns, 

scriptural references, and gratitude for the saving grace of Jesus Christ were present in equal 

measure. As Johnson observes, “Today all traditional Garifuna religious actors consider 

themselves to be Catholic, and Catholicism provides the overall mythic structure within which 

the ancestor religion is maintained” (2007:73). Beyond this, for many Garinagu the practice of 

this folk Catholicism is tightly intertwined with family, social life, and the articulation of 

Garifunaduáü.  

However, in the past three decades these dynamics have begun to shift as the spheres of 

religious and family life are separated, ideologies such as Evangelical Christianity and capitalism 

enter villages, and individuals feel the freedom to make their own choices regarding spirituality 

and identity. The introduction of other religious traditions (specifically the non-denominational 

Evangelicalism that is a focus of this work) into this relatively unified spiritual/religious climate 

has caused some interesting tensions and conflicts within Hopkins which are thoroughly 

explored in subsequent chapters. 
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Figure 0.7: Clayton Williams, me, Shaquille Martinez, Warren Martinez, and 
Ken Lewis at Driftwood’s weekly “jam night”  

(Photograph by Priya Bhasin, 2013). 

Figure 0.6: Warren Martinez (left, on primero) and Clayton Williams (right, on 
segunda) performing at “jam night” at Driftwood Bar and Pizza Shack in Hopkins (2013). 
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Life in the Village: Fieldwork and Research Methods 

To an outside observer, Hopkins Village may seem like a slow-paced, somewhat sleepy 

and monotonous Caribbean village. But all sorts of wonderful, strange, unexpected things are 

happening at all times. Time in Hopkins passes more slowly. Heat and humidity sometimes 

create an inescapable, oppressive heaviness of body and fogginess of mind. Bursts of incredible 

collective energy, strength, and emotional expression can occur at any moment. And the natural 

beauty and serenity of the place is awe-inspiring and overwhelming. This reality informed all 

aspects of my research, from musical encounters to the (in)ability to form coherent thoughts 

based on the weather, to the ease with which I fell into relationships with neighbors and friends.  

During my first visit to Belize, I was taken in by Dorothy and Jabbar (owners of the 

Lebeha Drumming Center) as a surrogate daughter, and by the Lebeha drummers— a group of 

boys who at the time were eighteen to twenty years old—as an adopted older sister. The family 

at Lebeha is truly what caused me to return to Hopkins; I cannot imagine my fieldwork 

experience without them. Lebeha was my place of belonging, my source of comfort, security and 

community, a place where I could learn, question and discuss everything from my biggest 

research questions to homesickness to the strange bug bites on my arm. I came to have close 

friendships with the boys at Lebeha and view them as music teachers, brothers, and friends (see 

Figure 0.6 and 0.7). Had I conducted myself with anything but the utmost integrity, I can 

imagine that the friendships I developed with Garifuna men could have complicated my position 

within Hopkins. This tiny community has a robust and creative web of gossip that stretches from 

one end of the village to the next; in short, you can’t get away with anything! Rumors still 
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circulated about me but this kind of gossip didn’t bother me, and I took comfort in the fact that 

my lifestyle in Hopkins was, as far as I know, beyond rebuke.8 

By the time I returned for fieldwork in 2012-2013, I had a varied and complex web of 

social relationships in Hopkins. To a large extent, families in Hopkins still subscribe to the adage 

that “it takes a village to raise a child” and I was honored and delighted to become one of those 

child-raisers during my time in Belize. I spent an inordinate amount of time with my neighbor 

kids, feeding them fresh fruits and water as after-school snacks, helping the little ones learn to 

swim in the sea, and assisting with homework. Often, when reading in the hammocks strung on 

the beach in front of my house, I would look up to see a young neighbor skittering across the 

sand, coming to clamber up into my lap.  

In addition to being part of the family at the Lebeha Drumming Center, I became an 

active member of the two churches whose music I was studying, attending weekly Sunday 

services and the many special events held throughout the year. But the thing that I believe gave 

me the most credibility and respect in the village was my volunteer work with Miss Bertie’s 

Community Library, a one-room building established for the village’s youth by a previous Peace 

Corps volunteer (Miss Bertie). I spent two to three afternoons per week at the library checking 

out books to primary school students, tutoring children in math and writing, reading stories to 

little ones, organizing, advertising, and working for library fundraising events (see Figure 0.8). I 

considered my work at the library a “secondary project” in the spirit of Peace Corps volunteers 

who have primary and secondary projects in the field. In this way, I came to know and love a 

large number of Hopkins’ youth. Of course, they also knew me by name, greeted me everywhere 

                                                
8 The most common rumor I heard was that people thought I was a missionary with the Jehovah’s Witnesses. The 
most creative rumor that made its way back to me was that one of my female friends and I were lesbian lovers—a 
bit of gossip presumably invented because we’d been living in Hopkins for months without taking a “sweetheart” in 
the village! 
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I went, and therefore many of their parents knew how dedicated I was to the education and well-

being of their offspring. This was one small way in which I felt I was able to give back to the 

community that had blessed me with so much: a surrogate family, spiritual community, musical 

skills, lifelong friends, and an area of study that has profoundly shaped my career as an 

ethnomusicologist. I highly recommend that any ethnomusicologist conducting fieldwork find a 

project of this sort. There is no possible way we can repay all that our “field” communities give 

to us as scholars and sojourners, but I believe we have an obligation to try. 

During the course of research, I was very intentional about making friends who were not 

directly tied to my research. Working among drummers necessarily meant that the first contacts 

and friends I made in Belize were men, and at the beginning of my doctoral research, I felt an 

acute need for female friends. Unfortunately, it proved very difficult to befriend Garifuna women 

simply because most women my age were busy raising families, and often working a job outside 

the home as well. In the end, I was able to find companionship with both Garifuna and U.S. 

women. My closest female friends were a small handful of women from the United States who 

had come to Hopkins for a variety of reasons: one was a Peace Corps volunteer working with a 

women’s cooperative to reopen a restaurant in town; one has lived in the village for a decade, 

married a Garifuna man and with him has three amazing children; and another moved to Hopkins 

to work as a teacher, found her husband there and is now pursuing a career as an artist. These 

were (and are) all women I trusted and enjoyed, who were not directly connected to my work, 

but were instrumental in fleshing out questions, problems, and realizations throughout the course 

of research and write-up. Their friendship and families are what kept me going when I felt 

discouraged, anxious, and homesick. 
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In my experience these real, informal, open friendships are essential to understanding a 

new place and a new culture. As the months passed, I found that my “non-work” friends and 

acquaintances were the people who shared all the village gossip. It was over a Belikin beer or a 

plate of stewed beans and rice that I got the scoop on the way things really are; this is where I 

heard the fascinating details that people tend to leave out during more formal interviews. “The 

real history of Belize,” writes Bruce Barcott, “is contained in the stories passed across barstools 

and kitchen tables. A snippet of cocktail gossip, a clipping from The Reporter, an editorial in 

Amandala, a quip on the Love FM morning show. . . . In a nation this small, the social fabric [is] 

as complex and intertwined as the ecological web of life” (Barcott 2008:133). Indeed, by the 

time my fieldwork was completed, I had contacts and friends throughout the country. Sometimes 

when visiting a neighboring town, I would be stopped by a complete stranger on the street 

asking, “You live in Hopkins, right?” “Are you the one studying the drums?” 

Figure 0.8: Miss Lauren, volunteering at Miss Bertie’s Community 
Library (Photograph by Laura Louise Ford, 2012). 
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Gender Dynamics in the Village 

Traditionally, as in many West Indian societies, Garifuna men and women value 

consanguineal relationships over conjugal ones (Sutton in Kerns 1997:xi). Beyond this, both 

Garifuna men and women are very casual about the need for formal marriages. Many young 

couples in Hopkins have committed to each other on a personal level but feel little need for a 

formal wedding. For most Garifuna men, interacting with women other than their spouses is 

socially acceptable and completely expected. This characterized the vast majority of my 

experiences in Hopkins in the realms of both professional and personal relationships. However, 

this norm was subverted in some of my interactions with some of the married men at Ligilisi 

Lareini Bungiu (LLB), the Evangelical church.  

A couple of months into my research, I began attempting to set up interviews with the 

pastor and drummers at LLB, all of whom are male. I saw these men multiple times each week, 

spoke to them frequently, knew their wives and regularly tutored their children at the library. Yet 

none of them would actually commit to sitting down and speaking with me. After a frustrating 

few weeks of trying to arrange formal interviews with them, I had an epiphany one Sunday 

during LLB’s service. I realized that these Evangelical Christian men were uncomfortable 

meeting one-on-one with a single woman. Although by this point they knew I had a partner in 

the United States, they had never met him and knew that we were unmarried. I immediately went 

to the pastor’s wife, asked if I could interview her and her husband together, and two days later 

we had our wonderfully productive first recorded interview. It had never crossed my mind that 

these men would be hesitant to meet with me without their wives present. Meeting Garifuna men 
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who were legally and spiritually married, and who radically altered standard social dynamics 

because of their wives, surprised me.9  

The subject of gender-related issues faced by women in the field is increasingly being 

discussed in ethnomusicology and other disciplines requiring independent fieldwork. For many 

women, sexual harassment and gender stereotyping greatly affect their research experience, often 

in quite negative or frightening ways.10 In Belize, I expected mild harassment by men and it 

constituted a normal yet inoffensive part of my social interactions. Thankfully, after a certain 

number of months in the field, cat calls, shouted comments, and hisses (the Belizean equivalent 

of a cat call) became less common. I believe this happened for two reasons: the men in my 

neighborhood had come to know me, and I had gained the courage to shout back at them like the 

Garifuna women in the village did. 

While living in Belize, I wore a ring on the fourth finger of my left hand, and when 

asked, I usually told inquiring men that I was engaged or married. To my initial surprise, this 

never deterred anyone from showing interest. I was regularly asked by men in the village to 

“take a walk on the beach” (code for a sexual proposition) or to be someone’s “good friend” 

(lover). To me, these advances rarely felt sleazy or creepy; they were posed as simple, reasonable 

questions. Always, I politely declined and told the questioning fellow that I had a man back 

home. The response was always the same: “In California? That is far away. You need a man 

here!” The idea of having a man in both Belize and California seemed logical, and the idea that I 

could be celibate during my nine months in the field was almost inconceivable. Anthropologist 

                                                
9 This kind of male-female separation was the norm at a conservative Evangelical church I was affiliated with as an 
undergraduate at the University of Michigan. There, male pastors and mentors did not meet with female students 
without the presence of another person.  
10 At the 2013 Society for Ethnomusicology Conference in Indianapolis, Indiana, a panel entitled “Practices of 
Desire: The Implications of Erotic Subjectivity in Ethnomusicological Field Research” addressed issues of gender, 
race, and sexuality in fieldwork and ethnographic writing. This was by far the most well-attended panel of the 
conference, demonstrating the need for discussion of and widespread interest in these topics. 
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Constance Sutton experienced similar interactions during her fieldwork decades ago, in 1950s 

Barbados. She reports that men and women, 

. . .had no problem with the fact that although I was married, I left my husband to carry 
out work among them [a plantation community in Barbados]….both men and women 
soon inquired whether I had found someone yet who would ‘tek care of my body’ during 
the long period of fieldwork when I would be separated from my husband, to whom it 
was taken for granted I should and would return. (Sutton in Kerns 1997:x) 

 
I took a nonchalant attitude toward these advances and mild harassment for several reasons. 

First, I realized that no matter what I did, my very presence attracted attention. I could not make 

it stop, so decided I may as well find humor in it. Second, sexual references and jokes are a 

normal part of banter and friendly conversations in Garifuna social life. Third, local women dealt 

with similar types of harassment and we often found camaraderie in this, laughing and rolling 

our eyes at the antics of flirtatious men. Fourth, and most significantly, I never felt that my 

personal space was being invaded, and never felt physically threatened.  

This is not to say that I was not nervous about safety. In reality, physical well-being was 

on my mind almost constantly. When I visited in Hopkins in 2009 and 2010, security was 

something I thought about, but it was not a major concern as the village was quite safe. Upon my 

return to Hopkins in 2012, the situation was very different. In the span of two years, the village 

had seen a spike in violent crime toward tourists, and also (perhaps even more disturbingly) 

toward locals.11 Within twenty-four hours of arriving, I was bombarded by concerned 

expatriates, some of whom almost seemed to find a thrill in the village’s growing crime 

problems. Some expatriates told me they kept machetes inside their doors that they would grab 

upon their return home each night, then creep through their houses looking for armed intruders. I 

                                                
11 At the time of this writing, it is August 19, 2014. Just this morning I learned of a violent home invasion in 
Hopkins that occurred yesterday evening. A well-loved and respected teacher, Josephine Augustine, was murdered 
in the invasion and her husband badly injured. The village is in shock and mourning. The Facebook posts of my 
friends in Hopkins are filled with comments expressing their grief, support, and fear that “nowhere in Belize is safe 
anymore.” 



 23 

was warned that it was during rainstorms that break-ins most commonly occurred, because 

sounds of breaking glass and screams were inaudible over the roar of thunder, wind and rain. 

Other expats told me to expect to be robbed at some point, and that my laptop computer and 

camera likely wouldn’t make it through the duration of my fieldwork without being stolen. I was 

told not to rent a freestanding house or a house without guard dogs and a fence, as it would 

surely be broken into and I would be robbed, raped, or worse.  

With this as my welcome back to Hopkins, I had to fight not to let this fear infect my 

experience in the field. And I succeeded. I intentionally distanced myself from fear-mongering 

expatriates and entrenched myself within the village’s Garifuna contingent. I asked my Garifuna 

friends about these issues: Did I need to worry in the way the expatriates were telling me? 

Should I feel unsafe? Was it okay to bike home alone after a certain time of night? Having this 

open, honest dialogue with the Garifuna community was not only reassuring, but very 

enlightening as it opened the door to discuss the rapidly changing demographics of the village. 

I ended up renting a small, stilted house in a fully fenced, locked yard that contained two 

other small houses and a restaurant called Driftwood Bar and Pizza Shack. There, I became part 

of a little family that consisted of the restaurant’s British and Canadian owners, Belizean 

bartenders, waiters, and cooks, and three friendly yet protective guard dogs. It was located just a 

couple of houses up the beach from Lebeha, and a mere thirty yards from the waves of the 

Caribbean sea (see Figure 0.9). Driftwood was also the location of the village’s weekly “jam 

night,” at which the Lebeha boys, other local musicians, and tourists gathered to watch and play 

music. This was my primary performance venue and a supportive atmosphere in which to 

develop my skills on the garawoun. 
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As it happened, I never had one shilling stolen from me, no one ever approached, 

followed or touched me in an unwanted or aggressive manner, and I never actually feared for my 

physical safety or the security of my belongings. I realize that my affiliation with the men at the 

Lebeha Drumming Center deeply influenced the way I perceived my position within the village 

and contributed to my sense of security and belonging. Because of my close association with the 

Lebeha boys, I was known around the village as one of “Jabbar’s people” (Jabbar being the co-

owner of Lebeha and my “host father”). This affiliation gave me both psychological comfort and 

physical security. Having male friends accompany me to late-night wakes or parties, and to walk 

me home in the dark, allowed me to participate in all the things I wanted without fear.  

As a generally strong and independent woman, I was not thrilled about the fact that I 

relied upon men to generate feelings of safety and security, but this was a reality of my fieldwork 

that I believe it would have been unwise to press against or test in the name of feminism or 

independence. Perhaps other female fieldworkers would have taken a different approach to these 

Figure 0.9: The view from my veranda in Hopkins, Belize (2012). 
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issues, or would find fault in the way I chose to deal with gender roles and mild harassment. 

Perhaps it could be argued that by joking with flirtatious men, I was contributing to the 

continuation of these gender dynamics and machismo. However, given the factors of living in 

such a small community, being a woman studying male-dominated drumming, and someone who 

was fairly well-integrated into the village, I believe my response was appropriate and in 

accordance with local social norms. 

Research Methods 

The decision to focus my fieldwork on the lives of individuals within one particular 

community draws from the ideas of Thomas Turino, who argues that the study of larger cultural 

practices must be grounded in the experience of the individual. “After all,” writes Turino, “it is 

in living, breathing individuals that ‘culture’ and musical meaning ultimately reside” (2008:95). 

My research questions and goals were intentionally rooted in the subjectivities and everyday 

lives of my fieldwork consultants and teachers. As often happens, what I found on the ground in 

Hopkins was far more complex and nuanced than I had imagined prior to immersing myself in 

the community. Therefore, I was open to changes of direction throughout the course of my 

research, and have allowed the theoretical orientations for this dissertation to grow organically 

out of my field experiences. Indeed, after returning to the United States to begin processing my 

data and experiences, an almost entirely new theoretical slant became clear, as I discuss in 

chapter one. 

More than any theoretical framework or burning ethnomusicological questions, 

relationships were, and are, the driving force in my research. Anthropologist Karen McCarthy 

Brown writes that, "Ethnographic research, whatever else it is, is a form of human 

relationship. . . .  the ethnographer studies how people create meaning or significance in their 
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lives, how they interpret objects and events" (1991:12). Relationships lie at the core of my work 

and take many forms including social, spiritual, and musical connections between myself and 

consultants, teachers, and friends in Belize, ties between Garifuna families and the larger 

Hopkins community, and connections between living Garifuna individuals, the ancestors, and 

God. Ultimately, these relationships have shaped this dissertation. I have tried to allow the 

beliefs, philosophies and creativity of my mentors and teachers to shine through the pages that 

follow, to enable their voices to be heard, and to “do that enabling with integrity of purpose and 

with clarity of vision” (Taylor 2001:31).  

Data Collection 

The majority of my data was collected through “participant-observation” at weekly 

church services, community gatherings such as the annual Garifuna Settlement Day re-enactment, 

and interviews with pastors, religious leaders, congregants, musicians, and elders in Hopkins and 

surrounding communities.  I made audio recordings of twenty-four formal interviews, and 

transcribed relevant sections of each.  Interviews were conducted at a location of the 

interviewee’s choice (often at private homes, on verandas, on picnic tables at the beach, or at 

church buildings) and generally lasted 45-60 minutes.  Garifuna drumming lessons (formal and 

informal) were also an integral component of my fieldwork, as the hands-on learning of a 

musical tradition provides insight into a community and music culture that would otherwise be 

impossible. I studied the garawoun (Garifuna drums) with master drummer Warren Martinez, 

who is affiliated with the Lebeha Drumming Center in Hopkins. My lessons and public 

performances as a (white, female, U.S.) drummer very much shaped my fieldwork experience in 

Belize, which I discuss later in this chapter.  

In the field, I recorded dozens of hymns and songs from the repertoires of Holy Family 
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Catholic Church and Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu (the vast majority are audio recordings, with a few 

audiovisual recordings). When relevant, these songs have been transcribed using standard 

western notation. All audio recordings were taken with a Zoom H2n Handy Recorder. Two 

individuals were central to the translation of these songs’ lyrics from Garifuna to English: 

Guadalupe Rubio and Francis Lewis. Rubio helped me painstakingly translate the Garifuna-

language songs of the Evangelical church, while Lewis graciously translated Garifuna Catholic 

hymns into English. 

A Canon T3i camera was used for all photo and video recordings. Taking extensive video 

recordings was not a priority in the field, but I was interested in capturing examples of the music 

I studied, mainly for use in conference presentations and future teaching opportunities. After 

reaching Belize in 2012, several weeks passed before I felt comfortable asking the leaders of the 

Catholic and Evangelical churches if I could take photos, video and audio recordings during 

church proceedings. I felt that I needed time to integrate myself into the community first, to meet 

people, to explain who I was and what I was doing there before I started “taking” anything in the 

form of recordings. I was always granted permission to capture events on my camera and audio 

recorder, except when I attended a chugú, a ceremony for the ancestors. At this event, I was told 

that my presence was welcome, but that I was not allowed to record any of the proceedings, a 

response I fully expected. 

Most often, people were appreciative of my presence and camera, and I have done my 

best to share recordings, and especially photographs, with the individuals they feature. There 

were occasions when I was specifically asked to bring my camera, such as to special 

performances by the Lebeha drummers, the November 19th Garifuna Settlement Day 

celebrations, or First Communion at the Catholic Church. My photographs are being used on the 



 28 

Facebook pages of the village’s library, Driftwood Bar and Pizza Shack, and the Lebeha 

Drumming Center. I even photographed a wedding or two when the bride and groom did not 

have anyone else to take pictures for them, and took family photos for my drumming teacher, his 

wife, and their newborn daughter. However, there were other times when I felt uncomfortable 

using my camera due to the small, intimate community in which I worked. Had I been a more 

anonymous researcher in a larger place (or just not so firmly planted within one village) I doubt I 

would have felt awkward as frequently. As it was, nearly every time I pulled out my camera 

during a church service, I felt like I was creating a barrier that separated me from the community. 

I worried that people would think I had ulterior motives in being present, that I was there for my 

own gain, that I would simply collect and take without giving back. The result of this discomfort 

was that I took less video footage than I had originally intended, and more audio footage, as the 

H2N Zoom recorder was more discreet than the camera. 

In order to understand the significance of present-day religious, musical and social 

phenomena in Belizean Garifuna society, an understanding of long-term patterns of cultural 

continuity and change is essential. Therefore, archival research and oral histories were central to 

this project. Two trips were made to the Belize National Archive in the nation’s capital, 

Belmopan, during the course of research, in September 2012 and February 2013. The archive, 

while somewhat limited in its resources, provided access to many works written by and for 

Belizeans about the Garinagu, adding an important perspective to my understanding of the 

Garifuna experience within Belizean society. Additionally, many of my interviewees in Hopkins 

offered oral histories of the village, focusing on the religious and cultural changes of the past 

half-century. These oral accounts, in conjunction with published works, have provided me with a 

well-rounded perspective on the evolution of Belizean Garifuna communities. 
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Research Questions and Relevance of the Study 

In Hopkins, my two field sites were Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu (LLB, or “The Church of the 

Kindness of God”), an inter-denominational Evangelical church, and the Holy Family Catholic 

Church (HFCC). I chose to focus my research on these two churches for several reasons. First, 

HFCC is a pillar of the Hopkins community. It is by far the largest, oldest, and most culturally 

influential church in the village. Second, Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu is the only non-Catholic church 

to have truly planted roots and survived in Hopkins. All other mainline Protestant and 

Evangelical church plants have failed in one way or another. Either their congregations have 

slowly waned, never reached a critical mass in the first place, or their pastors left without 

training any local leaders to carry on in their absence. Third, HFCC and LLB represent the most 

culturally and socially influential religious institutions in the village, and both are unique and 

significant in terms of their musical practices.  The music of these two churches embodies ethno-

religious identities that are shaping what it means to be Garifuna today for people in Hopkins and 

beyond.  

By investigating the musical practices of Catholic and Evangelical churches in Hopkins 

Village, my work begins to uncover the different ways in which Garifuna ethnicity is being 

performed, negotiated, and maintained in the midst of intense transition, globalization and threats 

of sociocultural deterioration. This dissertation is concerned with a core set of questions that 

explore the intersections of spirituality, music, and identity in one particular community. Though 

in some ways unique, this village’s experiences can be used as a model to discuss larger trends in 

other developing Garifuna and indigenous communities throughout the region. These questions 

are: 1) How are various Christian churches in Belize affecting the ongoing construction and 

articulation of Garifuna identity? 2) How is Garifunaduáü embodied and performed in Belizean 
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Garifuna churches? and 3) How are Garinagu upholding “traditional” lifestyles, musical 

practices and belief systems while encountering modernity and indigenizing foreign cultural 

elements?  

This study is currently relevant for several reasons. First, a “Garifuna Renaissance” is 

currently underway across the Garifuna Nation. Beginning in the 1940s, many Garinagu 

migrated to the United States in response to economic oppression, social marginalization, and 

competition in Central American labor markets. Initially, finding work in the U.S. was viewed as 

a temporary economic solution, but today increasing numbers of Garinagu are permanently 

settling abroad (Servio-Mariano 2010:6-7). New York City, Los Angeles and Chicago are home 

to particularly large Garifuna populations. These diasporic communities—with their social 

activism, cultural pride, and desire to preserve and revitalize Garifuna culture—play an integral 

role in the health and evolution of Garifuna culture in Central America. The Garifuna cultural 

renaissance is partially due to the fact that in 2001, UNESCO recognized Garifuna language, 

dance, and music as a Masterpiece of the Oral and Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. 

Since that time, Garifuna culture, music, and issues of identity, politics, and ethnicity have 

received increased international attention from Garifuna activist and cultural groups, academia, 

and the general public.  

Garifuna anthropologist Joseph O. Palacio writes that anthropologists (and by extension, 

ethnomusicologists) can play an important role in this cultural renaissance by helping to 

“rediscover items in the culture that can be reintroduced within the new cultural identit[ies]” 

(1976:123). Palacio also asserts that ethnographic work can help legitimize and celebrate cultural 

vitality by looking at expressive arts as they emerge and evolve. In response to Palacio’s call, 

chapter four of this dissertation offers an historical look at the Garifuna drum (garawoun) in 
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order to uncover an aspect of Garifuna cultural history that has not yet been explored within 

academia. Also, by recording, analyzing and sharing Garifuna sacred music—some of which is 

relatively recently composed and some of which has been in church canons for decades—I hope 

to shed light on these musical repertoires and aid in legitimizing Garifuna Evangelical and 

Garifuna Catholic music both within and beyond the borders of the Garifuna community.  

Secondly, Latin America and the Caribbean are in the middle of a major religious shift as 

Evangelical Christianity continues to spread rapidly across the entire region. Yet there is very 

little written on non-Pentecostal Evangelicalism in Central America, and no publications that 

address Evangelicalism in Garifuna communities or in Belize. There is also a conspicuous lack 

of scholarship on the music of Catholic or Protestant communities in Latin America and the 

Caribbean, with two notable exceptions: Melvin Butler’s work on the role of Haitian Pentecostal 

music in processes of identity construction (2002), and Timothy Rommen’s research on gospel 

music in Trinidadian Evangelical churches (2007). As Butler importantly points out, most 

scholarship on Caribbean Evangelicalism tends to ignore or downplay the importance of music 

in religious revival and conversion, and a book-length study on this topic does not yet exist 

(Butler 2002:86). During his research on Haitian Pentecostal church music, he found himself 

questioned by scholars and Haitians alike as to whether Haitian Evangelical church music was 

“rich enough to warrant serious study,” and that, “Even some Haitians scoffed at the idea, 

doubting whether anything ‘truly Haitian’ could be found in a Protestant or Pentecostal church” 

(Butler 2002:108). Along with Butler and Rommen, this dissertation addresses the legitimacy 

and cultural depth of Catholicism and Evangelicalism in the Caribbean and Latin America. 

Thirdly, at the present time no studies of Catholic or Evangelical Garifuna music exist, nor is 

there a monograph-length study that specifically analyzes Garifuna music (though several 
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excellent articles exist, as well as books on other cultural aspects that touch on musical practice).  

The fact that Garifuna church music has been almost entirely ignored in scholarship 

suggests that these cultural expressions have been considered inauthentic or insignificant. In 

truth, the music of the Garifuna Catholic Church has formed a core component of Garifuna 

religious expression for generations. Through the use of characteristically Garifuna melodic, 

rhythmic, and linguistic elements, this music vibrantly evokes Garifunaduáü. And although the 

music of the Garifuna Evangelical church has developed largely within the past two decades, I 

argue that it represents one facet of a burgeoning, grassroots subculture with potential for 

sociocultural impact. Through musical practice, Pastor Edwin “Herdie” Castillo and his church, 

LLB, are cultivating understandings of what it means to be Garifuna and Evangelical in the 

present day. As this dissertation demonstrates, it is wholly possible to encounter rich traditions-

in-progress within indigenized Christian churches. 

 

Outline of the Dissertation 

Chapters one and two provide foundational discussions that help frame the particulars of 

this musical ethnography. The first chapter contains an explanation of the conceptual 

frameworks employed throughout the dissertation, along with a literature review. Chapter two 

includes an introduction to Garifuna instruments, rhythms, and vocal genres. It also explores the 

process of learning to play the Garifuna drums (garawoun) and the ways that becoming a 

(female, non-Garifuna) drummer shaped my status and research experience in Belize. 

Chapter three provides a history of the Garinagu starting with their beginnings as a 

“colonial tribe” on the island of St. Vincent in the 17th century. The chapter explores Black 

Carib cultural and spiritual practices and connects present-day Garifuna culture to that of the 
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earliest Garifuna ancestors. It highlights the political and economic agency held by Black Caribs 

and explores the ways this legacy of freedom has shaped the way Garinagu viewed themselves 

within Central American colonial contexts, particularly in Belize. It also offers background 

information on Belize in both the colonial and post-colonial periods and finally, positions 

Garifuna communities within Belize’s larger social, spiritual, and political milieus.  

The fourth chapter focuses on the garawoun (the Garifuna drums). Following a similar 

chronological outline as the previous chapter, it explores the genesis and evolution of the 

garawoun starting in the Lesser Antilles in the 18th century. By positioning early models of the 

garawoun as an African-influenced, yet distinctly Caribbean instrument, I link early Garifuna 

musical practices to a pan-Caribbean musical aesthetic, a concept proposed by historian Sara 

Johnson. The chapter uses visual evidence to demonstrate that early Black Carib communities 

were participating in the creation and performance of an inter-island music culture, thus 

complicating narratives that portray early Black Carib communities as culturally isolated. Finally, 

it examines the social, political, and spiritual significances held by the garawoun in past and 

present-day Belize. 

Chapters five through eight are the heart of this work, grounded in field research and 

drawing heavily on ethnography and interviews with my consultants in Belize. Chapter five 

offers a history of the Garifuna Catholic Church in Belize. It explores the complex relationship 

between Garifuna Catholics and national Catholic leadership over the past century, focusing on 

changes that occurred after the Vatican II Council in the 1960s. It also examines doctrinal 

divides that exist within the Garifuna Catholic community and the ways that these divides are 

affecting the evolution of the Garifuna Catholic church. Ultimately, I argue that Garifuna 

Catholicism is emerging as a pillar of tradition and stability in the postcolonial era. 
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The sixth chapter focuses on the Garifuna Catholic music, first offering a typology of this 

musical repertoire based on features such as melody, rhythm, language, and lyrics. I use this 

typology to illustrate how Garifuna communities have used music to indigenize Catholicism. 

Next, it presents ethnographic descriptions of two of the major services conducted in Garifuna 

Catholic Churches. Using these rituals as a lens through which to further explore musical 

practice, I offer detailed analyses of selected hymns and liturgical music from the Garifuna 

Catholic repertoire. After demonstrating the ways in which this music is laden with rhythmic, 

aural, and textual expressions of Garifunaduáü, the chapter argues for the recognition of 

Garifuna Catholic music as a “traditional” genre within Garifuna culture. 

Chapters seven and eight focus on the beliefs and music of Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu, the 

Garifuna Evangelical church in Hopkins. Though Evangelicalism took hold in Garifuna 

communities only three decades ago, I argue that the Garifuna Evangelical church is culturally 

significant because it is offering alternatives to longstanding Garifuna spiritual traditions and 

social dynamics. Through the “neutralization” and redefinition of Garifuna musical practices, 

Garifuna Evangelicals are articulating what it means to be Garifuna in ways that consider 

evolving spiritual needs, social values, and socioeconomic changes brought by globalization. 

Chapter eight provides historical and ethnographic information on Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu, 

focusing on the evolution of musical practice at this church. It then outlines a three-part typology 

for Garifuna Evangelical music that parallels that of the Garifuna Catholic hymnody. Lastly, the 

chapter turns to the compositions of LLB’s pastor, Edwin “Herdie” Castillo to demonstrate how 

his church, and others like it, is using music to express and promote the core values of Garifuna 

Evangelicals.  
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 The conclusion includes a re-examination of the major theories that frame the dissertation. 

It places my concluding thoughts in conversation with Christian Smith’s subcultural identity 

theory, Thomas Turino, Simon Frith, and Stuart Hall’s theories of identity formation, and 

philosopher/novelist Robert Pirsig’s theory of cultural evolution. Next, the chapter positions my 

work in relation to previous writings on Garifuna religion, music, and ethnicity. Finally, it draws 

conclusions about how, through the articulation of Garifunaduáü, religious communities in 

Hopkins are resisting cultural hegemony, economic marginalization, and political 

disenfranchisement. 
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Chapter One: 
Conceptual Framework and Literature Review 

 
"Music constructs our sense of identity through the direct experiences it offers of the body, time 

and sociability, experiences which enable us to place ourselves in imaginative cultural 
narratives” (Frith 1996:124). 

 
 This dissertation is an exploration of processes. It is inspired by scholarship on Caribbean 

arts and religion that speak to the seemingly limitless capacity for cultural evolution among 

Afro-Caribbean communities (Cosentino 1995; Thompson 1984; Johnson 2007). These scholars 

speak of hybridization, assemblage, creolization, bricolage, syncretism—words that describe 

processes of continual adding, blending, and evolving to meet current needs and circumstances.  

Like so many other Afro-Caribbean communities, the Garinagu are constantly adapting, 

changing, moving, and incorporating new practices and ideas into their worldview. While there 

are elements of Garifuna culture that have remained consistent for decades, and in some cases 

centuries, new elements are perpetually added and seamlessly incorporated into this culture. 

Thus, two of the basic assumptions this work makes about “culture” are that culture is translocal 

(Clifford 1997) and that no culture is pure; all are hybrid (Gilroy 1993; Hall 1990, 1996; Mintz 

1974, 2010). Cultural transformation is inevitable, necessary, and healthy. Just as individual 

people are expected to continually grow and evolve, the same should be expected of cultures and 

communities. There is no culture that is unchanging, timeless, or untouched by global forces 

(Bourdieu 1977; Giddens 1979; Turino 1993; Glassie 1995). This work—like any 

anthropological work—provides a subjective interpretation of a specific historical moment in a 

constantly changing community and culture.  

When speaking of Garifuna religious and musical practices that have been present in 

Garifuna culture for multiple generations, I use the term “tradition” to quite simply mean, “the 

handing down of information, beliefs, and customs by word of mouth or by example from one 
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generation to another without written instruction; characteristic manner, method, or style” 

(www.merriam-webster.com). Henry Glassie defines tradition as a “process of cultural 

construction” (1995:396) that naturally evolves and develops over time. “Its opposite,” Glassie 

writes, “is not change but oppression, the intrusion of a power that thwarts the course of 

development” (1995:396). Turino complements Glassie’s definition by asserting that tradition 

can be used to refer to "the various indigenous alternatives to modernity and capitalism" (Turino 

2000:7). 

I approach my analysis of Garifuna culture via James Clifford's theory of articulation, an 

analytical framework in which culture is perceived to be a process through which elements “will 

always be made, unmade, and remade" (Clifford 2001:479). This term, also employed by Stuart 

Hall (1986), conveys the extent to which cultures can change and bend without breaking: 

Articulation offers a nonreductive way to think about cultural transformation and the 
apparent coming and going of “traditional” forms. All-or-nothing, fatal-impact notions of 
change tend to assume that cultures are living bodies with organic structures. So, for 
example, indigenous languages, traditional religions or kinship arrangements, may appear 
to be critical organs, which if lost, transformed, or combined in novel structures should 
logically imply the organism's death. . . . But indigenous societies have persisted with 
few, or no, native language speakers, as fervent Christians, and with “modern” family 
structures, involvement in capitalist economies, and new social roles for women and men 
(Clifford 2001:478). 
 

The music traditions, spirituality, and modes of identity formation explored in this dissertation 

reflect the flexibility with which Garinagu have adapted, and continue to adapt to changing 

circumstances. Garifuna communities today are engaging with longstanding Garifuna cultural 

elements and notions of what it means to be Garifuna, while simultaneously developing 

innovative expressions of self and community. Using Glassie, Clifford, and Hall’s concepts of 

culture and tradition as ongoing, creative processes, my goal is to provide a nuanced look at the 
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complexities of cultural evolution, ethnic identity, and community solidarity in Belizean 

Garifuna communities.  

Globalizing and Indigenizing Garifuna Religion 

The Garinagu have always been a “transnational ethnic group” (Gonzalez 1988:8) 

dispersed across several national borders. Today, technology and the relative ease of 

international travel are binding together and mobilizing Garinagu in increasingly efficient and 

significant ways. Thus, while this work is based on research conducted in one particular 

community, I hope to reveal the important connections between Hopkins and communities 

throughout the Garifuna Nation. My study in Hopkins illuminates the fact that all communities—

even small, rural villages—are globally connected and multicultural. 

The process of globalization—the pluralistic, dynamic flow of ideas, people, and media 

across borders—always works in tandem with indigenization, or the adoption of foreign 

elements into local cultures and communities. There are two major ways in which processes of 

globalization and indigenization play into this study of Garifuna music and religion. On one 

hand, globalization has increased knowledge and cultural exchange throughout the Garifuna 

Nation. Because of global media and communication enabled by technology, in the past two 

decades Garifuna communities have become increasingly aware of struggles for indigenous 

rights and cultural revival movements across the globe. This has inspired Garinagu to celebrate 

their ethnicity and cultural traditions in ways that are politically, economically, and spiritually 

significant.  

Many Garinagu argue that one of the primary ways to uphold Garifunaduáü and maintain 

a coherent ethnic identity is through the practice of traditional rituals. Indeed, with the recent 

surges of Garifuna pride and work to preserve the culture, more ceremonies for the ancestors are 
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being held than ever before. Garifuna music and dance are enjoying increasing attention due to 

the international popularity of Garifuna artists such as Andy Palacio and Aurelio Martinez. 

Garifuna communities in New York City, Chicago, and Los Angeles are organizing and 

participating in cultural activist groups, in turn inspiring cultural revival efforts of Garinagu in 

Central America. These include language schools such as the Garifuna Heritage Foundation in 

Los Angeles; online blogs such as BeingGarifuna.com, whose owner is based in New York City; 

and the sharing of Garifuna popular music through websites such as Facebook and YouTube. 

On the other hand, there is a growing portion of the Garifuna population that is rejecting 

traditional cultural practices, instead choosing to identify with global—specifically U.S.—

culture. Since the 1940s, the prevalence of migration from Central American Garifuna 

communities to North America has fostered the assimilation of cultural elements from the United 

States into even the most rural Garifuna villages. This decades-long interaction with alternative 

cultural constructs has profoundly affected the collective spiritual life of Garinagu, in many cases 

causing “the assimilation and the abandonment of homeland rituals through either secularization 

or Evangelical conversion” (Johnson 2007:21). Elders in Belizean Garifuna communities report a 

definite—and to them, deeply distressing—shift in attitudes toward the áhari (ancestor spirits), 

family, and traditional lifeways. Throughout the Garifuna Nation, there are growing concerns 

about the homogenization of Garifuna culture, especially in regard to younger generations who 

have greater access to education, global media, and ideas about materialism, capitalism, and 

individualism. Taking into account these simultaneous, yet seemingly opposite, processes of 

cultural vitality and cultural homogenization, this dissertation attempts to convey the complex 

multitude of forces currently influencing Garifuna religiosity, musicality, and ethnicity. 
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Indigenous and Cosmopolitan Identities  

 Ethnomusicologist Thomas Turino offers a definition of “indigenous” that is employed 

throughout this dissertation. He uses the term to “refer to people and lifeways that are part of 

cultural trajectories with roots predating the colonial period or that, in terms of ethos and 

practice, provide local alternatives to cosmopolitanism” (Turino 2000:18). Throughout Central 

America, Garinagu claim indigenous status and uphold many practices that have been part of 

Garifuna culture for multiple generations. Additionally, while Garifunaduáü has certainly been 

shaped by a multitude of influences, it still represents a “local alternative to cosmopolitanism” in 

the values, historical narratives, spiritual beliefs, and lifeways it encompasses. Like Turino, in 

counterpoint to the concept of indigeneity I use the term “cosmopolitanism” to describe, “a type 

of transstate cultural formation with common habits of thought and practice shared among 

groups of people in widely dispersed locales” (2008:142). Markers of a cosmopolitan identity 

include the idea of working for wages, value of having money, Christianity, styles of speech and 

fashion, food tastes, identification with transnational popular music and dance genres, ideas of 

nationalism and democracy (Turino 2008:137). 

 James Clifford’s notion of “articulated sites of indigeneity” rejects two common claims 

about present day tribal movements that can also be applied to the Garifuna experience. First, he 

rejects the assumption that indigeneity "is essentially about primordial, transhistorical 

attachments (ancestral 'laws', continuous traditions, spirituality, respect for Mother Earth, and the 

like). Such understandings tend to bypass the pragmatic, entangled, contemporary forms of 

indigenous cultural politics" (Clifford 2001:472). Second, he cautions scholars not to view 

indigenous identity politics as a phenomenon confined to the twentieth century. “This 

viewpoint,” he writes, “brushes aside long histories of indigenous survival and resistance, 
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transformative links with roots prior to and outside the world system” (Clifford 2001:472). 

Present-day articulations of Garifuna indigeneity are not mired in an antiquated past, but engage 

directly with postmodernity. Moreover, Garifuna resistance to cultural hegemony is nothing new; 

Garinagu have been embroiled in identity politics and efforts at cultural preservation since their 

formation in the 17th century.  

Subcultural Identity Theory 

The most substantial theoretical basis for this dissertation is found in the work of 

sociologist Christian Smith. In American Evangelicalism: Embattled and Thriving (1998), Smith 

develops his “subcultural identity theory” which at its most basic level posits that Evangelical 

Christianity thrives in modern, pluralistic environments. According to Smith, today's Evangelical 

movement had its roots in the early-20th century United States, at a time when Protestant church 

reformers sought to break away from the Christian fundamentalism that had become popular in 

the decades prior. Fundamentalism was characterized by an anti-social, anti-intellectual, 

isolationist subculture fixated on preserving the purity of doctrine and Biblical understanding. 

Out of this subculture emerged a generation of Evangelicals, who “were fully committed to 

maintaining and promoting confidently traditional, orthodox Protestant theology and belief, 

while at the same time becoming confidently and proactively engaged in the intellectual, cultural, 

social, and political life of the nation" (Smith 1998:10, italics in original).1 Likewise, Evangelical 

churches throughout the Caribbean and Latin America—including the one discussed in this 

dissertation—value both sociopolitical engagement and Biblical orthodoxy. In chapter seven, I 

                                                
1 Evangelicals tend to share a basic set of core beliefs, which David Bebbington (1989) calls the four "isms.” Valerie 
Dickerson outlines these “isms” in her doctoral dissertation, citing that they include “conversionism,” or the 
importance of having a life-altering conversion experience; "activism," which can include any type of activism as 
well as also evangelism (sharing the Gospel of Jesus); "biblicism," an emphasis on understanding and following 
what is written in the Bible; and “crucicentrism,” the conviction that Jesus' sacrifice on the cross is the catalyst for 
the forgiveness of sin (Dickerson 2009:10). 
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return to a detailed discussion of Evangelicalism on a global scale and examine the specifics of 

Evangelicalism in Hopkins. 

Based on extensive research among religious communities across the United States, 

Smith builds upon the “competitive marketing theory” of sociologists Roger Finke and Rodney 

Stark (1988; 1989; 1992) who argue that: 

‘There is ample evidence that in societies with at least a putative monopoly faith, 
religious indifference is rife’—but that capable religions thrive in pluralistic, competitive 
environments (1988:44). Capable religions thrive because their religious ‘entrepreneurs’ 
capitalize on unregulated religious environments to aggressively market their religions to 
new ‘consumers’; in these environments, religious ‘firms’ (denominations and traditions) 
that possess superior organizational structures (denominational polities), sales 
representatives (evangelists and clergy), products (religious messages), and marketing 
(evangelistic) techniques flourish. (Smith 1998:73) 
 

Finke and Stark employ an economic metaphor through which to analyze religion. While I do not 

explicitly take the same approach in this dissertation, their perspective is useful in understanding 

large-scale inter-religious dynamics. These scholars focus on the external factors surrounding 

religious conversion (tangible economic, political, or social variables) and view conversion as a 

byproduct of external variables. Smith’s subcultural identity theory builds upon the ideas of 

Finke and Stark by offering a more nuanced view of religious conversion, as his work considers 

both the internal and external factors that play into peoples’ religious convictions. Aligning with 

Smith’s assertions, this study focuses on the internal variables (spiritual epiphany, inner 

experience, emotional well-being) of religious conversion. 

 Subcultural identity theory posits that Evangelicalism is successful in pluralistic societies 

“not because it has built a protective subcultural shield against secular modernity, but—to the 

contrary—precisely because it is passionately engaged in direct struggle with pluralistic 

modernity” (Smith 1998:88). My data suggests that Evangelicalism in Belize—even in small, 

rural communities—is thriving for the same reasons. As its tourism industry booms and foreign 
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investors stream in with unprecedented spending power and plans to develop the village, 

Hopkins has been forced to question its collective identity as an indigenous Garifuna community. 

On individual and collective levels, Hopkins residents are articulating and redefining themselves 

economically, ethnically and spiritually as the sociocultural landscape around them rapidly 

changes. The village’s Catholic and Evangelical congregations are actively involved in this 

cultural evaluation. Smith’s theory, as well as my own data, challenge traditional secularization 

theories (Berger 1967; Black 1967; Brown 1976; Redfield 1930), which argue that as societies 

become more modernized, religion becomes increasingly obsolete. To the contrary, my data 

shows that religious groups in Hopkins are playing an important role as the community rapidly 

by providing points of community stability, upholding cultural traditions, and actively engaging 

with politics, economic changes and social concerns.  

 The importance of defining cultural in-groups and out-groups is another primary tenet of 

Smith’s theory. People within any given cultural group recognize both positive reference groups 

(in-groups)—people whose perspectives are taken into account when making a decision or 

choosing a course of action—as well as negative reference groups (out-groups): “categories of 

people who are unlike them, who actively serve in their minds as models for what they do not 

believe, what they do not want to become, and how they do not want to act” (Smith 1998:105, 

italics in original). In Hopkins, Garifuna Evangelicals define themselves equally by what they do 

not believe as by what they do. The defining of negative reference groups is also important for 

many Garifuna Catholics. Some have positioned themselves in opposition to new religious 

groups in Hopkins, as these groups are viewed as real threats to community solidarity, while 

others have positioned themselves in opposition to traditional Garifuna spiritual beliefs and 

rituals.  
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In- and out-groups are defined, in part, through the use of what Smith calls “cultural 

tools,” which “are needed to create both clear distinction from and significant engagement and 

tension with relevant outgroups” (Smith 1998:120). A subculture’s cultural tools help members 

identify themselves, articulate who they are and what they believe. These can be intangible 

cultural elements (such as beliefs, vocabulary, or attitudes) or concrete ones, including such 

things as fashion, daily habits, or lifestyle choices.  These complex processes of constructing in-

groups, out-groups, and their impacts on collective identity, community cooperation, and group 

solidarity are further explored in chapters five through eight. 

Being and Becoming Garifuna: Constructing Identity through Music 

 Social theorist Stuart Hall posits two ways of thinking about Afro-Caribbean cultural 

identity, the first being the idea that within each person, there exists “one true self,” a cultural 

identity grounded in one’s history and ancestry (Hall 1990:319). Many of the Garifuna men and 

women with whom I have spoken believe that the articulation of a unified, essential 

“Garifunaness” is very important to the continuation of a cohesive Garifuna identity. For them, 

this includes language, music, cuisine, and traditional spiritual beliefs and practices. As Ruben 

Reyes, a teacher at the Garifuna Heritage Foundation in Los Angeles stated, “The lack of 

knowledge of your own identity makes you wear anyone’s identity. We inherited religion, 

spirituality with the Garifuna culture—there is no need to look outside” (Reyes 2010). Likewise, 

Garifuna anthropologist Boyd Servio-Mariano asserts that Garifunaduáü “provides a way 

forward, as well as a forum and cultural space for the culture, language, and spirituality to be 

cultivated” (2010:3). For these people, being Garifuna means inheriting the pre-existing tenets of 

Garifuna spirituality and culture. Living out these elements forms the core of one’s identity.  
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 Not all Garinagu agree with this more “traditional” perspective on Garifunaduáü, and as 

Stuart Hall explains, identity formation also occurs through an individual’s choosing of the 

culture, community, and religion with which to associate him/herself. This facet of one’s identity 

is constantly growing and evolving (Hall 1990:320). The growing diversity of Hopkins’s 

religious communities is a testament to the reality of this process. No longer are people simply 

born into a given worldviews and habits, but increasingly, individuals are choosing divergent 

paths, lifeways that embrace some aspects of Garifunaduáü while rejecting others.  

Music plays a central role in both these processes of “being” (music’s power to reinforce 

individual and collective identity) and of “becoming” (music’s power to shape individual 

identity). In his introduction to the edited volume Identity and the Arts in Diaspora Communities 

(2004), Thomas Turino discusses music’s role in articulating established identities:   

Group performance experiences tend to have very powerful somatic and emotional 
affects precisely because they are the experience of a special kind of physical bond with 
others. Participatory music, dance, chanting, and marching offer this potential for 
creating a concrete sense of identity more than all other art forms (Turino 2004:18). 
 

Here, Turino posits that collective musical experience helps communities to articulate who they 

are and who they have been. By enacting longstanding musical traditions, singing songs passed 

down through generations, and dancing to the rhythms taught by one’s ancestors, the stable, core 

identity of a person, family, or community is evoked.  

At the same time, however, music is an important component in ongoing processes of 

identity formation. In the same article, Turino writes: 

 
Whether for a new nation, a new sub-culture, or an emerging diasporic cultural position, 
artistic forms can be used to make the imaginings of what the new subject position might 
look like, sound like, and feel like through a concrete, coherently constituted perceivable 
form. . . art can make the possible and imaginary actual within an artistic frame, and by 
so doing help actualize the idea in daily life" (Turino 2004:11, italics in original). 
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Musicologist Simon Frith also explores the ways that music aids in ongoing processes of identity 

formation. His argument, as he writes, 

rests on two premises: first, that identity is mobile, a process not a thing, a becoming not 
a being; second, that our experience of music—of music making and music listening—is 
best understood as an experience of this self-in-process. . . Music seems to be a key to 
identity because it offers, so intensely, a sense of both self and others, of the subjective in 
the collective” (Frith 1996:109-110, italics in original).  
 

Because identity is constantly changing, so too is music. Frith’s argument is that music does not 

merely reflect what a group thinks of itself, but that the making music actually helps groups to 

continually construct and live out who they are; it is central to processes of becoming (Frith 

1996:111). Christopher Waterman echoes this sentiment when he writes that music is a 

“potentially constitutive factor in the patterning of cultural values and social interaction” 

(Waterman 1993: 66, quoted in Frith 1996:117).  

In this dissertation, I explore the ways that the sacred music is employed in these 

processes of being and becoming. While Garifuna Catholic and Garifuna Evangelical 

congregations are certainly participating in both processes, I focus specifically on the ways that 

Garifuna Catholic music embodies processes of being, as many of its hymns, rituals and 

teachings reinforce more traditional notions of what it means to be Garifuna. Meanwhile, as part 

of a new, developing subculture within Garifuna society, I focus on the ways that Garifuna 

Evangelical music is calling tradition into question and compelling congregants to negotiate who 

they are becoming individually and as a community. 

Constructing Authentic Identities 

 Embarking on this research, I was tempted to interpret (judge) certain churches’ activities 

as forms of cultural hegemony, to accuse these institutions of watering down the traditional 

culture and interfering with the overall unity of the community. In reality, the Evangelical and 
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Catholic churches in Hopkins are both integral parts of the community. These churches, “long 

ago lost [their] foreign accent[s] and acquired what R.S. Sugirtharajah calls a ‘vernacular 

hermeneutics,’ a local system of value, understanding, and interpretation” (Garrard-Burnett 

2004:126). Garifuna Catholicism and its surrounding culture have, for decades, been deeply 

engrained in Belizean Garifuna lifeways—a reality I discuss in chapters five and six. The 

Evangelical church Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu (LLB) presents an interesting case study because, 

while strongly aligned with North American Evangelical, cosmopolitan values, the development 

of a “vernacular hermeneutics” has happened on a profound level in this church. As I argue in 

chapter seven, this is largely due to the fact that LLB has always been led by Garifuna women 

and men, natives of Hopkins. Devout Garifuna Evangelicals in Hopkins are not pretending to 

believe a certain thing, nor are they simply imitating ways of speaking or acting, but, as Thomas 

Turino emphatically writes in regard to musical expressions and political beliefs in Zimbabwe, 

"this is part of who they are" (2000:9, italics in original). LLB’s indigenizing of Evangelical 

Christianity can also be explained via Christian Smith’s observation that Evangelicalism, at its 

very core, allows for assimilation and cultural adaptation (1998:86). 

 During the course of fieldwork, it was repeatedly made clear to me that Garifuna 

individuals in Hopkins have the freedom and agency to choose from multiple belief systems and 

lifeways as they please, and that there are multiple ways of sincerely living out Garifunaduáü. 

During my fieldwork—and later, through reading the work of Christian Smith and others in his 

theoretical camp—I have become convinced that religious pluralism and accompanying tensions 

do not necessarily negatively impact a culture or a community’s sense of identity, nor is 

pluralism an indicator of declining religious faith.  
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 Healthy traditions are those that are ever-changing and adapting to the world around 

them. Garifuna culture has been evolving since its beginning; perhaps this is why the Garifuna 

people have survived and thrived through centuries of nearly constant upheaval and change. The 

notion that there is only one way to “be Garifuna” is in conflict with the core of Garifunaduáü 

itself, which has proven to have a nearly limitless capacity for adaptation and evolution. Thus, 

following the example of Heidi Feldman and her work on Afro-Peruvian music, my dissertation 

utilizes Garifuna ideas about authenticity, rather than making my own evaluations of what is 

“authentic” and what is not (Feldman 2006:6-7). “Authentic” is not synonymous with 

“traditional.” Elements that are relatively new to Garifuna culture are not necessarily inauthentic; 

conversely, elements that are deemed “traditional” have not necessarily existed in their current 

state since time immemorial. As Edward Bruner writes in regard to Maasai culture in Kenya:  

There is no single authentic Maasai culture in part because Maasai culture is continually 
changing and there are many variants. If one were to identify, say, a nineteenth-century 
version of Maasai culture as the real thing, one could then look further, to the eighteenth 
century or to a more distant region, for the locus of the really real Maasai. It is an 
impossible quest. (Bruner 2005:93) 
 

Cultural production in the postmodern, tourist destination of Hopkins village must be regarded 

from this perspective in order to be clearly viewed. All expressions of Garifunaness are pure and 

true if for no other reason than, as Bruner says, they are there. They exist. They are being 

produced and performed by Garifuna men and women in this historical moment, and therefore 

they are authentic.  

 Because a world of hybridity is the only one we know, authentic cultural expressions are 

those that are true to oneself and in harmony with one’s personal identity. In postmodern 

societies where the coexistence of diverse, sometimes seemingly incongruous images, objects, 

ideas and people are the norm, in places where anthropology’s historical binaries of traditional 
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versus modern, native versus tourist, poverty versus wealth, local versus global are dissolved, the 

search for the “purely authentic” is indeed an impossible quest. This work strives to embody 

Edward Bruner’s conception of the “postmodern ethnography,” which “describes juxtapositions, 

pastiche, and functional inconsistency; it recognizes, even celebrates, that cultural items 

originating from different places and historical eras may coexist” (Bruner 2005:94). Adopting 

this view of authenticity allows scholars to be present and engaged with interesting, meaningful 

expressions of culture as they are currently happening, and as Bruner rightly asserts, “deserve to 

be studied in their own right” (2005:209). 

Being Garifuna: “A Beautiful Hybrid” 

 Throughout history, the Garinagu have modified their view of what it means to be 

Garifuna in order to cope with the sociopolitical circumstances of a given time (see Gonzalez 

1998, Johnson 2007). These shifts in identity can be visualized along a continuum in which 

Garinagu identify more strongly with Africanness or indigeneity. During the colonial period and 

until the 1960s, most Garinagu denied the African roots of their people because to them, being 

African was equated with being a slave. Instead, Garinagu tended to highlight indigenous 

(Arawak and Carib) roots rather than an African heritage.  

Working in Belize during the 1950s, anthropologist Ruy Coelho found that Garifuna 

narratives entirely rejected a history of slavery—and with that, a connection to Africa. Coelho 

writes that, “The worst insult for a Carib is to be called a slave.  All the old men . . . repeated the 

same thing: the Black Caribs were not African, and have never been slaves (the two being tied up 

in their minds)” (quoted in Anderson 2009:73).  Similarly, anthropologist Richard Hadel reports 

that none of the Garinagu with whom he spoke during his fieldwork in Belize in the early 1970s 

were able to cite specific African origins for the Black Carib ancestors, though this is not 
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surprising. What is significant is that he found a complete lack of narratives about—even a full 

denial of—the slave ships that brought Garifuna ancestors to the Caribbean. Hadel posits that the 

social, political and psychological benefits of emphasizing indigeneity, which was equated with 

the liberated, powerful, rebellious Garifuna ancestors, far outweighed the social and 

psychological consequences of association with African roots. Thus, the fact that the ancestors of 

the Garifuna were enslaved, even if only for the duration of the Middle Passage, was obscured 

and repressed (Hadel 1972:8).  

 In the 1960s, the Garifuna view towards Africanness began evolving, partially because of 

the growing Garifuna diaspora in the United States. Many Garifuna immigrants in urban centers 

of the U.S. were exposed to Black Atlantic religions such as Santería and Vodou—in which they 

found points of connection with their own beliefs—along with ideas about pan-Africanism, 

Black Power, the Civil Rights movement, and African and Latin American independence 

movements (Johnson 2002:323). Immigrants then transported these ideas back to Central 

American Garifuna communities. In Belize, the importation of Jamaican roots reggae music and 

its Rastafarian, Afrocentric messages also contributed to changes in conceptions of 

Garifunaduáü. As a result, today most Garinagu do identify as Black and celebrate both African 

and indigenous roots. 

 However, the ways in which Garifuna individuals conceive of their heritage today still 

varies. Among younger generations, identifying with Blackness and Africanness is far stronger 

and more visible than the more implicit identification with indigeneity. The young Garinagu I 

know in Belize are incredibly well connected to U.S. hip hop and Jamaican dancehall cultures, 

and culturally speaking, identify far more strongly with Africanness than indigeneity. Most 

Garifuna youth in Belize have appropriated elements of African-American speech, fashion, and 
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music into their ethos, thus identifying themselves with a larger Black community. Some 

Garinagu, particularly those living in urban centers such as New York City and Los Angeles, are 

cultivating deep identifications with the West African aspects of their heritage by situating 

Garifuna spirituality within the schema of “Black Atlantic Religions.” Paul Christopher 

Johnson’s book Diaspora Conversions (2007) is devoted to the exploration of how Garifuna 

spirituality in New York City is becoming syncretized with Afro-Caribbean religions, 

particularly Cuban Santería and Haitian Vodou. 

But some Garinagu still hesitate to fully embrace to the notion of African roots, for fear 

that the complexities of being Garifuna will be subsumed by identifying with Africanness. As 

one member of the Garifuna community in Los Angeles stated, “Taking the name ‘African’ adds 

to our assimilations and loss of identity—if we give into it, it’s our fault. We know who we are 

and we should insist that we are Garinagu!” (Flores 2010). Likewise, Gwen Nunez Gonzalez, a 

Garifuna woman and doctoral student at the University of Belize, explains: 

I am not African. I am Garifuna with African roots. . . . We can embrace African ancestry 
because we must. We have a piece from Africa, from the Arawak, from the Carib. That’s 
what makes you Garifuna. But if you decide [to emphasize one aspect over another], 
you’ll never find yourself really, because we’re not only that. We are one hybrid, a 
beautiful hybrid. (Gonzalez 2013) 
 
Based on recent scholarship and impressions I have received over the past six years of 

field research, it seems to me that many Garifuna individuals and communities are less 

concerned today with emphasizing their indigenous or African heritage, and are more focused on 

articulating what it means to be uniquely Garifuna. In his book, Black and Indigenous, Mark 

Anderson argues for “the coexistence of multiple strands of identity formation in a Garifuna 

community” (2009:229). These “multiple strands” variously connect Garinagu to African and 

indigenous heritages, traditional and cosmopolitan senses of self, national and transnational 
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communities. By emphasizing certain strands of identity formation, Garinagu can construct 

individual and collective identities that resist white hegemony, evoke cosmopolitan North 

Americanness, align with the African Diaspora, or articulate the particularities of being Garifuna. 

At times, these multiple strands of identity formation work in harmony with one another, and at 

other times, they cause tension within communities trying to remain unified in today’s 

fragmented, postmodern world. In this dissertation, I do not emphasize the ways that Africanness 

or indigeneity play into Garifuna constructions of identity, as there already exist excellent works 

that discuss these issues (Anderson 2009; Gonzalez 1988; Johnson 2007; Servio-Mariano 2010). 

Rather, I am interested in exploring the ways that religious faith and sacred music are being used 

to articulate “beautifully hybrid” Garifuna identities. 

 

Literature Review 

There exists an excellent corpus on Garifuna culture, society, and history. A handful of 

18th and 19th century travel writings mention encounters with the Black Caribs, both on the 

island of St. Vincent and in Central America (Crowe 1850; Henderson 1811; Swett 1868; Young 

1795). These works provide some insight into the sociocultural history of the Garinagu.2 Several 

works that focus on Garifuna kinship have been published, including Virginia Kerns’s Women 

and the Ancestors: Black Carib Kinship and Ritual (1983), which examines the matrifocal 

kinship system of the Garinagu, paying particular attention to the integral role of women in 

ritual. Robert Porter (1984) also draws parallels between present-day Garifuna kinship structures 

and those of early Island Caribs. Nancie Gonzalez, perhaps the most prolific author on the 

Garinagu, has written several books and articles on Garifuna household and kinship structures 

                                                
2 Beginning in the 18th century, Europeans referred to the Garinagu as “Black Caribs.” All writing from the 1970s 
and earlier uses the name “Black Carib.” 
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(1969, 1979, 1986). Her most celebrated book, Sojourners of the Caribbean (1988), traces the 

ethnogenesis of the Garinagu and delves into the Amerindian and European colonial histories 

that have fused into the Garifuna historical narrative. Anthropologist Douglas Taylor’s The Black 

Carib of British Honduras (1951) is a standard mid-twentieth century ethnography based on 

fieldwork conducted in Hopkins. Taylor addresses a wide variety of topics, including Garifuna 

history, language, subsistence farming and fishing, social organization, and the supernatural. 

Unfortunately, in his preface the author admits that he was unable to touch upon the music and 

dance of the Garinagu. To a large extent, this gap in scholarship still goes unfilled. 

The majority of publications on the Garifuna language have consisted of dictionaries and 

introductory guides to Garifuna grammar, pronunciation, and vocabulary. One exception to this 

is the work of linguist Pamela Munro, who has been studying the Garifuna language in Belize for 

over two decades. Munro has published articles on Garifuna language structures and the gender 

system of the Garifuna language (Munro 1998, 2007). In 1993, E. Roy Cayetano, in conjunction 

with Belize’s National Garifuna Council, published The People’s Garifuna Dictionary, a 

Garifuna-English dictionary with an English-Garifuna index. A second, more complete edition of 

this dictionary was published in 2005. Ruben Reyes of the Garifuna Heritage Foundation in Los 

Angeles, has published Garüdia (2012) a trilingual dictionary that includes Garifuna, Spanish, 

and English words. He has also created an online version of this dictionary, in which words can 

be searched and translated between these three languages. Honduran Garifuna Salvador Suazo 

has also published a Garifuna-Spanish dictionary (2009) and grammar book (2002). In 1994, the 

National Garifuna Council published Walagante Marcella: Marcella Our Legacy, a book of 

poetry by the beloved Belizean Garifuna Marcella Lewis. In addition to poems in both Garifuna 

and English, this book contains musical transcriptions of songs composed by Lewis. It also 
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includes a section entitled “For Those Unfamiliar with the Garifuna Language.” Written by 

editors Judy Lumb and E. Roy Cayetano, this section offers a brief introduction to Garifuna 

pronunciation and grammar.  

Two important books dealing with issues of Garifuna activism across the Garifuna 

diaspora include Sarah England’s Afro-Central Americans in New York City (2006) and Mark 

Anderson’s Black and Indigenous (2001). England’s volume examines the Garifuna history of 

transmigration between Honduras and New York City, and looks at the dynamics of grassroots 

activism across the Garifuna diaspora. Anderson’s book explores the complex ways that 

Garifuna sociopolitical activists in Honduras employ concepts of Blackness and indigeneity to 

advance various political and social goals.  

Several scholars have published works on contemporary Garifuna spiritual practice 

(specifically the dügü ceremony), focusing the role of ritual in maintaining familial ties across 

the Garifuna diaspora, and the performance of traditional religion as a form of resistance. 

Anthropologist Byron Foster’s small ethnographic book Heart Drum (1986) includes 

descriptions of dügü ceremonies and extensive transcriptions of interviews with dügü 

participants in Belize. In 2007, Paul Christopher Johnson published the brilliant book Diaspora 

Conversions, which examines the ways that traditional Garifuna beliefs have been syncretized 

with Afro-Cuban Santería in New York City, and explores the impact these recent syncretisms 

have had on Central American Garifuna communities. The dissertation of Garifuna theologian 

and nun Barbara Flores (2001) looks at the “dialectical tension” between indigenous Garifuna 

spirituality and Catholicism. She examines the history of indigenous spirituality as a form of 

resistance to Western-imposed Catholic doctrine, but also suggests ways in which Catholic 

doctrine can be used to empower, celebrate, and liberate Garinagu from the oppressive colonial 
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systems. In a similar vein, anthropologist Boyd Malcolm Servio-Mariano’s dissertation (2010) 

investigates Garifuna strategies of maintaining ethnic coherence throughout the Garifuna 

diaspora. He argues that the arts, rituals, and grassroots organizations are three major spaces in 

which Garinagu uphold Garifunaduáü and successfully resist “powerful pressures towards 

Western conformity” (Servio-Mariano 2010:3). 

Most scholarship on Garifuna spirituality and identity focuses on the centrality of dügü in 

maintaining Garifuna culture. Barbara Flores argues that “the liberative space of the practice of 

the dügü healing rite, a practice through which Garifuna people have defined and asserted 

themselves through celebration of and connection to their ancestry, has maintained Garifuna 

survival” (2001:4). Similarly, Oliver Greene wrote in 1998 that the Garinagu believe that without 

dügü the culture “would cease to exist.” (1998:168). Likewise, Servio-Mariano posits that 

traditional rituals are a core component in the maintenance of Garifunaduáü (2010:4). The 

practice of traditional religion is doubtless a significant factor in the health and vitality of 

Garifuna culture (perhaps more so today than in many previous decades), providing an important 

socio-spiritual space in which Garinagu enact community solidarity, remembrance, love, and 

reciprocity (Greene 2014:88). My dissertation complicates these assertions by arguing that these 

values are also being powerfully enacted within the spaces of the Garifuna Catholic Church and 

the Garifuna Evangelical church. By investigating alternative articulations of Garifunaness—

ones that place the Bible and a relationship with Jesus Christ, rather than the ancestors, at the 

center of Garifuna spiritual life—I suggest that Garifuna identity and culture can be celebrated 

and maintained in spaces in addition to that of dügü. 

There exist excellent works on ethnicity, music, and identity in the Caribbean, but 

ethnomusicological literature on Central America is quite sparse. Gerard Béhague’s edited 
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volume Music and Black Ethnicity: The Caribbean and South America (1994) includes essays on 

identity formation, syncretism, and music’s role in articulating conceptions of ethnicity. As a 

whole, the book illuminates the fluid, dynamic nature of ethnic identities in Afro-Caribbean 

communities. Anthony Seeger’s essay explores identity in two indigenous Brazilian 

communities. He notes that a community’s identity can change very quickly in response to 

social, political and economic factors. Moreover, he writes, “Members of a given community 

may have several alternative identities they can activate at different times, thus changing group 

affiliation” (Seeger 1994:11). In Brazil, as elsewhere, groups emphasize particular aspects of 

their history and identity in order to respond to larger sociopolitical circumstances. Indeed, the 

Garinagu have variously highlighted or obscured their African and indigenous heritages at 

various points in history in response to larger social dynamics, political factors, or economic 

circumstances. 

Oliver Greene is currently the only ethnomusicologist specifically writing on the 

Garinagu. He has published several articles on Garifuna dügü ceremonies and music, as well as 

articles and a documentary film about the wanaragua (John Canoe) masquerade dance in 

Garifuna communities (Greene 1998, 2002, 2006). In 2014, Greene published an article on the 

Lemesi Garifuna or Garifuna Mass—the first published academic work to engage with this 

important aspect of Garifuna religious life. His work addresses the ways that music and ritual 

reinforce social values, cultural identity, and familial ties across throughout the Garifuna Nation. 

Simeon Pillich (2000) wrote a Master’s thesis comparing the rhythms used by Belizean and 

Honduran Garifuna drummers in Los Angeles. Francisca Norales (2011) published a very 

introductory article presenting the lyrics of a few Garifuna Catholic hymns, but she does not 

provide any musical analysis, nor does she address the music of non-Catholic churches. The 
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most comprehensive analysis of Garifuna music comes from anthropologists Carol and Travis 

Jenkins, whose field recordings of Belizean Garifuna traditional music have been released on 

two albums by Smithsonian Folkways (1982). The liner notes to these albums contain rich 

ethnographic descriptions and musical analysis. While the aforementioned texts give some 

reference to music, there are no book-length monographs that examine Garifuna music in detail, 

and none of these texts comment on the music of Garifuna Evangelical churches.  

Since the 1960s, scholars and religious missionary groups have been engaged in 

discussions about enculturation, “the process by which people learn the requirements of their 

surrounding culture and acquire values and behaviors appropriate or necessary in that culture” 

(Grusec 2007:547). Used within the context of Christianity, enculturation refers to the process of 

incorporating Bibilical principles and the message of Jesus Christ into indigenous cultures and 

belief systems. The Vatican II Council in the 1960s, which allowed Roman Catholic services to 

be celebrated in local languages and aspects of indigenous cultures to be incorporated into the 

liturgy, sparked debates in the Catholic world as to the meaning and significance of this process. 

The worldwide explosion of Evangelicalism in the 1980s has also prompted conversations about 

how, and to what extent, Christianity can be blended together with traditional, indigenous 

cosmologies, rituals, and cultural practices without compromising the integrity of either system. 

Since that time, a plethora of scholars have devoted themselves to studying the dynamics 

between Christianity, local culture, and indigenous religious traditions—processes variously 

called enculturation, acculturation, and indigenization. Today, the terms “enculturation” and 

“indigenization” are used interchangeably, though “indigenization” seems more common in 

academic scholarship.  
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The churches and music examined in this dissertation are engaged in processes of 

indigenization; that is, the incorporation of foreign elements into local culture and belief systems. 

Shigeru Nishiyama’s work examines the indigenization and transformation of Christianity in 

Japanese communities, and his 1985 article offers useful definitions of these concepts, explaining 

that indigenization is,  

the change whereby a specific form of non-institutionalized culture assumes a new 
position as a form of institutionalized culture within a specific social group. 
Correspondingly, the concept of transformation. . . [is] the change whereby, in the 
repositioning process, the non-institutionalized cultural form, coming into contact with 
the institutionalized culture, finds its patterns unraveled and rewoven in a definite way. 
(Nishiyama 1985:18) 
 

Steven Kaplan’s edited volume Indigenous Responses to Western Christianity (1994) includes a 

collection of essays on this theme, looking at case studies from several continents and engaging 

in discussions that work to problematize and more accurately define the fluid process of 

indigenization. Cohen’s chapter in this book explains the complementary concept of 

“neutralization.” This is a process through which cultural elements associated with traditional 

belief systems are stripped of their spiritual potency and redefined within the context of 

Christianity—a concept to which I return in chapters five through eight.  Ethnomusicologist T.M. 

Scruggs looks at the “re-indigenization” of Catholic Mass in Nicaraguan communities where 

Catholicism has been present for centuries, but where new “folk masses” that draw on local 

cultural expressions are now being created. His central research question parallels those 

investigated in this dissertation, as he queries, “When a global religion projects its power and 

attempts to subsume local belief systems, in what ways are local musical aesthetics and 

performative norms lost, preserved, and/or transformed in some manner?” (Scruggs 2005:94).  

Also relevant to this dissertation are works that explore the intersections of Evangelical 

doctrine, the construction of local (indigenous) identities, and musical expressions. A plethora of 
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articles exist that examine these dynamics in different regions of the world, particularly southeast 

Asia (Rappoport 2004; Sherinian 2005, 2007; Zehner 2005) and Africa (Beidelman 1982; Reed 

2005; Barz 2005). Based on research in Thailand, Zehner looks at the Evangelical tension 

between “anti-syncretism” (the unwillingness to assimilate traditional spiritual beliefs with 

Evangelical doctrine) and hybridity. By assimilating cultural elements that are both local 

(indigenous) and cosmopolitan (Evangelical), Evangelical Christians construct hybrid identities 

that are multicultural yet anti-syncretic and theologically conservative (Zehner 2005:586). 

Looking at the music of Tamil Christians in southern India, Sherinian examines the ways that 

“oppressed groups can continue to re-indigenize or reform the adopted religion by drawing on 

local liberating cultural forms that continue to make it contextually meaningful" (Sherinian 

2005:125). Gregory Barz illuminates how postcolonial Tanzanaian Christians use kwaya music 

to negotiate both a colonial past and independent present (Barz 2005:7-10). As I demonstrate in 

chapter eight, Garifuna Evangelicals in Belize are using music to negotiate these same tensions 

as they construct identities that are both Evangelical and Garifuna. 

Much has been written about the history of the church in Latin America (Gonzalez and 

Gonzalez 2008; Levine 2009; Peterson 2001) and the recent Evangelical movement in Latin and 

Central America (Garrard-Burnett 1998, 1999; Stoll 1991; Peterson 2001; Steigenga and Cleary 

2004, 2008; Smilde 2007; Sherman 1997). Lampe (2001) and Mitchell (2006) explore the history 

of Christianity in the Caribbean, and much has been published on the explosion of 

Pentecostalism across Latin America and the Caribbean (Cecília Mariz 1994; Hawley 1997; 

Steigenga 2001, 2002; Robbins 2004). I return to this literature in more detail in chapters five 

through eight. 
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Chapter Two: 
Introduction to Garifuna Music 

 
“Garifuna people and their music have always been together, and our music is so powerful that 
it's bringing people together. Even people of different races are coming together when they hear 

our music” (Cayetano 2010). 
 

The first section of this chapter offers an introduction to the instruments presently found 

in traditional Garifuna music ensembles, which is supplemented in the following chapter, where 

I offer an historical look at early Garifuna (Black Carib) musical instruments in St. Vincent. 

Next, this chapter discusses select Garifuna vocal genres and rhythms that are relevant 

throughout the dissertation. The final part of the chapter focuses on the process of learning to 

play the garawoun, including an outline of the teaching methods employed by my teacher, 

Warren Martinez, and a discussion of the ways that learning to drum shaped my research 

experience in Hopkins.  

 
Garifuna Instruments 
 

The basic Garifuna musical ensemble includes shakers, turtle shells, and drums. Sísera 

(also called shakas) are shakers made of dried gourds filled with beans or small pebbles.1 A stout 

stick inserted into one end of the gourd functions as a handle. When one sísera is held in each 

hand, the player shakes them vertically by flicking the forearms up and down; the power of 

motion comes from the shoulders and elbows rather than wrists. The sísera player plays a very 

quick repeated pattern consisting of a pair of sixteenth-notes, emphasizing the “off-beats” of a 

                                                
1 I use both the terms sísera and shakas when discussing this instrument. Garifuna scholar Felix Miranda suggests 
that sísera is the Garifuna name for this instrument, while shaka is Belize Kriol. Most Belizean Garifuna musicians 
use the term shakas in daily conversation. Oliver Greene notes that the name sísera or maraga is used for this 
instrument in sacred settings, while shaka is the name associated with secular music (Greene 2013). Miranda and 
Greene’s assertions make sense when taken together. The sísira are strongly associated with Garifuna religious 
practices, so it is logical that the Garifuna word would be used to refer to the instrument in sacred settings. 
Meanwhile, audiences far beyond the Garifuna community listen to popular Garifuna music, and thus it is also 
logical that the Kriol name, shakas, would be used in secular and popular musical contexts. 
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song, and at times extends the shaking to a full beat or more to add emphasis and excitement to a 

performance (see Musical Example 2.1). 

The hollow shells of land turtles are another central component of present-day Garifuna 

ensembles. After a shell has been cleaned and dried, a rope is inserted through one end, so the 

shell may be hung from a player’s neck or waist (see Figure 2.1). Sometimes two shells are 

strung together in this fashion. The shells are struck with smooth sticks in a quick ostinato 

pattern, often in unison with the shakas. Depending on the size of the shell and part of the shell 

that is struck, different tones are produced. The timbre of a struck turtle shell is clean and rich, 

providing quite a different tone color and bright complement to the boom, buzz and rattle of the 

garawoun and shakas.2  

Conch shells, used as aerophones, are considered as traditional Garifuna instruments but 

are not always included in musical ensembles. During my research in Belize, it was rare to 

encounter a group using this instrument, but it appears that conch shells are more consistently 

used by Honduran Garifuna ensembles along with the jawbone of a donkey, which is 

rhythmically scraped with a stick. The six-string acoustic guitar is also an important instrument 

in many Garifuna ensembles; it was integrated into Garifuna musical groups sometime during 

the 19th century as a result of interaction with Spanish communities along the coast of Central 

America.  

  

                                                
2 When I began my research, I assumed that this instrument, like the shakas or conch trumpet, were of Amerindian 
origin and had been part of the traditional musical ensemble for generations. However, ethnomusicologist Oliver 
Greene reports that Garifuna artist and musician Pen Cayetano can be credited with the introduction of turtle shells 
to Garifuna music in the early 1980s. The shells were an overflow of Cayetano’s work as a painter, as Greene 
explains: “The use of turtle shell instruments can be attributed to their prevalence in Pen’s art studio. He would often 
take turtle shells from the river to his studio and paint designs on them” (Greene 2002: 198). Despite the relatively 
recent introduction of this instrument to the Garifuna musical ensemble, the turtle shells are generally considered 
just as “traditional” as any other percussion instruments in the ensemble. 
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Figure 2.2: A set of garawoun (Garifuna drums): the primero (left) and segunda (right) (2010). 

Figure 2.1: Turtle shells hanging in storage at Lebeha Drumming Center (2010). 
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Introducing the Garawoun: Primero and Segunda 

The garawoun, or drums, are the most important instrument in any Garifuna ensemble. 

While some genres of Garifuna songs are performed without any instrumental accompaniment, 

the garawoun are truly the defining characteristic of Garifuna music (and one of the defining 

characteristics of the culture). Garawoun are carved out of a single piece of wood, usually 

mahogany or mayflower (see Figure 2.2). Today, garawoun are also made from cedar, samwood, 

or logwood, and I have even seen drums made of thick PVC pipes. The body of the garawoun is 

usually slightly tapered at the base. The wider end is covered with a skin (deer, goat, cow, or 

sheepskin) that is attached to the body of the drum with a dried vine. Cords (made of natural 

fiber or more recently, nylon) are looped and twisted through the vine down to a row of holes 

carved into the base of the drum.  Each cord has a wooden toggle laced through it that can be 

twisted in order to increase the tension of the drumhead, raising its pitch. The defining 

characteristic of the garawoun are metal wires (or sometimes nylon fishing line) stretched as 

snares across the drumhead so that when the drum is struck, a buzzing sound is produced.  

 There are two types of drums in a typical Garifuna ensemble, segunda and primero. The 

segunda is the larger and lower pitched of the two, and its player beats out a driving ostinato 

pattern. The primero is the smaller and higher-pitched of the two, and the rhythms played on the 

drum are fast (often double the speed of the segunda rhythms), virtuosic and improvisational. 

Often, a primero player improvises in conversation with the movements of dancers during a 

Musical Example 2.1: The top staff shows the basic shaka rhythm, while the bottom staff 
shows the basic punta rhythm as played on the segunda. 
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performance. The segunda is sometimes referred to as the “mother drum” because traditionally 

(according to oral histories) the primero (“father drum”) is carved or “birthed” out of the interior 

of the segunda. The idea that the body of one drum produces the other exemplifies the 

interconnectedness of these instruments. An ensemble cannot have one without the other; each 

Garifuna rhythm requires both the primero and segunda in order to be complete.3 Drummers hold 

the garawoun between their knees with the drumhead facing at a 45-degree angle away from the 

body, and the drums are played exclusively with the hands.  

 

Genres and Rhythms in Garifuna Music 

This section explores a number of Garifuna genres relevant to my research in Garifuna 

churches. First, I discuss semi-sacred vocal genres and use these genres to point out larger 

characteristics of Garifuna song that will become relevant in the musical analyses found in 

subsequent chapters. I then examine the rhythms most relevant to my work, which are also the 

rhythms most commonly known and played throughout the Garifuna Nation: the hüngühüngü, 

punta, and paranda (also known as bérusu). Because of the holistic nature of Garifuna music, I 

present each genre and rhythm below within its larger contexts: the settings in which it is 

traditionally and currently played, associated lyrical themes, and dance movements.  

Garifuna musical sensibility does not separate song from rhythm or dance. These 

elements are always interconnected, yet there does not exist an overarching word for “making 

music” within the language. Rather, the verbs used are abinaha (to dance), áhuwara garawoun 

                                                
3 I would argue that this closeness extends to people who regularly play the garawoun together; the Lebeha Boys 
have been playing together since they were children and are incredibly close friends and musicians. Perhaps their 
closeness has more to do with the fact that some of them are cousins, or the simple fact that they’ve known each 
other all their lives. But I suspect it also has something to do with the fact that they beat the drums together nearly 
every day. Through my experiences learning the garawoun and spending so much time with the drummers at 
Lebeha over the years, I have become fascinated by this idea of intimacy in music-making and hope to explore it in 
future work. 



 65 

(to play the drum), or eremuha (to sing). Ideally all three of these actions occur simultaneously. 

There are also no discrete words for the concepts of “rhythm” or “melody” within the Garifuna 

language; today, the English or Spanish terms are used by Garinagu to speak about these 

elements of music. 

 Garifuna vocal techniques and melodic structures are tied to both Amerindian and West 

African sacred song traditions, while the rhythmic patterns played by the percussion ensemble 

draw from West African musical sensibilities. In an article published in Belizean Studies (1982), 

ethnomusicologists Carol and Travis Jenkins offer a comprehensive Cantometric analysis of 

Garifuna music. Their liner notes for Dabuyabaruga: Inside the Temple, Sacred Music of the 

Garifuna of Belize (Ethnic Folkways Records 1982) also provide a wonderful discussion of 

Garifuna sacred music. That their work is hidden away within a journal only accessible at the 

Belize National Archive or in the notes of an obscure album is unfortunate, and highlights the 

need for further analysis of this music. The following excerpt succinctly explains the melding of 

African and Island Carib musical elements that occurred during the formation of Black Carib 

culture in 17th century St. Vincent: 

 During the formative phase of Garifuna culture as a maroon society, women were almost  
 certainly the carriers of the Arawak-Island Carib sacred complex and the teachers of its  
 ritual elements to the next generation. African men appear to have greatly outnumbered  
 African women and, taking Island Carib women as wives, added their drumming styles to 
 the cultural blend that ensued. They were not, however, able to insert polyrhythms into  
 the realm of sacred music, which is viewed as highly instrumental in bringing about  
 harmony between the human and spiritual realms. (Jenkins and Jenkins 1982:23) 
 

This passage highlights two important points about the roots of Garifuna music. First, the 

Garifuna drum—in rhythm, construction, playing style, and in the fact that it is primarily played 

by men—represents an African contribution to the Garifuna music culture. Second, while the 

traditional spiritual practices of the Garinagu are firmly planted within indigenous Caribbean 
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precursors, elements of West African sacred music also influenced the development of Garifuna 

sacred music. Today, Garifuna music still features elements that connect Garinagu to their 

ancestors in both Africa and the Caribbean. In many indigenous Caribbean and West African 

music-cultures, shakers (in this case, the sísira) play a central role in ritual, while the unison 

rhythms of drums accompany sacred song and dance. The specific roles of men and women in 

Garifuna rituals point also connect current Garifuna spiritual practices to both indigenous 

Caribbean and West African traditions. During dügü, women lead songs while men beat the 

drums, and women play a central role in the composition, transmission, and performance of 

Garifuna sacred songs. In many West African religious cultures and in many parts of the 

Caribbean, women are the primary songwriters and lead singers during rituals, while men 

perform on the drum (González-Wippler 1994; Omojola 2014; DjeDje 1998). 

Characteristics of Garifuna Song 

  During the course of dügü (the ceremony for the ancestors), several song genres are 

performed, each serving a different function and exhibiting different musical characteristics. 

While a detailed discussion of all song types is not relevant to my dissertation, it is pertinent to 

discuss the semi-sacred genres whose functions extend beyond the walls of the temple. Semi-

sacred songs of mourning and remembrance, úyanu are unaccompanied songs, often performed 

with simple gestures or dance at wakes, parties, and dügü. Historically, these songs of mourning 

could be split into two main groups: abeimahani and arumahani, women’s and men’s songs, 

respectively. In the past, abeimahani were composed and sung exclusively by women, but the 

gender lines delineating these semi-sacred genres have blurred as arumahani have faded into 

nonexistence.4 Today, far more women than men participate in religious activities than men. 

                                                
4During the course of my fieldwork, most people referred to these semi-sacred and sacred songs associated with 
dügü as abeimahani; it seems that the term únayu has fallen out of use, at least in Belizean Garifuna communities. 
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When men are present, they join in the singing of abeimahani along with their female 

counterparts (Kerns 1997:158). In sacred contexts such as dügü, women lead the singing of 

songs in chorus; the ensemble of female singers is called gayusa.5 When performing abeimahani 

in the temple, participants (again, mainly women) assemble in concentric circles, link fingers or 

hands with the people next to them, and sway forward and backward in unison. These gender 

roles, which continue into the present day, are also found in both West African and Amerindian 

religious practices, indicating multiple cultural influences on traditional Garifuna spiritual 

practices. 

 Sacred songs enter the Garifuna vocal repertoire in one of two ways. They are either 

composed by a single person (usually a woman), or are brought to individuals by ancestor spirits 

in dream. Garifuna historian, author, and activist E. Roy Cayetano explains this process: 

In Garifuna we have a phenomenon called ichahouwaruguti and I think this is a high 
level of inspiration where the universe speaks through you, the ancestors speak through 
you. We have that in Garifuna music, where people speak of learning a song rather than 
of having composed it because of the way the songs are given to them. (Cayetano 2013) 
 

After an individual receives a song from an ancestor, it does not become the personal property of 

the recipient. Rather, the song must be taught to the family or larger community, and thereafter is 

absorbed into the ever-evolving repertoire of Garifuna sacred songs. This spirit of collective 

ownership and musical sharing in Garifuna spiritual life extends beyond the realm of traditional 

religious contexts. For example, the Garifuna Catholic Church has a rich repertoire of hymns 

composed by individuals throughout Central America. These hymns travel from one Garifuna 

community to the next, being taught and integrated into each congregation’s musical practice 

along the way. Sometimes the name of the composer is passed along with the song, or country of 

                                                                                                                                                       
One collaborator suggested that úyanu refers specifically to songs sung during dügü, which would make this a 
sacred rather than semi-sacred genre. 
5The leading role that women take in Garifuna religious ritual, and society at large, is thoroughly explored by 
Virginia Kerns’ in her wonderful book Women and the Ancestors (1997). 
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origin is retained, but at other times, the song becomes communal property. Likewise, the 

musical repertoire of Garifuna Evangelical churches are comprised of both American praise and 

worship tunes, as well as songs in Garifuna composed by Pastor Edwin Castillo, who shares his 

compositions with other Garifuna Evangelical congregations across Central America. He has 

made multiple trips to churches in Honduras with the express purpose of bringing his songs and 

worship style to these communities. 

Abeimahani and other songs associated with dügü represent the most “traditional” vocal 

genres in terms of their musical characteristics and lack of influence from European harmony 

and form, but these characteristics extend to secular genres and non-traditional sacred genres as 

well. Melodies tend to be in minor tonalities, with descending melodic lines, set to irregular 

rhythms. Historically, Garifuna singing has been monophonic and syllabic, and vocal timbres are 

strong and somewhat nasal.6 Garifuna sacred songs are responsorial but phrases consistently 

overlap: usually the chorus will begin singing its phrase before the leader finishes, creating a 

nearly constant stream of sound. In a Cantometric analysis of Garifuna music, the Jenkinses 

report, “Both the social organization of the vocal group and the lack of vocal polyphony are traits 

having clear historical connections with Amerindian music. Unlike most West African call-and-

response patterns, there is little space for vocal elaboration by a soloist in Garifuna song” 

(1982:19).  

 In the lyrics of sacred songs, special acknowledgement is given to the trauma and loss the 

Garinagu have experienced, particularly their exile from St. Vincent and the struggles 

encountered throughout decades of oppression and marginalization in Central America. Garifuna 

activist and author Lucia Ellis explains: 

                                                
6 Today this timbre is heard more prominently among older singers, while younger singers use a vocal style that has 
been audibly influenced by American R&B and popular music, relying on a more open, chest-voice and the use of 
melisma. 
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[These experiences] are reflected in many of the Garifuna sacred songs. The songs, used 
in all of their rituals, reflect one or both of these experiences and the consequent struggle, 
pain, loss, abandonment, perseverance, and survival experience. I associate the Garifuna 
songs to versions of other people's struggles, such as the biblical ‘Lamentations’ and the 
‘Negro Spirituals.’(Ellis 2010:82) 
 

The lyrics of abeimahani, along with secular song genres, express a wide range of emotions and 

themes that deal with both the harsh and the beautiful realities of life. Rudolph Coleman, a 

Garifuna elder from Hopkins, elaborates: 

Whether something has happened to you, or you’ve seen somebody suffering, or you are 
madly in love. . . . all the Garifuna songs, it can be a punta, it can be a paranda, a 
chumba, a hüngühüngü, a wanaragua, all these songs are about either something that 
happened or something that you have seen. (Coleman 2012) 
 

Garifuna songs of all genres are composed as stories that address themes of everyday life, such 

as sickness, death, visits from the ancestors, affection, social criticism and morality. Lucia Ellis 

comments that “the messages in the Garifuna songs promote acceptance of life for what it is and 

a belief that there is no reason to give up" (2010:81). Moral lessons or social critiques are rarely 

hidden behind flowery language or complex metaphor; singers say what they mean. The 

unembellished, strong, clear vocal style that characterizes Garifuna song is, thus, an excellent 

vehicle for conveying these very straightforward and meaningful messages. 

Sacred Rhythms: Hüngühüngü and Uguleindu 

Musical Example 2.2: Basic hüngühüngü rhythm for primero (top staff)  
and segunda (bottom staff) 
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 In addition to the sacred and semi-sacred vocal genres, there exist both sacred and semi-

sacred rhythms within the Garifuna musical repertoire. Perhaps the most distinctive rhythm in 

Garifuna music is the hüngühüngü. This rhythm is in triple meter; the basic segunda rhythm, 

when conceptualized in 6/8, consists simply of two eighth notes followed by two sixteenth-notes 

(see Musical Example 2.2).7 For the hüngühüngü dance, the feet shuffle along the floor, while 

arms circle close to the body in double time to the movement of the feet. Dancers take two steps 

to every three beats on the garawoun, creating a 2:3 polyrhythm between dancers’ steps and 

drum rhythms. Hüngühüngü is considered a semi-sacred genre, and there also exists a variation 

of the rhythm that is exclusively played within the temple: this is uguleindu.  

 Both the hüngühüngü and uguleindu are steady, slow and repetitive, reminiscent of a 

heartbeat. As previously noted, in sacred contexts these rhythms lack the interplay between 

drums that is essential to music-making in secular contexts. Anthropologists Jenkins and Jenkins 

report that this is characteristic of many indigenous North and South American music cultures 

(Jenkins and Jenkins 1982:19). They also suggest that the transverse cord of the garawoun has a 

specifically spiritual function: “the Garifuna drum does not house a spirit. It can only call spirits 

with the aid of a special buzz created by attached snares- a South American Indian practice" 

(1982:3). During dügü, the garawoun call participants to dance and sing together, priming the 

space and the participants for ancestor spirits to arrive. Garifuna activist and author Lucia Ellis 

explains the role of music in controlling the energy within the dabuyaba, or temple: 

The Garifuna drummer is able to beat the drums to summon the áhari (ancestral spirits). 
. . . The vibration of the rhythms of the drums, shaka (sísera), singing voices and lyrics 
heightens the spiritual senses. . . . During rituals, the synchronization between singing 
and dancing movements generate much energy. The pulse and the rhythm of the 
drumming allows a person to lose self-consciousness and become 'light' [more open to 

                                                
7 In all transcriptions of garawoun rhythms, the higher note head on the staff represents a hit on the edge of the 
drum, which produces a higher pitch. The lower note head represents a stroke with the palm of the hand on the 
center of the drum, which produces a lower, more resonant tone. 



 71 

receive] to the spirits. Some participants are 'lighter' than others. (Ellis 2010:79, italics 
and bold in original)   
 
In secular settings, ensembles of two to four drums (one primero and one to three 

segundas) are usually played, but in the temple three drums are played. Rather than using the 

primero and segunda, drummers play two segunda and a third, larger drum referred to as lanigi 

garawoun, or “heart of the drums” that is reserved for sacred purposes (Foster 1986). Ellis 

explains the symbolism of the garawoun in such contexts: “The lead drum is placed in between 

the smaller drums. This drum represents the present life. The right drum represents the past and 

the left represents the future” (Ellis 2010:81).8 Engagement with past, present, and future is at the 

core of dügü. These ceremonies connect living Garinagu to their past through communicating 

with the ancestor spirits and recounting family histories and larger historical narratives. The 

present is experienced fully through song, dance, and spiritual upliftment. The future is 

acknowledged by rekindling familial ties and discussing the family’s needs and goals. Central to 

these evocations of past, present and future are the rhythms, vibrations, and tangibility of the 

garawoun, sísira, voices and bodies. 

Secular and Popular Genres: Punta & Bérusu 

 The best-known and most popular Garifuna rhythm is punta. On the segunda, this duple 

meter ostinato rhythm can be broken down into a four-note cell. In 4/4, this is conceptualized as 

the dominant hand playing a steady quarter-note beat while the second hand punctuates the 

rhythms with pairs of sixteenth notes. The basic primero pattern consists of the repetition of 

eighth, two-sixteenth notes, eighth (see Musical Example 2.3). In Belizean Garifuna 

communities, the punta is traditionally performed (drummed, sung and danced) at funerals and 

wakes, with the accompanying songs composed by women. Historically, punta songs contained 
                                                
8 Likewise, E. Roy Cayetano explains that, “In ritual, we have three drums and those drums symbolize the totality of 
Garifuna life: past, present, and future” (Cayetano 2013). 
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lyrics that provided social commentary or the airing of grievances, and often featured call and 

response vocals.  

 

 The traditional punta is danced by quickly swiveling the hips while alternating weight 

from one foot to the next with the knees bent. The upper body is quite still, and arms are usually 

held akimbo. When danced as a partner dance, the punta resembles a cock-and-hen “mating 

dance,” variations of which are found in many music cultures throughout the African diaspora. 

For the punta, the male dancer “chases” the female while she affects a disinterested, coy attitude 

toward her partner. When danced expertly, especially by older women in colorful, flowing 

pleated skirts, the punta is subtle and beautiful—a dancer’s torso appears to wind and circle of its 

own accord, while her face remains tranquil and often appears to be detached from her 

effortlessly twisting body.    

 As it has gained popularity through the promotion of the popular punta rock genre, the 

social context and lyrical content of the punta has changed drastically. The widespread 

popularity of this rhythm can be attributed to musician Pen Cayetano, who in 1981 founded a 

musical group called The Original Turtle Shell Band. His group developed the sound of punta 

rock, a popular genre based on the punta rhythm. This music features garawoun, turtle shells and 

shakas, along with electric guitar and bass, electric keyboard and synthesized beats or a drum set. 

Musical Example 2.3: Basic punta rhythms for primero (top staff) and 
segunda (bottom staff).  
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In the realm of popular music, punta rock has become a male-dominated genre, a stark contrast 

from the dominant compositional and leadership role that women hold in more traditional 

performance contexts. Lyrics in present-day punta rock tunes address a variety of topics, from 

the more traditional themes of storytelling and social commentary to songs about partying, 

drinking and women. Because punta has thus become associated with partying, this rhythm is 

now used to express songs that are lighthearted and celebratory. For example, at the Evangelical 

church in Hopkins, Pastor Herdie uses the punta rhythm to accompany songs of praise and 

gratitude. Meanwhile, a slightly slower and statelier version of the punta dance and rhythm 

continues to be performed at ceremonies for the dead, family occasions, and folkloric 

performances.  

 Older punta rock artists maintain the melodic structures and vocal styles characteristic of 

traditional Garifuna songs, but many younger artists have done away with these musical 

conventions in favor of more rhythmic vocals, taking clear influence from Jamaican toasting or 

North American rapping. Accordingly, the dance has sped up and become increasingly 

provocative, something danced almost exclusively by youth and often solo male or female 

dancers. When played at a party or in the context of punta rock, the punta rhythm is very fast, 

propelling listeners’ hips into motion.  

 The music known today as paranda has historically been called bérusu, a folk-song genre 

featuring guitar and voice that usually imparts serious messages or stories, and is generally 

meant for listening rather than dancing. Today in Belize, there is not a specific dance associated 

with bérusu though the movements of the punta dance fit with the rhythm, or listeners slowly 

sway left to right, moving the hips with each beat. A push is currently being made among 

Belizean Garifuna intellectuals and musicians to reclaim the Garifuna name bérusu, as it is 
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argued that calling the genre “paranda” is inaccurate. Felix Miranda, a devoted scholar of 

Garifuna history and culture, explains: 

[Bérusu] comes from the French word berceuse. Just lullabies.9 You see, even the 
Garinagu that I thought would have corrected that misinformation, they didn’t say 
anything about it. 
LP:When did it switch to being called paranda? 
FM: As far as I can remember, it was when the Garifuna Collective with Andy Palacio 
did their first album, and they were labeled parranderos [someone who plays paranda]… 
And when I came back here [to Belize after living in New York] in 2009 and heard 
somebody talking about it on Channel 55 Love FM, they said, “We will be playing 
paranda music.” There’s no such thing as paranda music in the Garifuna genre of music! 
Yes, you can do paranda with bérusu. But the genre is not paranda. Paranda is 
something that you do, because it comes from two Spanish words, “to stop” and “to make 
festive.” [parar and paranda]. That’s what paranda means. But who takes the time to 
research this and say, “Oh, that’s not right, this is what it is!” It’s something that is 
festive, so you can even dance to it. You are paranda-ring! But you are using bérusu to 
paranda. (Miranda 2012) 
 

Out of respect for these scholars and my mentors in Hopkins, I too will use the name bérusu to 

discuss this music, though at present it is more commonly called paranda.  

Aside from punta, bérusu is the most popular Garifuna rhythm and genre, and is currently 

experiencing a popular revival due in part to the use of the rhythm by internationally popular 

Garifuna artists such as Andy Palacio, The Garifuna Collective, and Aurelio Martinez. This 

genre is audibly influenced by the Spanish guitar as a result of Garifuna interactions with 

Spanish settlements in Honduras during the late 18th and early 19th centuries. Bérusu songs are 

reminiscent of Spanish serenades and are generally composed by older men, singing in un-

romanticized terms about themes such as love, family, and death. The bérusu rhythm on segunda 

is similar to that of the punta, but slowed down and elongated, while the primero plays a very 

distinctive pattern four beats in length (see Musical Example 2.4). The garawoun are often 

                                                
9 A berceuse is a composition resembling a lullaby. Often in 6/8, this form was developed by Frederic Chopin and 
has been used by Debussy, Listz, and Tchaikovsky, among others. The word berceuse comes from the French 
bercer, “to rock.” The use of this word within the Garifuna language reveals yet another link between Garifuna and 
French cultures. 
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accompanied by the clave rhythm, played on shakas, claves or turtle shells, connecting this genre 

to music of the Spanish Caribbean.  

 Chumba is another core rhythm of the Garifuna repertoire. In Hopkins, the chumba 

rhythms played on primero and segunda are very similar and are not polyrhythmic, creating a 

march-like feel (see Musical Example 2.5). There is an old, somewhat antiquated, dance 

associated with this rhythm that is mainly performed within folkloric performance contexts in the 

present day. Usually performed by women, the dance acts out the motions of daily chores and 

tasks, including digging for cassava, carrying wood, and tilling a field.10 The chumba rhythm has 

also come to be associated with celebrations, and today can be heard accompanying higher 

energy, uplifting songs within Garifuna churches. 

 Each of the aforementioned song, rhythm, and dance genres evoke different emotions for 

participants and listeners. Of course, within this dissertation I am particularly interested in the 

ways these Garifuna musical elements are used to evoke feelings of community, faith, and 

ethnicity in the context of Christian-based worship. Building upon the information presented 

here, chapters six and eight offer further analyses of these rhythms and vocal styles within the 

context of Hopkins’s Catholic and Evangelical churches, respectively. 

 
 

 

 

 
                                                
10 Two other common Garifuna rhythms are sanbéi and wanaragua. Sanbéi is adapted from Belizean Creole music 
and is not as commonly heard in performance contexts, and wanaragua is played to accompany a type of 
masquerade dance, variations of which are found throughout the Afro-Caribbean. Also called John Canoe, Jankunu 
or Jonkonnu, this dance is performed by bands of young men during the Christmas season and is thought to have 
roots in the Yoruba egungun ceremonies of West Africa (Greene 1998: 674). For more information on wanaragua 
and John Canoe, see Oliver Greene’s film Play, Jankunú Play: The Garifuna Wanaragua Ritual of Belize (2006) 
and Judith Bettelheim and John Nunley’s 1988 book Caribbean Festival Arts. 
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Figure 2.3: Warren Martinez and me during a drumming lesson at the Lebeha Drumming 
Center in Hopkins (Photograph by Priya Bhasin, 2013). 

 

Musical Example 2.4: Basic bérusu/paranda rhythms for primero (top 
line) and segunda (bottom line).  

Musical Example 2.5: Basic chumba rhythms for primero (top line) 
and segunda (bottom line).  
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Learning to Drum 

 Of the two garawoun, the segunda is the larger and has the role of timekeeper, featuring 

simpler rhythms and ostinato patterns. The primero is the lead, improvisatory drum. During my 

first two visits to Belize, drumming lessons were confined to learning the basic rhythms on 

segunda, which were played until each rhythm had sunk deep into my psyche. Repeating those 

same basic rhythms a nearly infinite number of times created a strong foundation upon which to 

understand more complex rhythms when I began my study of the primero. It took time for my 

body to become acquainted with the garawoun. My hands had to be slowly trained in strength 

and steadiness, and my arms had to get used to the angle and technique necessary for creating the 

proper tones. My legs had to learn how to hold the drum upright. Likewise, my mind and spirit 

had to be slowly and steadily imbued with these rhythms until playing them was a natural, 

thoughtless process. 

 By the time my dissertation research began in 2012, I had been steeped in Garifuna 

rhythms for three years and was ready to begin my study of the primero. Warren Martinez and I 

began formal lessons in late September and we met an average of three times per week for one-

hour private lessons. I played primero; he, segunda (see Figure 2.3). We continued this way 

throughout the next nine months, and it was around February 2013 that I made a breakthrough 

with the garawoun. The Lebeha Boys confirmed this one Tuesday evening when we were all 

together at Driftwood’s weekly jam night. I was on the beach talking with friends when I heard 

my name over the PA system: “Lauren! Lauren! I need you on segunda!” Though my friends 

regularly acknowledged the progress I was making under the tutelage of Warren, this simple 

gesture was incredibly encouraging. It told me that these drummers—some of the best in 

Belize—trusted my ability to perform during an unrehearsed, live performance in a crowded bar. 
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Not only that, they trusted me to maintain the rhythmic basis of the entire ensemble. After all, the 

segunda player is the timekeeper of the group, and if he (or she!) isn’t precise with his/her 

rhythms, the entire group falls apart.11 

 Learning to play the garawoun was formative in several ways. First, these drums have 

provided me with communal musicking experiences unlike any I’ve ever had before. The energy 

created by an ensemble of Garifuna instruments is irresistible, and to be part of the creation of 

that energy is incredibly empowering and uplifting. Veronica Doubleday writes, “To possess or 

play a musical instrument is to wield power” (2008:3). Indeed, there is real power in the 

garawoun: aural, emotional, social, and spiritual. On the most corporeal level, garawoun players 

possess the power to elicit a physical response in the humans around them. When we got it 

“right” (during lessons or performances) people in the vicinity inevitably began to dance and 

sing in response. On a deeper level, drummers have the power to transform a space from 

something ordinary and quotidian to something bordering on the sacred. I had never before been 

an active participant in this type of communally transcendent musical experience. It shaped me 

personally, and also shaped my reputation within the village. 

 Second, learning the garawoun was my first in-depth experience with a music that is, as 

Timothy Rice calls it, “learned but not taught” (2003:65). Traditionally, young players learn 

through being exposed to drumming from a very early age, but they are not taught through 

formal drumming lessons. Of course, for me as a non-Garifuna adult the teaching method was 

necessarily quite different from the method youngsters receive in the village. The pedagogy at 
                                                
11During a follow-up trip to Hopkins in February 2015, another scenario occurred that demonstrated the boys’ faith 
in my musical abilities. I was accompanying them to a performance at Hamanasi, a local resort. Joseph, Warren, and 
I loaded into a van at the Lebeha Drumming Center, picked up the three girls who would be dancing, and then 
bumped around the village looking for someone to play the shakas (gourd shakers). After fifteen minutes we still 
hadn’t found another available musician, so Warren announced, “Lauren will play shakas!” I ended up playing with 
them for the whole performance, blurring the lines between performer and audience, local and foreign, insider and 
outsider. Tourists at the resort were certainly expecting an ensemble of “authentic” Garifuna musicians. Instead, 
what they got were Garifuna drummers, Garifuna dancers, and an Californian PhD student. 
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Lebeha certainly involved aspects of Euro-American teaching methods. These included logical 

lesson plans and a progression in difficulty each week, pre-arranged times and durations for one-

on-one lessons, and “tests” in which Warren would encourage me to keep up while he increased 

our tempo, or in which he would play something incredibly complex while challenging me not to 

get distracted.  

 Despite these formalized aspects of learning, the rhythms of the garawoun entered my 

mind and body through a very fluid, multi-sensory, “aural-visual-tactile” process (Rice 2003:77). 

Rhythms were learned entirely by ear and sight and, as I mentioned above, this was a physically 

taxing endeavor. After a week of rigorous lessons, my shoulders would be sore, I’d have 

scratches or bruises on my legs from holding the drum so tightly between my knees, and my 

hands would be tender, swollen and bruised. Sometimes I would wake in the night, hands 

throbbing, not immediately able to figure out why I was in such pain. The visual component of 

learning was in watching Warren’s hands and facial expressions. A glance at his face revealed 

whether I was successfully playing a rhythm or embellishment, if I was rushing or lagging 

behind, if he was pleased with my tone or not. Our opposite hands were dominant and we played 

sitting across from one another so that our movements were mirrored. Difficult rhythms were 

learned by carefully watching his hands as he broke a rhythm into small sections and then pieced 

it back together into the full phrase. Warren first taught the most basic, simple version of each 

rhythm on segunda, and then the basic rhythm on primero. Next, he introduced variations on 

these basic rhythms, followed by quasi-standardized embellishments for each rhythm. The last 

step would be to develop original, individual improvisations on primero. Equally important was 

learning how to play with others. Ultimately it doesn’t matter if a Garifuna drummer can play 

alone, if he cannot play with the rest of the ensemble, his efforts are useless. 
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 Third, becoming a drummer gave me legitimacy in the village in a way that nothing else 

could. Not only was I studying the music, I was playing it—and relatively well. Being a long-

term student at Lebeha formed a large part of my identity within Hopkins. Warren took pride in 

teaching and watching me play in the company of others, and I was equally proud to say that I 

was studying the garawoun with him.12 It was not uncommon for passers-by to wander into the 

drumming center after hearing the sounds of our drumming wafting down the beach—and to be 

surprised and impressed to find out that the primero drummer was a woman from the United 

States.  

 I was regularly the recipient of comments from both Garifuna and non-Garifuna men and 

women such as, “You’re the only girl in Hopkins beating the drums.”  “You are the only white 

girl who has ever learned to play like that.”  “You sound so good, now you’re better than [insert 

name of Garifuna man here]!” These observations were always stated in a way that embraced my 

presence, my learning of the garawoun, and my (small) overturning of traditional music-related 

gender roles. When I was beating the drums, I was performing Garifuna rhythms—and thus 

evoking Garifunaness—in response to which Garifuna men and women were dancing for me. 

And as a drumming student, I was inserting myself into a space traditionally reserved for males 

in a society where historically, male and female social domains have little overlap. While 

females are not at all prohibited or discouraged from drumming, the vast majority of Garifuna 

drummers are male. When asked about this dynamic, most individuals simply stated that women 

prefer to uphold the tradition of dancing while men drum for them. I never received any 

messages that I was subverting any particularly important or valued social norms, nor did anyone 

seem displeased by my playing. In fact, the general response to my drumming was one of 

                                                
12 Not only is this young man an incredibly accomplished drummer, he is a musical innovator, a gifted teacher, and a 
proud Garifuna man devoted to his culture and cross-cultural sharing. 
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pleasure at the fact that an outsider was taking the time to learn the tradition. Many Garinagu—

specifically women—told me that my interest in the culture and music made them feel very 

proud to be Garifuna. 13 This, in turn, made me feel very proud to be studying the garawoun. 

                                                
13 This attitude was exemplified at one particular Tuesday jam night, when two local girls came up to me during a 
break gushing, “Girl, you were off the chain! Nobody has ever come and done what you just did!” “There must be 
other girls who play,” I responded, worrying that they were just trying to make me feel good, “like Clayton's 
sister…” “Yeah, but she grew up around it. You just got here and girl you are good! When I saw you walk up there, 
I thought ‘What is she doing?' and then you started playing, and oh man!”  
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Chapter Three: 
“We Were Never Slaves”: The Garinagu of Belize 

  
“It was easy to recognize a people never disgraced by slavery, who regarded themselves as 

anyone's equal. Their looks were assured, and in them could be read the indomitable courage 
which had stood the proof of three centuries” (de Jonnes 1795). 

~ 
“My birthright is Belize. I’m a Belizean, and I’m a Garifuna” (Gonzalez 2013). 

 
 Regardless of other cultural elements that individuals embrace or reject in the negotiation 

of Garifunaness, narratives of Garifuna history lie at the core of Garifunaduáü (“the Garifuna 

way”). Learning, remembering, and re-telling the Garifuna story in familial and communal 

contexts is an important mode of identity maintenance for Garinagu in Central America and the 

diaspora. Songs, sermons, speeches, and everyday conversation are peppered with references to 

this historical narrative. The Garifuna story is one that evokes pride and teaches perseverance, 

self-worth and the importance of community. Beyond that, it honors the ancestors, connecting 

the living to those who have passed on but who continue to play an active role in the lives of 

their descendants. Thus, re-telling the history of the Garinagu here not only provides a context 

for this particular study, but also acknowledges the weight and value that this narrative carries 

within the Garifuna worldview. 

 This chapter presents two separate histories that converged during the mid-nineteenth 

century: that of the Garinagu and that of Belize. Providing a clear history will establish a 

foundation for discussing the contemporary religious and cultural practices of my field sites in 

Belize while shedding light on the roots of Garifuna culture. The information in this chapter also 

provides an important foundation for the history of the Garifuna drum found in the subsequent 

chapter. The first section, “The Black Caribs of St. Vincent,” outlines the origins of the Garinagu 

from their beginnings on the island of St. Vincent in the Lesser Antilles to their British-imposed 
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exile from St. Vincent to Central America in 1797 (see Figure 3.1).1 It also explores the roots of 

Garifuna culture as it developed in St. Vincent during the 17th and 18th centuries. The second 

section opens with a history of Belize from the beginning of British settlement in the 17th 

century until independence in 1981, tracing the evolution of the area’s economy, demographics, 

society, and government. I then offer snapshots of Belizean nationalism, government, economy, 

social issues and religion from the early 1980s to the present, situating Hopkins within these 

various spheres. The third part of the chapter is devoted to the social history of the Garinagu in 

Belize, giving the reader an adequate understanding of the cultural and socio-economic 

challenges the Garinagu have confronted and overcome in Belizean society in the past century.  

 

The Black Caribs of St. Vincent 
 
 The Black Caribs, today known as the Garinagu, are an ethnic group that originated in the 

Lesser Antilles of the Caribbean. The Amerindian ancestors of the Garinagu were Arawak (or 

Arawakan) and Carib, two separate ethnic groups with separate language families that originated 

in the Orinoco region of South America. Beginning in the mid-10th century, Arawaks began 

migrating through the Lesser Antilles, slowly moving north into the Greater Antilles (Gonzalez 

1983:259). Arawak society was agriculture-based and sedentary with a distinct music and dance 

culture, and religious practices that centered on worshipping spirits called “zemis” (Rouse 

1951:249). In the 15th century, Caribs—a semi-nomadic people known for their skill in warfare 

                                                
1 In all writing from the 1970s and earlier, the Garinagu are referred to as “Black Caribs.” This is the name given 
them by Europeans during the 17th century. It is unclear when the name “Garinagu” or “Garifuna” came into use, 
but most scholars agree that it is derived from the name “Kalinago,” which was historically the Black Caribs’ name 
for themselves (Shepard 1971; Gonzalez 1988; Honychurch 2004). For the sake of differentiating between the 
historical period before and after the Garinagu were exiled from St. Vincent to Honduras, and to create continuity 
with previously published works, I will use the name “Black Carib” or “Kalinago” to refer to the Garinagu before 
they reached the coast of Central America (1797), and “Garifuna/Garinagu” for events occurring after that date.  
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and fishing—also migrated north from the edge of South America. By the end of the 1400s, 

Caribs had raided many Arawak villages throughout the Lesser Antilles, enslaving or killing 

Arawak men, and taking women as wives (Hulme 1992:3). Eventually, the Arawaks and Caribs 

intermingled to the point that they became known as one group, known to Europeans as the 

“Island Caribs” (Mohammed 2010:119).  

 

 

 

  

Figure 3.1: Map of the Caribbean  
(from east to west, stars mark St. Vincent, Roatán, Honduras, and Stann Creek District, Belize). 
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First Encounters: Europeans in the Antilles  

 The first contact between Europe and the indigenous communities of the Caribbean 

islands occurred in 1492, with the landing of Christopher Columbus on the island now known as 

the Bahamas. At the time of his arrival, the Antilles were home to several distinct ethnic groups, 

each with their own language and culture. In the Bahamas and the Greater Antilles lived the 

Taino and Ciboney, and in the Lesser Antilles—from the island of Guadeloupe southward—were 

Island Caribs.2 

 In his journals, Columbus described the Caribs as “bloodthirsty pagans and fierce 

cannibals” who were constantly overpowering settlements of the more peaceful Arawaks. In 

stark contrast, of the Arawaks Columbus noted, “the natives love their neighbours as themselves, 

their faces are always smiling, their conversation is the sweetest imaginable, and they are gentle 

and affectionate” (quoted in Manington 1930:102-103). Columbus’ characterizations—though 

essentialized and racist—are valuable for two reasons. First, the archaeological record shows that 

in fact, Caribs did forcefully raid Arawak settlements, and Columbus’s writings help vivify the 

dynamic between these two groups. Second, his writings provide insight into the origins of 

stereotypes about the Black Caribs/Garinagu that have persisted for centuries. Unfortunately, the 

false assertion that Caribs were bloodthirsty cannibals is a stereotype that endured, even in 

Belize, into the twentieth century, and is one because of which the Garinagu have suffered great 

prejudice and discrimination.3 

  

                                                
2 For more information on historical and archaeological research surrounding indigenous Caribbean societies, see 
Gonzalez (1983), Curet in Palmié and Scarano (2011), and Reid (2009). 
3 “Carib” and “cannibal” are corruptions of the Caribs’ name for themselves, “Kalinago” or “Karina.” The words 
“Garifuna” and “Garinagu” are also thought to be rooted in this original name (Kloos 1991; Roessingh 2001:212). 
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Africans and Island Caribs 

 By the 16th century, the Island Caribs dwelled mainly on St. Vincent, a small island in 

the Lesser Antilles. The earliest documents citing Africans and Island Caribs coexisting in St. 

Vincent are from 1546, though the circumstances surrounding early African-Carib interactions 

are unclear. Two main theories regarding the origins of African history in the Americas are 

currently being argued. First is the assertion, supported by a plethora of Caribbean oral histories 

(including that of the Garinagu) and European historical documents, that Africans first reached 

the Americas as a result of the European-controlled transatlantic slave trade. The second is the 

Pre-Columbian Theory, which posits that Africans had been trading and settling in the Americas 

since Malian leader Abubakari II sent expeditions in the 14th century. This narrative is supported 

by a minority of scholars such as Ivan Van Sertima, Leo Wiener, and Clyde Winters, but has had 

trouble finding space within dominant historical narratives.  

The finer points of these two arguments are beyond the scope of this dissertation. 

However, I am concerned with the ways these narratives have and are shaping historical 

accounts of the Garinagu. The dominant Garifuna narrative is that the first Africans reached St. 

Vincent in the mid-1600s after two shipwrecks occurred offshore from St. Vincent. Enslaved 

Africans who escaped the wrecked slave ships settled on St. Vincent and quickly increased the 

island’s African population. Over the next decades, escaped slaves from nearby islands, 

particularly Barbados, further augmented St. Vincent’s maroon population (Africans who had 

escaped from slavery).4 The island became known as a safe haven for maroons, and within a few 

decades of escaped slaves’ initial arrival on the island, there existed distinct communities of 

                                                
4 Currents from Barbados made it very easy to reach St. Vincent. As French Commissariat Officer Robert reported 
in 1700, “Of all the islands the one from which it is the most easy to reach St Vincent is Barbados, it is not necessary 
to do anything other than drift on the currents and by steering a canoe ever so little it is therefore possible to come 
very easily from Barbados” (quoted in Hulme & Whitehead 1992:173). 
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Caribs and “Negroes,” as well as a mixed community on the windward side of St. Vincent 

(Hulme & Whitehead 1992:174).5 This narrative is supported by both Garifuna oral histories and 

European historical documents. But some scholars, such as Garifuna Felix Miranda, are trying to 

change the Garifuna story. Miranda, along with a small group of other Garinagu and those who 

adhere to the the Pre-Columbian Theory, assert that the first interactions between and Caribs in 

St. Vincent occurred prior to Christopher Columbus’ arrival in the Americas, and therefore prior 

to the beginning of the transatlantic slave trade. This perspective diminishes—even further—the 

experience of slavery within Garifuna historical narratives and for this reason is appealing. 

However, as yet I have found no concrete evidence that supports this narrative. 

 The dominant Garifuna narrative implies that the social integration of Africans and Island 

Caribs on St. Vincent was a peaceful, easy process, but it was clearly a more tumultuous and 

violent time. Recent academic studies suggest that Africans and Caribs never fully integrated 

into one community, nor were they entirely harmonious. There is evidence that some of the early 

interactions between Caribs and Africans involved Caribs stealing Africans from European 

settlements and making them their own slaves—a social interaction that perhaps should not be 

classified as “coexisting” (Johnson 2007:63). Nancie Gonzalez asserts that by 1700, “a new 

society [which included Africans] had emerged on St. Vincent that was racially and culturally 

distinct from that of the Island Caribs” (1988:8). This “new society” refers to the island’s African 

population, which was, “so powerful on St. Vincent that they force[d] the Island Caribs to 

relinquish some land to them” (Hadel 1972:3). However, by the mid-1700s a sizable number of 

                                                
5 Though Europeans (and Africans) were present in St. Vincent beginning in the mid-1600s, the island remained 
more autonomous than most Caribbean islands until the turn of the 19th century. A European agreement in 1600 
allowed St. Vincent “to remain a sort of early ‘Indian reserve,’ a compact renewed in the 1748 Treaty of Aix-la-
Chapelle” (Johnson 2007:62) in part because its rugged landscape was not conducive to large-scale agricultural 
development. 
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African and Island Caribs had commingled and cohabited to the point that Europeans began 

referring to them as a distinct cultural group: the Black Caribs, whose presence quickly 

overpowered that of the island’s original Island Carib inhabitants. In the 18th century, the Island 

Carib population likely suffered, “cultural disorientation and despair due to increasingly futile 

efforts to protect their lands against European and Black Carib encroachment” (Boucher 

1992:97). 

The Birth of Black Carib society 

Just as the Caribs had adopted the language and customs of the Arawak communities they 

encountered decades earlier, Africans in St. Vincent appropriated the language and many 

customs of the Island Caribs. The reasons that these Africans so readily adopted Island Carib 

culture and language are complex and open to conjecture. Historical evidence suggests that 

Africans reached St. Vincent over a period of several decades, and therefore likely originated 

from a variety of locations in West and Central Africa, from Ghana and Nigeria to the Congo and 

Angola (Foster 1986:9; Johnson 2007:65). However, it is nearly impossible to discern the 

specific African origins of Garifuna cultural elements and a specific African point of origin is not 

part of the Garifuna historical narrative.   

Several factors would have contributed to the loss of distinctive African cultural traits 

among the Black Caribs. As their numbers steadily grew through the 17th and 18th centuries, 

Black Caribs were confronted with strained socio-political circumstances requiring immediate 

unity and cooperation. As historian Sara Johnson notes in reference to the Haitian Revolution, 

“the possibility of radical change hinges upon an ability to form strategic bonds, whether across 

racial and class lines, across imperial boundaries, or across gendered and ethnic affiliations” 

(Johnson 2012:7). If the Black Caribs were to survive in the face of continual colonial onslaught, 
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they had to band together linguistically, culturally, and ideologically. For early Black Carib 

communities on St. Vincent, it would have been of little benefit for individuals to continue self-

identifying as Yoruba, Congo, Carib, or Arawak: they were all Kalinago—one community united 

against their European foes. Anthropologist Paul Christopher Johnson captures the necessity of 

this assimilation, writing, “out of this sudden copresence—an encounter not chosen by either 

group, a new synthetic ethnicity and religion . . . was born” (2007:62).6 

Black Carib Language 

 The Garifuna language is based in the Arawakan language family, with loanwords from 

French, Spanish, English, Carib, and arguably, some West African languages. Like every other 

part of Garifuna culture, this language is a hybrid, influenced by a variety of sources (Taylor 

1951, Gonzalez 1988). Traditionally, the Garifuna language was divided into two social dialects: 

female and male. This division reflects the Arawak and Carib interaction that led to the 

formation of the Garinagu. The female version of Garifuna is more strongly grounded in 

Arawak, while the male version utilizes a greater number of Carib-language words. Women and 

children spoke the female dialect among themselves, and upon reaching a certain age, young 

men were taught to speak the male version as well (Gonzalez 1988:26). Today, the female 

dialect has become the norm in daily Garifuna conversation. It is spoken by both males and 

females, yet remnants of the men’s dialect remain. Francis Lewis, my Garifuna language teacher 

and an elder in Hopkins village, says that he uses men’s speech when he really wants to be heard, 

as when making a strong point in a debate or argument, or when scolding his grandchildren. 

Beyond these contexts, however, men and women usually speak the same version of the 

language. 
                                                
6 Anthropologist Mary Helms defines the Black Caribs as a “colonial tribe,” which she defines as “societies which 
originated as recognizable entities as a direct result of colonial policies” (1969:76). 
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Black Carib Musical Instruments 

Archaeological and written historical evidence indicates that instruments used by Island 

Carib societies included end-blown reed flutes, shell trumpets, and shakers (Blake 1898; 

Conzemius 1928; La Borde 1674; Gonzalez 1988). On the subject of Island Carib music-making, 

Caribbean anthropologist Lennox Honeychurch writes that the music was “based on percussion 

instruments made of wood and gourds or calabashes. There were no animals such as goats and 

cattle with which to make drums” (2004). Musicologist Peter Manuel concurs, noting that “the 

absence of mammals bigger than rodents prevented the making of drums with skin heads” 

(2006:3) and that Amerindian musical instruments consisted of gourd scrapers and rattles, and 

slit drums.7 Peter Hulme reports that in 1674, La Borde wrote that the Caribs used lembie 

(conch) shells, blown like trumpets, in order to communicate over long distances (Hulme 

1992:144). Fifty years later, French Jesuit priest Jean Baptiste Labat observed Caribs using 

aerophones of a different type. He reported that they “whistle with their mouths, or with a kind 

of flute or reed-pipe; and always in the same pitch: nothing in my opinion is more disagreeable 

and more boring than this music” (1722, quoted in Hulme 1992:163). Based on these accounts, it 

can be concluded that Island Carib music-making included the use of flutes, blown conch shells, 

scrapers, slit drums, and shakers made of gourds. 

The travelogues of two Frenchmen in the seventeenth century report the presence of 

drums at an ouicou, an Island Carib feast on St. Vincent (Rochefort 1666 and Du Tertre 1654). In 

Myths of a Minority (1985), historian Charles Gullick summarizes their descriptions, writing, 

“During a typical ouicou the women danced in a circle with one hand in their heads and the other 

                                                
7 Slit drums are constructed of a hollowed log, with a slit carved into the top (often in an H shape), and are hit with 
wooden sticks to produce a sound. To my knowledge, there is no remnant of this instrument in the music culture of 
the Garinagu. 
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on their buttocks to music supplied by the men. These played open-ended drums, strung gourds, 

a pite, flutes and pipes” (1985:56). Gullick’s analysis of these documents is problematic: he is 

not entirely clear as to whether this ouicou involves Black Caribs, whether African musical 

influences had reached these Carib communities by the 1650s, or whether the use of drums was 

an Island Carib tradition that existed before any contact with Africans. It is also unclear what he 

means by “open-ended drums”—is he referring to a slit drum, a drum with a skin on one end, or 

something else? The writings of Labat, Rochefort and Du Tertre were published after the first 

Africans had arrived at St. Vincent, so it is possible that Island Caribs had begun using African-

derived drums before the Black Caribs emerged as a cohesive cultural group. In spite of these 

inconclusive accounts, it is clear that the use of wooden, barrel-shaped, skin-headed drums on St. 

Vincent was the result of an African presence.  

Black Carib Spirituality 

Discerning the exact origins of each aspect of the traditional Garifuna belief system is a 

challenging task, one which is beyond the scope of this dissertation and which may ultimately be 

impossible. However, it is instructive to explore some possible roots of this belief system, if for 

no other reason than to drive home the point that Garifuna culture is based on a variety of 

sources, traditions and inspirations. Ancestor veneration is quite common among both African 

and Amerindian religions, as anthropologist Douglas Taylor notes: “Some or all of the 

[Garifuna] death and mourning customs are to be found in parts of Africa, as well as in the 

tropical forest region of South America.” (1951:99). Therefore, he continues, “it is hardly 

possible to speak of their provenance in this case” (1951:99). There is evidence that pre-Hispanic 

indigenous communities (such as the Kalinago) engaged in ancestor veneration ceremonies that 

shared some of the same elements as those of Yoruba and other West African communities, 
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making it impossible to ascertain exactly which cultures contributed which elements to the 

religious practices of the earliest Garinagu. In his 1951 ethnography on the Black Caribs of 

Belize, Taylor observed that “the tracing of discrete elements to Arawak, Carib, or to this or that 

African tribal source, appears to be a well-nigh hopeless task at this stage” (Taylor 1951:143). 

Douglas’s statement still holds true today; after sixty additional years of research into the origins 

of Garifuna beliefs and customs, scholars have not come to a consensus.  

Garifuna sacred music is more strongly tied to Amerindian than African traditions. 

Likewise, the proceedings of the present-day dügü, the Garifuna ceremony for the ancestors 

includes several elements that are derived from pre-Hispanic Arawak and Carib healing rites, as 

dügüs are led by a buyei (an Arawak word) who shakes a rattle (sísira) to call the spirits, blows 

tobacco smoke to purify the temple and participants, and facilitates interactions with áhari 

(ancestral spirits). In Belize, copal (a fragrant tree sap) is often burned at the entrance to dügü 

temples; the burning of copal is common in Maya ritual and has been adapted by the Garinagu in 

Central America. These elements points to the larger fact that the indigenous belief systems of 

the Garinagu are firmly planted within Amerindian religious precursors.8 

 The presence of French and Jesuit priests on St. Vincent greatly affected the formation of 

the Black Carib belief system. French Catholic missionaries and Black Caribs coexisted in 

relative peace during the 1700s because once the French realized they could not overtake the 

Black Caribs, they allied with them to fight British forces on the island (Gonzalez 1988:16-17). 

By the late 1700s, the British had become very suspicious of the “Frenchness” of the Black Carib 

community. “After all,” writes Johnson, “their names were mostly French; they spoke French 

                                                
8 Although in the present day many Garinagu are turning to Africa to find spiritual connections and frameworks 
compatible with Garifuna spirituality, for many decades (even centuries) Garifuna spirituality was far more 
connected to Amerindian spiritual practices than African or “neo-African” ones (Kerns 1997; Jenkins 1983; 
Gonzalez 1988). 
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along with Carib, preferred red wine to rum, and were completely unmoved by the zeal of 

English Protestant missionaries” (2007:70). The centrality of Catholicism in Garifuna religion 

may stretch back even further than interactions between French missionaries and Black Caribs. 

Johnson suggests the possibility that some communities in the Congo region of Africa had been 

converted to Christianity as early as the 15th century, so that when people were forcibly 

transported from the Congo to the Antilles as slaves, they were already Catholic (2007:73). 

Whether Catholicism was introduced to the Black Caribs by way of Africans or French Jesuits in 

the Caribbean, the fact remains that Catholicism remains a deeply embedded in Garifuna 

religious life. 

Conflict between Europeans & Black Caribs  

 While Island and Black Caribs struggled for land control throughout much of the 17th 

and 18th centuries, they also had to contend with British and French forces that were fighting for 

control of St. Vincent and neighboring islands (Hulme and Whitehead 1992:173-176). Guerrilla 

warfare between Caribs and Europeans on St. Vincent was constant in the first half of the 17th 

century. Finally, a treaty was signed in 1660 between the Black Caribs, British and French, 

guaranteeing the Island Caribs “perpetual possession of Dominica and Saint Vincent, the two 

islands remaining to them at the time, while the Carib undertook on their side to cease their 

predatory raids on the settlements of the Europeans” (Taylor 1951:19). Had the British upheld 

their end of this treaty, history may have played out very differently for the Island Caribs; as it 

was, the British Lord Willoughby promptly set off to take over the islands that had been 

designated to the Island Caribs and French in the 1660 Treaty. In 1668, Willoughby coerced the 

Island Caribs into signing a new treaty, in which they agreed to British sovereignty (Taylor 
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1951:20). This deception, signing and breaking of treaties, along with skirmishes between Island 

and Black Caribs, French and British continued for the next 130 years. 

 The Black Caribs excelled at guerrilla warfare, and actually defeated French forces by the 

early eighteenth century, relegating them to the northwest side of St. Vincent.  Once the French 

were no longer viewed as a threat, an unlikely alliance was formed between these two groups 

based on their mutual distaste for the British. The Black Caribs fought valiantly against 

encroaching British forces until 1763, when the island was finally ceded to Britain in the Treaty 

of Paris. From 1763-1797, there were nearly constant skirmishes between Black Carib and 

British forces, in which the Black Caribs were usually the victors.9 When the French Revolution 

broke out in 1789, news of the event reached Black Caribs in St. Vincent, and the “Liberté, 

Egalité, Fraternité!” mantra of the revolution bolstered their continued resistance to European 

forces. 

 The British were terrified of the Black Caribs not only because of their military expertise, 

but because they feared the Black Caribs’ love of liberty would infiltrate St. Vincent’s slave 

plantations and cause an uprising. Thus, in 1797, the British took drastic action to permanently 

rid the island of the Black Carib threat. After the two-year Black Carib War (1795-96), more 

than 4,000 Black Caribs surrendered to the British after the death of their great leader, Chatoyer 

(or Chatoyé) (see Figure 3.2). These people were detained on Baliceaux, a small, barren island 

several miles south of St. Vincent, to await their fate. At Baliceaux, nearly half of the group 

perished due to disease, lack of food and water, and overcrowding. On March 11, 1797, over 

                                                
9 In 1700, Labat wrote of the Black Caribs’ nighttime descents from St. Vincent’s wooded hills to attack French 
settlements, and lamented that the Black Caribs’ “impertinent manner of making war succeeded so well that not one 
of them was captured, while many of ours were killed” (quoted in Taylor 1951:23). 
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2,200 Black Caribs were boarded onto a fleet of British ships and deported to the island of 

Roatán, Honduras, where they arrived on April 12, 1797 (Young 1993:35-36).10 

 

 
  

                                                
10 Nancie Gonzalez reports that the exact number of people boarded onto the ships was 2,248 (Gonzalez 1983:148). 

Figure 3.2: Agostino Brunias. "Chatoyer, the Chief of the Black Charaibes in St. Vincent with 
his Wives.” (1773). Image Reference Bilby-4, as shown on www.slaveryimages.org, compiled 

by Jerome Handler and Michael Tuite, and sponsored by the Virginia Foundation for the 
Humanities and the University of Virginia Library. 
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Life on the Edge: Belize, Central America11 
 
 Nestled between Mexico, Guatemala, and the Caribbean Sea, Belize (formerly known as 

British Honduras) covers an area of 8,867 square miles. While living there, I often had the 

feeling that I was on a distant edge of the earth. Indeed, the way the place was treated during and 

after the colonial period reflects the fact that it was perceived by Europeans and North 

Americans as peripheral and remote; a far-flung corner of the Caribbean basin. This has begun to 

change in the last few years, as Belize has suddenly caught the eye of the international tourism 

industry and is being heavily marketed throughout North America as a place to visit, invest in 

property, and retire. 

 Though some details regarding the beginning of British settlement in Central America are 

unclear, it is believed that by 1630 the area was occupied by British buccaneers—pirates who 

roamed the Caribbean Sea, stealing from Spanish ships loaded with goods bound for Europe. 

Belizean historian O. Nigel Bolland suggests that eventually many of these pirates traded in their 

swords and swashbuckling for a more stable and secure life of logging in British Honduras. 

There, they became known as “Baymen,” as they set up camp along the coast of the Bay of 

Honduras. Logwood, from which a popular fabric dye was extracted, was in high demand in 

Europe; this was the Baymen’s first export product. In the late 18th century, mahogany—used 

for furniture building—became the chief export of British Honduras (Bolland 1986:13).  

 Unlike the Pilgrims of the United States or Spanish settlers in the Caribbean, the Baymen 

did not come to Central America for religious freedom or evangelizing purposes, but for quite 

the opposite reasons: wealth and independence. British Captain Nathaniel Uring encountered the 

Baymen in 1765, and wrote of them, 
                                                
11 The colony of British Honduras officially changed its name to Belize in 1973, in anticipation of its independence 
from Britain.  
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The Wood-Cutters are generally a rude drunken Crew, some of which have been Pirates, 
and most of them Sailors; their chief Delight is in Drinking; they do most Work when 
they have no strong Drink, for while Liquor is moving they don’t care to leave it. . . . I 
had but little Comfort living among these Crew of ungovernable Wretches, where was 
little else to be heard but Blasphemy, Cursing and Swearing. (quoted in Shoman 2011:21) 
 

Because the territory of British Honduras was initially settled by Baymen—a group of 

scallywags who were surely on the margins of society back in Britain—the settlement was not a 

priority for the British government, and developed slowly. The region officially became a British 

colony in 1862, the only one in Central America. As the British presence in the area gradually 

grew throughout the 18th century, it was met with opposition from Spanish forces who had 

already laid claim to Mexico and Guatemala, the territories surrounding Belize. Spain repeatedly 

attempted to gain control of the British settlement, but ultimately lost this fight in 1798 with the 

maritime battle of St. George’s Caye. This battle, still commemorated in Belize on the tenth of 

September, is portrayed as a time when Creoles (people of mixed African and European 

ancestry) and Europeans, slaves and masters, banded together and fought side by side to defeat a 

common opponent.  

 After defeating the Spanish at sea, British settlers began to move westward, encroaching 

on Maya communities in the hills and valleys of Belize.12 The Maya initially retaliated by 

attacking British settlements, but by the 1830s they retreated into the hills of western Belize and 

present-day Guatemala. During the period of their resistance, the Maya were described by 

Europeans as wild, bloodthirsty Indians—a characterization very similar to that of the Garinagu 

who also resisted European rule.  

  

                                                
12 A popular narrative in Belize is that the Maya left this area hundreds of years prior to the arrival of Europeans, 
enslaved Africans, and the Garinagu, and have only recently returned. However, this view is not supported by all 
historians. O. Nigel Bolland, for one, accuses historians subscribing to this narrative as being “transparent colonial 
apologists” (Bolland 1986:14). For further information on this historical debate see Bolland 1977 and Caiger 1951. 
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Economy and Politics in the Colony 

 British Honduras never had a large-scale plantation system like those found in other parts 

of the Caribbean basin. Enslaved Africans in British Honduras were mainly woodcutters 

(loggers), domestic slaves, and provision slaves, whose task it was to grow and harvest crops for 

British families and plantations. As was the case elsewhere in the Americas, British settlers 

unsuccessfully tried to control and organize the Maya as a labor force to support their industry. 

When they realized that the indigenous population was not a feasible source of labor, they turned 

to African shores for manpower. The first documentation of Africans in British Honduras is 

dated 1724. While most were taken to British Honduras via Jamaica, some enslaved Africans 

were transported directly from Africa, particularly Angola, the Congo, and the Bight of Benin 

(Bolland 1986:14). 

 By the early 1800s, slaves had come to form the majority of British Honduras’ residents, 

between 75% and 85% of the total population (Bolland 1977:49-51). Though the number of 

slaves rapidly spiked at the beginning of the 19th century, the importation of slaves was not 

sustained for long, as the slave trade was abolished in 1807. Free blacks in Belize were granted 

civil rights in 1831, and in 1838, legal emancipation occurred. At this time, approximately three-

quarters of Belize’s population was still comprised of slaves (mostly Africans and Creoles, but 

also Indians from the Mosquito Coast). Fourteen percent of the population was composed of free 

blacks, and only ten percent were Caucasian (Bolland 1986:15).  

 As they were greatly outnumbered, the British felt the need to implement some system to 

exert control over the communities scattered throughout the colony. In 1858, an alcalde system 

based on pre-Hispanic Maya government models was put into place in order to give rural 

settlements, such as those of the Garinagu and Maya, some level of (perceived) British-
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implemented authority and order. Anthropologist Mark Moberg’s informative article on this 

system explains that it was unique among British colonies, being born out of the colony’s 

“peculiar political, economic, and ethnic circumstances” (1992:4). The alcalde was essentially a 

mayor, “a judicial and administrative authority selected by a native community and ultimately 

answerable to the British” (Moberg 1992:4). After being appointed, a village alcalde was tasked 

with appointing two constables, a deputy, secretary, and treasurer, though the extent to which 

these roles were actually carried out in rural villages is debatable. The British implemented this 

system “as part of a colonial policy of labor and resource control” (Moberg 1992:2) because they 

needed men from Garifuna and Maya communities to work as laborers, and also wanted to avoid 

further violent conflicts between themselves and these ethnic groups. 

 Though this system was rather hastily set up and imposed by the British, it actually 

proved to be quite effective in Garifuna communities.13 Hopkins Village is a prime example of a 

successful implementation of this system: 

Alcaldes in Hopkins were responsible for maintaining order in the village and for 
organizing communal labor… They were also sworn to uphold the laws of the colony as 
local magistrates and were answerable to nonlocal officials seeking information on the 
community or the cooperation of its residents… For all offenses in his jurisdiction except 
theft in excess of fifteen dollars, bodily harm, and murder, the alcalde was permitted to 
jail violators for up to two weeks. During their detention, prisoners were required to 
perform manual labor, such as cleaning public areas in the village or maintaining the 
school. (Moberg 1992:11) 
 

Elections for a new alcalde were not regularly scheduled, but rather an election would be held 

whenever the previous alcalde resigned, after serving for an average of approximately five years 

(Moberg 1992:10). The alcalde system operated in Belize until it was officially dismantled in 

1969. 

                                                
13 Moberg argues that the ease and willingness with which the Garinagu adopted the alcalde system suggests that 
there was some kind of antecedent to this system in St. Vincentian Black Carib society (Moberg 1992:7). 
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Missionary Activity in British Honduras  

 In comparison to the zeal of missionaries in other Caribbean and Central American 

colonies, the level of missionary activity in British Honduras was relatively low. The first 

Anglican chaplain arrived to minister to the Baymen (those wild drunkards) in 1776—nearly a 

century after British settlement began. An Anglican church was not constructed in Belize until 

1812, almost two hundred years after the first Baymen settled in Belize. In the 1820s, Belize saw 

an increase in Baptist and Methodist missionary activity. Methodists in particular focused their 

evangelizing efforts in the Garifuna communities of Stann Creek District after finding the 

Garinagu practicing “devil-worship” (Waddell 1961:68). 

 Because of the British Protestant presence in Belize, Catholicism was unable to gain a 

foothold among the general population until 1850-51, when a wave of Roman Catholic Maya 

and Mestizo refugees arrived in the northern part of Belize, fleeing the Guerra de las Castas in 

the Yucatán peninsula (Bolland 1977:137). By the 1860s, Catholicism had spread throughout 

Belize and a Catholic Church had been constructed in the Garifuna community of Stann Creek 

(present day Dangriga) in addition to the pre-existing Methodist church (Swett 1868:25). By the 

1890s, approximately forty percent of Belize’s population was Roman Catholic, and this number 

grew to sixty percent by 1910 (Waddell 1961:69). Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, 

Garifuna communities have consistently had a much higher percentage of Catholics than 

Protestants; in this way, national statistics do not accurately reflect the trajectory of Garifuna 

religiosity in Belize as Garinagu remained (and to a large extent, still remain) largely immune to 

the evangelizing efforts of the Protestant church.14  

 

                                                
14 A more detailed history of Garifuna Catholicism is found in chapter five. 
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Post-Independence Belize: 1981-Present 

 The following pages include an overview of Belize’s economy, government, 

demographics, religious makeup, and major social and health concerns in the past and present. 

These details provide a national backdrop for the environment in which beliefs, customs, and 

musical practices are negotiated and performed in Hopkins. Today Belize is home to only 

330,000 people and is by far the least densely populated country in Central America. Yet within 

this tiny nation exists an incredible diversity of people, ecosystems, languages, religions and 

cultural practices. Bruce Barcott offers a splendid description of the place in his non-fiction 

narrative The Last Flight of the Scarlet Macaw: 

 Belize goes unnoticed by the rest of the world, and over the years the country has 
parlayed its obscurity into an attractive asset. For those shipwrecked on the shoals of 
life, Belize offers a new beginning. The country teems with adventurous refugees 
who've set up shop in the middle of the Central American jungle. British innkeepers, 
Mennonite farmers, Chinese shopkeepers, Lebanese entrepreneurs, American 
missionaries, Canadian aid workers, and Dutch scientists live peacefully alongside the 
nation's longer-established residents, the Garifuna artists, Maya cacao growers, Mestizo 
plantation managers, and Creole politicians who make up the majority of the country's 
population. Belize draws the eccentric, the madcap, and the downright mad. (Barcott 
2008:3) 
 

According to the CIA 2000 census, the population of Belize is composed of the following 

ethnicities: Mestizo (48.7%), Creole (24.9%), Maya (10.6%), Garifuna (6.1%), with the 

remaining 9.7% of the population made up of German Mennonite, Chinese, East Indian, 

American, Canadian and European communities.15 Over the past three decades, Mestizos have 

come to outnumber Creoles (the two largest ethnic groups in Belize) while indigenous Maya and 

Garifuna communities have dedicated themselves to cultural revival, preservation, and 

                                                
15 Historically, “Creole” refers to a person of mixed African and European ancestry, and “Mestizo” refers to 
someone of Indigenous and European heritage. In Belize, a large percentage of people who identify as Mestizo are 
the descendants of immigrants from neighboring Mexico or Guatemala, are native Spanish-speakers, and are 
colloquially referred to as “Spanish.” Three different Mayan languages are spoken throughout Belize today: Mopan, 
Kekchi, and Yucatec. 
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legitimization. Although there has been plenty of strife, racism and inequality among Belize’s 

ethnic groups, these inter-ethnic conflicts have never turned violent; this is a point of pride for 

the nation. According to the 2010 census, Belize is 40% Roman Catholic and 31.7% Protestant 

and, increasing more than five percent since the 2000 Census, 15.6% of Belizeans claim no 

religious affiliation. In Stann Creek District, where the majority of Belize’s Garinagu dwell, the 

2000 Census reveals that the population is 66.7% Roman Catholic and 20% Protestant (this 

includes Anglicans, Mennonites, Baptists, Methodists, Evangelicals, and Pentecostals) 

(Roessingh 2001:90). Belize’s official language is English, and British English is taught in 

schools throughout the country. However, the nation’s true lingua franca is Belizean Kriol (or 

Creole), the first language of many Belizeans.  

 Present-day Belize is a place where the postmodern world seems to be crashing head-on 

into the developing world. Anthropologist Anne Sutherland argues that in the early 1980s the 

nation quickly jumped from colonial status into postmodernism, without first building a modern, 

production-based economy or establishing sufficient systems of infrastructure, communications, 

waste disposal, or agriculture (Sutherland 1998:3). This massive leap in economic systems and 

industry has left Belize a nation whose infrastructure remains undeveloped, but whose citizens 

are globally connected through media, technology, and the tourists and visitors constantly 

streaming in and out of the nation’s borders. It is for these reasons that Sally and Richard Price 

describe Belize as: 

The ultimate postmodern nation . . . [with] one of the lowest population densities in the 
world, an extraordinarily rich ethnic and linguistic mix, a sizable and diverse set of recent 
immigrant groups, abundant forest and marine resources, significant potential for eco-
tourism, an important role as conduit in the international drug trade, and a strong colonial 
heritage. (Price and Price 1995:98) 
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 Leading up to its independence, the government of Belize began crafting a national 

identity for its citizens. This has proven difficult, given the incredible diversity of Belizean 

people, languages, and cultures. The negotiation of unity and diversity within a new nation is not 

unique to Belize; in the postcolonial period, nations across the globe have been undergoing 

processes of cultivating a sense of nationhood while maintaining and celebrating cultural 

diversity (Cunningham 2008). Based on the principle of cultural pluralism, postcolonial Belize 

has tried to foster a unified identity that embraces the concepts of national citizenship and ethnic 

affiliation. Diversity and difference are not being denied in the quest for a Belizean national 

identity; rather, Belizeans view the composite of unique ethnic as comprising the nation as a 

whole (Bolland 1988:205).16 Principles of cultural pluralism are continually negotiated as 

Belizeans construct a national identity for their young country. 

The Belizean Government  
 
 Upon gaining independence on September 21, 1981, Belize became a British 

commonwealth country and constitutional monarchy. Queen Elizabeth II is the head of state; she 

is represented in the country by a Belizean-born Governor-General. Belize has an elected Prime 

Minister and Cabinet, Senate (8 members) and House of Representatives (28 members) 

(Muniandy 1991:13). Two main political parties in Belize were formed prior to independence: 

the PUP (People’s United Party) and UDP (United Democratic Party). The PUP, which is 

slightly left-leaning, supports the union movement, and before independence, was rather anti-

colonial. The UDP is a right-leaning party, pro-British and in favor of the free market. According 

to many Belizeans with whom I have spoken, there is no real difference between the governing 

                                                
16 As the student textbook A History of Belize (1983) reads, “The historical origins of our people and the more 
recent influences upon our culture have produced diversity. Out of this diversity we must seek unity, while 
recognizing the value of our different customs and traditions” (quoted in Bolland 1988:205).  
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policies of the UDP and PUP. Both parties are viewed as corrupt and largely ineffective, and 

when Belizeans get tired of the corruption stemming from one party, they elect a prime minister 

from the other.   

 Dean Barrow, an attorney and leader of the UDP, has served as Prime Minister of Belize 

since 2008. The UDP won the 2008 election in a massive landslide, ousting the PUP, which had 

dominated Belizean politics for 60 years. Former PUP Prime Minister Said Musa’s years in 

office were riddled with scandals including financial indiscretions, mismanagement and 

embezzlement, prompting Belizeans to vote in a majority of UDP leaders in 2008 (Bremer 

2008). Barrow is Belize’s first Creole Prime Minister (previous PMs have been Belizean-born, 

but white or Mestizo) and appealed to young voters through his commitment to transparency, 

fiscal responsibility, job creation, and development of the tourism industry. 

 Government activity in Belize varies drastically between communities, as the political 

system is greatly manipulated by local politicians. Since 1970, Hopkins Village has been led by 

an elected chairman and village council who play a role similar to that of the traditional alcalde. 

The chairman, the liaison between the village and regional government representatives, is 

answerable to Belizean national authority. In the past, the village council had the well-being of 

the immediate community as its primary focus and advocates for the village at the national level 

when necessary (Moberg 2005:94). For example, twenty years ago when U.S. expatriates Greg 

and Rita wanted to start a small guesthouse in the village, they had to undergo rigorous vetting 

and questioning by Hopkins’s chairman and council before their plans to live and work in 

Hopkins were approved and allowed (Duke 2013). But for decades, the village has been divided 

by those who support the United Democratic Party and those who side with the People’s United 

Party. Most Hopkinites are extremely loyal to either the UDP or PUP, to the extent that the 
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village is even geographically split along political lines, with the north end generally having 

UDP sympathies and the south side having PUP affiliations. Damaging family rifts have 

occurred because of political loyalties, and this division has impaired the village council for 

years as local leaders have allowed political differences to stand in the way of cooperation and 

progress.  

For a village of 1,500 people with real structural and developmental needs, this lack of 

cooperation has been devastating. For several years before the 2013 election, Hopkins’s village 

council had become completely defunct due to political conflict, preventing progress during a 

crucial period of economic and structural change. Because the village council was unable to take 

action, business owners and potential entrepreneurs in Hopkins have missed out on opportunities 

to grow and adapt to the changing conditions of their community. For example, for several years 

now the government and Belize Tourism Board have made grants available for the development 

of small businesses. However, very little of these funds have made their way to Hopkins (which 

is rapidly becoming a center of tourism for the nation) because local leaders have failed to 

organize the community and access these resources. Furthermore, many residents feel that local 

elected leaders have allowed political loyalties to trump cooperative action that would benefit the 

community as a whole. Castillo further explains the effect of overzealous political loyalties in the 

village:  

[Right now] people could care less about development of the community, they don’t 
mind sabotaging the progress of the community, they don’t care if we’re losing land, if 
we’re losing economy- we don’t even have a say in our village right now, just the tourists 
and Chinese. And whenever you don’t have money, you don’t have a voice in a 
community. That’s what people don’t understand. . . . And if we don’t have money, 
government won’t listen to us, and government will continue to abuse us. As long as 
we’re divided because of politics and we don’t have money, government will always be 
right and we as a people won’t have a say. (Castillo 2013) 
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Because of these political divisions, the village was virtually without a voice in regional or 

national political spheres for several years. However, in 2013, an entirely new council and 

chairman was elected. During the election season there was great hope that the new leaders 

would begin mobilizing the community in much-needed ways. And in fact, within a few weeks 

of being elected the new village council began implementing initiatives to beautify the village, 

create pride and ownership in Hopkins’s land and sea, and begin addressing some of the social 

and economic issues plaguing the community. 

Neocolonialism between the United States and Belize 

 Following Belize’s independence in 1981, Cuba and Nicaragua—two nations who had 

supported Belize’s independence movement—offered diplomatic relations to the new nation. 

Cuba offered secondary education scholarships and a deal to buy Belizean-grown corn above 

market prices, but the government (namely the PUP and Belize’s founding father, George Price) 

refused because they did not want to displease the United States (Shoman 2011:339-340). With 

the election of right-leaning UDP Prime Minister Manuel Esquivel in 1984, the United States 

increased its presence in Belize. The arrival of embassy staff, Peace Corps volunteers, USAID 

workers and DEA agents, among other NGOs and government agents, effectively granted the 

United States a presence in nearly every area of Belizean economic and political life. 

 Why would the United States have been so interested in this tiny Central American 

nation? The United States viewed Belize as a small but stable asset. At the same time that Belize 

was peacefully on its way to becoming an independent nation, neighboring countries in Central 

America—namely El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Guatemala—were in the midst of incredible 

social upheaval and political violence (which, in Guatemala, verged on genocide). Thus, Belize 

was seen as: 
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A stable, democratic bridge between the Caribbean and Central American regions. More 
importantly, it is poised on the edge of foment in Central America, where it serves as an 
important counterpoint to the unstable political and economic situations of its neighbors. 
Belize also tends to look increasingly to the United States for economic and financial 
support. (USAID Country Development Strategy Report 1986, quoted in Shoman 
2011:341-342)  
 

U.S. control in Belize extends into the present day in terms of trade, currency, politics, NGOs, 

media, and popular culture, all of which will be discussed in the following sections. The United 

States’s efforts to insert itself into these varied sectors of Belizean government and society, the 

intertwining of Belize’s currency and economy with that of the United States, and its rapidly 

increasing dependence on North American tourist dollars have cultivated a deeply neocolonial 

relationship between these two countries.   

 Belize’s two main trading partners are Britain and the United States,17 and the Belize 

dollar is at fixed exchange rate of 2:1 with the U.S. dollar. These factors place the economy of 

Belize in a vulnerable and dependent position. Additionally, the nation is very reliant on 

imported goods, even for items that could be manufactured (or are, on a small scale) locally. 

Natural energy is one sector where this dependence on foreign nations is especially visible. In 

2006, petroleum was discovered by Belize Natural Energy (BNE) in Spanish Lookout, a region 

in western Belize.18 Oil has also been found offshore from Belize, but—luckily for the barrier 

reef—the vast majority of Belizeans are adamantly opposed to offshore drilling. By 2010, BNE 

was exporting 1.6 million barrels of oil annually, instead of using this bountiful natural resource 

to power Belizean homes, businesses and factories. In his 2008 and 2012 campaigns, Belizean 

Prime Minister Dean Barrow promised to build a national oil refinery. However, in a November 

2012 interview with Belize 5 news, Barrow stated that studies on the issue had concluded this 

                                                
17 In 2011, 30.3% of Belize’s exports went to the United States, and 20.8% to the UK (indexmundi.com).  
18 In March 2012, 96% of Belizeans voted against offshore oil drilling (ambergristoday.com). 
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was not economically feasible, and that a refinery “would not result in any appreciable lowering 

of the price to the consumer at all” (Barrow 2012). As a result, Belize must import oil from 

elsewhere (specifically Mexico) at a high price. The issue of petrol—particularly the ongoing 

possibility that offshore oil exploration and drilling will happen—continues to be one of the 

hottest topic in discussions of Belizean politics and economics. Coastal communities like 

Hopkins would be directly affected by offshore oil drilling, as many Hopkinites make their 

livings as fishermen, SCUBA dive masters, and seafaring tour guides. Were Belize’s barrier reef 

to be harmed in the process drilling for oil, Belize’s maritime culture and tourist economy would 

be irrevocably altered, if not entirely destroyed.19 

Transformation of the Belizean Economy 

 For over two centuries, logging and forestry were at the core of the Belizean economy. 

Harvesting mahogany, chicle, pine, cedar, and logwood was the main occupation of the Creole 

majority, but in the 1950s a major depletion in Belize’s mahogany supply caused a shift in the 

character of the economy.20 With the decline of the mahogany trade came the rise of citrus, 

sugarcane, and marine product exports. In 2007, the four traditional export goods—sugar, citrus, 

banana, and fish—made up 53.7% of merchandise exports (down from 78.5% in 2003).  

 After its independence, Belize quickly caught the eye of the global tourism industry, 

which almost immediately began touting the country and its “untouched, pristine beauty” as a 

                                                
19 In 2015, the petrol debate—which, as noted above, Belizeans had voted against nearly unanimously in 2012—was 
reopened as the Belize Ministry of Energy issued a proposal that included guidelines for offshore oil exploration and 
drilling in areas including and immediately surrounding Belize’s barrier reef, which was named a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site in 1996 (Page 2015). Organizations such as Oceana and Hands Across the Sand are actively protesting 
and bringing awareness to this critical environmental issue. 
20 Jennifer Anderson’s Mahogany: The Costs of Luxury in Early America (2012) offers a comprehensive history of 
the mahogany trade in the Americas. 
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prime destination for adventurous eco-tourists.21 These claims are certainly not unfounded: 

Belize is home to the largest barrier reef in the Western Hemisphere, and approximately 26% of 

the country’s land—including lush rainforests, bioluminescent lagoons, freshwater rivers, 

pristine beaches, and a labyrinth of mountains, caves, and cenotes—is protected as national 

reserves or conservation areas.22 Belizeans themselves proudly refer to their country as an 

“untouched jewel.”  

Today tourism is the main source of income for Belize; the Belize Tourism Board (BTB) 

estimates that tourism generates between 18 and 25 percent of the nation’s total GDP 

(btb.travelbelize.org 2014).23 To put the rapid growth of this industry into perspective, consider 

these statistics: In the early 1970s, approximately 30,000 foreigners visited Belize each year, and 

in 1990, this number had jumped to 190,000 (Kerns 1997:202). In 2007, an astonishing 900,000 

tourists visited Belize, many via the cruise ship port in Belize City (Shoman 2011:346).24 The 

massive influx of tourists to Belize has created hundreds of jobs, prompted government funds to 

be allocated for restoration projects at archaeological sites such as the Maya ruins of Caracol, 

Xunantunich, and Altun Ha, and brought issues of environmental conservation into the public 

eye. Today Belize is considered one of the most eco-friendly tourist destinations in Latin 

America, and the fact that it is an English-speaking nation is also a draw for thousands of U.S. 

tourists.  

                                                
21The majority of tourists in Belize hail from the United States and Canada, and arrive via Belize’s international 
airport (less than a three hour flight from the George Bush International Airport in Houston, TX) or the cruise ship 
port in Belize City.  
22 A cenote is a natural sinkhole caused from the collapse of limestone bedrock that is filled with fresh groundwater. 
Cenotes are common throughout the Yucatán peninsula, and were considered sacred sites by ancient Maya 
communities. The water in cenotes is usually very clear and often brilliant aqua or green in color. 
23The BTB estimates that 28% of Belize’s total jobs are in the tourism sector (btb.travelbelize.org 2014). 
24Of these 900,000 visitors, 597,000 were cruise visitors, meaning they visited the country for the day but returned 
to their ships at night (btb.travelbelize.org 2014). 
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Efforts by the Belizean government and the Belize Tourism Board (BTB) to promote the 

country as a “hidden jewel”—a place bursting with exotic natural and cultural wonders—spurred 

the development of a tourism economy based on so-called “eco-cultural tourism” (Kerns 

1997:203). Hopkins Village, for example, is promoted as a jumping-off point for visitors to 

explore inland rain forests at Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary (the world’s first jaguar 

preserve) and Mayflower Bocawina National Park, as well as the gorgeous coral reefs, atolls and 

cayes that are part of the second-longest barrier reef on the globe.25 Belize’s unique 

multiculturalism has also prompted the BTB to market Belize as a destination for those interested 

in cultural tourism. As an idyllic seaside village, Hopkins is touted as a destination for those 

seeking an “authentic cultural experience” in the form of Garifuna village life, cuisine, music, 

dance, and arts.   

  Tourism is an incredibly complex issue within this community, one about which residents 

of Hopkins and myself have mixed feelings. In the past, people in Hopkins have earned their 

livelihoods in fishing and agricultural sectors, either as small-scale subsistence farmers and 

fishers, or working for larger fishing collectives or within the citrus or logging industries. A large 

number of Garinagu have also been trained as educators and can be found teaching in schools 

throughout Belize. In response to the tourism boom of the past decade, an increasing number of 

Garinagu have found work in the service industry as bartenders and waiters in local restaurants. 

Others find employment as housekeepers, servers, or landscapers at local resorts.  

  While these hotels have generated jobs, employees at many of the village’s foreign-

owned resorts work 9-10 hour shifts, six days a week, without getting paid enough to keep up 

                                                
25 A caye is a small island (pronounced “key”). 
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with the rising cost of living in Hopkins.26 An increasing number of Garinagu are trying to make 

their voices heard in order to have their basic needs met. According to many Hopkinites, the 

resorts’ response to this has been to fire anyone who dares speak up and hire immigrants from 

neighboring Guatemala or Honduras, as these people are generally willing to work longer hours 

for less pay without making a fuss. In the words of one Pastor Herdie Castillo, “I get to 

understand that the manager there has vowed that by the time he left Jaguar Reef [one of the 

largest resorts in Hopkins] there won’t be a Hopkins person working there. And that’s sad” 

(Castillo 2013). This disturbing trend, in which resort owners are purposely hiring non-Garinagu, 

is causing great frustration and resentment in the community. In the following, a Garifuna friend 

describes his perspective on the situation: 

LP: What do you see happening to the village in the next 5-10 years?  
JL: Well, I hope it gets better because at this point, it’s not going good. There aren’t any 
jobs, for example. There are, but a lot of people are getting fired, for example from 
Jaguar Reef, all these locals are being fired. Same at Hamanasi, they’re…not being racist 
or anything, but they’re getting more outsiders into the village rather than locals. 
LP: Is it cheaper labor? 
JL: No, for example they’re bringing a lot of Spanish [Mestizo] people, because Spanish 
people tend to be more passive. They only want the work to be done, by any means 
necessary. And that’s the thing with us [Garinagu]. If you tell us certain stuff, we’ll 
answer you back [stand up for better wages, working hours, et cetera]. That’s the way it’s 
been so far, but it’s kind of backfiring now. (Lewis 2013) 

 In addition to working at these foreign-owned businesses, some enterprising individuals 

have opened small restaurants or food carts throughout the village, priced affordably enough to 

be enjoyed by both locals and tourists. Others have opened small gift shops where they sell 

homemade jewelry and knick-knacks, mainly constructed from conchs and other native shells, 

along with imported items from Guatemala (bags, hammocks, and wood carvings). Recently, 

                                                
26 During a visit to Hopkins in February 2015, I was told that the minimum (and average) hourly wage for resort 
employees is about $3.50 BZ per hour. 
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small “laundromats” have opened up, where tourists can, for a few dollars, drop off their dirty 

clothes to be hand-washed and hung to dry by a Garifuna woman. The village is home to several 

excellent seamstresses who hand-sew school uniforms for the entire village, and there are also a 

couple of taxi drivers in town.  

 According to the 2010 Belize, the nation has an unemployment rate of 23.1%. In 2013, 

the median annual income for Belizeans was US $8,800, the second highest in Central America, 

yet an estimated 35-45% of Belizeans live below the poverty line (www.indexmundi.com).27 

These two figures highlight the significant gap between rich and poor within the nation. 

Unemployment and poverty in the Stann Creek District (the district with the largest 

concentration of Garinagu) are slightly lower than the national averages, with an 18% 

unemployment rate and 40.8% poverty level among the Garifuna population (Shoman 

2011:355). One of the largest issues facing Garifuna communities (and Belizeans, in general) is a 

severe job shortage. In Hopkins, for example, there simply are not enough jobs to support the 

local community and as a result, people must travel outside of the village for work. For some, 

this means commuting to nearby Dangriga, one hour away by bus. A large number of Garinagu 

have moved away from their home villages to find work in Central American cities including 

Belize City, Belmopan (the capital of Belize), and Guatemala City. For others, the solution has 

been emigration to the United States where employment opportunities and higher wages are 

more plentiful. Almost without exception, these immigrants send remittances back to family 

members in Belize. 

  

                                                
27 In 2002, a Poverty Assessment Report conducted in Belize by Kairi Consultants Ltd and the National Assessment 
Team of Belize, defined poverty as an annual income of $1287.48 or below. 
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Social and Health Issues 

 Belizeans today face a plethora of social, health, and economic issues, many of which are 

longstanding and deeply rooted within society. News reports, organized community discussions 

(such as village council meetings and the roundtable discussions during the 2013 National 

Garifuna Council convention), and informal conversations regularly revolve around Belize’s 

most distressing social and health issues. These include alcoholism and unemployment, domestic 

abuse and AIDS, malnutrition, obesity and diabetes, and a nationwide epidemic of violent crime, 

rape, and murder. Because of its high murder rate per capita (over forty homicides per 100,000 

residents), the Overseas Security Advisory Council has rated Belize the sixth most violent 

country in the world (www.osac.gov). The majority of Belize’s homicides take place on the 

south side of Belize City, where gang activity is rampant. But with a national population of only 

310,000, the very high homicide rate of one specific area of one particular city greatly affects the 

rating of the nation as a whole, making the per capita homicide rate in Belize appear extremely 

high. These statistics are surely a deterrent to some potential visitors and investors and tarnish 

the nation’s reputation on an international level. Moreover, this type of rating system produces 

statistics that are disturbing and ring untrue to Belizeans. 

 Drug trafficking is also on the rise. An estimated ten metric tons of cocaine annually pass 

through Belize via sea, land, and air: the “sleepy port towns, mangrove swamps, and jungle 

airstrips of poorly defended, tiny Belize” (Miroff 2011) are becoming gateways for Mexican 

drug mafias to smuggle cocaine from South America into Mexico and the United States. 

November 2010 saw the largest drug seizure in Belize’s history, when a small twin engine 

aircraft carrying a load of cocaine landed on the Southern Highway, and was abandoned on the 
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road after its wing clipped a pine tree during landing.28 Belizean and U.S. Drug Enforcement 

Agency officials found 2.6 metric tons of cocaine in the aircraft worth U.S. $131 million. 

Perhaps the most disturbing detail about this particular incident is that four Belizean police 

officers and a customs officer were closely involved with the operation. In 2011, President 

Obama added Belize to the “black list” of nations considered major players in narcotics 

production or transit. 

 An unusually high AIDS rate is another major social and health issue faced by Belizeans. 

The national AIDS rate in Belize is 2.3%, compared to a 0.6% rate in the United States, and an 

average AIDS rate of 0.5% across Central and South America (www.avert.org). The nation is 

actively trying to quell the epidemic and educate Belizeans, but changes are slow. In 2008, the 

National AIDS Council reported that only 25-30% of adult Belizeans had been tested for AIDS, 

suggesting that the above statistics are inaccurate and the actual rate may be higher than 2.3% 

(nacbelize.org). The UNDP (United Nations Development Programme) indicates that the AIDS 

epidemic in Belize is declining, yet UNICEF reports that well under fifty percent of women 

between the ages of 15-24 have a “comprehensive knowledge of HIV” and regularly use 

condoms in “higher-risk” sexual situations (www.unicef.org). Moreover, there is a social stigma 

attached to HIV/AIDS, so that individuals who know they have the virus are reluctant to share 

this information with anyone, including sexual partners. Other health problems include rampant 

diabetes and hypertension, experienced by an astounding number of elders throughout Belize and 

particularly in Garifuna communities, and access to quality health care is limited, especially in 

rural areas. Health care in Belize is mainly centered in Belize City and Belmopan, while 

                                                
28 Belize’s Southern Highway is the only north-south thoroughfare in the entire nation. The aircraft blocked the 
highway for nearly twelve hours, causing massive traffic delays on the day of Belize’s annual Battle of the Drums, a 
national competition for Garifuna drummers (which, incidentally, the Lebeha Boys from Hopkins won that year 
once they made it through the roadblock). 
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Dangriga has the most well equipped hospital in Stann Creek District. The country is home to a 

number of excellent doctors, but health insurance is non-existent, making proper medical 

diagnosis and treatment inaccessible to many Belizean citizens. In Hopkins, there is a small 

health center that provides basic care to the village, but for any major treatment, or to fill 

prescriptions, residents must travel to Dangriga, Belmopan or Belize City. Historically, buyeis 

(shamans) in Garifuna communities held the role of herbalist and healer. However, a turn toward 

western science throughout Garifuna communities has caused buyeis to be consulted less 

frequently for healing purposes, resulting in the loss of some invaluable Garifuna ethnomedicinal 

wisdom. 

 

Garifuna Culture in Belize 

 Until the latter part of the 20th century, the Belizean majority condemned Garifuna 

culture, music, and spiritual practices as they were seen as “contrary to British Christian 

assimilationist policies” (Avila & Avila 2008:130). Thus, dügü ceremonies and other cultural 

events were practiced in secrecy. At the end of the 19th century, British traveler Alice 

LePlongeon observed: 

They [the Garifuna] also have a dance called “Mafia’s [Devil] dance,” [dügü] in which 
they make a maiden as intoxicated as possible, undress her, then form a circle round her 
and dance, performing all sorts of silly antics; a banquet being spread in the adjoining room 
for the benefit of Mafia.  The authorities at Stan [sic] Creek forbade the dance; which only 
resulted in the Caribs going further away to accomplish it. (LePlongeon 1889:72-73) 
 

The characterization of the Garinagu as primitive and simple people persisted well into the 20th 

century, as illustrated by the following commentary: 

The round black face of the Carib breaks into a vast grin.  His mighty muscled arms relax, 
and you realize that with these thews and sinews he could probably hold his own with the 
wild beasts of the jungle, and tear a panther apart by its jaws. “Carib plenty strong man,” 
he says in a happy, gentle voice. “Eat plenty fish!” And there is a bearing and pride in 
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these Caribs, the last aborigines of these regions [British Honduras], that alone would 
distinguish them from the Negroes, for they have never been slaves. (Thompson 
1946:135) 
 

As decades of oppression and discrimination by church, state, and countrymen wore on, the 

Garinagu found themselves moving toward “cultural extinction” (Humphreys 1992:13). 

Throughout most of the 19th and 20th centuries, the Catholic Church was adamant about the 

sinfulness and licentiousness of dügü ceremonies, as were Methodist and Anglican missionaries 

in Belize. This condemnation fostered shame and embarrassment among Garinagu who had 

joined these churches. Many Garinagu also faced discrimination regarding the Garifuna 

language. In the field, I regularly heard anecdotes from elders about when they were 

schoolchildren. In the past, Garinagu were prohibited from speaking Garifuna in school, as most 

instructors (mainly nuns affiliated with the Catholic Church) were not native Garifuna speakers. 

If students were caught speaking anything but the Queen’s English, teachers would beat them.29   

 However, in the 1940s, Thomas Vincent (T.V.) Ramos (1887-1955), a Garifuna civil 

rights activist, sparked a cultural revolution for Belizean Garinagu. Ramos empowered Garifuna 

artists, educators, intellectuals and politicians to stand up and take pride in their people and their 

culture. The Garifuna civil rights movement overlapped with the nationalist movement in Belize, 

which began in 1950. The Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) also helped further the Garifuna 

quest for equality and acceptance, as the official attitude of the Roman Catholic Church towards 

diverse cultures changed. Since the 1960s, the Catholic Church became much more tolerant of 

traditional religious and cultural practices; in Belize, the Church now tolerates (though still 

                                                
29 In late August 2014, an incident occurred in which Garifuna patrons were harassed and prohibited from speaking 
Garifuna in a Dangriga bank. A few days after this incident, the community held a peaceful march through the 
streets of Dangriga wearing traditional Garifuna attire and holding signs that read, “Dangriga: Culture Capital of 
South Belize!! Don’t come here and stop us from speaking out language!” “GARIFUNA—Speak it wherever, 
whenever, and to whosoever” and, “Free to be me, Free to be you—Garinagu.”  



  117 

doesn’t fully support) the practice of traditional Garifuna rituals. The same cannot be said of 

Protestant churches or present-day Evangelical missionaries, who tend to teach that communion 

with the ancestors is “devil worship.” 

 The 1980s saw a second wave of civil rights activism and a burgeoning cultural identity 

movement among the Garinagu. During this decade, the name “Carib” or “Black Carib” was 

replaced with “Garifuna” in Belize and throughout Central America. The National Garifuna 

Council of Belize (NGC) was founded with the goals of preserving “the Garifuna culture through 

its language, music, foods, dances, crafts, arts and rituals” (http://ngc.org), and local cultural 

preservation groups sprang up. Additionally, the eco-cultural tourism industry prompted a 

change of heart towards Garifuna culture, as Belize’s tourism philosophy emphasized cultural 

preservation and pride in the nation’s rich multi-cultural landscape (Avila & Avila 2008:130). 

Now considered an integral part of Belizean national identity—and viewed by the tourism 

industry as a commodity with potential financial value—Belizeans of all ethnicities embrace 

Garifuna music, dance, and cuisine.  

The social status of the Garinagu in Belize has also been helped since the early 1980s due 

to the popularization of punta rock, a hybrid popular music genre developed in Dangriga by 

Garifuna artist and musician Pen Cayetano. Based on a percussion section of Garifuna drums 

beating out dance-inducing rhythms, accompanied by electric guitar, keyboard, bass, drum kit, 

and largely sung in the Garifuna language, this genre has catapulted Garifuna music onto the 

international stage. Incorporating elements of soca, Jamaican dancehall, and U.S. hip hop, punta 

rock has become Belize’s official national music. This is not to say that the Garinagu are now 

treated as equals within Belizean society—plenty of negative stereotypes about Garifuna rituals, 

language, and culture still exist. In the field, I encountered more than a few Creole and Mestizo 
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Belizeans who questioned my desire to reside in a Garifuna village, as they viewed Garinagu as 

being “primitive” in their ways of life, “backwards” in their thinking, and practitioners of so-

called obeah (which, in this derogatory context, is used as a synonym for black magic).30 The 

Garinagu are still fighting an uphill battle when it comes to the acceptance of their language and 

indigenous belief systems in mainstream Belizean society. 

However, across Honduras, Belize, and the United States, there exist Garifuna-led 

organizations full of individuals who are deeply committed to sharing Garifuna culture, 

educating Garifuna youth, and unifying the Garifuna Nation.31 It is estimated that there are 

400,000 Garinagu throughout the Garifuna Nation today, and the contingent in the United States 

has been integral to efforts of cultural revival and preservation. As a member of the Garifuna 

Heritage Foundation in Los Angeles explained to me in 2011, the Garifuna renaissance was 

begun in earnest among Garifuna communities in the United States, and then taken back to the 

Central American homeland. Part of the process of cultural revival entails a building of solidarity 

from the outside-in, an approach based on the awareness that movements and ideas started in the 

United States are quickly circulated and picked up elsewhere. The Garifuna Heritage Foundation 

is also extremely open to involving non-Garifuna individuals in this movement; their mindset is 

that appreciation and interest in Garifuna culture from “outsiders” such as myself will inspire 

Garifuna people to embrace their culture more fully. Whether or not this last assertion is true, the 

Garinagu are their own best advocates, constantly looking to the future while never forgetting 

their past. Despite continued obstacles, Garinagu youth are being raised with an appreciation and 

                                                
30 Obeah is a term used throughout the Caribbean to refer to African-derived religious practices that involves 
“aspects of witchcraft, sorcery, magic, spells, and healing. The term can be traced to Ashanti and kindred tribes from 
the Gold Coast of Africa” (Frye 1997:198). 
31 These include The National Garifuna Council in Belize, Belize’s National Garifuna Dance Company, Ballet 
Nacional Folklorico Garifuna, led by Armando Cristanto Melendez, the Garifuna Coalition USA, and the Garifuna 
Heritage Foundation of Los Angeles. 
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love for their culture. As one young man in Hopkins told me, “To me, it’s one of the greatest 

things to let a child grow up belonging to something. It’s an honor to walk around and say, ‘I am 

Garifuna.’ I think it’s robbing your children, not raising them in the culture” (Rodriguez 2012). 



 

 120 

Chapter Four: 
The Story of the Garawoun 

 
“Our drums have a lot to do with how we live our lives. We play on these drums the sounds of 

our trials and our triumphs, our happiness, our tears, our sorrow. Everything about us, we sing 
and play to the sound of our drums. Because it is music, and music comes from within. When you 

sing, you sing it from within” (Coleman 2013). 
 

The role that musical instruments play in the formation and expression of Garifuna 

ethnicity cannot be overstated, yet very few scholars have delved into this topic. Most have 

treated musical instruments as secondary to musical practice, and have analyzed musical practice 

as an element that occurs within some other context, specifically the practice of dügü. However, 

the organology and history of Garifuna instruments and the analysis of Garifuna music are 

important in order to fully understand the role that music plays within Garifuna society. 

Questions of musical analyses are frequently glossed over in anthropological scholarship for the 

simple reason that many anthropologists are not musicians and do not have the necessary training 

to present this type of analysis. This is what sets the ethnomusicologist apart from the 

anthropologist, and what makes our work uniquely valuable. Music—the sound itself—has much 

to tell us about cultural values and meanings. Instruments—the physical objects—are also laden 

with important cultural connotations and significances. 

 The previous chapter told a version of the Garifuna story that centered on the movements 

of people through time and space, political and economic forces, and large-scale sociocultural 

change. However, there is another element to the Garifuna story that has remained in the 

shadows. This is the story of the musical instruments, rhythms, melodies and dances that have 

been created and accompanied the Garinagu on their sojourns. With this chapter, I offer the 

beginning of what I hope will be a much larger collaborative project devoted to piecing together 

and bringing to light the story of Garifuna music through the centuries. I focus on the Garifuna 
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drum (garawoun) and demonstrate the ways in which this instrument functions as a powerful 

visual and aural symbol of Garifuna identity.1 Today the garawoun are played in many sacred 

and secular contexts: at family gatherings, church services, dügü, social dances, wakes, birthday 

parties, and increasingly, at restaurants, resorts, and other tourist venues. These drums provide 

the beats to which Garifuna communities dance together; their physical form connects people to 

one another across generations and over miles; and their rhythms help bridge the gap between 

the living and spirit worlds. Although the garawoun have traversed seas, continents, and 

centuries with the Garinagu and remain a central symbol of Garifuna unity and identity in both 

Central America and the Garifuna Nation, there exists no focused history of this important 

instrument. 

This chapter investigates the genesis of the Garifuna drum and outlines the relationship of 

the garawoun to the Garifuna people in both historical and present-day contexts. The first section 

places the garawoun in a historical context by presenting evidence culled from visual arts and 

writings from the colonial period in the Lesser Antilles and Belize, along with the work of art 

historians such as Sara Johnson and Beth Fawkes Tobin. Together, these sources construct a 

historical narrative of the garawoun. The second part of the chapter focuses on a discussion of 

the garawoun’s spiritual, political and social significance in Garifuna society today, and I 

conclude with a snapshot of the garawoun’s place within the context of present-day Hopkins, 

Belize. 

  

                                                
1 Garawoun is the singular and plural form of this word, as Garifuna words referring to inanimate objects have no 
separate plural forms. 
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Genesis of the Garawoun: Art History & Ethnomusicology 

As ethnomusicologist Bonnie Wade discovered as she delved into the analysis of Mughal 

art in Imaging Sound (1998), works of art that depict musical instruments and performances 

can—and should—be used as central research tools in ethnomusicological research. When they 

do mention musical instruments, song or dance, written sources are often vague or use inaccurate 

and nondescript vocabulary. Being able to see accurate representations of these instruments in a 

particular historical moment is extremely enlightening and valuable. Moreover, depictions of 

musical instruments often also include important clues as to the social settings in which music 

was performed in the past. During the colonial period, much of the art produced by European 

artists working in far-off lands was created for the purpose of pseudo-scientific documentation or 

as a souvenir, a remembrance of travel and adventure. These were generally not interpretive 

works, but drawings and paintings that aimed to capture snapshots of landscapes, people, or daily 

life in a particular historical moment. Because of their documentary function, works of art such 

as these are often full of valuable cultural and historical information. In the case of my research, 

I have found that prints and paintings offer far more insight into the construction and playing 

style of slave and Black Carib drums in the Lesser Antilles in the late 18th century than do 

written sources. 

The following inquiry builds on the work of art historian Sara Johnson, whose doctoral 

dissertation and subsequent book, The Fear of French Negroes: Transcolonial Collaboration in 

the Revolutionary Americas (2012), develop a case for the existence of an “inter-island musical 

aesthetic” in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. Johnson’s argument is that this aesthetic—a 

set of characteristics encompassing rhythm, instruments, dance and song—comprised “a critical 

element in the formation of many national music traditions in the Caribbean” (2001:85). Johnson 
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uses musical transcriptions, descriptions and images of music-making in order to flesh out this 

aesthetic, grounding her analysis in instrumentation, playing technique, and a specific duple-

meter, off-beat, pan-Caribbean rhythmic figure called the cinquillo (see Musical Example 4.1). A 

rhythmic cell found in multiple Caribbean music cultures today, the cinquillo is also heard in the 

rhythmic repertoire of Garifuna music. Slight variations of this rhythm can be heard in Garifuna 

punta, chumba, and berusu rhythms. Specifically, one of the basic embellishments of the berusu 

rhythm, played on the primero, is simply a repetition of the cinquillo rhythm. This rhythmic 

parallel aurally links the Garifuna music tradition to a larger pan-Caribbean musical heritage.   

Visual and literary evidence also suggests that the garawoun initially developed as part of 

the inter-island musical aesthetic proposed by Johnson. Although Black Caribs in St. Vincent 

maintained a safe distance from other communities on the island—plantation owners, slaves, and 

“free Negroes” alike—their music did not develop in an isolated context, but as part of the robust 

network of musical and cultural sharing taking place in the Caribbean region.2 The progenitor of 

the garawoun was built and played in free and slave communities on St. Vincent, Barbados, 

Dominica, and other nearby islands in the 18th century. Soon after, it became integrated into the 

music culture of the Black Caribs. The following visual and written evidence shows that the 

Black Caribs of St. Vincent were active participants in the creation and adoption of this inter-

island musical aesthetic, and that clear remnants of this aesthetic are still present in Garifuna 

musical practices today. 
                                                
2 See chapter two for a sociocultural history of the Black Caribs (the colonial-era name of the Garinagu). 

Musical Example 4.1: Two repetitions of the five-note cinquillo rhythm 
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Sara Johnson argues that the Caribbean music traditions of the late 19th century fall into 

the category of what ethnomusicologist John Storm Roberts called “neo-African” music of the 

Americas. “These traditions,” Johnson writes, “are Caribbean ones, not African ones, and the 

music under study does not have direct corollaries in Africa” (2001:95). Although the early 

Garifuna drum and its rhythms (which could have included the cinquillo) do point toward 

African roots, it seems futile to try and pinpoint precise African origins for discrete elements of 

Garifuna culture. Instead, I am concerned with the emergence of uniquely Garifuna musical 

aesthetics and instrumentations, which as this chapter demonstrates, have their points of origin 

firmly planted within the 18th century Caribbean. 

The Oeuvre of Agostino Brunias: Painting Colonialism 

 There exists a small set of paintings and sketches that were produced before and 

immediately following the Black Carib exile from St. Vincent (1770-1810). Through an analysis 

of these works, I seek to answer three historical questions: When did the snared drum come into 

use in St. Vincent? When did this drum become integrated into Black Carib culture? And, why 

has the Garifuna drum changed so little since its inception? The prints and paintings of Italian-

born artist Agostino Brunias (1730-1796) can help answer questions about the drum’s 

development and history.3 He carefully depicted dancing, drumming, and musical instruments in 

several of his works providing invaluable information on subjects that were often glossed over in 

written travel accounts and ethnographies from the 18th century.  

 In the early 1760s, Brunias made the acquaintance of Sir William Young (1724-1788) 

and was hired as his personal artist for a voyage to the Caribbean. In 1764, commissioned by the 

                                                
3Agostino Brunias was trained in Rome, and began his career painting portraits of wealthy English tourists who 
visited Italy. He was “discovered” by the famous Scottish architect Robert Adam, and in 1758 Brunias moved to 
England to work with Adam, “doing decorative mural and drafting designs for the stately homes that Adam was 
building across Britain” (Honychurch 2003:2).  
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British Prime Minister, Young and his group set sail for Dominica, St. Vincent, and other islands 

in the Lesser Antilles. Young was initially sent to the West Indies as the President of the 

Commission for the Sale of Lands in the Ceded Islands, and served as the governor of Dominica 

and commissioner of St. Vincent between 1764 and 1773. His family owned several sugar 

plantations (and hundreds of slaves) in the Antilles: one in Dominica, two in Antigua, two in 

Tobago, and three in St. Vincent. Thus, Young was involved and invested in struggles for land in 

St. Vincent, essentially trying to wrest control from Black Carib populations while attempting to 

keep French powers at bay (Tobin 1999:41-43).  

During the colonial period, it was not uncommon for European officials and explorers to 

hire painters for the purpose of visually recording the plants, animals, landscapes, and people 

encountered on their travels. Works of art served several different purposes for European 

colonialists. They scientifically documented new species discovered during an expedition, 

functioned as political propaganda, and served as mementos for those who spent time abroad.4 

For plantocrats (powerful, often government-appointed plantation owners) such as Sir William 

Young, a hired artist’s purpose was not to convey the tensions between Europeans, Caribs, and 

Africans, nor to depict the atrocities of slavery, but to use art as a means of furthering political 

and economic agendas. In Young’s case, two motives were at play. First, in order to combat the 

burgeoning anti-slavery movement in England, Young needed to present an idyllic image of St. 

Vincent, one in which both Europeans and slaves were happy with the status quo. Indeed, his son 

later wrote of Sir William that “with the voice of music, and the fine arts, he made jovial parties 

                                                
4 Beth Fawkes Tobin’s Picturing Imperial Power, which examines 18th century British colonial art, provides an in-
depth analysis of the different motives for the production of colonial art, the types of art produced by these colonial 
artists, and patron-artist dynamics. Tobin treats colonial art as a historical text, which has the potential to illuminate, 
“colonizers’ strategies of appropriation and domination; the colonized’s resistance to colonial domination; and 
practices of accommodation that these groups deployed” (Tobin 1999:5).  
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of colonization” (Young 1793:19). Second, because of the ongoing conflicts with St. Vincent’s 

Black Carib population, Young (and the British, as a whole) needed to portray Black Caribs as 

savage and primitive in order to gain support for their plan to defeat and exile the Caribs from 

the island, a goal that was accomplished in 1797.  

Agostino Brunias was commissioned to produce genre paintings, a style of painting 

popular in western Europe throughout the late 17th and 18th centuries. Genre paintings 

functioned as a type of ethnographic art used to document the people, landscapes, and lifestyles 

found in Europe and European colonies. These artworks portray the events of daily life and pay 

great attention to detail: costuming, jewelry, accessories, objects, and gestures. Consequently, 

supplemented with the study of other texts, genre paintings can be used as historical documents, 

as they can be scrutinized for details about the subjects and society being portrayed. In some 

ways, these works are an extension of the scientific drawings of exotic flora and fauna that were 

so popular during the colonial period because they “function as illustrations designed to convey 

information about exotic peoples and, as such, participate in the conventions of natural history 

writing” (Tobin 1999:142). Because of their objective and ethnographic purpose, genre paintings 

were considered a lesser form of art, and as a hired painter Brunias held a fairly low social status. 

In fact, anthropologist Lennox Honychurch argues: 

His social equivalents in St. Vincent were the “free people of colour,” the mainly French 
mulattoes who, along with yeoman farmers from France had settled in St. Vincent among 
the Caribs prior to the conquest by the British.  It was among these people that Brunias 
pursued his social life and it was among their type that he eventually sired a family in 
Dominica. He related easily to them and this is clearly reflected in his art. (Honychurch 
2003)  
 

Brunias’s paintings feature “free mulattoes,” Caribs, and slaves nearly exclusively; his subjects 

are rarely European colonists. In part because of the nature of genre painting, and perhaps 

because of his close involvement in these communities, Brunias had the insight to include 
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important details in his paintings that other, more “outside” artists or writers might have 

neglected or overlooked.5 His depictions of slaves, free people of color, and very likely Black 

Caribs participating in the market system, drumming, dancing, and partaking in other activities 

are unique in that they present varied glimpses of Afro-West Indian life. My analysis here 

focuses on drummers and drums, but these paintings include a wealth of cultural and historical 

information that can be analyzed from a myriad of perspectives (see Bagneris 2009 and Tobin 

1999). 

Several of Brunias’s works feature drummers and their instruments, and by examining 

these images as a group, it is possible to draw conclusions about the development and dispersal 

of the Garifuna garawoun. At least four of Brunias’s works display a drumming style consistent 

with current Garifuna methods of constructing and playing the garawoun. The print Dance, St. 

Vincent, West Indies (c.1775) includes a drummer painted in shadow on the left edge of the 

canvas, who plays a drum with a wooden body, skin head, and tension cords running down its 

sides (see Figure 4.1). The drummer sits on a small stool and plays with his hands, while a 

couple dances in front of him, the woman holding her skirts. Another woman plays a tambourine 

over her head while a small crowd watches, socializing and clapping along with the music.  

Similarly, A Negro Festival, St. Vincent (first published in London in 1791) depicts 

dancers, a woman playing a tambourine, and a male drummer sitting on a stool and playing a 

drum with both hands (see Figure 4.2). In these two pieces, it seems to me that a transverse cord 

                                                
5 Honychurch (2003) argues that because of Brunias’s outsider status in the British colonies (in part because he was 
a Catholic Italian), it is likely that he viewed, and subsequently portrayed, the slave plantation system differently 
than other European artists such as George Robertson or Hans Sloane and writers such as Bryan Edwards. Gillian 
Forrester notes that because of his liminal position in society, “it is possible to discern in his work a sympathy for 
the desire of his subjects to express their identities through sartorial means” (Forrester 2007:459). British-born, 
Protestant artists would have held a higher social status in the colonies. Because of their greater distance from slaves 
and people of the lower classes, it may have been easier for them to either intentionally omit, or simply ignore, 
details of black life captured by Brunias. 
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is painted onto the drumhead. However, because of the angle of the drummer and the fact that 

they sit in shadows, it is impossible to be certain. In both prints, the drummer wears short 

trousers and no shirt, indicating, as Honychurch explains, that this individual is a slave. The 

dancers are likely free people of color or perhaps Black Caribs, thus illustrating the prevalence of 

inter-ethnic, inter-class musical experiences.  

Figure 4.1: Agostino Brunias. “Dance, St. Vincent, West Indies” (ca. 1775) 
Image Reference Bilby-5, as shown on www.slaveryimages.org, compiled by Jerome Handler 

and Michael Tuite, and sponsored by the Virginia Foundation for the Humanities and the 
University of Virginia Library. The drummer is located in the bottom-left corner of the image. 
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Brunias’s print, A Negroes Dance in the Island of Dominica (ca. 1779), is perhaps the 

most important piece in terms of my inquiry.6 This piece also includes dancers, a drummer, and a 

tambourine player (see Figure 4.3). The dancing woman holds the edges of her skirt and extends 

a foot while her partner stands with one leg raised (perhaps preparing for a jump or spin).7 This 

                                                
6 Like many of Brunias’s works produced in the West Indies, the original painting of A Negroes Dance was turned 
into a print, published, and widely dispersed upon his return to London by an unknown publisher (Norman 2012). 
7 The male dancer in this print wears breeches, a white linen shirt, headwrap and a red sash across his body, while 
the woman is dressed in a flowing blue skirt, white blouse and headwrap. Beth Fowkes Tobin provides an in-depth 
interpretation of slave dress (and Brunias’s representations of it) in Picturing Imperial Power (1999). 

Figure 4.2: Agostino Brunias. “A Negro Festival, St. Vincent” (1791) 
Image Reference EDW1, as shown on www.slaveryimages.org, compiled by Jerome Handler 

and Michael Tuite, and sponsored by the Virginia Foundation for the Humanities and the 
University of Virginia Library. 
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style of dance may be the calinda, a popular dance in the West Indies during the 18th and 19th 

centuries. The calinda is traditionally performed by couples dancing with shuffling steps in the 

center of a ring; surrounding spectators clap and sing while a drummer provides a steady rhythm. 

Early descriptions of this dance state that the woman will often hold the edges of her skirt, which 

she waves side to side, while her dance partner spins and leaps as he circles around her (Emery 

1988:22-24).8 

 

                                                
8 Also spelled calenda or kalenda, this dance was first documented in the West Indies by French Bishop Peré Labat 
in 1724 (Emery 1988:21). 

Figure 4.3: Agostino Brunias, “A Negroes Dance in the Island of Dominica” (1779) 
Image Reference NW0156, as shown on www.slaveryimages.org, compiled by Jerome 

Handler and Michael Tuite, and sponsored by the Virginia Foundation for the Humanities and 
the University of Virginia Library. 



 

 131 

In this print, one woman plays a tambourine while another claps along; the remaining 

figures talk amongst themselves or watch the dancers. The drummer, placed to the left of the 

dancers, sits on a low stool and holds the drum between his knees. He plays with his hands and 

carefully watches the couple dancing in front of him. His drum is barrel-shaped, carved either 

from a single log or constructed from an actual barrel, and has one skin head attached to the body 

with rope or twine. Upon close inspection of this print, one can see a line stretched across the 

drumhead: this is a string or wire that creates a buzzing sound when the drum is struck.  

Dance of the Handkerchief (c.1775) features the same type of drum and drummer, again 

located in the left foreground of the painting (see Figure 4.4). The island on which this work was 

painted is unknown, yet records indicate that Brunias traveled with Sir William Young between 

St. Vincent, Barbados, and Dominica. Therefore it can be inferred that Dance of the 

Handkerchief was produced on one of these three islands. Bearing an equally generic title, 

Brunias’s undated painting West Indian Village with Figures Dancing depicts a shirtless 

drummer who watches a couple dancing before him as he plays (see Figure 4.5). As with each of 

the other paintings in this group, the drummer is seated in shadow, accompanied by a woman 

playing the tambourine and clapping. Consistent with present-day Garifuna drumming 

techniques, the drummer in each of these pieces sits on a block or short stool, holds the drum 

between his knees, and plays with his hands. A slightly later painting, Musical Group, Barbados 

(1807-1808, artist unknown), published in John A. Waller’s travelogue, A Voyage in the West 

Indies (1820), shows a group of dancers accompanied by a drum and a shaker (see Figure 4.6). A 

woman plays the shaker, while a man plays the drum. The drum in this painting is a barrel drum, 

and one can see a line across the drum’s head, which appears to be the same type of snare seen in 

drums from Dominica and St. Vincent at this time (compare Figure 4.6 to Figures 4.2 and 4.3).  
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Figure 4.4: Agostino Brunias. “Dance of the Handkerchief.” (Circa 1775).  
As shown on www.museothyssen.org, The Carmen Thyssen-Bornemis Collection at Museo 

Thyssen-Bornemisza, Madrid, Spain. Used with Permission. 

Figure 4.5: Agostino Brunias. “West Indian Village with Figures Dancing.” (undated).  
As shown on www.museothyssen.org, The Carmen Thyssen-Bornemis Collection at Museo 

Thyssen-Bornemisza, Madrid, Spain. Used with Permission. 
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The playing style depicted in these paintings is different from drumming styles 

historically seen throughout the Caribbean, where it was common for drums to be played with 

sticks, or for musicians to play large barrel drums by laying them on the ground, sitting on top of 

them, and using the heels of the feet, in addition to the hands, to play the instrument. In 

Caribbean music cultures today, one can certainly find some drums that are played in a manner 

consistent with the depictions I have presented. Because of the consistencies of construction and 

playing style between the present-day garawoun and Brunias’s depictions of drums in the Lesser 

Antilles, I consider the drum depicted in this set of prints to be the progenitor of the Garifuna 

garawoun. Both the garawoun and the drums depicted by Brunias are wooden barrel drums 

approximately 24-30 inches tall with tension cords, a skin head and snare, held upright by the 

knees and played with the hands. Most importantly, both drums feature transverse cords 

stretched across the drumhead. This is the trait that distinguishes the garawoun from any other 

Figure 4.6: Artist Unknown. “Musical Group, Barbados” (1807-08). Published in John A. 
Waller A Voyage in the West Indies (London 1820). Image Reference NW0014 as shown on 
www.slaveryimages.org, compiled by Jerome Handler and Michael Tuite, and sponsored by 

the Virginia Foundation for the Humanities and the University of Virginia Library. 
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Caribbean drum, and is the most substantial reason for my argument that there is a direct linkage 

between the drums depicted in Brunias’s work and the present-day garawoun. While music 

cultures of many Caribbean islands feature barrel drums with skinheads, none are still 

constructed in exactly the same way as the Garifuna drum, particularly in regard to the 

garawoun’s snares. The present-day Garifuna style of drum construction is the only one that has 

held true to every detail of the 18th century models. 

Whence the Garawoun?9 

As a group, these works of art are significant because they indicate that in the late 18th  

and early 19th centuries, the construction and playing styles of the Garifuna drum had taken 

shape and were in use on several Caribbean islands. While it is impossible to know on which 

island this drum first appeared (nor does it matter) it is evident that the drum circulated 

throughout the Lesser Antilles beginning in the late 18th century. There is concrete evidence that 

the progenitor of the garawoun was part of the music culture of St. Vincent, Barbados, Dominica 

and likely other nearby islands that regularly traded slaves and goods throughout the colonial 

period (Beer 2010:89).  

Brunias’s oeuvre shows that slaves played the progenitor of the garawoun on plantations 

and in public market spaces, where other slaves, free mulattoes, Black Caribs, and Europeans 

observed musical practices and dances. Black Caribs were involved in trade and commerce at the 

markets on St. Vincent, and had regular contact with Sir William Young’s plantations in the late 

                                                
9 This heading is an allusion to a chapter heading in Paul Christopher Johnson’s Diaspora Conversions, “Whence 
the Africans?” In his chapter, Johnson dissects historical narratives about the Africans who arrived in St. Vincent 
during the 17th and 18th centuries. In this chapter I employ a process similar to his, as I piece together bits of 
historical evidence to construct a coherent narrative regarding the origins of the garawoun. 
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18th century (Young 1993:27).10 In these moments of inter-cultural contact, Black Caribs surely 

observed, and possibly participated in, moments of musicality. The progenitor of the garawoun 

may have originated in slave communities, but it made its way into Black Carib society through 

two possible routes: via contact between Black Caribs and slaves in public spaces, and/or via 

escaped slaves bringing the drum when they escaped to Black Carib communities. Whatever the 

routes it traveled within the Lesser Antilles, this drum clearly entered Black Carib society at 

some point in the late 1700s (prior, of course, to the Garifuna exile of 1797), as evidenced by its 

continued use in Garifuna music today.  

Brunias’s paintings connect Black Carib music culture to that of slave and mulatto 

communities of the 18th century and effectively tie Black Carib music-making to a larger, inter-

island web of cultural practices. This evidence makes problematic the dominant Garifuna 

narrative of cultural and societal isolation on St. Vincent. Though early Garifuna society has 

been characterized as an independent nation largely unconnected and uninfluenced by cultural 

groups outside St. Vincent, the evidence presented in this chapter shows that in fact, the early 

Garifuna music-culture was, as Sara Johnson writes, “the by-produc[t] of pan-Caribbean 

interchanges” (2001:97). 

There is very little written or visual documentation of early Garifuna culture, but the 

works of Brunias provide amazingly clear visual evidence of early pre-Garifuna musical 

instrumentation. The prints presented here verify that the garawoun has been in existence and 

part of this culture since the 18th century in St. Vincent. Moreover, they illustrate how little the 

drum’s construction and playing styles have changed since that time, even in the face of great 

                                                
10 According to Virginia Heyer Young, “[William Young’s] two books describe Caribs frequenting his Calliaqua 
plantation and camping there; Carib women stopping overnight on trips to and from the Kingstown market; and 
Carib chiefs coming with gifts, attending Christmas celebrations, and discussing, in English and French, the British 
and Carib dispositions toward each other” (Young 1993:27). 
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upheaval—the Garifuna exile from St. Vincent, migrations through North America, 

discrimination and oppression in Central America. Because of the continued importance of the 

garawoun in Garifuna culture and recent efforts by Garifuna organizations and scholars to more 

thoroughly unearth and understand their history, the paintings and prints of Agostino Brunias are 

important historical artifacts for the Garinagu to claim as part of their cultural heritage. 

 

The Garawoun Across Borders: 1797-2014 

Why have the Garinagu held so strongly to their garawoun and their music? For 

centuries, this drum has been an important identity marker for the Garinagu, a physical and aural 

artifact serving a dual purpose: to differentiate and to unify the Garinagu against a host of 

external threats and oppressors. Between 1795 and 1797 the Black Caribs were engaged in a 

taxing war with the British, their leader was killed, and they were subsequently detained on the 

inhospitable island of Baliceaux, where half the remaining Garinagu perished. Aboard the ships 

that exiled them to Central America, hundreds more died. This left a mere 2,000 Garinagu to 

carry on the culture they had built in St. Vincent. It is from this small, very tightly knit 

community that the Garinagu repopulated along the coast of Central America (Gonzalez 

1988:21). These devastating events (which many refer to as a genocide) were incredibly 

traumatic. Today, many Garinagu feel that they are still coping with the psychological and 

spiritual effects of the trauma endured by their ancestors.11 Along with the suggestions of 

                                                
11 Documentary filmmaker Andrea Leland’s film Yurumein: Homeland (2014) explores these themes in detail. The 
film documents the pilgrimage of a group of Central American Garinagu as they visit St. Vincent and Baliceaux for 
the first time, seeking catharsis and healing from this trauma. In the film, a Belizean Garifuna woman named Miss 
Lucia Ellis is brought to her knees on the shores of Baliceaux, wailing in the sand and waves as she mourns for her 
ancestors. In her words, “Getting on the beach, I felt pain on the bottom of my womb, the suffering and the agony, 
the disbelief…[The Garifuna genocide and exile is] a trauma that each Garinagu carries, whether they want to 
believe it or not, we each carry it. And doing a pilgrimage like this is an opportunity to heal from that trauma, to 
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scholars Gonzalez (1988) and Johnson (2007), I assert that just as religion and music served to 

unify and uplift enslaved Africans during and after the Middle Passage, the same was true for 

Garinagu during and after their passage to Central America. The garawoun were not objects of 

amusement or frivolity, but instruments that fulfilled the same personal and societal needs that 

Sara Johnson outlines regarding musical practice among Caribbean slave communities: 

Music and dance represented the social and psychic space in which the enslaved could 
rehumanize themselves in the context of a system which used brutality to insure its 
hegemony. Music has mnemonic qualities, an enormous ability to "take one back" to a 
given time or place, be it an African home or one more recently abandoned domicile in 
the Americas. (Johnson La-O 2001:117) 
 

Though the Garinagu may not have been enslaved, they certainly encountered the brutality and 

attempted hegemony of European oppressors. For Garifuna communities, music has always 

created spaces for “rehumanizing,” reconnecting with roots, and creating a sense of home and 

belonging. The garawoun powerfully connect Garinagu to one another, to their ancestors, and to 

their St. Vincent homeland. The vibrations of the drums inspire communal dancing and singing 

during religious ritual, facilitating communion between the ancestor spirits and their 

descendants.  

The garawoun serve a central function in Garifuna spiritual practice. The performance of 

dügü is structured around the beating of the garawoun; without the garawoun there would be no 

dügü, and without dügü there would be no indigenous Garifuna spirituality. Anthropologist 

Byron Foster writes that the rhythm of “the central drum is an analogue, or symbolic model of 

the heartbeat and is used together with the spirit medium’s gourd rattles to attract the souls of the 

ancestors from the mud floor of the cult house in which the ritual is performed” (Foster 

1994:10). Greene echoes this observation writing that “Ancestors are attracted to the rhythms of 
                                                                                                                                                       
recognize that yes, we were put here, but look, [after] 215 years, we can come back” (Lucia Ellis in Yurumein, 
2014). 
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drums, the sound of the rattles, and the text and melody of songs, to most of which they danced 

and sang during their lives” (Greene 1998:180). Within the context of dügü, the garawoun serve 

the explicit purpose of attracting the ancestors, summoning their presence so they may interact 

with their progeny. While this interaction with ancestor spirits generally occurs within the walls 

of the temple (dabuyaba), it is generally believed that ancestors can present themselves in other 

environments, too. During my fieldwork, I heard several stories of individuals becoming 

possessed outside of Garifuna ceremonial contexts. One woman told me she had seen a girl 

become possessed by an ancestor spirit when the drums were played during a Catholic Mass. 

Such is the power of the garawoun. 

The very shape of the garawoun evokes strong feelings of pride, community, and unity. 

On an international scale, the image of the garawoun has become a central unifying icon of the 

Garifuna Nation, as its image is emblazoned on t-shirts, flags, book covers, and album covers. 

The garawoun is a symbol of the vibrancy and endurance of the Garifuna people, the emblem of 

a community whose survival has been a constant struggle. The garawoun are the central visual 

and aural symbol of a people who see their roots in both Africa and the Caribbean basin, but the 

garawoun evoke neither Africanness nor Caribeanness independently. They symbolize 

Garifunaness itself. The garawoun—in image, symbolism and sound—serve to remind the 

Garinagu of who they are and where they come from as Garinagu. The following statement by 

Pen Cayetano summarizes the centrality of this instrument in expressions of Garifunaduáü: “The 

drums are the life of the Garifuna people. Without them they can’t live their culture” (Cayetano 

2012).  
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At the main roundabout in the Garifuna town of Dangriga, Belize stands a monument to 

these drums. All those entering the town are greeted by a commanding statue of three garawoun 

and a pair of sísira, along with a plaque that proclaims “Drums of Our Fathers” (see Figure 4.7). 

To those who know, this is the configuration of instruments played for the ancestors in sacred 

settings. Thus, this statue is not merely an acknowledgment of the Garifuna presence in 

Dangriga, but it also makes a statement of spiritual and political identity. The “Drums of Our 

Fathers” monument acts as an identifying symbol of the dominant culture and ethnicity of 

Dangriga, and can also be read as an anti-hegemonic statement of independence. It is a symbol of 

a community claiming pride and ownership over a tradition that was, for so long, condemned by 

Figure 4.7: Drums of Our Fathers Monument in Dangriga, Belize (2013). 
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the Belizean majority. The monument identifies this community as one that will fight—as 

Garinagu—to retain their individuality and cultural vitality. It is also a symbol of spiritual 

allegiance to the áhari, the Garifuna ancestors. In the same way that a crucifix or icon of the 

Virgin Mary can identify a place as Catholic, the “Drums of Our Fathers” monument signifies a 

place where Garifuna spiritual traditions are upheld, where the ancestors are alive and well. Like 

so many other visual and aural aspects of the culture, I read this statue as a powerful statement of 

Garifuna independence and perseverance. At the inauguration of this monument in 1991, 

Garifuna poet, historian and activist E. Roy Cayetano explained the relationship between the 

garawoun and the Garifuna people: 

Collectively, we are the "hollowed hallowed haloed trunk" of a tree whose roots go back 
to Africa and South America. It is from that tree that the drums are carved, and those 
drums capture and release our collective voice, the wisdom of our ancestors, the voices 
and cries of our unborn children, the sounds of the mountains, the valleys, the forests, the 
plains, and the wildlife of two great continents. (Cayetano 1991)12 
 
 

“Keepin the Culcha Alive”: Globalizing the Garawoun in Belize13 

Born in 18th-century Caribbean society, carried across the Gulf of Mexico aboard British 

ships, and now bringing income and opportunity to Garifuna villages, the garawoun has long 

been a conduit of Garifuna joy, pain, and transcendent worship. From its use as an international 

cultural marker of Belize and its continued importance in daily Garifuna life, the garawoun is 

constantly being redefined and reappropriated to adapt to the changing needs of the Garinagu 

throughout time and space. In Hopkins Village, these drums have always bound the community 

together in times of celebration, sorrow, and struggle (see Foster 1986, Taylor 1951). While still 

                                                
12 Cayetano’s poem “Drums of My Fathers” is reproduced in Appendix 3. This powerful poem has become very 
popular throughout the Garifuna Nation and is frequently printed in Garifuna publications and periodically recited at 
Lemesi Garifuna (Garifuna masses). 
13 Jabbar, my Garifuna host father/drumming teacher, and co-owner of the Lebeha Drumming Center, often utters 
the phrase “We keepin the culcha alive!” as an explanation of his work and Lebeha’s purpose. 
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playing these roles in Garifuna communities, the garawoun are also taking on new meanings as 

the forces of globalization—tourism, capitalism, entrepreneurship, and non-traditional 

religions—continue to shape Hopkins and other Garifuna villages. 

Perhaps the most noticeable way Garifuna music-making has changed in recent years is 

that Garifuna drumming has become commodified. The ability to beat the drums is now laden 

with economic potential and opportunities for perceived social mobility based on drummers’ 

access to high-end tourist spaces such as all-inclusive resorts and expensive restaurants 

throughout Stann Creek District. The demand for drummers (and Garifuna music, more 

generally) in the national popular music scene has also increased the economic and social status 

of Garifuna musicians. The new forms of capital associated with the garawoun, while positive in 

some respects, are not without complications and difficulties. Musicians are constantly 

negotiating the new demand and value placed on their abilities. Instead of freely sharing their 

skills with the community (family, church and ancestors), Garifuna drummers in Hopkins and 

other villages are now being monetarily compensated for their musical skills by three main 

categories of people: extended family members, individual tourists, and local businesses. Below, 

I outline the ways that interactions with these three groups are changing the status of the 

garawoun and drummers in Belize.14 Throughout, I hope to express the complexity and multi-

faceted nature of these changes to Hopkins’ economy, social structure and conceptions of 

Garifunaduáü; in each case, there are at least two sides to every story.  

Tourism and the Lebeha Drumming Center 

 Within the last decade, Garifuna music—specifically the popular genres of punta rock 

and berusu—has emerged as the “national music” of Belize. In terms of popularity and airtime 
                                                
14 The popularity of Garifuna musicians in national and international music scenes is beyond the scope of this 
chapter, but is a fascinating topic being explored by UCLA Ethnomusicology PhD Candidate Amy Frishkey.  
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on the nation’s most popular radio station, LoveFM, punta rock far outshines the marimba music 

of Maya communities or the urban, accordion-based brukdown music of Belize City. Punta rock 

is heard in every corner of Belize, from Garifuna communities in the east, to the mainly Mestizo 

and “Spanish” communities in the western hills, to the diverse urban centers of Belize City and 

Belmopan. Belizeans of all ethnicities celebrate Garifuna music and consider it part of their 

national cultural heritage.15 

 Not only has Garifuna music become a point of connection and pride for Belizeans’ 

perception of themselves, it is also used by the Belize Tourism Board (BTB) as the 

accompanying music in tourism marketing videos. Punta rock and berusu have become the aural 

representation of Belize to the outside world, making Garifuna music one of the key selling 

points for Belize as a cultural tourism destination. Garifuna drummers are being advertised by 

the tourism industry as authentic culture-bearers and must-see attractions for visitors to Belize. 

One of the most highly recommended tourist stops in Stann Creek District is the Lebeha 

Drumming Center in Hopkins, where visitors can take private or group drumming lessons, learn 

how to cook traditional Garifuna food (usually hudutu, a delicious coconut milk-based fish 

stew), or attend a performance of traditional Garifuna drumming, song and dance. Lebeha was 

founded in 2004 by Garifuna musician Jabbar Lambey and his Canadian partner, Dorothy 

Pettersen. Their goal was to provide a safe, productive space for village youth to learn traditional 

drumming. As the years have passed, the focus of Lebeha has turned from the village youth to 

tourists, a logical shift given the massive growth of Hopkins’ tourism industry over the last 

decade. Now, in addition to offering the aforementioned attractions to tourists, Lebeha has three 

                                                
15 This reflects a major shift in Belizean opinions about Garifuna culture. It is important to realize that while 
Belizeans have embraced and claimed Garifuna music as part of their cultural heritage, Garifuna culture is not 
treated with respect by Belizeans in all circumstances, nor are they consistently treated as equals within the larger 
society. A fair amount of prejudice and racism in Belize is still directed toward the Garinagu. 
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small rooms and four beachfront cabanas for rent which come equipped with free wifi, as well as 

a used-book exchange, fresh-brewed morning coffee, and sodas and beer for sale in the 

drumming center. 

 When I first stayed at Lebeha in 2009, live performances occurred frequently and 

spontaneously. The young drummers didn’t care whether or not anyone was there to hear them 

play. Often, they would play exclusively for locals—I remember many nights when the cement 

floor of the drumming center was crowded with the dancing bodies of Hopkins’ youth. On 

occasions when tourists were present, a red plastic bucket would be passed around at the end of 

the performance to collect tips. The primary motivation was the joy of drumming and dancing, a 

space in which to release youthful energy and mingle with friends. A few dollars at night’s end 

were seen as an added bonus. Drumming and dancing at Lebeha were woven into the fabric of 

local social life; it was an organic and integral part of growing up in Hopkins.  

 In 2012, the situation was quite different. Performances were less frequent, more 

rehearsed, generally shorter in duration, and sometimes lacking the raw energy of performances I 

remembered seeing in 2009. The drummers wouldn’t begin playing until each tourist present had 

paid the required fee of $15 BZ, and after the performance, musicians would make a great effort 

to sell their CDs to earn a little extra cash. Between 2009 and 2012, these drummers came to 

understand their value as drummers—they know that they can (and should) be compensated for 

their sharing their art, and that tourists are more than willing to pay for performances and 

lessons. Because of their reputation as excellent, dependable, charming musicians, the Lebeha 

Boys are very much in demand not only at the drumming center, but also at restaurants and 

resorts in Hopkins (and increasingly, throughout Belize). They have been able to retain a great 
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deal of agency in the midst of Hopkins’ rapidly changing economy, and they are the ones who 

have led changes in performance structure, pricing, and scheduling at Lebeha.  

In part, the evolution of performances at Lebeha is due to the Lebeha Boys simply 

growing up and having obligations or goals that require more financial stability Now in their 

early- to mid-twenties, some have wives or children to support, others want to travel abroad, and 

two in particular have ambitions of becoming internationally recognized recording artists. 

Perhaps the dynamic at Lebeha would have changed without the massive increase in tourist 

presence; it is impossible to say. Regardless, Lebeha is an excellent example of how Belizean 

Garifuna musicians are adapting their goals and performance spaces in response to globalization, 

cultural commodification, and increased opportunities for economic prosperity. 

Resort Performances and Garawoun For Sale  

 Today, the Lebeha drummers have regularly scheduled gigs at several local resorts and 

restaurants, where they perform weekly for two to three hours. Establishing themselves as 

musicians-for-hire has been an educational and empowering, yet also frustrating, process for 

these young musicians. Some resorts have tried to dictate what kind of tunes will be played, or 

haven’t allowed the drummers to educate their audiences about Garifuna culture and history as 

part of their performance. The drummers have also had to negotiate with resorts for fair pay, as 

some resort managers have tried to take advantage of the musicians’ lack of business skills by 

paying a pittance for two to three hours of high-energy entertainment. Sometimes resort 

performances are well attended and the audience is energized and engaged with the drummers, 

but at other times, the boys face an indifferent or dispassionate audience. While they are excited 

by the prospect of making cash for drumming, it is situations like these when the joy is taken out 

of music-making.  
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 Furthermore, the faces of the Lebeha Boys appear in nearly every tourism-related 

publication in the nation, often without their knowledge. From the Belize Tourism Board website 

to tourist magazines, resort websites and montages on U.S. television shows, the Lebeha Boys 

have literally become the face of Garifuna drumming—and arguably, the faces of Garifuna 

culture in Belize. I have watched my friends in Hopkins struggle to negotiate the challenges that 

globalization and tourism have created in relation to the production of music in the village. We 

have spent hours talking about agency and the growing value of their skills within the local and 

national economy, the importance of maintaining artistic integrity, and their real or perceived 

responsibility as “culture-bearers.” 

  Another way in which tourism is affecting the local Garifuna economy is in the 

commodification of the garawoun itself. Being a drum maker carries with it a certain amount of 

social capital within Garifuna communities. Drum makers are judged—sometimes quite 

harshly—by drummers, and only garawoun that are produced with quality materials and a (real 

or imagined) sense of integrity are embraced by Garifuna musicians. Drummers tend to gravitate 

toward the instruments made by a select few drum makers, while there are other drum makers 

whose wares are considered to be tourist-quality, kitschy instruments.16 At all the tourist shops in 

Hopkins—and many other towns in Belize—miniature garawoun are sold as souvenirs, 

providing a source of income even for drum makers whose wares are not bought or used by 

                                                
16 At present, the most well-known and respected drummaker in Belize is a Garifuna octogenarian named Austin 
Rodriguez. He works out of a large palapa (an open-air, thatched-roof structure) by the sea in Dangriga, on a small 
piece of land locally referred to as Whynot Island. Rodriguez has been making drums for nearly fifty years and his 
instruments are used by all the best (amateur and professional) Garifuna drummers in Belize, as well as abroad. As 
he ages, his two daughters, Naurilee and Daytha, are taking over the business aspects and physical labor of making 
drums, but he is still very much involved in the family workshop. As their father transitions out of the production 
process, his daughters have taken his place as the most skilled and sought-after drum makers in Belize. This fact that 
two women have filled this role is noteworthy; much like beating the drums, carving drums has historically been the 
domain of Garifuna men. However, the Rodriguez sisters and their handiwork have been fully embraced and they 
are deeply respected for their skill. 
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Garifuna musicians themselves. Of course, these small drums have no actual musical value, but 

serve to remind tourists of the “authentic cultural experience” they had in a “real Garifuna 

village.” Some of the Lebeha Boys have made extra cash by re-selling drums they have 

purchased from Austin Rodriguez. More interestingly, some of them have sold their personal 

garawoun to tourists at a highly inflated price; apparently, tourists have been more than happy to 

pay more for an instrument that has already been “broken in” by a Garifuna drummer. 

Family Dynamics and Drumming for the Dead  

 Traditional values and communal attitudes toward music-making are changing as a result 

of cultural commodification. For example, in the past village drummers would simply volunteer 

to play at social, religious, and family events, and families could safely assume that relatives who 

were drummers would play at their events. However, families hosting dügü, chugú, belurias and 

wakes today are now willing to monetarily compensate drummers for the live music that is 

integral to these ceremonies and rituals.17 Writing about the proceedings of wakes in a Belizean 

Garifuna village in the early 1970s, Virginia Kerns notes: 

Eventually someone [at the wake] induces a few of the men to provide music for dancing, 
substituting wooden crates from drums, the usual and preferred instrument. Some of the 
older women are sure to protest the impropriety of festive music and dance, but only 
halfheartedly and usually in vain. Soon enough they may take a turn dancing themselves. 
(Kerns 1997:152) 
 

This passage demonstrates that in the past, drumming happened organically at wakes; the 

presence of drummers was not a detail that was discussed beforehand, and finances were not a 

factor that needed to be considered.  

                                                
17 The beluria or “nine-night wake” is a postmortem event traditionally held nine nights after the deceased’s funeral 
and burial. It is a celebratory event meant to send the spirit off to its final resting place, and it is practiced in many 
parts of the Caribbean.  
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 The willingness to pay drummers at family functions has been influenced by the fact that 

family members residing in the United States often fund costly events such as dügüs. Often, 

these people are financially equipped to pay for drummers. Moreover, as many of them have 

been in the United States for decades, it is likely that they expect to hire musicians for their 

family events. Some of these people return to Belize infrequently and are quite disconnected 

from their “home village,” so they don’t expect drummers (who they may not personally know) 

to volunteer for their family’s events. As payment for live drumming becomes more common, 

musicians have become less willing to volunteer their services to people they don’t personally 

know, and they also feel comfortable asking for payment from these relative strangers. 

 Today, it is not uncommon for drummers to be approached in advance by a family asking 

them to play at a wake or other ceremony. It is still common for “payment" to simply come in 

the form of food and free-flowing rum, but at other times it comes as cash. The same is true for 

buyeis (the shamans that lead ceremonies for the ancestors) who are now booked for dügü and 

chugú months in advance, and are being paid increasing amounts of money for their services. In 

part, this is due to an increasingly capitalistic, individualistic mindset in Central America, which 

has broad-reaching ramifications for individuals and communities.    

 Garifuna music-making has been commodified to a significant extent over the past five 

years. Changes to the Belizean economy and society—on both national and local levels—are 

happening so quickly that it is hard to step back and evaluate one’s thoughts and feelings about 

the situation. There are certainly positives and negatives to the commodification of Garifuna 

drumming. On one hand, drummers’ being paid for their art is creating new jobs and increased 

opportunities for financial stability and prosperity. The lure of money is inspiring entrepreneurial 

musicians such as the Lebeha Boys to be innovative in marketing their skills to locals and 
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foreigners alike. Each of these young men is inventing ways of making a living by doing what he 

loves: being a proud, skilled, creative Garifuna musician. This openness to change and 

innovation has enabled musicians to thrive in Hopkins’ new economy. On the other hand, this 

shift toward a cash-oriented culture is lamented by members of the older generations, who worry 

that the music is being cheapened through commodification, and by extension, that the dügü—

the most sacred of all Garifuna ceremonies—is simply becoming a space for individual financial 

gain. To be sure, local enactments and understandings of Garifuna ethnicity have, at least in 

some circumstances, been distilled into something simpler and more accessible to tourists. This 

has resulted in the loss of some of the finer points of Garifunaduáü, especially among younger 

Garinagu—another change frequently mourned by village elders.  

 Although the garawoun and Garifuna music have recently been adopted by mainstream 

Belizean society and the national tourism industry, musical practice is still firmly entrenched 

within local life and culture, and remains an important part of local Garifuna identity. Very few 

non-Garifuna individuals have become proficient garawoun players and for that reason, 

Garinagu themselves retain control over the distribution and dissemination of this instrument and 

its rhythms. Punta rock and bérusu have trickled beyond the borders of Belize, but other styles of 

music—namely the various genres of sacred music found in Garifuna communities—remain 

central to the construction of localized identities. These local sacred musics, particularly those 

stemming from Garifuna Catholic and Evangelical churches, rely upon the garawoun and its 

rhythms to evoke and express faith, community, and Garifunaduáü. It is to these churches and 

this music that I turn in chapters five through eight.  
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PART TWO  
 

ARTICULATING GARIFUNADUÁÜ THROUGH SACRED MUSIC 
  

The second half of this dissertation explores processes of indigenization and Christianization in 
Hopkins�s Catholic and Evangelical churches. While Roman Catholicism has long been a central 
part of Garifuna spiritual life, Garifuna Catholics are still negotiating new ways to engage with 
Catholic beliefs and practices in order to more fully express their Garifunaness within Catholic 
contexts. Somewhat conversely, although Evangelicalism is a relatively new religious choice for 
some Garinagu in Hopkins, Garifuna Evangelicals are engaging with tradition and longstanding 
values in the community. Through the performance of meaningful musical repertoires, both of 
these religious groups are negotiating the complex nature of Garifuna identity and draw on both 
local (traditional, Garifuna, indigenous) and cosmopolitan (pan-Caribbean, African Diasporic, 
North American) facets of present-day Garifuna identity. 
 
Chapter five outlines the history, doctrines, and social roles of the Catholic Church within 
Belizean Garifuna society, with a special focus on Holy Family Catholic Church in Hopkins. 
Chapter six proposes a typology for Garifuna Catholic church music, offers musical examples to 
illuminate the breadth of this music tradition, and positions Garifuna Catholic music as a 
traditional genre. In turn, chapter seven explores the history and teachings of Ligilisi Lareini 
Bungiu Evangelical church, and argues that Garifuna Evangelicals are creating alternative ways 
of being Garifuna by constructing a spirituality-based subculture within mainstream Garifuna 
culture. Chapter eight looks at the musical repertoire of Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu, demonstrating 
how this church uses music to articulate identities that are both Evangelical and Garifuna. 
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Chapter Five: 
Garifunaduáü and Roman Catholicism in Belize 

  
“The Catholic Church is aligned with us, is helping us promote the culture� (Coleman 2012).  

 
 For generations, Catholic practices in Garifuna communities have been intermingled with 

deeply held beliefs regarding the Garifuna connection to nature, the influence of deceased 

ancestors in family life, and a spiritual connection to Yurumein (St. Vincent). For many, religious 

practice has been coupled with sociopolitical resistance to oppressive British colonial rule and a 

rejection of Protestant religious dogma. As Garifuna culture in Belize is increasingly shaped by a 

multitude of international influences, Garifuna Catholicism is emerging as an institution working 

to uphold tradition in Garifuna communities. The Garifuna Catholic Church is embodying 

“tradition” as a process that is both constantly evolving and grounded in historical precursors. 

This chapter and the next investigate the ways that the Garifuna Catholic Church functions as 

both a space of stability and innovation in Garifuna communities. They examine how Garifuna 

Catholics use music in processes of being and becoming (Hall 1990:225). In other words, I 

investigate the ways that Garifuna Catholic services and musical practice are being employed as 

spaces in which existing and emerging conceptions of Garifunaness are being negotiated.  

 The first section of this chapter offers an early history of interactions between Garinagu 

and Roman Catholic missions in Belize. It explores the shifts that occurred within Garifuna 

Catholic churches as a result of the Vatican II Council in the 1960s and examines the role of the 

Catholic Church in the Garifuna cultural revival of the 1980s. The second half of the chapter 

examines the social significance, core teachings, and differing philosophies found in Hopkins�s 

Holy Family Catholic Church. Although Catholicism forms a central component of religious life 

for most Garinagu, the Garifuna Catholic community is not entirely united in its beliefs and 

practices. Rather, Garifuna Catholics are split into two distinct groups of believers. Some live out 



 

151 
 

an orthodox version of Catholicism, while others practice a creolized, folk Catholicism that 

blends together elements of traditional Garifuna spirituality and Catholicism. These internal 

tensions, coupled with external tensions between Garifuna Catholics and other religious groups 

in Hopkins, are prompting Garinagu to evaluate individual and collective conceptions of faith 

and culture anew. Ultimately, I argue that this conscious negotiation of self, culture, and faith has 

the potential to strengthen communities. 

 

Garifuna Catholicism in Belize 

 As discussed in chapter three, Garifuna engagement with Catholicism began in the 18th 

century when Garinagu and the French allied to oppose British encroachment in St. Vincent. It 

took decades of persistent contact between Garinagu and French Jesuit priests for elements of 

Catholicism to become integrated into Garifuna beliefs and ritual practices, but over the centuries 

Catholicism has seeped into the bones of Garifuna religious life. Anthropologist Virginia Kerns 

commented on the link between Catholicism and Garifuna ancestor veneration in early 1970s 

Belize, and her observations are still relevant today:  

Non-Caribs [Non-Garinagu] might distinguish between “traditional” or “indigenous” 
death rites, such as amuidahani [bathing of the dead], and “Christian” ceremonies, such 
as burials and novenas. From the Black Carib perspective, however, this distinction is 
spurious. The rituals form a whole, all intended to satisfy the dead, protect the living, and 
express the “gratitude” of living kin to the deceased. Shamans, who conduct some of the 
rites, are pious, usually practicing Roman Catholics, as are the older women who 
organize most rituals. (Kerns 1997:148) 
 

Over time, the Catholic Church has changed its views regarding the integration of indigenous 

religious and cultural elements into Catholic worship, but as Kerns explains, the “official” stance 

of the Catholic Church never held much sway for Garifuna religious actors, many of whom 

perceive little or no conflict between the two world views.  
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 The first Catholic Church was established in Belize (then called British Honduras) in 

1832 to minister to the region’s small Catholic population. In 1848, the Guerra de las Castas in 

the Yucatán Peninsula brought a wave of Maya and Mestizo Catholic refugees and immigrants to 

British Honduras. Prior to the 1850s, most Roman Catholics in British Honduras were Garinagu 

who mainly dwelled in the Stann Creek District, while British Protestantism reigned throughout 

the rest of the region. In 1862, a Catholic mission was founded in Punta Gorda, a Garifuna town 

at the southernmost tip of British Honduras, and in 1867, a Belgian Catholic missionary named 

Father Genon established himself in the Garifuna community of Stann Creek Town (present-day 

Dangriga) (Flores 2001:56-57).  

The change in demographics caused by the war and resulting influx of Catholics sparked 

a competition for souls between Jesuits and Protestants throughout British Honduras. Controlling 

the education of youth was an important evangelization tool employed by both groups. As a 

result, several new primary schools were opened throughout British Honduras in the latter half of 

the 19th century. Among these were two private primary schools established in Stann Creek 

Town—one Wesleyan and the other Jesuit (Gould 2013:7). In need of educators for the new 

Jesuit primary school, British Honduras’s bishop, Salvatore di Pietro, traveled to New Orleans, 

Louisiana. There he recruited teachers from the Sisters of the Holy Family, an African-American 

convent. A contract was drawn up and in 1898, four Sisters arrived in Stann Creek Town, where 

they opened the Sacred Heart Convent and primary school.1  

 Throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries, a few missionaries went to great lengths to 

learn the Garifuna language in order to more effectively minister to their congregations, but most 

                                                
1 Edward T. Brett’s book, The New Orleans Sisters of the Holy Family: African American Missionaries to the 
Garifuna of Belize (2012), examines the Sisters’ mission, contribution to the community of Stann Creek Town, and 
long-term impact on education in Belize. Sacred Heart Primary School in Dangriga remains in operation to this day. 
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reacted to Garifuna cultural and spiritual practices with intolerance and disparagement. Catholic 

missionaries hoped that “with the spread of education, the Mafia and its kindred practices would 

to a great extent be given up” (The Daily Clarion 1904; quoted in Flores 2001:62). Mafia is the 

word for “devil” or “evil spirit” in Garifuna, and �Mafia dance” was a derogatory name given to 

dügü by Europeans hoping to quell the enactment of this ceremony. European missionaries made 

little effort to understand the worldview or spiritual practices of the Garinagu, and instead simply 

tried to supplant local culture with European religion, customs and social norms. During this 

time, some Garinagu chose to follow the dictates of missionaries; these people were often 

scorned and sometimes physically harmed for their disloyalty to their community and culture. 

However, the discord and distrust created by missionary tactics also left space for Garinagu to 

continue blending Catholicism with Garifuna spiritual practices and performing acts of resistance 

to colonial authority in important ways. In her dissertation on Garifuna religion, education, and 

resistance, Barbara Flores explains how missionaries’ dominating presence at once united and 

divided Garifuna communities: 

The missioners’ attitude of open condemnation of the Caribs’ religious rituals created a 
sense of solidarity and defiance among the Caribs, with an unspoken commitment to 
conceal knowledge from missionaries about the existence of ritual practices. Strategies 
for subverting missionary authority were created. Furthermore, individuals who 
attempted to report the performance of ritual practices to the missioners were punished. . .  
In the face of ongoing criticism and open confrontation from the missionaries, cultural 
practitioners were coerced into choosing between their indigenous religious values and 
Roman Catholic Christianity. Any association with temple practices was condemned and 
forbidden. Individuals were forced into making public pledges that would completely 
disengage them from involvement in ritual practices. (Flores 2001:63-64) 
 

 The Catholic Church in Belize has shaped Garifuna communities not only through 

religious instruction, European-style education, and attempts at cultural hegemony; it also 

offered a vocation for many Garifuna men and women. From the 1890s to the 1970s, a large 

number of Garifuna men were trained by Jesuits to be schoolteachers and catechists, while many 
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Garifuna women became educators and nuns. These individuals, often the best and brightest of 

their communities, were sent to every corner of British Honduras to educate the colony’s youth. 

The nation-wide impact that Garinagu have made as educators is considered one of their most 

important contributions to Belizean society. Garifuna historian Roy Cayetano argues that 

although this afforded opportunities for Garifuna individuals to enhance their education and 

social standing, the sending of these young men and women came at a cost to their home 

villages. Often, after being away for months or years, Garifuna educators became assimilated 

into mainstream Belizean culture, and were thus unable to contribute as culture-bearers in their 

homes. Without the most promising young minds to organize villages, advocate for the people, 

and help uphold cultural practices and knowledge, many communities suffered from cultural 

disorientation, marginalization, and disenfranchisement (Cayetano 1998).  

 Perhaps the Catholic Church had an ulterior motive in training Garinagu as educators, for 

it effectively weakened the coherence and unity of Garifuna communities. Garinagu employed 

by Jesuit schools were forbidden from participating in dügü, denying them this important part of 

Garifuna spiritual and communal life (Miranda 2015). Moreover, as these Garifuna teachers 

became educated and inculcated with European values, religious habits and ideas, Garifuna 

communities struggled with discord regarding the practice of traditional Garifuna spirituality 

(Flores 2001:67).  

 Father Marin, the first Garifuna priest in Central America, struggled with these dynamics 

throughout his career. Trained in the United States and ordained in 1934, Marin subsequently 

returned to Belize where he was posted in Dangriga. According to oral histories and anecdotes, 

Marin faced power struggles and conflicts with national Catholic leadership as well as the other 

(British) priest posted in Dangriga. He also experienced alienation from Garinagu in Dangriga 
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with whom he may have felt a cultural rift as a result of being indoctrinated by the Roman 

Catholic Church. Roy Cayetano suggests that because of the conflicts and cultural disorientation 

he suffered, Marin discouraged young Garifuna men from entering into a career with the Church. 

In an interview with me, Cayetano speculated:  

LP: Why didn’t Father Marin want other Garifuna priests posted in Garifuna 
communities? 
RC: I don't think he wanted them exposed to what he was experiencing. 
LP: From the higher-ups in the Catholic Church? 
RC: Yes. I think that was it. And I think it also has to do with the return of the first 
native. The first native who goes out, then he comes back, and there is a conflict he can 
experience coming back home after being subjected to this effort to remake him. 
(Cayetano 2015) 

 
 Despite these past (and in some cases, ongoing) conflicts between Garinagu and Roman 

Catholic leaders, the majority of Garinagu remain Catholics. There are two factors to consider in 

explaining the continued prevalence of Catholicism in Garifuna communities. First, every 

generation of Garinagu has practiced some version of Catholicism since Black Carib interactions 

with French Jesuit priests in St. Vincent over three centuries ago. Catholicism has been 

indigenized within Garifuna culture: the vast majority of Garifuna youth are baptized and 

confirmed within the Catholic Church, and most Garifuna marriages and funerals are presided 

over by Catholic priests. Moreover, Catholic prayers and iconography form an important 

component of rituals associated with traditional Garifuna spiritual practices, including dügü. 

Second, during the colonial period the Garinagu associated Protestantism with the British crown, 

while Catholicism represented anti-colonial nationalism (Waddell 1961:171). Considering the 

unwavering tendency of the Garinagu to resist colonial domination, it seems only natural that 

Garifuna communities would continue to embrace Catholicism instead of the Protestantism 

practiced and propagated by most British colonizers. As the Catholic Church became more 

accepting of indigenized interpretations of Catholicism, it is logical that Garinagu would 
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continue gravitating toward a religion that allowed them the freedom to practice indigenous 

rituals without having to face the shame and condemnation historically heaped upon them by 

Protestant churches. 

Expressing Garifunaduáü in the Catholic Church 

 Until the 1960s, Mass in Belizean Catholic Churches was said entirely in Latin, with no 

consideration given to local languages or cultural expressions. The Second Vatican Council 

(1962-1965) resulted in a marked shift in the Catholic Church’s tolerance for indigenous cultural 

and religious practices on a global scale. As a result of Vatican II, the emphasis of the Church 

shifted away from fixed rituals toward greater understanding of the needs of particular societies. 

Local parishes were allowed greater freedom to incorporate indigenous linguistic, musical, and 

ritual elements into the Mass, services, and life outside the walls of the church. Catholic 

leadership became involved with local and national social movements, and political and 

economic initiatives. In Central America, the Roman Catholic Church became more accepting of 

the inevitable link between Catholicism and Garifuna ritual practices that incorporated elements 

of both belief systems. As Oliver Greene points out, Vatican II was “simply the Church’s official 

response to the creolised Christianity that had been practised for years in Africa, Latin America 

and other parts of the world” (Greene 2014:97).  

 This new attitude meant that Mass in Belizean Garifuna communities started being said 

in the local language—first in English and later in Garifuna. Starting in the 1960s, the Garifuna 

relationship with the ancestors came to be more tolerated by the Church, Catholic hymns started 

being sung in English during Mass, and Garifuna instruments were integrated into churches’ 

musical practice. Rudolph Coleman—an energetic octogenarian, lay minister, drum maker, and 

unofficial village historian—remembers this shift, as he was a young man in Hopkins at the time: 
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RC: Growing up, I used to hear people saying that the Catholic Church has never 
accepted the way the Garinagu do their cultural celebrations. But over the years it has 
changed because they cannot stop it. They cannot stop it. They tried for many years, but 
since then, for 40 or over 50 years now that change. Belize is a democratic country 
because of the teachings [of the Catholic Church]. And our leaders have been majority 
Catholics, so the mindset is to free the human people, to know yourself, who and what 
you are, and how to live your life. And that has been the teaching of the Catholic Church. 
LP: Fifty years ago they changed their attitude. 
RC: Yeah, they change their attitude. Because they used to say that the Garinagu were 
worshipping demons, the devil, that sort of thing. And predominantly the Garinagu were 
Catholic people! If you look at Hopkins, when I was growing up here, 99.9% of the 
people here were Catholics. (Coleman 2012) 
 

The mandates of the Vatican II did not immediately dissipate conflicts between the Catholic 

Church and practitioners of Garifuna spirituality. It would still be at least two decades before 

Catholic Mass more fully became indigenized within Garifuna communities. In 1971-1972, Mass 

was translated into Garifuna by a group in Dangriga, which included Roy Cayetano. But it was 

during the early 1980s—when a Garifuna cultural revival was underway across Central 

America—that the Garifuna language became a regular part of Garifuna Catholic services.  

 In 1983, the National Garifuna Council (NGC) and Belize City Garifuna Settlement Day 

Committee published a booklet that contained a Garifuna language version of the Catholic Mass 

(Norales 2011:81). Entitled Lemesi Lidan Garifuna (The Mass in Garifuna), this book enabled 

priests and leaders to begin conducting parts of the Mass in Garifuna. This gave the language 

greater legitimacy within the church and fostered deeper connections between parishioners and 

the Bible, Catholic clergy, and the sacraments. However, the publication of Lemesi Lidan 

Garifuna was not the final transformation of Garifuna Mass. Today’s Lemesi Garifuna (Garifuna 

Mass) is not simply a translation of the Roman Catholic Mass into the Garifuna language, but 

includes a number of culturally specific elements (Greene 2014:98). Musical practice during 

Lemesi Garifuna consists of songs and hymns composed by Garifuna men and women, 

incorporates Garifuna instruments (primero, segunda, and shakas) along with distinctly Garifuna 
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dance movements. All these elements combine to create something deeply creolized, a Roman 

Catholic ritual that is also a powerful expression of Garifunaduáü. 

 Despite continual efforts to reconcile Garifunaness and Catholicism, some leaders in the 

Belizean Catholic Church still respond to Garifuna spirituality with condemnation and 

discrimination. Today, Catholic leadership embraces some (more seemingly benign) elements of 

Garifuna culture, but many merely tolerate traditional spiritual practices and Garifuna folk 

Catholicism. Further, most Catholic priests serving Garifuna communities are not Garifuna, do 

not speak the language, and certainly do not participate in Garifuna ceremonies for the ancestors. 

The one exception to this rule is Calistus Cayetano, a Garifuna priest who, about a decade ago, 

did participate in his family’s dügü. Roy Cayetano recounted this event during an interview: 

 About 10 or 12 years ago, the Cayetano family was having a dügü in Barranco. Now, 
Father Calistus Cayetano was going to be sent to this dügü. The question was, would the 
Church allow it? What would the bishop’s position be? And not only that, to what extent 
would Calistus Cayetano, a Catholic priest, be prepared to participate? And I think it 
turned out to be a good experience for him because there are proprietary things during 
dügü in which he was expected to be involved. I think that enabled him to experience 
firsthand what it was about, so by the time the dügü actually started, he had a grasp of it 
that he hadn’t had before, and perhaps no other Garifuna Catholic priest has had here in 
Belize. The tendency would be to accept the received view and not go in there to see it 
yourself. I’m sure the Methodist ministers who found the Garifuna practicing “devil 
worship” never went into the dügü, so it wasn’t something based on experience they had, 
but rather on what they had heard, which was not fair really. So that was a born-again 
experience for Father Calistus. And since then, he can be called upon at any time to 
participate in anything having to do with dügü, and he will be there. (Cayetano 2015) 

 
 Garifuna church leaders and cultural activists are continuing to experiment with 

syncretizing elements of traditional belief systems within Catholic services. For example, several 

years ago, Dangriga’s Catholic leaders organized a surprise for their congregation: during a 

regular Mass, drummers suddenly launched into a hüngühüngü, while a well-known buyei 

appeared and began dancing down the church’s main aisle, shaking her sísira and singing a song 

for the ancestors. Cayetano told me the story during an interview in his home office in Dangriga: 
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One 19th of November, Jerris [Valentine] and I approached Sarah, the buyei, because we 
had this idea that it would be good if—at the time of the offertory—a song from the 
dabuyaba [Garifuna temple] would be sung. And the three drums that are utilized in the 
dabuyaba would be played and then after the song and the drumming starts, the buyei 
would come with her sísira. The congregation had not been prepared for that. They were 
not told that would happen. And so when that moment came, the signal was given, the 
song was intoned and the drummers with their three large drums played—they really 
filled the church. And the gayusa, the singers, were ready. It was a beautiful experience. I 
think the congregation was taken aback. For them it was a deep spiritual moment. 
Everybody felt it, you could see the shock, the surprise, the awe, all in one. Even the 
ultra-Catholics, if you will, felt the moment. There was no getting away from it. In spite 
of all that, even in the midst of all that sound, that loudness, there was silence because of 
the spiritual connection. (Cayetano 2015) 
 
 

Garifuna Catholicism in Hopkins: Holy Family Catholic Church 

 Holy Family Catholic Church (HFCC) is the official spiritual home of the majority of 

Hopkins’ residents, though most Catholics in the village do not attend church each week. No 

reliable statistics exist regarding church membership, but based on estimates by many residents 

and church leaders, approximately 10-20% of the village attends the Catholic Church regularly. 

On any given week, there are an average of 60-80 people at services. The congregation is 

comprised of families with children (generally, the children all sit together in pews at the front 

right side of the church), women and men age fifty and older. The mode of dress at HFCC is 

semi-formal. Women often wear the traditional Garifuna outfit of a knee- or calf-length pleated 

skirt, buttoned blouse with a peplum waist, and often a knotted head wrap in the same fabric as 

the rest of the ensemble. Or, they wear the pleated Garifuna skirt with a plain t-shirt or blouse 

tucked into it. Men generally wear slacks and a buttoned shirt and sometimes, men and women 

wear woven sun hats or fedoras. Children dress up as well, as the boys wear slacks and dress 

shirts, while girls generally wear dresses and nice sandals. On special occasions like Christmas, 

Easter, or First Communion, even the littlest of girls can be seen tottering around in high heeled 

shoes and frilly formal dresses, their hair elaborately plaited and tied with bows.  
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 Holy Family Catholic Church was established in Hopkins in 1945. The village had only 

been founded four years earlier, after a 1941 hurricane destroyed the village of Newtown, a few 

miles north of present-day Hopkins. Originally, the church building was a wooden two-story 

structure with a school downstairs and sanctuary upstairs. In 1961, Hurricane Hattie, a storm that 

devastated many of the coastal Garifuna villages, destroyed this building. Today, the church 

(built in 1994) is on the south side of town in a grassy yard near the beach. It is a plain 

rectangular cement building with a zinc roof and solid wooden rafters (see Figure 5.1). Large 

windows open to the road on one side and the sea on the other. The windows have no glass or 

screens, but thick wooden louvers can be twisted open or closed depending on the weather. 

Three sets of double doors along the east, west, and north walls are usually left open during 

Mass, allowing sea breezes to circulate throughout the church. The space feels calm, inviting, 

and bright. The altar is simple but lovely. Colorful frescoes, donated by painters, depict the 

crucifixion and the last supper and adorn the front, upper walls of the church. There is a 

collection of Catholic iconography—paintings and statues of the Virgin Mary and Christ—on 

side tables that looks like it has been procured over the years from various locations (see Figures 

5.2 and 5.3).  

 Across the dirt road, past the playground and behind the one-room library is the village’s 

only school. Holy Family Roman Catholic School is a two-story concrete structure that holds 

approximately 400 students. During the week, the church building doubles as an overflow 

classroom for students as pews are pushed aside so that desks can be set up. The church building 

itself is frequently used for purposes other than Sunday services. It is open for Bible studies and 

lay minister training during evenings, and is a focal point of community celebrations throughout 

the year. 
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 Historically, HFCC was comprised entirely of Garifuna families, but in the past two 

decades its congregation has diversified along with the rest of the village. Now, in addition to 

Garifuna people, the church is home to a few K’ekchi’ Maya who reside in Hopkins, along with 

Creole and Mestizo families and a few North American expatriates. Occasionally a family of 

tourists appears in the pews, having been bussed in from nearby Hamanasi or Jaguar Reef 

resorts. Currently, two priests from Costa Rica are caring for the congregation at HFCC. During 

my research in 2012-2013, the priest who visited HFCC each month was Nigerian, and the priest 

before him was British. The church’s team of lay ministers is all Garinagu. As in the rest of 

Belize, cultural diversity has found its way into the small community at Holy Family Catholic 

Church and has been taken in stride.  

But globalization and diversity can be double-edged swords. Hardly a decade after the 

Garinagu gained the freedom to celebrate the Mass in the Garifuna language without facing 

condemnation from Roman Catholic church leaders (in the 1980s), foreigners and non-Garinagu 

Belizeans began settling in Hopkins. Some of these people began attending the Catholic Church. 

As good Catholics are prone to do, parishioners at HFCC welcomed non-Garifuna members into 

their pews, and consequently the services turned back toward English, the language common to 

all congregants. These days, at least one or two hymns are sung in Garifuna each week, but for 

the most part Masses and hymns are conducted in English while services in the Garifuna 

language are reserved for holidays and special occasions. 
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Figure 5.1: Holy Family Catholic Church in Hopkins, Belize (2012). 

Figure 5.2: Interior of Holy Family Catholic Church in Hopkins (2012). 



 

163 
 

 HFCC plays a role in a multitude of cultural and religious celebrations in Hopkins. The 

key rites of passage in Garifuna life, including baptisms, first communions, confirmations, 

weddings, and funerals, all take place in the Catholic Church or are led by Catholic clergy. 

Periodically, families hold a ceremony called amuidahani or “bathing of the dead” along with 

private Masses for their ancestors and wakes for the deceased that, while taking place in private 

yards, are commonly presided over by Catholic clergy. Occasionally, the lay ministers organize 

processions to the cemetery in order to visit and pay homage to the dead. The month of 

November is largely devoted to celebrating Garifuna history and culture and culminates with the 

Figure 5.3: Catholic iconography and fresco at Holy Family Catholic Church (2012). 
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Garifuna Settlement Day celebrations, in which the Catholic Church plays an integral role.2 On 

this day, several Garifuna villages throughout Belize stage a reenactment of the Garifuna arrival 

in Belize. In Hopkins, the reenactment takes place on the beach directly in front of the Catholic 

Church and after the reenactment is over, participants form a singing, drumming and dancing 

procession into the church for Garifuna Mass (Lemesi Garifuna). In March 2013, the annual 

convention of the National Garifuna Council (NGC) was held in Hopkins. HFCC hosted Lemesi 

Garifuna on both Saturday and Sunday mornings, and these were the most well attended events 

of the conference. The convention was held in the school and church buildings, and HFCC 

served as a central meeting place for participants throughout the weekend. There are few 

celebrations or events in Hopkins that occur without the resources and participation of the 

Catholic Church. 

Perspectives at Holy Family Catholic Church 

 The Catholic Church in Hopkins operates under the guidance of the Roman Catholic 

Diocese of Belize City and Belmopan, and more specifically under the leadership of the Stann 

Creek Parish. In the past, when the village could only be accessed by boat, priests would spend 

two to three days per week in Hopkins ministering to the congregation (Coleman 2012). Now 

that relatively smooth roads have been built, travel in the area is much easier, but priests have 

more congregations to lead. These days, a priest visits HFCC one Sunday per month to conduct a 

full Mass, but must leave almost immediately after the service’s end to conduct Mass in another 

village. 

 For day-to-day administration and events, HFCC is led by a team of nine lay ministers 

who were commissioned in 2011 (see Figure 5.4). This team is comprised of Garifuna men and 
                                                
2 Garifuna Settlement Day is a national holiday in Belize that falls on November 19 each year. This holiday 
commemorates the arrival of a large group of Garinagu to Belize on that date in 1832. 
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women ranging in age from their mid-thirties to early seventies. On the three Sundays of the 

month when the priest is absent, they collectively lead a communion service that includes prayer, 

hymns, scripture readings, a devotional, and communion that has been previously consecrated. 

While the lay ministers in Hopkins appreciate the presence of the various priests that have served 

them, they hope that a Garifuna priest will someday be assigned to them (the only Garifuna 

priests in the country lead congregations in Belize’s capital city of Belmopan). Some of the 

priests who have served HFCC had some facility with the Garifuna language, particularly when 

it came to the singing of hymns. But not being Garifuna (or fluent in the language), they have not 

been able deliver homilies or spontaneous prayers in the language.  

 From 2007-2014, Gerald Ezekwere, known in Hopkins as Father Jerry, served HFCC. An 

Igbo priest from Nigeria, Ezekwere grew up in a small village whose indigenous spiritual 

practices paralleled those of traditional Garifuna spirituality. After leaving his village, Ezekwere 

Figure 5.4: The team of lay ministers at Holy Family Catholic Church 
in Hopkins (2013). 
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entered seminary, where he studied “African Traditional Religions.” Because of this background, 

he had great insight into the complex relationship between indigenous Garifuna beliefs and 

Catholicism, and was able to approach these topics with a more compassionate, nuanced 

perspective than most priests who have served Garifuna Catholics in Belize.  

In an interview conducted on the seaside veranda of the wind-worn, former convent that 

was his residence in Dangriga, Ezekwere explained the parallels he saw between Igbo and 

Garifuna cultures, specifically in regard to religious practice. As a Catholic, Ezekwere views 

Christianity/Catholicism (he uses these words interchangeably) as a “revealed religion,” one in 

which divine truth is revealed to select individuals directly by God. Biblical figures including 

Moses, Abraham, and Jesus were enlightened through direct revelation from God, and 

consequently shared their knowledge with the people. The role of Christianity, Ezekwere 

believes, is to discern between culture and traditional religion, and then to embrace culture while 

rejecting the “worship of small gods” (by this, he means the veneration of the Garifuna 

ancestors) and the aspects of that religion that contradict the teachings of Jesus (i.e.: dügü). 

“Christ has not come to destroy culture,” he explains, “but to destroy religion that is not 

revealed� (Ezekwere 2013). He feels that many Garinagu have not yet found the proper balance 

between Garifuna cultural expressions and Catholicism. In other words, he worries that most 

people’s response to Mass is still very shallow, that there is not a deep Christian faith among 

many Garinagu, and that only a few Garifuna Catholics actually put more faith in God than in the 

ancestors. 

 Ezekwere’s astute observations lead into a discussion of the philosophical divide that 

exists within the Garifuna Catholic Church. During the course of fieldwork, it became clear that 

the Garifuna Catholic congregation is divided into two distinct groups: those who practice a 
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more orthodox form of Catholicism, and those who practice an indigenized, folk Catholicism. By 

orthodox Catholicism, I mean a version of the religion that seeks to be in the fullest possible 

alignment with the doctrines and practices handed down by the Vatican. In Belize, the priests 

assigned by the Belizean Diocese communicate these mandates to local parishes. In recent 

decades, with greater access to education, literature, and Catholic doctrine via the Internet, the 

pursuit of an orthodox Catholicism has become more accessible to lay people. The most 

�orthodox� Catholics I know in Hopkins have their own libraries of literature by Catholic leaders 

and saints, Bibles, and missals from which they find great inspiration and a deeper understanding 

of the Roman Catholic faith. 

Folk Catholicism, in contrast, refers to a type of creolized Catholicism that includes 

elements of indigenous rituals. Folk Catholicism exists the world over and is a reflection of local 

values, aesthetics, and indigenous belief systems. In an article on religious creolization in 

Guatemalan Q’eqchi’ communities where people practice multiple versions of Catholicism, Hans 

Siebers suggests that fragmentation of the Catholic faith has occurred in rural Central American 

communities because of congregants’ scant contact with Catholic leaders. As he explains (and as 

is the case in Hopkins), local church leaders are supposed to learn from priests and bishops, then 

pass along their knowledge to the rest of the congregation. However, along the way, doctrines 

and ideas get filtered through multiple minds, worldviews, and motivations, and as a result, 

“religious discourses become fragmented and lose a large part of their systematized and 

rationalized coherence” (Siebers 1999:266).  
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Creolized/Folk Catholicism  

 Ezekwere rightly observed the relationship that many Garinagu have with the Catholic 

Church, wherein the church is a core component of religious faith and practice, but it is not the 

only component. For people who practice a creolized folk Catholicism, there is no tension 

between Catholic and traditional spiritual practices. As many Garifuna Catholics and scholars 

have argued, it is in the space of the dügü, not in the church, that Garifuna communities and 

families experience the deepest levels of cultural solidarity, spiritual communion, reconciliation, 

and togetherness. The continued importance of indigenous Garifuna ritual practices can be seen 

in this observation of a more orthodox elder at HFCC, who noted, “You should see in that 

temple, the people who turn out. They don’t turn out to go to Holy Family church, but they come 

for dügü!” (Nunez 2013).  

 As long as this creolized Catholicism exists, orthodox priests and Catholic leaders may 

continue to be frustrated by a perceived lack of depth of Garifuna Catholic faith. Of course, for 

practitioners of folk Catholicism, there is a clear logic to the relationships between the living, 

ancestors, saints, and God. These Garinagu believe there are prayers that God (Bungiu) will 

answer, and things with which the ancestors (áhari) will deal. There are situations in which 

healing must come from God, and some in which healing must come from the ancestors. It is the 

role of Garifuna spiritual practitioners (specifically buyeis) to decide between the two.3 If 

something is deemed to require action on the part of God, the ancestors can play a role very 

similar to Catholic saints, as traditionalist Felix Miranda explains: “When we want something 

from God, we ask the ancestors to take it to God” (2015). 

                                                
3 Moreover, there are situations in which healing must come from a doctor and healing must come from the 
ancestors. Buyeis should be equipped to make this decision, and I have heard several anecdotes that reveal that some 
(non-Garifuna) doctors working in Stann Creek have the ability to immediately tell whether a sick patient can be 
cured by western medicine or if they require healing through a ceremony for the ancestors. 
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Orthodox Catholicism 

 A sizable and influential group of Garifuna Catholics continues to practice folk 

Catholicism, but according to my collaborators in Belize, there are a growing number of 

Garinagu whose Catholicism is more orthodox. The faith of these people aligns more fully with 

the doctrines communicated by priests who speak as representatives of the larger Roman 

Catholic Church. These individuals look to standard Catholic doctrine, rather than indigenous 

Garifuna wisdom, to guide their faith and actions. Orthodox Garifuna Catholics distance 

themselves from the practice of traditional Garifuna spirituality, meaning they do not actively 

pursue a relationship with the ancestor spirits and try to avoid participating in dügü. Instead, they 

focus on religious principles and values taught by the Roman Catholic Church. Jessie Nunez, a 

former teacher, devout Catholic and lay minister at HFCC (see Figure 5.5), sums up this 

perspective in the following interview excerpt:  

The Catholic church explains the first commandment to say, “Your faith is to be in God.” 
And the way my people are talking about dügü, “You have to do this or else the spirits of 
your ancestors will harm you,” as long as that’s the reason, I won’t go! I know grandpa, 
he would not have hurt us. He taught us to be respectful, to be loving and caring of each 
other. So that grandpa [in dügü] has to be an evil somebody! [laughs] I cannot do both, so 
I have to decide which to do. . . . I am Garifuna, and I love being Garifuna. But if there 
are things in our practices that are against the teachings of the church that we are part of, 
I think we need to take a good look at it to decide what we think. . . . I always think that 
is the problem we have. We want to have our cake and eat it too. We want to be Catholic 
but we don’t want to be fully Catholic. (Nunez 2015) 
 

As Nunez explains, orthodox Garifuna Catholics do not believe in the earthly presence of a 

person’s spirit after death. Therefore, they do not believe that the spirits presenting themselves 

during dügü are actually ancestors, but dark, demonic spirits. As discussed in chapter seven, this 

perspective aligns with that of Garifuna Evangelicals. The rejection of this indigenous belief by 

orthodox Catholics and Garifuna Evangelicals is threatening traditional Garifuna ritual practices 

from multiple fronts.   
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 In truth, the Garifuna community has been religiously and doctrinally fragmented for 

years, not just since “outside churches” were established in Belizean Garifuna villages. Nunez 

believes that the divide between practitioners of orthodox and folk Catholicism has existed in 

Garifuna society for centuries: “Our people were evangelized even before they came from St. 

Vincent, so they know about Jesus. And there has always been this rift among our people” 

(Nunez 2013). The leadership at HFCC is split between these two Catholic perspectives. Some 

lay ministers actively cultivate relationships with the ancestors and highly value the practice of 

dügü, while others live out a version of Catholicism in which ancestor veneration is downplayed 

or entirely ignored. Ultimately, regardless of the particularities of doctrine, the strength and 

depth of Catholicism in Hopkins lies not within the walls of the church itself, but in the ways it is 

woven deep into the fabric of Garifuna social, familial and spiritual life. Thus, even the most 

orthodox versions of Catholicism in Hopkins have a distinctly Garifuna character. 

 

Figure 5.5: Mrs. Jessie Nunez on her veranda in Hopkins (2015). 
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Core Values at Holy Family Catholic Church 

 Throughout the course of fieldwork, a set of core values of Hopkins’ Catholic Church 

became clear. These include Garifuna pride, community care, understanding the Holy 

sacraments, family, and traditional values. Here, I outline each of these values and the ways they 

are taught and enacted at HFCC.  

Garifuna Pride 

 Today, the cultivation of Garifuna pride is a core value of the Catholic Church in 

Garifuna communities. At HFCC, lay ministers work to incorporate Garifuna cultural elements 

into services by encouraging congregants to wear Garifuna attire to mass, reciting prayers and 

singing songs in Garifuna, and decorating the church in black, yellow, and white, the colors of 

the Garifuna Nation, during November (the month of Garifuna Settlement Day). During a mass 

in November 2012, priest Jerry Ezekwere encouraged HFCC to welcome visitors to the 

upcoming Garifuna Settlement Day activities: “Try as much as possible to allow them to enjoy 

your culture,� he exhorted, �Make it rich, make it a lively culture, make it a living culture. That’s 

what I want to establish in Dangriga and also here, so that people know we’re celebrating a 

living culture.” (Ezekwere 2012). In 2012-2013, HFCC leaders and Ezekwere frequently 

reminded parishioners to remember that “God has no religion, God has no church. The religion 

of God is humanity� (Ezekwere 2012). By this, it is meant that Catholicism is a religion that can 

fit into all cultures and uplift all people, and that Garifuna culture is a gift from God that should 

be practiced and celebrated within the context of Catholicism. The Garifuna Mass (Lemesi 

Garifuna), which I discuss in detail in the next chapter, is the pinnacle of expressing Garifuna 

pride in a Catholic setting. 
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 Garifuna Catholic activists such as Roy Cayetano are continually working to find new 

ways of enacting Garifunaduáü within Catholic settings. For example, Cayetano and a group of 

Catholic leaders across the Garifuna Nation are involved in a burgeoning movement called 

“Garifuna tidan Lemesi Katolika” (“Garifuna in the Catholic Mass”) that is working to integrate 

more Garifuna elements into Masses. Garifuna parishes, including Hopkins’, are also discussing 

these issues on a local level and are working to celebrate their Garifunaness as well as their 

Catholicism each Sunday. Each community approaches this quest in a different way. In 

Dangriga, one Mass per month is now conducted in the Garifuna language, to the delight of 

Garifuna parishioners (Cayetano 2015). In Hopkins, mass in Garifuna is still quite unusual, but 

the lay ministers are aware of their congregation’s desire for this and are talking about ways to 

enact changes that will benefit the church’s Garifuna contingent. 

Community Care 

 HFCC is deeply concerned about community care on financial, environmental, 

communal, and personal levels. As Holy Family Catholic Church is financially independent—

not funded by any larger institution—the raising and allocating of funds is very telling as to its 

priorities and values. Members of the church are constantly organizing bake sales, barbecues, 

and other events in order to raise money for a variety of causes such as supplies or special events 

for the primary school, field trips for the Hopkins Cadets, repairs for the church building, or a 

specific community member in need. From my observations, funds are most regularly directed 

toward youth activities and the care and upkeep of the church building, revealing this religious 

community�s top priorities. 

Priests and lay ministers frequently exhort the congregation to take personal 

responsibility for the beauty and health of the village environment, encouraging members to 
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clean up trash on the roads and beach, pick weeds, plant flowers, or chop the grass in the 

churchyard. HFCC teaches that acts of care for and consciousness of one’s surroundings will 

cultivate community pride and responsibility on an individual and collective level. This has 

become especially important as Hopkins�s tourism industry has grown. Now, having a beautiful, 

clean village not only benefits Hopkinites, but also foreign tourists, who represent a major source 

of income for the community. Another aspect of community care involves praying each week for 

church members who are sick or injured, celebrating parishioners by acknowledging birthdays 

and anniversaries during Sunday services, and making time for members of the congregation to 

share announcements each week. Because of this, services at HFCC feel personal, welcoming, 

and inviting, and congregants know they can rely on one other in times of need. 

Understanding the Sacraments  

 The lay ministers and clergy serving HFCC work to cultivate a sense of personal 

connection and understanding between parishioners and the sacraments, prayers, and rituals of 

the Church. The Catholic sacraments regularly enacted at Holy Family Catholic Church include 

infant baptism, confirmation, Eucharist, penance (confession), anointing of the sick, and 

matrimony. Baptism, which welcomes a person (usually an infant) into the Catholic faith, frees 

them of original sin and �seals them� with the Holy Spirit, is an important family event. At 

HFCC, baptisms are often held during the Christmas season and take place at the end of Mass. 

The ritual is led by a priest, who usually baptizes several infants together. Likewise, 

confirmation is a major event in the life of a young Garifuna Catholic. When a child is 

confirmed, he or she is �sealed with the Holy Spirit.� In order to participate in confirmation, 

youth participate in several weeks of confirmation class before the ritual itself. Confirmation 

services are joyful events in which children dress in their finest outfits, and entire families attend 
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together to celebrate their youth. These services take place on Sunday mornings as part of Mass 

conducted by the priest.  

In addition to participating in the Sacraments, services at HFCC regularly include 

discussions as to why the Sacraments are important to one�s religious life. Lay ministers, the 

priest, or special guests explain the spiritual benefits of partaking in the Sacraments and praying 

the rosary. Of course, religious rituals can only stand the test of time if individuals are motivated 

to continue practicing them. A person�s prioritizing the Sacraments and Catholic rituals comes 

through understanding why one should pray the rosary, attend Mass each week, take his or her 

first communion, or participate in weekly church activities. Thus, the vitality of the Garifuna 

Catholic Church and the spiritual health of individual Garifuna Catholics are mutually 

dependent. If people do not understand why they should go to church, they won’t. And if weekly 

attendance declines and more congregants become nominal, as opposed to devout Catholics, the 

health of the Church will suffer. 

Family Values  

 Holy Family Catholic Church emphasizes the importance of family primarily through 

tying Catholic principles to family life and urging congregants to bring family members to 

church with them. Homilies at HFCC regularly comment on Catholic values that should be 

considered when raising children, the importance of caring for and respecting elders, and the 

sanctity of the marriage relationship. The importance of Catholic values such as compassion, 

love, and forgiveness are often spoken of in reference to family relationships. 

There are several families (parents and children, or grandparents and children) who 

attend HFCC as a unit each week, but there are also many individuals who attend services 

without spouses, siblings, parents, or children. Lay ministers at HFCC have some concerns about 
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the small number of people in the pews each Sunday, especially given the fact that the vast 

majority of Hopkinites have been baptized and confirmed in the Catholic Church. They worry 

that low attendance is a reflection of changing values and the breakdown of the family unit in 

Hopkins, which has historically been extremely important in the social structure and culture of 

the community. Nunez explains, “We try to incorporate what the church teaches us, but also we 

have our values as a people. And what I see is, with television, new gadgets, Facebook—and I 

want to also say, lack of teaching—there were things that our parents made sure we kept up, and 

I don’t think that’s being done still” (Nunez 2015). Therefore, lay ministers regularly remind 

laity to bring their family members to church, pray together, and raise children with a set of 

values that are both Garifuna and Catholic. 

Garifuna Catholicism in a Pluralistic Environment  

 As cultural diversification shapes Central American Garifuna society, the Garifuna 

Catholic Church has emerged as a pillar of stability within Garifuna communities. At HFCC, the 

leadership is concerned with upholding traditional values, participating in cultural events and 

promoting linguistic practices that will keep the community connected to both Catholicism and 

Garifunaduáü. During interviews with HFCC�s lay ministers, village council meetings, and in 

casual conversations with elderly Garifuna Catholics (both orthodox and folk Catholics, it should 

be noted), constant references are made to �the way things used to be�; there is a pervasive desire 

to see traditional values, skills, and practices being transmitted to younger generations. In 

Hopkins, this may be due in part to the fact that elders mainly lead the Church. Simply because 

of their age, many of these elderly church leaders tend to value more �traditional� lifeways; thus, 

these are the values that get promoted at HFCC on a regular basis.  
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This prioritizing of tradition can be viewed from two opposing perspectives. From one 

vantage point, the Church is providing important stability as new people, media, values, and 

technologies bombard the community. In the midst of rapid change, the Garifuna Catholic 

Church represents a point of cultural and religious constancy. Though the language of Mass and 

communion services has shifted from Latin to English and Garifuna over the decades, and 

though a new priest is assigned to the Church every few years, the core content of the Mass 

remains constant. While some new songs are integrated into the church�s repertoire, the 

congregation has been singing many of the same, familiar melodies for decades. Though a new 

church building was constructed in the early 1990s and plans to build another new church are 

underway, Holy Family Catholic Church has been on the same site for seven decades. These 

consistencies make HFCC a place of peace and steadiness, like the eye of the hurricane, during a 

time in which major changes are happening in Hopkins. 

 However, from another perspective the Garifuna Catholic Church in Hopkins can be 

seen as having trouble adjusting to changing circumstances and in some ways, as discouraging 

important cultural adaptations from occurring. In her work on religion among Maya communities 

in Guatemala, Amy Sherman discovered that people who practice a form of local “christo-

paganism” or folk Catholicism (both of which include elements of faith and practice also seen in 

traditional Garifuna belief systems and Garifuna folk Catholicism) are more resistant to change 

and innovation (Sherman 1997:64). Those members of HFCC who are elderly and identify as 

both Catholic and practitioners of traditional spirituality, such as Rudolph Coleman, are indeed 

averse to social change and diversification. I suspect that this resistance to change may have as 
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much to do with the age of these individuals as with their actual beliefs.4 After all, it is mainly 

the elderly who today are leading the organization of dügü and working to uphold longstanding, 

traditional values—the values with which they grew up. In the following quotation, Coleman is 

adamant about the fact that new, non-Catholic churches in the village have led people astray 

from the traditional ways, causing the deterioration of culture and community: 

RC: I learn in Catholicity [sic] that if people give to you over and over again, you cannot 
rebel. You will lose your rights and identity this is what happen to these people. They 
ignore the Garifuna culture now, because of the way these churches have taught them.  
LP: Have they rejected everything about Garifuna culture? 
RC: They have, they have. 
LP: People who are still living here in Hopkins? 
RC: Yes! People who are living here in this village have rejected how we used to live. 
We were living here as a people. We are Garinagu people, Catholic people. We are able 
to serve God and our ancestors when we go to the temple. In that temple we pray to God, 
but during our praying to God we serving our ancestors spiritually also, because they 
were made by God just like us. (Coleman 2012) 
 
While Catholicism continues to form the foundation of faith for most Hopkinites and 

HFCC continues to function as a center of cultural activity in the community, the fact is that at 

the present time, weekly attendance at HFCC is waning. Many elders, including those currently 

leading the Catholic Church, are frustrated because they do not know how to reinvigorate, 

motivate, and engage younger generations with Garifuna values including family, a connection 

with the land, reciprocity, and a relationship with the ancestors.  

                                                
4 Youth growing up in Hopkins today have been born into a world completely different from that of their 
grandparents. These young people are not necessarily rejecting their culture outright, but have a very different set of 
circumstances and needs through which they must negotiate Garifunaduáü. Sadly, many elders have become 
disoriented and disturbed by the rapid changes in their village and no longer know how to connect with their 
progeny. While some certainly have kept up with the changing times, there are other elders lost in nostalgia. They 
long for a golden age of years past, which they remember as a time when everyone participated in religious and 
social life together, each person had a defined role to play and the village functioned like a well-oiled machine 
despite the lack of electricity, running water, automobiles or any of the numerous comforts that modernization has 
brought to the community. During fieldwork, I had countless conversations with elders about “the way it was.” One, 
elderly woman with whom I spent many afternoons on her veranda, summed it up most concisely: “Life was 
beautiful back then, numada [my friend]. Life was beautiful.”  



 

178 
 

 Meanwhile, non-Catholic churches with cosmopolitan, North American networks and 

cultural expressions have entered the community. They have brought amplified instruments and 

sound systems, an exciting new repertoire of music, and teachings that emphasize individuality, 

personal freedom, and entrepreneurship—capitalist ideals that appeal to Garifuna youth who 

have grown up exposed to North American cultural values. Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu, Hopkins’ 

Evangelical church, was the first religious institution in Hopkins to really promote these values. 

Chapters seven and eight are devoted to exploring this church’s teachings and framing them as 

an alternative to the teachings of the Catholic Church. But first, chapter six provides a more 

detailed discussion of Holy Family Catholic Church’s services and musical practices, exploring 

the ways this religious community uses music to articulate identities that are both Catholic and 

Garifuna. 
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Chapter Six: 
Music at the Crossroads of Garifunaduáü and Roman Catholicism 

 
“The lay ministers have been talking about it, and in all the meetings for the National Garifuna 

Council, that we should have Mass in Garifuna very regularly. . . . I feel the spirit more when the 
Mass is in Garifuna” (Martinez 2012). 

 
The music of the Garifuna Catholic Church contains many significations of Garifuna 

history and identity. The syncretic nature of Garifuna spiritual practices is embodied in this 

repertoire’s melodies, rhythms, and lyrics. Despite the breadth and depth Garifuna Catholic 

music, there exists no major study of this repertoire, nor are this music normally shared outside 

of the churches in which they are sung. Thus, this work is the beginning of what will hopefully 

become a much larger exploration of Garifuna Catholic music. This integral facet of Garifuna 

musico-religious life deserves wider recognition for its uniquely expressive qualities and its 

centrality as an articulation of Garifunaduáü. 

In this chapter, I explore musical and theological indigenization in the Garifuna Catholic 

Church as a process in which Christian hymns, local music, and disparate cosmologies are 

blended together to suit local musical tastes and cultural preferences. Ethnomusicologists 

working in every region of the globe are studying processes of indigenization wherein 

communities blend foreign cultural elements with local ones. There is a sizeable amount of 

ethnomusicological literature that explores the role of music in indigenizing religion and the 

socio-spiritual implications of incorporating new musical or cultural elements into liturgy 

(DjeDje 1983, 1986; Kaplan 1995; Dickerson 2009; Butler 2008; Scruggs 2005). Jacqueline 

DjeDje has published two articles that examine the adoption of gospel music in mainly black 

Catholic churches in Los Angeles. The Catholic Church is an institution that has historically 

been quite conservative in regard to liturgical innovation, and DjeDje’s work examines how and 

why the Catholic Church has diversified musically, as well as the implications of these changes. 
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Her article “Change and Differentiation: The Adoption of Black American Gospel Music in the 

Catholic Church” (1986) focuses on processes of change (how, and to what extent, churches 

selectively adopt innovations) and differentiation (black Catholics’ desire to create a distinct 

identity within the larger sphere of Catholicism) (DjeDje 1986:242). Ultimately, DjeDje posits a 

correlation between increased church attendance and “the incorporation of elements from black 

folk culture” (DjeDje 1986:236). Grounded in similar ideas of change, differentiation, and the 

power of incorporating indigenous elements into Catholic worship, this chapter analyzes the 

ways that musical and liturgical changes are tested out, rejected, or embraced within the Garifuna 

Catholic church. I also draw conclusions as to the larger sociocultural impacts that innovations 

have on Garifuna Catholicism and the larger Garifuna community. 

In theory, indigenization can involve any aspect of a culture, from music to religion, 

ideology, or cuisine. Though the indigenization of Christianity and sacred music is occurring 

worldwide and has been studied by a sizable group of scholars, there is still some debate as to the 

exact meaning of this term. Thomas Turino offers a bare-bones definition as “the incorporation 

of a foreign object into one's life or culture” (2000:46). Likewise, Zoe Sherinian defines 

indigenization as “a process of culture contact leading to the adoption of cultural material” and 

identifies language, musical style and theology as the three necessary ingredients for successful 

indigenization of music (2007:128-130). 

I use the term indigenization to refer to the ways that Garifuna cultural components have 

been—and are being—folded together with Catholic beliefs and practices to form the distinct 

ethos and praxis of believers at Holy Family Catholic Church. Indigenization is an ongoing 

process; it involves the negotiation of not only musical aesthetics, but a variety of historical, 

political, spiritual, and social factors. Previous colonial dynamics, cultural revitalization efforts, 
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North American social movements, and Caribbean religious traditions all inform processes of 

indigenization in the Garifuna Catholic Church. 

Building on the historical and ethnographic information in chapter five, this chapter 

focuses on musical practice in the Garifuna Catholic Church. The first part of the chapter 

provides ethnographic descriptions of the services celebrated in Hopkins’s Holy Family Catholic 

Church. I use these services—whose music is quite varied—as a frame through which to 

examine the larger implications of musical choices within Garifuna Catholic churches. The 

second part of the chapter proposes a typology for Garifuna Catholic music and analyzes select 

songs that exemplify the repertoire’s range of rhythm, melody, and lyrics. The third part of the 

chapter examines the intersections of identity formation and musical practice within Belize’s 

Garifuna Catholic churches. Finally, I conclude by arguing for the recognition of Garifuna 

Catholic music as a “traditional” genre within Garifuna culture. 

 

Services at Holy Family Catholic Church 

Throughout the year, Hopkins’s Holy Family Catholic Church (HFCC) hosts three basic 

types of services: communion services, Mass, and Lemesi Garifuna (Garifuna Mass). Musical 

practice during communion services and Mass at HFCC are very similar in flow and musical 

choices. The only (albeit important) difference between these two types of services is the 

presence of a priest who says the Liturgy of the Eucharist. Weekly communion services and 

monthly Masses tend to evoke the more orthodox aspects of Garifuna Catholicism, while in 

contrast, the celebration of Lemesi Garifuna on special occasions draws on the syncretic 

expressions of Catholicism embraced by many Garinagu. When viewed individually, these 

services paint quite different portraits of Garifuna Catholic values and musical preferences. 
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However, when viewed as interdependent components of a whole expression of faith, they reveal 

a more accurate, multi-faceted view of Garifuna Catholicism that points to some important 

present-day trends and issues in this religious community. 

In this section, I offer ethnographic descriptions of a typical communion service and a 

Lemesi Garifuna based on the many events I attended during fieldwork. Because they occur far 

more frequently than Mass, I provide a description of a communion service rather than an 

English-language Mass. This description can be considered representative of the week-to-week 

norms of ritual and musical practice at Hopkins’s Catholic Church. Following, I offer a 

normative description of Lemesi Garifuna that shows how this ritual expresses the fullness of 

Garifuna Catholic religiosity and identity, with an emphasis on the ways that music is used to 

evoke Garifunaduáü. I attended three Lemesi Garifuna in Hopkins during 2012-2013. The first 

was on the Sunday of Garifuna Settlement Day weekend (November 2012) and the second and 

third occurred during the weekend of the National Garifuna Council Conference (March 2013). 

Weekly Worship: Communion Services at Holy Family Catholic Church 

The majority of Sunday services conducted at HFCC are “communion services” which 

are run by the church’s team of lay ministers. English is the dominant language at these services, 

and approximately 75% of songs sung at HFCC’s communion services are English-language 

hymns. Communion services are organized per the recommendation of the Redemptionis 

Sacramentum, a Vatican-produced document giving instructions as to how services should be 

properly celebrated in the absence of a priest or bishop: 

If participation at the celebration of the Eucharist is impossible on account of the absence 
of a sacred minister or for some other grave cause, then it is the Christian people’s right 
that the diocesan Bishop should provide as far as he is able for some celebration to be 
held on Sundays for that community under his authority and according to the Church’s 
norms. . . . It will be preferable, moreover, when both a priest and a deacon are absent, 
that the various parts be distributed among several faithful rather than having a single lay 
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member of the faithful direct the whole celebration alone. Nor is it ever appropriate to 
refer to any member of the lay faithful as ‘presiding’ over the celebration. (Redemptionis 
Sacramentum Articles 2004:164-165) 
 

A different lay minister leads each section of communion service and its weekly success is 

dependent on group effort and cooperation. 

Ethnographic Description: Communion Service at Holy Family Catholic Church 

I roll up to the church at 9am under an already-blazing Caribbean sun and stash my 

bicycle against the short cement wall that marks the entrance to the church’s yard. Walking 

through the main doors, I take off my frayed sun hat and mop my brow with a rag while scanning 

the wood-slatted pews for a breezy seat. In a sanctuary that seats approximately 200 people, 

about fifty people are present. There is an open pew near an eastern, sea-facing window; the 

breeze blowing through open louvers provides immediate relief from the heat. People around me 

greet one another with hugs and affectionate pats on arms. As always, the atmosphere here is 

relaxed and quiet, never harried or rushed. Two little girls in plaits and sundresses sneak onto the 

bench next to me. Four elderly women in muumuus, pleated skirts, and canvas bucket hats fill 

the pew behind me, happily chatting in Garifuna as if they have so much to catch up on, as if 

they don’t see one another every single day in this tiny village. 

We begin a few minutes later, with a greeting and opening prayer, followed by a trio of 

opening hymns: two in English and one in Garifuna.1 Then the congregation recites the 

“Confiteor,” or “I confess” prayer: 

                                                
1Nearly all hymns sung at Holy Family Catholic Church can be found in the church’s hymnal, entitled Holy Family 
Church: Sing to the Lord. First compiled and published in the late 1990s, this hymnal is sold at HFCC for twenty 
Belize dollars ($10 USD). Parishioners can also use one of the church-owned copies of the book, most of which 
have been warped by salty sea air. The first pages are filled with devotional prayers and litanies, and the text is 
interspersed with black-and-white, European-style images of Christ and the Virgin Mary. A section entitled 
“Occasional Prayers” includes specific prayers such as “The Belizean National Prayer,” “Prayer for the Holy Father, 
the Pope” and “Prayer for Students.” Next are devotions for the Eucharist and sacraments. Hymns are divided into 
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I confess to almighty God 
and to you, my brothers and sisters, 
that I have greatly sinned 
in my thoughts and in my words, 
in what I have done 
and in what I have failed to do, 
through my fault, 
through my fault, 
through my most grievous fault; 
therefore I ask blessed Mary ever-Virgin, 
all the Angels and Saints, 
and you, my brothers and sisters, 
to pray for me to the Lord our God. 
 
After the quiet recitation of this prayer, one lay minister leads the Liturgy of the Word by reading 

passages from the Old and New Testaments of the Bible. Following, another elder offers the 

devotional, a reflective message that encourages worshippers to integrate lessons from the 

scripture readings into their daily lives. The scripture passages and devotional are found in the St. 

Paul Daily Missal, the book that structures the parish’s readings throughout the year. 

Next, the congregation recites the Nicene Creed, which summarizes the core of Catholic 

beliefs. 2 Following is the Universal Prayer, a responsorial prayer during which the congregation 

prays for God’s intervention in local, national, and international leadership and current events. 

More hymns are sung during the offering, during which two boys walk up the length of the 
                                                                                                                                                       
six categories and chosen from different sections depending on the time of year: Ordinary, Advent, Lenten, Easter, 
Marian, and Garifuna Hymns. There is no musical notation in these hymnals, only text.  

2 The Nicene Creed reads: “I believe in one God, the Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all things 
visible and invisible. I believe in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Only Begotten Son of God, born of the Father before all 
ages. God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, consubstantial with the Father; 
through him all things were made. For us men and for our salvation he came down from heaven, and by the Holy 
Spirit was incarnate of the Virgin Mary, and became man. For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate, he 
suffered death and was buried, and rose again on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures. He ascended into 
heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father. He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead and 
his kingdom will have no end. I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from the Father 
and the Son, who with the Father and the Son is adored and glorified, who has spoken through the prophets. I 
believe in one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church. I confess one Baptism for the forgiveness of sins and I look 
forward to the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to come. Amen (usccb.org).  
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church carrying raffia baskets attached to long wooden poles. These offering baskets are 

extended into each pew, and congregants drop in coins and dollars. Next, the congregation stands 

as a lay minister raises his arms and recites, “The peace of the Lord be with you always,” to 

which we respond, “And with your spirit.” The lay minister replies by saying, “Let us offer each 

other the sign of peace” and the next few moments are spent shaking hands, hugging, and 

greeting those around us with the phrases, “Peace be with you,” “And with your spirit.” As in 

Catholic services worldwide, these parts of the Mass and accompanying prayers are very familiar 

to congregants. These consistent parts of the service serve to remind parishioners of their core 

beliefs, their identity as Catholics, and to recognize the communion service as a sacred time 

during which individuals should be concerned only with giving thanks, celebrating their faith, 

and listening to God’s word. The timbre and tone of daily conversation among Garifuna folks in 

Hopkins is generally ebullient and light-hearted, and at during communion services at HFCC I 

am often struck by the solemnity and quietness of services in contrast to the tone of daily 

conversation and secular song. 

After the passing of the peace, the congregation prepares to take communion. Church 

members form a line in the center aisle, singing as they make their way toward the altar to 

receive the communion wafer. We sing two songs: first, an English-language hymn featuring 

European harmonic progressions (which go unrealized, as the congregation sings in unison) and 

second, a Garifuna hymn which features hauntingly beautiful, cascading melodies based on the 

Garifuna hüngühüngü rhythm. One Sunday per month, a priest visits Hopkins to conduct a full 

Mass, which follows the same format as communion services, with the addition of the Liturgy of 

the Eucharist. This is the core of any Mass, and is the ritual during which a priest consecrates the 

sacraments, transforming bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ. However, in the case 
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of communion services, a priest has previously consecrated the Eucharist wafers. After 

communion, we recite the Lord’s Prayer, then open our hymnals and sing one more English 

hymn in quiet voices. The service ends with announcements and a benediction (closing blessing). 

After communion service officially ends, people resume their normal conversations and banter. 

Children scatter off into the sunlight and the congregation disperses north and south through the 

village until the following Sunday. 

Worship for Special Occasions: Lemesi Garifuna 

Lemesi Garifuna is a Mass reserved for holidays and special occasions. It is a 

performance of community solidarity and Garifuna cultural pride that demonstrates the depth of 

Catholicism within Garifuna communities. As Roy Cayetano explains, Lemesi Garifuna “is a 

community event that involves a vibrant uplifting of the Garifuna spirit to the Great Spirit 

utilizing our voices and our bodies as only we can” (Cayetano 2002:ii). In an article published in 

2014, ethnomusicologist Oliver Greene addresses the healing potential of Lemesi Garifuna, 

which he calls “la cultura cura,” and explores the ways that Lemesi Garifuna has become an 

important mode through which Garifunaduáü is expressed. He also draws parallels between the 

healing and social functions of dügü and Lemesi Garifuna, demonstrating the ways that both 

emphasize the core Garifuna values of reciprocity, solidarity, remembrance, and love (Greene 

2014:88). My research, conducted at the same time his article was being written, builds upon the 

conclusions proposed by Greene. Both his work and mine assert that, “The use of rhythms and 

movements of ancestor rituals, semi-sacred gestured songs and social commentary songs in 

Lemesi Garifuna revitalise and empower participants not only as Christians but also as Garifuna 

Christians” (Greene 2014:88). 
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The basic format of Lemesi Garifuna follows that of a standard Catholic Mass. It includes 

opening hymns, an opening prayer and blessing, scripture readings, the offertory and more 

songs, a Garifuna-centric homily (a sermon that speaks to themes such as Garifuna history, 

current issues in Garifuna communities, or Garifuna pride), passing of the peace, the Lord’s 

Prayer, Eucharist accompanied by song, benediction, and recessional. Depending on where, 

when and why the Mass is being held, Lemesi Garifuna can vary in length, focus of the homily, 

and number of songs sung, but it is always conducted entirely in the Garifuna language. 

Ethnographic Description #2: Lemesi Garifuna at Holy Family Catholic Church 

As I enter the church for Lemesi Garifuna on this sun-drenched Sunday, I hear the soft 

rhythms of the garawoun mingling with the sounds of the sea as today’s drummers get situated 

on the a bench at the east wall of the church. HFCC has yellow, black and white-striped fabric 

(the colors of the Garifuna Nation) draped across the entire front wall, and the altar is swathed in 

fabrics of the same colors, which ripple in a light breeze. Dozens of people mill around outside 

the church, all dressed in their finest Garifuna regalia. Most men wear black, yellow, and white-

patterned dashikis over slacks, while women have donned the traditional Garifuna outfit of a 

calf-length pleated skirt, peplum blouse, and for some, an elaborately knotted head wrap in the 

same trio of colors (see Figures 6.1 and 6.2). Upwards of 200 people are in attendance and the 

church will be full today. As the clock ticks past 10am, every pew is packed with people waiting 

eagerly for the service to begin. 

About thirty minutes past the intended starting time, Lemesi Garifuna begins with a 

processional. Drummers play hüngühüngü while the clergy walk up the center aisle and take 

their places at the front of the church. We open with the song “Aburemei, Gudeme Wama Bun” 

(“Father, Forgive Us”) which is sung in lieu of reciting the “Confiteor” prayer. As with the vast 
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majority of Garifuna hymns, the congregation sings mainly in unison, with the occasional 

individual singer adding major thirds below the main melody. One of Hopkins’s lay ministers 

offers a short greeting and opening prayer. Next, Miss Garifuna 2012-2013, a teenage girl from 

Hopkins, haltingly reads a passage from the Old Testament in Garifuna.3 After she finishes her 

reading, another of Hopkins’s lay ministers leads us into two exuberant Garifuna hymns during 

which four teenage girls, dressed in Garifuna outfits, dance down the main aisle of the church 

carrying a bible and freshly-picked bouquets of hibiscus blossoms. 

After these introductory rites, Garifuna priest Calistus Cayetano shuffles up to the stage, 

gently led by another priest. He appears old and frail, but once he is situated behind the simple 

wooden podium to deliver his homily, I am surprised by the strength of his voice. He speaks 

passionately in Garifuna, and his message calls on Garinagu to find hope in their Catholic faith, 

strength in their history, and joy in their culture. When Cayetano has finished his homily, we 

begin singing again; this leads us into the offering. The garawoun play the triple-meter 

hüngühüngü and the congregation sings and sways together, a spirited chorus. The strong, 

resilient voices of the elderly women behind me lead the congregation in worship and I think to 

myself, as I often do when we sing Garifuna hymns in the Catholic Church, “These women know 

who they are.” 

  

                                                
3 Belize’s annual Miss Garifuna Contest is held every year in November. Contestants—all high school-aged 
Garifuna girls from each district in Belize—compete in different events. These include the performance of 
traditional Garifuna dances, interviews in which contestants prepare a spoken monologue or answer questions about 
Garifuna history and culture, and the presentation of a traditional Garifuna skill (singing, preparing traditional food, 
basket weaving, dancing et cetera). 
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Figure 6.1: Drummers Jess Flores and Allan Nunez wait for Lemesi Garifuna to begin 
at Holy Family Catholic Church (2013). 

Figure 6.2: The women of the Hopkins Sandy Beach Women’s Cooperative show off their 
Garifuna outfits after the re-opening of their restaurant on Garifuna Settlement Day Weekend. 
Also pictured are representatives from the Belize Department of Cooperatives, Peace Corps 

volunteer Meghan VanDeventer, and friends from Hopkins (2012). 
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To prepare the Eucharist, Hopkins’s lay ministers bring forth the sacraments—wine, holy 

water, and bread—along with a baby in a mother’s arms and flowers. They dance the 

hüngühüngü up the church’s center aisle as we sing a Garifuna hymn that asks God to accept our 

offerings. At the same time, raffia baskets are passed through the pews to collect monetary 

offerings. During the passing of the peace, the congregation stands to greet neighbors, shake 

hands, welcome visitors, and offer hugs to those around them. Cayetano presides over the 

Liturgy of the Eucharist and two more Garifuna songs are sung as the congregation takes 

communion. Next, Cayetano offers a benediction and to close this Lemesi Garifuna, the lay 

ministers process out of the church to the rhythms of hüngühüngü. The sound of so many voices 

singing together, accompanied by the resounding rhythms of the garawoun, is powerful within 

the church and drifts out the open windows and doors, out to the sea, toward Yurumein—the 

spiritual home of the Garifuna ancestors. 

 

Classifying Garifuna Catholic Church Music 

As I listened to and sang the songs performed at Holy Family Catholic Church 

throughout months of fieldwork, I became intrigued by the diversity of lyrics, language, melody, 

and rhythm performed by the congregation. Not only were different types of hymns performed 

depending on the type of service and time of year, but different songs prompted varied responses 

in Garifuna parishioners. By the end of my time in Hopkins, I had begun to outline a typology of 

Garifuna Catholic songs, which I later found echoed in the writings of Roy Cayetano (2002) and 

Oliver Greene (2014). My typology takes into account a variety of factors including place and 

date of origin, musical elements (melody, rhythm, harmony, timbre), lyrical content, and 

function/context. It consists of three categories of Garifuna Catholic songs: 1) English songs 
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(imported hymns); 2) Western-style Garifuna songs (modified imported hymns); and 3) Garifuna 

Catholic songs (indigenous hymns). 

My classification system for the Garifuna Catholic church music parallels a schema 

proposed by Catherine Gray, whose 1995 article analyzes the Roman Catholic hymnody of 

Kiganda churches in Uganda. She explains that songs embody different levels of indigenization, 

meaning they contain more or fewer distinctly Ugandan musical characteristics. Gray’s three 

broad categories of Catholic church songs in Uganda are 1) “music imported from the West”; 2)  

“music adapted in some way to suit local taste”; and 3) “traditional style compositions” (Gray 

1995:137). Desmangles (1992), Cohen (1994), Kaplan (1994), and Barz (2005) report similar 

processes of musical indigenization in Haiti, Thailand, West Africa, and Tanzania, respectively. 

My typology and analysis of Garifuna Catholic music makes clear the extent to which British 

colonial policies and religious instruction affected Garifuna processes of identity formation 

throughout the twentieth century. It illuminates the ways that various sociopolitical identities 

(anti-colonial, pan-African, indigenous) are communicated via music in Garifuna Catholic 

churches. Finally, it reveals the dynamic, multi-faceted nature of Garifuna identity formation and 

religious expression in both the past and present. 
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Date Event Linguistic & Musical Practices 

1934 -Reverend Philip Marin ordained as the 
first Garifuna Catholic priest 
 

-Catholic services and hymns 
exclusively in Latin 

1940s -T.V. Ramos leads the Garifuna civil rights 
movement in Belize 
-Belizean independence movement begins 

-Western-style Garifuna songs 
composed by Belizean Garinagu 
-Services and hymns celebrated in 
Latin in Catholic Churches 
throughout Belize 

1941 -Hopkins Village founded “ ” 

1945 -Holy Family Catholic Church constructed 
in Hopkins 

“ ” 

1960s -Mass is celebrated in English in Garifuna 
Catholic churches 

-Latin and English hymns sung in 
church 
-Western-style Garifuna hymns sung 
outside church 
-Garawoun played in church 

1971-72 -Mass is translated into Garifuna by a team 
in Dangriga 

“ ” 

1982 -Garifuna Osumund P. Martin is ordained 
as the first native Belizean bishop (Brett 
2012:93) 

“ ” 

Early 
1980s 

-Garifuna priest Jerris Valentine is sent to 
Honduras by bishop O.P. Martin 
 

-English songs, Western-style 
Garifuna songs, and Garifuna 
Catholic songs (full range of 
repertoire) sung in church 
-Garawoun played in church 

1994 -Current church in Hopkins is constructed 
-First mass (Lemesi Garifuna) conducted 
at HFCC on March 16, 1994 

“ ” 

 
 

  

Table 6.1: Musical and Linguistic History of the Garifuna 
Catholic Church in Stann Creek District, Belize 
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English Songs (Imported Hymns) 

“English songs” are songs in the English language that utilize European harmonic 

structures, melodic shapes, and phrasing that come from non-Garifuna sources. Lyrical themes 

are varied within this group of songs, and many songs correspond to different parts of the church 

calendar. Imported from Britain, the United States, or Canada, some of these hymns were 

composed by Catholics or are derived from Catholic prayers or parts of the Mass. Others have 

been appropriated from non-Catholic sources such as African-American spirituals, North 

American folk songs, and Protestant hymns. English songs have been sung in Belizean Garifuna 

Catholic Churches for half a century, so many of these pieces are deeply rooted within Garifuna 

Catholic musical practice. On most Sundays, the majority of hymns sung at Holy Family 

Catholic Church are English songs.  

One of the most oft-repeated English songs at Holy Family Catholic Church is “Glory to 

God on High.” This song is performed nearly every week immediately following the recitation of 

the “Confiteor” prayer of confession. 

Glory to God on High 
Peace to all men of good will 
Peace to all God’s friends 
 
Lord God our Heavenly King 
God the Almighty Father 
Praise to you, Thanks to you 
We thank you for your glory 
 
This song is rarely sung with accompaniment from garawoun or shakas. Were it to be 

harmonized, “Glory to God on High” would follow a basic ABA form with a simple I—IV—

V—I harmonic progression (see Musical Example 6.1). However musical worship at Holy 

Family Catholic Church does not include a piano or guitar on which to play these chords and 

unison, unaccompanied singing is the norm for English songs. Harmonizing and harmonic 
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progressions play an extremely limited role in the performance of Garifuna Catholic church 

music. 

 

Western-Style Garifuna Songs (Modified Imported Hymns) 

“Western-style Garifuna songs” refer to compositions whose Garifuna-language lyrics 

are set to previously composed European or North American melodies. These hymns can be 

divided into two sub-groups: pre-existing hymns with the lyrics translated from English to 

Garifuna, and pre-existing melodies with newly-composed Garifuna lyrics. 

Garifuna historian Roy Cayetano argues that as early as the 1940s, pre-existing Latin and 

English songs were translated into Garifuna by civil rights activists T.V. Ramos and teacher S.B. 

Musical Example 6.1: Vocal line for the English song 
“Glory to God on High” 
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Daniels. Celebrated Garifuna poet and hymnodist Marcelina Lambey (1920-2008) further 

indigenized Garifuna Catholic music by composing new lyrics in the Garifuna language, which 

were set to European-style rhythms and melodies (Cayetano 2002:i). As evidenced by the 

timeline in Table 6.1, this group of hymns represents a middle phase in the evolution of Garifuna 

Catholic church music. When these songs were composed in the 1940s, all official Catholic 

services were still conducted in Latin. Through singing Western-style Garifuna hymns at 

community-led rosary services and other unofficial Catholic gatherings, parishioners began 

intertwining Garifunaduáü and Catholicism via musical practice. However, there still existed 

cultural and linguistic barriers between parishioners and non-Garifuna priests because the 

Garifuna language was not incorporated into official church services for at least another three 

decades. From the perspective of one Garifuna Catholic elder in Hopkins, the Church’s slowness 

to change was due to widespread discrimination against Garinagu: 

The Creoles and the Spanish, the whole country wasn’t recognizing Garinagu at the time 
as a culture. I don’t know what was their mind at that time, but it was afterwards when 
we started to step on it, when T.V. Ramos started to fight with the government and the 
rest of the people that we need to be recognized, it was he who brought this up [in the 
1940s and 50s] and then we started to be [recognized]. Then in 1981, there comes in the 
NGC; it was then that the Garifuna [came to be seen as a legitimate ethnic group in 
Central America]. (Martinez 2013) 
 
This separation between Catholic authority and laity enabled parishioners to develop a 

creolized folk religion that blended elements of traditional Garifuna spirituality and rituals with 

the basic tenets and practices of Catholicism. The work of Lambey, Daniels, and other early 

Garifuna Catholic composers were self-directed musical innovations that contributed to the 

indigenization of Catholic faith and music, thus anchoring the religion within Garifuna society in 

new and significant ways. In conjunction with official changes sanctioned by Vatican II in the 
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1960s, the performance of these Western-style Garifuna hymns in the 1940s and 1950s were 

preludes to the Garifuna cultural revival that burst forth in the 1980s. 

“Wáguchi Bungiu” (“Our Father God”) 

The popular Western-style Garifuna hymn “Wáguchi Bungiu” is a prime example of 

what Oliver Greene calls the “creolization of the Mass” (Greene 2014:101). This song contains 

original Garifuna lyrics and uses the melody from “When a Child is Born,” a Christmas-themed 

song popularized by U.S. singer Johnny Mathis in the mid-1970s.4 According to the lay ministers 

at HFCC, this hymn is often sung in lieu of reciting the Lord’s Prayer during services at Garifuna 

Catholic churches. 

Wáguchi Bungiu, lidan sun fulasu 
Ñübi lan barúeihan woun 
Adügüwa lan le babuserun 
Lidan múa, lidan sun fulasu 
Lidan múa, lidan sun fulasu 
 
Our Father God, in all places 
May your kingdom come to us 
May what pleases you be done 
On this earth, in all places 
On this earth, in all places 
 

The singing of “Wáguchi Bungiu” is often accompanied by shakas and garawoun, which 

usually play the chumba rhythm (see Musical Example 6.2). The performance of this song also 

features a kinetic element associated with the performance of semi-sacred abeimahani songs. 

When singing “Wáguchi Bungiu,” neighbors link fingers and step side-to-side in unison, gently 

                                                
4 Italian Ciro Dammicco originally composed the melody of “Wáguchi Bungiu” as an instrumental song entitled 
“Soleado.” In 1974, German artist Michael Holm recorded a version of the song in both German and English, 
entitled “Tränen lügen nicht" (“Tears Don't Lie”) and "When A Child Is Born,” respectively. Since then, many 
artists around the world have performed and recorded covers of this song. Perhaps the most well-known version was 
recorded by U.S. popular singer Johnny Mathis. A clear explanation as to why and how this Italian-composed 
melody popularized by German and U.S. pop singers made its way into the Roman Catholic hymnody of Belizean 
Garinagu may be nearly impossible to ascertain. My hypothesis is that this song was heard on Belizean radio 
stations and assimilated into Garinagu ears; from there, Garifuna lyrics were set to the melody. 
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swaying the hips. This same dance is performed when abeimahani songs are sung during dügü. 

During the two repetitions of the words lidan mua (“on this earth”) singers bow forward 

together, straightening and lifting their arms at the words, lidan sun fulasu (“in all places”). 

Wrapped in this one beloved hymn are melodic connections to the international popular music 

industry, as well meaningful rhythmic, linguistic and physical expressions of Garifunaness. The 

performance of “Wáguchi Bungiu” captures the grace with which Garifuna communities blend 

and mix elements from a variety of cultural sources to create something indigenized, yet 

cosmopolitan at the same time. 

 

Musical Example 6.2: Vocal line and basic chumba drum pattern for the 
Western-style Garifuna hymn “Wáguchi Bungiu.” 
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“Luagu Ubouhu Baliceaux” (“On the Island of Baliceaux”) 

“Luagu Ubouhu Baliceaux” is a popular Western-style Garifuna hymn that, through the 

use of a popular Jamaican melody, Garifuna drum rhythms, and lyrical tropes from a variety of 

sources, evokes a web of connections spanning centuries and continents. The song draws 

parallels between the ongoing struggles of the Garinagu, the Garifuna ancestors, the experience 

of Africans wrested from their homes by the transatlantic slave trade, and the Babylonian exile of 

the Biblical Israelites. The melody of “Luagu Ubouhu Baliceaux” is taken from the song “Rivers 

of Babylon,” recorded by the Jamaican reggae group The Melodians in 1970. “Rivers of 

Babylon” is a well-known anthem of the anti-colonial, pan-African philosophy of Rastafari, With 

origins in newly independent, urban Jamaica, the tenets of Rastafari have most notably been 

promoted on a global scale by singer Bob Marley, but also by countless roots reggae musicians. 

The lyrics to “Rivers of Babylon,” written by Brent Dowe and Trevor McNaughton of The 

Melodians, are based on Psalms 19 and 137: 

By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down 
Yeah we wept, when we remembered Zion 
 
When the wicked 
Carried us away in captivity 
Required from us a song 
Now how shall we sing the Lord's song in a strange land? 
 
Let the words of our mouth and the meditations of our heart 
Be acceptable in thy sight here tonight5 
 

In the Rastafari worldview, “Zion” refers to an idyllic homeland, a place of freedom and 

roots, often conceptualized as the African continent (commonly referred to within this 

                                                
5 Psalm 19:14 reads, “Let the words of my mouth, and the meditations of my heart, be acceptable in thy sight, O 
Lord, my strength and my redeemer” (KJV). Psalm 137:1-4 reads, “By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down, 
yea, we wept, when we remembered Zion. We hanged our harps upon the willows in the midst thereof. For there 
they that carried us away captive require of us a song; and they that wasted us required of us mirth, saying, “Sing us 
one of the songs of Zion.” How shall we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land? (KJV). 
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community as “Mother Africa”). On the other hand, “Babylon” refers to oppressive centers of 

(white) government and religion—this could refer to the corrupt Jamaican government, the 

hegemonic United States, or any other power that seeks to oppress alternative voices and 

historical narratives. In “Rivers of Babylon,” The Melodians draw direct parallels between the 

African experience in the Americas and the experience of Jews during the 6th century B.C., who 

were exiled from their home in Israel and taken captive by King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon.6 

When performed in the Garifuna Catholic church, “Luagu Ubouhu Baliceaux” is 

accompanied by the garawoun playing a slow chumba rhythm and shakas playing a clave 

rhythm. In the hymnal Bungiu Waba (Cayetano 2002), this song is grouped under “Leremuna 

Yurumei” or (“Songs of Yurumein”), a subset of hymns that deal specifically with the themes of 

exile and longing caused by the Garifuna exile from Yurumein (St. Vincent). Its lyrics, composed 

by Sebastien Cayetano and Dale Guzman, lament the destruction of Garifuna society and exile of 

Garinagu from St. Vincent in 1797. 

Luagu ubouhu Baliceaux 
Ñei wañura 
Ñei wayahuaha 
Ladüga súfuri 
 
Aba hachagaruniwa Ingleisi 
Luagu Baliceaux, 
Lun hagumuchaguágüdüniwa 
Ida luba gi wadaünrüni wagarawoun lídan fulasu lira? 
 
Dimurei le lídagiñe wayuma, 
Luma saminaü le tídagiñe wanigi 
Gadünama la ligibugiñe bagu 
Wawagurügü 
 
On the island of Baliceaux 
There we sat down 
                                                
6 The story of the Israelites’ exile and captivity is chronicled in the book of 2 Kings, and is referred to throughout 
the books of the Old Testament, including the songs and prayers that comprise the Psalms. 
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There we wept 
Because of suffering 
The English dumped us there 
On Baliceaux 
To exterminate us 
How are we going to play our drums in that place? 
 
These words are from our mouths 
And these thoughts from our hearts 
May they be acceptable to your eyes 
Just for our sake 
 

The adoption of this melody by Garifuna songwriters draws on the layers of meaning in 

“Rivers of Babylon,” and adds a distinctly Garifuna layer of significance as well. “Luagu 

Ubouhu Baliceaux” connects the Garifuna experience to two historical groups with whom 

present-day Garifuna Catholics identify: Africans forcibly brought to the Americas, and the 

Biblical Israelites. Like the Garinagu, these two communities also experienced exile, yet 

persevered. This song connects Garinagu to their faith in the Bible, and also to their African 

ancestry. Garifuna communities adopted this song in the 1980s, which as mentioned, was an 

important period of cultural revitalization throughout the Garifuna Nation. This was also a time 

during which many Garinagu began more strongly celebrating and identifying with their African 

heritage. 

Garifuna Catholic Songs (Indigenous Hymns) 

“Garifuna Catholic songs” are compositions that are not only written in the Garifuna 

language but also use Garifuna instrumentation, rhythms and melodies. These songs possess a 

distinct Garifuna feel, which comes from elements of traditional song styles including the use of 

minor-key melodies with terraced, descending melodic lines (Jenkins 1982:22), overlapping call-

and-response phrases, declamatory, syllabic singing, nasal vocal timbres, and rhythmic structures 

based on Garifuna drum patterns. The lyrics of Garifuna Catholic hymns are original 
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compositions, not translations from pre-existing English hymns. They encompass a variety of 

themes ranging from lyrics of thanksgiving or praise to songs that quote or summarize scripture 

in Garifuna, to those that address Garifuna history, cultural elements or pride.7 

It was in the early 1980s that the Garifuna language and Garifuna Catholic hymns were 

first incorporated into Catholic Mass in Belize. This proved to be a pivotal period for the vitality 

of Catholicism within Garifuna communities. During this time, Father Jerris Valentine was 

commissioned by Bishop O.P. Martin to visit Honduras in order to familiarize Garifuna parishes 

with the Mass in Garifuna and encourage them to compose hymns in their language (Cayetano 

2002:i). Honduran Garifuna men and women eagerly took to this task and produced an entire 

repertoire of hymns using the Garifuna language, rhythms, and melodic structures. Today, many 

of the most popular Garifuna Catholic hymns are those composed by Honduran Garinagu during 

the formative period of the early 1980s.  

Garifuna congregations in Belize were also inspired, in part, by the work of Father 

Richard Holong of Jamaica, who encouraged Catholics throughout the Caribbean to compose 

church music according to local musical norms. Jessie Nunez explains Holong’s effect on 

Belizean Garifuna Catholic music: 

He was the one who brought to our attention the fact that we were translating the songs 
into Garifuna, but we were not singing Garifuna, if you can understand. I actually paid 
attention when I went to Honduras and noticed how the Hondurans were composing and 
singing and it was Garifuna. (Nunez 2013) 
 

Although they are not always heard during Sunday services in Hopkins, I was told countless 

times that Garifuna Catholic hymns are the songs Garifuna parishioners most deeply connect 

with and enjoy singing, as they most strongly express elements of Garifunaduáü. Garifuna 

                                                
7 Garifuna hymnals note the origins of many songs, giving credit to individual composers or the hymn’s place of 
origin (i.e.: Marcelina Lambey, Thomas Vincent Ramos, Huliligatigien [Honduras]). 
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Catholics’ love for these songs is immediately clear whenever Garifuna hymns are performed 

during services, as the increase in energy and passion within the church is palpable. Elderly 

women, in particular, begin to clap and sway as their strident, exuberant voices soar above the 

chorus. When asked about this difference in energy, most Garifuna Catholics attribute it to the 

dynamic rhythmic structure of Garifuna hymns and the depth of feeling that comes from singing 

in one’s native language. As Sarita, an elder and lay minister in the Catholic church explains, “I 

feel the spirit more when the Mass is in Garifuna. I understand English, but I feel it more in 

Garifuna” (Martinez 2012). 

“Aníhan Wanügün Bun” (“Here is What We Brought You”) 

“Aníhan Wanügün Bun” is a hüngühüngü that features repetitive, minor-key melody. Its 

first two phrases are a repetition of the same descending melody (measures 1-4 in Musical 

Example 6.3). The song’s second melodic motif (starting on the last beat of measure five in 

Musical Example 6.3) begins a perfect fourth above the first motif. This is a “rise,” a melodic 

feature in which “melodies of narrow range jump a few half-tones higher for one or to phrases, 

then return to the original, slightly lower melodic line” (Bierhorst 1985:81). The rise is 

commonly heard in music of Native Americans in the southwest United States and Mexico.  

“Aníhan Wanügün Bun” is performed in a call-and-response structure. When sung at 

Lemesi Garifuna or communion services, one person (almost always an elderly woman) leads the 

hymn by singing the first four beats alone before the congregation joins for the rest of the phrase. 

Musical Example 6.3 includes the first verse and one repetition of the chorus and shows all the 

melodic themes in the piece. This song has a range of an octave and a half, and its lyrics appeal 

to God to accept the offerings of the congregation: 
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Aníhan wanügün bun,Wáguchilin, úati amu (x2) 
 
Aníhan wanügübei, gahabu ban, gahabu ban lun, gahabu ban 
Ligiyarügü ñei waman, gahabu ban lun 
 
Warahüñü añahan buei, gahabu ban, gahabu ban houn, gahabu ban 
Hagiyarügü yanu waman, gahabu ban houn 
 
Here is what we brought you, Our Father, there is nothing else (x2) 
 
Here is what we brought, accept, accept it, accept 
This all we have, accept it 
 
Here are our children, accept, accept them, accept 
They are all we have, accept them 
 

Sometimes “Aníhan Wanügün Bun” is performed during the opening processional of 

Lemesi Garifuna, but more often it is performed during the offertory. In each Lemesi Garifuna I 

attended, “Aníhan Wanügün Bun” was sung while parishioners offered tithes and women danced 

toward the church’s altar carrying babies and flower bouquets. This is an example of a creolized 

expressive moment in Garifuna Catholic services, as it draws equally from Garifuna and Catholic 

religious practices. The lyrics of this song (variations of the sentiment, “this is all we have, 

accept it”) are derived from similar phrases spoken and sung during dügü. In that context, 

participants gather food and rum for the Garifuna ancestor spirits and place their sacrifices on 

tables within the dabuyaba (temple). During this offering, participants implore the ancestors to 

be pleased with their efforts by singing, “ligiyarügü ñei waman, gahabu ban lun” (“this is all we 

have, accept it”). As Francis Lewis explains, “When you’re giving to the spirits of our ancestors, 

that’s an offering. And when you’re doing that in the church, we are offering whatever we have 

to God and his angels” (Lewis 2010). Over time, the act of offering food to the ancestors was 

merged with the ritual of offering money to the church; during Lemesi Garifuna the melding of 
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these two forms of offering tie together Catholic practice with a central act of traditional 

Garifuna spirituality. 

 “Aganba Waméi” (“Gospel Acclamation”) 

In Catholic Masses, the Gospel Acclamation, or Alleluia, is sung prior to the gospel 

reading. Part of the liturgy, the purpose of singing or chanting the gospel acclamation is for 

Musical Example 6.3: From top to bottom staff: vocal line, primero and segunda chumba 
patterns of Garifuna hymn “Aníhan Wanügün Bun.� 



 

 205 
 

parishioners to profess their faith and welcome the Lord as they anticipate the gospel reading 

(usccb.org). As such, the gospel acclamation in Garifuna Catholic churches (referred to as 

“Aganba Waméi” or “Aleluya”) is set to a celebratory bérusu rhythm on the garawoun, while 

shakas play a 2-3 clave rhythm. The lyrics of “Aganba Waméi” are as follows: 

Aganba waméi, aganba waméi 
Lerurun Bungiu, keimou aganbei 
Lerurun Hesu Küristu 
 
An Hesusu, awahan ya 
An Hesusu, lun waremuhan bun 
 
An Hesusu, awahan ya 
An Hesusu, lun warisarun bun 
 
An Hesusu, awahan ya 
An Hesusu, lun wabegirun bun 
 
Let us hear Him, let us hear Him 
The words of God, let's go and hear 
The words of Jesus Christ 
 
Jesus, we are here 
Jesus, to sing to You 
 
Jesus, we are here 
Jesus, to pray to You 
 
Jesus, we are here 
Jesus, we are asking You for mercy 
 

“Aganba Waméi” is a Garifuna Catholic hymn composed in Honduras in the early 1980s. 

It features a simple, repetitive melody in a natural minor tonality, with the narrow melodic range 

of a fifth. As with many other Garifuna hymns, if this song were to be set to a European 

harmony, it would follow a simple I—V—I progression. But it is never harmonized using 

stringed instruments, and I have never heard congregations sing in anything but strict unison 

during the performance of this song. Each time I have heard this song performed, congregants 
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clap the clave rhythm along with the shakas, or an off-beat, counter-rhythm that creates a 

rhythmic energy not heard during the performance of English or Western-style Garifuna Hymns. 

 

Conclusion: Negotiating Garifunaduáü via Catholic Church Music 

Today, Garifuna Catholics perform various combinations of sacred songs in different 

types of services to express particular facets of Garifunaduáü and Catholicism. The musical 

norms of communion services draw heavily from the English-influenced portion of the Garifuna 

Catholic musical repertoire. By utilizing English hymns with European musical characteristics, 

HFCC’s weekly services reveal present-day connections to the music and doctrines of the larger, 

European Catholic church. Through English songs, congregations articulate the transnational, 

multicultural side of Garifuna Catholic identity, which is ultimately grounded in Belize’s 

colonial past. On the other hand, Lemesi Garifuna connects congregations to a distinctly 

Garifuna Catholic identity through musical practice that—while tied to Roman Catholic 

teachings, lyrical themes, and rituals—evokes a distinctly Garifuna spiritual sensibility. 

Orthodox Catholicism in Communion Services 

Communion services comprise about 75% of services at Holy Family Catholic Church 

throughout the year. These services are tied to transnational, orthodox versions of Catholicism in 

terms of the spiritual and social values they impart, along with their use of English hymns and 

the English language. At most communion services, songs in the Garifuna language comprise 

only one-third to one-fourth of the total music, and are performed without accompaniment from 

Garifuna instruments such as garawoun, shakas, or guitar. The prevalence of the English 

language and absence of the garawoun in HFCC’s weekly worship are indicative of several 

dynamics this church is currently working to navigate.  
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First, as Hopkins (and its Catholic church) diversifies, services have turned toward 

English, the language common to all parishioners and visitors. Local church leadership is 

certainly well intentioned in its efforts to be inclusive and accommodating to non-Garinagu in 

the pews, but there is a good portion of the congregation that feels more services should be 

conducted in Garifuna. Felix Miranda succinctly conveyed this sentiment during a conversation 

about musical norms at the Catholic Church in Hopkins: “Religion should be the epitome of 

one’s culture. As an indigenous community, we ought to be celebrating Mass in our indigenous 

language every week” (2015). 

Second, there has never been a Garifuna priest assigned to minister to Holy Family 

Catholic Church. The past two priests were British and Nigerian, and the current priests serving 

HFCC are from Guatemala and El Salvador. None of them speak Garifuna passably, and the two 

current priests do not speak English fluently. Priests like Nigerian Gerald Ezekwere have 

encouraged Garifuna congregations to celebrate their Garifunaness and conduct parts of the Mass 

in their language. However, since the priests are not Garifuna, there are still limitations on the 

extent to which Garifunaduáü can be expressed in monthly Masses. Because non-Garifuna 

priests are consistently assigned to them, Garifuna congregations are still being denied the 

opportunity to establish a regular practice of celebrating Mass in Garifuna.  

In addition to linguistic barriers, there continue to be social and spiritual barriers between 

priests and parishioners. Not being Garifuna and therefore not valuing or fully understanding 

traditional rituals, the priests assigned to communities like Hopkins are not particularly 

committed to helping Garinagu articulate and support the type of indigenized Catholicism that is 

important to so many. This could be interpreted as the result of an ongoing power struggle 

between Catholic leadership and Garifuna Catholics, in which the Catholic Church is still trying 
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to devalue Garifuna folk Catholicism.8 Activists like Roy Cayetano and Felix Miranda view this 

dynamic as the result of indoctrination by the Catholic Church; they feel that because of their 

training and the extent of their immersion in Roman Catholic culture, Garinagu who have been 

ordained as priests and bishops have become more loyal to the Roman Catholic Church than to 

Garifuna culture and community. At the same time, local efforts are being made to more fully 

integrate Catholicism and Garifunaduáü. Some Garifuna communities have lobbied to celebrate 

Mass in Garifuna on a regular basis, and parishes are discussing ways to incorporate more 

Garifuna elements into Catholic services. Across the Garifuna Nation, initiatives such as the 

burgeoning “Garifuna tidan Lemesi Katolika” (“Garifuna in the Catholic Mass”) movement, 

with which Roy Cayetano is involved, are gaining momentum. These are all ways in which 

Garifuna Catholic leaders and laity are continuing the process of, as Cayetano phrased it, 

“decolonizing the minds and spirits of Garinagu” (Cayetano 2015). 

The lack of drummers at communion services is another issue that HFCC’s lay ministers 

are trying to negotiate. While they would prefer to have live drumming every week, most of the 

lay ministers simply believe that there are no drummers who will commit to being at church 

every Sunday morning—that younger drummers will only come to church for special occasions 

(such as the Garifuna Settlement Day Mass in November). On a purely musical level, the lack of 

garawoun means that the quality of musical worship is suffering, in terms of collective energy 

                                                
8 During a follow-up trip to Hopkins in February 2015, I was speaking with one of the lay ministers after Mass my 
first Sunday there, when I casually mentioned that I hoped we would sing some Garifuna hymns the following week. 
He smiled and said he would speak with the other lay ministers at their mid-week meeting. The following Sunday, 
every single hymn was sung in Garifuna—a beautiful gift, not only for me but everyone present. This incident 
demonstrated that HFCC has the agency to conduct weekly communion services entirely in Garifuna, yet they 
choose not to. The complex dynamics stemming from factors such as the doctrinal divides in Garifuna communities, 
decades of indoctrination by the Catholic Church, longstanding habits, and the presence of non-Garinagu in pews 
make the congregation hesitant to worship in Garifuna on a more regular basis. 
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and depth of devotion it fosters (Nunez 2013, Martinez 2012). 9 On a larger scale, the lack of 

drummers at church indicates to concerned lay ministers that young people do not want to attend 

services, and they don’t prioritize their faith or their community enough to volunteer to drum for 

an hour each Sunday. The view of Sarita, a lay minister and owner of a bread and bun bakery in 

the village, reflects the opinion of other Garifuna church leaders: 

SM: My grandsons sometimes don’t want to go to Mass services because they say it’s 
boring. When we were living in Belmopan, there was this Pentecostal church (our 
neighbors went to these other churches) and as soon as they tell them “Are you ready to go 
to church today?” they are ready because they have music, you know, they have drums, 
the guitar, and they love it! So I feel if we have that at church, we will have more young 
people coming to church. I have the feeling that it would happen. 
LP: Was there a time in the past when there was drumming more often in the church? 
SM: Yes, there was drumming at church before. Because there were drummers going to 
the church, but they died. They died and the people coming in don’t play. (Martinez 2012) 
 

HFCC’s leadership recognizes that musical practice is one way in which new churches are 

competing for attendance. Sarita continues: 

You see at the other church—Herdie’s—they have drums and the guitars, but nobody [at 
HFCC] wants to learn to play guitar. I told them if I was much younger I would learn to 
play guitar! I feel like if we push it and try ask around, and bring it up seriously, there 
would be kids here, young people that would like to play guitar. And keyboard the same 
way. We need those things at church. You feel it more when it’s live music. (Martinez 
2012) 

 
In conjunction with the prevalence of English during communion services, the issue of 

finding drummers for Sunday services reveals the struggle HFCC is having in maintaining 

cultural relevance as village dynamics rapidly change. The recent presence and influence of 

U.S.-based churches and missionaries in the village have caused real worry among some of 

HFCC’s leaders. While the Catholic Church—in theory if not in weekly practice—is still the 

spiritual home of most Hopkinites, pews are not filled as they used to be. As mentioned in 

                                                
9 This assertion is based on many conversations with Garifuna Catholics, most of who express that they prefer to 
hear the garawoun in church every week, and that they feel more spiritually connected when singing in Garifuna as 
opposed to English. 
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chapter five, most confirmed Catholics in the village only attend church on holidays and special 

occasions, and lay ministers are left trying to figure out how to engage younger people and raise 

weekly attendance. Despite this, Garifuna Catholics like Roy Cayetano are continuing to work to 

modify the church’s practices to maintain relevance and vitality, and to experiment with new 

ways of integrating Garifuna rituals and Catholic practice within the context of church services. 

Ultimately, although the pews aren’t filled each week, the Catholic Church is the tacit religious 

home for a great many Garinagu in Hopkins and throughout Belize. 

Garifunaduáü Expressed through Lemesi Garifuna 

Garifuna Masses (Lemesi Garifuna), as they are currently celebrated in Belize, strike a 

balance between tradition and cultural innovation. Engagement with both tradition and 

innovation is accomplished through the content of the priest’s homily, the modes of dress, the 

occasions for which Lemesi Garifuna are organized, and most significantly, the ways music is 

used to articulate longstanding values as well as currently evolving conceptions of 

Garifunaduáü. 

In Garifuna Mass, Western-style Garifuna hymns provide familiar outlets for expressing 

ethno-religious identities for Garifuna Catholic congregations. Singing the songs of Marcelina 

Lambey, S.B. Daniels, and other early Garifuna Catholic hymnodists symbolically calls forth 

these ancestors. Through song, they are remembered and honored. Singing these hymns parallels 

the rites of remembrance enacted in dügü and evokes core Garifuna values in the context of the 

church. The performance of Garifuna rhythms and dances—all of which have deep emotional 

associations on individual and collective levels—also evokes tradition. At the same time, music 

during Lemesi Garifuna is used to comment on negotiations of community and ethnicity that are 
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currently underway through the integration of new songs and efforts to involve Garifuna youth in 

services. 

To illustrate these dynamics at work, I discuss a trio of songs performed during the final 

section of a specific Lemesi Garifuna I attended in Hopkins in March 2013. Drawn from three 

diverse non-Catholic sources, this group of songs is particularly illustrative of Garifuna 

Catholics’ willingness to assimilate music from various points of origin and their desire to evolve 

and remain relevant to Garinagu of all ages. 

First, Herdie Castillo’s composition “Seremei” (“Thanks”) was sung by a choir of ten 

girls and one boy, while an electric keyboard, garawoun, and guitar (played by Castillo’s brother 

Chow) accompanied singers (see Figure 6.3).10 As I discuss further in chapter eight, the melody 

                                                
10 In the People’s Garifuna Dictionary (1993), this word is spelled and pronounced seremein, but Castillo’s album 
and its title track are published as “Seremei.” Thus, when referencing the album or song lyrics as they are printed in 
the album’s liner notes, I use the spelling “Seremei.” I use the spelling seremein in all other instances. 

Figure 6.3: A choir of Hopkins�s youth performs Herdie Castillo’s composition 
“Seremei” during Lemesi Garifuna at Holy Family Catholic Church (2013). 
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of “Seremei” is clearly influenced by U.S. popular music. The melismatic melody covers a larger 

range than traditional Garifuna song, but the call and response found in much Garifuna music is 

kept intact. The lyrics, general sentiments of thanks and praise to God, are relevant for Christians 

of any denomination. I read the HFCC’s inclusion of this song as a sort of peace offering from 

the Catholic Church to Castillo. By bringing his Evangelical music into Lemesi Garifuna, the 

Catholic community is accepting him as a Garifuna culture bearer, someone who is not working 

to divide (as many Garifuna Catholics previously thought) but to unite. It also shows willingness 

on the part of the Garifuna Catholic Church to innovate and expand the boundaries of their 

cultural expression. 

Next, the same ensemble performed the song “Ámuñegü” (“In Times to Come”). This 

tune is the final track on popular Garifuna musician Andy Palacio’s seminal album, Wátina 

(2007). Since Palacio’s untimely passing in 2008, he has been revered with nearly saint-like 

respect and admiration throughout the Garifuna Nation, particularly in his home country of 

Belize. This song, along with “Baba,” another track on Wátina, have been incorporated into the 

musical repertoire of the Garifuna Catholic church since 2007, blurring the lines between sacred 

and secular, popular and local music. “Ámuñegü” is a bérusu that questions what is to become of 

the Garifuna people and culture in the future. 

Ka ba funa san anüga wabute ámuñegü? 
Ka ba funa san ayanuha Garifuna numa ámuñegü? 
Ka ba funa san arumaha numa ou ámuñegü? 
Ka ba funa san adügüraha wau ou ámuñegü? 
 
Ageindaguatian wayunagu lun habagaridun kei Garinagu — 
Wagia me san aferidirei wagaburi? 
Madüga wamei  
 
Aganba humana, agüburigu, harufudaha houn isanigu  
Wererun luma weremuhan, wafíen luma wabinahan  
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Chülühali dan lun lareidahoun  
Chülühali dan lun lareidahoun  
Chülühali dan lun lareidahoun  
Feridiwa ña liñei gumugu bei 
 
Who might make our cassava bread for us in times to come? 
Who might speak Garifuna with me in times to come? 
Who might sing arumahani songs with me in times to come? 
Who might heal us with the dügü in times to come? 
 
Our ancestors fought so they could live as Garinagu— 
Will we be the ones to lose our way of life? 
Let's not do it. 
 
Listen to me, parents, teach the children 
Our words and our songs, our beliefs and our dances 
 
The time has come for it to be preserved 
The time has come for it to be preserved 
The time has come for it to be preserved 
Or it will be lost completely. 
 

I suspect that this song was chosen by the church for this particular Lemesi Garifuna in 

order to remind attendees of the importance of celebrating and passing on the culture. 

“Ámuñegü” conjures feelings of Garifuna pride by listing prominent cultural practices with 

which many Garinagu identify. Being a song by Andy Palacio, it also evokes feelings of unity, as 

virtually all Belizean Garinagu have a deep love and respect for Palacio and his empowering 

music is a unifying force across the Garifuna Nation. However, from an outside perspective, I 

think the performance of “Ámuñegü” also reveals an underlying fear due to HFCC’s difficulty 

engaging with younger generations, and the speed with which Hopkins’ economic, cultural, and 

value systems are changing. The line, “Kaba funa san adügüraha wau o ámuñegü” (“I wonder 

who will heal us with the dügü in times to come”) is also provocative in the context of Lemesi 

Garifuna as it explicitly aligns the Garifuna Catholic Church with traditional rituals, in spite of 

the fact that not all Garifuna Catholics equally value dügü. 
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The third song is the hymn “Luagu Ubouhu Baliceaux,” which, as discussed, is a 

Western-style Garifuna hymn that recounts the Garifuna experience of genocide and exile in 

18th century St. Vincent. Being based on the tune of “Rivers of Babylon,” this song draws 

parallels between the experiences of Garinagu and others of African descent whose ancestors 

were abused by European colonial powers. Moreover, it evokes Garifuna beliefs by recalling the 

sacrifices of the ancestors and through the act of remembrance, thanking them for their sacrifice. 

This trio of songs grounds understandings of Garifuna Catholicism in indigenous 

historical narratives while also expanding future possibilities of what it means to be Garifuna and 

Catholic. In this way, these three songs illuminate an important parallel between the function of 

Lemesi Garifuna and that of dügü. “Seremei” is a song of praise that musically creates unity and 

solidarity and encourages congregants to focus on gratitude in the present. “Ámuñegü” looks to 

the future with uncertainty and hope, and as a popular song, aurally ties local congregations to 

the Garifuna Nation. “Luagu Ubouhu Baliceaux” honors the past by evoking the experience of 

the ancestors, the St. Vincent homeland, and connections to the collective experiences of a larger 

Afro-Caribbean community. Just as the performance of dügü embodies past, present, and future, 

Lemesi Garifuna uses music to evoke what has been, what is, and what is to come. 

Moreover, it can be argued that the inclusion of these diverse songs point to the Garifuna 

Catholic Church’s recognition that parishioner’s perspectives are diversifying. It is an 

acknowledgement that there is no longer (and never has been) one way of negotiating 

Garifunaness and Catholicism. I argue that the performance of these songs at Lemesi Garifuna 

demonstrate the Church’s recognition that, in order to survive, it must broaden its perspectives 

and expand its cultural expressions in ways that engage the full range of identities being 

cultivated by Garifuna Catholic communities and individuals. 
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Conclusion: The Garifuna Catholic Music Tradition 

There have certainly been historical moments during which the Catholic Church was an 

institution that Garifuna communities pressed against. But even in these times of opposition, the 

Catholic Church was profoundly shaping Garifuna processes of identity formation. After all, it is 

often in moments of the greatest disagreement and oppression that individuals and communities 

most strongly articulate who they are. In spite of conflicts, the Catholic Church has 

unquestionably played an integral role in Garifuna society over the past two centuries, offering a 

rich source of religious and cultural elements that are central to Garifunaduáü. Further, Garifuna 

Catholicism has survived and thrived in the face of British colonial (Protestant) pressures, social 

marginalization, and significant upheaval and struggle. In short, it has stood the test of time in 

Garifuna society. 

Beyond viewing Garifuna Catholicism as an indigenized religion, I argue toward the 

recognition of Garifuna Catholic church music as a “traditional” music for several reasons. First, 

this music is integral to the expression of Garifunaduáü in the present day—both in sacred and 

secular settings. In addition to being performed in the church, popular artists such as Andy 

Palacio, Aurelio Martinez, and emerging “paranda blues” artist Clayton “C-Wills” Williams 

draw on melodies and lyrics from Garifuna Catholic church music in their popular songs.  

Second, Garifuna Catholic hymns employ Garifuna cultural elements that contain 

important signifiers of ethnicity. Musical features such as descending, minor-key melodic lines, 

rhythmic structures based on garawoun rhythms, and call-and response phrases—elements found 

in traditional Garifuna song—characterize many of the hymns composed by Garifuna men and 

women. Adding another layer of Garifunaness to the performance of certain hymns are physical 
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movements drawn from the dances performed in the sacred space of dügü. Finally, of course, the 

use of the Garifuna language immediately marks these hymns as distinctly Garifuna.  

Third, in keeping with the Garifuna inclination for bricolage and assemblage, the 

Garifuna Catholic musical repertoire draws from many sources in order to construct a musical 

tradition that reflects the diverse identifications of present-day Garinagu. As circumstances, 

sources of inspiration, points of cultural connection and modes of identity formation change, so 

too does Garifuna Catholic church music. This ability to adapt and hybridize is central to the 

Garifuna experience, and the prevalence of these processes within the performance and 

maintenance of Garifuna Catholic church music further demonstrates the fact that this music 

tradition is an expression of Garifunaduáü in all its fullness and complexity. 
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Chapter Seven:  
Indigenizing Evangelicalism in Garifuna Communities 

 
December 5, 2012. We are on Guadalupe Rubio�s second-story veranda in late afternoon as the 

light softens and a lazy breeze blows in from the sea. She sits in her favorite chair in a loose 
gingham dress and has a measuring tape draped around her neck; she’s been sewing all day. 
She is telling me about the early days of Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu, the Evangelical church she 

founded in Hopkins. Guadalupe is explaining how difficult it was for her to break from 
traditional Garifuna spiritual practices, how scared people were to try anything different 

because of the strength of collective religiosity in the village, how she has found liberation and 
strength in her relationship with Jesus, when she has a coughing fit: 

[Cough] I think that mostly people were scared because this spiritual thing we have as 
Garifuna people, it’s kinda scary when you think about it. [coughs] So the people were 

scared to step out, they’d rather be in the Catholic church [coughs]. . .Why am I 
coughing? You Devil, get outta my throat! Trying to stop me from talking? [coughs and 

clears throat] It ain’t gonna work! I’m still gonna talk. Yeah, what’s the matter with 
him?! Trying to make me stop talking, he better stop making me cough right now. Get out 

in Jesus’ name! Get away! Yeah, so that’s how it kinda went. (Rubio 2012) 
 

 The past thirty years have seen a worldwide explosion of Evangelical Christianity, 

particularly in Central and Latin America. As part of this global trend, Evangelicalism has been 

steadily gaining converts in Hopkins, Belize since the establishment of a non-denominational 

Evangelical church called Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu (LLB, or “The Church of the Kindness of 

God”) in the early 1980s. Until that time, Hopkins was religiously and culturally unified; nearly 

one hundred percent of its residents were Garifuna and Catholic. Because of the extent to which 

religious beliefs were intertwined with social and family life, converts to Evangelicalism were 

initially met with ostracism and ridicule. However, over time Garifuna Evangelicals have 

negotiated an identity and way of life that encompasses both Evangelicalism and Garifunaduáü 

without, as they see it, compromising the integrity of either. The Evangelical community in 

Hopkins comprises about ten percent of the total population, and though their numbers are small, 

Hopkins’ Garifuna Evangelicals have impacted on the village through evangelism (sharing their 

beliefs and values), musical practices, and the broader fact that Evangelical lifeways and beliefs 

represent an alternative way of being Garifuna in the present day.  
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 Throughout Hopkins’ history, several mainline Protestant and Pentecostal churches have 

been founded in the village and attracted small numbers of Garinagu to their services. These 

have included Assemblies of God, Baptist, Anglican, and more recently, Jehovah’s Witness 

congregations. While some of these still exist in Hopkins, their religious and cultural impacts on 

the community have been minimal. I argue that this is largely due to the fact that none of these 

churches have been Garifuna-led. As a cursory glance at Garifuna history shows, Garinagu resist 

conforming to the ideologies or demands of outsiders. The strength of their community, cultural 

constructs, and values are difficult to break through. Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu has experienced 

success and longevity arguably because Garifuna men and women have led it since its inception. 

In addition to being the first and only non-Catholic church to have taken root in Hopkins village 

in a substantial way, LLB has contributed to the growth of Evangelicalism throughout the 

Central America Garifuna Nation through the work of its charismatic leader, Edwin “Herdie” 

Castillo (hereafter referred to as Pastor Herdie, or Castillo). A singer-songwriter who has 

produced several albums, Castillo’s compositions (discussed further in chapter eight) are 

Garifuna-language songs set to Garifuna rhythms, featuring lyrics that express both Evangelical 

beliefs and themes related to Garifuna culture and identity.  

 This chapter and the next explore the intersections of doctrine, faith, Garifunaduáü, and 

musical practice at Castillo’s church, Ligisili Lareini Bungiu.1 The first section of the chapter 

provides an overview of scholarship on Evangelical worship in Latin America and the Caribbean 

and establishes my theoretical framework. It then offers a brief history of LLB and a description 

of its connections to national and international Evangelical networks. The second part takes a 

detailed look at the core teachings and doctrines of Garifuna Evangelicals in Hopkins, showing 
                                                
1 In Hopkins, Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu is rarely referred to by its formal name. It is most commonly called “the 
Evangelical church” or “Herdie’s church.” 
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how this spiritual community is re-conceptualizing Garifunaduáü and engaging with pressing 

political, cultural, and socioeconomic circumstances in Hopkins. This section places Garifuna 

Evangelical faith, values, and ritual practices in conversation with the beliefs and practies of the 

Garifuna Catholic Church and traditional Garifuna spirituality in order to illuminate the ways 

Evangelicalism is presented as a social and spiritual alternative for Garinagu. 

 The next chapter builds upon this one by offering an analysis of musical practice at 

Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu, paying special attention to the compositions of Pastor Herdie Castillo 

and exploring the ways that his music is articulating notions of Garifunaness in the present day. 

Ultimately, using principles from Christian Smith’s (1998) subcultural identity theory, I argue 

that this music—and its surrounding Garifuna Evangelical culture—signals the emergence of a 

new subculture within the Garifuna Nation. 

 

Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu: The Church of the Kindness of God 

 Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu (LLB) is a non-denominational Evangelical church founded in 

1980 by a Hopkins native named Guadalupe Rubio. Today, she is an outspoken, matronly, 

bespectacled woman who earns cash by working as a seamstress, weaves baskets as a hobby, and 

loves peppering conversations with praises to God (and the occasional mild curse word, when 

she needs to make a point) (see Figure 7.1). Rubio began the church as a Bible study out of her 

home after becoming an Evangelical Christian as a result of hearing Billy Graham Bible studies 

broadcast on the radio. Having grown up in the Catholic Church along with rest of the village, it 

was a weighty decision for Rubio—one with measurable social implications—to leave 

Catholicism and become an Evangelical. In the beginning, Rubio and her family (including her 
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seven daughters) faced ostracism and verbal abuse from fellow students, neighbors, and even the 

school principal because of her decision to convert to Evangelicalism. Rubio explains: 

GR: My kids were starting to be abused at school….[they were] complaining that the 
principal was making fun of them at school, and the kids would just cry when they would 
come home and tell me about it. [The principal told them], “Your mom have her own 
church, let her find her own school.” 
LP: Oh, he didn’t like that you were starting a new church. 
GR: Yep. And they were abused. To the point of crying when they come home. 
LP: What church was the principal going to? 
GR: Catholic church, that was the only church in the village… And inside I’m hurt, I’m 
in pain. I would go into my room and I would sob, I would cry. I even talk to God, 
[praying], “God, when I was not involved with You I never had these problems. Now that 
I am, how come You’re not taking care of me? Look at what my children are going 
through! What are You doing?” (Rubio 2012) 
 

 Despite opposition and struggle, Rubio remained devoted to her new faith and the church 

slowly and steadily grew. Shortly after her conversion in the early 1980s, she met Steve Shank, a 

Mennonite missionary working in Belize’s Stann Creek District who encouraged Rubio to start a 

Bible study in Hopkins. Shank began regularly visiting Hopkins to encourage the new church 

members in their faith, lead Sunday services, and bring literature for Bible studies. Eventually, 

Guadalupe became the church’s pastor and continued to cultivate her relationship with Steve 

Shank and his church in the United States. Through him, Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu became 

connected with Eastern Mennonite Missions (EMM), an Anabaptist mission agency in 

Pennsylvania.  
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 After eight years of leadership, Rubio stepped down from her position as pastor of LLB 

and in 1989 the church appointed the current pastor, Herdie Castillo. Now in his late forties, tall 

and lanky with short dreadlocked hair, a beaming smile and youthful energy, the charismatic 

Castillo has become a popular musician throughout Central America (see Figure 7.2). His music 

is a core component in what he sees as his mission to impact Garifuna culture for Christ. When 

Castillo became the pastor at LLB, Shank’s church funded his participation in Youth Evangelism 

Service (YES), a training program that operates under EMM. The goals of YES are outlined on 

their website: 

YES is about helping young adults find their place in the midst of what God is doing in 
the world. After an initial discipleship plunge in the U.S., teams are sent to their 
assignment locations. . . . On-site training, intense personal mentoring, international 
teams, and involvement in cutting-edge disciple-making allow participants to experience 
God in new ways and be equipped to live out His calling in the world. (www.emm.org) 
 

Castillo participated in a YES training program in Baltimore for three months. He subsequently 

returned to Hopkins equipped with the skills necessary to lead a church and an understanding of 

Figure 7.1: Guadalupe Rubio on the lane in front of her home in Hopkins (2015). 
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the Christian faith grounded in the Anabaptist tradition. With roots in the Protestant Reformation 

of 16th century Europe, Anabaptists (meaning “re-baptizer� or �one who baptizes again�) believe 

that baptism, as a transformative rite, needs to be consciously chosen by the individual. For this 

reason Anabaptists reject the tradition of infant baptism. Anabaptists also see the Bible as their 

only true authority and guide, so that believers do not need to rely on the special training or 

knowledge of clergy. They place great emphasis on individual study of the Bible and holy, 

righteous living (www.emm.org).  

 A core tenet of mission-oriented Anabaptists is that the gospel (the good news of 

salvation through Jesus Christ) is relevant to every culture in every time. As such, the motto of 

EMM is “Going where the church is not . . . yet,” expressing the conviction that the church can, 

and will, thrive in every corner of the globe. EMM operates under fifteen guiding principles, 

many of which emphasize cultural sensitivity and diversity. 2 The beliefs of Anabaptists and 

organizations like EMM allow space for Christianity to be indigenized, or adapted to suit local 

contexts and cultures. This perspective has profoundly shaped the trajectory and goals of Ligilisi 

Lareini Bungiu in Hopkins. However, while LLB retains some ties to this organization, they do 

not strongly identify as being part of the EMM mission, nor do they overtly identify as a 

“Mennonite” church.  

                                                
2 Three of EMM’s guiding statements emphasize cultural sensitivity: “We send workers as learners. Because the 
places and people groups to which we go usually represent cultures different than our own, we anticipate and 
welcome surprises regarding the forms and expressions the Christian community will take. We engage in cross-
cultural ministry with humility and respect . . . Our witness is incarnational. Jesus dwells within the witnessing 
believer in the fullness of the Spirit. We work at bonding with persons in the new culture, learning the local 
language, and taking practical steps to grasp and function within the worldview of our host culture . . .We encourage 
and equip local leaders to lead in their own ministry contexts. We believe that all local and regional churches are 
gifted with the resources they need for participation in the global Body of Christ. We encourage local leadership as 
soon as possible. We work to eliminate patterns of co-dependency rooted in our need to help or to sustain.” (Okanya 
2014:22-23) 
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 LLB’s international connections continue to grow and strengthen. One American 

missionary, Ann Hinrichs, has been particularly influential in the evolution of LLB’s musical 

practice, values, and expressions of faith. Since 1994, the Minneapolis-based missionary has 

been facilitating mission trips to Hopkins in partnership with Castillo and his church. Working 

through several different Evangelical organizations based in the United States, Hinrichs has led 

teams of missionaries to Hopkins to engage with the community through activities such as 

prayer, musical worship, marriage and women’s conferences, seminars on parenting skills and 

communication, and music classes at the primary school. On each trip, Castillo guides the team 

Figure 7.2: Edwin �Herdie� Castillo and his wife, Victoria Castillo 
(Photograph by Ann Hinrichs, 2013. Used with permission). 
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toward current needs of the village and church (Hinrichs 2013). 

 A singer and musician, one of Hinrichs’ major foci over the years has been Castillo’s 

development as a musician. This has manifested itself in two major ways: encouraging him to 

develop a musical style that both reflects his Evangelical faith and is uniquely Garifuna, and 

providing resources for Castillo to record and distribute his albums. Hinrichs describes her 

involvement in the beginning of Pastor Herdie’s musical career: 3 

We sent him to Guatemala to do a recording in a little studio there, and then he sent me 
the master. I took it to the studio and I got a friend to volunteer his time, so we did all the 
mixing and mastering and it was put onto a cassette tape. We did his first and second 
album. A year later he had another ten songs, but his growth was so fast it was hard to 
keep up with. . . . And then when CDs came out, I said, “You know Herdie, I think we 
should do CDs and cassettes.” So then I would donate my time with another friend and 
we’d do the artwork, and all the layout, and the other friend would do the mixing and 
mastering, and we raised money for the duplication. (Hinrichs 2013) 
 

Castillo’s albums have been distributed throughout Central America, especially among Garifuna 

communities in Belize and Honduras. One can find his CDs for sale in the nearby town of 

Dangriga and a few shops in Hopkins, and Castillo also sells them directly. As the years have 

gone by, he has become more independent in the production and distribution of his music, and 

now mainly records in a studio in nearby Dangriga.  

 International organizations have played a crucial role in Castillo’s development as a 

musician and emergence as the “voice” of Garifuna Evangelicals, but the influence of U.S. 

Evangelicalism on LLB’s beliefs and style of worship music is limited. Organizations, resources, 

and teachings from the United States have certainly helped shape the culture and musical 

practices at LLB, but from the beginning, foreign missionaries have approached LLB as a 

                                                
3 The studio that Castillo recorded at is Viña, a non-profit Christian ministry. The organization produces videos, 
radio programs, music recordings, and recordings of Biblical passages in indigenous languages. Viña’s goal is “to 
carry on the vision of providing God’s Word for the minority groups through the use of nationals using high 
technology to produce Biblical materials appropriate for oral cultures” (vinyastudios.org). 
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Garifuna church, led by Garifuna people practicing and prioritizing Garifuna culture. There was 

never a period of time in which missionaries forbade the congregation to participate in Garifuna 

cultural practices, nor was the congregation ever requested to perform U.S. praise and worship 

music in lieu of Garifuna musical styles. This level of agency and lack of pressure from outside 

forces is, I believe, a primary reason that LLB has survived while all other non-Catholic 

churches have had difficulties developing in Hopkins. In comparison to many cases of 

Evangelical “church plants” across the developing world wherein local churches retain strong 

social, financial, and doctrinal ties to their parent church or organization, LLB is largely locally-

funded and locally-run. 4  

 The Garifuna Evangelical community is still somewhat fragmented and churches operate 

independently of one another, but Garifuna Evangelicals do find some support through an 

organization called the Evangelical Garifuna Council (EGC). Founded in Brooklyn in 1995 by a 

Garifuna pastor, this transnational, inter-denominational organization exists in an effort to unite 

Garifuna Evangelical Christians in doctrine and culture and provide networking resources. The 

EGC holds annual meetings during which Garifuna Evangelical leaders from across the Garifuna 

Nation come together for prayer, worship, and fellowship. These conventions provide important 

spaces for leaders to find solidarity and articulate common goals with a group of like-minded 

people who are usually separated by hundreds of miles. Worship through music plays an 

important role in these gatherings, for in addition to being a vehicle for spiritual communion, the 

performance of Evangelical songs helps build a common culture for the transnational Garifuna 

Evangelical community. 

 
                                                
4 A “church plant” refers to a church started by a pre-existing “parent” church. In the context of Hopkins, a church 
plant refers to congregations begun by missionaries from churches or organizations in the United States or Canada. 
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Factors in Conversion: Why Evangelicalism Has Exploded 

 The process of Christian evangelism in the postcolonial era looks very different from that 

of the colonial era. Missionary activity is now mainly a matter of “saving souls” without the 

political or economic undertones of the past. This has altered methods and motivations of 

evangelism. In her exploration of Protestantism in Guatemala, Virginia Garrard-Burnett explains 

that until the middle of the twentieth century, Central American missionaries taught not only a 

new spiritual doctrine, but also an entirely new culture. In their failure to “extricate culture from 

spirituality. . . conversion required not merely the rejection of Catholicism, but also the 

renunciation of a cultural identity that in effect sentenced new converts to a life permanently 

severed from the coherent and internally logical corpus of custom, kin, and economy that had 

once defined their world" (Garrard-Burnett 1998:xi-xii).  

In the latter half of the 20th century, there occurred an important shift in missionizing 

strategies, so that cultural sensitivity is now a core value of many missionary agencies including 

the aforementioned EMM. This is not to say that converts do not undergo any changes in habit, 

values, or cultural expressions; as this chapter and the next will show, they certainly do. 

However, rather than encouraging communities to completely abandon local cultural practices, 

many missionaries are focused on helping Christianize indigenous cultural practices (a process in 

which indigenous cultural elements are redefined within the context of Christian faith) (Cohen 

1994:51) and indigenize Christianity. Many missionaries also focus on setting up social 

programs that equip and empower local communities, rather than implementing socioeconomic 

programs that create dependency on foreign nations or organizations. In the case of LLB, 

believers have not been coerced or bribed into spiritual submission, and offers of foreign aid and 

social approval are not the primary reason that people are converting. Rather, as my field 
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experiences made clear, they have freely chosen the Evangelical path for themselves, for deeply 

personal reasons.  

 Scholars of religious conversion tend to approach its study from one of two basic frames 

of reference: the perspective that religious conversion is mainly influenced by external variables, 

and the view that conversion is largely based on internal variables. Those in the “internal 

variables” camp posit that it is inner experience, emotional breakthrough, or epiphany that sparks 

religious conversion, which in turn causes changes in perspective, habits, and values that 

contribute to socioeconomic change (Sherman 1997; Sexton 1978; Goldin and Metz 1991; 

Martin 1990).5 In addition to spiritual experiences and psychological transformation, internal 

variables include the need to escape from dysfunctional family dynamics, abuse, alcoholism or 

addiction (the convert’s or a close family member’s). Amy Sherman also reports that many of the 

Guatemalan Evangelicals she interviewed cite dissatisfaction with the Catholic Church as an 

internal reason for conversion (Sherman 1997:40-41).   

 Scholars who focus on external variables (Finke and Stark 1988; Thompson 1974) argue 

that political, social, or economic factors “create the conditions for conversion. In this instance, 

religious change serves as a dependent variable—as something that has to be explained” 

(Sherman 1997:39, italics in original). In Hopkins, an analyst focusing on external variables of 

conversion could—quite convincingly—argue that one of the primary motivations for conversion 

to Evangelicalism is to escape the traditional belief system of the Garinagu, which requires 

compliance in hosting costly ancestor veneration rituals such as dügü. Rejecting traditional 

Garifuna beliefs does liberate individuals from this religious-economic sphere of Garifuna 

society, freeing people to reappropriate funds and resources for other purposes.  
                                                
5 The labels of “internal” and “external” factors in conversion are drawn from an essay by James D. Sexton (1978) 
and are discussed in Sherman (1997:39-43). 
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However, studies that only analyze external variables oversimplify the situation by 

overemphasizing economic and social motivations for religious conversion. This perspective 

belittles the importance of faith, conviction, and spiritual experience that, based on my research 

and personal experience, is a major factor in the conversion of a great many people. I certainly 

acknowledge the nuanced, complex nature of conversion and do not discount the importance of 

external factors. However, because this work focuses on constructions of ethnicity, personal 

identity, and the role of musical practice in expressing faith—all processes which are inherently 

internal and personal—I am more concerned with the internal variables affecting Garifuna 

conversion. In my research I found that it is often for deeply personal reasons of spiritual and 

psychological liberation, personal enlightenment, and growth that individuals have converted to 

Evangelicalism in Hopkins. 

 Evangelicalism has several characteristics that are conducive to its integration into 

Central and Latin American communities (Smith and Prokopy 1999; Smilde 2007; Steigenga 

2002). First, Evangelical churches commonly operate independently of international 

organizations, making it easy for churches to pop up in local communities. Often, local 

Evangelical churches do not identify with a particular denomination. This “non-denominational” 

appellation provides local congregations great freedom to express their faith in ways that are 

familiar and reflective of their ethnic or national identities (Gill 1999:22). Although Ligilisi 

Lareini Bungiu has greatly benefitted from its ties to international Evangelical organizations, 

members do not identify with any particular denomination, and are thus unconstrained by 

anything beyond the core beliefs of Evangelicalism.  

 Secondly, it is far easier for an individual to become an Evangelical preacher than a 

Catholic priest, and in many ways, the process is more flexible and individualistic. While priests 
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are required to undergo rigorous training and adopt life-altering habits (such as celibacy), in 

order to become an Evangelical pastor, all one needs is to feel “called” (Smith and Prokopy 

1999:10). Any person with a vision, a lot of gumption, and perhaps some training can lead his or 

her own Evangelical church. This is not to say that Evangelical pastors do not receive any formal 

education or training, but simply that intensive training is not a prerequisite for the job and can 

take many different forms. The result of this fluidity is that Evangelicalism is more autonomous, 

and therefore more easily indigenized, than religions such as Catholicism that require strict 

adherence to ritual practices, hierarchy, and supervision by overarching institutions. In Latin 

American Religion in Motion, sociologists Christian Smith and Joshua Prokopy argue that 

another explanation for the recent explosion of Evangelical churches in Latin America is the 

simple fact that Evangelical pastors commonly come from the communities in which they are 

establishing churches. They speak the local language, have grown up in the culture, and deeply 

understand the issues faced by their local community, making it easy for them to gain the trust 

and faith of new converts (Smith and Prokopy 1999:10).  

 Thirdly, Smith and Prokopy argue that many Evangelical churches exhibit greater 

flexibility when it comes to doctrine and interpretation of scripture. Indigenized churches tend to 

reinterpret scripture to suit local moral and ethical codes so that individuals can join the church 

without having to problematize their current lifestyles, belief systems or spiritual practices 

(1999:10). This has been the case with most of the Protestant churches established in Hopkins 

over the years, but LLB represents a stark contrast to this trend. This church speaks loudly 

against many local social norms including alcohol consumption, partying, having multiple sexual 

partners, communion with the ancestors, participation in dügü, and machismo. In an interview, 
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Castillo pointed out the difference between his church and those that bend scripture to suit local 

norms in the ways Smith and Prokopy describe: 

I can remember the Assemblies of God church. That was one of the strongest, or the one 
that last the longest, as far as Evangelical churches or other denominations coming into 
Hopkins. But the reason why it survived as long as it did was because the pastor actually 
didn’t stop what they were doing. He was still involved in the [traditional spiritual] 
practices, witchcraft and stuff like that, so people were more tolerant of him. Things 
change when you take a stand. When you start living according to the Word. When you 
start saying there are things in the tradition that the Bible don’t agree with, things start to 
change. And that’s why, in our church back then, we do have a lot of difficulty with them 
because we were considered as a church that is fighting against the culture. (Castillo 
2013) 
 

Castillo engages with local problems and ethics from a Garifuna perspective, but he also labors 

over his interpretations of the scriptures and does not compromise his understanding of the Bible 

to make concessions for longstanding cultural practices.  

 For many years, Castillo’s spiritual convictions were a source of great discord between 

him, the leaders of Holy Family Catholic Church, and practitioners of traditional Garifuna 

spirituality. Castillo and his congregation were accused of forsaking their culture. They were 

seen as a divisive, destructive force within the community. They were criticized as working in 

opposition to the movements of revitalization in Hopkins and the Garifuna Nation. In this sense, 

Evangelicalism in Hopkins was not readily localized. It was a process that took years of 

conversation, trail-and-error, and misunderstanding on the parts of both Evangelicals and 

Catholics in the village. However, while in other cases an unwavering commitment to 

Evangelical doctrine may indeed signal a rejection of one’s indigenous lifeways, arts, and values, 

Castillo has worked to integrate elements of Garifunaness and Evangelicalism without feeling 

that he has compromised either. The Garifuna community has come to recognize his integrity on 

both counts, and Castillo is now lauded by most as a culture-bearer whose life’s work is the 

promotion of Garifuna culture. His music is now sometimes performed during Catholic Church 
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services and school gatherings, and at the National Garifuna Council conference in 2013, 

Castillo was presented with an award recognizing his work to preserve and promote Garifuna 

culture. 

 

Living Garifuna Evangelicalism 

 Evangelical Christians throughout the world share a core set of beliefs: that the Bible is 

the inspired Word of God, that salvation comes through faith in Jesus Christ and acceptance of 

his grace, and that the Holy Trinity (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) are presently at work in 

individual lives and in the world. Evangelicals tend to conceptualize God as forgiving, loving, 

and kind, and emphasize the study of the New Testament of the Bible, which includes the story 

of Jesus. The core doctrines and scriptural readings of Garifuna Evangelical churches align with 

international Evangelical interpretations and beliefs, particularly those of North American, non-

denominational Evangelical and Anabaptist churches. Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu identifies as an 

“independent, interdenominational church” (Castillo 2013), and along with other Garifuna 

Evangelical churches, emphasizes a culturally specific set of ethics and beliefs that aid in the 

construction of an identity that is both Garifuna and Evangelical. 

 LLB promotes a group of practical social principles that are becoming increasingly 

important as Hopkins continues careening into a technologically dependent and tourist-driven 

21st century—a century that has already brought massive socioeconomic change to the village. 

Castillo and his congregation address political, economic, and social factors that were irrelevant 

in the community until the turn of this century, but that must now be acknowledged if the 

Garifuna community is to survive these changes. Through the lens of Evangelicalism, Castillo 

emphasizes several pragmatic principles, all of which anticipate the needs of the community and 
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reach toward the goals of redeeming Garifuna culture and empowering Garifuna people. I have 

compiled the following list based on recurrent themes that appeared in sermons, conversation 

and interviews during the course of research. These include: 

1. Community cooperation and dialogue between Garinagu, expatriates, and other families in 

the village (Chinese, Maya, Creole, Mestizo).  

2. Fiscal responsibility and frugality. 

3. Active political involvement through becoming educated as to opportunities for local and 

national political activism and government grant programs. Knowing one’s rights, especially 

in regard to land ownership. 

4. Cultivating a “holy” lifestyle that includes abstaining from alcohol and drugs, extra-marital 

or pre-marital sex, excessive partying, cursing, crude or selfish behavior. 

5. The importance of education and training for the work force. 

6. The importance of passing on the values and cultural practices of Garifunaduáü to village 

youth, raising them up with a sense of who they are as Garinagu, yet educating and 

equipping them to thrive in the rapidly pluralizing environment of Hopkins. 

7. Empowering women to know their value and strength, to seek healthy, mutually beneficial 

relationships with men and to uphold the nuclear family. The Garifuna Evangelical view of 

marriage reflects U.S. Christian values of monogamy, a two-parent home, mutual respect, 

and equal partnership.6  

                                                
6 Many of these values are emphasized in Protestant churches across the globe. For example, Amy Sherman outlines 
similar shifts in behavior and values among Evangelical Maya communities in Guatemala (Sherman 1997:45-49; 
also see Brusco 1993 and Smilde 2007). Members of LLB follow these practices to different extents. There seems to 
be a “core group” of congregants who adhere quite closely to these habits, as well as more “peripheral” members who 
do not attend church as regularly or who do not follow some of the more specific teachings of the Evangelical 
church. I have spoken with a few individuals in Hopkins who used to belong to LLB but, when they failed (or chose 
not to) adhere to certain habits espoused by the church, felt ostracized and rejected by Evangelical leaders and 
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 Castillo is particularly vocal about the role that politics should play in Hopkins, the role 

of the church within the political sphere, and the importance of bipartisanship. He teaches the 

importance of education, political empowerment, and community engagement nearly as much as 

he preaches the importance of prayer, fellowship, and communion with God. In a conversation 

about these topics and the political bickering that has divided the community for decades, 

Castillo’s wife Victoria eloquently summed up LLB’s vision for Hopkins. The following 

quotation shows the extent to which LLB’s leadership entwines faith with political action and 

economic empowerment: 

Education and unity have been our problem for years, and our dream, our desire, is how 
can we educate our people to know that you can do different things that could benefit you 
as a person, your family, and the community? How could we as a people improve? What 
can we, as a village, do so we can really improve? And a lot of people don’t seem to see 
it that way. They just see their heartache, themselves, not caring about how they could, as 
a people, move on in a positive way rather than bickering and fighting about politics. 
(Castillo 2013) 
 

 The leaders at LLB are passionate about uniting the community in order to effectively 

respond to the massive changes coming to the village as foreigners continue to buy land, open 

businesses, and assert their (very North American) desires and standards regarding the growth of 

this small village. In Castillo’s mind, if the Garinagu of Hopkins do not find a way to put aside 

their “petty” differences and come together regardless of religious beliefs, political affiliations, 

or personal dramas, the village will quickly devolve into a place where tourist dollars reign, and 

where families who have lived there for generations will become disenfranchised on multiple 

levels. Castillo is trying to equip his community with the skills and knowledge necessary to adapt 

before it is too late. Faith plays a central role in this process, as Castillo uses a combination of 

                                                                                                                                                       
subsequently left the church. It does appear that there is some level of social pressure for individuals to conform as 
fully as possible to the lifestyle, beliefs and habits of the Evangelical church. 
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scripture, Evangelical doctrines, and examples from his (and others’) testimonies to frame these 

issues. 

Core Beliefs of Garifuna Evangelicals 

  The remainder of the chapter is devoted to illuminating the doctrines and beliefs of 

Garifuna Evangelicals according to the four major faith-related themes that emerged through the 

course of research via conversations, sermons, interviews, and song lyrics. Below, each theme is 

discussed on its own terms and placed in conversation with the teachings of the Catholic Church 

and traditional Garifuna spirituality. I have constructed the names of these categories based on 

vocabulary commonly used by Evangelical Christians throughout North and Central America 

(Smith 1998; Sherman 1997; Smilde 2007), as well as Evangelical Christians in Hopkins: 

I. An individual faith: Cultivating a personal relationship with Jesus 

II. Faith based on love 

III. Rejecting the unbiblical aspects of Garifuna culture and exposing Satan’s hold on the village 

IV. Redeeming Garifuna culture for Christ 

 The first two of these core beliefs can be viewed through the sociological concept of the 

reference group, or in-group, which is “a set of individuals whose standing or perspective is 

taken into account by an actor when selecting a course of action or when making a judgment 

about a specific issue” (Farmer 1992, quoted in Smith 1998:105). These convictions (the 

cultivation of an individual faith, and faith based on love) stem from an Evangelical 

interpretation of scripture and are strengthened in reference to a like-minded spiritual 

community. They tell Garifuna Evangelicals who they are and what they believe, and they shape 

the attitudes, artistic expressions, and lifestyle choices of Garifuna Evangelicals within the 

church and larger community.  
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 The latter two beliefs stem from the concept of “negative reference groups,” meaning 

they hinge on who Garifuna Evangelicals are not and what they do not believe. As Christian 

Smith points out, this defining of in-groups and out-groups is very powerful in binding a 

community together:  

The disagreements and frictions that can arise between different social groups typically 
bolster their members’ identification with, commitment to, and investment in their 
respective groups. . . . There is nothing quite like an outside threat or enemy to bring 
people together, make them set aside their differences, and increase their dedication and 
loyalty to the group. (Smith 1998:114)  
 

I. An Individual Faith: Cultivating a �Personal Relationship� with Jesus 

 Evangelicalism is a religion that places great emphasis on individual agency. It teaches 

that every person can have a personal relationship with Christ through prayer, Bible study, and 

fellowship (being in community with other believers). The roots of individualism in 

Evangelicalism stretch back to the Reformation in the 16th century, and in the past century, most 

Evangelical leaders stressed the importance of individual faith and personal conduct in enacting 

larger societal changes (Smith 1998:189). Billy Graham, the American evangelist whose 

teachings prompted the conversion of Guadalupe Rubio, preached, “International problems are 

only reflections of individual problems. Sin is sin, be it personal or social. . . . Social sins, after 

all, are merely a large-scale projection of individual sin” (quoted in Smith 1998:190). 

Evangelicals believe that once an individual realizes they are divinely loved, they will naturally 

begin to share their Godly qualities and gifts, thus creating a ripple effect with large-scale 

societal impacts. Therefore, rather than focusing on abstract discussions of national or global 

issues, many Evangelical churches—LLB included—tend to focus on the sanctification and 

empowerment of the individual. This focus on individual communion with God contrasts with 

the teachings of the Catholic Church. There, a (male) hierarchy of clergy, the Vatican, and the 
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pope mediate one’s relationship to God. Historically, the Catholic Church has emphasized 

salvation through church-organized rituals and prayers, while Evangelicalism teaches that 

salvation comes through a personal, intimate relationship with God.  

Women and the Garifuna Evangelical Church 

 The Evangelical teaching that each person is unique and special has greatly impacted 

converts in Hopkins. This message has been particularly appealing to women, who form the 

majority of LLB’s congregation. As explained in chapter five, Hopkins has historically been a 

place where religious life is deeply rooted in Catholicism and traditional Garifuna spirituality—

two religious systems that emphasize the well being of the collective over that of the individual. 

Women have always been at the center of Garifuna spiritual life. In the ritual of dügü, women 

are responsible for preparing and providing food and drink, leading songs and dances for the 

ancestors, and are usually the ones to become possessed by ancestor spirits. However, many 

Garifuna women with whom I spoke (both Evangelicals and Catholics) revealed that they do not 

feel free or empowered by the responsibilities placed upon them by traditional Garifuna rituals. 

On the contrary, they feel controlled and burdened by the demands of the ancestors and the 

family. Evangelicalism offers liberation from this spiritual belief system because of its emphasis 

on each woman’s inherent value, not her value within a religious system over which she has little 

control. This is one reason that Evangelicalism has become an attractive spiritual alternative for 

some Garifuna women.  

 Additionally, women in the Evangelical church are encouraged to seek their self-worth in 

a supportive community and loving God, not through relationships with men. Many Garifuna 

Evangelical women have been empowered through their faith to leave abusive or unfaithful 

husbands, to pursue education and economic advancement, and to find social support through the 
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church. Studies conducted among Evangelicals in Colombia (Butler Flora 1976; Brusco 1993), 

Brazil (Mariz and Machado 1997), and Venezuela (Maldonado 1993) also provide evidence of 

this dynamic. In all cases, scholars found that conversion to Evangelicalism led to the 

empowerment of women and the breakdown of machismo in both private and public spheres 

(Steigenga & Smilde 1999:174-175). As Evangelicals, women are encouraged to think for 

themselves, to take ownership of their bodies and actions, and to use their resources in ways that 

benefit them and their immediate family. This shift in attitude toward money and economy has 

become more commonplace throughout the village at this point in time, but thirty years ago, it 

was revolutionary. The external variables of money and social advancement surely play a role in 

the conversion of some women, but their stated reasons have more to do with the internal 

variables of psychological freedom, emotional health, and personal empowerment they have 

found as Evangelicals. 

Individual Bible Study and the Personal Testimony  

 Evangelicals believe that it is through personal study of the Bible that God speaks to his 

people, and that this is one of the primary modes through which individuals become convicted to 

take moral and social responsibility for their lives. In the following interview excerpt, Alice, an 

opinionated young mother of five, stepdaughter of Castillo, and advocate of women’s rights, 

explains why she believes personal study of the Bible is a more effective way to get people to 

change their behaviors than the Catholic Church’s approach: 

AN: There’s the scripture stating, “Do not commit adultery.” Bam! There comes the 
scripture stating, “You will not fornicate.” And the pastor doesn’t have to tell you not to 
do those things, the scripture is already telling you. And if you have a conscience, you 
will listen and hear. . . . The Word of God is just there to tell you how to live your life 
and how to go about doing it better, whereas in the Catholic Church, they just preach 
about Holy Mary or whatever, and the pastor does not specifically speak about it. But if 
you’re a person who reads and knows your Bible, the scriptures will speak to your heart 
and are there to rein you in. 
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LP: So maybe they don’t feel the same level of conviction in the Catholic Church 
because there’s not the emphasis on getting into the Bible yourself?  
AN: Yeah. (Nunez 2012) 
 

By understanding and implementing Biblical teachings on a personal level, Garifuna 

Evangelicals strive to take full responsibility for the cultivation of their faith, habits, thought 

patterns and actions and use their faith to enact helpful lifestyle changes. In his work among 

Evangelicals in Caracas, Venezuela, David Smilde witnessed this same phenomenon at work. He 

calls this the cultivation of “project identities,” meaning that Evangelicals “develop a proactive 

sense of agency with which they can change aspects of their life circumstances” (Smilde 

2007:28). The result of intertwining individual faith and the formation of habits is that any 

resulting lifestyle modifications are perceived as coming from within, not being imposed from 

the outside. In theory, this means that behavior modifications (abstaining from drinking alcohol 

and extramarital sex, pursuing higher education, etc.) are more sustainable as they come from a 

place of deep personal conviction. 

 Because Evangelicalism is a belief system based on individual faith and convictions, 

believers place great emphasis on repeatedly articulating personal stories that illuminate the work 

of God in one’s life. These stories, referred to as “personal testimonies,” include accounts of 

conversion and narratives of transformed physical, emotional, relational, or economic 

circumstances. They act as one of the central modes through which Evangelicals understand and 

share God’s transformative presence. David Smilde, among others, includes the personal 

testimony among the core tools an Evangelical has at his or her disposal when sharing the gospel 

in the world. Indeed, quite regularly at LLB�s Sunday services, individuals will step onstage and 

give their testimonies. Sometimes people share current situations in which they see God at work 
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in their lives, and at other times individuals tell their story of conversion—the set of 

circumstances that compelled them to find Jesus.  

 For some, conversion happens dramatically, in an instant, and for others it is a process 

undergone over time. Often, individuals find themselves in some kind of troublesome situation, 

and when conversion occurs, their affliction miraculously resolves itself, or they develop a 

transcendent acceptance of the way things are. There are several behavioral or lifestyle changes 

that are commonly perceived as new converts begin to align their lives with scriptural principles. 

These include abstinence from alcohol, overcoming drug addictions, transforming their work 

ethic to become more productive and better able to provide for their family, a new appreciation 

for marriage relationships, greater harmony and equality in the home, or valuing and pursuing 

education for themselves and their children. These physical, emotional and circumstantial 

changes are viewed as clear evidence of God’s work and are crucial components in the 

construction of an Evangelical faith. Scholars throughout the Americas have found many of these 

same tropes at the forefront of personal testimonies (Sherman 1997; Smilde 2007; Smith 1998). 7   

 Storytelling provides an overarching, meaningful narrative to one’s life and faith, and is 

an important component of both Garifunaduáü and Evangelicalism. In this way, telling and 

retelling the story of conversion serves similar purposes to the telling of the Garifuna historical 

narrative. It reminds individuals, families and churches where they have come from, articulates 

how struggles were overcome, and helps to construct a vision of where individuals and families 

are going. The construction of personal testimonies also helps Garifuna Evangelicals strengthen 

and internalize their interpretations of scripture. For example, when asked how the members of 

                                                
7 Because the telling of the personal testimony is central to the faith of Evangelicals, I include the testimony of 
Guadalupe Rubio in Appendix 1. Her narrative touches on many of the themes listed here and is a rich example of 
this Evangelical cultural tool.!
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his congregation came to the conviction that they shouldn’t participate in dügü, Castillo 

explained: 

I think the most reliable thing we did hang onto is our own personal testimonies, our own 
personal experiences with our culture. For every Garifuna person who becomes a 
Christian, you go through a time of testing where you’re threatened, where your people 
would get involved in the Garifuna rituals and stuff like that, and it becomes obvious to 
us more and more that our traditional practices is not of God. (Castillo 2013) 
 

Through the narrative of personal testimony, Biblical teachings are vivified and become 

cemented within each congregant�s life. Personal testimonies enable scriptures to be transformed 

from abstract, ancient texts into vehicles of personal conviction that tangibly affect a person�s 

life. 

“Personal testimonies” play an important role in evangelism, another primary aspect of 

Evangelicalism. Evangelicals believe that God can, and will, use anyone to “share the gospel” 

and that anyone can be a missionary in this sense. The conviction to spread the gospel is based 

on Matthew 28: 16-20, in which Jesus charges his apostles with what is commonly referred to by 

Christians as “the Great Commission,” the instruction to spread his teachings throughout the 

world.8 Several strategies are employed in sharing the gospel, and in many Evangelical churches 

and organizations throughout the world, great attention is paid to strategizing and equipping 

congregants in this quest. Some of these techniques include door-to-door evangelizing, handing 

out reading materials and tracts, preaching on street corners, making music with Evangelical 

messages, or more subtle approaches that include inviting friends to church events, talking about 

one’s faith during daily conversation, and sharing one’s personal testimony. 
                                                
8 The story of Jesus’ giving of the “Great Commission” is recorded in Matthew 28: 16-20, which reads, “Then the 
eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain where Jesus had told them to go. When they saw him, they 
worshiped him; but some doubted. Then Jesus came to them and said, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been 
given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son 
and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you 
always, to the very end of the age” (NIV). 
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 As Evangelicals come to view themselves as chosen by God to share the gospel, they 

begin to employ an evangelizing strategy that Christian Smith calls the “personal influence 

strategy” or “relationalist strategy,” in which, “Evangelicals see themselves as uniquely 

possessing a distinctively effective means of social change: working through personal 

relationships to allow God to transform human hearts from the inside-out, so that all ensuing 

social change will be thorough and long-lasting” (Smith 1998:188). These approaches to 

evangelism represent yet another way that this religious system promotes individual 

responsibility for enacting change on individual and societal levels. While Evangelicals believe 

in salvation by grace, not works, most feel some level of conviction that they are called to share 

the gospel of Christ. Castillo, for example, feels called to share the gospel among Garinagu in 

Central America. As such, his music, teachings, and church are all reaching toward this goal.  

II. Faith Based on Love 

 Evangelicalism teaches that it is through a relationship with God that inner 

transformation occurs. Very regularly, Pastor Castillo preaches about not obeying God out of 

fear, or because obedience is expected of Evangelical Christians, but out of love, gratitude and 

trust in Him. Evangelicals believe that those who experience God’s divine love respond with 

action—that knowing God cares for them prompts a person to be less judgmental, quicker to 

forgive, more obedient to Biblical principles, and more loving.  

 Garifuna Evangelicals criticize Catholicism and traditional Garifuna spirituality as two 

religious systems that use “scare tactics” to keep people faithful. These “scare tactics” are said to 

include social pressure, mind games, derogatory name-calling, and social rejection. During 

Castillo’s Easter Sunday sermon in April 2013, he talked as he often does, about the hold that 

traditional Garifuna spirituality (which he often refers to as “witchcraft”) has on Hopkins village, 
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and implied that the Catholic Church’s tolerance of traditional rituals is damaging the village by 

preventing people from moving forward socially, spiritually and even economically. He 

preached, 

Witchcraft is not of God. Look at Galations 5:20.9 When you are forced psychologically 
to participate in anything, it’s a sign that it’s not of God. God says love can only be 
genuine if it’s out of free will—God isn’t into scare tactics. We do what we do for God 
because we love him and because he loves us, not out of fear. (Castillo 2013) 
 

Castillo then explained that among religious groups who rely on �scare tactics� to keep the group 

intact, “fear becomes the glue which keeps the operation going.” These tactics, he believes, are 

effective only when human relationships and social approval are a person’s top priority, but that 

they lose power if one prioritizes something bigger, such as personal relationship with God.  

 Within the literature on traditional Garifuna spirituality and in dominant Garifuna cultural 

narratives, the stated goals of the dügü ceremony are to restore family solidarity, reinforce values 

of reciprocity, remembrance and love, heal afflictions, and placate the ancestor spirits. Indeed, in 

many ways the dügü acts as a positive, unifying event for a family, and plays a powerful role in 

the expression and celebration of Garifuna identity (Flores 2001; Greene 1998; Servio-Mariano 

2010). However, less often discussed in scholarship, but nonetheless very real, is the element of 

fear in dügü. There is fear that the ancestor spirits will not be pleased with a family’s efforts, fear 

that they will exact retribution on their descendants, and fear that if one chooses not to 

participate in dügü, harm will be done. Families hosting a dügü labor over preparations and 

proceedings to ensure that the event will be pleasing to the ancestors, for if it is not, loved ones 

may fall ill, suffer a tragedy, or even die. Sometimes, participants in dügü come away distressed 

                                                
9 Galatians 5:19-21 reads: “The acts of the flesh are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry 
and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and envy; drunkenness, 
orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God” 
(NIV). 
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and afraid, having been rebuked by the ancestors for their behavior. Sometimes, ancestor spirits 

tell participants that they or a close family member is going to die soon. At other times, ancestors 

speaking through their descendants will exhibit aggressive, angry, or erratic behavior, and 

sometimes, those who have been possessed (usually women) will fall unconscious or ill for some 

time after possession (Nunez 2013, Martinez 2012, Castillo 2013). Given the level of celebration 

and positive attention that the practice of dügü receives from Garifuna traditionalists and many in 

academia, I was astonished by the number of people (of all genders, ages, and religious 

convictions) I spoke with in Belize who claimed that they do not like to participate in dügü for 

these reasons. For example, one elder in the Catholic Church—the type of person I fully 

expected to also be an enthusiastic supporter of dügü ceremonies—quietly confided in an 

interview:10  

X: I go to dügü. I am a Garifuna, but I am not fully interested in dügü. There’s something 
there that I don’t like. I don’t feel comfortable. People ask me to go cook for dügü, but I 
don’t do it. Even getting close there and with that drum, I stay with that fear. This is me. I 
stay with fear, I don’t feel comfortable being there all the time.  
LP: But when it’s your family. . . ? 
X: I just feel like I should be there, and do what I have to do, and get out. And I feel 
uncomfortable. There’s something there. I don’t know what it is.  
LP: Have you ever caught a spirit [become possessed]? 
X: One time. 
LP: How old were you? 
X: I was in my thirties. Maybe that’s why I don’t feel comfortable. I remember that 
experience, and I walk around [afterwards] like I feel shame, it’s not a good feeling. 
 

Another Catholic elder and lay minister, Jessie Nunez, is more outspoken in her rejection of 

dügü: 

JN: We as Catholics are taught the first commandment says “You cannot believe 
anything to be as powerful as God, or to fear God’s creatures like you would fear God.” 
And that’s what’s going on there. I don’t go to dügü! 
LP: You don’t? 

                                                
10!Because of the sensitive nature of this exchange, I have chosen not to identify this individual by name.!
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JN: I don’t go to dügü! I don’t! I’m Catholic! I don’t!  
LP: Okay. Did you go growing up? Did your family?  
JN: My grandparents, this was on my mother’s side, were not for it. They did not believe. 
. . . and I’m open with the fact I don’t believe. I know my relatives, I know my 
grandparents, and the things I hear going on with dügü, that’s not grandpa, that’s not 
grandma. You know? And I’m serious! And they say, “They are guardian angels.” The 
devil’s angels are moving among us just like our guardian angels. We don’t see them, but 
they hear everything that we are saying. 
LP: So you believe that something spiritual is actually happening in dügü. It’s not fake, 
but it’s not your ancestors? 
JN: That’s it. If there’s any spirit, I more believe it’s an evil spirit because of the things 
that I see or hear from there.  
LP: What kinds of things? 
JN: It’s so negative. They say when they are possessed, they’ll say hurtful things to their 
family members. Or if I don’t like you, I pretend there’s a spirit in me and tell you off. I 
don’t think that’s family. That’s the devil. 
. . .  
LP: What do you think their motivation is for doing dügü?  
JN: I think it’s spiritual and it’s mostly a fear. Like my cousin tell me, “Hm! Aren’t you 
afraid to not go and offer food, to not participate? You’re not afraid they’re gonna come 
after you?” “Uh uh. They’re not God!” I’ve told them. I don’t believe that any spirit can 
harm me if I’m putting my trust in the Lord. (Nunez 2013). 

 
These kinds of personal accounts help contextualize ongoing religious and cultural choices in 

Garifuna communities, and bring to light perspectives often overshadowed in dominant 

discussions of Garifuna culture. For the purpose of my research, these narratives and others like 

them illuminate an influential internal variable in religious conversion (the avoidance of personal 

shame, fear, and discomfort). They may also help explain why an increasing number of Garinagu 

are showing an interest in Evangelical Christianity and as discussed in chapter five, a more 

orthodox Catholic faith.  

 LLB consistently teaches that personal, relational, and social change stem from one’s 

love for God, and one’s willingness to receive love from God. This is a contrast to some of the 

deeply engrained, longstanding religious teachings in Hopkins. As described, dynamics between 

ancestor spirits and living Garinagu often involve pressure, guilt, or fear. In some ways, the 

Catholic Church also emphasizes fear of God as motivation for moral living and good behavior. 
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The Catholic Encyclopedia, a comprehensive collection of Catholic beliefs and teachings first 

published in New York between 1907 and 1912, states that the fear of God, “fills us with a 

sovereign respect for God, and makes us dread, above all things, to offend Him” (Herbermann 

1910). This concept is based on St. Thomas Aquinas’s idea of “filial fear”—the fear of offending 

a loved one—rather than “servile fear,” or the fear of punishment. At LLB, the overt message (as 

preached by Castillo and heard in his music) is that personal change and holy living comes 

through recognizing and accepting God’s love. But many Evangelical churches, including LLB 

in a more implicit manner, also employ the concept of filial fear to motivate people to put their 

faith in Christ, change behaviors, or adopt new habits. Regardless of whether the Evangelical 

approach is actually fundamentally different, the important point is that Garifuna Evangelicals 

view their position�obeying God out of love, not fear�as a radical alternative to the teachings 

of the Catholic Church and Garifuna traditionalists.  

III. Rejecting Unbiblical Aspects of the Culture  

 One of the central negative reference points for Garifuna Evangelicals is their 

dissociation from the practices of the Catholic Church and traditional Garifuna spirituality. Since 

the 1980s, newly converted Garifuna Evangelicals have not only distanced themselves from the 

dügü ceremony itself and stopped attending services at the Catholic Church, but they also refrain 

from dancing many traditional Garifuna dances, many of which are either imbued with spiritual 

significances or seen by Evangelicals as licentious. The core conflict between Evangelicalism 

and traditional Garifuna spirituality stems Evangelicals� belief that the “ancestor spirits” that 

possess and speak to participants during these ceremonies are, in truth, demonic forces. 

Evangelicals believe that once a person dies, his or her soul leaves the earth and cannot make 
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contact with the living.11 Therefore, the spiritual forces purporting to be one’s grandmother or 

great-grandfather in the dügü temple are impostors. Evangelicals beliefs they are not benevolent, 

loving ancestors at all, but demons trying to trick, control, harm and destroy. Moreover, Garifuna 

Evangelicals view ancestors’ requests for ceremonies, which require significant expenditures on 

food, hiring a buyei and drummers, the construction of a thatch temple, libations, and sacrifices, 

as unreasonable “demands” that simply further cycles of poverty, ignorance, and 

misappropriated funds in the community.  

 The following two interview excerpts illustrate the Evangelical conviction not to 

participate in dügü, and the belief that the spirits present in the dabuyaba, or dügü temple, are 

�demonic forces.� The first comes from an interview with LLB’s founder, and the second from a 

conversation with Castillo’s stepdaughter, Alice: 

If you’re there [at dügü], doing what the spirit of your grandma, your mom, or whoever, 
wants you to do—if they’re asking you to do something for them, and you’ve done it all, 
why would they come and hurt you, honey? It’s because it’s not them! It’s not them! 
Your loving mother, your grandma, your pa, your grandpa? They love you when they 
were alive and they gonna die and come break your neck so you can give them something 
you never had? That’s crazy! That is stupid! So. I told my sister hell no! I ain’t gonna be 
in that. (Rubio 2012) 
~ 
LP: I’ve talked to many people who say they pray in the temple, that God is in the 
temple. . .  
AN: They do believe that. But like I say, if God can step into the temple, don’t you think 
it would be a different presence? How can God go into the temple and still have a dark 
presence around him? God does not tolerate darkness around Him. Like He says, “I bring 
light into darkness.” If God is stepping into the dügü temple, how can orgies be 
happening in the temple? And if God is stepping into the dügü temple, wouldn’t people 
be getting healed and stay healed, not dying after a few months? If it was God, wouldn’t 

                                                
11 Several Bible verses are used to support the belief that when a person dies, his or her soul can no longer 
communicate with the living. Ecclesiastes 9:5-6 states that the dead are completely separated from the realm of the 
living: “For the living know that they will die, but the dead know nothing; they have no further reward, and even 
their name is forgotten. Their love, their hate and their jealousy have long since vanished; never again will they have 
a part in anything that happens under the sun” (NIV). Likewise, Ecclesiastes 12:7 reads: “And the dust returns to the 
ground it came from, and the spirit returns to God who gave it” (NIV). 
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people be getting saved, not getting poor or [becoming] drugged out addicts? If it was 
God, it would be things that are positive, not negative or dark. (Nunez 2013) 12 
 
Garifuna Evangelicals also believe that the work of buyeis is misguided and disapproved 

of by God, despite the fact that most buyeis are practicing Catholics who incorporate scripture 

readings, prayers, and Catholic iconography into ceremonies for the ancestors.13 Garifuna 

Evangelicals speak regularly about the importance of exposing the dügü for the �dark, negative� 

event that they believe this ceremony to be. Abraham Rodriguez, a longtime member of LLB, 

industrious tour guide and taxi driver who came from a family of eighteen children and now has 

nine of his own, explains what he perceives as the financial stress and impractical use of 

resources associated with dügü: 

You would have to save for several years just to sacrifice to those who can’t even eat 
what is sacrificed. Before the dügü they need at least two to three pigs that you raise, 
sometimes even a cow. Then they would go down the family tree for hundreds of years, 
from three to four generations, and all your ancestors would have to be invited and each 
one of them would have to [be given something]. The family would have to contribute 
rum, chicken, pigs, sometimes even cattle, then they’d have to plant a farm, cut farm, to 
prepare for that because they need so many pans of cassava bread. They’ll have all sorts 
of food and most of that is sacrificed to the dead. You can’t even eat it. So to my mom, 
that was a waste. If you have eighteen kids, you hardly could feed them and yet you 
have to find time to save to prepare for an event like that? It only takes away from you. 
You know, if it’s not filling you up, then it’s tearing you down. Why participate in 
something that’s tearing you apart? (Rodriguez 2009) 
 

 To Evangelicals, there are clear lines between “godly” and “ungodly” (or good and evil) 

when it comes to Garifuna culture, and these lines are drawn in the same places for the vast 

majority of Garifuna Evangelicals with whom I have spoken. Throughout the course of research, 

                                                
12 I have no evidence to support the assertion that orgies happen during dügü. 

13 Evangelicals cite Deuteronomy 18:10-11 to explain their opposition to the work of buyeis: “Let no one be found 
among you who sacrifices their son or daughter in the fire, who practices divination or sorcery, interprets omens, 
engages in witchcraft, or casts spells, or who is a medium or spiritist or who consults the dead. Anyone who does 
these things is detestable to the Lord” (NIV). 
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I did not encounter any people who identify as Evangelical and also participate in dügü.14 This 

comment by Rodriguez reflects the typical Evangelical view on this matter: “My mom believed 

in [Garifuna] culture, but the good part of the culture. She got the impression that dealing with 

dances, and participating in the dügü and that part of the culture only destroys our race” 

(Rodriguez 2009). LLB’s vision for the Garinagu is that people will turn to a liberating 

relationship with Christ instead of seeking assistance and guidance from the ancestor spirits. In 

efforts to make this a reality, Garifuna Evangelicals respond to the practice of dügü with explicit, 

sometimes confrontational, tactics. When asked in an interview how the church prepares itself 

spiritually before a dügü occurs in the village, Pastor Herdie explained: 

HC: If a family says they’re gonna have dügü, we get together to pray and fast, and it’s 
really effective. I remember when I used to live by a dügü hut, we’d pray and nobody 
would get possessed, stuff like that. I know it works, I know prayer works. They were 
supposed to have two dügü this year, one happened unfortunately, and we’re trusting God 
for the other to crash [to not happen at all]. You think that’s impossible? 
LP: No, I don’t, but . . . 
HC: Let me tell you something. The most respected buyei, which was a female, people 
would come from all over the world to see her, Sarah. She was the most effective 
witchdoctor, I mean buyei, she could fly and stuff like that, and people respected her. 
They were afraid of her. She was supposed to have a dügü right beside us [when his 
family lived next to the temple] and we’d pray, we’d march around that dügü temple. 
And when the time came, a couple weeks before, she got sick, she say she can’t make it, 
her husband left her, drove her out of her house. She had a farm with cows and stuff, he 
sold it. She got sick and end up in a casket. So ever since she died, there hasn’t been a 
buyei that is so respected. So they brought in a guy from Guatemala. We’re gonna work 
on him. I’m not saying we’re going to pray he die or anything, but sometimes God do it 
that way. We’ve seen a number of buyei die (snaps fingers) just like that, one after the 
other. Prayers are very effective. (Castillo 2013) 

 Most Evangelicals I interviewed stated that their conviction not to participate in dügü 

came as a result of personal Bible study or personal revelation. The following excerpt illustrates 

                                                
14 Perhaps the only exception to this is when an individual has just begun the process of conversion to 
Evangelicalism. For example, one of LLB’s drummers frequently played for dügü as a young man. When he first 
became interested in the Evangelical church, there was a period of time in which he was somewhat involved in both 
spiritual traditions. However, once he reached the point where he made a conscious choice to become an Evangelical 
and join LLB, he promptly stopped participating in dügü and has not set foot in a temple since (Miranda 2014).  
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the Evangelical belief that Catholics are susceptible to the dark forces of dügü because the 

Catholic Church does not encourage parishioners to seek enlightenment through individual Bible 

study, thus linking two of LLB’s core beliefs: 

AN: Many of the people involved in the Catholic Church leadership get involved in dügü. 
They are basically bound together. 
LP: Why do you think for them, those two things can fit together so well, when for you, 
the church and dügü can never intertwine? 
AN: Because they don’t much go into the scripture. There’s a scripture in the Bible where 
Saul had gone to a witchdoctor, and God took away his right to be the king because he 
had gone to the witchdoctor. In the Catholic Church, they see Holy Mary as calling on the 
ancestors, being able to go to the ancestors to help them. But the ancestors are human 
beings just like me and you, so they can’t help you! (Nunez 2013)  
 

The traditional Garifuna belief that the spirits of ancestors are still present and intervening in the 

lives of the living through dreams, premonitions, and in the ritual space of dügü, constitutes one 

of the strongest negative reference points for Garifuna Evangelicals, whose perspective on the 

afterlife and the soul represents a radical rejection of longstanding Garifuna spiritual beliefs.  

In addition to speaking against traditional religious practices, the Evangelical church 

takes issue with some aspects of the Catholic Church. Castillo and other Garifuna Evangelical 

leaders are adamant that believers should not fall into the trap of “religion” (a pejorative term 

widely used by Evangelicals to refer to Catholicism), which is viewed as legalistic and ritual-

based. The Evangelical criticism of Catholicism is that it is a dogmatic religion in which people 

are unquestioningly told what to do by authority figures (priests, bishops and the pope), rather 

than pursuing a �personal, dynamic� (Evangelical) relationship with God. Congregants at LLB 

are exhorted to not blindly follow the dictates of the Catholic Church, but rather to seek God’s 

truth through prayer, fellowship, and study of the Bible. 
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Engaging in the Spiritual Battle 

 Garifuna Evangelicals have come to define themselves, in large part, through their 

rejection of Catholicism and dügü. By using other Garifuna religious traditions as negative 

reference points, Garifuna Evangelicals define who they are not, and this is an important 

component of creating group identification and cohesion (Smith 1998:115). Evangelicalism is a 

religious system that relies on the defining of out-groups and embracing tension in order to 

survive. As sociologist Christian Smith writes in his theory of subcultural identity, 

Evangelicalism, 

. . . Thrives on distinction, engagement, tension, conflict, and threat. Without these, 
Evangelicalism would lose its identity and purpose and grow languid and aimless. . . . the 
Evangelical movement’s vitality is not a product of its protected isolation from, but of its 
vigorous engagement with pluralistic modernity. (Smith 1998:89, italics in original)  
 

Evangelicals find their faith strengthened when they are tested, questioned, persecuted, and in 

tension with other social groups due to their beliefs.15 Garifuna Evangelicals do not simply 

ignore the activities of the Catholic Church or traditional spiritual practices—to do so would be 

to abandon their hope that someday all Garinagu will experience a relationship with Jesus Christ. 

Instead, Garifuna Evangelicals operate under the conviction that they have an obligation to 

actively engage with these various religious communities through prayer, dialogue, and 

evangelism.16  

                                                
15 Psalm 91, an affirmation of the Lord’s protection in the presence of enemies, is often recited at LLB and reflects 
the congregation’s expectation that they will face hardships and that God will protect them. Part of this psalm reads, 
“‘Because he loves me,’ says the Lord, ‘I will rescue him; I will protect him, for he acknowledges my name. He will 
call on me, and I will answer him; I will be with him in trouble, I will deliver him and honor him. With long life I 
will satisfy him and show him my salvation’” (Psalm 91:14-16, NIV). 
16 Even after thirty years, these tensions are still very real and affect family and community relationships. They also 
flow in both directions, as some members of the Catholic church feel animosity toward Garifuna Evangelicals. For 
example, in 2012 I attended the wedding of a couple who had been together for years and already had multiple 
children together. It was quite an affair, as far as village weddings go. It took place on the beach and Pastor Herdie 
presided over the ceremony. However, the bride’s father is a devout Catholic and traditionalist, and because the 
wedding was not held in the Catholic Church and presided over by a priest, he refused to attend. Many people 
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 Evangelicals often describe this oppositional engagement as a “spiritual battle” in which 

human actors are used in the ongoing conflict between light and dark, good and evil, God and 

Satan. At times these clashes are overt, such as when members of LLB march around a dügü 

temple praying for the power of the ancestors to be broken, or when they are confronted with 

ridicule, accusations, and threats. Castillo and other Evangelicals tell stories of times when 

someone was trying to curse them using obeah, or black magic. At other times, theses “battles” 

are of a private, personal nature. For example, Evangelicals view personal vices or 

shortcomings—addictions, character flaws, moments of weakness, or sin—as spaces in which 

good and evil are battling for control of the mind and body. To arm themselves for this spiritual 

battle, Evangelicals conceptualize God, Jesus Christ, and the scriptures as agents of protection, 

as described in Ephesians 6:10-17: 

Finally, be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. Put on the full armor of God, so 
that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against 
flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this 
dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. Therefore put 
on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand 
your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand. Stand firm then, with the belt 
of truth buckled around your waist, with the breastplate of righteousness in place, and 
with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace. In addition 
to all this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming 
arrows of the evil one. Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is 
the word of God. (NIV) 
 

 The imagery of a constant spiritual battle is central to the Evangelical worldview. But it is 

important to realize that Garifuna Evangelicals are not attacking the choices, beliefs, or practices 

of individual people. They are seeking to break down what they view as the �oppressive religious 

systems� of Catholicism and traditional beliefs that continue to �enslave� Garifuna people. 

                                                                                                                                                       
thought he would come around by the day of the wedding, but he did not. A cousin of the bride gave her away 
instead.  
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Garifuna Evangelicals view non-Evangelicals as victims of spiritual blindness, people who have 

been misguided by dark forces, and who need to be saved by Jesus Christ. As Pastor Herdie 

wrote in a heartfelt note to me: 

My heart is to uplift, not to put down. To lead people to salvation, not to condemn. With 
all my condemnation of the religious practices, in my mind those people will become part 
of the exodus for a better way of life. I am not at war with the Catholics or the people 
who practice our [Garifuna] religious beliefs. It is against the teaching which deprives 
people of freedom. It is against the institutionalized and systematic control of our people. 
I love my people too much and it hurts not to do or say anything. (Castillo 2015) 
 

In accordance with the �Great Commission,� Evangelicals do not seek to exclude anyone from 

the fold of God, but hope that eventually all people will come to have a �personal� (Evangelical) 

faith in Jesus. Thus, Evangelicals consider it their mission to expose those aspects of a culture or 

a person’s behavior that are not in alignment with God’s Word and offer guidance toward what 

they view as truth and right living. In Hopkins, Castillo and his church have set upon this 

mission with great fervor as they constantly seek to �break the chains” of traditional Garifuna 

rituals and �expose the hold of Satan� in the village. Defining themselves in opposition to other 

religious traditions has at once unified their church and created tension between them and 

members of other religious groups in the village. The very presence of this tension is comforting 

to Evangelicals: it tells them that the while spiritual battle wages on, God is working to �defeat 

Satan’s presence� in their community and throughout the Garifuna Nation. 

IV. Redeeming Garifuna Culture for Christ 

 Evangelical Christians believe that the gospel of Jesus is a message relevant to all people, 

in all cultures, times and places. Most believe that all cultures contain creative expressions that 

can be used to glorify God. With this as his framework, Pastor Castillo consistently uses the 

word “redeeming” when referring to the work of the Evangelical church within Garifuna culture. 
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Castillo’s mission is to “redeem the culture for Christ,” that is, to cleanse Garifuna cultural 

practices of those elements and motivations that are not in alignment with the Evangelical 

understanding of scripture, while simultaneously celebrating Garifuna culture and empowering 

Garifuna people. Castillo has the cultural agency to undertake this task because he is an insider, a 

tradition-bearer, a Garifuna man seeking to transform his culture from the inside out. He does not 

have to fight to produce authenticity; he already has it. As a lifelong resident of Hopkins, a fluent 

speaker of Garifuna, a lover of hudutu and ereba17 and the rhythms of the garawoun, Pastor 

Herdie has no problem establishing his authenticity.  

 Garifuna Evangelicals strive to embody many of the ethics and values that have long 

been central to Garifunaduáü. For example, youth are taught to have a deep respect for ancestors 

by regularly recalling memories and teachings of family members who have died and enforcing 

respectful behavior toward elders. In this sense, they uphold the Garifuna value of remembrance 

and respect for ancestors, but have modified it enough so that, in their view, this value is in 

alignment with scripture. This is one way in which Garifuna Evangelicals believe they have 

“redeemed” an aspect of Garifunaduáü for Christ. Perhaps the most glaring aspect of the culture 

that Castillo hopes will be redeemed is the dügü ceremony. His vision is not that the dügü 

ceremony would cease to exist, but that the ceremony would be reworked�Christianized�so 

that it glorifies God rather than the ancestors. He imagines a dügü ceremony that would embody 

the same Garifuna values it currently does: reciprocity, solidarity, remembrance, and love, but 

instead of inviting the ancestor spirits into the dügü space, participants would invite the presence 

of the Christian Holy Spirit through drumming, song, and dance. And instead of turning to buyeis 

and ancestor spirits, participants at dügü would ask Jesus Christ for healing and guidance. 

                                                
17 Hudutu is a coconut-based fish stew and ereba is cassava bread—two staple foods in Garifuna communities. 
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Ethnodoxology: Christianizing Indigenous Cultures through Worship 

Developed within the Christian academic community as an offshoot of ethnomusicology, 

ethnodoxology is a field of study, as well as a missionizing strategy, that places the study of 

music and culture within a specifically Christian context. It is defined by the International 

Council of Ethnodoxologists (ICE) as “the theological and anthropological study, and practical 

application, of how every cultural group might use its unique and diverse artistic expressions 

appropriately to worship the God of the Bible” (worldofworship.org). ICE was founded in 2003 

with the purpose to “encourage and equip Christ-followers in every culture to express their faith 

through their own heart music and other arts,” and “facilitate online networking and provide 

resources for the development of culturally appropriate Christian worship, utilizing insights from 

ethnomusicology, missiology, worship studies and the arts” (worldofworship.org).  

Ethnodoxologists believe that worship is the key to indigenizing Christianity and 

Christianizing indigenous cultures. Worship, broadly defined, is the act of showing respect and 

love for God. In the Evangelical context, “worship” includes this broader definition but the term 

also refers to the sacred music of the church, as well as the portion of a service that involves 

participatory musical practice. Ethnodoxology shapes the mission work of missionary-musician 

Ann Hinrichs, along with EMM and other U.S. organizations with which LLB is associated. 

Therefore, this philosophy has greatly impacted musical practice at LLB, as Castillo and his 

congregation have been encouraged to produce indigenized expressions of worship and negotiate 

new ways to live out Garifunaness while also living out Evangelicalism.  

 These processes of indigenization and Christianization are most evident in the musical 

sphere at Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu. The evolution of musical worship at LLB was a slow process 

that resulted in Castillo’s realization that all cultural expressions, when enacted with the “right” 
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intentions, can be positive and “glorifying to God.” This initial pulling apart of faith and culture, 

however, was unprecedented in Hopkins and caused much confusion, distrust and suspicion from 

the community. These negative feelings have mostly dissipated as the larger Garifuna 

community has come to accept that Pastor Herdie is working for the health and vitality of his 

culture. In the following chapter, I elaborate on processes of musical indigenization and 

Christianization, and the role of musical practice in the production of Garifuna Evangelical 

identity. Through the presentation and analysis of a selection of Castillo’s songs, I show how 

music plays a central role in expressing and instilling the core spiritual and social values outlined 

in this chapter. I also further the argument that Garifuna Evangelicalism is both a religious 

alternative and an emerging subculture within the Garifuna Nation. 
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Chapter Eight: 
Ethics and Aesthetics of Garifuna Evangelical Music 

 
 “I believe in a holistic gospel, and I think that’s what makes the songs that I write loved 
by even non-Christians. It has become like a bridge where it breaks down all the barriers that 

used to exist between Christian Evangelical believers and non-believers. Because for a long time 
people used to look at us as people fighting against the culture. But when they hear my heart, my 

desire for the people, it changes the whole atmosphere and people become much more 
accepting” (Castillo 2013). 

  
 In most Evangelical churches and most spheres of Garifuna religious life, musical 

practice is an important mode through which Garifuna Evangelicals are equipped to articulate 

their culture and faith. The performance of praise and worship music (known as “worship music” 

or simply “worship”) is a core component of weekly gatherings at Hopkins’ Evangelical church, 

Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu, and is led by the church’s pastor, Herdie Castillo. The musical repertoire 

of this church reflects the diverse conceptions of self and community that are at once intimately 

local (Garifuna) and cosmopolitan (North American/Evangelical). Historically within Garifuna 

society, religious belief is but one part of a whole cultural construct; it exists in harmony with all 

other elements of the culture. However, Garifuna Evangelicals have come to view their culture 

(Garifuna) and faith (Evangelical) as two separate entities that exist largely independently of one 

another. Because of this conceptualization, Garifuna Evangelicals are able to maintain what they 

view as the core of Garifunaduáü while also embracing Evangelical Christian beliefs and 

lifeways. 

 This chapter explores the ways that musical practice has been indigenized in Garifuna 

Evangelical churches, and the ways that elements of Garifuna culture have been “Christianized” 

(Cohen 1994), or redefined within the context of Evangelical Christianity. It begins by situating 

my study within the literature on the indigenization of Protestant Christianity in the Caribbean 

and Latin America, specifically the literature on indigenized Caribbean Evangelical music. The 
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second part provides ethnographic descriptions of services and musical performances at LLB and 

examines the evolution of musical practice at this church. I then discuss the symbolic and social 

implications of the musical choices made by LLB’s pastor, worship team, and congregants on a 

weekly basis, exploring the ways that Garifuna and non-Garifuna rhythms, instruments, melody, 

harmonic structures, and vocal timbres are used to express identities that are both Evangelical 

and Garifuna. The third part of the chapter offers analyses of selected songs from LLB’s 

repertoire and reflects on how music embodies and strengthens the core beliefs of the Garifuna 

Evangelical church. To conclude, I explore the ways that musical norms at LLB reveal the 

complexities dynamics involved in constructing Garifuna Evangelical ethno-spiritual identities. 

 

Indigenizing Christianity and Christianizing Indigenous Cultures 

 While there are few studies on Evangelical musical practice in Latin America and the 

Caribbean, those that do exist provide a firm foundation for this work. In his book Mek Some 

Noise (2007), ethnomusicologist Timothy Rommen proposes a model for the analysis of sacred 

music that he calls “the ethics of style” which locates spiritual conviction and identity 

construction at the center of musical stylistic choices. His ethics of style model presents an 

alternative to typical discussions of Caribbean Christianity that tend to focus on notions of 

syncretism, calling for the re-examination of the role of Christianity in present-day Caribbean 

religious life. Indeed, the ways that Christianity is being adopted and embraced in present-day 

Caribbean communities is far more nuanced and complex than it was during much of the 

colonial period, when a majority of people underwent conversion because of outside pressure, 

for social advancement, or economic benefits; in short, motives other than spiritual conviction. 

Rommen elaborates the need for a new model such as his:  
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Scholars interested in the religious dimensions of Caribbean life have resorted to a set of 
archetypal ideas, often focusing their inquiries on the region's multitude of syncretic 
practices and thereby illustrating great currents of creative resistance to the hegemony of 
Christian doctrine and practice. . . . This approach to the region's cultural and religious 
practices has resulted in a trend toward reading Christianity as something from which to 
escape. (Rommen 2007:3) 
 

Here, Rommen touches on three points that shape my analysis of Garifuna Evangelical music. 

First, this inquiry strives to situate Evangelical faith and practice on its own terms, as it actually 

is within Hopkins: a spiritual path that people are freely choosing to walk down. There have been 

Garifuna Evangelicals in Hopkins have experienced real conversions, and the culture of these 

individuals—dress, language, values, social habits, and musical practices—reflects the depth of 

their conversion and conviction. Second, Garifuna Evangelicalism is not a syncretic religion, nor 

is it striving to be. Believers are not outwardly proclaiming one type of faith while inwardly 

maintaining the beliefs and practices of traditional Garifuna spirituality or Catholicism; their 

faith is “anti-syncretic” (Zehner 2005:609). As discussed in chapter seven, I believe that spiritual 

conviction, as an “internal factor,” is a dominating force in conversion among Garifuna 

Evangelicals in Hopkins. Third, as this chapter will demonstrate, the musical choices made by 

LLB and Pastor Castillo deeply reflect Garifuna Evangelicals’ spiritual convictions and complex 

processes of identity formation. 

 My analysis of Garifuna Evangelical music employs two concepts central to discussions 

of the integration of Christian doctrine, music, and local culture: “indigenization” and 

“Christianization.” Ethnomusicologist T.M. Scruggs discusses indigenization specifically in 

terms of religious cultures, defining it as “a cultural process of adaptation in tandem with the 

fundamental social fact of a transfer of one set of religious beliefs being substituted for previous 

local ones" (2005:92). In the context of the Garifuna Evangelical church, I define indigenization 

as the assimilation of North American Evangelical beliefs, values, habits, and language 
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(vocabulary) into a local context. The term also refers to the assimilation or adoption of foreign 

musical practices: in this case, North American praise and worship music.  

 “Praise and worship” is a subgenre within North American Contemporary Christian 

music (CCM) that began developing in the 1960s. CCM integrated elements of mainline 

Protestant hymns, popular music, and lyrics quoting Bible verses. By the 1990s, CCM was an 

integral part of musical worship at many mainline Protestant and Evangelical churches in the 

United States (Dickerson 2009:86). In her dissertation on Evangelical music in Cuba, Valerie 

Dickerson explains the types of music encompassed by the “praise and worship” genre: 

The words “praise” and “worship” have come to signify two types of Contemporary 
Christian music—the first is occupied with the singers’ extolling the virtues of God while 
the second is the expression of intimacy between Christians and their God. Praise is 
commonly referred to as “horizontal”—the act of praising God is for the benefit of 
believers, not reaching past earthly planes. It functions much like testimony because it is 
another forum in which believers can relay their faith in God’s goodness. Worship is 
direct communication with God—prayer in song. (Dickerson 2009:87) 
 

  At the same time that North American praise and worship music (along with Evangelical 

values and beliefs) have become indigenized in Hopkins, a second process, which Erik Cohen 

calls “Christianization,” is occurring. Christianization is a process by which elements of an 

indigenous culture are evaluated, then “neutralized” or stripped of any meanings or associations 

that do not align with Christianity, and finally incorporated into the context of Christian worship 

and belief. Cohen illustrates the process of Christianization by citing case studies from Thai 

Christian churches, where converts to Christianity negotiate and redefine aspects of the Buddhist 

traditions with which they have been raised: 

The churches generally agreed to adapt only those local customs which they declared to 
be merely ‘cultural in character,’ i.e., devoid of any religious significance. However, as 
we have seen, such a declaration often involved a re-negotiation of the meaning of local 
customs; by declaring that they are devoid of a doctrinal basis in Buddhism, such 
customs have been, as it were, ‘neutralized,’ and thus made available for Christianization 
in one or another form. . . . The consequence of this approach was that primarily 
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customary indigenous practices were adopted or adapted to Christian worship. 
Indigenous beliefs, however, even those of popular religion, were unequivocally rejected. 
(Cohen 1994:51-52, italics in original) 
 

Many elements of Garifuna culture have, for generations, been imbued with spiritual power and 

strong associations with the ancestor spirits. Over the past two decades, Garifuna Evangelicals 

have “neutralized” Garifuna musical elements with connections to traditional Garifuna spiritual 

practices including rhythms, instruments, and dance. These cultural elements have subsequently 

been Christianized, reconfigured to hold different meanings within the Garifuna Evangelical 

subculture than they do in mainstream Garifuna culture. Specifically, Garifuna Evangelicals have 

worked to divorce the garawoun and the semi-sacred hüngühüngü rhythm from longstanding 

spiritual associations. They have re-appropriated this instrument and these rhythms so they are 

now played, as Garifuna Evangelicals say, “to the glory of God.” 

 At the same time, Garifuna Evangelicals have wholly rejected indigenous beliefs, 

viewing the ancestor spirits and ceremonies like dügü through an anti-syncretic framework that 

bears no resemblance to traditional Garifuna beliefs. These dual processes of indigenization 

(adopting aspects of North American Evangelical faith, music, and culture) and Christianization 

(redefining elements of Garifuna culture within the context of Evangelicalism and rejecting other 

traditional elements) have enabled Garifuna Evangelicals to construct a complex ethno-religious 

identity that draws deeply from both Garifuna and North American Evangelical cultures and 

traditions.  
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Sunday Evenings at Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu 

 A few minutes before 7pm each Sunday, people start to trickle into the church building. 

In Belize, the sun sets well before this time year-round, and while the exterior of the building is 

dark and unlit, the interior shines brightly fluorescent. As people reach the church, bikes are 

propped against the front wall of the building. People greet and hug one another, chat, play with 

friends’ children, and take seats inside. An old U.S. school bus rumbles up to the church 

entrance: it’s Pastor Herdie, and he’s just finished his round of the village to pick up anyone who 

wants to attend services. More people pile off the bus and into the church, and it is time to get 

started.  

 LLB’s church building is a single-story concrete structure with one main entrance (see 

Figure 8.1). Square windows with metal louvers line the walls, and a few lazy ceiling fans 

circulate air throughout one large room. Rows of fluorescent ceiling lights provide ample, albeit 

harsh, lighting. There are no built-in pews, but rather congregants sit on white plastic patio chairs 

that can be rearranged when necessary. A stage fills the front third of the building with a simple 

wooden pulpit and cluster of microphone stands, which Pastor Herdie and his worship band use 

for singing and delivering sermons. During renovations in December 2012, large speakers were 

built into the front walls, a soundboard was set up on a worn wooden table at the back of the 

church, and new, brown floral-patterned curtains were nailed above the bare windows. The 

sections of the floor not covered with white tiles were painted pink, and the walls were given a 

fresh coat of pale pink paint as well. 

 The weekly congregation at LLB—a group that varies from thirty to eighty people—is 

composed mainly of women and children. Adult congregants at LLB range in age from early-

twenties to mid-fifties, and the mode of dress is slightly more casual than at the Catholic Church. 
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Some women wear dresses and dressy sandals, but many young people come to church in jeans 

or shorts, t-shirts, or colorfully printed sleeveless shirts. While some non-local visitors have 

found their way to Holy Family Catholic Church, the congregation at Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu 

remains nearly exclusively Garifuna. Aside from myself, in 2012-2013 there was only one 

regularly attending individual at LLB not fluent in the Garifuna language: she was a big-hearted, 

middle-aged Creole woman who read weekly scripture passages from her iPad. Less frequently, 

a young, recently converted Mestizo man from the neighboring village of Silk Grass would 

attend. Upon my return to the village in February 2015, I was surprised to find that there were 

visitors at the church each of the three Sundays I was there—both tourists and missionaries. 

Though less than two years had passed between my visits, the number of foreigners in Hopkins 

had visibly increased. When I asked Victoria, Pastor Herdie’s wife, about my observation, she 

responded, “Oh yes, we have visitors every week now.” 
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Figure 8.2: Pastor Herdie Castillo and the worship team at Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu (2015). 

Figure 8.1: Exterior of Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu in Hopkins (2013). 
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 The structure of services at LLB follows the basic format of many North American 

Evangelical church services: worship through music, opening prayer, announcements, sermon, 

offering, more worship music, and benediction.1 Castillo generally preaches in English but if he 

wants to emphasize a particular point, he will say it in Garifuna, afterwards translating for the 

few non-Garifuna attendees. Castillo outlines his sermons during the week leading up to Sunday 

but is always “open to the spirit” while preaching, changing topics or quoting scriptures as he 

feels necessary. Because of this, Sunday services are sometimes focused on one topic, but more 

often they roam over several of the core topics discussed in the previous chapter. When he 

                                                
1 This assertion is based on my own experience, as I was raised in non-denominational and Evangelical churches in 
Minnesota, and for many years attended similar churches in Michigan and California. I felt a deep level of 
familiarity at LLB because of the strong parallels between it and the churches I have attended in terms of services, 
doctrines, values, and musical practice. Thus, while literature on U.S. Evangelicalism certainly informs this 
discussion of Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu, much of my analysis is based on a lifetime of personal experience.  

Figure 8.3: Congregants during worship at Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu (2015).  
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preaches, the congregation vocally responds (usually in English) with “Amen!” “Yes!” and other 

such verbal affirmations.  

Sundays at Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu 

 Sunday services begin with worship music, played by the worship team (or band) 

consisting of Castillo on amplified acoustic guitar and lead vocals, two to three male and female 

backup singers, and a pair of garawoun (see Figures 8.2 and 8.3). Each musician and instrument, 

including the drums, are amplified.2 Castillo does not plan his set list in advance but chooses 

songs in the moment, all of which have been previously rehearsed and performed by the worship 

team. It is common for Evangelical churches throughout North America to hand out papers with 

song lyrics printed on them, or to project lyrics onto a screen so that all congregants can 

participate in singing. However, LLB does not provide song lyrics, making it difficult for 

newcomers to sing along. This song repertoire is orally transmitted, making it necessary to attend 

services regularly in order to fully engage with worship music. During opening worship, four to 

six songs are sung. Some weeks the congregation sings exclusively English-language praise and 

worship songs, and on an average week, usually less than half the songs are sung in Garifuna. 

Regardless of the language, congregants sing loudly and often dance, clap, or raise their hands to 

the ceiling, the latter being a common gesture seen during worship in Evangelical churches.  

Toward the end of the worship session is the offering, when congregants give money to 

be used for updates to the church building, church supplies, or resources for special events. 

Someone, usually a teenage girl or boy, places a wicker basket on top of a plastic chair in front 

                                                
2 On some weeks, the volume level is painful as the sound bounces off hard plaster walls and tile floors. For the first 
couple months of attending LLB, I wore earplugs during the worship portion of the service. Eventually I began 
casually mentioning to friends and mothers that such loud volumes cause permanent damage to the eardrums, and 
that I was concerned about the hearing of the children at church. It seemed to me that after I mentioned this, the 
volume of worship music decreased somewhat.  
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of the stage, and then congregants sing and sashay their way up the center aisle to deposit money 

into the basket. Songs during this portion of the service are nearly always sung in Garifuna, and 

the offering doubles as a time of greeting. Before and after giving the offering, people dance near 

their chairs or wander around the church, singing and hugging one another. This portion of 

LLB’s service bears great resemblance to the passing of the peace at the Catholic Church, 

providing a point of connection and familiarity to recent converts in Hopkins, the vast majority 

of of whom were raised attending Holy Family Catholic Church.  

 After this, Pastor Herdie offers an opening prayer and announcements, and a member of 

the church reads the week’s scripture passage. Pastor Herdie then launches into his sermon, 

usually twenty to thirty minutes in length. Weekly sermons at LLB are nearly always focused on 

liberation of some kind. Castillo preaches that liberation of the self, family and community 

ultimately comes through a “personal relationship” with God, but can also be pursued through 

more secular paths including the pursuit of higher education, entrepreneurship, the cultivation of 

an ambitious and disciplined work ethic, or pursuing healthy romantic relationships with 

Evangelical partners. This redemptive perspective lies at the core of LLB’s message and 

Castillo’s vision for the Garifuna people, and is a central theme in the music of this church. 

Castillo’s messages are always impassioned. At times his voice is strong and clear, and at 

others, barely more than a whisper. He speaks into the microphone while preaching, not for the 

benefit of the congregation, I suspect, but so passers-by on the street may hear his words. 

Children roam throughout the sanctuary during the sermon looking for friendly laps on which to 

sit or young friends with whom to play. Sometimes a dog wanders in to nap near the church’s 

entrance. The end of the service contains more musical worship, and sometimes Castillo will 

lead an “altar call” in which anyone in need of healing is called to the front of the church. There, 
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participants stand in a row while Castillo and one of the church’s female singers move up and 

down the line of people, quietly praying and placing their hands on shoulders or foreheads. This 

action is meant to channel the Holy Spirit into the bodies of the afflicted in order to “cast out” 

sickness, pain, or sin. Often, a woman who has healing hands laid upon her will begin to tremble 

and shake; this is viewed as a sign of the Holy Spirit working within. This portion of the service 

can last upwards of fifteen or twenty minutes. To close, one or two more songs are sung, and 

then the congregation slowly disperses. People either climb back into the school bus or wander 

toward their homes in small, chatting groups.  

 

Musical Practice at Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu 

 As a result of the dual processes of indigenization and Christianization at LLB, its 

musical repertoire consists of a combination of North American praise and worship music and 

songs composed by Castillo. The weekly performance of music from two repertoires has helped 

congregants bring together these two seemingly disparate facets of Garifuna Evangelical identity. 

Through music, Garifuna Evangelicals align themselves with both local (Garifuna) and 

cosmopolitan (North American Evangelical) ways of being and believing. However, this was not 

always the case. The current worship style at LLB developed over the course of nearly two 

decades as Castillo and the congregation worked to negotiate a multitude of issues surrounding 

the use of Garifuna instruments, rhythms, and language within the context of the Garifuna 

Evangelical church. 

 In the early years of Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu, musical practice was limited to North 

American praise and worship songs learned via radio broadcasts in Belize. Songs were sung a 

capella, and not much thought was given to the musical portion of these simple services (Castillo 
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2015). By the time Castillo became the church’s pastor in 1989, its needs and dynamics had 

changed. LLB had grown in size, a church building had been constructed, and bonds had been 

formed between the church and international missionary organizations. Missionaries brought not 

only theological teachings and leadership skills, but a repertoire of songs and ideas about 

worshipping through music. Largely because of his relationships with North American 

missionaries, Castillo began to pursue his own musicality as a way of connecting with God and 

leading his congregation. In the following interview excerpt, Castillo recounts the beginning of 

his musical development in the early 1990s: 

There was a dude from Lancaster [Pennsylvania], a guy who brought down a guitar and 
led worship. And a few days before he left, he decided to leave me the guitar and he 
taught me a few chords. So we started out with guitar and singing the songs they had 
brought, in English. And it went like that for three or four years, and then I started 
translating English songs into Garifuna, using the same English rhythm. And eventually 
we start writing our own Garifuna songs. (Castillo 2013) 
 

When Castillo was given his first guitar, he was not a musician, but the missionary team prayed 

that God would bless him with the gift of songwriting. They taught him a few basic chord 

progressions and left. When missionary Ann Hinrichs returned to Hopkins the following year, 

Castillo had written more than ten original songs in Garifuna (Hinrichs 2013).  

This narrative reveals several important points about musical practice and identity 

formation at LLB. First, missionaries played an active role in Castillo’s development as a 

musician, providing him with a musical repertoire to learn and an instrument to play. These 

missionaries were also influential in negotiating the use of Garifuna instruments and rhythms 

within the context of the church, as I elaborate in the following pages. Second, Garifuna 

Evangelical music underwent an evolutionary process very similar to that of Garifuna Catholic 

church music discussed in chapter five. Both Catholics and Evangelicals have negotiated the use 

of Garifuna rhythms, instruments, and their associations with traditional spiritual practices. 
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However, in the case of the Catholic Church, it was Church authorities who discouraged the use 

of these elements for many decades. Thus, the incorporation of Garifuna musical elements into 

Catholic church music was as much a political statement as a desire for indigenized spiritual 

expression (Nunez 2013). In the case of Evangelicalism, this hesitancy came from within the 

community, as it stemmed from the spiritual convictions of newly converted Garifuna 

Evangelicals. Third, when discussing the production of his music, Castillo consistently speaks of 

“our” efforts, in the collective. He views his musical development as a group effort directed by 

God, for the “salvation and emancipation” of his people (Castillo 2013).   

 Based on Herdie’s narrative about his musical development and my observations during 

fieldwork, I have outlined three main categories of music performed at LLB. Below, I present 

these categories in the chronological order that they took shape at LLB. The classification of 

Garifuna Catholic church music outlined in chapter five (English songs, Western-style Garifuna 

songs, and Garifuna Catholic songs) is echoed in the categories seen in the Garifuna Evangelical 

musical repertoire (imported music, indigenized imported music, and Garifuna Evangelical 

songs). 

Imported Music 

 Early musical practice at Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu was heavily influenced by North 

American Evangelical musical norms. Popular North American worship songs were learned via 

radio and initially sung a capella during church services. The influence of missionaries such as 

Steve Shank and resources they brought to the church (the guitar, song repertoire, et cetera) 

profoundly shaped musical practice at LLB. In the early 1990s, worship songs were led by 

Castillo singing and playing his guitar, but Garifuna instruments and language were not 

incorporated into LLB’s services.  
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Indigenized Imported Music  

 During this phase of musical development in the mid-1990s, the congregation translated 

pre-existing North American songs into Garifuna. The garawoun were brought into musical 

worship at LLB to accompany Castillo and his guitar, but at first the worship band did not play 

any identifiably Garifuna rhythms on the garawoun. Instead, they developed what they call the 

“English Rhythm” (see Musical Example 8.1). This rhythm is still the foundation of many songs 

performed at LLB—it accompanies all imported worship songs and is used in some of Herdie’s 

original compositions. Two of the songs discussed below, “Habungiute Bungiugu” and 

“Seremei,” pair the English rhythm with original melodies and harmonies influenced by North 

American praise and worship music, along with original Garifuna-language lyrics. 

Garifuna Evangelical Songs  

 Within a few years of learning to play the guitar, Castillo started composing songs with 

Garifuna-centric messages that utilize Garifuna language, melodies and rhythm. He also began 

recording albums of the songs he composed. Now, as in the mid-to-late1990s, new songs are 

“tested out” on the congregation to receive feedback, and members of the church and musicians 

from Hopkins are always featured on albums as lead and/or backup vocalists, drummers, 

guitarists, and keyboardists. Castillo has produced five albums (he is currently working on the 

sixth), which are sold and circulated throughout Central America under his name, Edwin 

Castillo. All albums feature songs sung exclusively in Garifuna, and all songs have religious 

Musical Example 8.1: The basic segunda rhythm for the “English 
Rhythm” developed by musicians at Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu. 
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themes. Most tracks feature Garifuna rhythms and instruments, though some draw more musical 

influence from the North American Christian music traditions that have long played a central 

role in the musical aesthetics of LLB. 

 The process of indigenizing worship music took the Garifuna Catholic community 

several decades to accomplish. In contrast, Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu accomplished the same 

process within the span of ten years. As he began composing in the mid-1990s, Castillo had far 

fewer systemic and social obstacles to overcome. While Garifuna Catholic church music 

developed during a time in which Garinagu were facing cultural oppression from the Belizean 

government and national religious structures along with widespread social marginalization (as I 

discuss in chapter three), Castillo began composing music at a time when Belizeans of all 

ethnicities were celebrating Garifuna culture. Also, Castillo’s music was initially produced and 

performed under the radar. At first, his only audience was his small congregation in rural 

Hopkins. Unlike the Garifuna Catholic Church, there was very little influence from international 

religious organizations or church authorities to dictate what LLB could or could not do.  

“Feeling it in Garifuna”: The Garawoun and Garifuna Rhythms in the Church 

 The process of creating a distinctly local style of worship in the Garifuna Evangelical 

church began in the mid-1990s and required much dialogue within congregations, among 

Garifuna Evangelical leaders, and between these leaders and North American Evangelicals. As 

explained in chapter seven, the missionaries interacting with LLB operate from the perspective 

of ethnodoxology, which is the study and application of how the expressive arts of all cultures 

can be used to worship God in a Christian context. This philosophy includes the ideas of a “heart 

music” and “heart language,” the concept that each person and each community has a musical 

and linguistic heritage that speaks deeply to their heart and stirs their soul in the most profound 
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way. As Archbishop Desmond Tutu commented regarding European forms of Christianity in 

South Africa, “deep down inside, you have something which says, ‘This does not touch the 

wellspring of my psyche’” (quoted in Barz 2005:13). The idea that services should be conducted 

in one’s heart language and music had a profound effect on musical practice at LLB, particularly 

on Pastor Herdie’s musical output. The following interview excerpts reveal the extent to which 

missionaries were involved in guiding musical LLB’s musical development. Missionary Ann 

Hinrichs recalls the transition from the performance of imported music to Garifuna Evangelical 

songs that occurred in the mid-1990s: 

[At LLB] You would never see people stepping side to side when they were singing, 
because in the dügü, they pound the ground with their feet to have the spirits come out of 
the ground. And they never had drums, it was always a capella or guitar. So we met one 
time and prayed about it together and I said, “You know, we think you can do this, we 
think you can redeem Garifuna culture for God. Why can’t you beat the drums in the 
context of worship? Why can’t you dance and have it be for God? Because it gives us 
permission in scripture to dance!” And they were like, “Oh!” And they began to really 
pray about it and that’s when Herdie’s songwriting really exploded. I don’t even know if 
he remembers this, but I remember it. And then the next time we came back, we saw 
people clapping, and moving their feet, and now it’s a free for all.  
LP: So they had initially felt that they shouldn’t have all those things in church? 
AH: Yeah, and so they changed the drum patterns. 
LP: And then you guys encouraged them to bring the drums back in? 
AH: Yeah. . . . Without losing culture, but redeeming it in a beautiful way! So writing in 
Garifuna, bringing the drums in, changing the beats so they have a new meaning that’s 
about worship and joy and the opposite of oppression and fear. And then moving their 
feet in worship and not in demonic worship, you know? It took time because they all had 
to be in agreement and not judge each other, like “Why is she moving her feet?” And 
Herdie did some teaching about it. (Hinrichs 2013) 
 

 In addition to negotiating the use of garawoun and Garifuna language within his own 

church, Castillo had to contend with opposition from other Garifuna Evangelical church leaders 

who were uncertain about incorporating Garifuna instruments into their church’s worship. In the 

following excerpt, Castillo recalls the hesitation of some Garifuna Evangelical pastors: 

I can remember attending one of the first conferences that we had, where all the Garifuna 
pastors would come together. And at that time, drums wasn’t even allowed in the church 
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because it wasn’t considered something worthy. But shortly after, there was another guy 
[Garifuna Evangelical] that does music and he had drums and everything, because the 
missionary he worked with encourage him and say, “You know what? If you’re Garifuna 
people and this is your music and your instrument, then it’s fitting to praise God with it 
because God made you Garifuna.” So I got courage from that. (Castillo 2013) 
 
But why was it so difficult for Garifuna Evangelical congregations to incorporate 

elements of Garifuna music into worship? A few factors contributed to this. First, for decades 

Garifuna communities had been told by Christian churches (Baptists, Methodists, Anglicans, and 

Catholics alike) that their drums (and the dügü for which the drums are beaten) were not worthy 

of being celebrated, practiced in the open, or linked with Christianity. This perspective, however 

untrue and although resisted, had to some extent seeped into the Garifuna psyche (Cayetano 

2015). Second, especially in the early years, Garifuna Evangelicals sought to differentiate 

(DjeDje 1986:241), or distinguish, themselves from traditional Garifuna spiritual practices and 

mainstream Garifuna culture. They felt that an effective and important way of doing this was to 

engage with different types of music than the majority of the community (Castillo 2013), hence 

the initial adoption of North American praise and worship music.  

 Third, and perhaps most significantly, Garifuna rhythms and instruments were heavily 

laden with spiritual connotations; perhaps as a group, Garifuna Evangelicals were not 

immediately equipped to work toward a re-appropriation of the musical practices that, for 

generations, had been associated with the ancestors and the Catholic Church. The garawoun and 

many Garifuna rhythms are directly associated with ceremonies for the ancestors (i.e. 

hüngühüngü) or partying (i.e. punta), two spheres of Garifuna life that Garifuna Evangelicals 

seek to avoid. Taking Garifuna instruments into a space where the ancestors are not welcome, 

into a group of people who do not want to summon the ancestors, was a subversive and difficult 

maneuver. It required that the garawoun and their rhythms be completely stripped of their 
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traditional cultural meaning and spiritual power, and reworked into something entirely different. 

In order to be brought into the church, these instruments and rhythms had to be redefined to 

reflect Evangelical values and beliefs. T.M. Scruggs describes a similar process in his work on 

the indigenization of the Catholic Mass in Nicaragua, writing: “successful indigenization of a 

more recently arrived religion must sufficiently emasculate the ties that bind local musical 

aesthetics to previously existing belief systems so that in a ‘neutralized’ form they can be utilized 

to express the tenets of the new religion. . . . [the] goal is to culturally indigenize Christianity” 

(2005:92).  

By the mid-1990s, Castillo felt motivated to incorporate Garifuna musical elements into 

LLB’s worship, so the church began a process of neutralizing Garifuna instruments, rhythms, 

and dance movements. Next, these elements were redefined to embody and express Garifuna 

Evangelical beliefs and values. Today, drums are present every week at LLB, and congregants 

feel that their presence is a vital part of worship. As Alice, a music-loving Garifuna Evangelical 

woman, noted in an interview, 

LP: Is it important that there is drumming in the church? 
AN: Yes, it represents us as Garifuna. The moment you hear drums, it gives you a pause, 
it gets your blood going. The moment you heard that drum pumping, it is so enjoyable to 
listen to and you can’t help but move! Even the dügü drumming, it’s hard for people to 
stay away. The moment they hear that drum rolling, there’s a gathering. The Garifuna 
drums are addicting. . . . It’s hard to turn your back on Garifuna music. (Nunez 2012) 
 

Some rhythms have been easier than others for Castillo and his congregation to incorporate into 

worship at LLB. Bérusu is a secular genre/rhythm associated with story-songs and lyrics about 

everyday life, which Castillo uses for songs of gratitude to God (see Musical Example 8.2). 

Songs that acknowledge God’s faithfulness, grace, and love are often set to bérusu. Likewise, the 

secular punta rhythm is used to accompany celebratory, joyful lyrics of praise (see Musical 

Example 8.3).  
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 Hüngühüngü has been the most difficult rhythm for the church to work into its worship 

(see Musical Example 8.4). Because of its association with dügü and its role in summoning the 

áhari, or ancestor spirits, it was a particularly difficult process for congregants at LLB to bring 

this rhythm into the walls of their church. Re-negotiating the spiritual implications embedded 

within hüngühüngü, or the process of Christianizing the rhythm, was not taken lightly. This 

rhythm is one of the most distinctive and beloved in the Garifuna tradition precisely because of 

its power to evoke spiritual communion and strong emotional responses. Castillo explains, “That 

rhythm is the center of Garifuna music. I hear the history and struggle and triumph of the 

Musical Example 8.4: Basic hüngühüngü rhythm for primero (top staff)  
and segunda (bottom staff) 

Musical Example 8.3: Basic punta rhythms for primero (top staff)  
and segunda (bottom staff).  

Musical Example 8.2: Basic bérusu rhythms for primero (top staff) 
and segunda (bottom staff).  
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Garifuna people in hüngühüngü” (Castillo 2013). Because Garifuna Evangelicals are first and 

foremost Garifuna, Castillo wanted to use hüngühüngü in his compositions, but it took time to 

find a way to bring this rhythm into the Evangelical church while divorcing it from traditional 

spiritual connections. Eventually, hüngühüngü became Christianized by Garifuna Evangelicals, 

imbued with new significances that are still deeply tied to Garifunaduáü but do not acknowledge 

traditional religious practices. Here, Castillo explains what hüngühüngü means to him as a 

Garifuna and an Evangelical: 

Hüngühüngü is the rhythm that portrays a serious message when it comes to liberation 
and that kind of thing. I fell in love with hüngühüngü, and I use it when have a serious 
message that I want to get across to the people. . . . It’s slower, it gives people time to 
think. . . . It’s more portraying my heart’s desire to see the Garifuna people set free from 
bondage and stuff like that. (Castillo 2013) 

 

Songs of Freedom: Herdie Castillo’s Compositions 

 Musical practice at LLB encompasses a broad range of styles and influences ranging 

from Garifuna rhythms and genres to U.S. r&b, soul, and North American praise and worship 

music. The lyrics of Castillo’s compositions range from Garifuna-centric themes, scripture 

quotations, and anecdotal stories to direct translations of pre-existing English-language worship 

songs. These songs evoke different aspects of Garifuna Evangelical identity depending on lyrical 

content, rhythm, harmonic progressions, and melodies. Following, I discuss several of Castillo’s 

compositions that speak to various aspects of Garifuna Evangelical values, beliefs, and lifeways. 

I have strategically chosen songs that reflect the four Garifuna Evangelical core values outlined 

in chapter seven: an individual faith, faith based on love, rejecting the “unbiblical” aspects of 

Garifuna culture, and “redeeming Garifuna culture for Christ.” 
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I. An Individual Faith: “Gíwiidi” 

 The song “Gíwiidi” (“Puppets”) speaks to the celebration of an individualized faith.3 This 

is one of Castillo’s best-liked compositions, and is sung regularly at LLB’s Sunday church 

services. Its lyrics encourage individuals to understand that because God loves them, they do not 

need to conform to society’s expectations. The lyrics can be interpreted as an exhortation to 

reject the “destructive” parts of the culture-at-large, such as drunkenness, promiscuity, and 

vanity. This song can also be read as a call for Garinagu to liberate themselves from the 

“oppressive demands” that Evangelicals believe the ancestor spirits place on Garinagu. 

Congregants choose to interpret these lyrics in both ways, shifting between one and the other 

depending on the circumstances of their lives at a given time (Rubio 2013). Regardless of the 

specific interpretation of “Gíwiidi,” it clearly communicates the extent to which Garifuna 

Evangelicals value personal agency and celebrate the individual: 

Verse 1: 
Gasundiniti lun basugudiruni lugundan Bungiu bun  
Safá bámugoun meyoun lisadaran ubóu le  
To giri bou luagu hadawagouniwa gíwidi  
 
Chorus: 
Siyan meyoun bahinha lau beremun  
Heremuhali meyoun amu babinaha au  
Mafíenga buguya, numada, gagürüga hadibu  
Gumadiwarügü gadibu kei gíwidi  
 
Verse 2: 
Sun meyoun badaüragun lau sun bumegei  
Hasta le badügü bei lun hagundan amu  
Ounkei madabagu ban ban darangilaü lun hagundan amu 
 
Verse 3: 
Subudi bei inarüni líbere bámuga, nati  
Efeduha bámugei le ou bei bagundara  
                                                
3 The standard spelling for the Garifuna word for puppet is “gíwidi,” but Castillo has published this tune as 
“Gíwiidi,” so I use his spelling when referring to the song title. 
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Gúnfuli lámuga meyoun lira bibagari  
 
Verse 4: 
Abinaha bámugei meyoun beremun  
Aganbaharügü bali meyoun heremun amu  
Daraguwa bámugei me giñe barüna  
Áhamaha bámuga kei babuserun  
 
Áhamaha bámuga meyoun kei babuserun  
Áhamaha bamuga meyoun kei babuserun4 
 
Verse 1: 
It’s important that you know the joy of God 
So you can escape the traps of the world 
The ones that are used to create puppets 
 
Chorus: 
You can’t dance to your own song 
You’ll be dancing to others’ tunes 
Without your knowing, my friend, you have a string on you 
You’re being controlled just like a puppet 
 
Verse 2: 
The way you dress and everything you own 
Everything you do is to impress others 
You’ll even lose sleep to make someone else happy 
 
Verse 3: 
Know the truth so you can be free, my brother 
So you can enjoy the things that make you happy 
So your life can be holy 
 
Verse 4: 
Dance to your own song 
You’ll only be listening to other’s tunes 
Open your arms 
So you can fly as you want to 
So you can fly as you want to 
 
 
 Beginning with a simple, bérusu-style, minor guitar riff, Castillo begins singing the first 

verse in a minor-key melody.5 He sings the first two lines of text, with the backup vocalists 

                                                
4 Castillo, Edwin. 2011. “Gíwiidi,” Seremei. 
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repeating the second line twice. Castillo sings the third line alone, and the chorus joins in for the 

fourth line of text, creating a line-by-line call and response. This pattern (one line solo, second 

line chorus) continues throughout the song. The garawoun play bérusu, while the shakas play 

two sixteenth-notes on the “and” of each beat. The lyrics of “Gíwiidi” deal with themes relevant 

specifically to the Garifuna experience, and the bérusu rhythm and melody reflect the song’s 

Garifuna-centric message. During performances of this song at LLB, the last line “Áhamaha 

bámuga meyoun kei babuserun” (“So you can fly as you want to”) is repeated and congregants 

lift outstretched arms as they dance, soaring like birds set free from a cage.  

II. Faith based on Love  

 In contrast to “Gíwiidi” is “Habungiute Bungiugu” (“God of all Gods”), a praise song 

modeled after North American praise and worship music. On Castillo’s 2011 album Seremei, this 

ballad features a chord progression strummed on the acoustic guitar, accompanied by a basic 4/4 

rock beat played on a drum machine, in lieu of garawoun or shakas. When sung during church 

services, two drummers play the “English rhythm” (see Musical Example 8.1). Musical 

Examples 8.5 and 8.6 show the basic harmonic progression of this song’s verse and chorus. The 

use of deceptive cadences (I—V—vi) is an extremely common harmonic progression in U.S. 

praise and worship music, contributing to the very “North American Evangelical” sound of this 

song. 

 Kenima Martinez, a young mother of two and LLB’s lead female singer, offers the lead 

vocals during the first verse, with Pastor Herdie singing major thirds below her melody. In the 

chorus, Herdie takes the lead vocals and male and female backup vocalists sing in response to 

him (below, the lines in parenthesis are sung in unison by backup singers). In the second verse, 
                                                                                                                                                       
5 Bérusu is a genre of Garifuna music usually performed male vocalists who accompany themselves with plucked 
melodies and strummed chords on an acoustic guitar.  
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Herdie continues as the lead vocalist while Kenima sings in unison with him. “Habungiute 

Bungiugu” (“God of all Gods”) has two components lyrically. It is a song of praise to an 

omnipotent God, and also an evocation of God’s protection and power. 

Verse 1: 
Habungiute sun Bungiugu 
Haruweite sun uruweigu 
Sunti gabafu biri bei 
Búmayein lagumuhoun dimurei, Nabureme, 
Amüru gamaniha bei  
 
Chorus:  
Ka ba san wagu nafeidirei nidarangila? 
Ka ba san wagu nadiherida? (Madadagaru badina)  
Ka ba san wagu nirudagua? (Lidan le subudi nani amürü lan gamaniha bei)   
 
Verse 2:  
Madawagungiu arumu to luboun tagürichagunina liña bererun, Nabureme, 
Darugu niña barunarügü  
Añei geyegu biña nau Kei uburugu Herusalen6 
 
Verse 1: 
God of all gods 
King of all kings 
Your name is all-powerful 

                                                
6 Castillo, Edwin. 2011. “Habungiute Bungiugu,” Seremei. 

Musical Example 8.5: Harmonic progression for verses 
of “Habungiute Bungiugu” by Edwin Castillo 

Musical Example 8.6: Harmonic progression for 
chorus of “Habungiute Bungiugu” by Edwin Castillo 
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You have the last word, my Lord 
You’re the one in charge  
 
Chorus: 
Why do I lose my peace? 
Why am I afraid? (I won’t be trembling) 
Why am I sad? (When I know that you’re the one in control) 
 
Verse 2: 
Your word says the weapons have not been made that can destroy me, My Lord 
I’m enclosed in your arms, 
And you surround me like the city of Jerusalem 
 

The phrasing and content of these lyrics draw influence from North American praise and 

worship songs, and are broad enough that they can be applied to any difficult situation a singer or 

listener may be facing. The final line of the second verse references Psalm 125:2, which reads 

“As the mountains surround Jerusalem, so the Lord surrounds his people both now and 

forevermore.” In addition to these more general Evangelical lyrics, the musical arrangement of 

“Habungiute Bungiugu” is also influenced by contemporary Christian music in terms of 

instrumentation (using a drum machine and guitar instead of Garifuna instruments), vocal timbre 

(Kenima sings in an emotive, r&b style that contrasts with traditional Garifuna vocal styles), and 

harmony. These elements aurally align singers and listeners with the cosmopolitan, transnational 

aspect of Garifuna Evangelical identity. By using lyrical themes common to North American 

Evangelical music, Garifuna Evangelicals vocally and linguistically connect themselves to a 

diverse, international community of believers.  

 The song “Seremei” (“Thanks”) is one of Castillo’s most popular tunes within and 

beyond the church, and is the title track to his 2011 album.7 Like the previous song, “Seremei” 

features very similar acoustic guitar, a subtle bass line, male and female vocals, and a 4/4 rock 
                                                
7 In the People’s Garifuna Dictionary (YR), this word is spelled seremein, but Castillo’s album and its title track are 
published as“Seremei.” Thus, when referencing the album or song lyrics as they are printed in the album’s liner 
notes, I will use the spelling “Seremei.” I use the spelling seremein in all other instances. 
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beat played on a drum machine. There are no garawoun or shakas heard on the album version of 

this song, but when performed during church services, the garawoun play the “English rhythm” 

shown in Musical Example 8.1. Kenima leads the first repetition of the chorus and first verse. 

The melody is sung in the upper range of her voice, in a style that reveals influences from U.S. 

r&b vocal styles (melismatic melodies sung with an open throat). The song begins with a 

repetition of the chorus, which features the words “Seremein, seremein, seremein bun, 

Nabureme” (“Thanks, thanks, thank you, my Lord”). This line is sung slowly, and during the 

spaces between each word, Pastor Herdie and the backup vocalists fill in the space with 

harmonized repetitions of the lyrics. During the first verse, Kenima sings the first line alone; 

male and female backup singers enter to sing the second line with her. She sings the third line 

alone, and again the chorus enters to sing the fourth line in harmony. Herdie sings verse two as a 

soloist, with minimal backup vocals at the very end of the verse. Kenima sings the next chorus 

with the same backup harmonies as before.   

Chorus:  
Seremein, seremein, seremein bun, Nabureme (x4) 
 
Verse 1:  
Kei lidise lafuachu weyu luwei laludu weyu  
Kei liñu sielu luwéi ubóu  
Sun nifigoun, Nabureme, gida ban nuwéi  
 
Verse 2:  
Mafayeigüdü bumutina luagu nüriban luma nifigoun 
Madeinhan buguya nun mabeichun bana keisi nadüna bei.8 
 
Chorus: 
Thanks, thanks, thank you, my Lord (x4) 
 
 

                                                
8 Castillo, Edwin. 2011. “Seremei,” Seremei. 
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Verse 1: 
From the rising to the setting sun 
From the heights of heaven to the earth 
All my sins, my Lord, you have removed from me 
 
Verse 2: 
You don’t make me pay for my bad behavior or my sins 
Neither do you discipline me the way I deserve. 
 
 “Seremei” is a general expression of gratitude for God’s grace, but I would also argue 

that it can be interpreted within the context of Hopkins’s spiritual milieu. When viewed within a 

specifically Garifuna spiritual context, “Seremei” implicitly illuminates the contrast Evangelicals 

see between their faith, which emphasizes salvation through repentance and personal faith, and 

Catholicism, which teaches that salvation is attained through a combination of baptism, faith, 

good works, and participation in the Sacraments (Kreeft 2001:24-25). The lyrics quote Bibles 

verses (Psalm 103: 10-12) that speak of God’s removal of a one’s sins. When asked about this 

tune, Castillo explained, “Seremei is, more than anything else, a response to God’s amazing 

grace” (Castillo 2013). 

III. Redeeming Garifuna Culture for Christ 

 “Alawaha Wamei” (“Let’s Worship”) is an anthemic song that celebrates Garifuna 

culture as well as God’s continual protection of the Garinagu. It positions God as intimately 

involved in the histories and lives of Garinagu, and explains how God can—and should—be 

worshipped with the musical elements that make Garifuna culture unique. It is also a call for 

solidarity and hope as a people, a reminder that God is on the side of the Garinagu. Meant to 

empower and uplift, this song embodies the love and joy that Castillo has for his people, his 

music, and his culture.  

Chorus:  
Alawaha Wamei Wabureme (kei Garinagu)  
Iñuraha wamei Waruweite (lau wamalali)  



 284 

Alawaha wamei (tau wagarawoun)  
Iñuraha wamei (tau wasisiran)  
Alawaha wamei (tagei bugudura)  
Iñuraha wamei (tau wagidaran)  
 
Verse 1: 
Áfaguati yebe ágani lun lagumuchaguagüdüniwa 
Peru gasudiniti buga Wabureme lun Garifuna  
Wein widü weyu barana asufurira sügü  
Asta lun wafeidirun hádagiñe wayunagu  
 
Verse 2:  
Duwari wama, Garinagu, luwéi wadireruni  
Seremein luma uweriguni le lani Wabureme  
Lanirime lugudamehabu Wáguchin le larufudu bei woun  
Ligiya gadunama lubei wíchigun luwerigun lun  
 
Verse 3: 
Areida lumuti wabagari lun lagufuliruni sun buga luwenedi luba rasa Garifuna  
Sefu lumutiña wayunagu lun larufuduni woun seru lan ebegi le lichigu bei luagu Garifuna9  
 
Chorus: 
Let’s worship our Lord (as Garinagu) 
Let’s lift up our King (with our voices) 
Let’s worship (with our drums) 
Let’s lift Him up (with our shakers) 
Let’s worship (with turtle shells) 
Let’s lift Him up (with our guitar) 
 
Verse 1: 
The enemy tried to destroy us 
But our Lord had a purpose for the Garifuna 
Twenty-eight days of suffering at sea 
We lost some of our ancestors 
 
Verse 2: 
Let’s be careful, Garinagu, not to lose our way 
Thanks and praise that are the Lord’s 
Great is the mercy that our Father has shown to us 
It’s right for us to give Him glory 
 
Verse 3: 
He saved our lives so He could complete all his dreams for the Garifuna race 
He rescued our ancestors to show us that the price He gave for the Garifuna was high 
                                                
9 Castillo, Edwin. 2011. “Alawaha Wamei,” Seremei. 
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 A melodic electric guitar solo begins the song, accompanied by an acoustic guitar and 

“horns” (played on an electric keyboard). Shakas play their basic sixteenth-note rhythm and the 

garawoun play a mid-tempo punta. This configuration of instruments is typical of popular punta 

rock songs, lending the tune a celebratory feel. Starting in verse one, Castillo sings in a 

straightforward way (his vocals tend to follow more traditional ideas of Garifuna song in which 

the singer is not as concerned with conveying emotion as lyrics with the voice) while the male 

and female backup singers finish each phrase for him, singing in unison. In the above 

transcription, parentheses indicate lines sung by backup singers. Castillo sings each verse alone, 

allowing listeners to focus on the important lyrics he is communicating.  

 The first verse speaks of the Garifuna exile from St. Vincent, invoking the Garifuna value 

of remembrance and acknowledging the sacrifices of the ancestors, two tropes central to the 

practice of dügü. Here, these themes are reconfigured to highlight not the spiritual power of the 

ancestors, but the power of God leading the ancestors through history. Ancestors are celebrated 

for their human sacrifice and persistence, but not as spiritual forces. Similarly, verses two and 

three do not call upon the áhari to guide and sustain Garinagu (as Garfiuan traditionalists do), 

but rather emphasize the guidance and power of the Christian God. 

IV. Rejecting “Unbiblical” Aspects of the Culture 

 The song “Ni Amu Bungiu” (“No Other God”) addresses themes of agency and liberation 

from “the old ways.” The song begins with lyrics that retell stories of Biblical figures who chose 

loyalty to God over their physical well-being, and in some cases, their very lives.“Ni Amu 

Bungiu” is driven by the keyboard. A lead keyboard line plays a repeated, off beat rhythm while 

a synthesized string line plays sustained chords. During each verse, Castillo sings the first two 

lines alone, and male backup singers accompany him, harmonizing the last two lines of the verse. 
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The garawoun play the punta rhythm. The melody is in the key of G Major and features mainly 

ascending melodic lines. The three verses, alternating with the chorus, contain these lyrics: 

Verse 1: 
Anúadiratiña Sadrakü, Mesakü, luma Abedünego  
Óunweni lubaragiñe uduguaü lun amu bungiu  
Afíentiña, aganba wamei hererun wügüriña ha  
Áyeiha wamamugei ligaburi hóuserun  
 
Verse 2:  
Bei hamuti Féduru luma Huan lárigiñe hadaürawagun  
Ariñawagua ligiya houn habé lan harufudahan lidan liri Wabureme  
Afíentiña, aganba wamei hererun wügüriña ha  
Áyeiha wamamugei ligaburi hóuserun  
 
Verse 3:  
Lárama wama, niduheñu, luagu le wafíen bei  
Arihua lámuga lubafu Wabureme lídangiñe wabagari  
Afíenti, abidiñe bei bun katei lan biyara bei  
Ánhabu mararamun luagu le meyoun bafíen bei, asta lidan lérengunga  
Afíentiña, aganba wamei hererun wügüriña ha  
Áyeiha wamamugei ligaburi hóuserun  
 
Chorus:  
Máhuduragun badiwa lun ni amu Bungiu  
Máhuduragún badiwa asta óunweni lan lebegi bei10 
 
Verse 1: 
Shadrack, Mishak and Abednego  
Chose death rather than kneeling to another god 
Believers, let’s listen to the words of these men 
So we can imitate their lives 
 
Verse 2: 
They beat Peter and John after they were thrown in prison 
And told them to stop teaching in the name of our Lord 
Believers, let’s listen to the words of these men  
So we can imitate their lives 
 
Verse 3: 
Let’s stand up, my people, for what we believe,  
So the power of our Lord can be seen through our lives 

                                                
10 Castillo, Edwin. 2004. “Niamu Bungiu,” Furiwama. 
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Believer, you won’t know what you can do 
If you don’t stand up for what you believe, even in tough times 
Believers, let’s listen to the voices of these men 
So we can imitate their lives 
 
Chorus:  
We won’t kneel down to any other God 
We won’t kneel down even if the consequence is death 
 
 In “Ni Amu Bungiu,” Castillo uses Biblical stories to bolster Garifuna Evangelicals’ 

conviction to distance themselves from traditional spiritual practices, or “other gods.” The 

Biblical stories in which believers chose death over the worship of false gods is viewed as 

parallel to spiritual tensions in which Garifuna Evangelicals see themselves. In performing this 

song, they proclaim that they are willing to risk harassment by Satan and demonic forces, as well 

as anger and alienation from their community, for the sake of their faith. Pairing these heavy 

lyrics with the uptempo punta gives the song a surprisingly celebratory tone, musically 

illustrating the joy that Evangelicals take in God’s faithfulness, even in the face of great struggle. 

 One of the most controversial songs composed by Herdie Castillo is the title track from 

his 2004 album, Furiwama, or “Let’s Get Out.” This song is an exhortation to the Garifuna 

people to liberate themselves from the “demands” of the ancestors, the “lukewarm” teachings of 

the Catholic Church, and the “misguided spiritual leadership” of buyeis. The themes addressed in 

the song “Furí Wama” run through the album, as its other tracks also deal with themes of 

spiritual and social liberation in conjunction with finding redemption through Jesus Christ. 

 “Furí Wama” begins with a melody played on an electric keyboard, using a synthesized 

flute sound, while a second keyboard line plays a major-key I—IV—I—V—I chord progression. 

Three percussion instruments are heard: the shakas (shakers), playing their basic sixteenth-note, 

ostinato rhythm, the segunda playing a basic hüngühüngü pattern, and the primero improvising 

on the hüngühüngü rhythm. 
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 In the first verse, Castillo begins constructing a narrative about his perspective on the 

origins of the Garifuna belief system, explaining how Garinagu have been taught to adhere to 

their own religious beliefs and not to accept the teachings of outside religions. A chorus joins in 

for the last syllables of each line of text, harmonizing in thirds and fourths. Castillo’s timbre—

during both sung and spoken portions of the songs—is a characteristically Garifuna vocal style 

that is nasal, vibrato-less, and syllabic. The second verse draws on the tropes of freedom central 

to Garifuna identity and historical narratives; but here, instead of referring to bondage as coming 

from colonial or foreign oppressors, Castillo paints the ancestors and traditional spiritual beliefs 

as being oppressive forces to Garinagu. The third verse exhorts Garinagu to recognize their 

potential and intelligence, and to use these skills to “get out of bondage” by educating 

themselves in the context of a formal school education and the uncovering of spiritual truths. The 

chorus, sung between each verse, ties together this narrative using the kind of direct, 

unembellished lyrics heard in many genres of Garifuna song. There is no hiding Castillo’s 

conviction or position, no chance that listeners can misinterpret his stance on the “right path” to 

freedom and peace. 

Verse 1: 
Aríenguati meha woun Garinagu 
Lun waligilisinrügü ba lan wafalara, niduheñu 
Aríenguati meha giñe woun Garinagu lun mafareinragun wama luwéi wechun ñei (x2)  
 
Chorus: 
Falá bei lererun Faradiu, mama lererun Fádiri  
Lererun Bungiu, mama hererun Búyeigu 
Lererun Wáguchilin, mama hererun wayunagu 
Dan me le badügüni lira, lanügü ba ñuruguaü bun, nitu, 
Lanügü ba ñuruguaü bun 
 
Verse 2: 
Madourua lan bena bau, Garifuna, 
Ladüga huliliti lanichigu rasa Garifuna 
Furí ban lídangiñe bagürüwaguniwa 
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Furendei bei sun le biyara bei 
 
Verse 3: 
Gagibedu gusan katei basubudirun, gabuidundu bun 
Madourua lan bena bau, Garifuna, 
Ladüga huliliti lanichigu rasa Garifuna 
Furí ban lídangiñe bagürawagúniwa 
Furendei bei sun le biyara bei 
Ladüga huliliti lanichigu rasa Garifuna11 
 
Verse 1: 
A long time ago, we Garinagu were told 
That we should only follow what our church teaches, my people 
We Garinagu were also told that we are not supposed to be separated from our beliefs 
 
Chorus: 
Follow the Word of God, not the word of the priest 
The Word of God, not the word of the buyeis 
The Word of Our Father, not the word of our ancestors 
When you do that, it will bring peace to you, my sister 
It will bring peace to you 
 
Verse 2: 
May the door not be shut on you, Garifuna 
Because the Garifuna race has a deep intelligence 
Get out of the bondage 
Learn everything that you can 
 
Verse 3: 
The more things you learn about, the better it is for you 
May the door not be shut on you, Garifuna 
Because the Garifuna race has a deep intelligence 
Get out of the bondage 
Learn all that you can 
The Garifuna race has a deep intelligence 
 
 The lyrics of “Furí Wama” are clearly provocative, and so are the aural aspects of the 

song. The melody is set to hüngühüngü, a rhythm associated with the ancestors, a rhythm that, 

for most Garinagu, evokes thoughts of dügü and feelings of ethnic pride. Harmonically, the song 

follows a basic chord progression in C Major. Each verse is 14 bars long, containing three half 

                                                
11 Castillo, Edwin. 2004. “Furí Wama,” Furiwama. 
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cadences and a full cadence at the end. These 14 bars are split irregularly into phrases of 3, 5, 3, 

and 3 measures, respectively (Musical Example 8.7 shows the first verse of “Furí Wama” with 

lyrics). This echoes Garifuna musical sensibilities in which phrasing and melody accommodate 

lyrics to create flowing vocal phrases with irregular rhythms. However, the presence of defined 

harmonic progressions in a major key gives this song a distinctively North American sound. The 

chorus follows a basic I—V—I harmonic progression and each line of text is two bars long, but 

begin in the middle on beat 3 of each measure (when conceptualized in 6/8). Thus, the song’s 

language, lyrical structure, rhythm, and melodic shape tie this song to Garifuna traditions, while 

the use of western harmony signals a link to U.S. popular musical aesthetics.  

When Castillo released the album Furiwama in 2004, it caused quite a stir. A Garifuna 

man using the rhythms of the ancestors to speak directly against them was understandably met 

with resistance, confusion, and anger from many Garinagu, particularly those devoted to the 

Catholic Church and more traditional conceptions of Garifunaduáü. But, as Castillo was sure to 

point out each time we spoke about his music and mission, his goal was not to cause conflict and 

division within his community, but to engage with the tensions sparked by his Evangelicalism. 

As explained in chapter seven, an important component of defining oneself as a Garifuna 

Evangelical is opposition to the practice of traditional Garifuna spirituality. This stance is taken 

because Garifuna Evangelicals believe the áhari (ancestor spirits) are in fact demons, not 

ancestors at all. Castillo explained to me several times that he is not opposed to the people 

practicing dügü, but to the “bondage and darkness” he sees the ritual bringing to his community, 

following the adage “hate the sin, not the sinner.”  
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Through the performance of “Furí Wama,” Garifuna Evangelicals explicitly define the 

“in-groups” and “out-groups” of their faith and subculture (Smith 1998:105). “Furí Wama” 

communicates Garifuna Evangelicals’ opposition to what they view as the oppressive system of 

traditional Garifuna spirituality, in tandem with their solidarity with the Garinagu as a people. 

This separation of faith from culture is at the core of what it means to be a Garifuna Evangelical; 

the cleavage of faith and culture is necessary in order for a person to identify as such. To be a 

devout Garifuna Evangelical, one must be anti-syncretic, discarding all elements of pre-existing 

faith and adopting an entirely new religious framework while still embracing the non-spiritual 

aspects of one’s culture. Melvin Butler found a similar dynamic at work in Haitian Pentecostal 

churches, in which congregants used musical expression to define both who they are and who 

they are not. In these Haitian churches, “Musical practice serves as a means of enacting identities 

that stand in opposition to a host of social and spiritual adversaries” (Butler 2008:53). Through 

Musical Example 8.7: First verse of “Furi Wama” showing irregular 
phrase lengths to accommodate lyrics 
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strategically employing lyrical themes and musical characteristics, songs like “Furí Wama” 

simultaneously affirm what Garifuna Evangelicals do believe, and what they do not. 

 The moods and melodies of both “Furí Wama” and “Ni Amu Bungiu” seem in conflict 

with their serious, intense lyrics. The major-key, open melodies convey what to western ears is a 

joyous, celebratory tone. The timbres of the electric keyboard, guitar, and garawoun are jubilant 

and bright, and the songs are up-tempo. In this juxtaposition of melody, timbre, tempo and 

lyrical content lays a central component of Evangelicalism. Castillo and other Garifuna 

Evangelicals find joy in the face of adversity, as they believe they have found the antidote to 

pain, oppression, and bondage inflicted by traditional spiritual practices and traditional 

conceptions of Garifuna culture. For them, there is always reason to celebrate—even when 

proclaiming they would rather die than worship “false gods”—because they believe the Jesus 

Christ God of the Bible is on their side. With Jesus, nothing and no one can touch them. With 

God, there are sure to be rewards, peace, and everlasting harmony for all eternity. What seems 

like a strange dichotomy to an outsider in fact embodies a tension that is inherent to being 

Garifuna and Evangelical.  

 A correlation exists in Castillo’s music. Songs that contain musical influences from North 

American praise and worship tend to have lyrics with general Evangelical Christian themes; 

these songs also include quotations of Bible verses. Songs that heavily feature Garifuna musical 

elements contain lyrics that relate to Garifuna issues and spiritual rituals. Through his music, 

Castillo has created a “dynamic tension,” (Smith 1998:150) an unexpected juxtaposition in 

which those songs that most strongly aurally evoke Garifunaness are the ones that most clearly 

dissociate Garifuna Evangelicals from Garifuna cultural and religious practices.  
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As Christian Smith discusses throughout American Evangelicalism, “Evangelicalism uses 

its cultural tools to construct a subcultural reality in which counterbalancing centripetal and 

centrifugal forces pull against each other in dynamic tension, maintaining both difference from 

and engagement with American society” (Smith 1998:150). The sonic and lyrical tension in 

Garifuna Evangelical music reflects the dynamic tensions coursing through the Evangelical 

worldview, which inspire Evangelicals as they interact with their community and continue 

negotiating what it means to be both Garifuna and Evangelical. The Garifuna Evangelical 

subculture, through cultural tools such as values, habits, and—perhaps most importantly—music, 

is articulating the balance between the “centripetal and centrifugal forces” of the Garifuna, 

Belizean, and North American cultures in which it is enmeshed. The subculture that Garifuna 

Evangelicals are continuing to develop appeals to new converts, particularly Garifuna women, 

through messages of individualism, entrepreneurship, and liberation. With the musical and 

cultural tools offered by Evangelicalism, converts feel equipped to cultivate faith and identity in 

ways that that suit individual needs and desires. 
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Chapter Nine: 

Conclusion: Sacred Music and Articulations of Garifunaduáü 
 

“There is nothing quite like an outside threat or enemy to bring people together, make them set 
aside their differences, and increase their dedication and loyalty to the group” Smith 1998:114).
 
  Present day conceptions of Garifunaness in Belize include diverse combinations of 

identification with indigeneity, Garifunaduáü, West African, North American, and Belizean 

cultures. Religious practice, and specifically the performance of sacred music, plays an important 

role in helping Garinagu articulate these complex identities and cultivate ethnic pride. As 

Garifuna communities continue to emerge from the oppressive gaze of European colonial 

systems and simultaneously respond to global flows of people, cultures, and ideas, sacred 

musical performances function as expressive spaces in which to cope with the past and face the 

present. By focusing on the different ways that Garifuna Catholics and Garifuna Evangelicals use 

music to articulate and express their identity and faith, I hope to have portrayed Hopkins as a 

community in which pluralistic conceptions of ethnic identity have the potential to positively 

affect community development. 

  Throughout this dissertation, I have brought to light facets of Garifuna cultural history, 

music, and spirituality that have as yet remained unexplored within academia. In Garifuna and 

European historical narratives, as well as in most scholarship from the twentieth century, 

Garifuna religiosity has been viewed as largely homogenous. Indeed, for many years Garinagu 

communities were quite united in their religious beliefs. However, my goal has been to 

complicate these perspectives by presenting alternative Garifuna voices regarding what it means 

to live out Garifunaduáü today. As Gregory Barz writes in his study of Tanzanian kwaya music, 
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When presented as dichotomies—Western vs. African, indigenous vs. non-indigenous, 
old vs. new, evangelical vs. mainstream—such constructions deny what for many has 
increasingly been understood as a process, one that involves individual and communal 
choices and reflects the potential for multiple levels of engagement. (Barz 2005:25) 
 

In Garifuna communities, the dichotomies of the past—traditional vs. popular, indigenous vs. 

cosmopolitan, Garifuna Catholic vs. Protestant—are becoming less significant as geographical 

and cultural boundaries become increasingly fluid. Garifunaduáü in the present day is best 

conceptualized as a multi-directional, multi-stranded flow of cultural expressions, beliefs, ideas, 

and values rooted in Garifuna history and tradition. 

  This dissertation also explores processes of change and continuity in Garifuna 

communities by looking at both historical and present-day sociocultural dynamics. Chapter three 

explores the centrality of Garifuna historical narratives in constructing conceptions of Garifuna 

ethnicity. It also examines the changing social position of Garinagu within Belizean society over 

the past two centuries. Expanding on the historical discussions in chapter three, chapters five and 

six examine the evolving relationship between traditional Garifuna spirituality and Roman 

Catholicism throughout the 20th century. Chapter six focuses on the ways that Garifuna Catholic 

church music has served as a vehicle of both change and continuity for Garinagu as they work to 

differentiate themselves as a cultural group throughout Belize and the Garifuna Nation.  

  My analysis of the Garifuna drum (garawoun) in chapter four offers a musical example 

of cultural change and continuity. Using visual evidence from the oeuvre of painter Agostino 

Brunias, this chapter constructs an historical narrative about the garawoun. My investigation 

builds on Sara Johnson’s concept of a Caribbean “inter-island aesthetic” (2001, 2012), which 

explores the extent to which cultural exchange was taking place among indigenous and African 

populations of the Caribbean during the 18th century. My analysis focuses on a musical facet of 

the inter-island aesthetic and suggests that African and Black Carib Communities in 18th century 
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St. Vincent were exchanging musical instruments and rhythms. The drum that Brunias depicts 

enslaved Africans playing in the late 1700s is almost identical in playing style and construction 

to the present-day Garifuna drum. Despite three centuries of continuity in terms of the 

instrument’s construction and playing style, the social and spiritual meanings of the garawoun 

have shifted for Garinagu over time. The latter half of chapter four looks at the sociocultural 

significances of the garawoun in present day Garifuna society, and chapters six and eight more 

deeply explore the evolving religious contexts in which the garawoun is played. 

  The theme of the garawoun’s spiritual and cultural power runs through chapters five 

through eight, which are the heart of this dissertation. Grounded in fieldwork and drawing 

heavily on ethnography and interviews with musicians, elders, and religious leaders in Belize, I 

present a comprehensive historical discussion of Garifuna Catholicism and musical practice, and 

the first-ever exploration of Garifuna Evangelicalism. The teachings, beliefs, and rituals of the 

Garifuna Catholic Church are more complex than has been portrayed within the writing of most 

twentieth-century scholars. Two exceptions are the works of Johnson (2007) and Flores (2001), 

which wonderfully flesh out the various worldviews and belief systems within this religious 

community through careful examinations of Garifuna Catholicism within larger socio-spiritual 

milieus.  

  Chapter five examines the Garifuna Catholic Church’s ongoing efforts to articulate ethnic 

identity. It looks at the doctrinal divides and differing forms of Catholicism that exist in Garifuna 

Catholic communities, yet argues that despite internal divisions, the Garifuna Catholic Church is 

emerging as a pillar of tradition and stability for many Garifuna communities. Chapter six 

presents a typology of Garifuna Catholic church music based on features including melody, 

rhythm, language, and lyrics. I use this typology to illustrate how Catholic hymns and liturgical 
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music have been indigenized in Belizean Garifuna Catholic churches over the past century. I also 

argue that, as Christian sacred music becomes more deeply indigenized, communities are more 

fully able to articulate conceptions of ethnicity and experience spiritual connection. Finally, 

because Garifuna Catholic music is laden with rhythmic, aural, and textual expressions of 

Garifunaduáü, I argue for the recognition of this music as a “traditional” genre within Garifuna 

culture. 

  Chapters seven and eight focus on the beliefs and music of Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu, the 

Garifuna Evangelical church in Hopkins. I suggest that Garifuna Evangelical churches are 

culturally significant because they are offering alternatives to traditional Garifuna spiritual 

practices. Since the mid-1990s, Garifuna Evangelicals in Hopkins have been neutralizing 

(Zehner 2005:586) and Christianizing (Cohen 1995:29) aspects of Garifuna culture. In doing so, 

they are reworking what it means to be Garifuna in ways that consider non-traditional beliefs, 

arts, social values, and ongoing socioeconomic changes. I outline a three-part typology for 

Garifuna Evangelical music that parallels that of Garifuna Catholic music, showing the parallel 

evolutionary processes undergone by these two musical repertoires. Finally, I examine the 

compositions of Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu’s pastor, Edwin “Herdie” Castillo, and demonstrate how 

his music is being used to express and promote the core values of Garifuna Evangelicals. 

 

Cultural Vitality & Religious Tension  

 The work of sociologist Christian Smith provides the conceptual underpinning for my 

analysis of religious pluralism in Belizean Garifuna communities. Smith’s work, while focused 

on Evangelicalism in the United States, points out the importance of inter-group tension in the 

creation of religious vitality, arguing that “competition can strengthen religious beliefs and 
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practices—especially within religious subcultures that possess cultural tools which can interpret 

the conflict in a religiously significant framework” (Smith 1998:115). Conflict and tension have 

played a major role in the cultural evolution of the Garinagu since their beginnings in 17th 

century St. Vincent. This dynamic�of tension fostering cultural vitality and resiliency�is 

explored in chapters three through five, which focus on the political, cultural and spiritual 

consequences of historical conflicts between Garinagu and colonial powers. I illustrate the ways 

that religious practices and the expressive arts, while being the aspects of Garifuna culture most 

virulently attacked, have helped Garinagu resist colonial domination and cultural disintegration. 

Chapters five through eight focus on the ways that present-day religion and sacred music are 

helping Garifuna communities articulate identity and negotiate the new tensions brought by 

globalization. Rather than crumbling in the face of these challenges, Garifuna communities are 

not only persevering, but proving themselves�once again�to be strong and resilient.  

 Smith proposes that inter-group tension does not necessarily force groups to choose 

between “accommodation” (gradual surrender to a dominant ideology) and “resistance” 

(constant struggle to stay afloat in a rapidly homogenizing world) (1998:115). Rather, he argues 

that religious groups can find footing in the midst of threat and competition. Smith takes 

traditional theories of religion and secularization, which argue that religion cannot survive in 

modern, pluralistic societies (Berger 1967; Black 1967; Brown 1976; Redfield 1930), and offers 

a more optimistic theory grounded in substantial supporting evidence. Likewise, my data 

suggests that the tension engendered by increasing pluralism in Hopkins is promoting religious 

(and by extension, cultural) vitality as individuals and groups are prompted to actively evaluate 

who they are and what they believe. The conversations, cultural innovations, and articulations of 

ethnicity sparked by inter-religious tension have strengthened multiple religious communities 
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and the village as a whole. Thus, I argue that spiritual and cultural pluralism has the potential to 

more wholly equip Garinagu to positively respond to recent waves of tourism, foreign 

investment, and development in Belize. 

 Garifuna communities have proven that they thrive on resistance, change, and adaptation. 

Evangelicals, too, thrive in the face of conflict. Thus one can speculate that, given the right 

combination of socioeconomic motivation, spiritual conviction, and cultural tools, Garifuna 

communities such as Hopkins have a fighting chance of surviving the tsunami of new challenges 

globalization has brought rushing toward them. I posit that music is one of the primary cultural 

tools with which Garifuna Catholics and Garifuna Evangelicals are equipped to negotiate these 

inevitable changes. Embedded within Garifuna music (dance, drumming, and song) are historical 

remembrances, collective values, assertions of identity, and symbolic acts of resistance. As other 

scholars of Garifuna spirituality have argued (Flores 2001; Johnson 2007; Servio-Mariano 2010; 

Greene 2014), the performance of Garifuna sacred music enables both performers and spectators 

to bind themselves together as a community, resist cultural domination, and adapt to changing 

circumstances. My work expands on this scholarship by examining the subculture of Garifuna 

Evangelicalism as a relatively new space in which Garifunaness is being negotiated and different 

forms of resistance are being enacted.  

 Garifuna scholars Barbara Flores and Boyd Servio-Mariano argue that it is through the 

practice of traditional Garifuna spirituality—specifically the enactment of dügü—that Garinagu 

are empowered to resist cultural hegemony. In her discussion of Garifuna spirituality in early 

20th century Belize, Flores asserts that “the impact of practicing Garifuna traditional rituals 

within this atmosphere of struggle gave them vitality and generated a level of defiance and 

resistance which has created a valuable subversive edge among them” (2001:189). In the present 
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day, Flores continues, the dügü has become “a space of Garifuna freedom and subversion” and 

“the catalyst for transformation and has faithfully attempted to ward off evils of erasure and 

oppression” (2001:128). Likewise, Servio-Mariano (2010) argues that resistance is a cornerstone 

of Garifuna cultural vitality, and that the enactment of dügü is essential for successful resistance 

to globalization (2010:72-73). My work also argues that musical and religious spheres are 

important spaces of resistance in Garifuna communities. However, I complicate the assertions of 

these scholars by presenting evidence that some Garinagu are resisting globalization not through 

traditional forms of Garifuna spirituality, but through North American-based Evangelicalism or 

an orthodox version of Catholicism. Both of these religious systems reject some of the central 

elements of Garifuna ritual practice and belief, including participation in dügü. Thus, I argue that 

some Garinagu are enacting a version of Garifunaduáü that simultaneously resists globalization 

and traditional Garifuna spiritual practices. 

 My research questions the extent to which traditional Garifuna spirituality is still 

“maintain[ing] Garifuna survival” (Flores 2001:4). More than a decade has passed since the 

publication of Flores’s dissertation, and dynamics in Belizean Garifuna communities have 

changed drastically in that short time. As I have demonstrated, today Garinagu are enacting 

multiple ways of being Garifuna in Hopkins and throughout the Garifuna Nation. Not all 

Garinagu value communion with the áhari (ancestor spirits), and not all participate in dügü or 

other ceremonies for the ancestors; Garifuna identity and culture are being celebrated in spaces 

that exist separately from traditional Garifuna ritual. Even within the Garifuna Catholic church, 

which has long been a focal point for Garifuna communities, there exist deep divisions in terms 

of attitudes toward the ancestor spirits and the necessity of participating in dügü.  
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A sizeable number of Garinagu (Catholic, Evangelical, and non-religious) are choosing 

not to participate in dügü and other Garifuna spiritual practices. These shifts in collective 

religiosity are indicators of the intense changes currently underway in many Central American 

Garifuna communities. However, I also argue that despite these shifts in religious affiliations, 

Garifunaduáü is not dissolving in the face of religious pluralism, but is in fact being negotiated 

in innovative ways that are allowing people to successfully face new challenges and 

circumstances. Expanding on Flores’s and Servio-Mariano’s assertions regarding the importance 

of Garifuna cultural expressions in resisting domination, coupled with Christian Smith’s concept 

that religions thrive in the face of tension, I argue that the practice of any and all forms of 

indigenized Garifuna religion (whether Catholic, Evangelical, or traditional) strengthens the 

community against outside threats. The cultural and ideological forces pressing against one 

another in communities like Hopkins (Evangelicals and traditionalists, orthodox Catholics and 

Evangelicals, foreign developers and local landowners) actually have the potential to bolster the 

community from a variety of angles. 

 

The Role of Religion in Being and Becoming Garifuna 

 Shortly after returning from Belize in 2012, I read Robert Pirsig’s philosophical novel 

Lila: An Inquiry into Morals (1991), in which he develops a theory of cultural construction and 

maintenance. He calls this the “metaphysics of quality.” Upon reading his work, I was struck by 

the clarity with which Pirsig’s theory elucidates the dynamics I witnessed in Hopkins. Though 

the concepts and vocabulary of other scholars more explicitly frame my analysis throughout the 

dissertation, it is Pirsig’s work that has quietly and consistently molded my ideas about Garifuna 

spirituality and sacred music. 
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 Pirsig proposes that in every society, there exist two types of “quality” or “good,” which 

he calls “static quality” and “dynamic quality.” Static quality is defined as the traditional, stable 

elements within society, the elements that remain constant in order to remind people of who they 

are and what they value. Static quality “is old and complex. It always contains a component of 

memory. Good is conformity to an established pattern of fixed values and value objects” (Pirsig 

1991:133). The static process allows a society to protect itself from destruction by outside forces 

by providing stability and constancy in terms of social rules, cultural practices, and communal 

values. Dynamic quality, on the other hand, is the force of creativity and innovation. The 

dynamic process “pull[s] the pattern of life forward to greater levels of versatility and freedom” 

(Pirsig 1991:170). Without dynamic quality, a society would stagnate, wither, and die. While 

these two qualities may sometimes appear to be in conflict with one another, Pirsig 

conceptualizes them as complementary, equally necessary components of a healthy society. 

 Central to my work is the idea that the negotiation of identity—whether collective or 

individual—involves both a looking back toward roots and tradition, along with a looking 

forward to choice and innovation. Christian Smith approaches this phenomenon from a 

sociological perspective and Pirsig from a philosophical one. Thomas Turino’s work (2004, 

2008) and Simon Frith’s identity formation theory (1996) bring music into the equation by 

explaining that music plays a central role in identity formation through its power to reinforce 

collective identity, and its role in actively shaping individual identity (Frith 1996:109-110).  

Similarly, Stuart Hall’s bipartite understanding of Afro-Caribbean cultural identity 

includes the recognition of a “one true self” and the negotiation of “what one will become.” 

First, he argues that within each person, there exists “one true self.” This facet of cultural identity 

reflects “the common historical experiences and shared cultural codes which provide us, as ‘one 
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people’, with stable, unchanging and continuous frames of reference and meaning, beneath the 

shifting divisions and vicissitudes of our actual history” (1990:223). Hall’s second facet of 

cultural identity is that which expresses “what we really are,” or “what we have become” 

(1990:225). This is the part of cultural identity that,  

. . . is a matter of ‘becoming’ as well as of ‘being’. It belongs to the future as much as to 
the past. It is not something which already exists, transcending place, time, history, and 
culture. Cultural identities come from somewhere, have histories. But, like everything 
which is historical, they undergo constant transformation. (Hall 1990:225) 
 

In this dissertation, I have taken these two general concepts of static quality (or “being”) and 

dynamic quality (“becoming”) and applied them to the current roles of Catholic and Evangelical 

churches within Garifuna society. 

While both churches embody elements of static and dynamic quality, I have analyzed the 

Garifuna Catholic Church—due to its history, values, and well-established cultural practices—as 

a strong source of static quality in Garifuna society. This religious institution plays an important 

role in upholding tradition and providing a point of stability for a great many Garinagu. In her 

dissertation, Flores discusses efforts by Garifuna Catholic leadership to uncover truths of 

Garifuna history and identity that have been obscured by Eurocentric narratives and theologies. 

Her assertions regarding the liberating potential of the Garifuna Catholic Church can be 

interpreted within the context of Hall's "uncovering one’s true self" and Pirsig's “static quality.” 

She writes: 

For the Garinagu, central to the task of decolonization is reflection on the legacy of 
Garifuna culture, particularly on its stories of resistance and the resilience of the 
ancestors. The ancestors' amazing stories of struggle and survival can become key 
narratives for the Garinagu today as the people collectively gather their collective 
strength, building on the solid foundations of core traditions to rebuild a new sense of self 
and reclaim their humanity as a people. (Flores 2001:154) 
 



 304 

Building upon the foundation of tradition helps communities deal with the present and 

move into the future. Static quality in the form of strong cultural traditions, convictions and 

values—such as those found in the Garifuna Catholic church—are what insulate a culture and 

keep it safe from the "attacks" of cultural hegemony. I am not suggesting that Garifuna Catholics 

are unified or stagnant in their beliefs and practices. As demonstrated in chapters five and six, 

quite the opposite is true. While working to uphold longstanding elements of Garifunaduáü, the 

Garifuna Catholic Church is also addressing current issues within the context of Mass and 

Lemesi Garifuna, expanding their musical repertoire, and experimenting with new ways of 

incorporating traditional Garifuna spirituality into Catholic rituals.  

 I have analyzed Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu and the growing Garifuna Evangelical movement 

primarily as a space in which dynamic quality is prioritized. Garifuna Evangelicalism offers 

social, spiritual, and economic alternatives to Garinagu by incorporating elements of North 

American Evangelical culture and Garifunaduáü. I do not consider LLB’s importance to the 

community to be solely—or even primarily—religious. Rather, its impact lies in the ways that 

this church represents one of several ways forward for the community. In Belize, as elsewhere in 

the Caribbean and Central America, tourist-friendly communities like Hopkins must learn how to 

adapt to the influx of people, ideas, and resources they are currently facing, or they will “become 

displaced on their own land,” as Pastor Castillo puts it. As demonstrated in chapters seven and 

eight, Ligilisi Lareini Bungiu and other Garifuna Evangelical churches are offering a non-

traditional framework through which to view Garifuna culture and ethnic identity. Through a 

religious framework, Garifuna Evangelical leaders like Castillo are promoting cultural tools such 

as personal empowerment, education, and political action that they hope will equip the village to 

thrive in the 21st century. Musical practice is one of the most accessible tools through which 
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these values are being transmitted. In addition to this focus on innovation and cosmopolitanism, 

Garifuna Evangelicals are also intentional about upholding selected aspects of Garifunaduáü.  

Pirsig argues that the interplay of static and dynamic quality is necessary for the healthy 

evolution of any society. His words are particularly relevant in the context of globalizing 

communities such as Hopkins, where people are continually working out what it means to 

distinguish themselves and engage with national identities and global cultures. Striking a balance 

between tradition and innovation is crucial: 

 
Sometimes a static pattern becomes so powerful it prohibits any Dynamic moves 
forward. . . the evolutionary process is halted for awhile. But when it's not halted the 
result has been an increase in power to control hostile forces or an increase in versatility 
or both. The increase in versatility is directed toward Dynamic Quality. The increase in 
power to control hostile forces is directed toward static quality. Without Dynamic Quality 
the organism cannot grow. Without static quality the organism cannot last. Both are 
needed. (Pirsig 1991:170) 
 

I hope to have demonstrated that in Hopkins, Holy Family Catholic Church and Ligilisi Lareini 

Bungiu Evangelical church are each important to the health of the overall community, and that 

each church is embodying static and dynamic quality in different ways. Together, these churches 

are helping Hopkins’ Garifuna contingent acknowledge the past, thrive in the present, and 

anticipate the future.  

This push and pull between past and present, tradition and innovation, community and 

individuality is at work not only in religious spheres, but also on broader societal levels. 

Families, local political and spiritual leaders, landowners, and artists are all entangled in intricate 

processes of negotiating continuity and change. Investigating religion and sacred music is but 

one of many possible approaches to the study of globalization and diversification in Central 

American Garifuna communities. One could approach the same topic by working with 

entrepreneurs and business owners, or by looking at the activities of local fishing cooperatives, 
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popular musicians, or attitudes toward agriculture and the environment. But regardless of the 

lens through which these issues are viewed, the conclusions are similar. Belizean Garinagu are 

being challenged to decide who they have been, who they are being, and who they are becoming 

on individual and collective levels, in every sphere of life. Sacred music provides one 

particularly rich lens through which to investigate these questions. As an ethnomusicologist, I 

have explored these issues through music, analyzing both the aural qualities of musical sounds 

themselves, and the contexts in which they occur. 

 Adaptation, hybridization, and creative potential are at the core of Garifunaduáü, or “the 

Garifuna Way.” There is not and never has been only one way to be Garifuna, to dance, sing or 

drum one's identity as Garifuna. Nor was there ever a "golden age" of Garifuna culture. 

Everything about this society has always been evolving. We live in a time in which change 

seems to be happening ever-more quickly, in which local cultures and indigenous lifeways seem 

increasingly threatened by forces of global homogeneity and assimilation. Many Garinagu—old 

and young, Catholic and Evangelical alike—are nervous about what the future holds for their 

beloved communities and cultural traditions. But I believe there is hope to be found in 

recognizing that the Garinagu have always adapted, always found ways to survive and thrive. 

The recognition and celebration of Garifunaduáü as it truly is today—not some reified, outdated 

version of what it means to be Garifuna—is one way in which Garinagu men and women, artists, 

spiritual leaders, and scholars can help legitimize, preserve, and transmit this culture.  

 I close this dissertation with the lyrics of two Garifuna musicians and visionaries. One, 

the late Andy Palacio, was a man deeply connected to his Catholic faith and the ancestors. The 

other, Edwin Castillo, is a Garifuna Evangelical. Despite differing beliefs, both dedicated their 

lives to the transmission and celebration of Garifunaduáü. 
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Ageindaguatian wayunagu lun habagaridun kei Garinagu   
Wagia me san aferidirei wagaburi? 
Madüga wamei. 
 
Our ancestors fought so they could live as Garinagu�  
Will we be the ones to lose our way of life? 
Let's not do it.1 
— 
 Duwari wama, Garinagu, luwéi wadireruni.   
 
Let’s be careful, Garinagu, not to lose our way. 2 
  

                                                
1 Palacio, Andy. 2007. “Ámuñegü,” Wátina. English translation by Pamela Munro (2015). 
2 Castillo, Edwin. 2011. “Alawaha Wamei,” Seremei. English translation by Guadalupe Rubio (2013). 
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APPENDIX 1 
Personal Testimony of Guadalupe Rubio 

 
The following pages contain an account of the early years of Guadalupe Rubio’s Evangelical 
Christian faith, written in her own words. In Hopkins, Rubio lent me the original copy of this 
memoir, which is carefully scripted in pencil in a worn, wide-ruled notebook. As part of our 
working agreement, I promised Rubio that I would print her testimony in my dissertation.  

Her account also provides a rich example of the type of personal testimony  that Evangelicals in 
Hopkins, and throughout the world, use as a primary tool in constructing their faith. 

 
My Life’s True Testimony 
 My name is Guadalupe Verona Castillo Rubio. I was born in Hopkins Village on the 12th 
day of December 1950 to Angela Guttierez and Joseph Castillo. 
 As a young kid and the oldest of Angela’s and Joe’s kids I remember a lot of things 
happening in my young life. One especially: getting up one morning with my brother Bernard 
and I hanging on to our mom’s leg because she was crying and bleeding after my dad gave her a 
beating. This image have never left my mind. 
 My mom put an end to the physical abuse by leaving us with her dad, Papa Reyes 
Guttierez, and her youngest sister Benita and left for the Pomona Valley in the Stann Creek 
District seeking work in the citrus industry. This take my mom away from us most of the time. 
She had to stay in Stann Creek Town because there’s where the truck come to pick up every 
citrus worker. There was no road coming to Hopkins our only way of getting to Town is by 
sailing or paddling the boat (dorey) or by crossing in a dorey (canoe) across the lagoon behind 
Hopkins to the other side and walk to the Southern Highway. 
 
Early one morning, the thirty-first of October 1961 
 My grandfather’s voice was what wake us up saying “Get up, get out, hurry up!” I was 
ten years and ten months old. My Aunt Benita came out with my sixteen months old sister Alice 
covered up in a sheet.  
 We all got out so quickly and the house come tumbling down. We run over to the 
neighbour’s where we were put in a dorey that was swept in by the raging sea waves. Later on 
we were taken out because the waves were too strong for the ropes that were tied from the dorey 
to a mango tree. We then went back behind our neigbour’s house and climb a tree we were 
hungry and I have to be waking up my sister Alfonsa, so she won’t fall asleep. After about eight 
hours of the horrifying winds it was over leaving us hungry tired naked and sleepy. 
 There were airplanes, choppers, dropping food and clothes and water that is an 
experience I will never forget. After getting over the Hurricane Hattie scare there was grants for 
getting new homes and food supply for the whole Stann Creek District area and every other 
places affected. There was a big tent set up on the beach for school, and I was back in school 
again. 
 After finished primary school at age fourteen I help my mom take care of my siblings. 
We move to Orange Walk Town in 1964 and 65 in 1966 we were back in Hopkins. At home I 
was the big sister the mother and everything else. I do not have time to be a teenager. I cook, 
wash and iron this was work I had to do to help with my brothers and sisters.  
 In the year 1980, early one afternoon, Mr. James Elijio Chairman of Hopkins Village 
Council came to my house bringing a white man. He said, “I brought this man to your house, he 
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was asking for somebody who have done the Way To Life course here in the village, knowing 
you’ve done that I immediately brought him to your home.” 
“Oh yes thank you” I replied and welcome the stranger and invite him inside the house. 
 The stranger said “My name is Steve Shank, I’m a missionary from the United States of 
America, I live in Dangriga Town with my wife Rose and my two small children Misty and 
Lacy. I’m working in George Town Village but I’m in charge of all the Stann Creek District 
villages. What do you say about starting a bible study, can you get the neighbours to come on 
Thursdays?”  
 “Yes,” I said, “Don’t worry, I’ll arrange it so it would be bible study every Thursday 
evenings and on Sundays will be worship services.” 
 After Steve leave to go there were question in my mind like, “What have I done, can I get 
the neighbours to come, and what will Fred say about this American man wanting me to help 
with starting a bible study, will I find time to be a part of Thursday studies and Sunday worship, 
and most of all what will my relatives say about my change of church?”  
 Through all these questions there was a strong force within me that was making me 
excited and want to be a part of starting this project going. I went out and invited the neighbours 
and friends and relatives and on Thursday we had our first bible study and, on Sunday at 10am 
after Steve came from George Town Village service he stop in Hopkins for services in my 
grandfather’s yard. Then after he would head back to Dangriga Town.  
 After some months of Bible study, brother Steve started to teach about baptism and what 
it means to the people who said they’ve accepted Jesus as their personal Savior and Lord through 
attending the bible study. After some weeks of teaching there was a big baptismal service with 
brothers and sisters coming from Dangriga Town and George Town Villages to Hopkins Village, 
the host of the baptism.  
 It was a great big day with lots of food and drinks and games. Lots of people got baptized 
that day including myself, but they were not serious about their commitment to follow Jesus. 
This was a great challenge for me as a Garifuna woman that have a great spiritual cultural beliefs 
in the nation. My culture is full of rituals. . .  
 As soon as a relative in the Garifuna culture is dead their bedroom is made and arrange 
with lighted candles and drinking water, it is as the person never leaves the room a new 
relationship is started with the spirit of that dead relative. The Garifuna spirit will not rest until 
the rosaries are done. This will have to be started on a Friday evening. This will go on for eight 
more evenings, then on the ninth night the rosary is repeated and there will be food and drinks 
and dancing games and other stuff to keep everyone awake all night. Then on the next day it is 
all done because they believe the spirit of the dead relative is now resting in peace.This was the 
beginning of a great spiritual warfare as I was prepared to start a new way of living and shutting 
out all the Garifuna way of living, to face persecutions at all angle, because there was a force 
within me that is so powerful and cannot be ignored. 
 I was so excited about having this bible study and services on Sundays going. There was 
one Sunday morning that Steve didn’t stop in for services and all the neighbours and kids had to 
go home, it was so disappointing. The next Thursday bible study when Steve Shank stop in I 
said, “there were people here waiting on you Sunday for service but, had to go home because 
you didn’t stop in.” He looked at me and said, “We were tired and hungry and the girls were 
fussy. We had to get them home, but you can have services without me. I’m not God and 
anybody can do a service. The next time I don’t come in, Guadalupe, you go ahead with the 
service. You can do that!” I said, “Who me? Oh no, I could never do that!”  
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 When brother Steve didn’t stop in the next time, I felt some sort of responsibility for the 
few adults that were still coming and the lots of kids for Sunday School. I began to have the 
services and started to teach the kids some object lessons. After about two Sundays of Steve not 
stopping in, I began to fall in love with teaching Sunday School. It wasn’t bad after all. I fall in 
love with my family with a new spirit of appreciation. I hunger for more of God’s word, reading 
it every day. I love teaching Sunday school and look forward to doing it all the time. 
 The Way to Life church is not the first church to get started in Hopkins Village. There 
have been Assemblies of God and other churches but, the Way to Life church is the only one to 
really get a piece of property and get a building going and, it just seems to be a treat ? to the 
Catholic church in the village and all the Garifuna rituals that have been a way of life for the 
culture. 
 
My Daughters in School: The Persecution 
 The school years for my seven daughters were very challenging. There were days when 
they had to stay home because of something they did, the principal says. There were times when 
I ask God, “why? These things never happen when I wasn’t involved with you. I’ve given my 
life to you. Why are these things happening to my children?” I just couldn’t understand. When 
brother Steve came to Hopkins for Bible study, I told him about it. He explained the Satan would 
try to throw all kinds of obstacles down by path now that I’ve given my heart to the Lord. He 
also told me that there are going to be a lot more persecutions so I must read my Bible daily and 
hear what God is going to tell me through His Words. 
 I started to read the Bible every day and God began to open my eyes of understanding 
through His Spirit. In Matthew 5:10-12, it talks about being blessed when persecuted. These 
verses strengthen my faith. The girls were not at all happy about what was happening to them 
every day in school. I confess too that I wasn’t at all happy myself, but I have to be strong and 
have a happy face and give positive advice. I told them that it’s just a strong attack from the 
enemy to get them into a fight.  
 There was one evening they came very sad and hurt. They told me, “Mama, they told us 
in school that you have your own church now and so you must find your own school for us to go 
to.” The daily reading and devotions makes me grow stronger as the Lord reveals Himself to me 
through the Spirit. I began to not care about the persecutions and begin to trust the Lord for 
directions and endurance each day. They never stop; I just grow out of them. 
 
I Was So Afraid 
 One day I was sitting on my house steps when my sister Alice came and said, “Sister, our 
relatives are going to have a dügü. You and I are among the list of people who will be very 
special in it.” I said, “No way, I’m not going. Just don’t let them count on me.” This was a test, 
because the dügü is a very spiritual ancestral worship where the spirits possess people This was 
so very true that the spirits dragged even the people who would say they were not coming out of 
their houses to the temple by force. I know all about that and so you understand why I was so 
afraid. I prayed all the time every day and telling God that I was afraid. I said, “God I”m so 
frightened and helpless. You said in your Words (Proverbs 3:5, 6) to trust in your with all my 
heart and not lean on my own understanding. But Lord, this is so hard for me and I’m so afraid 
not only for myself, but also for my family. Please God. . . Help me!” 
 It was just me and the kids at home. My husband, Fred, was out fishing. Most of his time 
was spent out at the Cayes to make sure that divers do not go where he have his lobster and fish 
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traps. The children were always excited when it’s summertime because they are out of school. 
My husband would take us to the cayes for all summer holidays. The kids just love to go along 
the mangroves in a small dory to fish.  
 When my husband got home, I started to tell him about all the things that had happened 
when he was on the island. I told him how afraid I was for the kids and me. I said my relatives 
are having a dügü, and they got my name in the list of special people.  He said, “If you ever go to 
any temple to dance any Mafia dance, you’ll be very, very sorry woman, because I’ll be coming 
there to drag you out in front of all the people there!” 
 “Oh my God! What is this?” I blurted. I realized then that I have to do some serious 
praying. Whatever I do, I’d be praying. When the girls were sound asleep in bed, I would sit in a 
chair and pray. One night I was so desperate that I challenge God. I said, “Alright. I know you 
are God, and I know you are all powerful, and you promised you’ll be taking care of me as your 
child. Now I’m afraid for my children and myself. I want you to do something about our 
protection.” I know to some of you that may sound very rude talking to God like that. In all my 
fears, that was the only way I know how to pray; I want some answers before the real worship 
begins. 
 After about a month, I had a vision. I wasn’t sleeping so it wasn’t a dream. I put my 
sleeping gown on around eleven that night, and I sit down on my bed for a few minutes. I wasn’t 
sleepy yet so again I had to talk to God. After that I decided to lie down and try to get some 
sleep. As soon as I put my head on the pillow, I was outside my body and out behind the kitchen 
under a tree that was there. I find myself among a huge crowd of people I didn’t know, except 
two, who were my aunts. Aunt Ethel, who is now deceased and Aunt Ramijia. Aunt Ramijia had 
told me just a few weeks before that I don’t have to come to the temple to dance, but I must only 
buy a quart of white rum and a chicken. Buying that was like being involved so I never buy it. 
Aunt Ramijia stepped toward me and asked, “Have you bought your rum and chicken?” Looking 
at my aunt, I said, “Buy what rum and chicken. . . no way.” Then I turn to the crowd and 
pointing a finger, I said, “I’m not buying anything for these demons, nor am I getting involved in 
any way, because I’m serving God now and He’s powerful so there’s nothing you can do to me 
or anyone in my family. Just go away.” 
 I was back in my body as soon as I said that. When I realized I’ve had a vision, I begin 
thanking God. I was so happy and feeling so safe and secure that I hardly sleep that night. I 
dozed off a little, but keep waking and saying, “Thank you Jesus.” From that time on, I was 
never afraid of not getting involved in any ancestral worship. 
 I waited for brother Steve to come to Hopkins to tell him what had happened. He said, “I 
have to take you to George Town to tell the Garifuna people there.” The following week, brother 
Steve took me to the village. I was very happy to tell the brothers and sisters all about it, but 
there were some who don’t understand and probably still doesn’t, because they don’t know their 
rights as a child of God.  
 Here in Hopkins Village, I have a very special friend who wasn’t a Christian, but she is 
now, whom I always go to, to talk about what God has done in my life and about my vision. My 
friend, Polly Morgan, she always was ready to listen to me. I thank God for her, because I’m sure 
I would have shout or screamed out because of the joy that I have inside me. Now my friend is 
sharing her own testimonies with me, and always reminds me that there were many times she 
wished to experience what I was excited about.  
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Be strong in the Lord and in His mighty power. —Ephesians 6:10 
 I became very strong in the Lord, right up to the point that I was stubborn about it. 
Nothing that my relatives could do matters to me anymore. I mean I was never getting involved 
with any ancestral worship again. I was completely out and nothing anyone can say could make 
me change my mind. I know for a fact that God was never in it and never could be.  
 
Put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes.  
—Ephesians 6:11 
 The devil never quit; he just backs off a little and looks for something else in different 
ways to come back. There was this one special night around 2a.m., Loretta screamed out, waking 
everybody in the house. I jumped out of bed and rushed out into the hall where Loretta and her 
sister, Gladys, had to sleep—because our house was so small. I looked out and there she was 
with both her hands glued to her face and trembling violently. I ask what happened. She said, 
“Mama, it’s a man!” “There is no man here,” I said.  
 She continued, “I wake up and find myself off my pillow and tried to reach for it, but 
someone pulled it out from me. I tried a second time and the same thing happened. The third 
time, I opened my eyes to find out if it was Gladys playing a game with me, but instead I looked 
straight into the eyes of a huge man.” 
 I repeated, “There is no man here. . . were you dreaming?” “No mama,” she said, “i 
wasn’t dreaming. I really see a man, but now he’s gone.” 
 I knew for sure it was a demon. I wasn’t afraid, but I was very angry so I went to the 
door, opened it, and said, “Is it because I never take part in dügü that you’re attacking my kids 
now? In the name of Jesus, get out!” I then closed the door, prayed, and went back to bed. Three 
nights later, Gladys was the victim. The whole house was awakened, again at 2am. My husband 
Fred and I got up and rushed out to the hall again. Gladys was very frightened and said, “It’s a 
man, but he’s gone.” I again went to the door, opened it, and said, “You damned demon, how 
dare you come and disturb our sleep. You have nothing here so quit bothering and get out of our 
house, in the name of Jesus!” Again we prayed and went back to bed. About four nights later, I 
got to use the bathroom and heard someone say, “Mama”. This time it was my oldest daughter, 
Nora Martha. With a hoarse voice, she said, “Nothing.” I went back to bed and in the morning 
Nora said, “Mama, remember when I called you last night? I was very frightened. . . I wake up to 
find somebody sitting outside my mosquito net on my bed. I thought it was Carla or Carol [my 
twin daughters]. I draw back in bed, but the person kept coming after me, squeezing me to the 
other side of the bed. So I sit up to investigate what it was. From the outside the net was lifted up 
and I looked straight into the eyes of a huge man. I felt all the hairs on my body raised, and I was 
very, very afraid. That’s when I called out to you, but changed my mind about telling you 
anything, and prayed and rebuked it in the name of Jesus. He dropped the net down quickly and 
disappeared—so I went back to sleep.” 
 After that time, I realized the demon was very determined to have his way in my family, 
but I wasn’t going to let him. We prayed and cast it out, but we never bound it, so in a few days, 
it was in my chicken coop, killing all my roosters. The first time one of my roosters was killed, I 
didn’t think mucho f it. I said, “it was probably killed by a scorpion.” It happened a second time 
so when my husband come back from the cayes, I told him what is happening with the chickens.  
 “I bet you don’t know who’s killing them,” he said, 
 “It must be scorpions,” I said. 
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 “Why would a scorpion know only to kill rosters and not hens. . . don’t you see it’s that 
demon?” This was a wake up call for me. I started to really pay attention to what my husband 
said. The next time my chickens were hatched, I began to bless them. I opened the coop myself 
every morning and closed it every evening. I said to the chicken-murdering demon: “You foul 
demon, do you think you can get away with killing my chickens? You are not! See, there are 
more roosters here—I don’t want you to touch them—so get out of my chicken coop, and stay 
away in Jesus name!” As the days and weeks go by, I realized this was something we can’t deal 
with alone, so I told brother Noah and his wife, Loretta (missionaries from the US living in 
Dangriga), and our brothers and sisters from my own home church to join forces with us in 
prayer. They came to our house and gathered outside all around. This time not just casting the 
demon out, but binding it in the name of Jesus. From that day on, my kids and my chickens were 
never bothered by that man-figure of a demon again. I know the devil never quit, but I wasn’t 
afraid of him. I am encouraged and strengthened by the Word of God in Luke 10:19, which says, 
“Behold, I have given you authority to tread upon serpents and scorpions, and over all the power 
of the enemy and nothing shall injure you.” Jesus said that He has given us authority to 
overcome all the power of the enemy. This was enough for me to understand that I have the 
power in my through Jesus to stand up to take care of the demons who tries to get in my way. 
 Some months later, Fred and I came home from our little farm very late after a long day’s 
work. Having seven children to feed and clothe and also buying their books for school was going 
to cost us a lot, so we grow some of our own food. Fred took some time off from his fishing to 
cut a piece of land to grow rice, plantain, and cocoa. I was very tired that evening, so I went to 
bed early. Everybody was sound asleep that night except me. I was very sleepy, but couldn’t 
sleep at all. I felt a cool air blowing on me and all the hairs on my body were raised. I sit up in 
bed and prayed, “Got please take away this thing that’s haunting me tonight, in Jesus name, 
amen.” I lie back down and tried to go to sleep again, but I still couldn’t so I asked God a second 
time to take away this spirit. And then He showed me a tall figure of a man standing right in 
front of the window from my side of the bed, and said to me, “Do it yourself.” I quickly jump out 
of bed and said, “You foul, stupid demon, how dare you come and torment me and keep me from 
sleeping. Can’t you see I’m tired and I have to go back to plant my farm tomorrow? Now get out 
in the name of Jesus!” I went back to bed and went sound asleep. Fred had to wake me in the 
morning to go finish our planting.   
 Jesus has made it clear that He has given us all the power over the enemy, but yet there 
are a lot of us who are still waiting on God to do for us what He has authorized us to do 
ourselves. When we don't’ see things happen or when we don’t get answers to some of our 
prayers, we blame it on God, but it is our fault, because we are the ones not taking our stand to 
exercise our authority when we are supposed to. 
 
Do Not Worry. —Matthew 6:25 
One Special Summer Holiday 
 The holidays were always very exciting for the children and me. The school closed in the 
last week of June and reopened the first week in September. Fred would come to pick us up to 
take us out to the cayes for all of our holidays. This was one summer when we don’t have any 
rain. June and Jul are usually rainy months here in Belize. One morning we only have just a little 
bit of water to do breakfast. There were other people on the island, but they were not in the habit 
of giving away their water, which is always precious and can’t be found anywhere on the island. 
After making breakfast that morning, there was no more water left. I ask Fred what we were 
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going to do. He said, “Honey, I have some gas in the tank enough to go make a haul on the traps 
and take the fish to the market. I could use the gas to go for water in Dangriga, but there 
wouldn’t be any left for me to work with.” He then said, “Don’t you serve a God who is ready to 
answer when you pray? Why don’t we pray?” This was a little hard for me since the days had 
been very hot with clear blue skies and no sign of rain, but we don’t have any other options, so I 
agree we should pray. The kids were outside playing with their cousins who have come walking 
through the mangroves. I called them inside and told them about our desperate need of water. I 
told them that God said in his Word to ask him anything in Jesus name and he will do it. The 
children agreed and they say, “Yes mama, let’s pray!” 
 Our prayers were very short, but with faith—there was no time not to believe God. In my 
prayer, I told God we need water right now. This may sound like a demand, but I was sure God 
understand, and He want His children to ask Him about their needs, not some people who act 
like puppets. After prayer, the children went back outside to play. 
 I sat by the window of our camp, looking out at the clear blue sky. About a half-hour 
later, the sky began to change from a clear bright blue to partly cloudy. My husband was looking 
out too and said, “Honey, look it’s beginning to get cloudy. I’m going outside to clean out the 
water tank, and set the gutters.” Then the sky turned very heavy with clouds until it looks like it 
was very late in the evening. The children got inside when it started to drizzle. I heard Loretta 
tell Tobby, “You see, I told you it will rain, because we ask God.” Tobby was so amazed, he 
couldn’t believe his eyes, I can tell that he know there is a God who care and answers prayers. 
 Another time my husband was home with me and the girls (I have seven girls) for a few 
days, but then he has to leave because the groceries were very low. �I�ll go haul the traps,� he 
said, �and buy some food and be back in three days.� 
 On the day he said he was going to be home, it got very rough on the sea�so bad that 
there was a warning for all the small craft not to go out. That morning there was barely enough 
food for the girls to eat and go to school so you can see that I never had any breakfast at all. 
Before the girls left for school that morning, I called them together and tell them there was 
nothing more in the kitchen for their mid-day lunch. My mother lives about fifty yards from our 
house, but I wasn�t in the habit of asking her for anything. 
 With excitement in their voices, the girls shouted, �Let�s pray mama.� So that�s what we 
did. They all say their short prayers and then it was my turn. I said, �God, your Word says that 
we should not worry, but seek first your Kingdom and other things will be given us. We don�t 
have any food, and the girls will need lunch mid-day to go back to school. Please give us som 
food Lord. In Jesus name, amen.�  
 I don�t know how we were going to get food except for one thing I was sure God was 
going to provide. After the girls left for school, I sat on the house steps with my stomach 
growling. About eight o�clock that morning, my aunt came by (my uncle�s wife) and invite me to 
go cut firewood. �I want a partner to go with me so let�s go,� she said. My first thought was I was 
hungry and can�t go, but my mouth didn�t say this. Instead I responded, �All right, let�s go.� I 
grabbed my machete and a bag and left my dog (trouble) following behind. We got to the spot 
where we go into the bushes to look for dry wood. I was so hungry that I hardly can swing my 
machete to cut my wood. We were there about ten minutes when my dog started to bark from a 
thick clump of bushes nearby. My aunt asked, �Is that dog a hunter?� 
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 �Yes,� I said, �But I don�t think it will find any game here except for snakes and lizards.� 
After a few minutes of barking in the same spot, my aunt said, �Let�s go see what that dog�s 
barking at.� I was too weak to go see whatever it was, so I didn�t move. My dog kept barking and 
I became tempted to go check out what it finds so I said, �All right, you lead the way and let�s go 
see.� I followed her with my machete in hand. When we got to the area, the dog was in a hole in 
some thick bushes. Then my aunt said, �Your uncle is at home. . . I�ll go get him. Just do some 
cleaning around the hole.� I forgot how hungry I was and started chopping. By the time she got 
back with my uncle, I had cleared around the hole enough for him to start digging. My uncle then 
dug the hole, killed the game, and carried it to his house to clean it. I got half and cut it into two 
pieces. I leave one piece at home and take the other piece to the store to sell. The woman at the 
store weighed it and bought it from me. It was three pounds at two dollars per pound. Six dollars 
was enough at the time to buy rice and seasoning for my piece of meat to cook. I hurried home to 
season my piece of meat and cook rice before the girls were back at noon. The girls came home 
on time to a steaming pot of rice and stew meat. �Thank you Jesus,� was coming out of my 
mouth every minute. Looking puzzled, they said, �But mama, where did you get this?�  

�We asked God for it this morning so He gave it to us,� I said. �Thank God for answering 
our prayers.� 

 
I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me. �Philippians 4:13  

Through the years of my calling, I considered myself a minister ordained by God. 
Looking back now I can say it has been the most wonderful and precious thing that has ever 
happened to me. God did it all because there were lots of times when I wanted to quit, but there 
was something on the inside of me that drives me onward. After six years, I was seriously 
thinking about quitting and staying home to take care of my children and housework when they 
came to tell me there was going to be a pastors and deacons retreat in Sand Hill Village in the 
Belize District. In the one week of teaching with Dan Smoker from the U.S. there was a time 
after one of his teachings when he called the pastors up for prayer. When it was my time to be 
prayed for, he laid his hands on me and said, �Daughter, I have called you and anoint you to 
preach me Word, but you have said a lot of times that you�re a woman and that you can�t go on 
doing this. I want you to know that I�m always with you and do not quit.� I began to cry out to 
God, asking for forgiveness, because these things he said to me were exactly what I said in the 
secret of my home. I thought, �How could he know this?� I know it was God talking to me. I 
began to feel the Spirit moving in and I was strengthened. I got back home renewed and I was 
able to go on for another two more years. I was only a vessel; God did it all. For the woman who 
knows that God is calling them into ministry, go for it�you can do it. All you have to say is yes 
to God. The rest is His to do. 

 
Being in the Desert 

As the leader of my church, I tried to be a good mother, and I expected the girls to be 
different from the other kids in the village. When my oldest daughter got pregnant at the age of 
nineteen, I was devastated. I was the same age when I first got pregnant, but that was different�
I had a boyfriend who was responsible for me. The things that were said bothered me a lot so I 
began to build spiritual walls around my family and me. I blame myself for what happened. I 
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quit going to the services for about a month, telling my brothers and sisters I�m taking a holiday. 
I spent this time at home with my family and no one from the church came to visit with us. For 
this I became very angry and felt sorry for myself. I see myself as a victim who no ones cares 
about. This hurt me badly. I said I never wanted to see anybody so no one should come to our 
house. But one day Herdie came by with his guitar and visited me. Later on, I realized I was 
getting mad at the wrong people and it was eating me up on the inside. It hurt so badly, I creid 
out in pain, but no one came to my rescue. After hurting so bad I began to cry out to God for 
help. There was no one I could turn to but God. I hear Him saying, �Come on give up the anger, 
your brothers have never done anything wrong to you.� He was standing by just waiting for me 
to give it all up, but I was nursing it like a baby. He said, �You were so angry and blaming the 
wrong people that I have had to keep them away from you. I allowed you to walk through the 
desert, but you were never along. I was always standing by waiting for you to stop, turn around, 
and come to me.�  
 
God had planned something better for us so that only together with us would they be made 
perfect.  Hebrews 11:40 
Finding the Oasis 
 God knows what�s best for us and He wants to give us good things, but He never forces 
them on us. This was like being lost in the desert, tired, hungry, and thirsty with no food of 
water. This time I was desperate to give up and let God help me find my way out and give me a 
drink. I said to Him, �Lord help me!� 
 �I am the oasis,� He said, �You�ve been so angry that I had to allow you to wander around 
until you were ready to come to Me.� I was so ashamed and guilty. I had to learn to forgive 
myself. I went back to church and my brothers and sisters welcomed me with happy smiles on 
their faces. I thank God for the lesson He taught me. I learned that there are times when we as 
Christians are asked to help that we should tell God about it and wait for His answer. There are 
people who�ve come to me with some problems and have asked for help, but when I ask God, He 
says no. I don�t� get it, God�s way of what He wants to teach that person. 
 
The Lord said, Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do?  �Genesis 18:17 
 
 One night in 1992, I was awakened by God to pray. Three of my daughters were then 
living in Belize City, one in Punta Gorda, and three were home with me. I always cover my 
family in prayer, asking God�s protection over them. I was sound asleep when what felt like an 
elbow nudged me. I opened my eyes and looked at my husband. He was sleeping so I closed my 
eyes and tried to go back to sleep. I felt the elbow again and I knew that it was really someone, 
so I prayer, �God. . . is something wrong?� The third time I tried to sleep, I had a dream about my 
daughter, Irene. She came from Belize City to tell me that she and Carla had bought lots of stuff 
for me, and that they would be coming for Christmas. I then awoke. This time I jumped out of 
bed and walked out into the hall to pray. I prayed until I got a release in my spirit and then went 
back to bed. 
 The next morning I told Gladys, Loretta, and Daisy about the dream and asked them to 
agree with me in prayer. What the enemy had planned to do to my family was not going to be his 
way. God was going to take care of this. Three days later a lady neighbor came from Dangriga to 
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our house asking for me. I rushed to the door immediately. She said, �I met Irene in town today. 
She told me to tell you that Carla is in the Belize City Hospital with a serious head injury and 
wants you to come.� I gathered a few clothes in a big and got ready for the morning to go to 
Belize City. That night felt like it was the longest nights of all. When I got to the hospital, Carla 
had just been discharged, but she was still weak, because of the amount of blood she had lost. 
When she told me what had happened, I then understood it was on the night that God awoke me 
to pray. 
 I know the enemy wanted to take my daughter�s life, but God cared enough to warn me. I 
strongly believe that God will protect my family because I ask Him to. Do you pray for your 
family? I�ll bet you do all the time. One of your regular prayers may be for God to protect them. 
He will do that because you�re His child�He will protect His children. 
 The following year, in December of 1993, Carla and Gladys called from Belize City and 
said, �Mama, we�ll be flying to Dangriga the 24th and should be home in the afternoon. That 
Christmas Eve was a Sunday, so after coming from church, I started to prepare lunch and get 
ready to welcome them when they arrive. I was in the middle of cooking when Pastor Herdie 
came with a message. He said, �Sister Guadalupe, brother Noah called from Dangriga to say that 
your daughters will be delayed. There has been an accident, but it�s nothing to worry about. 
Gladys will be coming with Noah this evening.� After Herdie left, I began to ask myself lots of  
questions. Why is Carla and her babies not mentioned? What has happened to them? What is it 
that Pastor Herdie hasn�t told me? 
 I managed to finish my cooking, but couldn�t eat any lunch. I was anxious to see Noah 
drive in with Gladys so I could hear what has happened with Carla and her babies, Melissa and 
Ryan. He drove in around 1:30 that afternoon with her with a bandaged knee and limping. I ask 
for Carla and her babies, there was no reply. Gladys just started to cry and threw her arms around 
me. I knew then that the accident was a lot more than what I was told. I cried on Noah�s shoulder 
that day. Gladys said that Melissa had lost her right leg, and Carla, she explained, was badly hurt 
and in the hospital. It happened that Gladys and Carla�s boyfriend were both working at the 
airstrip in Belize City, so they knew the number of the flight they came on to Dangriga. It was 
just past five minutes since it left for Punta Gorda so the pilot flew back to take Melissa to Belize 
City. 
 I got ready to go to Dangriga with Noah and catch the 2:15 flight back to Belize City. 
Gladys went back with me. We arrived at the airstrip and went to find a taxi. A man came 
towards us and said, �I heard about the accident, I was here when the girls left. Are you their 
mother? Come one, I�ll take you to the hospital free of cost.� We arrived at the hospital and went 
to the children�s ward to find Melissa. She was lying in bed with only one leg and staring into 
space. I went into the nurses� office and cried. I know it sometimes seems like nothing happens 
when we pray for our families who are non-Christians, but a lot does happen. God will answer 
your prayers for them. Don�t give up. Stay interceding for them and your prayers will stop the 
enemy from stealing their lives. 
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APPENDIX 2 
“Drums of My Fathers”  

by E. Roy Cayetano (1964) 
 

Drums of my Fathers  
Rumbling in my bones -  

Organ music. 
Drums of my Fathers  
Beating in my mind - 

Jukebox blaring 
Drums of my Fathers  
Capturing my soul -  

Sing a hymn to Mary. 
Words of my Fathers  
Tumbling from my mouth -  

Speak the Queen's English 
  

Drums of my Fathers 
of my grandfathers 
of my ancestors 

Drumming in my psyche 
Drums of my Fathers 
Drum! Beat! 
Beat on! Drum on! 

And on! 
 

My Garifuna frame and  
My Carib -  

bean bones tingle  
Keeping time with the  
Reverberating sounds  

of the hallowed trunk  
of the hallowed trunk  

Whose roots reach deep in -  
to the hills  
         and the vales  
                 and the streams  
                            and the soul 

Of Africa -  
Reach in -  

to the banks  
        and the water  
            and the heart  
                  and the mind 

Of the Amazon  
Of the Orinoco. 
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My hybrid body shakes and  

sways and  
rocks and  
communicates 

With the blur  
of wrinkled hands  
of hardened hands 

With wrists still sore and scarred  
after manacles  
      and cuffs  
            and chains 
gunpowder and bullets  
and cross -  
shaped swords 

That traversed the Atlantic  
Calling at West African stations  
And palm-island studs  

of the golden Antilles. 
 

And like the antelope skin  
That captured the clatter and the thunder  

of the hoofbeat  
of the herd  
in the African plains  

And the rumble and the thunder  
of the jungles  
        and the falls 
of the Amazon  

I, stretched and taut,  
Have taken the beating  

and the pounding;  
 

But my spirit  
and my voice  

Will not be quieted  
Will not be muffled; for  
I AM the hollowed  

hallowed  
haloed trunk  
and the hills and the vales  
and the streams and the soul  

OF AFRICA  
and the banks and the waters  
and the heart and the mind  

OF THE AMAZON AND THE ORINOCO  
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and the wrinkled calloused hands  
dragged across the Atlantic  
and dumped on the golden  
studs and shores 

OF THE CARIB -  
BEING WATERS. 
 

Yet, you must know,  
I was here before all that,  
I was here before -  

before  
the paler faces came;  

And organ music  
Jukebox blaring  
Hymns sung to mary  
and the quean's english  

shall not quiet the  
Drums of my Fathers  
Rumbling in my bones,  
Drums of my Fathers  
Capturing my mind,  
Drums of my Fathers  
Recapturing my soul, or the  
Words of my Fathers  
Tumbling from my mouth.  
Drums of my Fathers  

of my Grandfathers  
of my Ancestors  

Drumming in my psyche  
Souls of my Fathers  
Drum! Beat!  

Beat On! Drum On!  
                   AND ON!!! 
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