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––––––––

In 1995, I received my Ph.D. in Anthropology from the University of Washington. As part of meeting the requirements for the degree, I lived in Belize for fifteen months with my family, researching ethnic and nationalist identity in children. 

––––––––

Children possess national and ethnic identity, whether or not we want them to, and often that identity includes elements of their own devising.

Since independence, the Belizean government has sought to promote a national Belizean identity by recognizing the cultures of its multiple ethnic groups, and including all these groups in its social studies curriculum. Thus, in Belize, ethnicity and nationalism are inextricably intertwined.

In my research in Punta Gorda, Belize in 1993-94, I dealt directly with schools and children in an attempt to understand how ethnic and nationalist identities are taught and then incorporated by children in practice. This book relates those findings.
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Chapter 1: Introduction


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


This dissertation is about ethnic and nationalist identities in children, with a special focus on children of mixed ethnic heritage. In my research in Punta Gorda, Belize, I dealt directly with schools and children in an attempt to understand how ethnic and nationalist identities are taught and then incorporated by children in practice. The Belizean government seeks to promote a national Belizean identity by recognizing the cultures of its multiple ethnic groups, and including all these groups in its social studies curriculum. Thus, ethnicity and nationalism are inextricably intertwined. 

When dealing with children, I focused specifically on their understanding of their own identity. Children are required to synthesize what they learn from school, peers, parents and community into an acceptable public identity. This is not a simple process, particularly for children who are ethnically mixed and belong to two different ethnic backgrounds, and it is not one which is generally understood or acknowledged by adults. It is crucial nonetheless to the formation of a Belizean nationalism. What has happened in Punta Gorda is that through this process, children and young people have created a national identity for themselves that is not the same as what the government intends, yet unites and binds them as Belizeans.
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“What Race is She?”
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It is hard to know in advance if one’s research project is going to be suited to the designated research site. I had many doubts that first day as my husband, my two children, and I came “down the road” as Punta Gordans say, in a grueling 7 1/2 hour, 150 mile trip on the mud road that is the Southern Highway. We parked in the center of town and began to wander the streets in an attempt to find the young woman who had promised to help us look for a house. A number of women were gathered on the porch of a house (which we later discovered was the Belize Electricity Board office) and I asked if they knew a young woman named Ruth. They consulted among themselves and a woman called down the first words spoken to us by a Punta Gordan: “What race is she?” Unfortunately we did not know, and it had never occurred to me to ask when I had spoken with Ruth on the telephone. In turn, Ruth had been asking around Punta Gorda if anyone had seen a family with two small children. She did not know our “race” either and had no response when faced with the same question. In Punta Gorda, this situation is rare. 

Until we were able to distinguish the different ethnic groups from one another, we were lost. Later, after we had lived there for a time, our friends would laugh at us because we had not known the difference between Creoles and Garifuna, or East Indians and Mestizos. Only after Ruth had patiently categorized people for us were we able to become fluent in ethnic identification. To us, it was something of a game, but to Punta Gordans, ethnicity is a crucial feature of individuals. Everybody knows what everybody else is, and classifies them accordingly.
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Ethnicity, Nationalism, and Children
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From the perspective of the Belizean government, ethnicity and nationalism are two sides of the same coin. Policy-makers and intellectuals are preoccupied with the question of what makes Belize a nation. They face the puzzle presented by R. Emerson, who defines a nation as a “terminal community—the largest community that when the chips are down, effectively commands men's loyalty, overriding the claims both of the lesser communities within it and those that cut across it or potentially enfold it within a still greater society ...” (1960:95-96: quoted in Geertz 1973:257). With so many “lesser communities” the Belizean government faces the challenge of engendering the necessary loyalty so that Creoles, Garifuna, Mayas, Mestizos, etc., will be Belizean when the chips are down. Given the example of Eastern Europe since the break-up of the Soviet Union, they know that whether or not Belize is a nation is left “to the determination of some future, unspecified historical crisis” (Geertz 1973:258). As Richard Fox states, ethnicity, nationalism and racial identifications are cultural productions of public identity. When a nation struggles with these different ideologies, the nationalist one might supersede the others. “A national culture is always ‘temporary’ because, whether antique or recent, its character and puissance are matters of historical practice; they are plastic constructions, not cultural givens” (Fox 1990:4).

Benedict Anderson’s view of nationalism has been widely discussed and accepted within anthropology. He writes that in his understanding of the “'anomaly' of nationalism ...My point of departure is that nationality, or, as one might prefer to put it in view of that word's multiple significations, nation-ness, as well as nationalism, are cultural artefacts of a particular kind... .Once created, they became 'modular', capable of being transplanted, with varying degrees of self-consciousness, to a great variety of social terrains, to merge and be merged with a correspondingly wide variety of political and ideological constellations” (Anderson 1981:13). Nationalism stresses the cultural similarity of those who belong, and draws boundaries to separate those who do not. The distinguishing mark of nationalism is its role in the conceptualization and the formation of a state (Erikson 1993:6). Ethnicity, in turn, “refers to aspects of relationships between groups which consider themselves, and are regarded by others, as being culturally distinctive” (Erikson 1993:4) as well as to a putative common descent.

It is Thomas Erikson whose work in Mauritius has most productively extended Anderson’s theory of nationalism to include multi-ethnic states like Belize. He views Anderson’s approach as limited because it conflates ethnicity with nationalism and does not take into account the kind of construction and adaptation of nationalism new nation-states such as Mauritius and Belize are attempting. He writes that nationalism under Anderson (1983) “is a kind of ideology (or secular religion) which holds that there should be congruence between cultural boundaries and political ones” and does not admit that “nationalisms quite different from the European ones are being developed in various countries” (1994:549).

What Erikson sees as occurring in multi-ethnic nations is that the state presents a compromise between ethnic groups by openly acknowledging that distinctive, endogamous groups exist within the nation, and guarantees their right to exist (Erikson 1994:550). He writes that education, the media, and the labor market will tend to create some forms of cultural homogenization in an area calling itself a nation, but self-conscious ethnic movements also may arise. Contrary to what many authors on nationalism assume, these movements of ethnic awareness and ethnopolitics do not have to aim at secession. Instead, they may coexist with nationalism, with the acknowledgement of the nation. Erikson writes, “ ...my aim ...is ...to argue that nations may emerge from very diverse ‘cultural materials’ which need not postulate shared origins and which need not, therefore, be ideologies of metaphoric kinship or ethnicity” (Erikson 1994:551).

Thus, countries like Belize attempt to create a sense of nationalism through two means. One is to promote a multi-culturalism, and the second is to attempt to transcend ethnic identities altogether, “replacing ethnic symbols with national ones without interfering with ethnic classifications and distinctions” (Erikson 1994:557). The Belizean government has opted for a version of “nationalism which does not involve domination or assimilation. They have chosen to adopt an ideology of multiculturalism, where citizenship and full civil rights need not imply a particular cultural identity” (Erikson 1993:123). As an example, the 1994 Independence Day celebration national slogan was “From many cultures ... one nation.” The view of nationalism Erikson proposes represents a fundamental divergence from authors such as Fox, who subsumes “nationalisms, subnational identities, ethnic identities, or ethnic nationalisms” all under the rubric of "nationalist ideology" (1990:5).

Nevertheless, this choice on the part of Belizeans to accept the multi-culturalism which exists within their nation is not a simple one. As Macklin points out, a Belizean national identity can incorporate as much diversity as Belizeans want it to include. “A single dominant identity need not smother all others, nor must the full impact of pluralism be sacrificed in the process of constructing a viable national identity. The crucial points would be: first, to determine who is trying to control that construction process; and second, to look for correspondence or divergence between the ‘official’ construction of identity and the actual identities enacted by ordinary Belizeans in their everyday lives.” (Macklin 169). To answer Macklin’s question is one of the goals of this project.
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Ethnicity in Practice
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The role that ethnicity plays within Belize remains unresolved. My concern in this dissertation is to link the nationalism presented by the State to the daily life of Belizeans. It is to describe nationalism and ethnicity in practice. This “anthropology of cultural practice,” which I propose to follow, “means we look at the way people live with their cultural beliefs and how these beliefs are ‘envehicled’ in daily existence [from Geertz]” (Fox 1990:11). At the same time, one of the problems with studies of ethnicity is that they often examine social identity as learned and expressed in face-to-face interactions. The emphasis is very often on individual choice and motivation at the expense of societal factors. It is important to balance the elements of ethnicity that are voluntary with those that are involuntary. As Worsley points out, it is essential to show at a societal level how identity is “structurally generated, organized, ascribed, sustained and sanctioned,” and connect this to “the ever growing power of the modern state ...[which] permits or insists upon certain identities and refuses others” (Worsley 1984:246).

What I am concerned with, then, is the relationships between individuals, ethnic groups, and the state. I have found the work of Stevan Harrell helpful in understanding the connection between the latter two categories. He states that the relationship between ethnic groups can be divided into the “paradigmatic aspect of distinction and differentiation, and the syntagmatic aspect of interaction or exchange” (1990:516) The first aspect involves the maintenance of identity. Groups develop and conserve cultural characteristics which distinguish the group from its neighbors while demonstrating the common ground within a group. The second aspect means groups interact with one another in a variety of ways, including trade and intermarriage. He writes further:
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The actual nature of ethnicity in any social system, then, is compounded of three kinds of definition and two kinds of relationships. Groups are defined by their own members, members of neighboring groups, and the state. They interact in the paradigmatic demonstration of difference or similarity and in the syntagmatic exchange of goods, power, words, and people. But the definitions provide some of the rules and habits according to which people interact, while the relationships provide some of the vocabulary of those definitions. [Harrell 1990:516]
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In Belize, ethnicity was important from its inception. The British made decisions for the non-white inhabitants based upon their overt ethnic identification. Modern-day Creoles were first slaves and then free but landless laborers in a colonial economy. Garifuna were not allowed to buy land, were refused entrance into Belize City without proper papers, and were required to leave the city before dark. East Indians and Chinese were imported into the country as indentured laborers and forced to work on sugar-plantations for the length of their contracts. The independent Belizean nation-state has continued the role of the colonial government through its decisions as to which ethnic groups’ cultures become part of the national mosaic, and even which ethnic groups have a culture.

In Punta Gorda today, ethnicity remains important because of the interplay between ethnic groups and the state in determining what cultural markers are indicative of a given group, what role that group plays within the state, and which individuals belong to the group. At the same time, more than Harrell and Tambiah imply, individual self-identification has become increasingly important as the boundaries between ethnic groups have become more fluid. Over the past 30 years, Punta Gorda has seen an increase in ethnic diversity, such that there are now seven ethnic groups with 7% or more of the population. As Figure 1 on the following page shows, Punta Gorda is the most ethnically diverse community in Belize. The syntagmatic aspect of ethnicity has expanded such that 25% of the households in the community contain an inter-ethnic union. It is the individual ethnic identification of children that such a situation effects, and to which I turn to now.
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Figure 1: 1991 Ethnic Distribution of Population in Urban Areas. Statistics from 1992 Census Abstract. Belize Central Statistical Office.

For a closer look at all the maps and tables in this book, please see: http://www.sarahwoodbury.com/about/from-many-cultures-one-nation/
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Why We are Talking About Children

––––––––
[image: ]


In teaching identity, Belizean schools tend to work from the premise that children learn what they are taught, and if the children are diligent, they will be able to finish assignments, pass tests, and know what it means to be a Belizean. A teacher with whom I worked remarked to a child in Standard IV (sixth grade) when he had difficulty drawing a map of the country: “You don’t know how to draw Belize? What kind of Belizean are you?” 

Children, however, are not passive recipients of the identities that inhabit an adult’s model, in Belize or anywhere else. As in the Belizean school system, social scientists have simplified and roboticized children. Jenks writes, 
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Just as the early anthropologist, a self-styled civilized man, 'knew' the savage to be different to himself and thus worthy of study; so we also, as rational adults, recognize the child as different and in need of explanation. Both of these positions proceed from a pre-established but tacit ontological theory, a theory of what constitutes the difference of the Other, be it savage or child ...Such implicit theories serve to render the child-adult continuum as conventional for the modern social theorist, as the distinction between primitive and rational thought was for the early anthropologist. [Jenks 1981:10]
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Working with children as children is important because it is not possible to understand adults without first positing the child (Jenks 1981:10). It is not possible to understand the nature of adult ethnic and nationalist identities without first determining identity as a child. What occurs in practice in children’s lives is relevant precisely because children are not automatons. If children are not learning what adults teach about identity, or are creating an identity different from what adults teach, then the whole project of teaching ethnicity and nationalism is affected. This is what I see happening in children’s lives in Punta Gorda, largely because so many children are of mixed ethnicity. Since there are no standard procedures for assigning ethnic affiliation to children of mixed heritage, it is something children must create for themselves.

Children actively work with the categories they are given to shape something that makes internal sense. They work from what teachers and parents tell them, and as a group project with peers. The influence of peer groups is especially great and it is on the playground and the street where identities are worked out and applied. Children in Punta Gorda are aware of ethnic similarities as well as differences, and these ideas are used by them in the construction of their world. This point is made repeatedly by many researchers, including Corsaro and Streek who write:
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Children are not passive receivers, processors, and storers of social and linguistic information but use their growing mastery of language and interactional strategies to actively construct a social world around themselves. Children's worlds are endowed with their own rules, rituals, and principles of conflict resolution ... It is therefore not satisfactory to conceive of children's language use and life-worlds as merely more primitive versions of adult social functioning ...[Corsaro and Streek 1990:15]



––––––––
[image: ]


A fundamental question, then, is to determine what is involved in this working out of identity. Miller et. al. express the view that it is constructive, and that is is both individual and collective. “It is individual in that each child's task is to create personal meanings out of the particular, necessarily limited set of resources to which he or she is exposed. It is collective in that these resources were created by previous generations and are made available to the child by other people” (Miller, Corsaro and Gaskins 1992:67). Children respond to and negotiate with adults and peers daily with cultural resources, thus shaping their own developmental experiences while at the same time contributing to the production of society (Miller, Corsaro and Gaskins 1992:67). Socialization is not only a matter of adaptation and internalization but also a process of appropriation, innovation, and reproduction (Miller, Corsaro, and Gaskins 1992:1). Children in Punta Gorda appropriate, innovate and reproduce in just this way, and are instrumental in the creation of ethnic and nationalist identities in Punta Gorda.
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Methodology
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The methodology for this project involved participant-observation in schools in Punta Gorda, and in the community at large. I interviewed teachers and collected texts and curriculum guides to determine what sort of nationalism schools were attempting to teach children. I worked with children to understand their ethnic and nationalist identity, through interviews, tests, and pen pal letters. My work was also dependent upon a census of Punta Gorda conducted by Daniel Haug, which was inputted into a GIS (Geographic Information System) and Microsoft Access. Many of the statistics used in this dissertation are derived from his work. 

The practice of anthropological fieldwork, particularly as it relates to research on ethnicity and nationalism “requires that we are clear about the distinctions between our own concepts and models, 'native' concepts and models, and social process” (Erikson 1993:16). In Punta Gorda, there are systematic differences in treatment of members of one ethnic group by others, which is adamantly denied by informants. Conversely, many Punta Gordans speak as if they would have nothing to do with members of other ethnic groups, but in actuality, maintain close relationships them. As Erikson points out, “it is, indeed, frequently contradictions of this kind that lead to anthropological insights” (1993: 16-17).

The way in which an anthropologist gets at the differences between what people say and what they do in practice is by living in the community for an extended period of time, interacting with informants, and observing: in other words, through participant-observation. From the start, I attempted to pursue a detailed methodology, but because of the difficulties of our housing situation, settling the children in, and finding that our computer was potentially lost in transit from the United States, it took some time before I could implement it. In addition, the nature of human relations is such that it was not possible for me to be an effective fieldworker by forcing myself on my informants. Some things just take time. I was also waiting for a letter of introduction from the Chief Education Officer who had expressed interest in my project and promised to send one to Punta Gorda. It never arrived.

I intended to split participant-observation between working with parents and children in the community, and working with teachers and children in school. After several weeks in Punta Gorda, I contacted the District Education Officer, who had no difficulty with my proposed project to study ethnicity and nationalism in children. Through her, I gained access to the principals of the three schools: Roman Catholic, Methodist, and Adventist. The principals in turn directed me towards teachers, who were generally very accepting of my request to observe in their classrooms. Before arriving in Punta Gorda, I had decided to study children to ages seven through eleven—Standard II and Standard III, roughly equivalent to US fourth and fifth grade classes (in Punta Gorda, children begin first grade at five years old). Studies of children’s awareness of ethnic identity and understanding about the ethnic identity of others indicate these are the ages when children are most open to interacting with individuals of various ethnic groups, and are capable of relating to the nationalist program put forth by the Belizean government (Aboud 1988).​[1] 

A complication to conducting fieldwork in Punta Gorda is language. Because of the British colonial heritage, Belize’s official language is English, which is the only language officially allowed to be used in schools for textbooks and lessons. While English is useful in that it is the language of no ethnic group, and does not promote the ethnic culture of one group over others, no child in Punta Gorda enters school being able to speak it. There are potentially five languages spoken by children: Kekchi Maya, Mopan Maya, Spanish, Garifuna, and Creole. Most children do speak Creole (a language derived from English and African languages) before they attend school, but as it is incomprehensible to English-speakers, mastery of it does not aid them much in the classroom. As an English-speaking anthropologist, my difficulty with Creole was a major stumbling block initially in interacting with Punta Gordans, including children, because English is never used in casual conversation. Only after I had lived in Punta Gorda for several months was I able to begin to understand my informants’ use of Creole, and after nine or ten months, to speak it with them.
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Specifics of Fieldwork
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By far the largest school in Punta Gorda was the Catholic School, St. Peter Claver. It had a total of 873 students, with 506 in Standards II-VI. The principal believed that 90% of the children attending the school were Catholic. No records were kept on the religious affiliation of the students, nor on their ethnic identity. There were 16 teachers in the upper school, 13 of whom were trained at Belize Teacher’s College, and all of whom were Catholic, as that was one of the requirements for employment (although such a stipulation is not legal). At the Methodist School, there were 226 students, with one teacher for every grade. The Adventist School, founded in 1991, was the most recently opened. During the 1993-94 school year, it had only three teachers, two of whom had no experience but were hired because they were Adventist, and 65 students. All three schools had principals, although only at the Catholic School did the principal not teach a class as well.

I began attending schools in Punta Gorda during the first week in November of 1993. I worked in a total of five classrooms in Standards II and III. The first teacher I encountered was a young Mestizo woman, Carla, a teacher of Standard III, who had originally directed me to the District Education Office (which had moved the day before I went to find it). She was 25 years old (the same age as I was and, in fact, her birthday was one day after mine) and had been teaching for several years, but was otherwise untrained. She had lived in Punta Gorda most of her life, was married to a Mestizo man from Punta Gorda, and had two small children. She introduced me to other teachers in the school, including the Standard II teacher whom I worked with throughout my stay in Punta Gorda. 

This second teacher, Anne, was a 33 year old Garifuna woman married to a Garifuna and had one daughter who was in her class. She had thirteen years of teaching experience and had been trained at Belize Teacher’s College. I arranged to visit Carla’s classroom Monday, Wednesday, and Friday for an hour during the time when she taught social studies. I attended Anne’s class on Thursdays, the one day a week when she taught social studies, and frequently stayed an hour or two after the lesson was completed talking with her.

The principal of the Methodist School lived near our house, and after I became acquainted with her, she directed me to Daron, the Standard III teacher at the Methodist School, and Julia, the Standard II teacher. Daron was an unmarried, 19 year old mixed Creole/Garifuna man who had never taught before that year. I observed his class three times a week immediately after Carla’s class (involving a 10 minute run across town as the classes were back-to-back). Julia was a 23 year old Mestizo woman, married to an East Indian, with one young daughter. Her class met twice a week, but I was only able to attend once a week because her other class coincided with Anne’s class. The last classroom I worked in was at the Adventist School. This school had combined Standards I, II, and III. It was taught by Rhonda, a mixed East Indian/Mestizo woman, who was 19 years old and had no teaching experience. Her class also met twice a week, the second meeting coinciding with Anne’s class, so I attended her social studies class only once a week as well.

For the 1994 school year, I began observing classes during the second week of school. In fact, Daron, who once again taught Standard III, complained that I had not appeared in his classroom earlier. I mistakenly thought he wanted time to adjust to his new class before I visited it. He had been the most reluctant to have me observe his classroom in the past and would come back to where I sat and say in a belligerent voice "what do you really want?" Julia had been transferred to the Mafredi school in the hinterland, so I worked with a new Standard II teacher, Sandra, who had taught Standard IV the previous year. She is a 25 year old mixed Mestizo/East Indian woman, married to an East Indian, with one young son. Daron once again taught social studies three times a week, and Sandra taught it twice, and I attended all of their classes. 

The Adventist School had expanded slightly during the previous year, and now had enough children to hire a fourth teacher. Rhonda was now able to teach only Standards II and III, and followed the same schedule as before. I attended only one class a week with her, because I had a new Standard III teacher at the Catholic School, whose only social studies class conflicted with Rhonda’s second class. This teacher, Darla, was 28 years old, mixed Mestizo/Creole woman, and was married to an East Indian. She had three children. Carla now taught Standard II. I chose not to work in her classroom because the new curriculum guides, which I discuss in chapter seven, no longer included a section on ethnic groups. Anne had moved to Standard IV, and specifically requested that I continue to observe her classroom. Because she arranged her schedule so that she taught social studies at a time when I was available, I happily agreed.
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Understanding Children’s Identity
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I worked on understanding ethnic and nationalist identities in children through a variety of means beyond just writing down the content of the curriculum guides and what was taught in in social studies class. A database included children’s names, the ethnic groups in which they placed themselves, and those in which teachers placed them. I interviewed teachers and some children; a more general approach was to ask on tests or assignments what ethnic group children thought they belonged to. My understanding of children and children’s lives was augmented by the fact that I spent a great deal of time with children out of school, either on fieldtrips, in the school playground, or in my own backyard. I was also a Brownie troop leader for the Methodist School, and became well acquainted with 18 seven to ten year old girls through that means. 

Aboud writes, “the basic component of self-identification is describing oneself in terms of a critical ethnic attribute.” For example, children could ascribe to themselves a label or another attribute that defines rather than merely describes the ethnic group. To get at what children understood about their own and others’ ethnicity, Aboud reports that children more often mentioned ethnicity when asked, “What are you not?” than when asked, “What are you?” (Aboud 1988:53). I found the same to be true in Punta Gorda, to the degree that children were most capable of classifying themselves when given a list of ethnic groups from which to choose. I also collected pen pal letters they wrote to children in the United States, and artwork they had done which showed them with their friends, and on the back of which they had written what ethnic group they and their parents belonged to. 

In general, by far the best system was to either interview them verbally, or have them write down what ethnic group each of their parents were, and then what ethnic group they chose to call themselves. What ethnic group children thought they were, if collected from a test, usually did not reveal if the child thought he or she was mixed. The reason for this was because being “mixed” was not an acceptable answer to some teachers, or children thought there could be only one right answer and therefore had to choose one ethnic group to belong to—either their mother’s or their father’s.

Most interesting about these children’s ethnic identities was the fact that so many of my students were of a mixed ethnic background. My intention was to discover what their lives were like in practice, and how they dealt with this mixed identity. As Thomas Erikson points out, “we should not a priori assume that having an ambiguous ethnic identity implies having no roots and no culture and is therefore unbearable ... Before assuming that ethnic anomalies are by default unhappy, we ought to look into their actual lives (Erikson 1993:66).
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Participant-observation in Punta Gorda
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One of the most interesting events relating to living in Punta Gorda occurred at the market towards the end of our stay. I was waiting in line with my two children to buy dahlrotis, a traditional East Indian dish, and a young man appeared beside me and began talking about me in Creole—to make fun of me, as a white American—while at the same time ignoring me. He was a Mestizo man from Big Falls Village on the Southern Highway. His opening line was, “I got to try one of these tamales. I don't know if they any good. I just come from the States and I've never tried one of those before”. When he paid he said, “A dollar? That's so much!” and once he started eating he continued with the monologue about how he was from the States and he didn't know about these tamale ‘t’ings’. He had heard of them but he wasn't sure about them and hoped they were good. The woman who was selling them looked at him half-laughing, half-disdainful, and a fellow customer remarked, “you talkin’ shit.” 

This incident could have occurred in many places in Belize, but I understood it because I was living in Punta Gorda, and had been for over a year. I spoke and understood Creole, which is something the man probably thought was not true, and I knew the women in the market, which he also did not suspect. To live as we did in Punta Gorda made us unusual to Belizeans. We did not fit into any pre-existing category of capitalist, tourist, or missionary. The fact that we brought our children with us was very impressive to people, as was our living situation, which while having many amenities that ordinary Belizeans did not have, was far from elegant. All of these things helped Punta Gordans to accept us and my research project.

Our house was located in the northern half of town (see map), and from there I attempted to begin associating with my neighbors and their children. By far the most frustrating aspect of my fieldwork was that it was very difficult to gain entrance to people’s homes and lives if I was not first associated with them in schools. I did, towards the end of my study, begin to interview adults involved in inter-ethnic unions about their marriages and their mixed children, but my relations with teachers and children through school were much more intense and stronger. 

I found that there were times when a neighbor would refuse to give me a piece of information which a teacher had already given me. For example, East Indian people put a red piece of string around the right hand of newborn children. An East Indian teacher told me it was to ward off evil spirits. An East Indian neighbor and her Garifuna mother-in-law looked at each other when I asked “What is this?” and they spoke in unison, "It's just a piece of cloth".

Getting accurate information from people with whom you are less well acquainted is a universal problem of interviewing. Stahl, who worked with people in and of inter-ethnic marriages in Israel, describes trying to ask 35 inter-ethnic couples straightforward questions in interviews. "This method proved to be a total failure. The people interviewed drew an ideal, balanced picture of the relations prevailing in their families. Although we were well aware, from literature and from our own experience, that in many cases there were difficulties with the family where a son or daughter decided to marry someone from another ethnic group, this was outrightly denied by almost all the interviewees.” (Stahl 1972:271). I also experienced this, but I believe to a lesser degree. I will discuss this more in Chapter Six.

––––––––
[image: ]


Children in the Field
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Anthropologists know that fieldwork is an intensely personal experience, as well as an academic one. This section focuses deliberately on the personal aspect of fieldwork. I have included it in this chapter because my children were integral to my fieldwork. 

Bringing my children to the field and incorporating them into my fieldwork was a rather unusual step in some respects. Many anthropologists have brought or had their children while in the field, but few have allowed having children to determine the kind of fieldwork that they do. For example, in Notes on Love in a Tamil Family, Margaret Trawick describes how she conducted her first fieldwork despite having her three month old child with her. It is even more unusual to write an ethnography describing the relationship between one’s own children and fieldwork, which is something Trawick ended up doing. Christine Hugh-Jones in Children in the Field describes the dilemmas she faced in writing about bringing children into her research.
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It is a curious experience for a woman anthropologist to write about taking children to the field. The subject threatens the dual system, born of sweat and tears, into which we force our adult lives. Attitudes, emotions, time and place, verbal styles, and self-images are all "family" or "professional." Although we are unitary beings caught in a single stream of time, if we are no good and living out this conceptual divide, our careers disintegrate to the point where we cannot convince ourselves of their reality. We must struggle hard to keep off this slippery slope because our situation makes us experts in the nuances of self-doubt and might-have-beens. In writing about our own children and fieldwork, we not only have to integrate what we have so carefully differentiated, but those of us who have never written about our personal fieldwork experiences before have to undo the systematizing, analyzing, generalizing, and pruning that has transformed our remembered experience for professional purposes. We have to retreat from the social relations, ritual patterns, and economic structures back to the feels and smells and incident of everyday life in another culture. Of course, there is a sense in which this is impossible because our memories themselves have been changed by the academic uses to which we have put them and, more important here, by the ways in which we have translated them to masquerade for answers to other people's questions. [Hugh-Jones 1987:27-28]
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The fact of having children influenced not only where I conducted my research, but the entire conception of the project. In my preliminary examinations before I was advanced to the doctorate level, I was asked what effect being a young mother in the field would have on my fieldwork. At the time, I wrote about its benefits: it would allow me to talk to other parents in a way that is not possible without having children. It would raise my status from that of a girl to a woman. I hoped that having children with me would help adult informants be more willing to discuss the intimacies of child rearing and adult life.

These expectations were fulfilled in Belize. As Appadurai points out, “most women bear children, and their primary social identity is as mothers, not as wives. The cultural value placed on motherhood is notably strong, and mother-child ties are central and enduring” (Appadurai 1991:134). Virginia Kerns found that this was an accurate representation of Belize when she lived among the Garifuna. She writes, 
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When I met Black Carib women, one of the first questions that they routinely asked me was, ‘Do you have your mother?’ And when I told them yes, that she was alive, they assured me, ‘Then everything is all right for you.’ But my reply to their next question never failed to cast doubts on that assertion. Did I have children, they inquired. When I said no, they could only shake their heads with sympathy... .I was to find that, no matter their age, women primarily identified themselves as mothers; and, young or old, they identified closely with their own mothers. [Kerns 1983:1]
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I always found that other mothers could relate to me in some way, despite our cultural differences. One day when I was visiting some Mayan friends in a village, in their thatch house with a mud floor, I went to nurse my son out of doors so he would be less distracted. They peered out a window and laughed at me saying, “you could do that in the hammock. Don't be shy; we just do it all the time.”

At the same time that I found much respect and support for motherhood, being a young mother in the field was limiting. I speculated in my exams that I did not expect to have access to elites in Belize City who shape national policy and attempt to formulate nationalist ideas to be instituted throughout Belize. I believed I would have to limit what I learned about Belizean nationalism to what occurred in practice in local schools and community in Punta Gorda. This for the most part was true, although, despite the pessimism expressed in my exams, I was able to interact with important people more than I had anticipated. I was a visiting faculty member at the University College of Belize (UCB), where I taught an introductory Sociology class during the summer term in Punta Gorda. They flew me to Belize City in November of 1993 to give a lecture on fieldwork methodology and the history of anthropology, and officials visited Punta Gorda a number of times to organize these university level classes. We visited the Belize City campus several other times, as well as the offices of the Society for the Promotion for Education and Research (SPEAR). Leaving our children at a Belize city daycare center, my husband and I also presented a paper together at the national academic conference in Belize City in October. This was jointly sponsored by SPEAR and UCB.

Having my children with me in Punta Gorda aided my research in some very specific ways. First, people who reacted to me in a negative manner because I was white relaxed their attitude immediately upon seeing me with the children. For example, one afternoon I was standing on our front porch holding Carew who was seated on the railing. A Garifuna woman with two children walked by and I said “Evening.” She responded, “Evening” but did not look at me. Carew, in response, chirped “Evening!” and the woman turned and looked back and saw him. She smiled widely and cheerfully repeated “Good evening!”. The children also provided a form of protection for me from negative comments that young men were likely to make about and to white women. A fellow social scientist who worked with the Mayan villages but lived in Punta Gorda was frequently subject to such harassment which she found almost unbearable at times. I received such treatment to a far lesser degree.

Secondly, by walking with my children, I was an acceptable sight anywhere in Punta Gorda. There was never any need to explain my interest in any spectacle, or my presence at any event, if the children were there as well. I would take them for strolls in the evening hours, or walk with them to the park after it had cooled and sit with them. Such behavior was understandable to Belizeans and acceptable, because it was precisely what any other young woman my age would do with her children. I believe that people in Punta Gorda greatly appreciated that we had brought our children and they eased our introduction to the community. It was interpreted as a sign of respect to Belizeans that we would not fear for our children in their country.

Women also enjoyed being able to discuss sex, marriage and children with me. Anne in particular would give me advice about taking care of myself (she felt I should not nurse Carew as long as I did: “Boys suck and suck and they will suck the life right out of you!”) or on means of birth control. This was actually a topic that I discussed with married women fairly frequently. Many of them came from large families (Carla from a family of twelve children) and wanted to have only two or three children, as did I.

Finally, through the children, I was exposed to aspects of life in Punta Gorda which are common only to families with young children. Like all other children in Punta Gorda, at fifteen months old my son needed a measles injection. I went with a number of other young women to the children’s clinic which takes place every Thursday at the community center. With them, I waited patiently for the nurses to arrive, and when they finally came, forty minutes late, I too stood in line with my children to receive attention. The clinic consisted of a white sheet spread out on a dirty stage with a series
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