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“We need to locate the origin of a disease, since its source, always distant from 
ourselves in the fantasy land of our fears, gives us assurance that we are not at fault, that  
we have been invaded from without, that we have been polluted by some external agent” 
(Gilman 1988: 262).

In his essay, “Seeing the AIDS Patient” (1988), Sander Gilman describes the 
prevalence of a “geography of disease,” in which individuals from groups other than 
one’s own are represented as Othered outsiders and are identified as the source of 
disease, contamination, and pollution. Gilman argues that historically, “the sufferer of a 
sexually transmitted disease [has been depicted] as the outsider...the sexual deviant…as 
the source of pollution…the prostitute, the socially deviant individual” (Ibid: 256). 
Oftentimes, these deviant outsiders were of African descent: “blacks were deemed at risk 
because of their perceived sexual difference, their sexual practices, their hypersexuality. 
Black sexuality, associated with images of sexually transmitted disease, became a 
category of marginalization…” (Ibid: 263). 

The Garífuna of Central America are no exception to Gilman’s erudite 
observations of explanations for disease and illness. The Garífuna, descendants of 
marooned slaves and Caribbean natives, continue to be marginalized and discriminated 
against. Representations produced and reinforced by the media, health and development 
programming, and quotidian conversations in Honduras demonstrate such 
marginalization. The Afro-Caribbean Garífuna are depicted as promiscuous, highly 
sexualized, and AIDS-stricken (El Heraldo 2004, 2005; El Tiempo 2004, 2005; Hegstrom 
1997; Jackson 2002; La Prensa 2004, 2005; Reuters 2000; Salavarria 2001). 

However, Garífuna often invert these problematic representations of their 
sexuality and culture, and they reposition value judgments placed on sexual behaviors. 
Instead, the Garífuna place the “geography of blame” on the dominant Ladino1 

population. Although the Garífuna are described by dominant discourse as promiscuous, 
the Garífuna themselves position “bad” sexuality (i.e. prostitution) outside their 
community.  Instead, they locate this behavior in the ciudad [city]—a place of dangerous 
aventuras [adventures] and interactions. Sexual relations within the Garífuna village, 
particularly relationships of sexual exchange (in which money or goods are offered) are 
not considered to be prostitution; rather, prostitution exists in the Ladino ciudad. 

1 The Ladino (or mestizo) individual is a mix of Spanish and AmerIndian descent. The majority of 
Hondurans are categorized in census data as Ladino or mestizo. 
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A representative from a Garífuna non-profit organization in Honduras described 
this position that many community members employ in discussing their sexual relations.

Dentro de la comunidad Garífuna, no está muy bien definido la palabra 
‘trabajadores comerciales de sexo.’ Usted pregunta, se dicen que no hay. Porque 
no hay un lugar donde tienen que ir. No se paran en una esquina. Pero, sí, hay 
sexo por la comida, por ropa, por esta cuestión.
 
Within the Garífuna community, there is not a well-defined word for ‘commercial 
sex workers.’  If you ask, they [the Garífuna] will say there aren’t any 
[prostitutes].  Because there is not a place where they have to go. They don’t 
stand on a corner. But yes, there is sex for food, for clothing, for these sorts of 
things.

In this short paper, I will explore Garífuna discourse surrounding sexual 
relationships and behaviors, particularly relationships of sexual exchange. My 
observations and arguments are based on nine months of fieldwork in a Garífuna 
community on the North Coast of Honduras, which I pseudonymously refer to as Río 
Sagrado. I argue that the discursive inversions and distinctions employed by community 
members offer insight into the complex identity construction of the Garífuna culture. By 
defining themselves and their actions as distinct from the Ladino majority and redefining 
what constitutes “prostitution” and “bad” sexuality, the Garífuna community has inverted 
dominant representations about their culture. 

In the forthcoming pages, I will explore the semantics used to describe 
relationships of sexual exchange in the Garífuna community. I will highlight the 
contrasting metaphors used by individuals in describing sexual relationships within their 
community in order to better understand the identity construction process of both 
individuals and the collective group. Through spatial metaphors, the Garífuna social body 
and individual bodies are constructed via patterned distinctions in dialogue between 
“casa/ calle” [house/ street], “pueblo/ ciudad” [village/ city] and “aventurar/ ayudar” 
[adventure/ help].  This discourse strategically locates prostitution and “bad” sexuality in 
a physical and ideological space outside the Garífuna pueblo community. For the 
Garífuna, prostitution is a practice that is located in the discursive boundaries of the 
Ladino ciudad. 

Dominant Representations of Garífuna Others

Being a group of African descent and a minority,2 the Garífuna face 
discrimination and stigma throughout Honduras. Representations of the Garífuna 
population in the local media, the discourse of international development programming, 
and quotidian conversations reinforce this marginalization.  

Gilman argues that the creation of stereotypes, which split the world into two 
spheres—“normal” and “deviant,” “good” and “bad,” Self and Other—is nearly 
universal. He argues that “for a secure definition of self, sexuality and the loss of control 

2 Census data estimates that less than two percent of the total Honduran population is Garífuna. More than 
90 percent of the country is classified as Ladino. 
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associated with it must be projected onto the Other” (1985: 24). Thus, the different—
especially the “sexually different”—becomes the Other—“impaired, sick, diseased” 
(Ibid: 25). Within Honduras, a nation founded on the ideal of a Ladino/ mestizo social 
body, the black body of the Garífuna is the archetypal Other. 

In Honduras, stories regarding Garífuna communities do not appear on a daily 
basis in the popular press; however, infrequently published articles often relate stories 
and images of hedonism in warm beach communities—ferias [festivals], fiestas [parties], 
gifití [a local spirit], and rhythmic punta music with its accompanying erotic dance 
performances. Other articles discuss the high rates of HIV/ AIDS and sexually 
transmitted diseases in the Garífuna communities. These limited representations reinforce 
popular images of promiscuous and diseased “morenos”3 (La Prensa 2004, 2005, 2006; 
El Tiempo 2004, 2005).

A caption on a photo in Perspectives of Health, the Pan American Health 
Organization’s (PAHO) magazine links the traditional Garífuna culture with AIDS. “A 
young Garífuna woman dances to traditional punta music. AIDS is a growing threat to 
these members of Honduras’ largest minority” (Jackson 2002). 

In addition to media sources, the powerful language of development projects, 
international health programming, and HIV/AIDS projects in Honduras construct 
particular images of “target” populations, such as the Garífuna. Such discourse constructs 
an image of the Garífuna as highly sexualized, with morals and behaviors that deviate 
from the “healthy” Ladino norm. Being labeled at “vulnerable” targets stigmatizes the 
population, as the Garífuna are labeled “sidosa” (with AIDS). Being Garífuna therefore 
indexes a social problem. 

Dominant discourse depicts the Garífuna as “Other” in a Ladino country. 
Garífuna are described as dirty, lazy, sexually permissive, and a source of disease. 
Through this discourse and stereotyped representations, the production of an Othered, 
essentialized, racialized, moreno is constructed in opposition to the healthy, idealized, 
moral Ladino Self. 

Perhaps in response and resistance to these problematic representations, the 
Garífuna themselves conversely construct an intersubjective identity that is in opposition 
to a Ladino Other. In the case of sexual relations, the dominant definition of “prostitute” 
(an individual who engages in sexual relations in exchange for money), is renegotiated, 
resignified, and rearticulated. “Prostitutes” exist outside of the Garífuna pueblo; they are 
specters of the dangerous ciudad of the Ladino world. As such, Garífuna collectively 
articulate a strategic semantic distinction between the Ladino and the Garífuna individual 
identity and collective community. 

Gilman argues, “Every social group has a set of vocabulary of images for this 
externalized Other. These images are the product of history and of a culture that 
perpetuates them. None is random; none is isolated from the historical context” (1985: 
20).  Thus, Garífuna place the “geography of difference” and ‘geography of disease” on 
Ladino Others (Gilman 1988). 

3 Moreno literally means ‘brown” in Spanish. In Central America, this term is used to refer to individuals of 
African descent, often in a degrading, diminutive manner (i.e. morenito). 
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Pragmatics, Desire, Gender, and Sexual Exchange

In the Garífuna communities of Central America, migration rates are high. Many 
men seek wage labor opportunities in neighboring cities or the United States, oftentimes 
leaving their female partner and dependents behind in the village for months or years at a 
time. As such, Garífuna women, who are culturally designated as primary caregivers for 
both children and elderly, await remittances from their male partners and family 
members. Yet, remittances can be irregular and slight; thus, women sometimes look for 
other income generating opportunities. Some may engage in relationships of sexual 
exchange for money or goods to help supplement their household. 

In the Garífuna community, these relationships of sexual exchange (sexual 
relationships in exchange for food, money, clothing, school supplies, or other goods) are 
distinguished from “sex work” or “prostitution,” activities that carry negative stigma. 
According to the director of an HIV/AIDS awareness program in Honduras, prostitution 
does not exist in the Garífuna culture. Although individuals may exchange sexual favors 
for money or goods, such actions are not described as sex work but rather a reciprocal 
exchange. 

Se acuestan por pisto, eso sí, tanto hombres que mujeres.  Nuestra población no 
lo considera como prostitución.  Eso es como una transacción. Yo te doy algo, y  
tú me das algo, puede ser ropa, ó puede ser que me pague por el colegio de mi  
muchacho, ó me compres, ó me da pisto en efectivo.  Pero, ellos no les considera 
como prostituta. Prostitutas en nuestra comunidad no existe. Pero sí, as veces  
ellas se acuestan con los taxistas que quiera para llevar comida a sus hijos. Por  
la misma pobreza. Y los hombres porque no tienen donde para trabajar, entonces 
se acuestan con la mujer que le pueden pagar para su ropa, para sus vivios, para 
sus cigarros.  No hay fuente de trabajo en nuestras poblaciones, entonces si hay 
algo que dedicarse para conseguir pisto, no sienten como prositituta.

They sleep with others for money, yes, both men and women. In our population, it 
is not considered prostitution.  This is like a transaction. I give you something and 
you give me something, it might be clothes, that you pay for my son’s high 
school, or that you buy me, or give me cash. Prostitutes do not exist in our 
community. But yes, at times a woman sleeps with whatever taxi drivers in order 
to bring home food to her children. Because of poverty. And the men because 
they don’t have work, they sleep with the woman who can pay for their clothes, 
for their vices, for their cigarettes.  There is not a source of work in our 
communities; therefore, if there is something that you can do in order to get 
money, they don’t feel like a prostitute.

Although an individual may engage in sexual relations for goods, an individual 
does not identify as a prostitute nor does her community identify her as such. According 
to informants in Río Sagrado, there is no word in the Garífuna language for “prostitute.” 
Although individuals in the community engage in relationships of sexual exchange, this 
practice does not engender prostitution but instead indexes an “Other.” 
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Río Sagrado, like most Garífuna communities in Honduras, lacks a means of 
sustainable employment. Within the village, income generating opportunities are limited
—resourceful individuals set up small, basic shops from their house, fishermen attempt to 
squeeze out a living from their daily catch, and women make and sell homemade coconut 
bread or topos [popsicles]; however, in order to have a more viable lifestyle, many 
Garífuna leave their community in search of wage labor opportunities.  Like many 
Caribbean cultures that are historically characterized by flux and flexibility (Freeman 
2001), the Garífuna have been engaged in temporal, recurrent migration for work for 
decades (i.e. soldiering in the Spanish army, woodcutting in Belize, the banana industry 
in Honduras and Guatemala, the merchant marine during WWII, and contemporary cruise 
ships and fishing fleets) (England 2000: 24). Typically, men are more frequent migrants, 
as many women are culturally constrained by gender ideologies, which emphasize 
women’s role as primary caregivers of children and aging relatives.  However, 
increasingly, women are seeking work in maquiladoras [factories] in Honduran cities or 
are migrating to the U.S. with the help of other family members who are residents.  Yet, 
it is still typical that many men are away from their home village and family for months, 
sometimes years. The pervasiveness of migration is demonstrated in a census that I 
conducted of Río Sagrado in May of 2005. Nearly 50 percent of the village residences 
receive some sort of remittance from family members working outside of the community; 
98 percent of these remittances come from the United States. 

Male migration is almost expected. Male migration is described by community 
residents as “una aventura” [an adventure]; thus, highlighting the riskiness of the venture, 
but also its contribution to the construction of ideal masculinity. Although women do 
migrate, as previously mentioned, they are never described as “aventurando.” 
“Aventurando,” be it to a large city in Honduras or to the United States, is considered a 
rite of passage for the Garífuna male. 

As a result of the frequency of male out migration, many women remain in the 
village to care for children and elderly relatives. The economic situation in which many 
single mothers find themselves is challenging and often precarious, and this reality 
sometimes prompts women to seek alternative and creative means of providing for 
themselves and their families. According to Freeman, in “Afro-Caribbean societies,…the 
complex set of gender roles and ideologies…have not only allowed but often insisted that 
women be both mothers and workers…” (2000: 5). Garífuna women have historically 
been involved in informal work (i.e. agriculture, childcare, mercantilism/trading, 
domestic work) in order to supplement their household.  However, it is not always easy 
for women to obtain more formal, stable wage labor positions due to their childrearing 
responsibilities. 

It is not uncommon, therefore, for women to be dependent upon their male 
partner(s) for economic support. As gender ideologies in the Garífuna community 
construct women as primary caregivers, they conversely construct men as providers. In 
interviewing and observing residents of Río Sagrado, I found desire for partners in 
heterosexual relationships who fit within these gender norms to be common. For 
Garífuna women, desire correlates with these dominant gender ideologies. For women, 
desire is often expressed in economic terms, and attractiveness is frequently associated 
with a man’s financial means. When asked what constitutes a “buen hombre” [good 
man], many women said that a good man is one who provides for his family. Carla, a 
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young, single mother, who is separated from her daughter’s father describes a “good 
man” as one who “por lo menos me mantenga y mantenga su hogar. Para mí, eso es un 
hombre bueno” [at the very least, he maintains me and maintains his home.  For me, that 
is a good man]. Dalia, a single 38 year-old, HIV-positive mother of seven describes a 
buen hombre as “pendiente a la educación de sus hijos, de su alimentación, de todo…” 
[attentive to the education of his children, to their nutrition, to everything…]. These 
women’s words highlight cultural norms, which reinforce binary gender constructions of 
men as providers and women as dependents. 

Nancie González, a scholar of the Garífuna culture in Belize, (1969, 1979, 1983, 
1988) has demonstrated that male out-migration and women’s economic dependence on 
men is a common historical component of the culture. 

The man in his husband-father role is thus absent a good deal of the time, and the 
woman cannot depend on him for anything but sporadic assistance in domestic 
affairs...this economic situation does not permit the smaller society to maintain 
permanent nuclear families headed by a male for in most cases he must be absent 
a good deal of the time; he probably does not earn enough cash to furnish the 
entire support of his family, and he leaves the household shorthanded during his 
absence. Neither does this situation permit families to maintain themselves when 
only one adult female is present, for if the population is to survive at all, the 
women must generally supplement the cash income of males…[1988: 12]

Most women today find it impossible to support themselves and their children 
without the addition of cash income from some source. If possible, this is secured 
from a man—a husband, the fathers of her children, an adult brother, or an adult 
son.  If there are no men to whom she can turn, she may find it necessary to 
secure a wage income of some sort for herself. [1988: 12, 51]

In light of the recognized need of many families in the community and the 
cultural expectations of gender roles in relationships, relationships of sexual exchange in 
the community are described as distinct from prostitution, which ultimately carries 
negative connotations.  Community dialogue demonstrates the presence of both women 
and men in the community engaging in sexual activity in exchange for food, clothing, 
school supplies, or money; however, such individuals are not described as prostitutes or 
deviants. Instead, they are empathized, and their action is perceived to be a reciprocal 
relationship between a man and woman.

In some cases, these relationships are tolerated by primary partners. As men are 
typically away from the community for extended periods of time, women may enter into 
sexual relations with other men, especially when household income is precarious. 
Osvaldo, a successful local fisherman, who himself travels for work, explains this 
situation.

Ellos se pueden ir a un barco pescadero para trabajar meses, años, y no se  
acuerden que tienen mujer y niños atrás. Esta mujer tiene que comer, estos niños  
tienen que comer y vestir y ella tiene que buscar con quien. El viene de allá. No le  
importa, miro su niño bien gordo, bien vestido. No le importa.
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They [fishermen] can go to work on a fishing boat for month, years, and they 
don’t remember that they have a woman and children left behind. This woman has 
to eat, these children have to eat and be clothed, and she has to look for with 
whom. He returns. It doesn’t matter to him; he sees his son fat, well dressed. It 
doesn’t matter.

Osvaldo stresses the acceptance of this relationship, in light of the economic 
necessity in the community. When describing the predicament of this woman in his 
dialogue, he states that the woman must look for a creative solution—con quien   [with   
whom] rather than como   [how  ]. Based on his language use, it may be inferred that 
Osvaldo is expressing his cultural expectations in which a woman is dependent upon a 
man to maintain both her and her children. Interestingly, Osvaldo himself is frequently 
away from his home for periods of time when fishing.  

Like Osvaldo, Manuel also highlights the relationship between women’s 
economic need and their engagement in extramarital relationships of exchange. Manuel 
lives with his current partner and supports her four children, who share two different 
fathers. He expresses trust in his current relationship with his partner, despite the fact that 
he is away from the community for weeks at a time working construction jobs in the city. 
He says that money is definitely tight at times, but he does his best to provide for his 
partner and her children—Manuel underscores women’s dependence on male partners for 
support, be it their primary partner or a temporal arrangement of exchange with another 
man. 

[Hay] gente que viven en los Estados Unidos, y hay un montón de gente que está 
embarcados. Hay montón de gente que viven afuera..y aquí nuestras mujeres--
pues no les importa y como no hay fuente de ingreso. No. nada por el estilo. Les  
cuesta agarrar dinero. Entonces  buscan la forma más fácil. Entonces, por ahí se  
van, por ahí se van, y as veces lo hacen a escondidas del marido. Claro que el  
marido no tiene por que dar les cuenta el problema.

[There are] people who live in the United States, and there are a ton of people 
who are contracted on boats. There are a ton of people who live outside [of Río 
Sagrado]…and here are our women…and since there is no source of work here. 
No. Nothing of the sort. It’s difficult to get money; therefore, they [women] look 
for the easiest form, so that’s how it goes, that’s how it goes. And sometimes they 
do it hidden from their partner, of course their partner does not have reason to be 
wiser to the problem.

Jacinta, a widowed mother, is the primary caregiver for her two adolescent boys, 
the son of a sister who is in the U.S. and an orphaned, “adopted” son from a Garífuna 
community in Belize. Jacinta runs a small champa [thatched roof stand] located near the 
center of the village. In conversation over baleadas in her champa one morning, Jacinta 
proudly stressed the fact that she is not dependent upon a man, and that she is currently 
supporting her sons herself, although struggling at times.  However, she expresses 
empathy with women in the community who are dependent upon relationships of sexual 
exchange with men.  
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La mayoria de las personas en la comunidad son necesitadas aunque tengan as  
veces sus familiares en Estados Unidos, y la mayoría no la tienen. Entonces 
tienen el montón de niños, y el padre no está con ellos. Entonces la madre tiene  
que buscar como alimentar a esos zipotes. Entonces no les queda más recursos.  
no les queda más recursos. Y hay muchos hombres acá en la comunidad que así  
pasan pues--solo pendientes del problema de aquella y para aprovechar.

The majority of people in the community are in need, although they have their 
families in the United States, and the majority doesn’t have enough..and they have 
a ton of children and the father is not with them. So, the mother has to look for 
ways to feed these kids, so there are no other resources, there are no more 
resources and there are many men here in the community who go around like this, 
only attentive to the woman’s problems in order to take advantage of it.

Although gossiping directly about women who were in such relationships of 
exchange, Jacinta did not categorize these women as prostitutes. In fact, in our 
conversation, she seemed to rationalize these relationships in terms of women’s 
pragmatics and necessity, while placing blame on men. Rather than focusing only on the 
agentive role of the woman in these precarious situations, Jacinta emphasized men’s roles 
in actively seeking out women who are in difficult situations in order to take advantage of 
them. 

In analyzing these relationships of exchange within the community, it is important 
to consider gender roles and norms in heterosexual relationships within the Garífuna 
culture. Considering men are expected to be providers to their female partner and family, 
women’s relationships of sexual exchange may not be motivated by financial needs 
alone. As desire is complex and intimately connected to gender norms and economics, a 
man’s financial stability may contribute to his attractiveness and a woman’s desire and 
interest in him. A group of high school girls explained, “Si es rico, es guapo” [If he is 
rich, then he is handsome], and high school boys described high school girls as desiring 
partners that appear to have financial resources: “Ellas caen como la lluvia a los pies de 
los hombres del Norte” [They fall like rain at the feet of the men from the North (The 
United States)]. 

The Semantics of Othering: Resignification and Repositioning through Discourse

The Garífuna distinguish themselves from colonizers, contemporary Euro-
American identities, and dominant Ladino cultures of Central America. The Garífuna 
also differentiate themselves from other African American cultures by claiming to be the 
only African American culture to have been neither enslaved nor colonized. Setting 
themselves in contrast to other diasporic populations, the Garífuna emphasize their 
resiliency and ability to retain their pre-colonial traditions, language, and customs despite 
pressures for cultural assimilation (Garinet Global 2006).  The Garífuna represent their 
culture as fundamentally different from many other ethnic groups, and construct 
oppositions between the Garífuna “Self” and ‘Others.” 

Garífuna responses to problematic representations of their culture as promiscuous 
and highly sexualized, demonstrate the “Othering” and “geography of difference” that 
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Gilman describes (1988).  This “Othering” and inversion of stereotypes and 
representations is evident in the language and metaphors Garífuna use to describe 
relationships of sexual exchange in the community in opposition to sexual relations in the 
Ladino city. From my data, I have discovered patterned distinctions in dialogue between 
casa/ calle [house/ street], pueblo/ ciudad [village/ city], and ayudar/ adventurar 
[helping/ adventuring]. 

The distinction between house and street was first introduced by Roberto Da 
Matta (1990) in discussions of dichotomous Brazilian sociological categories of casa/  
rua. Da Matta argues that the house is “built on relationships with kindred and friends 
that are characterized by warmth and affection;” whereas, the “universe of the street…is a 
place of distrust, anonymity, incomprehension, and ‘salve-se quem puder,’ or ‘every man 
for himself’…the street is a dangerous place characterized by its lack of rules” (de Meis 
2002: 4).  Future scholars of Latin America have drawn upon Da Matta’s work in order to 
describe gender relations and social structure in various Latin American communities (de 
Meis 2002, Montoya 2005). 

In Garífuna discourse, prostitutes are mujeres de la calle [women of the street] in 
contrast to more respectable women of the community, who maintain a home and care for 
a family. This spatial distinction symbolically locates individual identities in different 
spheres; women who live within the community are neighbors, friends, and relatives in 
contrast to anonymous women of the city and street. 

Men, in describing trysts with commercial sex workers, locate their actions and 
encounters in the calle [street]. Maurico, a shop-owner in his mid-thirties, recounted his 
experiences with prostitutes when he was younger, while living and working in San 
Pedro Sula, Honduras’ largest city. He describes these experiences as “una 
aventura...andando así en la calle” [an adventure…going about like that in the street].

As aforementioned, as young men leave the community to migrate for work, be it 
to the U.S., San Pedro Sula, or international waters on fishing boat or cruise ship, these 
men set out on an aventura [adventure], according to community discourse. The verb 
aventurar is often used to describe male out-migration. Interestingly, aventurar is also 
used to describe sexual relations outside the community, especially with prostitutes. It is 
a cultural expectation that when men migrate outside their natal community, they will 
occasionally have relations with prostitutes. The aventura to the cuidad is therefore 
considered something dangerous but also intriguing and a sort of rite of passage for 
young men. It is often assumed that AIDS cases in the community are results of such 
aventuras outside of the pueblo. And the “geography of disease” (Gilman 1988) and 
“geography of blame” (Farmer 1992) is placed on the Ladinos. 

Wilfredo, the only male employee at the community health center, explained to 
me how many men in the community contracted HIV through migratory adventures and 
adventures with commercial sex workers. “Ellos fueron a aventurar y en esta aventura 
quedaron con VIH” [They went to adventure, and in this adventure they got stuck with 
HIV]. 

The distinction between house and street is similar to the Garífuna metaphorical 
distinction between el pueblo/ la ciudad [the village/ the city].  Although Río Sagrado is 
located less than 30 kilometers from the third largest city in Honduras, life in these two 
spaces is very different. A trip into the city is considered an excursion and may only 
occur when one needs pick up a remittance at Western Union, pay bills, or purchase 
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goods at the large city market. Garífuna describe la cuidad [the city] as a chaotic and 
dangerous place as compared to the tranquilo pueblo [peaceful village]. When describing 
encounters with prostitutes, residents of Río Sagrado reference the city.  When asked if 
there are any prostitutes in the community, a middle-aged man responded by saying, “Yo 
solo lo he visto en la ciudad” [I have only seen it [prostitution] in the city]. Similar to Da 
Matta’s distinction between casa/ rua, the Garífuna spatialized distinction between 
pueblo/ ciudad sets forth a binary opposition between the safe and familiar and the 
dangerous unknown. In that unknown, unsafe place outside, Others reside. 

 A further discursive distinction between commercial sex workers and individuals 
in the community is evident in the language used to describe reciprocity and sexual 
relationships. Although money may be given in both cases, particular words [cobrar,  
pagar, aventurar) index prostitution.  The Spanish word cobrar [to charge] is used to 
describe a monetary request or demand in exchange for sexual services.  Jary, in 
describing previous relations with prostitutes in the cities of San Pedro Sula and La 
Ceiba, explained that “ellas cobran sus servicios” [They [prostitutes] charge for their 
services.] Jary further went on to share how the decision whether or not to use a condom 
during sex is partially determined by this metaphorical distinction. In these situations 
with anonymous mujeres de la calle, he claims that men tend to “usan preservativos y  
son confidenciales” [use condoms and are confidential]; however, with women in the 
community, Jary said most men do not use condoms. Thus, this metaphorical distinction 
between the pueblo/ cuidad has both ideological and material effects on an individual’s 
sexual politics. These metaphors are constitutive of and constitute the “informal logics of 
everyday life” (Boddy 1997: 315). 

In the community, women are not considered to be charging for sexual relations, 
although an exchange of money may ensue. Community residents, who do give or 
receive money in exchange for sex instead use the verb ayudar [to help with/ to assist] to 
explain this exchange or offering. In the following transcript, Patricia, who is living with 
HIV, uses ayudar to explain how it (the relationship) or he (her current partner) helps out 
and assists her in maintaining her household.

Él me ayuda mi poquito. Porque cuando lo miro, me da mis 300, 400 [lempira] y  
me sirve para traer algo. Porque….solo gano al mes 500 lempira…. Si yo no 
hubiera conocido a él, el 500 lempira es solo para medio entretenerme. Lo poco 
que él  me da, a mí me ayuda. Miré, me dio 450 el lunes, y ya traía la comidita 
para mis hijos. Me ayudaba en mucho…. yo tengo cuatro niños en la escuelita y  
el escolar pidiera. Digo con 500 no me justaría. 

He helps me my little bit because when I see him, he gives me my 300, 400. it 
serves me to bring home something. Because…I only earn 500 lempira a month. 
And if were not to have met him, the 500 lempira is only to halfway entertain me. 
The little that he gives me, it helps me. Look, he gave me 450 on Monday. And I 
brought home some food for my kids. (It/ He) has helped me a lot….I have four 
kids in school and the student asks for money. With 500 lempira I wouldn’t make 
ends meet. 
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Patricia is a 40 year-old mother of eight. She has been seeing the man she 
describes for the past two months. She typically visits with him at his home once or twice 
a week in the afternoons after her cleaning shift in a local office. When she visits with 
him, he provides her with money or goods that supplement her meager salary and help 
her better provide for herself and her children. Patricia admits that the relationship is 
primarily sexual; however, she does not refer to this as sex work, nor do other community 
members identify her as a prostitute. 

Nelly, a young 19 year-old mother, recently left her parents’ house and is 
currently living in a small shared home up the street with Nelson, her current boyfriend of 
four months and Mauricio, her two year-old son. In our conversations, Nelly explained 
her perspective in difference in motivations between commercial sex workers who charge 
for sexual services and women in the community who strategically search for financial 
support from male partners. She said there are women who sleep with men for money 
(alluding to sex workers), and there women who think their partner will be able to 
ayudar, like many women in the community. She said that women who sleep with men 
for money are “prostitutes;” however, she explained that in the community, sometimes 
women “hook-up” with men that they think may be able to help out (financially) and do 
not necessarily sleep with him right away.  She admits to having taken this approach in 
her current relationship, as she expected Nelson to help pay for her son’s expenses, but 
she did not have sex with Nelson until they moved into their new rental unit two weeks 
ago. 

Perhaps due to the pragmatics of the precarious situation in which many women 
find themselves in the Garífuna pueblo and in response to the problematic representations 
set forth about the Garífuna population in Honduras, Garífuna discourse renegotiates 
these representations and assumptions about sexuality and relationships of sexual 
exchange. Prostitutes do not exist in the Garífuna pueblo, but rather are a symbol of the 
Ladino ciudad.

Concluding thoughts

In the previous pages, I have offered examples of how certain sexual activities are 
distinguished from prostitution within a Garífuna community in Honduras. This micro-
analysis offers insight into how this relational dichotomy in linguistic discourse 
engenders the macro-process of intersubjective identity construction.  Individuals in this 
speech community construct a particular definition of “prostitute”—an anonymous mujer 
de la calle, who walks la calle in la cuidad and charges clients for sex. Men who engage 
in such activity are aventurando outside the boundaries of their safe pueblo and pay a 
woman for her services. Women who engage in sexual relationships in the community 
may also receive money or goods from her male partner; yet, within the Garífuna cultural 
ideology, this is not defined as prostitution.  Community discourse suggests a collective 
empathy for the precarious situation of many women and an understanding of the 
culture’s gender norms and expectations.  Men who engage in sexual relationships with a 
female partner in the pueblo may view their offerings of money, clothing, or goods as 
una ayuda, assisting a woman in a difficult situation.  They do not perceive this to be a 
payment for sex nor do they identify this woman as a “prostitute.” The Garífuna have 
reappropriated, rearticulated, renegotiated, and resignified dominant discourse, 
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representations, and language at a local level in order to accommodate for structural 
violence, marginalization, and embodied experiences. 

As Gilman has demonstrated (1985, 1988), in order to understand the identity 
construction process of any group, it is essential to look how they represent “Others” and 
situate them in a spatial and metaphorical place of “Otherness.” For the Garífuna, this 
“Other,” located in the dangerous discursive boundaries of the Ladino ciudad [city], is 
what the Garífuna “Self” is defined against.  Focusing on the identities, subjectivities, 
and specific language strategically used by the Garífuna themselves in describing 
relationships of sexual exchange offers great insight into the identity construction process 
of the culture. 
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