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Preface

Anyone em b a rking on the wri ting of a book at the beginning of the 21st
cen tu ry must do so with some trep i d a ti on . In a world awash with inform a-
tion in a variety of formats: digital, video, microwave, text, graphic, and so
forth one must have a strong ju s ti fic a ti on to add to the noise level . I wo u l d
l i ke to think that this book deals with important topics in novel ways and
hence vale la pena— is worth the trouble: of writing it and more importantly,
of reading it.

The book deals with the trials and tri bu l a ti on s , i n d i gn i ti e s , tro u bles and
crises suffered by a few thousand people living in a rural region of Honduras.
While a certain amount of tri a l , tri bu l a ti on , etc is inherent in ru ral life in Lati n
America, the problems afflicting these people have been exacerbated signifi-
cantly by recent development projects, aimed, ostensibly, at improving their
collective lot. The book follows their travail over a fifteen year period, 1983-
98, during which time a major hydroelectric dam was built in the region and
a well - f i n a n ced envi ron m ent and devel opm ent proj ect was implem en ted as
well . The book ch ron i cles their stru ggle to ad just to the massive ch a n ge s
bro u ght on by the dam, the reperc u s s i ons of these stru ggles for the natu ra l
envi ron m en t , and the disappoi n ting outcomes of the devel opm ent proj ect s .
The book closes in 1998, a time that coi n c i ded the arrival of Hu rricane Mi tch
in Hon du ra s , a new pertu rb a ti on , wh i ch ushered in new ch a ll en ges and a new
institutional context for coping with these changes. The effects of Hurricane
Mitch are not explored in this volume.

This is not a personal book in that it does not attempt to bring individuals
to life in its page s . I have opted in this book for a more qu a n ti t a tive , d a t a - ori-
ented presentation. I have written myself out of the book: it is not a first per-
son narrative, or very reflexive in the current style. But the book is the prod-
uct of an intense personal experience and involvement with the people whose
predicament I describe. While I have attempted to put the information gath-
ered to good use in defense of the livelihoods of those described herein, it is
still probably the case that I have gotten more out of the experience of work-
ing in the El Cajón regi on , pers on a lly and profe s s i on a lly, than I have given
back. I hope this book will reach some people who can make a difference in
the way development proceeds. I hope they read it and act on its recommen-
dations.

xi
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The re s e a rch de s c ri bed in this book is a holisti c , s y n optic vi ew of s ocial and
environmental change at a regional level. As Bennett (1993:12ff) points out,
the description and analysis of human-environmental interactions is a com-
plex and challenging task. While I am the individual responsible for most of
the data ga t h ered , a n a ly zed and the interpret a ti ons provi ded , this book and
the research that produced it, reflects the support of many people.

While in the El Cajón region I lived in the town of San José de Montañue-
las, a town whose leaders have asked that I acknowledge its existence with its
real name, rather than a pseudonym. I am grateful for the hospitality shown
by virtually all members of that community. Specifically, while in Montañue-
las I lived with Gu m erc i n do An a riba Avi l a , his wi fe Con cepción Reyes and
t h eir ch i l d ren . I wi ll be forever gra teful for the fri endship they showed me and
their care for me when I shared their home. In 1997-98, Gumercindo worked
as my field assistant, helping me contact people for interviews in Montañue-
las and surrounding towns. He supplied me with many insights into local life
that have been incorpora ted into this vo lu m e . He proved to be an excell en t
fieldworker and fine companion in the field. Other members of the commu-
n i ty that provi ded va lu a ble advi ce and su pport inclu de Julio Cesar Pad i ll a ,
Isaías Flores, Profesor David Zuniga, Adonias Anariba and Virgilio Hernán-
dez among many others.

Institutional support for carrying out this research in Honduras was pro-
vided by the Instituto Hondureño de Antropología e Historia, Dr. Olga Joya,
Di rector. I also ben ef i ted from su pport from the In s ti tuto Geogr á f i co Na-
cional, Noe Pineda Portillo, director, and from the offices of the Centro In-
tern ac i onal de Agri c u l tu ra Tropical in Teg u c i ga l p a , u n der the directi on of D rs .
Hector Ba rreto and Mi g u el Aya r z a . The Escuela Agr í cola Pa n a m eri c a n a
“ Za m ora n o” a n a ly zed and hel ped interpret soil samples under the su pervi s i on
of Dr. Ana Margoth de Andrews, director of the soils lab. Additional logisti-
cal su pport was provi ded by the Empresa Nac i onal de Energía Eléctri c a
(ENEE) and the staff at Ma n ejo de la Cu enca at the El Cajón dam site . Th o u gh
I have some harsh words for the ENEE in this work , I am gra teful for the su p-
port provi ded by In g. Leon a rdo Deras and staff. I apprec i a te their wi ll i n gn e s s
to discuss the goals and implementation of the development project analyzed
in Chapter 5 of this work. Portions of Chapter 5 appeared in Human Organi -
zation, 59 (3):300-310, used here by permission.

While in Tegucigalpa, I was provided with wonderful hospitality, excellent
l ogi s tical su pport and va lu a ble insights into Hon du ran soc i ety by Nel s on Ben-
dek and Mercedes Acevedo de Ben de k . Th eir con tri buti ons to my ef forts in
Honduras were absolutely essential to whatever success I have achieved and I
sincerely appreciate their assistance and support.

xii Preface
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Financial su pport for this re s e a rch has been va ri ed , d a ting back to my doc-
toral re s e a rch in the regi on under the directi on of D r. Pays on D. S h eets of t h e
University of Colorado and Dr. Kenneth G. Hirth, then of the University of
Kentucky. Support in 1983-84 was provided by the National Science Founda-
ti on , Doctoral Di s s ert a ti on Im provem ent Grant (BNS-82-17706), the Un i-
versity of Colorado Graduate School and Department of Anthropology. The
Un ivers i ty of Ma ryland provi ded data analysis fac i l i ti e s . More recent fiel dwork
( 1 9 9 4 , 9 7 , 9 8 , 99) has been su pported by: Mi s s i s s i ppi State Un ivers i ty, Re-
search Initiation Grant; California State University Summer Scholars Award;
C S U, Ch i co Re s e a rch Gra n t ; C S U, Ch i co Sch ool of In tern a ti onal Stu d i e s ;
CSU, Chico College of Behavioral and Social Sciences. The CSU, Chico Geo-
graphic Information Center provided essential technical assistance in GIS ap-
p l i c a ti on s , at a deep disco u n t . Thank yo u , Chu ck Nel s on and staff ( s ee Ap-
pendix A). Additional assistance with figures was provided by Randy Wall of
CSU, Chico’s Instructional Media Center. The principal financial support for
fieldwork in 1997-98 that really made this research possible was provided by
the Cen ter for the In tern a ti onal Exch a n ge of S ch o l a rs in the form of a Fu l-
bri ght Lectu re and Re s e a rch Aw a rd and the Na ti onal Geogra phic Soc i ety Com-
mittee for Research and Exploration.

The ideas presented here have benefited from discussion among colleagues
such as Susan Stonich, James McDonald, Marc Edelman, Susan Place, Pedro
Ji m é n e z , Hector Ba rreto, co lleagues and stu dents at CSU, Ch i co and many
people who live in the El Cajón regi on . In particular I would like to thank
Martin Orans and Scott Brady, who read the manuscript and made valuable
suggestions for improvement that I have attempted to follow wherever possi-
ble. Students in my graduate seminar in Anthropology and Environment also
read over the manuscript; their suggestions improved the clarity of the argu-
ments presented here. None of the people or institutions named are respon-
sible for errors of fact or interpretation herein.

Finally, I would like to express my heartfelt appreciation and thanks to my
f a m i ly: my wi fe , Sa lly Lo ker and our ch i l d ren , Wi lly, Savannah and Na t h a n i el
for tolerating my extended absences while in the field or in the office laboring
to produce this work. Sally also helped immensely with the production of the
final maps used in this publication. They were all good sports on their trip to
visit me in the field in Montañuelas. Thanks, guys.
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