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BELIZE: A LITERARY
PERSPECTIVE

By Zee Edgell

Buenas tardes sefioras y sefiores. Good af-
ternoon Ladies and Gentlemen. I would
like to begin by thanking the Cultural
Center of the Inter-American Develop-
ment Bank, a partner in Belize’s develop-
ment efforts, for honoring me with an invi-
tation to speak today about my per-
spectives on life as a writer, and as a woman
from Belize. During the past few weeks, 1
tried to envision this audience, and won-
dered what I could usefully offer, as the
letter from Director Ana Maria Coronel
de Rodriguez suggested, to help stimulate
dialogue and contribute to the under-
standing of cultural expression as an inte-
gral element of the economic and social
development of the Americas. I would
also like to express my sincere thanks to
Mrs. Anne Vena for the assistance she has
so generously given me during the past
weeks.

With the objectives of the Cultural Cen-
ter in mind, I formulated this talk as a way
to discuss with you some of the values, atti-
tudes, and traditions of my country that I
try to explore in my novels. I also intend to
speak with you today from the point of
view of a person who wrestles daily with the

complexities and contradictions of being a
writer, female, black Creole and Belizean.

Belize achieved full independence on
September 21, 1981. The administrative
capital of the country is Belmopan, built in
1970. Belize is now a member of the Com-
monwealth of Nations, the United Nations,
the Non-Aligned Movement, the Organiza-
tion of American States, the Caribbean
Community, and related institutions.

Formerly called British Honduras, Belize
lies on the Caribbean coast of Central
America, bounded on the north and part of
the west by Mexico, and on the south and
the remainder of the west by Guatemala.
The area of the mainland and cayes is 8,867
square miles, approximately the size of Mas-
sachusetts or El Salvador. The climate is
subtropical, tempered by trade winds.

The 1993 Population Census figures esti-
mate that the multiethnic population is ap-
proximately 205,000, growing at the average
annual rate of 2.6 percent. The country’s
economy has been largely based on agricul-
tural development, and the main exports in-
clude sugar, citrus, bananas, fish products,
timber and garments. Of major importance
is an expanding tourist trade. A parliamen-
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tary democracy, Belize operates under a
constitution that provides for a full range of
freedoms. The government and the various
religious denominations are partners in run-
ning the education system and other social
services.

Belizean culture, like most others, is not
static. In certain ways, it is culture-in-progress.
Many of the changes in Belize occurred dur-
ing the last 13 to 15 years and are directly
linked to our emergence onto the interna-
tional stage as an independent nation.

Here is how the protagonist of my first
novel, Beka Lamb, saw Belize City, the former
capital, and the various ethnic groups who
made up the country in 1951. At that time,
a nationalist consciousness was beginning to
emerge, and the population was between
60,000 to 70,000 people:

“It was a relatively tolerant town where at
least six races with their roots in other districts
of the country, in Africa, the West Indies,
Central America, Europe, North America,
Asia, and other places, lived in a kind of har-
mony. In three centuries, miscegenation, like
logwood, had produced all shades of black,
and brown, not grey nor purple or violet, but
certainly there were a few people in town
known as red ibos. Creole, regarded as a lan-
guage to be proud of by most people in the
country, served as a means of communication
amongst the races. Stll, in the town and in the
country, as people will do everywhere, each
race held the varying degrees of prejudice
concerning the others.

“The town didn’t demand too much of its
citizens, expect that in good fortune they not
be boastful, not proud, and above all, not
critical in any unsympathetic way of the
town and country. Then in bad times,
whether individuals forsook the common

reality, murdered or went bankrupt, Bel-
izeans generally rallied around to assist in
whatever ways they could. The townspeople
rewarded those citizens perceived as truly
loyal with devoted tolerance that lasted for
generations.

“The inhabitants of the other five districts
of the country, and those living on some of
the offshore islands, seemed to feel more or
less about their towns and villages as
Belizeans felt about Belize, the main town.
In times of danger, it was a tradition for all
races to present a united front...”

One of the most striking changes in
Belizean culture has been in the area of de-
mographics. The 1993 Population Census
confirms that Mestizos, people of Maya-
Spanish descent, are now the largest single
population block, outnumbering the Cre-
oles, people of African descent, for the first
time. It is estimated that starting from the
1970s to the present, approximately 30,000
people from other countries in Central
America, including 8,966 officially regis-
tered refugees, from El Salvador, have
settled in Belize.

During the past 50 to 60 years, about
60,000 Belizeans, including large numbers
of Creoles and other Belizeans emigrated,
legally and illegally, largely to the United
States and to other countries. English is the
official language, but Spanish is taught in the
schools. Other languages spoken in Belize
include Maya and Garifuna. East Indians,
Chinese, Arabs, Lebanese and Mennonites
are also part of the Belizean population.

Because the population of Belize is
heavily intermixed, the characters in my
novels reflect Belize’s multiethnic personal-
ity. Through them, I try to show the issues,
public and private, with which Belizeans



struggle, during the historical time frames
within which each of my novels is set.

My own life parallels some of the changes
I have described, especially that of Belizean
mobility. I, too, am one of the Belizeans who
has spent a good portion of my life viewing
my country from the outside. However, my
family and I last lived in Belize from August
1986 to July 1993, so I believe that many of
my perspectives still have some validity, and
images, memories, and stories are still vivid
in my mind.

Before my marriage in Belize City, I
trained and studied to be a journalist in
Kingston, Jamaica, and in London, England.
I worked as a journalist in Jamaica and
Belize, and later on I was employed by the
government of Belize as Director of the
Women’s Unit in 1981 and as Director of
the Department of Women’s Affairs in 1986.
I also taught at the University College of
Belize in 1988-89.

In addition to these Belizean experiences,
my family and I lived and worked for many
years in a variety of countries, including
Belize, because my husband, a U.S. citizen,
has devoted most of his life to working with
international development agencies such as
CARE, the Peace Corps, and Save The Chil-
dren USA. During the latter part of the
Biafran War, and for some time afterwards,
we lived and worked in Enugu, Nigeria.

I mention these things in order that you
might better understand that my experiences,
observations, and work in a number of devel-
oping countries, including Belize, have had a
profound influence on my life, and on my
own attitudes, values and beliefs. They have
also played a major role in shaping my per-
spectives as a human being, and as a writer.

Beka Lamb was written in Kabul, Afghani-
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stan, continued in Menominee, Michigan,
and completed in Dhaka, Bangladesh. In
Times Like These, my second novel, was begun
in Mogadishu, Somalia, and completed in
Belize City. Both novels have been published
by Heinemann International Literature and
Textbooks, Oxford, England.

The Festwal of San Foaquin, my novel-in-
progress, was begun in Belize, and I have
every hope that it will be completed in Ohio,
where I teach creative writing and literature
courses, at Kent State University.

A very large number of Belizeans and
other people I've met over the years and in a
wide variety of places—some quite briefly—
make up the population of my mind. Many
of these people, from all walks of life and with
similar backgrounds and agendas, sometimes
converge, stepping onto the pages of the nov-
els as fictional characters, with their needs and
aspirations, internal and external contlicts,
back stories, forward stories, motivations, se-
crets and driving forces.

My novels usually start with a specific in-
cident in Belizean history, over which my
characters have no control but which has a
direct effect on their lives. For example, Beka
Lamb, published in 1982, explored the situa-
tion of Belizean women through Beka and
her friend Toycie during the 1950s. The
novel explored the effects on the Belizeans of
the colonial power’s devaluation of the Brit-
ish Honduran dollar, the birth of the Nation-
alist Movement, and the ensuing struggle for
self-government. Another issue of personal
concern was the wider educational opportu-
nities becoming available to women.

Beka Lamb focused on one Belizean fam-
ily, relatives and friends, as they struggle
within this context to change their socio-eco-
nomic situation.
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In this first novel, 14 year old Beka Lamb,
a black Creole girl, is given the rare oppor-
tunity of attending St. Cecilia’s Academy.
She fails her first form, disappointing herself
and her family. Beka’s driving force through-
out the novel becomes her determination to
examine and overcome the obstacles that
prevented her from passing her first high
school year. When she wins an essay contest
at school, she finally feels safe enough and
able to allow herself to take the time to re-
member her friend’s death, and the circum-
stances surrounding it.

Toycie, 17 years old and a straight-A stu-
dent, was forced to leave St. Cecilia’s be-
cause she became pregnant, while her boy-
friend Emilio was able to continue his high
school education.

Since the period in which Beka Lamb is set,
Belize has been engaged in the ongoing
struggle of trying to decolonize its collective
mind, a process that may take a hundred
years since many of our laws, institutions,
attitudes, values and traditions were estab-
lished during the colonial period to further
the objectives of British imperialist expan-
sion and consolidation.

In Times Like These, published in 1991, ex-
plores the themes of Belize’s transformation
from a colony to an independent country,
and the latest attempt, in 1981, to resolve a
dispute dating back to 1859 between Britain
and Guatemala over the latter’s alleged
claim to the then colony of British Hondu-
ras. The event represented the first time
Belize was directly involved in such discus-
sions, and culminated in widespread riots
against the resulting agenda for discussion,
or Heads of Agreement, as they were called.

Through the protagonist, who is affected
by these events, the novel tells the story of

Pavana Leslie, an unmarried mother of
twins who returns to Belize after studying in
England and working in Africa. She goes
home with the tangible objective of intro-
ducing the twins to their father, who is now
influential in the government of the day and
who does not know of their existence.

During that turbulent political year,
1981, Pavana accepts a controversial posi-
tion as director of the new Women’s Unit.
The position has been offered to her by the
head of the Community Development and
Social Services Department, who at that
time was the only woman department head
in the entire Public Service. In 1981, five to
six years into the Decade for Women, the
position of director was funded by the
United Nations. Pavana accepts the position
because she has retained much of the ideal-
ism, optimism, and hope of her student days.
She has also been assured of a significantly
better income than she had been earning as
a teacher at her old school.

Ignorant of the wily ways of the bureau-
cracy, and of party politics, she is shocked to
discover that the Cabinet, in an attempt to
convince her to reject the position, has de-
cided to pay her very little more than she has
been earning and to reduce her contract to
one year. But she chooses to honor her word
and proceeds with the daunting task of trying
to establish a Women’s Unit in the Public
Service, which was at that time a bastion of
male privilege and machismo, where many
men felt affronted and threatened by the unit.

Her new position brings Pavana into con-
flict with the father of her children and with
outside opposition groups who were trying
to defeat the ruling party. She also comes
into conflict with nongovernmental women’s
organizations who see her as a willing dupe



of a government who, through the Women’s
Unit, is attempting to usurp their newly ac-
quired influence among women. Another
obstacle to Pavana’s success is the ruling
party’s women’s group. Their leaders feel
they should have been given an opportunity
to fill the position with someone of their own
choosing.

In this novel, I also tried to show the com-
plex and various effects outside interventions
can sometimes have on the economic, politi-
cal, social and cultural lives of people living
in a developing nation like Belize.

My third novel, a work-in-progress, is set
within the context of the more recent demo-
graphic changes in Belize that increasingly
push the country toward latinization as a
result of a flow of political and economic
refugees from Guatemala and El Salvador.
The Festival of San Joaquin explores issues of
domestic violence and crimes of passion.

This third novel differs from my previous
novels in several significant ways. I am writ-
ing in the first person, rather than using the
third person restricted. I am writing about a
subject outside my direct personal experi-
ence. And I am writing from the point of
view of a Mestiza, although T am a black
Creole.

To my knowledge, no one in Belize or
from Belize has ever published a novel from
the point of view of the Mestizos, the Maya,
the Garifuna, the East Indians, the Menno-
nites or any of the other groups who make
up the Belizean population.

This novel, I think, is also significant to
my own development as a writer because I
hope it will help to further my overall objec-
tive to continue writing novels reflecting the
cultures of the various ethnic groups who live
in Belize.
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The Festival of San Foaguin opens on the
steps of the Court House in Belize City on a
Friday afternoon in May 1989. Luz Marina
Figueroa, the protagonist, released from
prison on three years’ probation, begins to
reflect on the events that, 13 months before,
led to the death of Salvador Raphael Casal,
her common-law husband. Because of her
parents’ difficulties and her own needs she
returns to San Joaquin upon her release.

There, against her will, she is forced into
a life and death struggle against her former
friend and benefactor, Dofia Catalina,
Salvador’s mother, and other members of
the Casal family. Here is the voice of Luz
Marina Figueroa, my protagonist, near the
beginning of one of the many drafts of the
novel:

“...I shudder with fright each time I re-
member the bad looks I last saw in Dofia
Catalina’s eyes, which for so many years,
used to look at me, most of the time, with
such affection.

“The truth 1s that I know that she would
never answer me, even if [ dared to call from
Avenue Cahal Pech. And if I waited in the
plaza, and if by chance we met there, and if
by some grace of God she chose to speak, 1
can guess what she would say as loudly as
possible, so that anyone who cared to do so
could stop and listen.

““You were always brazen, barefaced,
and bold, Luz Marina. Heartless, without
conscience, or you wouldn’t even think
about talking to me. So where is the famous
smile that I understand enchanted the judge
and the jury? You frighten me now. My fam-
ily and my church ladies, even Rufina, agree
that I succored an Ixtabai. Regardless of
what you now say Salvador did, or didn’t do,
how come you didn’t think of me?’
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“I would want to tell her,

“I am no Ixtabai, Dofia Catalina, and I
did think of you, I think of you all the time.
Allow me to explain.’

“But I know such a conversation is a
fantasia. It could never happen. It is very dif-
ficult for me to remember, and it feels more
than strange to think I am not one of her
family anymore, that I am outside not only
of Dofia Catalina’s home, but outside my old
life, outside everything I want so much.

“In bad moments I think that perhaps I
should give up, find a cotton tree in the bush,
and lay in wait behind it, forever, as they say
Ixtabai does, waiting to pounce on innocent
men. This is how the people in San Joaquin
will look at me, I know.

“I can hardly breathe when I think about
it, for I loved them so, worked hard, and tried
to please everyone. But I did not succeed.

“When we first began to live together Sal-
vador seemed to lose a certain kind of re-
spect for me because I wouldn’t sell the little
piece of land my father left to me.

““You are three times loco, Luz Marinita,’
he said to me, ‘in my family we never place
sentimental ideas over money.’

“In the end, because I loved him, and be-
cause I was desperate for him to stay by my
side, I let him sell the land for little or noth-
ing. I didn’t understand then what he meant,
but I do now that I have lost everything.”

To date, my protagonists have been
women, because 1 am a woman and because
I want to continue exploring our situation in
the Belizean environment. I need to try and
understand why it is that our culture values a
silent woman so highly, why the men in our
society are so proud of women, married, or in
consensual unions, who seldom leave the
house without male permission, or company.

I needed to try and understand, in the
Belizean cultural context, why women are as
we are in the society, the roles that are ex-
pected of us, our responses to these expecta-
tions, teenage pregnancy, pregnancy for eco-
nomic reasons, women’s lack of access to
resources, the images, stereotypes, and per-
ceptions of Belizean women and the changes
that have occurred and are continuing to
occur over the years.

T wanted to know why it is so difficult for
women to complete their formal education;
to understand their responses to men telling
them what to do, having so many children,
with no man living in the house on a regular
basis to help with the raising of children; how
they cope with domestic violence, drugs, and
the increasing crime rate in towns and vil-
lages all over the country.

Of course, men as well as women are at
risk in our society. And I am very curious to
know what the attitudes, values and traditions
are that prevent many more black Belizean
men from becoming entrepreneurs. It is my
observation that most of the successful busi-
nesses in Belize are owned or run by Mesti-
zos, Lebanese and Chinese Belizeans, al-
though there are more successful black
businessmen in Belize today than ever before.

We understand from writers like Gunnar
Myrdal that even in their economic choices,
people are conditioned by their total mental
make-up, and in particular by the communi-
ties in which they live. Cultures in progress,
like multiethnic Belize, are difficult to capture
in any systematic way, unlike what can be
done with only the economic dimension.

This is why, for my next novel—health,
shelter, and economics permitting—my in-
tention is to write a novel about an under-
privileged, black Creole Belizean boy to



show that he is sometimes his own worst en-
emy; how he comes to recognize his weak-
nesses, abilities and strengths; and the strat-
egies he uses to rise above the social evils that
threaten to destroy him. My protagonist will
become a successful young businessman,
who pays his taxes, pays a fair wage for a fair
day’s work, and does what he can do to im-
prove the quality of life in his neighborhood,
community and country. He will also aspire
to be an enlightened husband and father.
The working title of this novel will probably
be, Cobbo Nathanzel Jones, aka Raindrops.

I believe that my attitude towards my in-
tention is strong, clear and meaningful be-
cause I feel a deep sense of regret that so
many Creoles and others in Belize, and else-
where, are in economic, social and political
and cultural chaos. I feel very sad that so
many black Creoles have had to make the
cruel choice to emigrate, legally and illegally,
from Belize, leaving children like Raindrops,
my latest protagonist, behind because of per-
ceived and real economic needs and because
of political, social, and cultural pressures.

I feel so badly that more Creoles have not
been able to act as a more cohesive group
working to better themselves economically
in Belize, and I want to explore and show
some of the reasons for this.

As Nobel Prize winner Dr. W. Arthur
Lewis, the St. Lucian economist, argued,
“...economic growth is vital not because it
necessarily makes people any happier (al-
though it may or may not}, but because it
provides a wider range of choices, and the
freedom to make those choices, whether you
are male or female...”

Although it has been a long time in com-
ing, and I understand the perhaps historical
mevitability, it is no less painful to me that
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Creoles are now a minority in Belize. I feel I
need to explore the sources of this pain, in-
cluding the attitudes, values and traditions
that were dominant when we rejected par-
ticipation in the British-sponsored West In-
dian Federation in the 1950s.

I need to take another look at why it is
that some people remained British Hondu-
rans, with all the values, attitudes and tradi-
tions this implies, and did not become
Belizeans, with its complex definitions. 1
need to re-examine some of the fears British
Hondurans expressed then. For example,
fears that as Belizeans we would not be able
to sustain our development due to a number
of factors (including demographic changes)
and Guatemala’s alleged claim to the then
colony of British Honduras.

My purpose in wanting to write this novel
about Raindrops is to prove that through a
great altruistic love, even in the midst of so-
cial, political, economic and cultural disas-
ters, and changing cultural patterns and
through education, training, employment,
and the sound financial advice of a re-
spected, honest, successful, hard-working
mentor, a young, ambitious, semi-illiterate,
abandoned black boy can develop into a suc-
cessful and more humane person. This does
happen (although not often enough) in Belize,
against very great odds.

My new protagonist, who made a brief
appearance in my second novel (published in
1991) will represent all young boys who are
underprivileged and ambitious and who
must struggle against poverty, crime, drugs,
and disease in order to become the persons
they have decided to be.

I am qualified by experience and obser-
vation to write this novel because my own fa-
ther, except for crime and drugs, began this
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arduous, and heartbreaking journey as a boy
of 12 or 13 during the depression years carlier
in this century. I will dedicate this novel to the
memory of my father because it is only now
that I more fully appreciate the driving force,
often misunderstood, behind his quest for rela-
tive economic security, not only for himself,
but for his nuclear and extended families.

Without his unceasing efforts and later on
with the help of my mother and their chil-
dren, I perhaps would not have had an edu-
cation or had the freedom to become a writer
and the mobility to pursue my own quest.

I understand and appreciate the objectives
of the IDB Cultural Center, for it has been
my experience in Belize and elsewhere that
there is a tendency, in government and in
nongovernment organizations and institu-
tions, to undervalue fiction as a social activity
and to place political and social criteria out-
side the field of novels.

Yet, in her soon-to-be published disserta-
tion, “Women and the Culture of Gender in
Belize, Central America,” Dr. Irma McClaurin
writes, “But generally, what little is known
(about gender role acculturation) often comes
from literature... (page 290)...(and)..., some-
times in trying to explicate cultural meaning,
it is popular culture that provides the necessary
exegesis on what is happening in a society.

Many years ago, somewhere overseas, 1
first came across a quotation attributed to a
Peruvian intellectual by the name of Augusto
Salazar Bondy. I know little else about him,
but I have never forgotten that he said, or
wrote:

“Underdevelopment is not just a collection
of statistical indices which enable a socioeco-
nomic picture to be drawn. It is also a state of
mind, a way of expression, a form of outlook,
and a collective personality marked by

chronic infirmities, and forms of maladjust-
ment.”

At this point, I would like to make clear
that I believe that writers should be free to
write about whatever they want to write
about most. One of the easiest choices I had
to make was in choosing to write about
Belize and its development; not merely as a
backdrop for my stories, but as an integral
part of the narratives, because I believe that
the more we understand about the cultural
forces that shape our characters, the more
we can understand ourselves and each other.

There are not many published novels by
Belizeans. However, whether through pri-
vate publication or other means, their num-
bers are increasing. I see this as a great step
forward for a newly independent country
like Belize where silence and secrecy about
public and private affairs are still highly val-
ued.

My novels are also an attempt to recon-
struct my images and memories of Belize. 1
want to create, record, and preserve
through fiction the echoes of a rapidly
changing multiethnic culture.

But above all this, I try to write novels
that deal with universal themes, because in
the final analysis, readers of fiction need
books that are companions, that help us
through difficult days or nights; books that
have characters with conflicts with which
we can identify; books that deal with every-
day themes like youth, middle age, old age,
work, play, sacrifice, love, hate, jealousy,
passion, crimes, poverty, wealth, hope, etc.

I try to do for others what writers do for
me-—to help to show the universality of our
human frailties, emotions, intellectual lives,
needs and aspirations and how certain fic-
tional characters in a certain environment



with certain cultural traits fling themselves
into the working out of their problems.
Whether they are successful or not, the pro-
cess causes the protagonist, and perhaps the
reader, to recognize or understand something
significant (even important) about life that
may renew hope, faith, charity, courage. Fic-
tion, I believe, can provide us with a new way
of seeing ourselves and other cultures.

So, in my novels, through the lives of my
Belizean characters, I try to show some of
those attitudes, values, and traditions that
are no longer serviceable and some of those
that are still valuable but need to be strength-
ened, and where new ones need to be intro-
duced to develop through national intro-
spection and analysis a vision of where we
are and whether or not this is the direction
in which we intend to go.

I believe, like Augusto Salazar Bondy,
that underdevelopment is a state of mind.
Therefore, in my work, the private lives of
my characters are never really separate from
their sociopolitical activities, because in large
part, this is the reality, which often seems like
unreality, of the Belizean socio-political en-
vironment.

The affiliations of individuals with one
political party or another and their continu-
ing good standing with these parties, particu-
larly the leadership, are pivotal to their eco-
nomic, social and cultural advancement.

There 1s a growing group of people in
Belize who, while not party political activists,
would like to continue discussing through
writing and radio talk shows and other me-
dia many of the issues raised here today. But
that group is still scattered, disorganized,
marginalized, and justifiably fearful of losing
employment, and losing access to other eco-
nomic and social opportunities.
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Candid national introspection, through
creative and critical expression, has only lim-
ited and short-term possibilities to flourish
since the Belizean media presents national
and international events, in the main, from
party political imperatives and perspectives.
No relatively independent media exist, as
yet, to report generally on national news,
including party political activities.

With the introduction a few years ago of
television, which is characterized by a
heavily foreign content, the attitudes, values
and traditions of Belizean society continue to
change at an even more accelerated, some-
times chaotic pace.

Belizeans are demanding more employ-
ment opportunities. They want antiquated
laws changed, and they want the equitable
distribution of land denied them under the
Crown Land laws of the colonial era. Land is
now allocated, based mostly on party politi-
cal affiliation, although a promise has been
made to devise a more equitable system.

Other emerging themes in Belizean life,
and in my work, include the increasing de-
mand by the general population that the
political rulers fulfill the remainder of the
promises made to them during the fight
against colonialism, and the promises made
subsequent to that era when the birth of the
nationalist movement gave Belizeans a sense
of optimism and hope.

We believed then, and for some time af-
terwards, that our leaders, government and
nongovernment, would continue, for the
most part, to use the people’s labor for the
progress of the people and of the country,
and not, as it is now popularly perceived, for
the enrichment and advancement of a na-
tional elite, or for the enrichment of foreign
interests, where those interests do not con-
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tribute equitably to the national well-being.

It is my experience and observation that
Belizeans of all classes, but particularly those
of low-to-middle income, have reached a
stage in our national development where
they are disposed to accept new ideas. There
is an eagerness to try new ways of seeing and
doing things. However, this disposition to
participate in national discourse is hampered
by a paucity of national leaders whom
people feel they can trust to do what is con-
structive and what is fair. They want basic
respect and prompt, adequate service when,
as for a small example, they visit government
offices.

I base these observations on the fact that
Belizeans have, using the electoral process,
changed governments in each election since
1984, three times in less than a decade.

With the lessening of foreign aid to Belize,
it is also the view of many Belizeans that the
promises made to them by international fi-
nancial institutions, established by the rich
countries, are also being betrayed, now that
Cold War competition has vanished. In his
inaugural address on January 20, 1961,
President John F. Kennedy said,

“...To those new states whom we wel-
come to the ranks of the free, we pledge our
word that one form of colonial control shall
not have passed away merely to be replaced
by a far more iron tyranny. We shall not al-
ways expect to find them supportive of our
view. But we shall always hope to find them
strongly supportive their own freedom.

“To those peoples in the huts and villages
of half the globe struggling to break the
bonds of mass misery, we pledge our best
efforts to help them help themselves, for
whatever period is required—not because
the communists may be doing it, not because
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we seek their votes, but because it is right. If
a free society cannot help the many who are
poor, it cannot save the few who are rich.

“To our sister republics south of our bor-
der, we offer a special pledge—to convert our
good words into good deeds—in a new alli-
ance for progress—to assist free men and free
governments in casting off the chains of pov-
erty.”

Belizeans are also analyzing changing in-
ternational development priorities. For ex-
ample, not too long ago, Belizeans were be-
ing encouraged to develop agriculture, to
clear the land for farming, much as the Men-
nonites of Belize have been doing for years.
Now with the rise of greater ecological con-
cern among rich countries, Belizeans feel
that their national development priorities
may be impeded while the use, and overuse,
of the world’s resources by the rich countries
continues, exceeding levels most Belizeans,
especially in rural areas, can hardly compre-
hend.

Belizean attitudes, values, and traditions
in the area of human rights, regular free and
fair elections, and the preservation and con-
servation of our natural resources are in the
vanguard of many countries with far greater
resources. Belizeans are making a com-
mendable effort to select and use the new
technologies that are appropriate for Belize,
to develop an effective and accessible health
care system, and to provide educational op-
portunities at a lower cost to more people.

However, in addition to those problems
mentioned earlier, Belizean attitudes to the
further development of its Public Service
must be examined to see where the service
might be strengthened to better serve the
changing and expanding needs and aspira-
tions of Belizeans. Belizeans have good rea-



son to be proud of some of their Public Ser-
vice officers who, despite being quite poorly
paid or inadequately rewarded in other
ways, are able to remain incorrupt.

The positive values, attitudes, and tradi-
tions of low- to middle-income countries like
Belize are seldom positively portrayed in the
media of rich countries. The images of these
countries in the media, especially on televi-
sion news, are of general incompetence,
petty dictators, terrorists, madpersons, de-
stroyers of civilized attitudes, values and tra-
ditions, fanatics, communists, revolutionary
guerrillas and one-party states.

Another element that continues to ham-
per Belizean development, and that of other
countries as well, is the attitude towards edu-
cated, trained individuals, and other citizens,
who make the often cruel choice of leaving
Belize because of the aforementioned eco-
nomic and sociopolitical limitations. Bel-
izeans affect an attitude almost of indiffer-
ence to those talented Belizeans, whether
they come or they go. There is little court-
ing of these people, or indeed any deter-
mined, systematic attempt to put their skills
and talents to the best use for the country.

Of course, for those with strong ties with
one political party or another, places can
and will be found for these people, so long
as their attitudes and values do not conflict
with party political symbols and criteria.
Belizeans place a high value on what Creoles
call not “forcing up” to anyone, except un-
der dire circumstances, perhaps not even
then.

Because of this very generally stated situ-
ation, fewer and fewer capable, idealistic
persons aspire to political office, or to work
in the Public Service. Often this is because
they are reluctant to become involved in
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scandals and corruption quagmires, real or
imagined. These individuals, to retain their
integrity, privacy, and dignity, go into other
fields where there is more room for their val-
ues, attitudes and aspirations, or they emi-
grate to the United States, Canada, the
United Kingdom, and other countries,
where they believe that there are systems
and incentives that better reward merit and
achievement.

Belizeans living abroad often work very
hard, and reports are that they achieve re-
markable successes, seldom forgetting to
send home remittances, one of the mainstays
of the Belizean economy. Most of the people
who migrate from Belize are self-motivating,
achievement-oriented. These are the kinds
of people Belize needs now as the country
struggles to fight crime, unemployment, do-
mestic violence, and a weak economy.

The Belizean economy is dominated by
a long colonial tradition of importation,
taxes upon which provide much-needed
government revenue. Economic develop-
ment is also hampered in part by the smail
Belizean market for locally made goods.

Just recently the country lost millions of
dollars in potential revenue and employment
with the departure of the British troops, who
guarded the Belizean borders before and af-
ter independence 13 years ago. Further eco-
nomic losses were sustained when the United
States Agency for International Development
recently reduced its activities in Belize.

These and other related issues, I believe,
are causing Belizeans to re-evaluate their
traditional dependence on externally aided
development, and to undertake the daunting
task of becoming more economically self-re-
liant. In most cases, this will require a radi-
cal shift in attitudes, values and traditions. As
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Belizeans, we will probably have to ask our-
selves the question: “What can we do, given
our limited resources, to foster, encourage,
and nurture the creative capacities of
Belizeans in all areas of our economic, po-
litical, social, and cultural development?”

During my writing life so far, I have fo-
cused on Belize as the environment of my
narratives because I hold fast to the belief
that literature, no less than history, anthro-
pology, archaeology, and the sciences (fic-
tions, constructions and inventions in their
own way), can contribute to the social, po-
litical, economic and cultural development
of a country, depending on the writer’s idea,
intention, attitude towards the intention, and
purpose for writing the novel.

According to world tables and interna-
tional financial statistics, Belize may be con-
sidered a middle-income country. While it is
true that many Belizeans are better off today
than at any time in their history, it is also true
that many people are not better off and that
they are faced with an extremely high cost
of living and low wages. One measurable
indicator of their deteriorating situation is
the literacy rate.

Traditionally, Belizeans have always
been proud that their literacy rate—the ac-
tual ability to read, write, and understand
what they read—was reported to be of the
highest in the world. However, Belizeans are
now appalled by reports that suggest that lit-
eracy standards have fallen significantly, not
only in the rural areas, but in the city and
towns as well.
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This falling literacy rate is very worrying
for Belizean writers, as it is for everyone, al-
though efforts are being made, to remedy
the situation. However, if it is true that a
large number of young people and adults are
unable to read, write, and understand what
they read, the hope of writers like me of mak-
ing intangible and hard-to-measure contri-
butions to the Belizean development effort
dims considerably.

Whenever I am in Belize, or when I read
the newspapers, or talk with family and
friends, I sometimes find myself uncomfort-
ably reflecting on Don Quixote, his journey,
his quest, and those windmills. Those are of-
ten painful moments. But they soon fade, for
the journey, arduous as it is, hard to measure
as it is, still seems to me to be worthwhile.

So, it is with eagerness that I sit down to
work every day, to watch, listen, and write
about Luz Marina Figueroa, on three years’
probation, who is fighting to overcome ob-
stacles of poverty, social ostracism, injustice,
guilt, and physical attacks. San Joaquin, a
fictional town, like real places in Belize and
the world, teems with Don Quixotes and
Sancho Panzas.

But at this stage in her life, these kinds of
people, male and female, are the very least
of her worries. If Luz Marina can success-
fully complete her probation and overcome
the spites, cruelties, superstitions and vio-
lence that are also part of her life, maybe
others in Belize can, maybe I can. Maybe
people can, everywhere, someday....

Thank you.
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