Creolization and Cultural Transmission
in a Multicultural Society

Belize as Case Study: Creoles, Garifuna,
Mestizo, Maya, and Others

by David Blake Willis

The eight-seater bush airplane I was riding landed roughly on a
bumpy airstrip hacked out of a mangrove swamp. Placencia, my
destination, at the end of a peninsula. At the end of the world. At
the beginning of the world. The New World. I glanced around,
shook the dust off my clothes, and reached for my luggage . . .

Belize at the end of May 1999. A land of wild natural wonders,
the second-longest barrier reef in the world, the jungles of the
Yucatan, ancient ruins showing the long tenure of human societies. A
land of laid-back people whose cool, distant demeanor melts in a
minute if the traveler shows the least bit of curiosity about them and
their lives. A land of hybrids, of cosmopolitans before we knew the
word, of the criollo. A land of creation, a land of multiple Others.

At the end of the 20" Century, I had thought, what better place to
experience transnational and transcultural communities than Belize.?
A small, English-speaking country located on the Caribbean side of
the Yucatan Peninsula, surrounded by Mayan and Spanish-speaking
nations, Belize was founded as a society and as a nation by a melange
of peoples: remnant Mayan villagers, English pirates, African inden-

tured laborers, assorted fortune-seekers. Belize gives us, too, one of
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the most vibrant and dynamic examples in the world of Creolization,
of mestizaje, of the melding of cultures and peoples in what is likely
the direction our world is headed.

Belize has a colorful, kaleidoscopic history and society, while its
multicultural society offers original and penetrating answers to those
serious questions the rest of the world is asking about living with
those who are “not like us.” How have the people of Belize answered
questions of diversity and difference?

Home to numerous communities, Belize is very much dominated
by mixture: Creole, Mestizo, and Garifuna cultures. The first of these
communities was made very powerful by their economic and political
clout, the second by their numbers, and the last by their cultural,
musical, and educational influences throughout Belizean society. A
division of economic roles, cultural impacts, and political directions
exists in Belize between the Creoles, the Mestizos, and the Black
Caribs, another name for the Garifuna.

In this paper I would like to further contribute to our understand-
ing of the phenomena of cultural transmission by looking at the cul-
tures of Belize. By examining those intensely important processes of
horizontal and vertical cultural transformation in this small Caribean
nation during an era of intense economic and revolutionary change, I
hope to portray these cultures as purveyors and inventors of new/old

cultural traditions.

Belize: A Multicultural Kaleidoscope

Belize is the location of the earliest Mayan settlements in the
Yucatan Peninsula, as shown by glyph translations and diggings
found in the Orange Walk District that date back as far as 2000 B.C.
Surrounded by Spanish and Mayan-speaking countries (notably the
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Yucatec countries of Guatemala and Mexico), Belize is, surprisingly,
very much a part of the English-speaking Caribbean.

Formed through Creolization, the mixing of peoples and cultures
from Africa, the Americas, and Europe (even sometimes Asia), Belize
in the past two hundred years is a remarkable example of a world in
the process of becoming, a phenomenon now spread all over the globe.
The heart of this process is Creolization. Although Creolization has
blurred racial and class boundaries, it has also always reflected un-
equal power relationships. Not surprisingly, the origins of Creolization
have been tied to unequal, gendered, and racial sexual relations
(often, but not always, between male slave masters and female slaves).

With a population of 249,183, Belize is a relatively small country.
Its population is divided as follows: 44% Mestizo, 30% Creole, 11%
Maya, 7% Garifuna and Others. Languages spoken include English,
Creole (English Creole), Spanish, various forms of Maya, and Gari-
funa. The religious breakdown is 60% Catholic, 30% Protestant, and
various other indigenous and imported religions.

The range of ethnic groups making Belize so ethnically diverse is
of historically complex origins. Creoles, who have the most political
and cultural power and live in the major urban settlements and cer-
tain outlying communities, are of mixed African slave (many from Ja-
maica) and European (mostly English ‘Baymen’) heritage. Two thirds
of the Creole population live in Belize City. Their major rivals are
Mestizos, those people of a mixed heritage from Spanish colonists and
Mayan peoples.

The Mestizos are found in the northern and western parts of the
country, many of them remnants of the so-called Caste Wars of the
19™ Century, when the Maya of the Mexican Yucatan revolted against
their Ladino (Mestizo) overlords, driving them across the border into

Belize. Other ethnic groups include the Garifuna or Garinagu (also
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called Black Caribs) in coastal settlements, the K'ekchi and Mopan
Maya in the south and west, and large numbers of recent Spanish-
speaking immigrants from other parts of Central America used as
cheap labor in the countryside, especially on large banana and other
plantations.

Belize also has significant populations of Americans, English,
Mennonites, Lebanese, Chinese, and Eastern Indians. Racial harmony
and religious tolerance are widespread, resulting in a bewildering
blending of these different elements. The Creole and the Maya, it
might be added, have managed to create remarkably similar and
equally sensitive eco-tourism programs for foreign visitors that are
excellent models for rural people in other developing countries.

The Garifuna deserve special mention here.? Originally mixtures
of various Caribbean peoples, especially Caribs and Arawaks with
runaway slaves on St. Vincent and adjacent islands in the eastern
Caribbean, the Garifuna are one of the first modern ‘imagined com-
munities.” Fiercely proud of their traditions and language, the Gari-
funa dared to imagine themselves as a new culture when the English
and other Europeans were busy destroying and modifying numerous
proto-American cultures. The potential of these Black Caribs to desta-
bilize the Caribbean, like Toussaint D’Ouverture in Haiti though on a
smaller scale, made white Europeans like the English very nervous,
resulting in persecution and military defeat, followed by their dias-
porization to the western part of the Caribbean.

First locating in the Bay Islands off Honduras, where there con-
tinue to be Garifuna communities, political events in Honduras re-
sulted in further diasporization. Drifting to Belize from the Bay Is-
lands of Honduras on 19" November, 1802, because of persecution
(and siding with the wrong faction in Honduran power struggles), the

Garifuna can be seen even today genetically and culturally as the in-
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termingling of African slaves, Carib and Arawak Indians, and others.
African blood dominates, but Carib/Arawak vocabulary remains very
much alive in the spoken language. Mostly found in the south of Be-
lize, the Garifuna are the main population in the towns of Punta
Gorda and Dangriga. The villages of Seine Bighte (where I conducted
my research), Hopkins, Georgetown, and Barranco are also significant
cultural and population centers. Some Garifuna can also be found in
Belize City and Belmopan because of their strong presence in the field
of education, their linguistic skills, and their out-migration to the
United States (especially to Los Angeles, New Orleans, and New
York).

Understanding Roots: Creoles, Garifuna,
Mestizo, Maya, and Others

The Creole culture, or, more properly, cultures of Belize, have a
long and complex history. The Others in the title of this paper, along
with the Creoles, Mestizo, and Garifuna, are in fact all hybrid peo-
ples, creolized communities who accept and are proud of their mixed
ancestry and heritage. What I am exploring in this paper are some as-
pects of a very complex phenomenon, a phenomenon which will domi-
nate our thinking about human communities in the 21" century. Much
as the nation-state defined the 20" century, so too will imagined hy-
brid communities dominate the 21" century. We have already begun
this process of cultural transmission as multiple transmissions.

The word Creole is itself in its origins a word describing creation,
the creation of new life, the melding of peoples. Originally used to de-
scribe White Spanish people born in the New World, this meaning of
Creole was very quickly superseded as the term came to more directly

describe those mixed-blood children of black and white and native.
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Later, of course, the word comes to describe a wide range of phenom-
ena, of the mixing of languages, and then cultures, in ways that were,
at least initially, always relegated to second-class status. Partly for
economic and class reasons, partly for their power, their bold, un-
leashed version of the world, of a world that was not yet ready for this
series of broad-brush strokes of dramatic changes in humanity, the
Creoles were hidden and spoken of in soft tones, in whispers always
bordering on the erotic. There was a need on the part of the White
Europeans to contain, to control, to make obedient and submissive,
phenomena like this of powerful creation.

Similarly, though in perhaps even more hushed tones, the mix-
tures of Maya, Spanish, and others produced the Mestizo, another
powerful Creolization which has often privileged the mixed over the
native in Central America. This, of course, is a misunderstanding of
the power of mixture, though it is always and above all else this new
creation in the midst of the old and their old traditions which defines
these creolizations or mestizaje. Either word will suffice, but here we
prefer the power attached to phenomena of creation.

These mixtures are part of a world-wide blossoming of Créolité, of
the multiple literal and literary worlds of Caribbean writers and intel-
lectuals like Derek Walcott, Patrick Chamoiseau, Jean Bernabé, and
Raphaél Confiant. Of the experience of people who are neither Euro-
peans, nor Africans, nor Asians. Yet, all of the above. In order to un-
derstand these peoples, their cultures and their unique contributions
to world society today, we need to start first with the past and the
complex reasons why Belize is one of the most multicultural of all
nations in our world today.

Creole in the Belize context describes Belizeans of African/Euro-
pean heritage whose ancestors came to what was then British Hondu-

ras as slaves, indentured servants, pirates, and entrepreneurs. They
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form the largest single ethnic group in this tiny Central American
country. With tourism becoming Belize’s largest industry, many Cre-
ole people in outlying areas have been brought into the global cultural
economy, Mestizos less so as they often remain attached to the soil,
which accounts for the lesser degree of emphasis about them in this
paper.

Dominant characteristics in the Creole community that calls itself
by that name in Belize include their own portrayal of themselves as a
mix of White and Black, in that order. They are very proud of their
mixed background but view themselves very much as a product of
European cultures and (deracinated) Africans. Many Belizean Creoles
living in North America for the first time are shocked to discover that
they, too, are Black and are seen as African-American. But the ethnic-
ity/race paradigm alone only goes so far in describing these Creoles,
who are themselves the faces of a revolutionary change all over the
world as we have all become increasingly creolized.

The Garifuna, by contrast, are very proud of their African ances-
try and its amalgamation with Carib and Arawak Indians. As the de-
scendants of runaway slaves and Carib/Arawak peoples also escaping
the European onslaught, these free people knew and valued their
roots more than Creole peoples. Their language and music, especially
their story-telling, their great respect for education, their drumming,
and their punta music, speak highly of a strong identity, an identity
rooted in a fierce and challenging past. And they, too, are really, in
the end, Creole. As Palacio has noted, “In short, Garifuna configura-
tion can contribute much to our understanding of creolization in a re-
gion where it remains a primary concept of social structure and or-
ganization.”

Now we see important changes taking place. In the village of Pla-

cencia, where I also spent research time, the traditional fear and deri-
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sion which the Creoles have had of the Garifuna community of Seine
Bighte just five kilometers away, has been replaced by a mutual re-
spect and exchange of peoples during festival times and weekend par-
ties.

While a Garifuna person would not have been caught dead in Pla-
cencia village after dark even as recently as ten years ago, today there
are Garifuna people working and playing in Placencia at all hours of
the day and night. Part of the change in this traditional status system
is very likely the influx of outsiders, including Whites who have come
from the U.S. and elsewhere looking for recreational and retirement
opportunities, as well as the Mayan Indians, Jamaicans, and Creole
Mexicans (a mixture themselves of Spanish Whites and Mayan Indi-
ans) who have accompanied this influx of money and the creation of
new jobs.

Still, the traditional lines of cultures are being preserved by the
smaller number of intermarriages that involve Garifuna. There are
more and more Creoles attached to or married to Whites, but fewer
Garifuna married to others. Instead, Garifuna tend to marry within
their community or when, as many do, they migrate to the United
States, where they find like-minds among other Caribbean people or
African-Americans. An interesting and important sidelight to this flow
of migration is the widely-held view that Garifuna adjust much better
to society in America or Britain than do Creoles, mainly because the
latter in their own country view themselves as (nearly) White and
above their (Black) compatriots, the ‘Garifuna.¥

The Garifuna and the Creoles in Belize are good examples of
what Stuart Hall means when he says that the idea of diaspora
means ‘places’ where new hybrid or syncretic identities as well as
multicultural spaces exist. “Diaspora does not refer to those scattered

tribes whose identity can only be secured in relation to some sacred
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homeland to which they must return at all costs. Diaspora identities
are those which are constantly producing and reproducing themselves
anew through transformation and differences.”®

Hybrids, Creoles, Half-Breeds, and the ‘process of creolization’
have all been regarded until now as marginal to the processes of
change and transformation. We now know, however, that they are at
the center of these changes and transformations, so deeply inter-

twined are they with the phenomena of connections.

Belize and the Phenomena of Connections

Belize forces us to shift our gaze towards the Creolizations re-
flected throughout Belizean society, historical phenomena of connec-
tions which exist in multiple manifestations. Creolization is thus a
key intellectual tool for analyzing the interchange that has occurred
between the peoples of the Americas, Africa, and Europe. This is not
westernization or americanization or some other form of global
homogenizing and assimilation. Instead, it is the context of perpetual
border thinking, between what the Creole philosopher Edouard
Glissant has called globalization and ‘mondialization,” between global
designs and local histories.®

There is a great need to connect with the powerful scholarship of
today in these active Borderlands.” The transformation of peripheries
to centers and centers to peripheries, in other words the idea of the
margins of societies becoming the signposts for what is next, is becom-
ing apparent. Marginality is now seen as conveying power and origi-
nality, as helping societies to move forward. The margins are becom-
ing the centers, but how and why are these transactions taking place?

Traditional “modern” visions of the way the world was evolving

saw the future as either continued development of increasingly so-
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phisticated nation-states or as those nation-states giving way to a
‘world community.” Both views seem simplistic and hopelessly naive
when confronted with the facts of ethnic, regional and interpersonal
conflict. Instead of confirming a consolidation of nations or nation-
states we find more and more discussion of either rootlessness, aliena-
tion or malaise on the one hand, or technological, transnationally
consumer-oriented solutions on the other. Caught between are indi-
viduals, groups, and institutions bringing various repertoires to ad-
dress this new global cultural economy, one characterized by complex,
overlapping, and disjunctive cultural crossroads.

The rapid recovery and expansion of the world economy that fol-
lowed World War II saw a development previously unknown in hu-
man history, the growth of transnational cultures. With important im-
plications for the roles of institutions, economies, politics, and per-
sonal identity in cultural interaction, transnational cultures have had
a dramatic impact on world relations. In all countries, diasporic
spaces have emerged which highlight these communities, institutions,
organizations, and individuals as cultural brokers, as go-betweens for
these two powerful cultures.

What is different about the Belizean context is the way this Creo-
lization has been enacted. Not at all assimilation in the classic sense,
what is now happening is a new shared culture, an emergent culture,
a culture whose core values include those of liberal democracy, human
rights, and open, active communication. This new and broader context
for shared culture as we find it in Belize is open-ended, eclectic, flex-
ible, and mobile. It is also destabilizing, chaotic, disordered, and ran-
dom. Dark sides exist in the context of Creolization, too, though in
this chaos appears creation, the move to newness.

As Meehan and Miller have pointed out, “Again and again, in re-

cent decades, critical discussions have returned to the idea of
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Caribbean-ness as creolization. For Kamau Brathwaite, creolization re-
fers to the “unplanned, unstructured, but osmotic relationship” that
arises among various cultural traditions in a given island society (Con-
tradictory Omens 6).”® Meehan and Miller also note that Jean
Bernabé, Patrick Chamoiseau, and Raphael Confiant define créolité as
“the interactional or transactional aggregate of Caribbean, European,
African, Asian, and Levantine cultural elements, united on the same
soil by the yoke of history” (889). Creolization, as they and others see
it, is “a process of historical accretion, and something one comes to
understand through the work of historical recovery.”

Belize shows us the spectrum of the possible, the Creolization
Continuum, which contains everything from an assimilationist Creo-
lization on the one hand to structural Creolization at the center to a
destabilizing, radical Creolization that subverts and reverses the cur-
rent of social trajectories.®

We are looking at a new shift, from hierarchy to democratization,
in transnational/ transcultural spaces. From the clash between this
worldness and the global, as Glissant has noted, we can extract the
positive fact of “plural, multiplying, fragment identities” that are no
longer perceived as a lack or a problem but as a “huge opening and a
new opportunity of breaking open closed gates” in the ways we see

cultures and nations.
Crossroads Creolizations

Creolization, as used in the work of Hannerz and others, is con-
ceptualized as a continuous process whereby distinctive “packages” of
cultural signification melt into new forms.1? It is a particularly potent
concept for understanding the processes of change for Belize and for

the rest of the world. The making of Creolized transcultural societies
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in contexts like Belize, reveals the creation of shared values and nar-
ratives of experiences which occur in concrete, day-to-day settings.
These can be characterized as Crossroads Creolizations.

This process has also been called ethnogenesis or hybridization,?
though I prefer the creative dynamism and passion associated with
the term Creolization. The Russian literary theorist M. Bakhtin has
called this cultural hybridization the fundamental condition of all
forms of cultural innovation and exchange,'? which in my conception
here is the locus of Creolization. I am interested in moving beyond
dichotomous, essentialized conceptions of hybridization, noting at the
same time the importance of Creolization for multicultural identities
and the politics of anti-racism.'® The fragmentation and divisiveness
of separately studying specific groups (here, the typical breaking up of
the society into ethnic identities, often as ethnic opposites) decontex-
tualizes and reinforces the ‘uniqueness’ or separateness of each sub-
ject studied as they are examined in isolation from larger social and
economic forces. The big picture, as Ronald Takaki calls it, is miss-
ing.1®

A small country with a complex and sophisticated society, Belize
reveals the big picture by encompassing and emphasizing not specific
case studies of individuals, groups, or institutions but the linkages, the
processes, the ties to larger economic and social contexts. Eriksen
notes, too, that the anthropological use of the concept Cultural Creoli-
zation also closely approximates actual on-the-ground Mauritian us-
age.19

The power of Creolization as cultural concept and transformative
cultural process draws us to view the encounters of world cultures in
a new, creative light. Creole culture and Creolization, originally asso-
ciated with the distinctive mixtures and unique historical develop-

ments of the Afro-Caribbean can now be viewed as keys to larger,
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more global processes. Belize is one of the pre-eminent examples for
these cross-cultural encounters occurring between cultures. Following
Wicker here, culture in the context of Creolization can be seen as the
ability to take meaningful intersubjective action.®

Reading the text of this Creolization, we note how signally impor-
tant it is for our understanding of human beings and the changes in
cultural environments experiencing rapid social change. Creolization
deconstructs the notions of pure, singular cultures and their inevita-
ble assumptions of superiority and their sanctioning of human rights
violations. Through this concept of Creolization we come to under-
stand cultures in new, more powerful, and more provocative ways.

Viewing culture as a static, monolithic, and homogeneous ‘whole’
simply makes no sense when seen from the perspective of Creolization
since, as Wicker notes, Creole cultures accent internal variation,
diachronicity, and transitions.!” Cultural continuity is thus seen as
trans-systemic, with the focus being on the interactions and activities
of multiple cultures operating on the same stage, rather than on de-
scribing the rules and order of some mechanistic conception of a sin-
gular culture. Indeed, cultures are sustained and nurtured by this ac-
tivity of Creolization. Instead of focusing on the structure of a culture,
the behavior of discrete groups, and the supposed uniform rules gov-
erning their activities, we notice that in Creole encounters the only
rules are those of possible transformations and their many variations.

Any cultural structure we see is thus actually the reflection of a
large number of variations and transitions. What is for us visible cul-
ture is then really a kind of shadow or receding Doppler effect,
whereby the real activity has already passed by. What we are wit-
nessing is often the after-glows, the signatures, the echoes of passing
cultural interactions. Creolization is an entirely new way of seeing

cultures, not as complex wholes with signs and symbols that we can
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identify and describe, but as a series of past, present, and future proc-
esses. Not as cultural grammars to be deciphered and reconstructed
but as a series of transformations, some very grand indeed, some
minimal in their impact. This, of course, accords well with our under-
standing and view of globalization as a vast field of active horizontal
and vertical links, albeit with clear power differentials.

Culture then becomes a field of action and our roles in interpret-
ing and acting upon this action invariably reflect the degrees of Creo-
lization of which we are a part, in some places to a greater and in oth-
ers to a lesser extent. What I am attempting to explore is thus the na-
ture of those creolized transformations reflecting cultural continua,
beginning with the example of Belize.

The concept of Creolization, although introduced in social theory
recently as a tool for analyzing contemporary, complex phenomena,
has, long been embedded in the Creole societies themselves. It is,
therefore, critically important to go to Creole contexts directly to dis-
cover the processes and outcomes of this hybridization.

The word Creole is itself in origin a word describing creation, as
I have noted, the creation of new life, the melding of peoples. Lin-
guists have described Creole languages at length, but this scholarship
has studiously avoided any discussion of cultures or power.'® “Origi-
nally used to describe . . .” These words, when spoken of anything
Creole, smack of the social science emphasis on ‘purity’ and ‘essence’
of much of the 20" Century. There is, in fact, little of the sense of
‘originally’ in the case of Creoles, little at least that can be described
in terms of monogenesis. The contested meanings of ‘Creole’ speak
loudly and clearly for the robust and assertive nature of this concept
itself. Créolité, an active and influential voice from the Caribbean, is
the most visible of these movements to recognize the multiple worlds

of the Creole, asserting the power of Creoleness, of ‘being Creole.””
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While some authors have defined Creole as first coming from the
Portuguese crioulo (as a definition for slaves of African descent born
in the New World),” the word’s origins are also Spanish and (very
quickly in the historical record), French and English. One of the first
meanings mentioned for Creole was to distinguish slaves born in the
Americas from their African-born contemporaries.”’ It was later used
to describe White Spanish people born in the New World in some con-
texts and Mixed-Blood children of Blacks, Whites and/or Natives in
others. The term was used even further back to describe the cultural
intermediaries in western Africa who lived and worked between Afri-
cans and the European slave traders, often being mixtures of these
two.

The word Creole thus has multiple meanings in its New World
and West African settings:

a) Natives, Black or Mixed, born in New World/African Ports

b) Spanish Whites born in the New World

¢) Mixed Black/White culture found in New World/African Ports

Creoles are distinct societies, named as such, which play major
roles in Belize, Haiti, and many other Caribbean countries. While lan-
guage featured prominently in early discussions of Creolization,” as
did religion,” the word later, of course, comes to describe a wide
range of phenomena, of the mixing of languages, religions, and cul-
tures, in ways that were, at least initially, almost always relegated to
second-class status.?”

The Caribbean, an archipelago of cultures and languages, is the
region where Creole cultures and languages have been most obvious,
‘mirror(ing) the islands’ geography: slowly shifting, multi-layered,
constantly arriving at new forms and possibilities.”™ The many layers
of history, language and mixing among cultural groups means that

these islands in the Caribbean are “laboratories in Creolization.”
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Gupta defines these islands as in the process of developing a way of
life and language peculiar to the new locale, but over time becoming a
third lifestyle and mother tongue of the community.®

It is important to note, too, that, since almost every country in
the Caribbean has developed its own unique Creole culture, there is
no single claim for authenticity or representation. There are, for ex-
ample, at least six Creole languages, including Papiamento (Spanish-
Portuguese based); Sranan, Saramaccan, Djuka (all English influ-
enced); Jamaica Talk and Patois. Because of Creolization, ethnicity is
more flexible and more easily related directly to economics. When a
particular group decides to politicize race or ethnic status in Creolized
societies, ethnicity is thus used as a tool for getting resources (land,
capital, labor) rather than just as an expression of separatist tenden-
cies. We are dealing here with a number of related concepts, including
ethnicity, hybridity, and identity. Or rather, ethnicities, hybridities,
and identities.

Recent explanations of Creolization have ever become more so-
phisticated. The following definitions, derived from the Louisiana con-
text, give us some idea of the breath-taking span of the term, as well
as the ways in which the concept itself is breaking out of traditional
forms. An oppositional concept itself, Creolization breaks boundaries

and creates new discourses.

Creolization: Despite its use of the root word Creole, the word
creolization is not used exclusively to describe Creole culture. A
broad anthropological term, it describes any coming together of di-
verse cultural traits or elements, usually in the context of the West
Indies or Louisiana, to form new traits or elements. In the context
of linguistics, for example, creolization occurs when two or more

languages converge to form a new, indigenous language. Often ap-
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plied to Cajun culture, creolization can be said to describe Cajun
mausic, because of its mixing of black and white sounds; it also de-
scribes the Cajun dialect, because of its mixture of French and
English words. Cajun food also is a good example of creolization:
the dish called gumbo (a word of African origin) derives from

French, African, and American Indian origins.*”

These words, written by scholars sympathetic to the concept of
Creolization, do not however, reveal its raw sides. Many of the en-
counters which have resulted in creoclizations have been violent in-
deed. Slavery is the most egregious example, of course. Even in the
context of a society supposedly as peaceful and air-tight in its homoge-
neity as Japan can be found creolizing spaces and shared cultures
that are the products of extreme cultural clashes. This was, of course,
demonstrated dramatically following one of the most violent encoun-
ters of all time, that between Japan and the United States, World
War II. The rapid, ubiquitous, and penetrating Creolization following
the war astonished everyone, perhaps no one more so than the
staffers of General MacArther's GHQ, who had issued stern orders
against ‘fraternizing’ with the Japanese.

Part of what we are witnessing when we look deeper, of course, is
a continuing discomfort with the central point of being Creole: the
mixing itself. What Berlin and others see as a weakness of the term,
its multiple meanings, can also be seen, as a strength. Berlin was on
the right track with his explications of the Atlantic Creoles, but such
a term as Creole itself needs further elaboration, not less. Creole is in-
deed a slippery concept, with a history of multiple definitions, yet the
varietal definition of “Creole” and “Creolization” reveals the impor-
tance of local versions of history and identity as we continue to look

for larger connections. What of Creoles as peoples and societies his-
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torically?

Biologists have long noted the power of hybrid vigor, a strong
contrast with the simple prejudices, deep misunderstandings, and
abominable racisms of human cultures against ‘the Other as half-
breed’ that appear to have their origin in the essentializing of what is
really extreme complexity.” What Creoles have taught us, above all
else, is that to essentialize is to limit our understanding. As living ex-
amples of fluid mixing, of sometimes more, sometimes less, successful
cultural hybridization, we can now understand better the complex
task before us.

What we need to accommodate to is a completely different way of
seeing the world, where one dimension, be it race, culture, language,
or whatever (or a package of those dimensions), is no longer so neat
and tidy. It is, in fact, in the messiness between two or more worlds
that we find the most creativity. What is most powerful about the
Creole approach is its diversity and its multiplicity.

Creolization has the following characteristics, according to Glis-

sant:

1) The Lightning Speed of Interaction Among Its Elements
2) The “Awareness of Awareness” Thus Provoked in Us
3) Reevaluation of the Various Elements Brought Into Contact®

4) Unforeseeable Results®™

Glissant sees this cultural interbreeding and its often violent en-
counter of peoples and cultures, as the condition of a new way of being
in the world, of an identity both rooted in a land and enriched by all
the lands now related.’® The key is relation, which contextualizes the
mixture transversally instead of hierarchically, the opposite of the cul-

tural/political domination of the Other or a clash of civilizations which
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reduces diversity. It is a fraternal relationship and not one of causes
and effects. Creolization is the idea of a continuous process capable of
producing the identical and the different.

Creolization is seen as “a process whereby new shared cultural
forms, and new possibilities for communication, emerge due to contact.
It highlights the open-ended, flexible and unbounded nature of cultural
processes, as opposed to the notion of cultures as bounded, stable sys-
tems of communication.”

Cultural Creolization, “the intermingling and mixing of two or
several formerly discrete traditions or cultures,” can be seen almost
anywhere in the world.* All of these communities are characterized
by movement, transformation, and uncertainty, while what defines
particular Creole communities, like the Caribbean Creoles, the Atlan-
tic Creoles, or the Pacific Creoles,®™ are the kinds of mixing that occur
and the historical ethnoscapes which are their contexts. Creolization,
like hybridity, describes both the mixing of two or more elements and
the initiation of a process of change.’®

Creolization has no uniform rules or invariant characteristics, but
it is a system of classification. In this sense it does provide us with
possible guidelines for possible transformations. Creolization accents
culture as existing, not as a complex whole with clear signs and struc-
tures, but in its internal variations, transitions, and historical roots
(diachronicity). Emphasizing the distinctive mixing of cultural, lin-
guistic, and philosophical elements from specific historical circum-
stances, creolization is a new manifestation of cultural continuity and

3 Culture is Creolization, as past, present, and

cultural reproduction.
future processes and their results. Rather than focusing on locating a
coherent cultural grammar, with Creolization we are now interested
in the dimensions of transformation responsible for Creolized and

Creolizing Cultural Continua.
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Although linguists were among the first visible scholars to take
careful note of Creolization, they had of course borrowed from colonial
historical roots, which lay in slavery and the often-violent transforma-
tions of large populations as they moved en masse from continent to
continent. The colonial dimensions of Creolization, the roots of oppres-
sion and abuse, varied according to economic regimes, plantation
economies being the worst and comprador economies in entrepot like
New Orleans being the most liberal, for example. The lopsided charac-
ter of power relations must not be forgotten, either. On one side is the
old, the rooted, the traditional, the pure; on the other is the new, the
strange, the attractive, the impure.

Creoleness has always been about power, whether the patron was
Thomas Jefferson, a mahogany merchant in Belize City, or an Eng-
lishman in the port of Kobe. Unspoken, unspeakable, the taboos and
the vivid lure of the relationship with the Other are unmistakable.
These relationships may be between women and men, resulting often
in Creole offspring, or they could be cultural and social, rather than
genetic. Tragic stories of the women on the other side, the Malinche’s
and the Okichi’s,®® are repeated by those in power because of their
fear of the Other. The human obsession with race and blood has
meant that we have often overlooked the subtler and ultimately more
important miscegenations of cultures in individuals, some of whom
will never look like the Other.

Another view of Creolization is by Premdas, who asserts that on
the local level in the Caribbean (Trinidad and Suriname seem to be

the compelling examples) . . .

Part of the debate has degenerated into assertions of loyalty to the
homeland reminiscent of the American preoccupation with the

authenticity of a citizen’s Americanness or un-Americanness. Here

126



David Blake Willis

the discourse turns on the issue of ‘creolization’ or cultural adapta-
tion of the descendants to the local milieux. Creolization as a cul-
tural mode of indiginezation is often rendered as essentially a sin-
gle Afro- or Eurocentric standard, and for some the acquisition of
this pattern of adaptation should serve as the litmus test of loyalty
and entitlement to the patrimony of the land. Applied in this way,
for those whose peculiar cultural adaptations are different, espe-
cially among Indians in Trinidad, Guyana, and Suriname, creoli-
zation is a hegemonic concept that elevates the cultural practices of

one community as the measure of membership and entitlement.*®

Yet as Premdas himself notes, “it is clear that there are many
types of Creole adaptations.” Not all of these result in what he terms
“the contest over entitlement by the rival communities in different re-
gional locations.” Although historical trends do legitimate certain vari-
ants of ‘creolization’ at certain times (as they tend to be “appropriated
by one or another ethnic section as the ‘authentic form’ to legitimate
its claims”), this is not the only form in the contest for power and re-
sources in the Caribbean. Increasingly, the power of identity finds
new and then mediated versions of Creolizations taking place, Belize
being a particularly good example of this process.

Creolization also empowers those who are party to the mixing of
cultures. African-Americans, for example, while mastering the conven-
tions and codes of Euro-America, have also drawn on their own
knowledge in creating an oppositional repertoire of signs and mean-
ings.*® Thus, Creolization is not entirely, as some would argue about
hybridity, simply a re-constituting of another cultural form but a very
different contribution to cultural discourse, the intersection of “out-
sider” conventions with “insider” knowledge and practice.*” We note

here the power of double consciousness and the wider range of poten-
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tial action in this context.

Mixtures of cultures have always been part of cultural land-
scapes, but what is different today is the breath-taking speed at which
encounters and Creolizations are taking place. For graphic realism in
this chase for mixture, few settings offer as complex and sophisticated
data as Belize, a hyper-matrix of cultural blendings.*”

Creolization (and what I am reporting from Belize) is not about
smooth transitions but about a process of disjunctions and displace-

ments. These are being enacted in . . .

1) Creole Cultural Spaces
2) Creolized Cultural Spaces
3) Creolizing Cultural Spaces

The emphases are different for each. The first is predominantly
(and from the time of their creation/ generation) Creole. The perspec-
tive is from the Creole point of view. These would be the people I
study: Creole/Mixed in their cultures in many ways. The second is
about one (or in our case two) larger cultural space(s) which have been
‘invaded’ by someone/ something new and where a mixture has re-
sulted. That mixture fills some of the spaces of the larger culture with
provocative processes of transformation. The third is about the process
itself, first of all, and, secondly, about the cultural spaces. The raw
nitty-gritty of historical documentation of transformations fits here.
And all of these fit, of course, onto their own cultural continuum (con-
tinua).

Succeeding waves of Créolité are washing over our planet, re-
freshing our multiple shores with new and diverse ways of seeing the
world. We are now in a New World, one that is very much a wildly ac-

tive stage, one where transcultural orientations and dreams are born
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and nurtured, a stage of the experiences of people who are Europeans,
Africans, Asians, and Americans. The social construction of Creolized
spaces which they engage in can be seen as appearing like the multi-
tudes of coral spawn during the full moon over the barrier reef off
Belize, in places we could never have previously imagined. The differ-
ent social spaces in Belize thus represent multiple dimensions of what
we might call New Creolizing Cultural Spaces.

Creolization and Creole Cultures mark an important shift in the
human understanding of the world. The context is very clear, and
while mixed cultures have been studied before, what we are viewing
in Belize is different from the older emphasis on the nation and on
the limited concepts of nations and societies as boxes. There has not
been enough emphasis on the key phenomenon of in-between-ness, of
mediators, of bridges. We have a good beginning in those writings on
class and Créolité, especially Palacio as he proposes a new, more en-
compassing version of being Creole.”® Wilk, too, notes the emergence
of a shared identity with links to the world system.* As he states,
“Belize has become a cultural place.” Yet it is important to note that
this is within the context of a new vision of culture.

Like Confiant, the notion of culture I am proposing here redefines
culture and society: not the universalism of the white Euro-American
culture alone but the diversalism of the world.*® Societies like Belize
are mapping the grammar of new, shared values by enacting Creoliza-
tion. There is in all of this, too, a negotiation of difference as well as a
sharing of common ground.

In Belize, it is in the spaces of encounters that we find the inter-
sections of America, Africa, and Europe. And now Asia. Moreover, the
communities in these spaces, and especially the individuals living and
working there, tell us much about their nature as crossroads and how

cultural exchange/ interchange/ production is enacted. They also open
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spaces for deeper understandings and, generally speaking (but not al-
ways), the tolerance of difference.

Listening to others, as the multifarious communities of this one
small country in Central America do on a daily basis, has become a
new sign of independence and liberated consciousness. For diverse,
multicultural countries like Belize, and for the world as a whole to-
day, we need more exploration of identity/identities in the contexts
where societies meet each other, where connections are established
and maintained. Boundary construction is actually not so much the
putting up of walls as it is an activity alive with the spectacular crea-
tion of new forms of human societies and human consciousness.

Borders, in our world today, a world of intensely negoti-
ated creolizations, are not where something stops. Borders are

where something begins.

Flying to Belize City from Houston, and then back again to Amer-
ica from Belize, I was struck by the open, warm, and easy-going
nature of human relationships on the two flights. In contrast to
the sudden deep-freeze in human relations I experienced when re-
turning to Houston International Airport, the many conversations
begun with myself and others by those Belizeans sitting around me
on the flights revealed something very different, a new way of ap-
proaching the humanity around us, not nervously and defensively,

but with open arms, minds, and hearts.

Notes
1) Belize has long been a hidden gem for explorers, travelers, biologists,
and social scientists, though perhaps not for much longer. Sur-
rounded by powerful neighbors with domineering cultures, Belize has
escaped many of the onslaughts which have devastated these other
countries. Eco-tourism, for example, owes much of its conceptualiza-
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