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Central America has been a region of encounters since pre-Hispanic times, not only of 

peoples, who gathered here in millennial exoduses from the north and south of the 

American continent, but also of flora and fauna. A permanent crossroads. 

For thousands of years, across the isthmus stretching from the Mayan jungles in southern 

Mexico to the Darién in Panama, the indigenous peoples of America met and exchanged 

beliefs and ways of life; and from 1492 onwards, the expeditions of the conquistadors 

from the south, from Panama, and from Mexico, from the north, also crossed here.  

An isthmus that saw languages and species multiply, and thus had a creative gift from its 

geological beginnings. An ethnic mix that became multiple, indigenous, Spanish, African, 

and also European and Asian when, from the end of the 19th century, migratory flows 

multiplied, especially with the start of the construction of the Panama Canal. A human 

and ecological- nection like few others in the world, in a territory so narrow and so coveted 

throughout its history. 

The common convergence of Central American culture and the permanent heritage of 

Spain is reflected in the rich and diverse hybrid Spanish we speak, which managed to 

establish itself above the indigenous languages after independence; a Spanish in which 

forms and terms of various origins, including Arabic and Mozarabic, merged on the 

peninsula and which, when it crossed the sea, received components from those 

indigenous languages, Taino, Maya, Nahuatl, Chorotega, and numerous words from 

African languages brought by slaves, such as Bantu,  Kikongo, Quimbundo, Yoruba, or 
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Mandinga; and from English, as a result of the long presence of England on the Caribbean 

coast, first, and then the United States, when it turned the entire region into its backyard.  

A language that is the result of constant miscegenation. In the Prologue to Prosas 

Profanas, from 1901, Rubén Darío asks himself: "Is there a drop of African blood in my 

veins, or of Chorotega or Nagrandano Indian blood? It could be, despite my marquis's 

hands... if there is poetry in our America, it is in the old things, in Palenque and Utatlán, 

in the legendary Indian, and the sensual and refined Inca, and in the great Moctezuma of 

the golden chair."  

When viewed on maps, Central America appears to be nothing more than a landscape 

squeezed between two seas, jungles, lakes and volcanoes that alternate their eruptions, 

a territory shaken by earthquakes that have destroyed its cities over generations, and 

hurricanes that blow with tremendous force, altering the landscape. 

A volcanic landscape, also in political terms. Since independence in the nineteenth 

century, and throughout the twentieth century, our hallmark has been political dissension 

resolved in riots and barracks coups, foreign military interventions, the endemic plague 

of caudillismo and military dictatorships, and armed revolutions. A face always veiled by 

gunpowder smoke. 

But what is the true face of Central America? One and distinct, several faces in one, an 

identity that sometimes seems contradictory, but which perhaps exists precisely because 

of this, because it does not allow itself to be overcome by homogeneity. A fragmented 

face, difficult to appreciate as a whole because we are still far from the political integration 

that was frustrated after independence in 1821.   

Together, our countries have a population of almost 50 million inhabitants in an area of 

more than half a million square kilometres, with an economy that is growing modestly in 

terms of gross domestic product, but in our daily reality, the great chasms of social 

inequality remain open, with wealth increasingly concentrated in a few hands, we suffer 

from notable deficits, the first being education, with low school enrolment rates and very 

high dropout rates; and the struggle between authoritarianism and institutionality that is 

still being waged. 

Why do we sometimes make the front pages of the media? Because, having been a 

bridge between peoples and an ecological bridge, Central America is now a bridge for 

drug trafficking. Because organised crime challenges states, taking over entire 
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territories. Because the poorest continue to flee poverty and violence to the United States, 

in search of the perverse American dream that today denies immigrants more than ever; 

because the primary export is people, immigrants who send back their remittances, 45 

billion dollars last year.  Because some of the dictatorships we suffer, such as that of 

Ortega and his wife in Nicaragua, are increasingly becoming absolute monarchies, 

reminiscent of pre-Enlightenment times. Because the smallest of our countries, El 

Salvador, has the largest prison in Latin America, where Bukele offers to house prisoners 

from other countries, in a kind of prison tourism. One and many faces.  

But we have other faces, that of culture, for example, which we must seek to superimpose 

on the others. Perhaps it is our best face, a face to show. The face of invention that has 

its roots in our dramatic reality and transforms and illuminates it. In some way, literature 

redeems us and allows that often-hidden identity to be revealed, from Rubén Darío to 

Miguel Ángel Asturias, Roque Dalton, Yolanda Oreamuno, Claribel Alegría, and Ernesto 

Cardenal. 

When Central America peacefully proclaimed its independence on 15 September 1821, 

the royalist general Gabino Gainza, governor of the Captaincy General of Guatemala, 

became the first president of the federal republic.  

It was an independence without heroism or epic deeds, the result of a decision made by 

the chapetones and criollos who deliberated behind the walls of the National Palace in 

Guatemala, fearful that if they did not act quickly, the matter would slip through their 

fingers. The declaration of independence begins with the following sincere statement: 

"That independence from the Spanish Government being the general will of the people 

of Guatemala, and without prejudice to what may be determined by the Congress that is 

to be formed, the political leader orders it to be published in order to prevent the terrible 

consequences that would ensue if it were proclaimed by the people themselves." 

A little over three months later, on 5 January 1822, the same elites who had declared 

independence before the people themselves did so proclaimed the accession to the 

Mexican Empire of Agustín de Iturbide, which would only last until March 1823. 

The aim was to "untie the knot without breaking it", in the words of Iturbide, when he 

signed the Treaties of Córdoba with the last viceroy of Spain on 24 August 1821, which 

paved the way for Mexico's independence; kingdoms, empires, imperial dictatorships. 
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Utopia sought its libertarian face and could no longer find it, as it seemed to have found 

it in the 1812 Constitution of Cádiz, trampled on by Ferdinand VII. 

That ripe fruit of independence that fell by itself in Central America, left to inertia, already 

contained the worm of dissent, perhaps because, first and foremost, the entity of a nation 

among the five provinces was nothing more than an artifice, in any case city-states of a 

rather feudal nature that disputed rural territories and primacy, and were suspicious of 

the Captaincy General of Guatemala; elites who were guided more by their ideological 

beliefs, conservative royalists or Jacobin liberals, than by any sense of nationhood. 

What followed were insurmountable discrepancies, some who timidly or cunningly asked 

to wait "until the clouds of the day cleared", others who bowed to Iturbide's aborted 

Mexican empire, like someone running for safety, others who accepted no authority but 

their own, and then clashes, divisions, a short-lived federal republic, wars, the execution 

of caudillos, periods of anarchy followed by iron-fisted dictatorships. Nothing that was 

pompously written in the constitutions ever had any value other than rhetorical. And we 

are still paying the price for that failure. 

Our original political system, both in Central America, which came into independent 

existence as a federation of five countries that lasted until 1841, and throughout Latin 

America, has its frustrated roots in the Constitution of Cadiz.  

Independent republics were born, and power became an anomaly. An unbridgeable gap 

was established between what the new republican-inspired constitutions commanded 

and what reality established: on the one hand, the ideal, which created the illusion of a 

ruler respectful of the common good and the laws; and, on the other, the real world, where 

the caudillo reigned, subject only to the whims of his will, turning everything into a lie. 

These are constitutions that can be read like novels, dominated by fiction. 

In his recent book El verano de Cervantes (The Summer of Cervantes), Antonio Muñoz 

Molina quotes Pedro Álvarez de Miranda, saying that in the 18th century there were 

novels about liberals who went mad reading not books on chivalry, but the Constitution 

of Cadiz. 

In the text of those founding constitutions, we can touch with our hands the utopia that 

was never realised. Governments for the common good, strong and respected 

institutions, rulers subject to the law, respect for individual rights, freedom of expression, 

equality before the law.  
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The liberal reforms that followed were always accompanied by military imposition, the 

reformers very soon became autocrats, and those who defended the traditional order, 

opposed to all change, were not far behind in confining those who demanded public 

freedoms to the dungeons, and democracy was always placed in the stocks. The gallows 

only changed location, to the left or to the right, and the only mercy granted to those who 

rose up in rebellion was to die sitting in a comfortable armchair rather than standing in 

front of a firing squad. General Francisco Morazán was shot dead in Costa Rica on 15 

September 1842, after decades of struggle to preserve and consolidate the Federal 

Republic of Central America, which fell apart. 

And then we lost the twentieth century in terms of institutionality and the establishment of 

a true rule of law; foreign enclaves, military interventions, bloody dictatorships, and finally 

frustrated and misappropriated revolutions. We have entered the twenty-first century with 

many lessons still to be learned and unknowns to be cleared up, the first of which is 

whether a Central America viewed as a political entity is still possible.  

The Central American Economic Integration Treaty was signed in 1960, but today the 

Central American Integration System (SICA), the governing body, has entered into crisis 

given the polarisation between the governments of the member countries and the lack of 

political will to move towards higher stages; The Central American Parliament is nothing 

more than an elephant graveyard, where politicians who are a nuisance in their own 

countries, or who have failed, or who simply want to receive a sinecure, are sent. The 

Central American Court of Justice, ineffective since its foundation, now has only two 

member countries. 

The role of the Spanish crown ended in Central America in 1821, as it did in the rest of 

Latin America after the wars of independence, except in Cuba and Puerto Rico. When, in 

1898, the United States intervened in the war of independence being fought in Cuba and 

defeated the Spanish navy to take over the country, and Puerto Rico as well, an 

intellectual reaction arose, ranging from Rubén Darío to José Enrique Rodó, to vindicate 

Spain and the spirit of Hispanic culture in the face of political and military subjugation by 

the United States, which, precisely with the war in Cuba, was beginning to emerge as the 

new world power. 
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For the modernists of the late nineteenth century, it was Ariel against Caliban, the old 

idealistic Spanish spirit embodied by Don Quixote against the beastly "raw meat eaters" 

who inhabited the skyscrapers of Manhattan. In a story by Darío from 1899, the standard-

bearer of the troop stationed in Santiago de Cuba, a gaunt Manchego man of mature age 

and few words, known only by his initials D.Q., throws himself into the void when the order 

to surrender to the Yankees is received; "and still, from the blackness of the abyss, the 

rocks returned a metallic noise, like that of armour," he says.   

From then on, the United States emerged as a great military power, seeking territorial 

expansion, because it was already a great economic power, capable of taking over 

Central America and the Caribbean. Banana and mining enclaves then emerged in the 

second half of the 19th century. The United Fruit Company extended its operations from 

Costa Rica to Panama and the Caribbean coast of Colombia, and to El Salvador, 

Honduras and Guatemala, where it came to own 40% of the arable land. Then, in 1911, 

the Cuyamel Fruit Company settled in Honduras, followed by the Standard Fruit Company 

in 1924. 

The banana companies, which also owned ports and railways, were exempt from paying 

taxes and complying with labour laws; they deposed and installed governments, fuelled 

border wars, and had their own police forces and armies at their disposal to suppress 

strikes; and when they encountered unruly governments, the United States Marine Corps 

came to their aid. 

The banana enclaves, which required large numbers of workers, created migratory flows 

from all Central American countries to the plantations, and the first trade union struggles. 

The novel by Costa Rican author Carlos Luis Fallas, Mamita Yunai (The Hell of the 

Banana Plantations), published in 1941, is a testimony to these struggles and how the 

United Fruit Company entered the popular language: the "Mamita Yunai"; a whole 

"banana literature" that also includes Miguel Ángel Asturias' trilogy, composed of Viento 

Fuerte (1950), El Papa Verde (The Green Pope, 1954) and Los ojos de los enterrados 

(The Eyes of the Buried, 1960). 

The expansionist doctrine of Manifest Destiny, created to justify the conquest of the North 

American mainland, served to extend US dominance southwards when, in 1898, they 

took over Cuba and Puerto Rico after the defeat of Spain, and in 1903 Panama, to build 

the interoceanic canal, with an area of exclusive territorial control, the Canal Zone.  



Spain in Central America  

Sergio Ramírez 
 

 Opinion Paper 81/2025 7 

It is between the appropriation of Cuba in 1898, taken from Spanish rule under the 

McKinley administration, and the appropriation of Panama in 1903, under the Roosevelt 

administration, that the defence of Hispanic identity emerged as a political doctrine that 

Darío sought to promote, the best example of which is Oda a Roosevelt, the poem written 

in 1904, in which he warns the new imperial power: 

Be careful. Long live Spanish America! 

There are a thousand cubs loose from the Spanish Lion... 

In addition to the permanent occupation of Panamanian territory to secure the canal 

militarily, there would be repeated military interventions in Honduras, Guatemala, 

Nicaragua, as well as in Haiti and the Dominican Republic, to enforce territorial claims by 

force, impose military dictatorships, and secure the interests of Wall Street banks and 

economic enclaves; some for a long time and repeatedly, as in Nicaragua, where navy 

troops remained from 1909 to 1933, with a brief interval. 

Following the 1979 revolution that overthrew the Somoza dictatorship in Nicaragua, which 

later descended into civil war, and the armed conflicts that arose in Guatemala and El 

Salvador in 1980, negotiations for peace began, resulting in the Esquipulas agreements 

in 1986 and the disarmament of both the counter-revolutionary forces in Nicaragua, 

supported by the Reagan administration, and the guerrillas in El Salvador and Guatemala. 

These peace agreements and the negotiation processes were supported by the Spanish 

government, which was part of the international verification mechanisms to ensure 

compliance with the agreements and the refugee return and resettlement programmes 

promoted by the UNHCR.  

More than three decades after the end of that peace process, which raised high hopes 

for the democratic future of the region, there are obvious setbacks towards 

authoritarianism, at a time when an authoritarian atmosphere prevails in the world, and 

the strengthening of institutions, which was central to democratic consolidation, is also 

faltering. 

The outstanding issues in Central America are clearly visible in the red: citizen security, 

freedom of expression, social equity, economic justice, institutional strength, 

transparency in public management, and quality education as an essential lever for 

development.  
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Authoritarian governments, whether harsh or moderate, cannot ensure this convergence 

of strengths. And while democracy suffers from falsifications in just one of our countries, 

the others will necessarily be affected and the ideas of integration postponed. Asymmetry 

becomes fatal. 

Anastasio Somoza, founder of the dynasty that ruled Nicaragua for almost half a century, 

used to say sarcastically that democracy is too strong a food for a child's stomach, and 

that is why it had to be given to them in spoonfuls. The child was the country. The dictator 

was the father, careful not to let his children overeat. This is what we have been hearing 

since 15 September 1821, under different rhetorical guises. This mixture of mocking 

paternalism, oligarchic clout, primitive-looking caudillos and, today, cool dictators, does 

not seem to have disappeared. 

The twentieth century saw triumphant revolutions in Central America that were later 

misappropriated, humanist dreams that ended up perverted into nightmares from which 

we have not yet awakened in the twenty-first century, and which have mutated into new 

forms of dictatorship.   

The gap between the rhetorical ideal that extols democracy and the reality in which it is 

mocked is narrowing or disappearing, as in the case of the Nicaraguan constitution 

enacted this year. No more distances, embellishments or pretences. A farewell to 

Montesquieu without any sentimentality. Under the dictatorial hand of the Ortega couple, 

the powers of the state, balanced and independent of each other, are disappearing and 

becoming organs of the two-headed presidency that coordinates them all. A marital 

presidency, unprecedented in the annals of Hispanic American history, with a co-

president and a co-president who can continue to rule forever, immune and unpunished 

in their blissful eternity. 

Or Bukele's bitcoin-encrypted dictatorship in El Salvador, which offers the panacea of 

citizen security in exchange for impunity in the violation of public freedoms, the exile of 

journalists, and the seamless domination of institutions. Or the struggle of a legitimately 

elected government, such as that presided over by Bernardo Arévalo in Guatemala, 

subjected to harassment by a corrupt elite that dominates the judiciary, from which it 

entrenches itself to conspire against democracy. 
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The deterioration of democracy stems from authoritarian tendencies that seek to 

legitimise themselves in the minds of voters and, once power has been seized, from the 

calculated weakening of institutions. But it also has to do with the advance of organised 

crime and drug trafficking, now that the cartels are seeking political power while at the 

same time seriously undermining public safety. 

 This is what is happening in Costa Rica, traditionally a democratic and peaceful island in 

Central America, surrounded by countries subject to instability, where the homicide rate 

has skyrocketed to 17%, double what it was ten years ago, and equal to that of Honduras 

or Guatemala.  The authorities attribute this surge to the struggle between drug traffickers 

for control of the domestic market and the routes. 

In 2013, the negotiation process that led to the signing of the Association Agreement 

between the European Union and Central America, of which Spain is a party as a member 

of the EU, was completed. It establishes "preferential relations and market access 

between both regions" and aims to "strengthen economic, financial, commercial, social, 

scientific, technical and environmental cooperation between the EU and the Central 

American republics".  

This agreement is most visible for the free trade relations it establishes, but it should not 

be forgotten that it also protects "respect for and promotion of democracy, the rule of law 

and human rights" as fundamental elements for the development of bi-regional relations.  

Monitoring the democratic qualities of the Central American governments that are 

signatories to the agreement should be of constant interest to European countries, 

especially as signs of authoritarian tendencies, which place those who hold power above 

institutions, are becoming increasingly evident in Central America.  Even amid the 

tensions and conflicts that occupy the political attention of European countries, such as 

the war of aggression against Ukraine, the aggression against the people of Gaza, the 

war between Iran and Israel, and the tensions and disagreements with the Trump 

administration, Central America should not be postponed or ignored, as neither Russia, 

China, Iran nor North Korea do.  

It should not be forgotten that in the face of the deterioration of democracy in the United 

States and the emergence of authoritarian power centres around the world, Europe, as a 

democratic entity, becomes a crucial reference point and should promote its own model 
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of democratic plurality and coexistence, with critical authority, in this case vis-à-vis Central 

America.  

Authoritarianism and dictatorships, far from being sources of stability and reliable 

partners, sooner or later unleash crises of unpredictable proportions when rebellions arise 

in response to political oppression and systematic human rights violations. 

 Sergio Ramírez* 
Former Vice-President of Nicaragua and winner of the Cervantes Prize 
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