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Veiled Whiteness in Nineteenth-Century Honduran 
Constitutional Law & Citizenship1

	 Race has always been central to the regulation of political membership 
and constitutional rights in Honduras. This study demonstrates how and why 
citizenship in Honduras was both restrictive in nature and based on racialized 
criteria. A nuanced analysis of nineteenth-century constitutions reveals that 
while governmental leaders did not refer to any racial groups in these legislative 
documents, they did describe the ideal citizen in implicitly racial terms. The 
provisos required for the status of citizen, including property ownership, morality 
and literacy, were built on concepts that have historically been racialized; notions 
associated with racial difference, Western values and accumulated privileges of 
systemic white supremacy. By delimiting citizenship in such terms, Honduran 
leaders characterized it as “white” and used the highest law of the State to 
exclude most non-European peoples from membership in the polity. 

Keywords: Citizenship; Constitutional Law; Honduras; Racialized Differentiation; 
Whiteness.

	 La raza siempre ha sido parte central de la regulación sobre las 
políticas de pertenencia y derechos constitucionales en Honduras. Este estudio 
demuestra cómo y por qué la ciudadanía en Honduras fue restrictiva en su 
naturaleza a la vez que basada en criterios raciales. Un análisis  de los detalles  
y matices de las constituciones del siglo XIX revela que mientras los líderes 
gubernamentales blancos no referían a ningún grupo racial en particular en 
los documentos legislativos, si describían al ciudadano ideal implícitamente en 
términos raciales. Las cláusulas requeridas para la condición de ciudadano, 
incluida la de propiedad, moralidad y alfabetización, fueron construidas sobre 
conceptos históricamente racializados; nociones asociadas con las diferencias 
raciales, valores occidentales y la acumulación de privilegios basados en una 
suprecía blanca sistémica. Al delimitar la ciudadanía en esos términos, los 
líderes hondureños la caracterizaron como propia de blancos y usaron las leyes 
del Estado para excluir a la mayoría de los no europeos de su participación en 
el sistema de gobierno.  

Palabras clave: Ciudadanía; Leyes Constitucionales; Honduras; Diferenciación 
Racializada; Blancura.

Blancura velada en las leyes constitucionales y ciudadanía de Honduras durante 
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	 A raça sempre tem sido parte central da regulação sobre as políticas de pertencia e 
direitos constitucionais em Honduras. Este estudo demonstra como e por que a cidadania em 
Honduras foi restritiva na sua natureza ao mesmo tempo que se baseou em critérios raciais. Uma 
análise dos detalhes e matizes das constituições do século XIX revela que enquanto os líderes 
governamentais brancos não se referiam a nenhum grupo racial em particular, nos documentos 
legislativos, o cidadão ideal era descrito implicitamente em termos raciais. As cláusulas requeridas 
para a condição de cidadão, inclusive a de propriedade, moralidade e alfabetização, foram 
construídas sobre conceitos historicamente racializados; noções associadas com as diferenças 
raciais, valores ocidentais e a acumulação de privilégios baseados em uma supremacia branca 
sistêmica. Ao delimitar a cidadania nesses termos, os líderes hondurenhos a caracterizaram 
como própria de brancos e usaram as leis do Estado para excluir a maioria dos não europeus da 
sua participação no sistema de governo. 

Palavras-chave: Cidadania; Leis Constitucionais; Honduras; Diferenciação Racializada; Brancura.

Introduction

	 The province of Honduras signed its declaration of independence from Spain on 
September 15, 1821. This act symbolized a break from Spanish colonial rule and a transfer 
of power to a select group of men who commenced a series of projects in an effort to form a 
civilized and modern Honduras. Among those nation-building endeavors, was the creation of a 
constitution founded on the political philosophy of liberalism and the establishment of Honduran 
citizenship. This article provides a critical analysis of the conceptualization of nineteenth-century 
citizenship in Honduras. It explains how and why the conditions for citizenship were restrictive, 
exclusive and contingent on race. Through an analysis of various national charters, it will be 
evident how the requirements for the status of citizen –literacy, property, morality and individual 
autonomy– were tied to “whiteness,” European values and racial hierarchization since the early 
modern period2. In defining the concept of citizen in these terms, Honduran leaders not only 
characterized it as “white,” but also utilized the highest law of the State to legitimate the exclusion 
of those who did not conform to this ideal: African or Afro-descendants, indigenous peoples, 
mixed-race groups and women. On the whole, this study attempts to add to the growing literature 
that has established that there is an undeniable relationship between race and citizenship,3 and 
that unlike the conception of non-white identities, “whiteness” does not need to be demarcated or 
mentioned given the dominance of Western European thinking. 
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Federal and Pre-republic Delineations of Citizenship and Nationality 

	 From 1823 to 1838, Honduras was part of the Federal Republic of Central America. It 
was a unified political entity comprised of a central government and the five present-day nations 
of Guatemala, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and as indicated above, Honduras. It was 
formed by the respective political and intellectual leaders of the five Central American territories 
with the hope of creating a republic strong enough to sustain itself and to protect its borders 
and interests from any foreign threats. Unfortunately, the internal conflicts and differing interests 
of conservatives (those who wanted a strong central government and a prominent role for the 
Catholic Church) and liberals (those committed to more freedom for the States as well as the 
separation of State and Church) doomed this unifying project from the onset and caused its 
dissolution after less than twenty years4.  

	 Although the Central American Republic was short-lived, the effect that it had on Honduran 
politics is indisputable. This is most reflected in the adoption of the 1824 Federal constitution as 
the underlying framework or prototype for its own liberal laws. The 1824 charter gave form to 
a Honduran governmental system based on the philosophy of liberalism and delineated what 
became the initial qualifications and qualities necessary for citizenship5. Because the core of the 
Central American Republic where its inhabitants, all were guaranteed the immutable rights of 
liberty, equality and property. Per this federal statue, a “citizen” was an individual who was either 
born or naturalized in one of the five Central American territories, who was married, who was at 
least eighteen years of age, and who had a useful trade or a known form of subsistence. This 
document also indicated that the status and rights of citizen could not be conferred on those who 
were domestic servants; who were imprisoned or found guilty of fraud; who were deemed to have 
physical incapacities; and who violated the stipulation that declared all men in Central America 
free by partaking in any form of trafficking of slaves6.

	 Honduras’s 1825 constitution, its first magna carta as an independent State, echoed the 
specific stipulations described above7. It established that birth or naturalization in the Honduran 
territory guaranteed all individuals, regardless of their racial or ethnic make-up, the status of 
“hondureño” and the civil liberties that came with it. In doing so, the State acknowledged the 
existence of those previously unrecognized during the colonial period and, in theory, included them 
as an equal and integral part of the country. Yet, this charter also made a clear and repercussive 
differentiation between Honduran nationality and Honduran citizenship, terms that at times have 
erroneously been used interchangeably; it ascertained that nationality did not automatically grant 
citizenship8. The latter, as previously indicated, had its own provisos – requisites that in general 
creole elites satisfied, but that most Indians, Blacks and mixed-race peoples did not meet given 
their then current socio-economic conditions9. Neither the distinction made between citizen and 
national nor the exclusionary nature of citizenship under Honduran law is surprising. It has been 
well-established that the Central American nations were the inheritors of the 1812 Spanish Cadiz 
Constitution, which had made a similar differentiation when defining Spanish citizenry10. Moreover, 
political leaders were plagued with the issue as to what role the different racial groups would play 
in the nation-state they sought to create. This was a matter of great concern because at stake was 
the preservation of the authority held by members of the elite class as well as the development 



83

HIb. REVISTA DE HISTORIA IBEROAMERICANA   |    ISSN: 1989-2616   |    Semestral   |    Año 2017  |    Vol. 10   |    Núm. 2

and survival of a prosperous Honduras. That is why Honduran leaders created a constitution that 
clearly defined and distinguished the rights and privileges of a national from that of a citizen; they 
used legislation as a political tool to instill in all Hondurans the belief in and need for the nation-
state while at the same time restricting access to suffrage to those whose nature they considered 
had made them more apt for power. 

	 The dominant belief among the ruling class was that the make-up of the American Indian, 
African and mixed-race populations had inherently made them inferior to the European populace11. 
It was a prevailing meme that had been used since the age of colonialism as a justification for 
the enslavement or subjugation of the non-European masses, and one that during the nineteenth 
century was interpreted as a threat to the image of a civil and modern nation-state12. Nevertheless, 
per the constitution, no Honduran could be enslaved nor outright precluded from partaking in 
Honduran citizenry unless he did not satisfy the necessary requisites. To this, we must add the 
fact that most of the country’s population was made up of non-European inhabitants13, –of those 
whose nature was believed to be base— but to condemn them to a perpetual inferiority was to 
also condemn the country to doom. Race, even when not explicitly mentioned in Honduran law, 
was at the core of this matter. Which brings us to three important questions that were debated by 
political leaders as part of their efforts to reconcile their racially prejudiced beliefs with the then 
current reality of the nation-state: Can the constitution of the Black, indigenous and racially-mixed 
peoples of Honduras change or improve? Can the masses be molded into Honduran citizens?  
And if so, how? The answer to all these questions involved the utilization of education in some 
capacity.

	 Because the notion of soft inheritance was widely-known and accepted in Honduras, 
it was believed that the nature of non-European peoples could be altered. The constitution of 
Honduran nationals could be improved through educational projects and molded to fit the image 
of a civilized citizen14. The use of education as the chosen means to achieve cultural and racial 
improvement is expected because many members of the Honduran intelligentsia –including Jose 
del Valle, a criollo, scholar of jurisprudence and established leader of the old colonial regime15 
– had strong ties to the French intellectual milieu and were quite familiar with the theory of 
inheritance of acquired characteristics, which by this period was linked to French naturalist Jean-
Baptiste Lamarck and his notion of transmutation. Per this theory, it was assumed that permanent 
changes and improvements to an individual or group could be effected, over time, through social 
and environmental engineering16. 

	 As a strong proponent of an environmentalist approach for turning the masses into 
citizen, del Valle called for the establishment of schools in all places, from cities to villages, to 
ranches, out in the country and even in jails so that public instruction could reach all children or 
men who were at the intellectual level of a child. The goal was for inhabitants to learn to read 
and write, to become versed in the fundamental ideas of the arts and sciences, and above all to 
be transformed into responsible citizens. In terms of instructional models, schools in Honduras 
were to emulate the Hazelwood schools in England, which utilized the Lancasterian method of 
education. Del Valle advocated for the use of this instructional system where advanced students 
served as mentors for beginners because he was fully aware of the lack of qualified educators and 
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economic resources17, especially in remote areas, where most indigenous communities lived18. 
Lastly, del Valle specified that all learning environments were to be clean, attractive, the model of 
hygiene and conducive to learning19. In the end, this educational project was largely unsuccessful, 
–many of the indigenous peoples rebelled against any form of instruction and the difficult terrain 
made it extremely difficult for most of the populations to be reached— but the State continued to 
use an environmental approach in many of the civilizing actions that it enacted throughout the 
nineteenth century20. Education, whether it be literacy development or trade training, continued 
to be an important element for preserving the belief or myth that everyone was improvable21 and 
became an essential condition for citizenship during the post-federal period.
 

Citizenship & Race in the Early Honduran Republic

	 With the dissolution of the Central American Federation and the advent of the young 
republic, the status of citizen became more exclusive and restrictive. Legislators nuanced the 
initial criteria set forth in the 1825 constitution and added ancillary requirements for citizenship 
with every new national statue. The State continued to require its citizens to be at least eighteen 
years of age and have some form of financial resource for sustenance, but beginning with the 
1839 constitution specified that access to citizenship predicated on the holding of property and 
the demonstration of moral conduct22. Besides these additional requisites, this charter also made 
a distinction between active and passive suffrage. It stipulated that while the fulfillment of the 
conditions for citizenship allowed an individual the right to vote in governmental elections, it did 
not guarantee him the opportunity to run for office; the passive vote had its own criteria. This 
difference is worth noting because it created hierarchical categories within citizens themselves, 
and limited the pool of possible government officials to a limited number of Hondurans. In 1839, 
the restrictions for passive voting rights were mainly age related, but similarly to citizenship itself, 
the number of provisos would only increase over time23. 

	 The 1848 Honduran constitution is known for having some of the most restrictive voting 
laws and for introducing literacy as a condition for citizenship. This charter increased the legal age 
for the status of a citizen from eighteen to twenty-one years. In addition, citizenship was limited 
to heads of households, property owners and those who possessed a degree in law, medicine or 
theology24. Yet, if an individual did not meet the required property criteria, he could still be granted 
citizenship if he could read and write25. In other words, literacy could serve as a substitute for 
material assets. The value attributed to education is made even more evident by two specific 
stipulations: 1) beginning in 1860, per article 9, no Honduran would be able to exercise the rights 
of citizen if he was not able to read or write and did not possess basic arithmetic skills; and 2) 
literacy was required for passive suffrage. The offices of mayor, governor, judge and president 
were to be filled by lettered men, and in the case of the latter three, by those who had a good 
amount of capital26. Because education (as previously indicated) was associated with the nation-
building ideals of civility and progress, the ability to read and write as a requisite for holding 
political office should come as no surprise. But it is also important to note that this proviso was 
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part of the overall political strategy of writers of this constitution to ensure that only members of 
the elite class could make the law and exercise power. That is why the writers of this national law 
made it a point to grant the president the power to appoint all civil, judicial and military officials27; 
in doing so, the head of the state would serve to strengthen the stronghold that the elite criollos 
had over the rest of the Honduran population. 

	 Unlike the first two constitutions of the early republic, the 1865 and 1873 charters did not 
include any new restrictions or major changes to the concept of citizenship. They mainly served to 
reaffirm or to slightly nuance the stipulations found in the national statue of 184828. For example, 
both constitutions emphasized literacy as a requisite for active and passive vote and continued to 
make property-ownership or wealth obligatory for standing for office. In addition, in each charter, 
we can observe an increase in the annual income amount that was required of all men who held 
a political office29. 

	 Up to this point, we have shown how the conceptualization of citizenship was both 
restrictive and exclusive, but how was it also contingent on race? None of the Federal or Post-
Federal constitutions mention the term “race” nor make any explicit reference to racial categories30, 
but such apparent absence does not signify that race was not considered when establishing who 
would be granted the rights of citizen in Honduras31. If race was not a factor then why did most, if 
not all, individuals who exercised these privileges come from the criollo or “white” class? And, how 
did the same elite faction continue to dominate while the other “races” remained subordinates 
as they had been during the colonial period? Drawing from academic Richard Dryer’s studies 
on whiteness, sociologist Steve Garner argued that given the dominance of Western European 
thought over the last five centuries, “whiteness” does not need to be demarcated or mentioned32. 
Whiteness is also the position from which judgments are made, against which difference is 
created, and “rendered invisible under the weight of accumulated privileges”33 and constitutional 
language.

	 The ownership of assets or property as a precondition for citizenship is not surprising 
given that it is something that can be traced to ancient antiquity34 and the classical economic 
theory.35 Nevertheless, the notion of property itself merits further understanding and should be 
circumscribed within the debate surrounding race and differentiation. According to Cheryl Harris, 
in “Whiteness as Property,” race and property are two deeply interrelated concepts for various 
forms of property and property rights have been historically racially contingent and associated 
with whiteness36. Property, in the unidimensional sense, is typically thought of as a reference to 
objects owned by an individual or the rights of an individual with respect to those objects, but the 
concept of property also designates “the rights in ‘things’ that are intangible or whose existence is 
a matter of legal definition, …embraces everything to which a man may attach a value and have 
a right [to], ...one’s physical self and one’s reputational interests”37. The various formulations of 
property are mentioned because while property –in terms of land, wealth, and physical objects– 
and the use of this concept to limit citizenship to a select few are both recognizable in the 
Honduran constitutions, what is not as palpable is that citizenship itself is a form of property38 
and that the ascriptive criteria for citizenship reflected a “white,” western ideology. There was a 
great economic, political and reputational value attached to the status of citizen; it conferred an 
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individual with certain benefits and entitlements which allowed him to live a virtuous life,39 and 
which were all the more significant because they were denied to the majority of the population40 

and served to reaffirm as well as recognize the importance of belonging to the group in power41. 
In other words, property and citizenship are both mutually constitutive42 as well as formulated 
on the basis of the dual right to exclude and not to exclude43. It is precisely the complexity and 
incongruity of these two notions that allows us to begin to understand how the same national 
law that granted all inhabitants the right to property since the beginning of the Central American 
Federation simultaneously worked to systematically limit access to it to a select few criollos by 
contributing to and legitimating the gate-keeping meaning of property and citizenship. 

	 Like property, the demonstration of morality as a requirement for citizenship was the 
result of the interaction between ideas surrounding European superiority and race. The term 
morality itself has been embedded with different meanings over time. It has come to signify 
civility, prevention of sin, uprightness, and since the period of discovery or onset of modernity 
has been conceptualized “in terms of stocks or breeds of humans [race in the modern sense]”44. 
The reason for this association is that the encounters between Europeans, Amerindians, Africans 
(and others) led to the emergence of Europe as an entity and the epistemological formulation of 
European identity in opposition to the newly “discovered” peoples45. The European or white race 
was defined and differentiated from the Indian and Black races with the first being described 
as civil, rational, aesthetically pleasing and moral, and the latter as generally lacking in those 
traits. Human difference had been intellectualized prior to the age of discovery, but what changed 
during this period, was that not only were certain characteristics, including morality, worked into 
signifiers of difference, but they were also considered to be naturally ingrained or innate to certain 
races46. Morality became a racial trait believed to be inherited by members of the white race and 
a mode of establishing white supremacy over the other races. It is important to note that while the 
rise of science as well as the revival of classical ideals pertaining to aesthetics clearly served to 
justify the subordination of non-European groups47, law was also utilized for this same purpose. 
Various forms of legal statues, including national constitutions, were designed to recognize the 
“expectations of whites built on the privileges and benefits produced by white supremacy”48, and 
that is certainly what occurred in Honduras; whiteness was inscribed in Honduran constitutions by 
including morality and other racialized ideal qualities. 

	 As previously indicated, in addition to morality and property, standards pertaining to marital 
status, literacy and physical capability also became requirements for Honduran citizenship. With 
every new constitution, additional provisos were added, but what is most important to emphasize 
is that these concepts have historically been racialized and that the interactions between them 
and the articulation of citizenship played a critical role in excluding from membership in the polity 
all those who did not fulfill the established criteria. The ideal citizen was male, civilized, literate, 
propertied, morally superior, physically able and white. Given the numerous restrictions, it is no 
surprise that various late nineteenth-century written records and demographical counts indicated 
that only a very small pool of eligible men were able to exercise the right to vote or hold office in 
Honduras.40
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TABLE 1: STATISTICS PERTAINING TO CITIZENSHIP REQUIREMENTS AND RIGHTS IN HONDURAS

Total 
Population

Number 
of Males

Literacy 
Level: 

Reading

Literacy 
Level: 

Reading 
and Writing

Moral and 
Physical 

Incapacity

Right to 
Active 
Vote

Right to 
Passive 

Vote

Number 
of State 
Officials

1881 
census 307,289 150,679 44,473 

(14.5%)
26,533 
(8.6%) No record 38,973 

(12.7%)
17,976
(5.8%)

2,747 
(0.89%)

1887 
census 331,917 163,075 38,583 

(11.6%)
19,042 
(5.7%)

4,990 
(1.5%)

28,350 
(8.5%)

17,706 
(5.3%)

1,425 
(0.43%)

Source: Antonio Vallejo, Primer anuario estadístico correspondiente al año 1889, Tegucigalpa, Editorial Universitaria, 

1997, pp. 136-137, 146,148-149, 151, 154-156.

	 For example, as indicated in Table 1, a large majority of the population was illiterate 
and had no access to political power. The 1881 census (the first official population count after 
independence) reveals that of 307,289 inhabitants, only 14.5 percent of the entire population had 
the ability to read and less than 9 percent of Hondurans knew how read and write. Also, according 
to this census, 38,976 men or 12.7 percent were eligible to vote in elections and 17,976 men or 
less than 6 percent could be elected as public officials. Despite an increase in population, the 
1887 census showed that there was a decrease in the number of people who were deemed 
literate: 38,583 knew how to read and 19,042 were able to read and write. There was also a 
decline in overall numbers and percentages pertaining to voting rights, 28,350 (8.5 percent) men 
were entitled to an active vote and a mere 17,706 (5.3%) citizens were granted passive voting 
rights. The decrease in the number of eligible men who could participate in elections is clearly due 
to the increasing number of restrictions enforced by the constitutions, including the exclusion of 
those considered to be physically or morally inferior. That is also why less than 1 percent of the 
entire population controlled all political posts, and inequality continued to dominate in Honduras 
throughout the nineteenth century.

Conclusion

	 Following Honduras’s independence from Spanish rule and a disbanded Central American 
Federation, the criollo class carried out a series of political and intellectual measures aimed at 
the creation of a government that was civil, modern, sovereign and white. Under this imagined 
liberal republic, all Hondurans were to enjoy the protection of the law and had the duty to obey it, 
but only a small number of men were granted citizenship. Nineteenth-century constitutions reveal 
that, while no racial descriptors were included, race continued to be crucial to the delineation of 
state membership and was utilized by the dominant class to exclude non-European groups from 
the polity. The criteria required for active and passive electoral rights were based on historically 
racialized concepts as well as privileges founded on white supremacy; the notion of property 
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ownership, moral and physical beauty, literacy, and individual autonomy had been traditionally 
associated with Western values, masculinity and whiteness. Overall, ideas of racial difference and 
hierarchization were embedded in the highest law of State and without a doubt contributed to the 
exclusive and restrictive nature of Honduran citizenship.
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