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 � Population: ~8 million 
 � Capital: Tegucigalpa
 � Official language: Spanish
 � 80% mountainous; low population density

Recent U.S.-Honduran relations: Since 1983, 
the U.S. military has maintained a troop presence-

Joint Task Force (JTF) Bravo-at 
Soto Cano Air Base in Honduras. 
During the 1980s, the base was 
used for U.S. training exercises and 
intelligence and counterinsurgency 
efforts to support anti-Communist 
Contra guerillas in their conflict with  
the leftist Nicaraguan Sandinista 
government. 

Currently, JTF-Bravo organizes 
multilateral exercises and through 
cooperation with its partner nations, 
supports counter narcoterrorism, 
humanitarian assistance/disaster 
relief, and builds partner capacities 

promoting regional cooperation and security in 
Latin America and the Caribbean. 

Honduras has established economic ties with the U.S. 
in trade, investment, and remittances (which flow 
into the nation from Honduran migrants in the U.S.). 
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History Overview
400-850 CE: The Maya

 � Maya civilization emerges in 
western Honduras; the city of 
Copán serves as the most important 
ceremonial and cultural site. 

 � Maya centralized state begins 
to collapse; the Lenca emerge as a 
major cultural group in the region.

1524-1821: Conquest and Colonial Period
 � Lempira, a Lenca chief, leads an indigenous campaign 

to  battle the Spanish, but is killed in 1539. Lempira (whom 
Honduras’ currency is named after) is now observed as a 
national hero.

 � Many indigenous peoples are moved onto self-
constructed communities, placed into systems of slavery, 
and forced to adopt Catholicism; thousands perish due to 
European diseases and harsh working conditions.

1821-1840: The United Provinces
 � Central American independence is won from Spain; five 

nations form the United Provinces of Central America. 
 � Francisco Morazán leads efforts to maintain the 

federation as it falters. He is now seen as a national hero.
 � Political union began to disintegrate; Honduras 

becomes independent (1838). 

19th Century
 � Political feuds between Liberal and Conservative 

factions fuel civil anarchy. 
 � During the late 1850s, Tennessee soldier of fortune, 

William Walker, takes over Nicaragua for two years; 
captured and executed (in Trujillo) Honduras in 1860.

 � Mining efforts boost transportation infrastructure, 
though eventually fail to produce large revenues.

20th Century-Present
 � U.S.-based fruit companies establish themselves in 

Honduras, principally on the northern coast. By 1930, 
Honduras is the largest banana exporter in the world.

 � 1956 military coup marks the beginning of military 
government control.

 � Large-scale, unregulated migration from El Salvador 
to Honduras, along with Honduran rural peasant 
(campesino) land issues, spark a 4-day war (“The Soccer 
War”) between the two nations in 1969.

 � U.S. military aid and presence supports the Contra’s 
fight against the Sandinistas during the 1980s.

 � Return to civilian rule in 1981, though military influence 
in politics continues; in 1999, the military is placed under 
civilian control. 

 � 2009 military-backed coup deposes President Zelaya as 
his left-leaning policies challenge conservative elite power.

Maya statue in Copán 

The total strength of the Honduran armed forces is 
approximately 15,000. It is comprised of the Army, 
Air Force, and Navy with most personnel serving 
in the Army.  The armed forces’ current mission is 
internal security, with a heavy focus on counter-
narcotics and law enforcement support operations. 

The armed forces also 
has its own network 
of businesses, and 
controls the Merchant 
Marine, immigration 
service, customs, 
seaports, and airports.   The revenues from these 
projects go back into the military.  

All officers in the Honduran armed forces are 
graduates of the National Military Academy, as 
there are no other avenues to become an officer in 
the military. Service in the military is voluntary. 

The Army is comprised of approximately 8,300 
Active Duty soldiers and 2,200 Reserve Soldiers. The 
Army’s primary mission is national defense, but it is 
currently involved in counter-narcotics operations 
and law enforcement to include combating urban 
crime alongside the police.

S e c u r i t y  F o r c e s
The  Air Force is composed 
of approximately 2,300 
Active personnel and 1,200 
Reserve personnel.  It is 
considered to be the best 
equipped and trained air 
force in Central America. 
Its primary mission is to 
defend national airspace. 
Some recent operations 
have included counter-
narcotics operations and 
humanitarian assistance 
missions.

The Navy is comprised of 900 Active and 500 Reserve 
personnel. Due to limited personnel and equipment, 
it acts mainly as a coast guard. The Navy is involved 
in patrols along the northern coast of Honduras and 
is expected to support counter-narcotics efforts in 
this area.  

There are joint DEA-Honduran operations ongoing 
in northeastern Honduras in La Mosquitia. The U.S. 
maintains a troop presence of approximately 500 
personnel at JTF-Bravo. 

G e o g r a p h y

Most Hondurans (or Catrachos) live in the 
mountainous highlands. Villages and cities are 
located in larger valleys of this region. A depression 
between the two main mountain ranges supports 
travel across the isthmus, connecting the Caribbean 
Sea with the Gulf of Fonseca. 
La Mosquitia is a large Caribbean lowlands area 
in the northeast. It is mostly pine savannah and rain 
forest, unpopulated, and inaccessible by road.
The Bay Islands include three major islands 40 
miles off the northern shore. Tourism is popular here.
The Pacific lowland is a small strip of land with 
no deep water ports.

Quechua Family, 
Yungas

N a t i o n a l  C h a l l e n g e s
Honduras has one of the 
highest murder rates in the 
world. Many Hondurans 
have little faith in their 
democratic institutions and 
most are concerned with the 
nation’s security situation. 

Maras (youth gangs) are 
engaged in illicit activities 
such as kidnapping, 
extortion, drug distribution, and human trafficking. 

The most prominent maras in Central America are  
the Barrio 18 (M-18) and Mara Salvatrucha (MS-
13). Both of these gangs have their origins in Los 
Angeles. Salvadorans who fled to the U.S. from their 
nation’s civil war in the 1980s formed the MS-13 in 
L.A. for social support and protection from other 
gangs. New U.S. immigration reforms in the 1990s 
forced Central Americans with criminal records (a 
number being gang members) back to their countries 
of origin, where these maras have since proliferated. 

Mexican drug cartels, such as Los Zetas and the 
Sinaloa cartels, are involved in international drug 
trafficking in Honduras.

Lack of economic opportunity (employment and 
social mobility) and educational resources are 
challenges that face many Hondurans and contribute 
to a high poverty level in the nation.  

Two-thirds of Hondurans live below the poverty line 
(defined as less than U.S. $2 a day); and around one-
fifth of the population lives on less than U.S. $1 a day. 
Rural and indigenous areas experience the highest 
levels of poverty.   

Though primary education is free, many public 
schools (notably in rural areas) are under-resourced.   

Honduras has just over 
an 80% literacy rate; 
illiteracy is highest among 
rural areas.   

Threats and violence 
against journalists, human 
rights defenders, peasant 
activists, and homosexuals 
are of increasing concern.

Frequent hurricanes have 
caused extensive damage.
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The Miskito are found in La Mosquitia and in the 
eastern coastal areas of Nicaragua. Miskito have a 
mix of indigenous, African, and European ancestry 
and speak Miskito, Spanish, and English. With British 
help, the Miskito resisted Spanish authority during the 
colonial period. In the 1980s, the Miskito of Nicaragua 
resisted the Sandinistas.

There is a small population of Ch’orti’ Maya in the 
departments of Copán and Ocotepeque. The Ch’orti’ 
practice subsistence living, community reciprocity, 
and consensus decision-making. The landscape 
contains historic and sacred meaning to them. 

Tolupan, Pech, and Tawahka are other important 
ethnic groups in Honduras but are few in numbers. They 
are found in small communities in northern Honduras. 

90% of Hondurans are 
mestizo (a mix of European 
and indigenous heritages). 
Mestizos tend to ascribe 
to more Hispanicized, or 
Western, cultural patterns 
and lifestyles. 

The Honduran state once promoted an ideology 
that celebrated the mestizo as the major figure who 
symbolized the (mixed Spanish and indigenous) ethnic 
and cultural heritage and character of Honduras, which 
left indigenous and African-descended Hondurans by 
the wayside. Since the 1980s, a number of indigenous 
and Afro-Honduran activist groups have risen to 
negotiate with the government for social resources, 
policies, and official rights to their lands (which many are 
being encroached upon through internal migrations).  

There are a number of  officially-recognized ethnic 
groups in Honduras which make up 7% of the 
population. The largest group is the Lenca, who are 
found primarily in isolated villages in the mountains of 
central and southwestern Honduras. The Lenca practice 
subsistence agriculture and often seek migrant work 
around Honduras.  Lenca often dress in bright clothing.

R e l i g i o n
Honduras has no official state 
religion, and there is a formal 
separation between church and 
state. However, many Hondurans 
are conservative Catholics, which 
tends to influence social and 
political matters, such as strict laws 
against abortion. 

La Virgen de Suyapa is Honduras’ patron saint. 
A small  wooden effigy represents the Virgin and is 
found in the Basilica de Suyapa. Miraculous powers 
have been attributed to the statue. Hondurans and 
many other Central Americans make a  pilgrimage to 
the Basilica for a week-long festival in February. 

Hondurans are fatalistic; an example of this is the 
common phrase Si Dios quiere (God willing) often 
used when making commitments. This mentality is 
also linked to everyday realities, where poverty and a 
lack of opportunities for upward mobility have caused 

many to accept their situation 
as something they cannot 
control. This mitigates the 
effects of hardship and allows 
one to focus on what is positive. 

 � In small groups, greet each individual. 
 � Urban women are usually kissed on the cheek when 

they are greeted; rural women often place a hand on the 
upper arm of the other. 

 � Start conversations by exchanging pleasantries. 
 � Hondurans may tell you what you want to hear 

instead of saying no, or say “God willing” (“si Dios 
quiere”) if they may be unable to follow through with 
a request. This is usually to maintain the personal 
relationship.

 � Punctuality is given less emphasis than personal 
relationships-which tend to trump strict schedules-
though one should be on time for  business functions. 

 � The term “adiós” means “good-bye” in Spanish, 
though when passing strangers on the street it is used 
as a greeting as well.

 � Catcalling is common by men and should be ignored.
 � Campesinos in rural areas may avoid eye contact 

when conversing with those of higher social status.
 � Pointing with the index finger may be considered 

rude; Hondurans often point with their chin or by 
pursing and pointing their lips.

 � Waving the index finger side to side means “no.”

Rapport Building and Negotiation Tips
Rapport is built through understanding, respect, 
and mutual trust.  

 

Understanding a culture will aid greatly  in 
building rapport, and should be done before 
deployment through studies and while in-country 
through observation and speaking with the people.  

Respect is a reciprocal commodity.  It can be built 
with Hondurans through generosity, politeness, and 
honesty. Always use a Honduran’s professional or 
personal title unless instructed otherwise. 

Mutual trust is built over extended periods of time, 
and is necessary for lasting relationships. Building 
personal trust and an understanding of the other is 
necessary before any business will be done.   

A Honduran’s name day honors the saint whom he/
she is named after, and are very important days for 
Hondurans. Each town and city has a patron saint 
that is celebrated annually with a festival. Although 
most Hondurans are Roman Catholic, other forms 
of Christianity, as well as indigenous religions, are 
practiced.

Protestant sects are found in Honduras. The 
Moravian Church is followed by the Miskito people 
and some Garífuna are Methodist. Protestants (or 
evangélicos) are more socially conservative than 
Catholics and frequent church more regularly.  
Some Protestant groups may be very strict with 
social behavior, where drinking alcohol, premarital 
sex, and dancing may not be allowed within their 
communities.    

In the Lenca belief system, 
God, Jesus Christ, and the 
Virgin Mary reside in heaven, 
saints may intercede in cases of 
human suffering, and earthly 
spirits ensure resources that 
sustain the population are 
provided.  

Basilica de Suyapa 

 
The father is the head of the household while 
mothers are responsible for daily family life. In 
rural areas, women may participate in agricultural 
activities and caring for small farm animals. In 
urban areas, gender roles are changing as women 
are becoming more educated and involved in the 
work force, though they are still expected to carry out 
domestic duties. Some traditional customs hold that 
women are not to leave the home unaccompanied by 
a man. Male dominance (machismo) is expected and 
women are to remain submissive. 

The extended family in rural areas is the main support 
system. Family members, 
such as grandparents and 
relatives, live near one 
another, or often times 
in the same household.  
Elders are highly respected. 
It is common for children 
(usually daughters) to care 
for their parents into old age. 
Grandparents often share in 
the responsibilities of child-
rearing when needed.   

The Family/Gender Roles

 � Although not a first language, English is spoken by 
many Honduras, notably in the northern port cities and 
on the Bay Islands. 

 � Hondurans may use “vos” instead of “tú” (for 
“you”) with close friends. The Usted form is used when 
addressing someone you do not know well, or an elder.  

 � Address Hondurans by a title before either their first 
or last name.  “Don/Doña” is one example of a title 
used before a first name to show respect.  Other key 
phrases/titles in Spanish include:

Customs, Gestures, Etiquette, and Language 

Buenos días Good morning

Buenas tardes Good afternoon

Buenas noches Good evening

¿Cómo está? How are you? (Usted form)

Mucho gusto Pleased to meet you

¿Qué tal? How’s it going?

Don/Doña Male (elder)/Female (elder)

Señor/Señora/Señorita Mr./Mrs./Miss

Licenciado College Graduate

Que le vaya bien May it go well with you

Nos vemos See you later

Muchas gracias Thank you very much

Ethnicity and Ethnic Groups

Rapport can also be nurtured through enthusiasm, 
a positive attitude, and respecting a counterpart’s 
age, rank, status, and experience. Assessing your 
perceptions and those of others will also enable 
effective communication and rapport-building.
Negotiations tend to be more drawn out than what 
is customary in the U.S. Final decisions will usually 
be made by the highest official. Verbal agreements 
will often carry as much weight as written contracts.
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Statue of Jesus Christ

2% of Hondurans are 
African-descended, 
which includes the 
Garífuna and Black 
Creole population. 

The Garífuna stretch 
from Nicaragua to 
Belize along the Caribbean coast, as well as have 
communities in the U.S.  They are of West African and 
Carib Indian descent and speak their own language. 
Garífuna religious practices reflect a mixture of African, 
indigenous, and Catholic belief systems. A popular 
dance style of the Garífuna is punta.  Black Creoles 
are English-speaking descendents of freed slaves who 
came from the Cayman to the Bay Islands in the 1830s.  

Honduras also has a large Arab population, and nearly all 
are Christian Palestinians. Other Arab populations  
in Honduras include Lebanese, Syrians, and Egyptians. 
Since arriving in large numbers in the early 1900s, 
Palestinians have become successful in business and 
more recently in politics. San Pedro Sula has a large Arab 
population. Arabs, regardless of their ethnicity, are often 
referred to as Turcos by other Hondurans and some have 
been subjected to discrimination.  

Honduran Garífuna in New York
U.S. officer delivers food to a 
Honduran mountain village
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Miskito family in La Mosquitia


