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Chanting “They fear us because we are not afraid,” 
Hondurans of all walks of life, colors, shapes, and 

sizes, including workers, students, housewives, teachers, 
feminists, lesbians, gays, transgendered people, Garifuna, 
Lencas, Tolupanes, campesinos, came together in the sum-
mer of 2009 to oppose the coup d’état.1 They established 
the National Front Against the Coup d’État in Honduras—
renamed the National Front of Popular Resistance (FNRP) 
after the November 29 elections—a large, broad-based 
coalition with a presence throughout the country’s regions. 
The resistance, as it is popularly known, is the result of a 
dynamic, inter-generational convergence between “new” 
and “old” social movements: Newer groups that push for 
the inclusion of marginalized people, including women, 
youth, indigenous peoples, Afro-Hondurans, and LGBT 
people, have joined the resistance, building strong links 
with older, more traditional unions and campesino orga-
nizations that focus on material needs and have a larger 
working-class membership.

The leadership of the FNRP (contraelgolpedeestadohn 
.blogspot.com) was initially led by traditional-sector men. 
But groups like the Garifuna Black Fraternal Organization 
of Honduras (OFRANEH) and indigenous Lenca-led Civic 
Council of Popular and Indigenous Organizations of Hon-
duras (COPINH), along with feminist and LGBT groups, 
joined the leadership—representing a radical step toward 
moving people on the margins to the center. In the past, 
the “new” movements have not always been natural al-
lies of the traditional sectors of labor and other male- and 
mestizo- led groups. Yet the traditional social movements 

passed down the mobilizational tools and vision of what a 
just society should look like to younger leaders and activ-
ists, and they were indispensable in creating and defining 
the spaces for protest. On the other hand, without the new-
er social movements, the more traditional sectors would 
not be questioned and forced to reassess their strategies. 
The golpistas have unwittingly created an opportune mo-
ment for popular sectors to consolidate a powerful oppo-
sitional movement.  

The presence of women at all levels of the resistance 
is profound and unmistakable. Early on, women lead-
ers founded Feminists in Resistance, a national coalition 
whose members include representatives from all the wom-
en’s groups in the country as well as from non-women-
identified groups. In its first communiqué, the group made 
clear its intervention within the mostly male-led resistance 
leadership, but it also reflected a commitment to create 
a united front, bringing together many organizations that 
had never collaborated before.2 Feminists in Resistance 
demanded and earned a place for women as leaders, not 
just as workers and protesters, and the traditional move-
ments recognized they could not do without them.3 

During the coup, Honduran LGBT groups like the Arco 
Iris, Asociación Kukulcan, Red Lésbica Cattrachas, Colec-
tivo Violeta, and Comunidad Gay Sampedrana, quite visibly 
joined the resistance. This certainly sets off the movement 
as unique in Honduran history, challenging the more tra-
ditional movements to consider and incorporate people of 
non-normative sexualities within a framework built around 
defending constitutionality and human rights. To this day 
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resistance faced serious consequences. And as November 
approached, the drama in the schools had the potential 
to take its ugliest turn yet. As the pro-Zelaya teachers’ 
unions insisted they would keep schools open and dis-
rupt elections unless Zelaya was restored to power, the 
specter of violence emerged.

Constitutionally placed under the Supreme Electoral 
Tribunal for the month before the elections, the military 
openly expressed its willingness to confront the teachers 
and any other election boycotters with the full weight of 
the law (voting is obligatory in Honduras). These were 
ominous words from the armed forces—having already 
committed widespread human rights abuses in the pre-
ceding months, they continued to threaten civilians while 
presenting themselves as the ultimate defenders of de-
mocracy. These threats only strengthened the teachers’ 

claims to be defending Honduran democracy against a 
repressive regime.

T he honduran teachers’ position against the coup is 
consistent with the historical role of Latin Ameri-
can unions, which have been at the forefront of 

struggles for citizenship rights and democracy in the re-
gion. Five of the country’s six teachers’ unions became 
central players in the resistance, using a combination of 
weapons that other groups lack: significant disruptive ca-
pacity, tens of thousands of members, a national network, 
and financial resources. The resistance would have folded 
without the unions’ resources, according to several Hon-
duran education experts.

 “The teachers have sustained this movement,” said 
Alejandro Ventura, former president of the one teacher’s 
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they have been the most vocal human rights defenders 
against national police and military. While most of these 
organized sectors exist in the major cities, Tegucigalpa, 
San Pedro Sula, La Ceiba, the work of HIV prevention has 
spread throughout the nation via other partner organiza-
tions such as women’s groups, campesino groups, and 
women’s projects within labor unions.4

The resistance has also been notable for its inclusion 
of Honduran ethno-racial minorities. The role of Garifuna 
people in the resistance has been bold. These histori-
cally marginalized coastal communities, often seen as a 
thorn in the side of developers near the country’s north-
ern beaches, have also found a place in the leadership of 
the FNRP. So too have the Lenca community of indigenous 
campesinos, representing the interior regions of Intibucá, 
La Paz, Lempira, Valle, and Santa Bárbara. In both cases, 
their organizations descend from various older move-
ments and larger federations focused on land rights and 
have a history of collaborating with labor federations, 
particularly in opposition to the Central American Free 
Trade Agreement.

Another powerful sector within the resistance is com-
posed of marginalized, working-poor urban neighbor-
hoods and rural villages, which have organized resistance 
committees throughout the country.5 Formations of small 
fronts in towns or neighborhoods acted in local ways to 
protest the de facto government. For example, community 
members defied the government-imposed curfew from 9 
p.m. to 6 a.m., marching outside in the pitch darkness with 
banners displaying the name of their town or neighbor-

hood together with the words “en resistencia.” Yelling and 
banging pots and pans, they photographed themselves 
and later uploaded and e-mailed them worldwide. These 
acts, called la buyaranga (the noise-making), made it clear 
to all Hondurans that the silence was broken.  

These developments indicate that Honduras is enter-
ing a new period of organizing, marked by a realignment 
of national left and progressive movements and an open-
ness to previously marginalized sectors and communities. 
Political differences continue to exist and will exist, and 
all of these organizations and their memberships are in 
constant flux, redefining each other as the resistance ma-
tures into a long-term effort. Like most of the international 
community, the FNRP refused to recognize the elections 
in November and views the new administration of Porfirio 
Lobo as a continuation of the coup government of Roberto 
Micheletti. One of the movement’s clearest and most re-
sounding demands has been the convening of a constitu-
ent assembly to redraft the ironclad Cold War constitution 
of 1982. The FNRP hopes to institutionally include margin-
alized sectors in the government through the legal means 
of reestablishing the constitution. Resistance activists see 
this as the ultimate end of an irreversible process of awak-
ening Hondurans to their national reality.

Suyapa G. Portillo Villeda is a Ph.D. candidate at Cornell 
University’s history department and is a visiting fellow at 
Pomona College. A native of Honduras, she is writing a dis-
sertation on the Honduran banana strike of 1954.

union (PRICPHMA) that has not participated in the resis-
tance and current minister of education under President 
Porfirio Lobo. Ventura suggested, as many of the anti-
coup teachers’ opponents have argued, that the unions 
were bankrolling and supporting the resistance move-
ment, which otherwise would not have existed. Sánchez 
denied that COLPROSUMAH had spent much money 
supporting the resistance, but he acknowledged that his 
and the other unions were “a determining social sector in 
this struggle.” 

The teachers’ unions, known as colegios magisteriales, 
are technically professional associations but act as de 
facto unions. They were established by the 1962 Law 
of Obligatory Professional Association, which mandated 
that all teachers belong to a colegio, lending strength to 
the unions by providing a steady stream of members and 

dues.7 But the measure remains controversial because 
Honduran law does not permit other unions to require 
participation. Thus, the legislation allowed the colegios to 
exploit a legal loophole, according to Napoleón Morazán, 
a founding member and former leading member of COL-
PROSUMAH.

Teachers in Honduras have gained considerable politi-
cal and economic strength in the last 15 years. Their efforts 
in recent years have focused on defending the Teachers’ 
Statute (passed in 1997), which promised them sched-
uled pay increases and benefits. In the 1990s the unions 
united under the Honduran Federation of Teaching Or-
ganizations (FOMH) to pressure then president Roberto 
Reina (1994–98) to sign the statute, to push President 
Carlos Flores (1998–2002) to implement it, then to force 
President Ricardo Maduro (2002–06) to accept its provi-
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