
 

When bananas ruled the world 

It may seem hard to believe that the banana business could be as nefarious as the oil 

business. But to our banana chroniclers, it may have been worse. The banana men 

managed to be at once ferociously exploitative, while cultivating a beloved image with 

their customers, pioneering public relations and marketing practices still in use today.  

"Nobody has ever loved the oil companies," says Koeppel. "Everyone has needed them, 

and they have a bloody history, but no one has ever said, 'Gee whiz! Those guys at Shell 

have such a cute little jingle.'" But when it comes to bananas, the 1944 Chiquita song is 

arguably the best-known jingle ever: "I'm Chiquita banana and I've come to say…"  

But the banana men's mastery of spin didn't stop at catchy jingles. In the 1950s, 

President Jacobo Arbenz of Guatemala tried to force United Fruit to sell its fallow land 

back to the government. The president planned to redistribute it to landless peasants. 

To incensed banana leaders, this was an act of sovereign defiance.  

One United Fruit P.R. man wrote a "report," which he sent to 800 influential 

conservative Americans, sounding the alarm about communism gaining a foothold in 

Latin America via Guatemala. The company employed no lesser force than the father 

of public relations himself, Edward Bernays. Promptly, Bernays flew journalists to 

Guatemala on luxury "fact-finding" missions, which resulted in dozens of articles 

published in Time, Newsweek, the San Francisco Chronicle and the New York Times, 

portraying the Guatemalan leader as a dangerous threat.  

Bernays called the stories 

"masterpieces of objective 

reporting," and went so far as to 

suggest that somewhere behind the 

Iron Curtain, Russia was training 

revolutionaries to take over Latin 

America. In case anyone missed the 

point, United Fruit's P.R. team put 

out a movie titled, "Why the 

Kremlin Hates Bananas." It wasn't 

long before the Guatemalan 

president, who had dared to defy 

United Fruit, was ousted with the 
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help of the CIA. He ended up 

stripped down to his underwear, paraded before the press in the airport, and sent into 

exile, never to return again.  

Today's banana companies don't have anywhere near the power 

in Central America that they once did. That's in part because 

they don't have to. They've discovered the joy of outsourcing. 

After all, why deal with those pesky labor problems when you 

can have local producers assume all the inherent risks of 

growing an agricultural commodity?  

What the banana men figured out, Chapman explains, is that 

"we don't have to own the land, we can give it to the local guy 

who wants to run his own plantation. We still have our railway, 

shipping line and sophisticated access to marketing. We don't 

have to be involved at the ground level with all the expense and 

aggravation, and all the headaches that go with it." Chiquita is 

now mostly a distribution and marketing concern.  

But the legacy of their bad old days lives on. You can't blame United Fruit for 

everything that's wrong in Central American politics, says Chapman. Yet in many 

cases, by propping up weak governments, it helped create a power vacuum that's been 

filled by right-wing death squads and left-wing guerrillas. In Guatemala's decades-long 

civil war, more than 200,000 people have died. When some moderate leaders have 

advocated for a civilian government, they've been summarily executed. "I was with one 

such leader myself," says Chapman.  

Even today, the taint of international scandal dogs the bananas in our supermarkets. 

In 2002, Human Rights Watch documented banana workers in Ecuador suffering 

"widespread human rights abuses," including use of child laborers as young as 8 years 

old, and workers being fired for trying to organize. In 2007, Chiquita was fined $25 

million by the U.S. Department of Justice for making payments to "terrorist 

organizations" in Colombia.  

Both books 

also peel 

back the 

environmental fallout of bananas. 

The authors suggest that the 

commonplace banana we eat today, a cultivar called the Cavendish, will likely become 

the next victim of the same Panama disease that drove its predecessor, the once 

ubiquitous Gros Michel cultivar, to commercial extinction.  

The race is on to build a better banana that can stand up to Panama disease and 
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shipping, ripen at the right rate once picked for the grocery store customer, and still be 

cheaper than that locally grown apple or pear. In a few decades, we could be eating 

cornflakes topped with an entirely different variety of banana, a notion that's certainly 

more comforting than the idea that we might have to give up this cheap, potassium-

rich comfort food altogether.  

In the meantime, the mass production of bananas for the world marketplace threatens 

the local varieties that millions of people around the globe depend on to keep 

starvation at bay. "It's a lot like AIDS, which is believed to have spread through Africa 

along newly built highways," says Koeppel. "As more and more commercial plantations 

are being built in Africa, the chances of cross-contamination increase. We are creating 

the possible disease vector."  

Scientists are trying to create a more disease-resistant banana through cultivation and 

genetic engineering. But it's not easy. The banana, which is a giant berry plucked from 

the world's largest herb, is seedless, sexless and sterile. Because banana offspring are 

genetically identical to their parents, it makes them all the more vulnerable to disease.  

Ultimately, banana fan Koeppel says he hopes learning more about bananas won't 

cause readers to turn away from them. "What I don't want people to think is, 'Oh my 

gosh, I should never eat a banana.' I just want people to think about this universal fruit 

in a real way."  
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