
 

No. 5 | 2014 
 

 
Katharina Obuch  

 
 

Report: Gender and Civil Society in Nicaragua 



 
 

 

Zitiervorschlag: 

Obuch, Katharina 2014: Report: Gender and Civil Society in Nicaragua. Zentrum für Europäische Ge-
schlechterstudien (ZEUGS) – Working Paper No. 5|2014.  

URN: urn:nbn:de:hbz:6-32319533230 

Münster, September 2014 

 

Download im Internet unter:  

http://www.uni-muenster.de/ZEUGS/publikationen/workingpapers/index.html 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Herausgeber, Redaktion und Layout: 

Zentrum für Europäische Geschlechterstudien 
c/o Prof.'in Dr. Gabriele Wilde  
Institut für Politikwissenschaft 
Scharnhorststr. 100 |48151 Münster 
zeugs@uni-muenster.de 
Fax: +49 251 83-25131 



   Working Paper No. 5|2014  
 
 

 
Report: Gender and Civil Society in Nicaragua 

 
Katharina Obuch  

 
 
1. Introduction 

Two sensitive, highly controversial issues arise in the discourse about gender and civil society in 

Nicaragua: Not only is the political context difficult, negatively affecting civic action through the 

restriction of public space and civil liberties (i.e., Nicaragua has less than three decades of formal 

democratic experience and has experienced contentious autocratic setbacks since 2007), but it 

also belongs to a region (Central America) notorious for its macho, patriarchal societies, which 

give rise to gender-related inequality and violence.  

These autocratic structures have had adverse effects on gender relations and the role of women 

in Nicaraguan society, directly influencing their integration, standing, degree of participation and 

access to public positions as well as their image in public discourse, hindering their integration 

into civil society – a potential sphere of self-organization, participation and democratic change. 

The following report is based on interviews conducted with civil society experts and women’s 

organization leaders in Nicaragua in the summer of 2013. A literature review focusing on recent 

studies on women and civil society in Nicaragua was also used to collect additional information. 

The report starts with an overview of Nicaragua’s democratic development and present political 

regime (2.). The main part consists of an introduction to the specific situation and status of 

women in Nicaraguan society in view of cultural and historical legacies and their participation in 

society and public discourse (3.). The report is completed by an analysis of the Nicaraguan 

women’s movement – its evolution, status quo and current challenges (4.). The conclusion sums 

up the findings on the interdependency of political regime structures and gender relations in 

Nicaragua and the current status of the Nicaraguan women’s movement (5.). 

 

2. Brief overview of history and present political situation  

After a widespread popular movement brought down the forty-year-long family dynasty of 

dictator Somoza in 1979, the Sandinista Revolution under Daniel Ortega’s rule began to shape 

Nicaraguan politics during the 1980s. When the Sandinistas lost power in the 1990 elections, 

following civil war and economic disaster, the country was ruled by neoliberal governments. 

During this time the institutionalization of democracy was carried forward by means of 

constitutional reforms, the formation of political parties and democratic elections. Nonetheless, 

poverty and social inequality increased while corruption, quarrels and pacts among the political 
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elite further contributed to the discontent of the population (for an overview of Nicaragua’s 

recent history see Reiber 2009, Schobel / Elsemann 2008, Walker 2011).  

In the 2006 elections Ortega, former revolutionist and leader of the Sandinista party FSLN, took 

advantage of the disunity of the political right, the general discontent and mistrust among the 

population and changes in the electoral law. His return to power was based on many peoples’ 

hopes for a resurgence of the former revolutionary spirit. His presidency (reelection in 2011) is 

characterized by ambiguous developments: positive innovations and improvements in regard to 

social justice and equality have been accompanied by setbacks concerning democratic 

governance and the rule of law (Schnipkoweit / Schützhofer 2008: 6). While social programs like 

“Hambre Cero” (zero hunger) and Ortega’s self-presentation as president of the poor eventually 

succeeded in addressing large parts of the population living on less than $2 per day, who were 

disregarded and impoverished during former governments, there was also electoral fraud 

(including illegal reelection in 2011), the suspended balance of power in favor of a superior 

executive branch and the questionable coalescence of state institutions with party structures. 

Indeed, his “government of reconciliation and national unity” has led to increasing political 

polarization including critical voices accusing Ortega of leading the country back to dictatorship: 

“Somoza (former dictator) ruled with 80% repression and 20% corruption, today its vice versa” (El 

Confidencial 07/01/2013).  

From a democratization studies’ perspective, Nicaragua’s present political status resembles that 

of many former “third wave” (Huntington 1991) states. Not only is it almost completely lacking 

previous democratic experience, but the democratic system has failed, since 1979, to reduce the 

high level of socioeconomic inequality. Furthermore, the regime’s character is ambiguous: Formal 

democratic institutions are accompanied by deficits regarding the rule of law, civic rights and 

political liberties – placing Nicaragua among what is termed “hybrid” regimes (for an overview of 

the discussion see Diamond 2002, Karl 1995, Morlino 2009). 

 

3. Situation of Nicaraguan women  

The life and specific roles of Nicaraguan women in society today are best illustrated by a 

consideration of the following issues: the traditional, historical and cultural legacies that affect 

women’s everyday life, their disputable degree of participation in politics and society as a whole 

and the present government’s attitude towards gender relations.  
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3.1. Historical and cultural legacies 

According to one women’s activist, Nicaraguan society is deeply marked by machismo, 

paternalistic structures (int. 1), and the traditional “caudillismo” – in the sense of dominant, 

nondemocratic and male leadership – still shapes the country’s political culture. In public opinion 

women are still bound to their traditional roles as mothers and child-rearers, while men are seen 

as heads of family and bread-winners, although such assumptions run counter to social reality. In 

Nicaragua one third of all women raise their children as single parents; the causes are economical, 

such as the high number of men who migrate for work-related reasons, as well as behavioral, as 

many Nicaraguan men do not take responsibility for their children. Moreover, current surveys 

reveal that women, who have traditionally managed the household, suffer from food insecurity 

far more than men, probably due to their traditional economic dependency (Booth / Seligson 

2012: 2019ff). 

Nicaraguan women suffer most from the country’s widespread poverty (according to the World 

Factbook 2013, almost half of all Nicaraguans live below poverty line), social inequality and lack of 

education. Socioeconomic reasons and the complete absence of family planning (and 

contraceptives) still risk constraining a woman’s right to a self-determined life: high pregnancy 

rates (i.e., nearly 30% of all women between the ages of 15 and 19 are already mothers), a lack of 

qualitative medical attention, adequate nutrition, and social insurance for mothers and children 

(CENIDH 2013: 116).  

These conservative traits of Nicaraguan society are reinforced by the power of the (catholic) 

church (a majority of the population state that they are devout believers). Nicaraguan clerics and 

church leaders stand out for their unprogressive agenda, which is illustrated by their successful 

commitment to the prohibition and penalization of “therapeutic”1 abortion in 2006 and their 

opposition to the new law no. 779 (Law against Violence against Women) (int. 7). 

What is more, many Nicaraguan women are victims of violence. Central America is known as a 

region with high rates of violence against women, recently gaining notoriety for its high number 

of femicides (see Bruneau et al 2011, Prieto-Carrón et al 2007). Although Nicaragua seems to be 

one of the less affected countries when compared to its northern neighbors, violence against 

women in the form of murder, sexual abuse or domestic violence remains a major problem. 

According to the World Health Organization, more than two thirds of all women between the ages 

of 15 and 49 reported that they suffered physical or sexual violence at least once (The Nicaragua 

Dispatch 2012). According to the Latin American survey LAPOP, 78% of all registered aggressions 

1 “Therapeutic abortion” allows terminating a pregnancy if the health of the mother is in danger 
(Booth / Seligson 2012: 234). 
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take place in the home, making it the most dangerous place for Nicaraguan women (CENIDH 

2013: 113). Meanwhile the quantity of unsolved cases including femicides reflects a climate of 

insecurity, mistrust and especially impunity (CENIDH 2013: 114). Also disturbing is the fact that 

this climate is reproduced by many of the women themselves, as there is a widespread tendency 

to simply typify male aggression as mere “faltas” (mistakes, failures). This is illustrated by surveys 

in which 70% of women reporting violence say it occurred at home but tend not to consider it as a 

crime (Booth / Seligson 2012: 229). 

 

3.2. Participation 

Nicaraguan women’s participation in society and the political sphere is highly affected by their 

specific role as self-reliant mothers, primary caretakers of the family and childrearing. In 

Nicaragua, women are only slightly less politically active than men, but their engagement is 

mostly concentrated on church and school-related groups (Booth / Seligson 2012: 244ff). While 

the organization of women is high at the community level, they have difficulties attaining official 

positions within political parties or becoming leaders of mixed organizations (int. 1). By contrast 

there is a strong women’s movement (see chapter 4.) and 7,6% of all women declare being active 

in a women’s organization (Booth / Seligson 2012: 247). But socio-economic vulnerability affects 

women’s ability to participate and get involved outside of the home: women tend to be less 

informed, more distrustful and less self-confident – features which do not facilitate political 

participation and civic engagement (Booth / Seligson 2012: 251). 

Referencing the existence of different political cultures for men and women in Nicaragua, one 

Nicaraguan political sociologist emphasized how women in his country face unique obstacles 

when trying to become politically active. For instance, when spontaneously asked to participate in 

a communal meeting, women raised many more objections than their male counterparts: They 

worried about their personal security (“How will I get there and get home later?”); their 

reputation (“What will others think of me coming home alone at night?”) and neglecting their 

family (“Who will take care of the family while I am away?”) (int. 2). 

These obstacles coincide with the claim by one women’s activist that Nicaraguan women have to 

“triplicate their power and energy” if they want to participate in civil society (int. 5). Besides the 

growing number of women in remunerated work, they are traditionally in charge of the 

household and children and have little time left for engagement outside their homes; 

participation in civil society would most likely cost them the little time that they otherwise would 

have for themselves or for recreation (int. 5). On the other hand, such female capacities (e.g., 
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solving family problems, taking responsibility and self-empowerment) are often cited as major 

sources for the success and strength of the women’s movement (int. 4).  

When it comes to the participation of women in the political sphere, Nicaragua shows an 

ambiguous picture once again. This ambiguity is expressed in the discussion about the country’s 

ex-president Violeta Chamorro (1990 - 96). On the one hand, the former experience of a female 

president translates into a generally positive view of women as political leaders (Booth / Seligson 

2012: 234). But on the other, Chamorro’s election campaign, where she reduced herself to her 

wifely role to the former revolutionist Pedro Joaquin Chamorro and promoted her image as a 

“wife, widow and mother” (Kampwirth 2006: 78), reflects a traditionalist, rather unprogressive 

thinking. 

This ambiguity is also expressed in the current government, which prides itself on the promotion 

of women; for instance, it introduced gender quotas (now half of the country’s mayors are 

women) (CENIDH 2013: 120), leading to an increased percentage of women representatives. 

Nonetheless, as we will see in the next chapter, there are widespread allegations that in practice 

these achievements are undermined by vertical power structures and the factual subordination of 

women. 

 

3.3. The government’s discourse 

As seen in the previous chapters, the tenuous role of women in Nicaraguan society can be traced 

back to their traditional and socio-economic legacies. But it is also reflected in the present 

government’s discourse and attitude towards women and gender relations.  

On the one hand, since the governing party FSLN’s electoral victory in 2006, the official 

revolutionary discourse on the role and importance of women in Nicaraguan society has been 

revived. Correspondingly, social programs such as “hambre zero” and “usura zero” were designed 

to benefit women, especially those from poor and rural areas (Kampwirth 2011: 15f). And 

partisans are quick to emphasize the government’s progressiveness, citing the introduction of 

gender quotas and the high share of FSLN women delegates in parliament and ministries 

(Kampwirth 2011: 19); the outstanding role of Nicaragua’s first lady, Rosario Murillo, is also 

underlined, who is sometimes said to hold even more power, unofficially, than president Ortega 

himself (int. 10).  

On the other hand, critics accuse the present government of actually retaining the same 

ambiguous attitude that was expressed towards women during the revolution and hiding its real 

interests behind official rates and quotas: “Although officially it seems as if there is equal 

participation, in the decision-making process women keep their role of subordination to the 
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orders of the party” (int. 1). The truth of such accusations is demonstrated in the rash decision by 

Sandinista delegates to sacrifice women’s rights for party interests in the face of upcoming 

elections in 2006; it is also demonstrated in the pact the Sandinistas made with the Catholic 

Church, which supported the prohibition of therapeutic abortion against the tremendous 

mobilizations and resistance of women’s activists (CENIDH 2013: 118).  

Critics see the government’s true colors in its traditionalist discourse on the mother’s role and 

sexual or reproduction rights. This is especially reflected in the esoteric discourse of Rosario 

Murillo, who sends out daily messages to the people that demonize feminism and feminist 

activists as agents of an imperialist power (Oettler 2010: 56f) and praise the protection of 

women’s traditional roles and responsibilities as mothers and devoted wives. 

There is even harsher controversy surrounding president Ortega himself, who was accused of 

sexual assault and rape by his stepdaughter Zoilamérica in 1998 and has successfully managed to 

avoid prosecution and punishment ever since. The incident has turned into a delicate issue for all 

those who have been trying to fight against gender-related violence and misogyny within 

Nicaraguan society, and it has also become a point of departure for the final break of a huge part 

of the women’s movement with the Sandinista party.  

The conflicts between the official discourse and practical reality (CENIDH 2013: 110) have been 

demonstrated on several occasions. Recently, for example, the long-awaited law no. 779, which, 

theoretically, constitutes an improvement of women’s rights, has remained without adequate 

budget, been criticized for its lack of or delay in implementation (CENIDH 2013: 112) and suffered 

several attempts by Sandinista delegates to revoke important aspects of it.  

In the following, a women’s activist summarizes the difficulty resulting from the government’s 

unprogressive discourse and ambiguous attitude: 

“If still the President, the first lady, the minister of education, so to say top level 
decision-makers, keep sending out the message that everything happens by the will of 
God, that men are the heads of family, that the cohesion/unity of a family is most 
important no matter the cost, that you do not wash your dirty laundry in public […] – 
these messages resound in the media, in the schools, in the hospitals … so that we are 
talking to a brick wall” (int. 5). 

 

4. The Nicaraguan women’s movement 

The precarious situation of women in Nicaraguan society was described in the previous chapter, 

namely their socio-economic problems and traditional habits and beliefs that keep them in 

subordination to men. Furthermore, it was highlighted how the current government, despite its 

official support of women and gender quotas, is actually doing more to strengthen traditional 

roles and discrimination than to promote gender equality. On the whole it seems as if the hybrid 
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regime structures, combining formal democracy with autocratic practice, are being reproduced 

within the current gender order.  

The next chapter sketches the Nicaraguan women’s movement as an important actor in civil 

society; despite all obstacles, this part of the public sphere has traditionally been a a place where 

women could actively participate. 

 

4.1. Evolution and status quo 

The evolution of the Nicaraguan women’s movement has been closely linked to the development 

of civil society in Nicaragua in general, as women’s organizations are often seen as vanguards of 

civic agency and moral authority (int. 8). 

The formation of civil society in Nicaragua can be traced back to indigenous communities in the 

19th century, and it took a further step at the beginning of the 20th century with the 

development of the first labor unions and mutual savings and assistance organizations (Serra 

Vázquez 2011: 24). But because all kinds of autonomous civic organizations were suppressed, if 

not eradicated, under the 40-year-dictatorship of the Somoza family, the Sandinista Revolution 

can be seen as the birth of modern civil society in Nicaragua; it was a diverse resistance 

movement, fighting against dictatorship and the development of organizational structures during 

the 1980s.  

Though the first feminist ideas and writings can already be found in the 1930s, the real 

development of an organized women’s movement took place in conjunction with the broader 

civic movement against the Somoza dictatorship in the 1970s (Cuadra / Jiménez 2011: 12f). While 

the enduring dynasty provoked resistance within diverse parts of the population, from peasants 

to workers and students, women were also provoked by the increasing costs of living and the 

imminent political persecution of their sons and husbands (int. 4). Women eventually became an 

essential part of the movement, which finally overthrew Somoza in 1979, and they continued to 

play a major role in the following revolution. According to several sources, up to an estimated 

30% of all Sandinista combatants were women (Kampwirth 2011:4), while others served as 

volunteers in health brigades or the national alphabetization campaign (Hamlin / Quirós 2013: 6). 

Interestingly the Sandinista’s mass organization of the population is historically seen as a starting 

point for the development of Nicaraguan civil society and feminist organizing (Int. 5, Kampwirth 

2006: 76) – without which feminism wouldn’t have evolved the way it did in Nicaragua 

(Kampwirth 2011: 4). Organization happened within all parts of the population – women under 

Sandinista rule were organized in mass organizations or worked as secretaries within various 
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labor unions (int. 5). These fostered popular participation but were restricted by their vertical 

style and the requested loyalty to the governing party (Borchgrevink 2006: 7f).  

Nonetheless, the opposing views of the government and critical women’s activists concerning 

gender relations soon became obvious. The different expectations not only led to a struggle 

between the emerging women’s movement and the Sandinista government but set the 

foundation for the increasing division within the women’s movement itself – into a moderate, 

rather party loyal wing and a new feminist opposition (Kampwirth 2011: 5ff). While the 

government’s priority was to win the ongoing civil war against the US-financed contra-

revolutionists and to provide and care for the soldiers, women had different priorities. Among 

these, they did not want to put aside their interest in improving healthcare for Nicaraguan 

females or abandon their fight for the legal right to decide whether or not to have an abortion 

(int. 3). The conservative male view on the issue represented by many of the governing elite, 

namely that the revolutionary task of women was to give birth to new revolutionists to restore 

the deaths caused by the war, naturally conflicted with the ideas of many women’s activists 

(Hamlin / Quirós 2011: 8). Generally, the women’s desire to put the revolution’s objectives of 

equality and liberation into use in their own homes and the sphere of gender relations and to 

receive recognition for their contribution to the revolution was met with harsh disapproval by 

their male party colleagues (int. 3). 

The fate of the famous organization AMNLAE provides an illustrative example of the development 

of the women’s movement during the 1980s.2 Founded during the fight against Somoza in the 

1970s, AMNLAE became by far the strongest women’s organization in the 1980s, playing a key 

role in “challenging traditional authority” (Kampwirth 2006: 76) and representing women’s 

interests in the revolution. Nevertheless, as the revolution pressed on, the party loyalty of its 

members began to impede its “ability to challenge gender inequality” (Kampwirth 2006: 76, 

Kampwirth 2011: 8). The organization’s uncritical support of the Sandinista government’s agenda 

for women, which empowered them to fill the work and space left by the men who had gone to 

war (int. 4), and their concentration on service provision led to harsh discussions within the 

movement. Members eventually split off and formed new movements / critical groups that 

refused to postpone their interests in favor of the supposed superior interests of the revolution 

(int. 3). 

The Sandinista party was voted out in the 1990 elections, bringing about new challenges and 

opportunities for the entire civil society sector and not least the women’s movement. A “boom” 

in terms of the number and diversity of organizations took place as a result for many reasons. 

2 Asociación de Mujeres Luisa Amada Espinoza 
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First, the end of the civil war and the further development of democratic structures promoted the 

freedom of public space and guaranteed liberties conducive to civic action. Second, the emerging 

civil society sector fulfilled the need of former government employees to find new jobs for 

themselves. Third, there was a wave of international solidarity, which – in an era of a worldwide 

increase and irrevocable belief in NGOs – was reflected in financial aid specifically directed 

towards the construction of civil society (int. 6). 

But challenges were inevitable; the loss of the former Sandinista party structures made it 

necessity for all organizations, even those acting with party loyalty, to redefine themselves and 

seek autonomization. This process reached its peak in 1998 with the accusations of Ortega’s 

stepdaughter Zoilamérica. In 2006 the prohibition of therapeutic abortion demonstrated the 

FSLN’s renunciation of the women’s support (Kampwirth 2011, 11f), thus sealing the autonomy of 

the women’s movement and its  critical position towards traditional party colleagues and FSLN 

politics.  

The Nicaraguan women’s movement is still an important actor in Nicaraguan civil society (int. 5). 

In opposition to the other present-day, short-lived projects and initiatives in the public sphere, 

the women’s movement finds strength in its historical fight and persistence, its ability to fight in 

all kinds of political contexts (int. 1), and its international networks, exchange and support (int. 3). 

The movement is characterized by its diversity in terms of organizational form (e.g., from 

movement to NGO), specific working areas (e.g., health, education, rights) and target groups (e.g., 

indigenous women, rural women, sexually abused women, lesbians, etc.). But most of its 

controversy surrounds its working instruments (e.g., from service provision and practical 

assistance to political lobbying) and class (academia versus working class / housewifes) (int. 3).  

Despite their diversity the different groups are organized into several thematic networks such as 

the Autonomous Women’s Movement (MAM), which concentrates on political issues, the 

Women’s Network against Violence (RMCV), known for its service provision and assistance, and 

the Feminist Movement.3 

 

4.2. Current challenges  

Despite its strength, the Nicaraguan women’s movement faces a variety of challenges related to 

the present difficult political context. The most striking issues are considered in this chapter: the 

3 For a more detailed overview of the evolution of the Nicaraguan women’s movement and feminism 
in Nicaragua see also Collinson / Broadbent 1990, Isbester 2001, Kampwirth 2004, Luciak 2001, 
Randall 1982, 1994, Santamaría 2005. For a summary of the development of Nicaraguan civil society 
in general see García Palacios 2010, Serra Vázquez 2007, 2011. 
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women’s fierce relations with the present government, their dependency on international 

cooperation and the movement’s internal fragmentation or disunity. 

 

 4.2.1. Civil society and state relations  

Since the present government returned to power in 2007 it has sought to close or control public 

space, render impossible the exertion of influence and deny all kinds of dialogue with civil society 

(int. 3). Especially affected have been the self-appointed, “autonomous” groups, or those who 

have gained independence from party structures and express a critical attitude towards the 

government. The government reverted to a set of different strategies to achieve its aims: from 

direct repression and cooptation to the creation of a new party loyal participation system at the 

local level.  

In order to legitimize its course of action, the government has taken up a common discourse quite 

popular among autocratic leaders which demonizes civil society and especially NGOs as targets of 

outside interference and agents of imperialist powers trying to take control of the country (int. 8). 

While some former party loyal organizations such as AMNLAE seem to have been rapidly re-

coopted with the return to power of the FSLN (int. 3), the autonomous women’s movement has 

become the most explicit critic of the Ortega government (Oettler 2010: 58). At the same time 

these critical women’s groups have become major targets of accusations and repression even 

within the broader civil society sector, demonized as “agents of imperialism” or “incarnation of 

the evil” (Oettler 2010: 52).  

When asked about their experiences concerning governmental repression, women’s activists 

report attempts at intimidation, e.g., threatening phone calls, prosecution, criminalization and 

house searches as well as accusations of being “abortistas”, facilitating abortion (Hamlin / Quirós 

2011: 17f) and money laundry. Even more threatening are, in the words of the women’s activists, 

the “suffocation” attempts, which consist of administrative barriers and the harassment of 

organizations and individual feminist leaders (int. 1). Opponents attempt to reduce the 

movement’s resources by pressuring international donors and cooperation partners (int. 1). As a 

result, they not only exacerbate the general flow of money by foreign donors and development 

agencies but pressure donors to stop giving money to certain organizations and to finance only 

desired projects (int. 1). 

Regarding the strategies of cooptation and substitution, there have been attempts to attach 

women to party structures via social programs and controlled participation at the community 

level. A fitting example of the government’s eagerness to undermine disagreeable actors can be 

found in the establishment of a new counter movement called “Blanca Arauz” (named after the 
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wife of the party eponym Augusto César Sandino). Nonetheless the intent to create alternative 

participation structures rapidly failed when the new movement sank into oblivion soon after its 

high-profile launching (int. 1), probably because they were missing a proper agenda. 

These tense relations with the present government have made the autonomous women’s 

movement the most belligerent advocator of civic action and democracy in Nicaragua while at the 

same time more vulnerable than ever before. 

 

4.2.2. Dependency on international cooperation 

For Nicaraguan civil society and the women’s movement, international cooperation has always 

played a major role as a main source of funding and support since the first solidarity movements 

in the 1980s. The support of various bilateral, multilateral and private donors has been of 

immeasurable value for the development of the Nicaraguan CSO sector. Nonetheless foreign 

support has also brought its pitfalls and evoked criticism concerning the risk of artificial 

professionalization and project dependency, supposed post-colonialist interference and last but 

not least in its promotion of a completely dependent CSO sector incapable of financial self-

sustainment.  

Accordingly the withdrawal of international cooperation in the last five years has posed a second 

major challenge to the CSO sector. Although the withdrawal of many developmental agencies 

from Europe and the USA is connected to widespread confusion of the Ortega government’s 

course and its dismissive attitude, there are also external reasons such as the economic crisis in 

Europe and a general shift of interests to other regions such as North Africa (int. 9). All in all the 

missing money has led to the closure of several European embassies accompanied by a 

withdrawal of staff, the reduction of projects and last but not least a politically biased selection of 

partner organizations / beneficiaries for the remaining projects.   

Indeed, when asked to evaluate the consequences of the diminution of international cooperation, 

several women’s activists lamented the “lack of commitment” (int. 3) to their organizations and 

criticized the donors for maintaining an unassertive attitude and buckling in the face of an 

autocratic government instead of supporting critical opposition forces (int. 3).  

Today, sustainability seems to have become one of the most urgent problems among the 

“autonomous” wing of the movement (int. 4) with many organizations being caught between 

“survival and militancy” (int. 5). 

The dependence on international donors not only leads to substantial problems in times of money 

reduction but has had general effects on the CSO sector as a whole. Since the beginning, various 

groups in the women’s movement have criticized the pressure for ngoization and 
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bureaucratization and the promotion of short-lived projects. They fear having to sacrifice their 

traditionally diverse, open, un-hierarchical movement character in favor of artificial, externally led 

organizations. Indeed, the conversion into NGOs has forced many organizations to respond to 

multiple actors (i.e., national and foreign governments, international organizations, donors), often 

causing them to lose track of their original objectives (int. 5). In addition, many have developed 

highly professional, elitist bodies that are dissociated from their grass-roots members. Last, critics 

say that external funding has led to an artificial inflation of the sector with hundreds of small 

organizations springing up like mushrooms. These new OSCs tend to be highly dependent on the 

acquisition of projects and show an inability to develop a proper profile, which makes them even 

more vulnerable in times of reduced funding. 

The withdrawal of international cooperation since 2007 has ultimately led to a decline in 

organizations by exposing the vulnerability of the civil society sector and the lack of auto-

sustainability in the women’s movement. Given these circumstances, many activists claim that the 

most important challenge for the future will be to secure survival without international 

cooperation (int. 6). 

 

4.2.3. Internal problems / disunity 

A third challenge for the Nicaraguan women’s movement closely linked to the former ones is the 

risk of internal fragmentation. Though the movement has been diverse and heterogeneous since 

its growth in the 1980s, the present political context, which generates internal quarrels and 

competition, is endangering the movement’s internal cohesion and historical strength (Oettler 

2010: 54). The current state of increasing disunity seems to be more than conflict about priorities 

and can be traced back to the following reasons. 

First, the varying levels of education and origins (int. 4) among members seem to be more 

problematic now than in the past: Because most of the prominent leaders of the women’s 

movement today seem to belong to a small intellectual group or tiny middle class, whether they 

are representative of the majority of Nicaraguan women is highly questionable.  

Second, the original character of the movement is at stake due to the international donors 

pressuring for ngoization and professionalization (int. 5); international donor pressure has also led 

to intensified competition for diminishing funding. 

But the hardest factor provoking internal quarrels and disunity is the division along political lines 

or different attitudes towards the present political context: The most salient wing of the 

movement today seems to consist of the self-proclaimed autonomous organizations that are 

gathered around the MAM or the feminist movement, for instance. As stated, these groups have 
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developed into the most critical and offensive opponents of the government. They have 

expanded their claims to the reconstitution of democracy and since the destruction of political 

parties even fill the gap of the absent political opposition. Faced with what they perceive as 

increasingly autocratic structures, they have radicalized and, time and again, clashed with more 

moderate parts of the movement. 

Another wing is made up of CSOs, which were recently coopted with Ortega’s return to power in 

2006 and can be characterized by their uncritical loyalty to the FSLN party. These groups, such as 

the AMNLAE (as well as other less prominent, traditionally party loyal groups), lack independence, 

are more or less supporting of government policies and do not have the power to question 

potentially disagreeable or misogynous policies (int. 1).  

A third group can still be discerned, which has, for the most part, refrained from the political 

sphere and concentrated on service provision and assistance. They avoid political interference 

and choose to work in the fields that are rather unproblematic such as health or education. This 

group focuses entirely on practical objectives like the financial help and assistance of targeted 

groups (e.g., sexually abused women, single mothers, poverty stricken women in rural areas, etc.) 

and works independently of the country’s political situation. They aim to improve women’s 

situations directly and promptly and avoid or disapprove of intellectual or political discussion. The 

attitude of the organizations that can be situated under this third group is best depicted by one of 

the activists herself: “Women are not interested in quarrelling … arguing, they want to resolve 

their problems, don’t they?” (int. 4). 

Another group of organizations that is difficult to subsume under the women’s movement but has 

played a major role in challenging its strength is what Kampwirth calls the “antifeminist” 

movement (Kampwirth 2006). Supported by the Catholic Church, these organizations have 

emerged in response to the feminist movement. They draw their power from their disaffirmation 

of the Sandinista Revolution, see themselves as adversaries of cultural imperialism (feminism 

brought by outsiders) and, like the women’s movement, receive financial support from 

international networks. They promote ultraconservative, unprogressive values and traditional 

mother roles and gender relations. Compared to the women’s movement, they are little in terms 

of number but quite influential in shaping state policy (Kampwirth 2006; 92, cited from Pizarro 

2003), celebrating their biggest triumph with the prohibition of abortion in 2006. 

It is therefore evident that the movement in its present form is not a monolithic power, as there is 

no network that can unite all of its expressions (int. 5). Though disunity seems quite risky in the 

face of a challenging political context, many women’s activists with good intentions do not tire in 

 13 



   Working Paper No. 5|2014  
 
 
their emphasis of the positive aspects as well, such as the diversification of organizational forms, 

topics and actors (int. 3). 

 

5. Conclusion 

The analysis of the precarious status and traditional roles of Nicaragua women strongly suggests 

that there is a reproduction of regime-hybridity (at the political level) within the current gender 

order. After all, there is an undeniable similarity between the ambiguous regime character and 

the controversial role of women in Nicaraguan society. Formal democracy and official 

improvements in gender relations such as the introduction of gender quotas or the promulgation 

of a long-awaited law against violence are accompanied by increasingly autocratic tendencies or 

simply undermined by the lack of implementation and political will. For many women, the access 

to political posts and participation is blocked because they do not have party membership, and 

those who do reach such positions seem to lack real power. In praxis these governmental model 

projects often end up in subtle repression and maintain rather than question women’s traditional 

subordination. Altogether the re-autocratization that has been taking place since 2007 seems to 

be accompanied by setbacks in gender relations and has furthered a re-traditionalization of 

society. 

In contrast, civil society in Nicaragua seems to be a sphere with a higher degree of women’s 

participation and influence. Part of the women’s movement has made its way as a vanguard of 

civil society, developing into a platform of democratic defense and progressive, critical thinking – 

probably because women’s organizations always had to fight tooth and nail for achieving their 

rights (Hamlin / Quirós 2012: 22).  

Nonetheless, the hybrid political regime and autocratic setbacks due to President Ortega’s style of 

government pose particular challenges to women’s organizations (and civil society as a whole). 

Part of the groups has entered into deep conflict with the present government, and the 

withdrawal of international cooperation has unveiled the pitfalls of their historical dependence on 

external funding. These challenges have led to an increasing lack of internal cohesion and a high 

level of politicization within the women’s movement that is enforcing its fragmentation. Today 

the most salient wings are: 1) a self-nominated “autonomous”, feminist and pro-democratic wing, 

2) a de-politicized wing which focuses on less conflictive working areas and service provision and 

3) a since 2007 re-coopted wing known for its historical party loyalty and lack of a proper agenda. 

 

On the whole, the Nicaraguan women’s movement currently risks losing its historical strength 

through fragmentation, the impact of repression and diminishing funding. To avoid this loss the 
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women’s movement has to learn how to unify without losing its diversity, become less dependent 

on external funding and reposition itself in the challenging political context. 
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