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This dissertation explores how spatial processes of race shape Afro-Nicaraguan 

women’s political subjectivity, activist practice, and lived experience by studying their 

community-based organizing in the Caribbean coastal city of Bluefields, Nicaragua. 

Specifically, it analyzes the political responses they are developing to address the 

devastating impacts of neoliberal economic reform, gendered state violence, structural 

racism and the politics of gender justice that have emerged from their participation in 

place-based struggles for racial and regional justice. My dissertation research brings 

together critical race theory, Latin American social movement theory, African Diasporic 

feminisms, and the critical interventions of cultural and political geography to study 

Creole women’s community activism. I suggest that Creole women’s participation in 

what Harcourt and Escobar (2005) term the “politics of place” reflects the ways in which 

larger processes of anti-Black racism, gender subordination, and economic inequality 

have historically been and continue to be articulated through the idiom of place. I 

demonstrate how the politics of place shapes local, regional, and national histories of race 

and alterity and informs Creole women’s political practice and vision in ways that differ 

markedly from the mainstream women’s and feminist movements in Nicaragua. Through 

their place-based activism and focus on regional struggles that seem to be separate from 

an explicit feminist politics, Creole women have brought greater attention to the 

particularly gendered ways in which processes of state violence, structural adjustment, 

and economic exclusion impact their communities. Their political participation is 
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concentrated around several key areas: urban land conflicts; women’s work in the 

regional and national economy; and the struggle for racial justice and full citizenship in 

Nicaragua. Through their participation in these social movements, Afro-Nicaraguan 

women are gendering and reshaping local and national struggles for racial equality.  I 

argue that this model of community and place-based activism suggests that scholars of 

Latin American and Caribbean women’s social movements might more fruitfully analyze 

these movements not by searching for the ideal feminist subject or narrowly defining the 

terms of feminist politics but rather by understanding how women’s engagement in the 

politics of place creates space for them to interrogate intersecting processes of racial, 

gender, and economic subordination.  
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Chapter One:  Another Country: Creole Women’s Subjectivity and the 
Politics of Race and Place in Nicaragua 

I. INTRODUCTION: CLAIMING OUR PLACE 
 

I visited Adina in her home in Managua two years after I left Nicaragua and I was 

surprised by how pleased I was when I saw her standing in the crowd of anxious family 

members awaiting the arrival of their loved ones at the Augusto Cesar Sandino 

International Airport. She was hard to miss – tall, stylish, and the only Black woman 

among the crowd, a fact that was not lost on her. We left the airport and made our way 

through the dark streets of the city to her home located on the western outskirts of the 

city. It felt like old times as I sat with Adina on the verandah of her home, a breezy, 

spacious house perched on the edge of a hill. More than a year had passed since I had last 

seen us and there were so many things to talk about as we reclined in our rocking chairs, 

slowly sipping our beers and passing a single cigarette between us. She wasn’t supposed 

to be drinking or smoking, doctor’s orders, but waved away the prohibition: “It’s hot, 

man, make we take a beer and go to the back.” Never one to resist a logical argument, I 

followed her lead with my beer and we talked and laughed, speaking softly in order not to 

wake up the rest of the sleeping house. It was a scene we had repeated endlessly in 

Bluefields two years earlier, on nights when I thought I should be transcribing interviews 

or lamenting how little work I had completed that week. Adina would call me over with 

instructions to bring a liter of Toña beer, a pack of cigarettes, and matches. Her modest 

and comfortable house sat on a little strip of land on the shores of the Bluefields Bay 

where it hugged Barrio Pointeen. We sat there many nights, feet propped up on the 

wooden railing, talking fast, sipping our beers slowly and gesticulating excitedly with our 

cigarettes as we exchanged ideas, gossip, and experiences.  

 While the intimate space we created in Bluefields was a valuable source of 

intellectual stimulation, political education, and emotional connection, in Managua it 

served a slightly different although not altogether unrelated purpose. Throughout much of 
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my research in Nicaragua I had actively avoided spending much time in Managua. 

Initially, my earlier discomfort with Spanish and fear of navigating the sprawling, 

congested, chaotic layout of the capital city, kept me away; my fears were buttressed by 

the cautionary advice I’d receive from Creole friends in Bluefields who saw the city as a 

dangerous environment for a single, young woman. Later, I rationalized that since my 

work focused on Black women on the Atlantic Coast there was little value hanging out in 

Managua when everyone I needed to know lived in Bluefields. Intellectually, I rejected 

the Pacific because, after all, most of the literature on Nicaragua tends to privilege the 

Pacific and Managua, heart of Nicaraguan national identity and politics. These texts 

routinely overlook the Atlantic Coast as a marginal landscape ignoring the central role 

that the Coast has played in shaping contemporary social, political and economic 

conditions in Nicaragua in ways that have yet to be fully understood by both Mestizo 

scholars and foreign researchers. Finally, empowered by Creoles’ dismissive readings of 

the Pacific, I too, adopted the rather scornful interpretation of the city that many Costeños 

share – too crowded, too filthy, too hot, and the constant sense of being literally out-of-

place was enough to convince me that there was little in Managua for me to learn. The 

overt hostility that many Creoles encountered in the capital and my own experiences of 

being sexually harassed and racially profiled there served as a powerful deterrent to 

spending much time in Managua.  

After putting my bags in my room and grabbing a beer, I sat on the floor in 

Adina’s kitchen playing with her four Dachshunds while she put together a light dinner. 

As she prepared the meal she complained about having to come back to Managua to do 

consulting work with an NGO. “I don’t like Managua,” she said, “I don’t feel too good 

here.” Although, the money is better in Managua, it is easier to access consumer goods 

and services that are difficult to find in Bluefields, and there are more resources for 

NGOs based in Managua than on the Coast as a Creole woman, a Coast woman Adina 

did not feel at ease in the city, because she often felt as if she did not belong there. She 

attributed this to the negative interactions she had with many Mestizos – the constant 

disrespect, people staring at her on the street, being denied service in restaurants, or 
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repeatedly having her intelligence questioned by her colleagues. Mestizos, she concluded 

could not deal with a Black woman like her – smart, educated, confident, professional, 

and highly competent – because they did not want to have to admit that she was their 

equal. She turned to me, one fist placed on her hip, the other resting on the cutting board 

as she described her interactions with her Mestizo neighbors:  

 
No matter how much money you get, to them you will always be lower. I live 
among these people so I know them good. They don’t like us. They don’t like 
Black. To them we are lower race. That’s what they think. Asi piensan ‘los 
negros,’ [sweeping her hand away in a disdainful gesture]. That’s what they have 
into them. From a child that’s what they teach them, that’s how they raise you. 
They could never accept to see a black woman living in a house like this. They 
will not accept it. 

 
Adina’s comment echoes the widespread sentiment among many Costeños of the 

Pacific region as a hostile environment where Coast people remain largely unwelcome. 

Creoles, in general, complain of the discriminatory treatment that they encounter in the 

Pacific ranging from being dismissed because of the way they speak Spanish, the 

denigration of their mother tongue, Creole English, having neighbors, classmates, and co-

workers ask them questions about witchcraft and obeah or whether Coast people live in 

trees like monkeys or if they need a passport to travel to the Atlantic Coast (Morris 2011, 

La Boletina 2005, Gordon 1998, Lancaster 1992). Gender further complicates the diverse 

ways in which Black communities are perceived in racial terms – Creole men are often 

highly criminalized and subjected to intense forms of state surveillance and violence. 

Creole women are often stereotyped as hypersexual and licentious in the popular 

imagination via discourses of the Atlantic Coast as a deviant social landscape. Indeed, 

Creole women’s stories of racial discrimination are almost always inflected with a 

particularly gendered expression of Mestizo patriarchy that targets them not only as 

Blacks, but as Black women. Adina shared that part of the reason that she chose to 

conduct her NGO consultation practice out of her home was because it allowed her to 

avoid working in professional spaces with Mestizos where she felt that she would be 

subjected to dehumanizing forms of sexism, racial discrimination, and disrespect that she 
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did not want to deal with. Moving back and forth between Bluefields and Managua 

enabled her to engage Mestizos and the capital city on her own terms.  

For many Creoles, their experiences in the Pacific are directly linked to their 

imagined place as Costeños on the margins of the nation. The tendency in popular 

discourse to treat the Coast as a peripheral backwater with no meaningful role in national 

politics, history, and culture is premised on particular ideas of Nicaragua as a Mestizo 

nation. While this idea of Nicaragua mestiza has transformed over time, what has 

remained constant is the privileging of Mestizo as the normative racial category in the 

discursive construction of the ideal citizen. Despite the advanced constitutional reforms 

of the 1980s, which redefined Nicaragua as a multicultural, pluriethnic nation, Black and 

Indigenous communities continue to struggle to establish a dignified place in the national 

body. Adina pointed out this contradiction and she described this as the struggle for 

Creoles to “claim their place” in the nation. She said, “You know loca, we have to claim 

our place – our place is right here. It’s not about Africa, or going back to Africa. We are 

from here. We know who we are, we know our history, we know our rights, and we have 

to claim our place.”  

It was telling that Adina utilized the idea of laying claim to one’s rightful place in 

the nation to analyze the challenges that Creole people, in general, and Creole women, in 

particular, face in their efforts to transform the meanings of Nicaraguan national identity 

and hegemonic discourses that radically Other the Atlantic Coast and insert themselves 

into spaces of social, economic, and political power that have historically excluded them 

as Black people and as Costeños. While she used the concept of “claiming our place,” to 

discuss concrete political struggles over land, regional autonomy, and the development of 

the Atlantic Coast, it seemed to me that this concept could be used to make sense of the 

ways in which Afro-Nicaraguan communities are contesting their place within the larger 

body politic. Their activism reflects a longer history of struggle to transform the 

relationship between the Mestizo Pacific and the racially subaltern Atlantic Coast from 

one of dependency, patronage, and paternalism to one of full and meaningful citizenship 

and recognition of their rights as autonomous regions. Adina’s statements reflect her 
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understanding, as a Creole woman, of the struggle to claim one’s place in the nation 

means contending with this fraught racial history and the discursive processes that 

naturalize the Atlantic Coast as a marginal space within the Mestizo nation-state. As a 

researcher, I found Adina’s comments to be highly insightful; her words suggested to me 

that a focus on place might be precisely where my analysis on Creole women’s 

community-based activism should begin by exploring how place impinges upon Creole 

women’s political subjectivity and their vision for social change in an era of economic 

crisis and profound social inequality (Aretxaga 1997). 

This dissertation, then explores the various ways in which Creole women resist 

racist geographies of exclusion and inequality and their struggle to claim their place in a 

country that has treated them as if it has no room for them. I provide an ethnographic 

analysis of the ways that Black women are claiming their place and demanding more just 

racial, economic, gender, and spatial arrangements of power in order to force the 

Nicaraguan nation-state to fulfill its promises of multicultural inclusion. While much of 

Creole women’s activism is concentrated on the Atlantic Coast, their place-based 

mobilizations and political critiques speak to larger historical processes of Nicaraguan 

racial formation, the (re)production and enactment of Mestizo patriarchy, and structural 

inequality that impact not only Black and Indigenous communities but Mestizos in the 

Pacific as well. Black women’s particularly gendered experiences of anti-Black racism 

reveal the discursive and material underpinnings of these processes and offer alternative 

strategies for challenging these inequalities on the level of daily life, popular discourse, 

and state power. 

 

II. THE EL CHAMAN CASE, OR WHAT HAPPENS WHEN A CREOLE WOMAN STEPS OUT 
OF HER PLACE? 
 

El Chamán nightclub is difficult to miss. Built in the style of an ancient Mayan 

pyramid ringed with neon lights and crowned with the silhouette of an Indigenous man 

(of indeterminate tribal background) wearing a feathered headdress, it is one of the most 
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popular nightclubs in the capital city of Managua. Throngs of young capitalinos flock 

there on the weekends to drink, flirt and dance to the sounds of reggaeton, dancehall, and 

the newest hip-hop and R&B from the United States. In February 2009, the nightclub 

became the center of controversy and a national debate on race when a Creole politician 

was refused entry into the establishment. Bridgette Budier, a deputy with the Central 

American Parliament (PARLACEN), decided to conduct an informal, personal 

investigation into the grievances of young Black men and women in the capital, including 

her daughter, who complained that they were routinely refused admission into popular 

bars and nightclubs. Wearing a long dress and an elegant head wrap, Budier, along with 

her husband, daughter, and a group of friends, arrived at El Chamán that night, waited in 

line, and when they reached the entrance the bouncer informed the party that they would 

not be allowed to enter the nightclub. When they demanded to know the reason they were 

being denied entry, the bouncer replied that he did not have to provide them with an 

explanation and that the establishment reserved the right to deny admission. Budier 

pressed the bouncer to provide her with a reason and two more bouncers approached the 

group, one placing his hand on the gun in his holster to intimidate them. Finally, Budier 

was told that she could not enter because she was inappropriately dressed. Budier filed a 

complaint with the Human Rights Office on Ethnic Affairs and the District Attorney the 

following day.  The incident drew both national and international media attention as the 

press picked up the story of the Black, Central American politician who had been barred 

entry into a nightclub because of her race.  

For many Creoles, the event revealed the persistence of racism in Nicaragua and 

demonstrated the challenges that Creoles face when they travel to Managua and 

encounter racial discrimination. Although the Nicaraguan Penal Code criminalizes all 

forms of discrimination, the El Chamán incident was the first time that the state 

conducted a criminal investigation into an instance of racial discrimination  (Gobierno de 

Nicaragua 2008: 12)1. Budier’s decision to press charges against the nightclub and press 

                                                
1 Article # of the 2008 and amended 2012 Penal Code defines discrimination as, “as a crime that is 
committed for racial motives, or other kind of discrimination related to political ideology or orientation, the 
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the issue with the national government led some to refer to her as the “Nicaraguan Rosa 

Parks” (Rogers 2009). Although, it remains to be seen whether Budier’s denunciatory 

actions will produce a similar effect to Parks’ refusal in 1955 to change seats on a 

segregated bus in Montgomery, Alabama, the comparison is worth considering (Gore et 

al 2009). For starters, contrary to popular narratives that treat these women as hapless 

victims who became unwitting political figures, both Budier and Parks were political 

activists with a long record of community organizing; indeed Budier was a founding 

member of the Afro-Caribbean Women’s Association (AFCAWA) in Bluefields in the 

mid-1990s and is actively involved in the Central American Black Organization 

(ONECA), a transnational network of Afro-descendant NGOs and community 

organizations throughout Central America and the diaspora. Second, they both knew 

exactly what they were doing when they attempted to test the boundaries of racial 

discrimination in their respective societies. In an interview with the Tico Times (2009), 

Budier revealed that, although she did not normally frequent places like El Chaman she 

went there to follow up on the complaints that she heard from her daughters about being 

denied admission to these venues. She admitted that she had very little expectation that 

they would be granted entrance into the club but that was precisely the point – to 

demonstrate that not even a Black politician would be able to circumvent the club’s 

unspoken, discriminatory door policy. Although her decision to test the El Chaman’s 

admissions policy was a deliberate attempt to lay bare the racial discrimination that 

Costeños in the capital are routinely subjected to, Budier had no idea that the case would 

garner as much international attention as it did. I later interviewed Budier for the Black 

Woman’s Voice, a weekly radio program I co-hosted with Creole researcher, Angie 

Martinez, on Radio Riddim, the only English-language radio station on the Coast. She 

shared how difficult it has been the past to have public conversations about race and to 

name racism as a social problem that disproportionately impacts Black and Indigenous 

Costeños. Reflecting on the case, she stated, 

                                                                                                                                            
religion or spiritual beliefs of the victim, ethnicity, race, or nation that the victim belongs to, sex or sexual 
orientation; illness or disability that one suffers,” 
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BB:  Our first reaction [after being denied admission] was “Let’s burn down the 

place! [Laughter] But then, you know, we called to the reflection and said, 
“No, tomorrow in the newspaper it was going to appear that Black people 
they are cannibals what burn the place down,” you know that was going to 
be the first thing in the newspapers. And so we decided to put the 
complaint because most people do not [know] that there is – this is for the 
first time in Nicaragua that there is a penalty [for racial discrimination]. 

 
CM:  Because racial discrimination is supposed to be against the law? 

 
BB:  It’s against the law but you know, is because the issue, maybe of Durban 

is how this come up. But I think there is a lot more to do because it’s in 
the law but most people do not know that. Some people are really 
embarrassed. And even because it’s in the law, it’s difficulty because my 
experience is that at this point we haven’t really had an answer as far as 
how the case is going. I would call on them and they are always “Well, we 
are investigating.” And this is something that we have to be very 
conscious that these laws they are there but the people who interpret or 
who has to give answer to these are the same people who has always been 
discriminating us. So they do not see sometimes this as a very real, real 
sensitive problem (BWV 2009). 

 
 

Since the 1980s, Nicaragua has approved several laws and adopted a series of 

policies designed to diminish the problem of racial discrimination. As one of the 

signatory states to the International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial 

Discrimination (ICERD) since 1977, Nicaragua has expressed a discursive commitment 

to dismantling racial inequality that has rarely been reflected in the actions of the state.  

On the national level, much of this legislation has specifically revolved around 

addressing historical patterns of racial, political, and economic inequality that have 

negatively impacted the Afro-descendant and Indigenous communities of the Atlantic 

Coast through the approval of the Autonomy Law (Law 28) in 1987 and the Law of 

Communal Property Regime of the Indigenous Peoples and Ethnic Communities of the 

Autonomous Regions of the Atlantic Coast of Nicaragua and the Rivers Bocay, Coco, 

Indio, and Maiz (Law 445) in January 2003. More recent legislation included in the 2008 

and amended 2012 Penal Code explicitly criminalizes racial discrimination and identifies 
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this as a crime punishable by up to six months in prison, fines, or the forced closure of 

private establishments that engage in racial discrimination. The approval of these 

legislative reforms was a direct result of the ongoing activism of Black and Indigenous 

activists lobbying for these changes. Since the 1980s, Nicaragua has presented itself as 

multiethnic, multicultural nation-state where cultural diversity and minorities are 

protected by the state, but the El Chaman incident reveals that this is not the case and the 

state has a long way to go to redress systematic patterns of racial inequality that persist in 

Nicaraguan society.  

 
 

 
 

Figure 1.1 Bridgette Budier filing a denuncia against El Chamán. Photo courtesy of La 
Prensa. 

 
Budier’s statement also speaks to the fact that most Creoles tend to view the Mestizo 

state as a dubious ally in the struggle for racial justice, a political dilemma that lies at the 

heart of the region’s vexed relationship to the Pacific. Indeed this strategy of using the 

government to address problems of racial discrimination presented a clear contradiction 

for many Costeños: How can the Mestizo state defend the rights of racial minorities when 
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it has historically been one of the central perpetrators of racial discrimination? Although 

Omar Cabezas, the head of the Human Rights Office on Ethnic Affairs, supported 

Budier’s complaint and insisted on shutting down El Chaman and investigating other 

clubs alleged to engage in similar practices, Cabezas’ racial politics left much to be 

desired. The Tico Times reported that, 

Despite his enthusiasm, Cabezas’ own racial sensitivities at times seem confused. 
He recently referred to U.S. President Barack Obama as “el negrito” (little black 
boy), and during his press conference to support Budier he was apparently 
confused about who she even is. 
 
“When we were doing the conference, I was sitting next to him and he was 
referring to another person – he really doesn’t know who I am,” Budier said with 
a good-natured laugh. She added that Cabezas also didn’t seem to recognize 
National Assembly lawmaker Raquel Dixon, a black activist and friend who 
accompanied Budier to the Ombudsman’s Office (2).  

 
Nevertheless, the El Chaman case forced the nation to engage in a public 

conversation about Nicaraguan racial politics; responses to the case were varied and 

ambivalent, particularly among Mestizos in the Pacific who struggled to determine the 

larger social implications of the incident. There were calls, particularly among Creoles 

and Mestizo activists in the Pacific, for the state to shut the club down and conduct 

investigations into the practices of other popular nightclubs in the city, including Hipa 

Hipa and Brothers. Many progressive Mestizos wrote into the national newspapers to 

denounce the incident for what it clearly was, an act of racial discrimination. Others 

called on the state to actively investigate Costeños’ complaints of racial discrimination in 

the national airport, employment, etc. One man wrote a particularly impassioned appeal 

for racial justice: 

 
First of all I would like to express my solidarity with all those people who have in 
one form or another suffered from any kind of discrimination in all the regions of 
the country and the world in which we live. Gentlemen, enough of this 
xenophobia in our society, I would like to remind the Government that it needs to 
do something urgent with all these places that promote these kinds of 
discriminatory attitudes, and remind them of the commitment they assumed in 
order to obtain power with the new Sandinista project that among their principle 
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objectives is Social Well-being and that includes (personal) social dignity whose 
purpose is to “eradicate the moral discrimination and economic exploitation, 
moving towards an ethnical manner of relating to one another, based on respect 
and social solidarity.” 
 
With that it is necessary that the governing party take a role in this, based on its 
principles of respect and social equity so that we do not go on living these kinds 
of situations that only bring with them hate and contempt among us (Vasquez 
Larios 2009, author’s translation).  

 
Another reader had a particularly visceral reaction to the case and offered a questionable 

but concrete strategy for the state to crack down on racial discrimination in the capital: 

 
Simple: the government should put together an undercover team, with typical 
national features to visit these places, with digital recorders, either randomly or 
routinely, and with this evidence, take measures to set a precedent and cut off 
intolerance at the root.  
 
I am white but it makes my skin crawl to think that going out to this dive they 
would deny me admission, or that I feel insecure if I arrive well dressed, light 
skinned with money that they would humiliate me. To see this happen in my 
homeland, how the other citizens feel, the right of admission has to do with dress, 
state of sobriety, lack of morals, period, anything beyond that is a flagrant display 
of intolerance, ignorance, arrogance and a violation of the most fundamental 
rights of human beings. BOYCOTT RACISM! (ibid, author’s translation)  

 
The author attempted to demonstrate the absurdity of this discriminatory door 

policy by imagining what it might be like to be refused entry into a establishment in 

Managua because he was white. This comparison is problematic because given the high 

social value that is ascribed to whiteness in Nicaragua, an issue I explore in greater detail 

in the following chapter, it is highly unlikely that this man would ever be denied 

admission to a nightclub because of his race – class, however might be a very different 

story. But the inability to recognize the differential social value ascribed to blackness and 

whiteness within Nicaraguan society reveals what Saidiya Hartman refers to as the 

“difficulty and slipperiness of empathy” (1997: 18).  In her study of slavery, violence, 

and identity formation, Hartman shows how white abolitionists’ were only able to 
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understand the violence, pain, and horror of slavery by attempting to place themselves in 

“the captive’s body” (18). However well intentioned this suggests that,  

 
The effort to counteract the commonplace callousness to black suffering requires 
that the white body be positioned in the place of the black body in order to make 
this suffering visible and intelligible. Yet if this violence can be palpable and 
indignation can be fully aroused only through the masochistic fantasy, then it 
becomes clear that empathy is double-edged, for in making the other’s suffering 
one’s own, this suffering is occluded by the other’s obliteration (19).  
 
This statement speaks to the potential pitfalls and shortcomings of empathy and 

solidarity as Mestizos attempt to confront the challenge of structural racism. 

Nevertheless, these two comments demonstrate that there seems to be a growing 

awareness among many Mestizos of the need to address racism in Nicaragua (Ramirez 

2009).  

On the other hand, many Mestizos responded by minimizing the racial 

implications of the incident, dismissing it as an isolated incident, or attributing the club’s 

refusal to admit Budier and her party to the structures and social practices of class 

inequality that pervade Nicaraguan society. This display of Mestizo denial demonstrated 

the nation’s ongoing unwillingness to confront these structural processes and the 

tendency to privilege forms of interpersonal, intentional acts of discrimination as the 

primary form of racism in the country. Indeed, the owners of El Chaman, a pair of 

brothers, defended themselves by arguing that as Palestinians they, too, are subject to 

racism and therefore could not reproduce racism. Budier’s observation that Mestizos and 

the Nicaraguan state are often unable to “see” racism as a real problem, reflects the extent 

to which racial privilege inhibits their understanding of the multiple, overlapping ways in 

which anti-Black racism operates both institutionally and in everyday life. Invariably, 

these responses fixated on the El Chaman case as a single incident rather than engaging it 

as part of a longer historical process of racial inequality that structures relations between 

different ethnic groups and differentially impacts their life chances. One blog, “We are 

not Racists, We are Classists,” (Perez 2009) dismissed the racial politics of the El 
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Chamán case by arguing that these clubs, which cater to a largely bourgeois, 

economically privileged clientele, discriminate based on individual appearance and class 

status rather than race, per se.  

Some commentators blamed Budier for the discriminatory treatment she 

encountered at the door. They suggested that her dress and appearance – wearing a long 

dress and head wrap – led the bouncer to deny her entry because she was inappropriately 

dressed. One commentator wrote, 

 
Budier as a member of PARLACEN and the FSLN should do something for the 
country and not be going out to nightclubs like a teenage girl, you can see here the 
class of politician that Nicaragua has. The word “racism” in Nicaragua only exists 
in people like this deputy and if they didn’t allow her to enter it is for some other 
reason, these people think they are Gods for being Sandinista lackeys. Don’t be a 
bum and take off that rag on your head you look like the Taliban (Univision 
2009). 
 

The comparison of Budier to the Taliban reveals the dangerous dimensions of Nicaraguan 

racism and also speaks to the ways in which Creoles, in particular, continue to be 

constructed as rebellious counter-nationals (dare I say terrorists?) whose racial 

difference undermines national development and disrupts the harmonious narrative of 

Mestizo identity. These comments reveal Mestizos’ ignorance of the ways in which racial 

difference inflects popular perceptions of class, attractiveness, and criminality. Indeed, 

class identity is not simply established on the basis of how much wealth one has but is 

embodied and performed through a variety of corporeal strategies and visual markers that 

communicate one’s class position. However, race informs the ways that class is read on 

the body; Black bodies which are discursively linked in the popular imagination with the 

poverty, criminality, and deviance of the Atlantic Coast often make it difficult for 

Mestizos to perceive class differences among Creoles despite what may appear to be 

obvious markers of class distinction. Black is synonymous with being poor and ugly, 

hence no admission. In her work on Afro-Brazilian women’s activism and subjectivity, 

Kia Lilly Caldwell (2007), describes the material consequences of discourses of “bôa 

aparencia,” that implicitly valorize whiteness and limit Black women’s access to 
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opportunities for professional employment, education, and upward social mobility. 

Similarly, in Nicaragua, Creole women complain of not being able to find stable, salaried 

employment because they do not have buena presentación, that is, an attractive, 

professional demeanor and appearance. These racially coded requirements obscure how 

skin color politics and racially normative ideals of femininity place structural constraints 

on Black women’s life chances. In other words, as a Black person you can never have 

buena presentación because blackness continues to be conflated with laziness, poverty, 

ugliness, incompetence, and criminality. It demonstrates, as Joy James (1995) argues, 

“that some bodies cannot be normalized no matter how they are disciplined, unless the 

prevailing social and state structures that figuratively and literally rank bodies 

disintegrate” (27). This explains why the bouncer at El Chamán simply could not see who 

he was dealing with – a Central American politician affiliated with the Frente Sandinista 

who had the institutional power to force the state to acknowledge her experience of racial 

discrimination even if it acted with all deliberate delay to address the issue. 

But much of the discourse around the incident also was rooted in the idea that 

racism is a figment of Black people’s imagination and that Budier’s accusations of racism 

were simply a political ploy to garner publicity and/or enrich herself or was merely a 

political ploy orchestrated by the FSLN. These commentators insisted that racism did not 

exist in Nicaragua and if it did it was a result of Black people’s own inferiority complex 

and inability to move beyond past experiences of racial discrimination. One commentator 

wrote, “These negritos are complicated and proud!!! (Vazquez 2009).” Another stated,  

 
In Nicaragua, the racism complex does not exist and if it does it is only in the 
minds of Blacks. Or is it racism to call Blacks to Blacks? This Sandinista lackey, 
Omar Cabezas, is making a real show with this Budier, what is it that they really 
want? From what I can see they interested in affecting this business in order to 
close them so they can open another one just for Blacks, I am sure, or just for 
Sandinista lackeys, or just for those that earn state salaries without producing 
anything or just good-for-nothing, corrupt hustlers (Univision 2009, author’s 
translation). 
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These comments reveal the widespread refusal to engage in the substantive critiques that 

Creoles articulated following the incident and recognize Black people as self-determined 

political actors by attributing their activist efforts to a corrupt system of party politics and 

patronage. It is common knowledge that the national political parties do attempt to exert 

their influence on every aspect of social life in Nicaragua but Budier criticized her own 

party, the FSLN, noting that although it has done more than more conservative, neoliberal 

government administrations to address the issue of racial discrimination there is much 

more that needs to be done to transform the unequal racial structures that impact Black 

communities. Rather than analyze this, many commentators seemed to find it easier to 

blame Black people for criticizing racism than to meaningfully attempt to dismantle 

racial discrimination. In other words, by pointing out the racism that they experience as 

Black people, Creoles actually create racism by insisting that race is a social issue. The 

idea that racism is a figment of Black people’s imagination is a common part of the way 

that whites and Mestizos in Latin America have historically dismissed the critiques of 

Afro-descendant populations demanding redress for ongoing patterns of racial 

discrimination.  

For many Creoles, however, the incident was much larger than being able to get 

into a nightclub; it offered an opportunity to speak publicly about these issues and created 

a space in which the nation was forced to deal with Black people as political subjects 

whose rights, life chances, and political aspirations are adversely impacted by structural 

racism. In his editorial, “I do not want a party, I want education and health! (McLean 

2009),” Creole attorney and notary public, Michelet D. McLean Estrada, pointed out that 

the discussion on whether to close El Chamán and how to punish the owners, tended to 

privilege the El Chamán controversy as an isolated incident rather than as indicative of a 

larger pattern of anti-Black racism, regional discrimination and the economic exploitation 

of the Atlantic Coast by the Nicaraguan state. Rather than focus on how best to address 

an individual act of discrimination, he argued that the real changes that needed to be 

made to resolve racial and economic inequality in the country must be made at a 

structural level. He called on the state to redress these patterns of discrimination rather 
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than using the El Chamán incident to distract dialogue on the substantive issues at hand.  

 
Deputy Budier Bryan, Mr. Omar Cabezas Lacayo and all Government 
Authorities, I as a Costeño do not want you to allow me to enter cantinas, be they 
expensive or cheap, I do not want to show off with my friends that I was 
photographed for one of those virtual portals that cover the “bacanal nightlife” of 
Managua, much less participate in all the open bars on the weekend; what I want 
is that producers from all the Coast Communities, who are not interested either in 
being allowed to enter fashionable dives, to enjoy a highway infrastructure that 
will allow them to sell their harvests; I want those kids that have no idea what the 
Right of Admission is to learn to write, to read in their own language; I want that 
mother awaiting her Creole, Rama, Mayagna, Miskito, Garifuna or Mestizo child 
to have at least a health center or in the best case a prenatal house with a doctor to 
attend her; I want all costeños without distinction of color, if they are more or less 
black, to have a dignified home.  
 
Discrimination is not what a bar owner or his employee does, not letting a person 
enter their establishment, the true discrimination is perpetuated by the State of our 
country and I am not referring to the latest government, I am referring to the State 
as an Organ, because discrimination has been a constant in all of the 
Governments. The Caribbean Coast is not poor from just a few years ago, “the 
looting process is historical and documented.” It is sufficient to see the statistics 
offered by the same Governmental Institutions such as the Port Authority, the 
Ministry of Finance and Public Credit and including the Ministry of Public 
Works, Industry and Commerce in which they are proud of the exportation of 
fish, lobster, shrimp as well as the exportation of livestock, without forgetting the 
mining industry, as well as the exploitation of lumber. Yes poet, “…sawdust, they 
are sawing…” but they leave nothing on the Caribbean Coast, only misery and 
promises that they will never fulfill while they assign us crumbs from the General 
Budget of the Republic. 
  
I do not want a party; I want us to unite our voices as deputies, state attorneys, 
and youth and demand that the State comply with the rights that we have as 
Costeños and that have been assigned to us in the Political Constitution and for 
the latest Government, through all means of communication, to ask for 
forgiveness from the Costeño people for the blatant, systematic looting that has 
victimized us for years and above all has denied us our language, education, 
health, work, and dignified housing which includes trying to disappear our culture 
by excluding the history of the Coast people from “National” history (author’s 
translation). 
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 McLean’s editorial reflects a similar analytical shift occurring among Creole and 

Indigenous activists and intellectuals from an investment in the politics of multicultural 

conviviality to a critique of structural racism. Mirna Cunningham et al (2006, 2008) 

explores the various social, cultural, economic, and political means by which Costeño 

(read Black and Indigenous) peoples continue to be structurally excluded from the 

benefits of full citizenship. They highlight economic practices like the refusal to extend 

credit to Creoles, employment discrimination, uneven geographical development, low 

state investment in infrastructure and social programs, and the lack of reliable statistical, 

demographic data as institutional forms of discrimination that systematically 

disadvantage Black and Indigenous communities from the Atlantic Coast while 

privileging Mestizos and the Pacific. Lottie Cunningham Wren (Silva 2009) notes that, 

“In the banks, women cannot easily resolve a simple credit application and they do not 

accept as guarantees properties that are located on the Atlantic Coast, but if the real estate 

is in the Pacific, they consider it to be better.” They identify discrimination in the 

political and legal system including racial profiling, differential access to the justice 

system, unequal relations with the state and the lack of government posts for Costeños. 

They also explore discursive cultural constructions of the Atlantic Coast that engender 

institutional forms of racial discrimination. They are centrally concerned with 

highlighting the role of the state in facilitating these processes; they state, “The problem 

continues to be the formation and behavior of the nation-state: monoethnic, exclusive in 

its concept of citizenship, and in the distribution of goods and services” (Cunningham et 

al 2008: 6). This reflects a radical approach, in terms of getting to the structural roots of 

current socioeconimic conditions, to the study of Nicaraguan racial formation processes 

similar to the development of U.S. Critical Race Theory. These scholars suggest that 

privileging individual, intentional discriminatory acts as the definition of racism, shifts 

our focus away from the ways that racism is reproduced structurally and, often, 

unintentionally. It makes it difficult to see how society is structured through relationships 

of power that privilege or disadvantage different groups according to race, class, 

sexuality, gender and nationality – especially if one occupies a position of relative 
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privilege in these structures. This critical race perspective was reflected in Creoles’ 

responses to the Budier case and the government’s response to the complaint. 
Creole women, in particular, spoke out against the latent racism that structures the 

relationship between the Atlantic Coast and its inhabitants and the Mestizo nation-state. 

They spoke of the state’s ongoing exploitation of the Atlantic Coast and its dismissal of 

their collective citizenship rights; the cultural hegemony that paints the region as a 

lawless, violent, and perverse space; and the undignified treatment that Costeños 

traveling to, living, and working in the Pacific encounter from Mestizos. Tellingly, many 

of their accounts of Nicaraguan racism were profoundly gendered as they discussed their 

personal encounters with racial discrimination. Fernández and Zúñiga (2001) discuss the 

variety of gendered racisms that Costeñas studying at universities in the Pacific encounter 

from both their male and female classmates; many of these experiences reflect the 

controlling images of Black femininity that exist in the popular imagination – those of 

Coast women as caliente (“hot”), proud and arrogant, ugly, unfeminine, less intelligent, 

etc (Hill Collins 2000). Interestingly, this report tends to use the term Costeña almost 

interchangeably with the terms Creole and Black, a discursive pattern that I explore in 

greater detail further in this chapter. Women also complained of being patted down or 

subjected to strip-searchers in airports and seaports because of the widespread suspicion 

that Creoles are actively involved in the regional drug trade. Many Creole women 

complain of the treatment that they receive in the capital and the way that popular 

perceptions of Black people and the Atlantic Coast color their experiences in the Pacific. 

In addition to the kinds of interpersonal discrimination that characterizes many of their 

interactions with Mestizos, particularly men, these women report being marginalized in 

institutions of higher education and in the job market. Black women often struggle to be 

recognized as professionals regardless of their level of education or professional 

experience; if they are able to get their foot in the door and find work they must also 

contend with the racism of co-workers who do not believe that they are competent or 

qualified for the positions that they hold. In the same broadcast of the Black Woman’s 

Voice, Creole feminist researcher, Socorro Woods, reflected on her experiences working 
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for a government agency where people were constantly surprised to encounter a Black 

supervisor when they visited the office. She shared,  
 
I remember when I was working at CBA, this lady went there needed some 
information or whatnot. But the fact that she heard my name, Socorro Woods, I 
don’t know what she was looking for, who she was looking for I think just by the 
name “Socorro” she was like, “Oh, this got to be some Spanish woman!” 
[Laughter] Or they expect to go to a office and okay the boss must be a Spanish 
woman and thing. So I had this girl was working with me, she was helping me out 
as a secretary for a few months. And automatically she refer to the girl, she direct 
herself to this girl in Spanish and whatnot and was talking to her and must think it 
was me. And I was there just on the other side doing my stuff and after a while 
talking then the girl was like, “No, but she is the boss.” And the woman was like, 
“Oh! Okay.” But the idea of going to a office and looking for the boss is like 
automatically they are prepared to see a Spanish-speaking person. So when they 
realize the Black woman is the boss now, the Mestiza is the secretary is kinda 
like, “Oh! Okay.” You know? So those kinds of experiences, yes, I did had that I 
would consider a racial discrimination but nicely masked, so you wouldn’t detect 
if you don’t really understand how racism works (BWV 2009). 
 
Apart from these personal narratives of racial discrimination, Creole women also 

analyzed the workings of regional and racial discrimination that prevent Black and 

Indigenous peoples from enjoying the collective rights that they have been guaranteed 

since the 1987 Constitution. Woods pointed to the racial politics of language and 

nationalism and how Costeños continue to be marginalized by a legal and political 

system that refuses to engage them in their own languages. Official multicultural 

recognition has not transformed people’s quotidian experiences of structural inequality 

and indeed the deepening economic crisis and ongoing political corruption has only 

exacerbated an already problematic situation. Woods states,  

 
I think racism is an institutional thing in Nicaragua. Why? Because if the official 
language of this country is Spanish but the other languages on the Coast, for 
example, are official language also. But if today or tomorrow I need to go in front 
of the judge and I don’t pronounce a proper “r,” I’m treated differently. You 
understand? And I don’t have the opportunity to say, “Okay, I need a translator 
because I don’t know Spanish.” An indigenous person somebody coming from 
any one of the indigenous communities – Rama Cay or Raitipura, wheresoever – 
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and they don’t know to speak Spanish, they’re going to be judge in Spanish. So 
beginning from there is a discrimination (BWV 2009).  

 
The El Chamán incident reveals what happens to the Nicaraguan racial/spatial 

order when a Black woman steps out of place out of her assigned social location and 

demands the right to occupy any place that she wishes. In many ways, the night club’s 

unstated policy of excluding Blacks from entering mirrors similar processes of 

domination that have excluded Costeños from exercising full citizenship, being included 

in the larger discourse of national identity, keeping the political history of the Coast out 

of the hegemonic narrative of National history, and kept them on the margins of 

economic development limiting their opportunities for a better life. The controversy that 

surrounded the El Chamán case was ultimately about more than getting into a club; it was 

about Creoles finally having an opportunity to name and criticize the very real ways that 

Black people continue to be largely shut out of Nicaraguan society and the social, 

political, and economic institutions that regulate their lives. It was about forcing the 

Mestizo nation-state to take accountability for the structural processes that shut Black 

people out of these spaces while espousing an official discourse of multicultural inclusion 

that elides the maintenance of Mestizo hegemony and racial inequality.  
 

III. A LAND WHERE OTHER PEOPLE LIVE: THE HISTORICAL INVENTION OF THE 
ATLANTIC COAST 
 

There are two ways to get to Bluefields from Managua: one can pay 

approximately US$126.00 for a roundtrip ticket on the only regional airline in the 

country, which will get you to the Atlantic Coast in under an hour. The flight east 

provides a lesson in the physical geography of Nicaragua as the arid mountains and 

dramatic landscape of the Pacific transforms into the low-lying floodplains and forests of 

the Atlantic Coast. It provides the traveler with a bird’s eye view onto the area, its forests 

that are being rapidly deforested, the patterns of rural settlement happening in the region 

as landless Mestizo farmers settle extralegally onto Creole and Indigenous communal 



 21 

lands, and the dense network of serpentine rivers coursing throughout the territory. This 

is a view of the region that most Costeños do not often get to experience; the prohibitive 

price of a plane ticket means that most people traveling through the Pacific are obliged to 

travel by land and by water.   

Alternatively, if one is using public transport, travelers depart Managua from the 

Terminal Ivan Montenegro usually around 9pm and set out by road to the town of El 

Rama, an inland port on the Río Escondido that serves as the primary Pacific entry into 

the Caribbean Coast, a five to six hour drive. Bus drivers manhandle these vehicles 

driving at ungodly speeds and often arrive early, just before daybreak. After clearing 

security checks by the National Police, travelers pile into pangas, long boats with 

outboard motors that carry them along the Río Escondido to Bluefields as the sun peaks. 

This mode of transportation offers another way of knowing the Coast – the ramshackle 

homes of individual Mestizo families scratching out a living in the most isolated areas of 

the Atlantic Coast. The remains of decaying banana plantations. The rusting hulks of 

discarded commercial ships jutting out along the river’s edge, the memory of better 

economic times clinging to their frames. White seagulls perched on a single leg on 

wooden poles that demarcate the shallow portions of the river. Watching Creole men and 

women fish silently in dories in the quiet waters of the twelve Black and Indigenous 

communities of the Pearl Lagoon Basin as the boat heads south to Bluefields. 

 The land and river journey to Bluefields from Managua symbolizes for many 

Costeños the extent to which the region continues to exist on the margins of the nation. It 

remains the primary symbol of the history of broken promises, neglect, and exploitation 

that has come to define the relationship between the Atlantic Coast and the Pacific. The 

Creole painter and poet, June Beer, reflecting on the excessive amount of time it took to 

complete the highway from Managua to Rama, bitterly observed, “If the Somoza 

government hadn’t embezzled all that money that came for the highway construction, 

they could have paved it with gold” (LaDuke 1986: 36). The fact that there is no direct 

land route to Bluefields from the capital city is a pointed reminder of the reality that 

despite the rhetoric of multicultural inclusion that pervades state discourse towards the 
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region, the Pacific Coast systematically excludes the Coast from meaningful participation 

in the social and political life of the nation. The lack of a land route means that importing 

products to the Coast is prohibitively expensive – purified bottled water costs twice as 

much as in Managua and it is easier to find crack cocaine in the region than fresh 

produce. More than 100 years since the Nicaraguan state forcibly “reincorporated” the 

region into the nation, the Coast is considered an unknown, underdeveloped, foreign, 

racially other space that can never be fully integrated into the body politic. Many 

Mestizos describe the Atlantic Coast as “another country,” a place that is so 

geographically, racially, and culturally different from the Mestizo nation that it may as 

well be a foreign country; but the place of racial alterity and economic marginalization 

that the Atlantic Coast occupies in the popular imagination is the product of a long 

history of racializing space and spatializing race in the construction of the Mestizo nation 

(Hooker 2010). 

Part of the reason that the Atlantic Coast is imagined as a different country is due 

in no small part to the fact the region functioned as its own semi-sovereign state from the 

18th century until the end of the 19th century. Formerly known as the Mosquitia, the 

Atlantic Coast of Nicaragua existed at the intersection of the imperial aspirations of Great 

Britain and Spain, Nicaragua, and the United States. As Juliet Hooker (2010) notes 

indigenous communities, particularly the Miskitu and the enslaved Africans, free blacks 

and mulattoes who are the ancestors of modern Creoles, were not merely the passive 

victims of the political machinations of more powerful actors but leveraged their strategic 

position to realize their own desires for freedom and self-governance.   Prior to sustained 

European contact a few thousand Miskitu-speaking communities inhabited the 

northeastern coasts of Honduras and Nicaragua. British buccaneers established political 

and commercial alliances with Miskitu chieftains in order to protect themselves from the 

Spanish who controlled the western half of Nicaragua; these alliances were so fruitful 

that the British began to settle in the region although it was not a formal colony of the 

British Empire. While Africans had traveled intermittently to the region, they did not 

begin to settle in the area in significant numbers until the mid-1600s; following the 
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Spanish occupation of Providencia in 1629 as a number of formerly enslaved Africans 

fled to the Central American mainland where many of them were re-enslaved but later 

began intermarrying with Miskitu families (Offen 1999). This mixing led to the 

emergence of two geographically and phenotypically distinct Miskitu groups: the Sambo 

(or Zambo) who were of African and Amerindian origins and the Tawira, or straight-

haired, “pure” Miskitu.2  

Spanish efforts to gain control of the Caribbean Coast proved largely fruitless 

during the 18th and 19th century. The informal alliances that the Miskitu and Blacks had 

with British pirates and merchants became formalized in the 18th century, which made it 

increasingly more difficult for Spain to lay claim to the region. In 1747, the Atlantic 

Coast was declared a protectorate of Great Britain under the authority of the Governor of 

Jamaica, who sent Robert Hodgson to serve as the Superintendent of the newly formed 

protectorate to protect the economic interests of the British. The regional economy 

flourished and began to expand as the English settlers and native populations traded 

sugar, cotton, indigo, sea turtles and lumber to Spanish colonies on the mainland and 

British colonies in the Caribbean. The Mosquitia began to develop as a multiracial, 

multicultural society as British settlement increased and the Afro-descendant population 

continued to grow; the relative freedom(s) that they enjoyed in the Mosquitia attracted 

Blacks from throughout the Caribbean to a society where the social regulation of slavery 

was not codified into law or as rigid as in the colonies. Race-mixing between the 

indigenous, European, and Afro-descendant communities that populated the region in the 

18th century was quite common and produced a Creole elite who distinguished 

themselves from both indigenous communities (who they saw as backwards and 

culturally inferior) and darker-skinned free and enslaved Blacks from the Caribbean 

(Gordon 1998, Pineda 2006).  

                                                
2 Offen suggests that following the formation of the Mosquito Kingdom, which subsequently became a 
British protectorate, the distinctions between Sambo and Tawira Miskitu became less pronounced and a 
shared collective identity emerged consolidating Miskitu ethnic identity (Offen 1999) 
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Spain’s attempts to gain control of the Coast were facilitated by the Treaty of 

Versailles (1783) and the Convention of London (1786) in which Britain agreed to 

dissolve the superintendency and instruct all British settlers to depart from the region. 

Many free and enslaved Blacks, however, remained in the region, as did a number of 

English settlers who decided to throw in their lot with Black and Indigenous communities 

clustered in the more established British settlements or Miskitu communities throughout 

the region. While the Spanish and the British continued to contend for dominance in the 

region, Zambo and Tawira Miskitu tribes combined forces to drive out Col. Robert 

Hodgson, Jr., the son of the first superintendent. When these Miskitu forces attacked 

Hodgson’s home in Bluefields on September 6, 1790, Hodgson’s slaves joined the 

offensive and Hodgson was forced to flee with his family. Although the campaign was 

successful the Tawira/Zambo alliance did not last long, but the Miskitu continued to 

assert their right to political dominance in the region. The main leader of the Zambo, 

King George II, focused on uprooting what was left of Spanish settlement in the region 

and successfully did so, freeing all of the enslaved Africans that were being held in these 

settlements. This victory was significant and as a result, “The mainland Mosquitia under 

the domination of the Zambo Miskitu was free of direct European colonial presence and 

would remain so for forty years” (Gordon 1998: 37). Gordon (1998) defines this 

historical period as the decisive moment in the formation of Creole identity and political 

ascendancy in the region. The communities of Maroons in Bluefields and Pearl Lagoon, 

escaped slaves from Corn Island and San Andres, and the established communities of free 

blacks and mulattoes “became the foci of Creole ethnogenesis” (37). Despite the fact that 

the practice of slavery remained entrenched in the region, the lack of direct colonial rule 

allowed people of African descent some latitude to maintain their freedom and led to the 

consolidation of “Miskitu Coast Creole culture” (39). By the 1840s, the term “Creole” 

was widely applied to free people of African descent in the region; nevertheless the term 

was also fraught with internal skin color politics as lighter-skinned Creoles often tended 

to look down on and exploit darker-skinned Creoles who were much more likely to 

occupy a lower class status (Bell [1899] 1989, Gordon 1998). 
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The 1840s also brought important cultural and political transformations in the 

region that directly conditioned Creole ascendancy. In 1844, the British government 

returned to the region and reestablished its influence by appointing a new consul-general 

in Bluefields and declaring the Mosquitia a British protectorate. By this time, a 

predominantly light-skinned Creole elite had begun to exercise a fair amount of political 

power in the Mosquitia and the center of political power shifted to the South after King 

Robert Charles Frederick relocated to Bluefields in 1845. Subsequent kings would remain 

in the South until the 1890s. Anglos and Creoles controlled the governmental and 

military administration of the Mosquitia, and Miskitu people, who had once dominated 

the region, were increasingly pushed out of political power and seen as being culturally 

inferior to Europeans and Anglicized Creoles. Subsequent Mosquito kings would be 

increasingly separated from Miskitu communities and would assume a Creole cultural 

identity (Gordon 1998). The historical rivalry between Miskitus and the Creoles in the 

administration and governance of the Mosquitia was rooted in regional and transnational 

discourses of racial difference and inferiority. While Creoles may have had some cultural 

capital because of their proximity to Anglo culture, they struggled to balance that with 

the drawbacks of a racial tie to Africa which Miskitu communities that were presumably 

rural, primitive, and lacked a civilized “high” culture did not have. Nevertheless, the 

Miskitu did not occupy a celebratory, folkloric place in the Nicaraguan national 

imagination, which has historically not considered them to have a significant place in the 

nation’s ancestral past or in its political present and future (Gould 1998). The tensions 

and unequal relations of power that existed between the (mythic) mestizo nation and the 

Miskitu would explode in the 1980s as a new generation of politicized Miskitu once 

again took up arms to demand sovereignty and regional autonomy (Gordon 1998). 

In 1849, the Moravian Church established its first mission on the Atlantic Coast 

concentrating its operations in Pearl Lagoon and Bluefields. The Moravian Church would 

play a significant role in the formation of Creole cultural identity and became an 

important social institution in the region. Moravian missionaries opened the first formal 

schools in the region, which resulted in high rates of literacy among Creoles; they treated 
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it as their personal mission to eradicate the “heathen” spiritual traditions of Afro-

descendant and Indigenous communities in the region and exerted a hegemonic influence 

on these communities’ cultural and social practices including insisting on heterosexual, 

monogamous marriages, eradicating the practice of obeah and shamanic healing, and 

tamping out the erotic May Pole celebration among Creoles. The Moravian Church took 

an active role in regional political affairs, housing and educating the Miskitu kings and 

chiefs as well as their families. It controlled the financial affairs of the Mosquitia and 

Gordon points out that the Miskitu “king and all of the state functionaries received their 

salaries directly” from the Church (Gordon? 44). As the most important social institution 

in the Mosquitia, the Moravian Church played a central role in fomenting an affinity for 

Anglo culture among Creole and Indigenous communities in the region, by preaching the 

virtues of British patriotism and encouraging Costeños to think of themselves as colonial 

subjects. Gordon points to this Anglo affinity and the persistence of resistant Black 

subjectivities as the two ideological strands that comprise historical patterns of Creole 

identification on the Coast. 

By the late 19th century, Bluefields was a bustling port town whose growth and 

prosperity stemmed from its strategic location in the rubber trade, the emerging 

transnational banana market, and the profitable trade in lumber, tortoiseshell, sea turtles, 

and fishing throughout the Caribbean, South America and the Central American 

mainland. It was clear that the town had become too important for the Nicaraguan 

government to ignore and the state made moves to bring the Coast under its control. The 

Coast once again became a site of struggle between different imperial powers looking to 

capitalize on the natural resources of the region in order to fulfill their own capitalist 

aspirations. Much of this conflict centered on the thriving commercial trade in the region 

as well as establishing future control over the Río San Juan as an ideal site for a future 

inter-oceanic canal to the Pacific Ocean. In 1860, Great Britain signed the Treaty of 

Managua, which dismantled the protectorate and formally acknowledged Nicaraguan 

authority over the southern Mosquitia. The dissolved protectorate was replaced by the 

Mosquito Reserve and the provisions of the treaty allowed the Miskitu to incorporate the 
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region into the Nicaraguan state at any time they wished and to govern themselves in the 

reserve under a hereditary chief. While the treaty provided certain concessions to Miskitu 

communities, which remained largely unrealized, it made no such provisions for Creole 

communities; nevertheless Creoles continued to dominate regional politics until the 

1890s.  

In February 1894, the Nicaraguan state under President José Santos Zelaya, 

realized the goal of gaining control over the Atlantic Coast, when Nicaraguan troops 

occupied Bluefields. The Reincorporation forcibly brought the Atlantic Coast into the 

jurisdiction of the Nicaraguan state and dismantled the Mosquito Reserve. Creoles, who 

still refer to the event as the “Overthrow,” saw their political and economic power 

completely diminished by the Nicaraguan state, which viewed their demands for self-

governance and political power is inherently illegitimate. From the beginning 

Nicaraguans were overtly hostile to Creoles, whom they saw as Black foreigners whose 

racial inferiority disqualified them from participating in the governance of the region or 

full participation in its economic activities. In a direct violation of the terms of the Treaty 

of Managua, Zelaya moved quickly to capitalize on the region’s resources and economic 

prosperity displacing Creoles and Indigenous peoples’ from their lands, selling and 

giving away coastal properties to his political supporters, appointing Mestizos from the 

Pacific to fill regional government posts, and granting concessions that systematically 

privileged Mestizo businessmen, foreign multinational companies and put Creole 

merchants and small growers out of business. The Mosquito Reserve was renamed the 

Department of Zelaya and the government instituted a series of policies designed not only 

to integrate the Coast into the economic life of the nation but also to assimilate the 

region’s diverse communities into the project of Nicaraguan Mestizo nationalism. These 

reforms included establishing Spanish as the official language of Nicaragua and closing 

down schools that provided instruction in other languages. The Reincorporation remains 

the definitive moment in the formation of the vexed contemporary relationship between 

the Atlantic Coast and the Pacific. This geographical relationship was profoundly 

racialized as Mestizos viewed the Atlantic Coast and its inhabitants as racially inferior, 
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backward non-nationals whose only route to citizenship was to take on the dominant 

Mestizo culture. Indeed, as Hooker, notes, the Reincorporation marked a critical moment 

in the construction of Nicaraguan national identity as the Coast was mobilized to serve as 

the racial Other against which Nicaraguan Mestizos could define themselves. The 

representation of the Coast as an abject, primitive space relied on hegemonic ideologies 

of white supremacy and black inferiority that formed a central part of 19th century racial 

common sense in Nicaragua and justified the subordination of racial Others because of 

their presumed incapacity to wield political power or understand the rights and 

responsibilities connected to the exercise of full citizenship. 

Despite being systematically disenfranchised, however, Creoles continued to 

resist Nicaraguan national rule well into the twentieth century refusing Nicaraguan 

citizenship and pulling their children out of school in order to avoid learning Spanish. 

From the 1900s to the 1930s, Creoles participated in a number of political rebellions and 

social movements to defend their claims to the region and dismantle the unequal relations 

of power that excluded them from full citizenship, opportunities for economic prosperity, 

and access to political power in the region. Gordon describes how Bluefields Creoles  

formed a number of “social organizations” including secret societies, lodges, bands, 

literary societies, athletic clubs and social clubs that served as bulwarks against Mestizo 

national hegemony in the region. The social clubs, in particular, became important 

political spaces for Creoles to protest the government’s treatment of them and, later, to 

organize full-scale rebellions against the state. Just as Creole and Indigenous leaders 

capitalized on the competing political and economic interests of more powerful colonial 

actors in order to realize their own aspirations, in the post-Reincorporation period these 

communities often made use of the perpetual power struggles among Nicaragua’s elite 

class in order to press their own demands on the state. In 1909, when Juan B. Estrada, the 

Liberal turned Conservative governor of the Coast began a revolutionary uprising against 

Zelaya, Costeños actively participated in the resistance “fighting for the separation and 

supremacy of the Coast” (Gordon 1998: 73). Estrada led a multiracial coalition of 

Miskitu Indians, Creoles, Mestizos, and disaffected white businessmen who opposed 
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Zelaya’s unfair economic policies that included high taxation, tariffs, and exclusive 

concessions that stifled the ability of both Costeños and white North Americans to 

compete in the regional economy.  Meanwhile, Zelaya’s machinations to construct an 

interoceanic canal through Nicaragua to compete with the Panama Canal raised the ire of 

the U.S. government who used the rebellion as a pretext to oust Zelaya. What began as a 

regional rebellion quickly became a national revolution that led to Zelaya, under 

increased pressure from the U.S. State Department and the Taft administration, to resign 

from office and go into exile. Estrada later assumed control of the presidency but 

whatever promises he had made to Costeño supporters were soon forgotten and Creoles 

found their former ally to be as unresponsive to their political aspirations as his 

predecessor. 

Meanwhile, the enclave economy in the region continued to thrive as West Indian 

laborers continued to migrate to the Coast in growing numbers. Immigration to the 

region, however, did not come only from the Caribbean. Chinese immigrants arrived to 

the Coast in significant numbers, settling in the area and establishing many successful 

commercial enterprises in the city. Passport applications to the British Consulate reveal 

the active movement of Black, Chinese, South Asian, Middle Eastern and European 

individuals moving in and out of the region heading for New Orleans, Colón, Panama, 

Kingston, Jamaica, and Puerto Limón, Costa Rica (Crowdell Archive, CIDCA). This 

period marked the development of Bluefields as a cosmopolitan location, a port city 

whose identity was constructed not through its fragile relationship to the national body 

but through its economic, cultural, and social connections to the Atlantic world. Lest this 

representation of Bluefields’ multicultural cosmopolitanism give the impression that this 

was an egalitarian society, it should be clear that the social hierarchy within the enclave 

society was deeply racialized – white, North Americans occupied the highest position of 

power and privilege in the region, followed by Mestizos and Creole elites. Darker-

skinned Caribbean immigrants, the Chinese, and Indigenous peoples occupied a 

significantly lower status. Moreover, Creoles and Blacks found themselves subjected to 

intense forms of racial subordination as white U.S. residents imported their Jim Crow 
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sensibilities to the region. Nevertheless, the multiracial milieu of Bluefields created a 

social order that was radically different from the Mestizo nation. Indeed, the Nicaraguan 

state continued to view the cultural and racial diversity of the Atlantic Coast as a central 

threat to the construction of a homogenous national identity. In 1925, Frutos Ruiz y Ruiz, 

was commissioned by President Carlos Solorzano to conduct a study of the economy, 

geography, and inhabitants of the Atlantic Coast; his findings proved to be less than 

favorable. The cultural heterogeneity of the region represented the “seeds of discord…the 

typical antipatriotic ferment: different races, languages, religion and customs” (6). Ruiz y 

Ruiz was disturbed by what he perceived as the cultural and racial chaos of the region 

and insisted that the state needed to actively regulate the immigration of Black and 

Chinese laborers to the region in order to protect the racial integrity of the nation. He 

wrote, 

Nicaragua is still a people in formation, without racial homogeneity, and therefore 
is not prepared to impose its national seal on such diverse peoples, in a region so 
uninhabited and so little Nicaraguan as the Atlantic Coast; that is why it must 
select who will immigrate and reject unassimilable races  (7). 
 

By this logic, Black and Indigenous peoples, by definition, were fundamentally non-

nationals whose racial and cultural difference precluded their full entry into the Mestizo 

nation. Ruiz y Ruiz concluded his findings by suggesting that the savage inhabitants of 

the Atlantic Coast needed to be brought in line with the values, culture and traditions of 

Hispanic civilization. Their claims for self-governance and political power were ill-

advised and, in his estimation, lacked any substantive historical basis.  

 



 31 

 

Figure 1.2: The Mosquito Reserve, 1894. 
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Local Creole struggles for autonomy and political redress drew significant 

inspiration from the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), the transnational 

movement led by Marcus Garvey, whose own experiences working in Panama and with 

the United Fruit Company in Costa Rica and witnessing the exploitative treatment of 

West Indian labor migrants compelled him to create the UNIA. Based on the ethos of 

Black self-determination, racial uplift, cultural pride, and the redemption of the African 

continent, the UNIA was enormously popular in Central America, where it is estimated 

that approximately one-third of all UNIA chapters were located. Gordon suggests that 

there were at least five UNIA chapters located on the Coast, two of which were based in 

Bluefields.  Creoles and the growing number of West Indian labor migrants working in 

the region’s banana industry, were animated by the message and vision of the UNIA.  

The Moravian Church, however, was less enamored of the UNIA, which it viewed as a 

serious threat to its influence over the region’s Black population. One Moravian 

missionary wrote, 

 
In Bluefields (a movement has) to be mentioned which (is) threatening to become 
a danger to our people…; the Universal Negro Improvement Association, with 
which is connected the Black Star Line Steamship. Marcus Garvey, a Jamaican, is 
the leader of the movement, now residing in New York. It is a new form of 
Ethiopianism; Back to Africa is on their banner, Africa to the Africans. I do not 
think that anything during my stay has taken the people so quickly as this new 
movement. The majority of our male church members and a goodly number of the 
female as well are active members of the Black Star Line, and I am sorry to say, 
not with advantage for their inner life. The movement is also anti-white… 
(Wunderich 1986: 33). 

 
Women were highly active in the UNIA and sustained the organization through 

their labor as Black Cross nurses, teachers, secretaries, and volunteers with the local 

chapters. The UNIA had a profoundly radicalizing effect on local Creoles, including 

Maymie Leona Turpeau de Mena, who became active in the Garvey movement by 

teaching at a secretarial school in Bluefields. She later became one of the key leaders in 

the UNIA assuming leadership of all of the North American chapters, editing the Negro 
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World newspaper, and serving as one of Garvey’s closest organizational confidantes prior 

to his death in 1940 (Hill 1983, James 1999, Taylor 2002). Despite the popularity of the 

UNIA and calls for unity among Black people, UNIA chapters in Bluefields were sharply 

stratified along lines of color and class; according to Gordon, the chapter based in the 

Union Club was comprised mostly of light-skinned Creole elites while the Liberty Hall 

chapter’s membership tended to be largely poor, dark-skinned Blacks and a handful of 

Creoles  (Harpelle 2003, Gordon 1998). While the full impact of Garveyism on Creole 

political identity remains uncertain, it is clear as Gordon argues that “the heightened 

racial consciousness and organizational experience gained from participation in the 

Garvey movement prepared Creoles for the pivotal role they were to play in the political 

upheavals” of the 1920s and the 1930s (76). 

And the 1920s were truly a tumultuous time not only for the Atlantic Coast but 

for the entire nation. In October 1925, less than a year after the U.S. Marines had been 

withdrawn from Nicaragua another revolution emerged when the Conservative General 

Emiliano Chamorro overthrew Liberal President Carlos Solórzano and installed himself 

as president. The United States refused to recognize Chamorro’s administration; 

recognizing the futility of his power grab, Chamorro agreed to step down and cede the 

presidency to Adolfo Díaz, the Costa Rican born Conservative politician that the United 

States had backed following the 1909 Revolution. Liberal politicians, especially on the 

Atlantic Coast, questioned the legitimacy of Díaz’s presidency. In 1926, Dr. Juan 

Bautista Sacasa, a Liberal university professor and Zelaya supporter recently returned 

from political exile in Mexico, established a Constitutional Government on the Atlantic 

Coast. A multiracial coalition of Black, Indigenous, and Mestizo forces began an assault 

on the state and very nearly took control of the country. Creoles participated in the 

Liberal Revolution but did so for their own reasons: the restoration of their political 

claims to the Mosquitia and recognition of their rights to self-governance. In May 1926, a 

group of Creole combatants known as the “Twenty-five Brave” attacked the military 

barracks in Bluefields. Under the leadership of General George Hodgson, a Creole dentist 

and a former Conservative who had participated in the 1909 Revolution, this group led a 
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number of attacks in the south. As Gordon notes, the relationship between Creole 

nationalists and Mestizo Liberals was an alliance “born of convenience” (78). Creoles 

placed little faith in the good intentions of their Liberal allies and focused instead on 

using the conflict to achieve their own political objectives. U.S. intervention, however, 

proved once again to be the decisive factor in the outcome of national power struggles. 

The U.S. stepped into the conflict and compelled both parties to enter into peace 

negotiations. Under the terms of the Pact of Espino Negro, both sides agreed to disarm 

and sell their weapons to the occupying U.S. Marines and Díaz was allowed to finish his 

term until presidential elections were held in 1928. The agreement met with the 

satisfaction of the United States and it was determined that the U.S. Marines would 

remain to oversee the creation of an apolitical, professional army. The Conservatives and 

Liberals agreed to the conditions of the agreement, with the exception of one of 

Moncada’s generals, Augusto Cesar Sandino. Almost immediately following the signing 

of the Pact, Sandino began a guerrilla war against the occupying U.S. forces that lasted 

until 1933 (Aguirre Sacasa 2002). This period also saw the ascendancy of another Liberal 

General, Anastasio Somoza García, who rose through the ranks of the National Guard 

after being appointed director in 1932 and used his control over the military to seize state 

power in the mid-1930s. After assassinating Sandino and forcing Sacasa out of office, he 

assumed control of the government, launching a dynastic dictatorship that would rule 

Nicaragua for nearly 50 years. 

While there has been some discussion of the prominent role that men like General 

George played in the Liberal Revolution (Gordon 1998), there has been little exploration 

into the participation of women like Anna Crowdell in this regional struggle. The 

daughter of a Creole woman and an Austrian ship captain, Crowdell was the proprietor of 

the Crowdell Hotel in Bluefields, which not only provided elegant accommodations for 

travelers and esteemed local residents but also served as a political space. The records of 

the British Consulate were housed there and the British Consul-General considered her a 

close personal advisor and friend. She was a close collaborator with General George, 

managing the funds of the Creole revolutionary forces, sending them medicine, supplies, 
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food, weapons, and ammunition, and acting behind the scenes to ensure the success of 

each military operation (Crowdell Papers, CIDCA). In a 1927 letter to the members of the 

Union Club, R.H. Hooker petitioned the club to extend an honorary membership to 

Crowdell, “since her skirts exclude her from full membership.” Describing her as a true 

patriot, Hooker outlined her participation not only in regional politics but described her 

influence on national politics as well. 

 
The movement of 1909 was inspired by her. She it was that injected in general J.J. 
Estrada that dissatisfaction on the corrupted and high-handed condition of 
governmental affairs, which ultimately led him to the presidency. It was also she 
that dragged Adolfo Díaz out his shell of fear and irresolution and made him 
realize that there was a higher calling for him, than the little office job he was 
holding. She was responsible for him getting to the highest office in the country. 
And did not these manipulations cause Chamorro to get there also? 

 
But although these men have scaled the presidential fence, still I feel sure they 
would feign not acknowledge that fact and give to Caesar that which is Caesar’s. 
All to the contrary, they have tried to side track her, but not forgotten her all the 
same. They remember her constantly and with a certain tremor, for they know the 
energetic unit she is, and would as soon trample the crater of Momotombo as 
tread on her toes. 

 
To me she is the greatest feminine figure in Nicaragua, and we must be proud of 
her, but a certain familiarity from daily contact has blinded us to her many 
merits.3 

 
Crowdell’s power and influence with both Creole and Indigenous communities on the 

Atlantic Coast was even apparent to occupying U.S. forces; a 1932 report profiling 

prominent Coast activists in the 1930s described her saying   

 
Mrs. Crowdell is a leading figure among the Indians on the entire coast and 
knows most of them personally. She is a sister of Senator Alfredo Crause and is 
the confidant and advisor of the British Consul who resides at her home. There 
has been a rumor, unconfirmed but persistent, that they have instructed the 
Indians not to vote or take any part in politics, both protesting that Nicaragua has 
failed to keep her treaty promises to the Indians. She was formerly a Conservative 

                                                
3 R.H. Hooker letter to the Union Club, 1927. Crowdell Papers. Centro de Investigación y Documentación 
de la Costa Atlantica. Bluefields, Nicaragua. 
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but is now a Liberal due to the promises of Moncada to help the Indians. Said to 
have contributed money and assisted Moncada during the revolution. Is at present 
living in poverty. Rooms and boards Marines in Bluefields. She is a disturbing 
political influence.4 

 
As the report suggests, Crowdell paid dearly for her activism; she spent much of the 

1930s petitioning the government to restore to her properties that the departmental 

government confiscated after the Liberal Revolution and trying to get the Liberal Party to 

reimburse her for expenses that she had paid to support the revolutionary forces on the 

Coast. The increasingly desperate tone of her letters to various politicians and state 

officials suggests that she never recovered the money or her properties and by the 1950s 

she seemed to give up any hope for state restitution and moved to live with her son and 

daughter in Elmhurst in the New York borough of Queens, where she died in 1977. 

Despite her poverty and diminished political status, she remained a powerful figure on 

the Coast, even attracting the attention of Somoza who reached out to her in 1936 to 

solicit her help in gaining greater political support among Costeños. Written in florid 

prose, no doubt meant to flatter the aging activist, Somoza’s letter demonstrates how 

valuable Crowdell’s influence continued to be at this time. His brief letter is worth 

quoting in its entirety: 

 
February 21, 1936 

 
Esteemed and remembered friend, 

 
Trusting in our friendship and mutual understanding, and having the most 
excellent references of your constant labors in the political life of this important 
coast, that has earned you friendliness and popularity among the inhabitants of 
Old Bank, Tapapone, Pearl Lagoon, and Rama Kee, I have not hesitated to write 
you this letter.  

 
It is my wish to establish direct relations with you and exchange ideas about the 
political future of Nicaragua, sure that you'll receive them with pleasure, as they 

                                                
4 Report of the Chairman, US Electoral Mission to Nicaragua, 1932, Personality Sketches of Prominent 
Citizens of the Republic of Nicaragua, Sec. Navy General Corresp., 1925-1940, EF-49, Box 2010 
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are my best proposals for the greatest good of the Atlantic Coast whenever I 
become the President of the republic, a very feasible possibility, by counting on 
the support of the Nicaraguan people.  

 
Inspired by these proposals, I want to establish all types of relations with these 
people, like yourself, intensely interested in the future of this important region of 
the country, and take into account seriously all these remarks tending to the 
purposes that I leave written here.  

 
I await your pleasant orders and wish you success in your work, I am pleased to 
sign, your attentive servant and affectionate friend.	  

 
A. Somoza5 

 
It is unclear how Crowdell responded to Somoza’s overtures but the fact of the matter is 

that by the time Somoza assumed control of the nation, he did not really need anyone’s 

help to exercise his power and rule Nicaragua in whatever manner he desired. As Gordon 

(1998) observes, the beginning of the 1930s marked the end of overt resistance to the 

Nicaraguan state on the Atlantic Coast, and had a chilling effect on social movements 

throughout the country. Somoza ruled Nicaragua with an iron fist, using the National 

Guard to quash dissent and enriching himself and his supporters by using state-funded 

public resources to bankroll his private ventures, investments, and companies. 

Throughout this decade and well into the 1960s, Creole forms of popular dissent tended 

to be much more reformist, integrationist, and accommodationist than earlier political 

movements. The dream of regional autonomy seemed to have been laid to rest as Creoles 

accepted Nicaraguan rule and set about the business of becoming full citizens and 

participants in the nation. Gordon suggests that the transition from resistance to 

acquiescence in Creole politics was also likely produced by the deepening global 

economic depression, which significantly weakened many of the industrial activities that 

had previously thrived in the region – the banana market, lumber, fishing, etc. As Creoles 

and the rest of the nation, struggled in this increasingly harsh economic climate, their 

                                                
5 Anastasio Somoza G. letter to Anna Crowdell. February 21, 1936. Crowdell Papers. Centro de 
Investigación y Documentación de la Costa Atlántica. Bluefields, Nicaragua. Interestingly, the letter is 
postmarked on the second anniversary of Augusto Cesar Sandino’s assassination.  Author’s translation. 
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preoccupations shifted from realizing local political power to simply surviving. Not until 

the late 1960s and 1970s did Creoles begin to assert their political demands explicitly 

again. 

Although much of the literature on the Atlantic Coast prior to the Sandinista 

Revolution tend to reproduce ideas of Creole political passivity, no doubt a reflection on 

the low level of political mobilization between the 1930s and the 1960s, the 1960s and 

1970s saw an efflorescence of Black political and social movements in the region that 

reinvigorated Costeño demands for self-determination and political power. Bluefields, in 

particular, was a “hotbed of political ideas and activity,” as diverse institutions and 

political groups began to demand full recognition from the state and assert their right to 

belong to the nation on their own terms  (Gordon 1998: 150). These movements played 

out in local institutions including the Moravian Church where a new generation of Creole 

and Indigenous men and women began to insist that the Church accelerate the process of 

turning control of the Church over to “native” ministers. Exposed to the teachings of 

liberation theology and animated by the Civil Rights struggle unfolding in the United 

States, these young men and women played a decisive role in forcing the Moravian 

Church to recognize the leadership capacity of Costeños and accepting its responsibility 

to use its power and position to advance social justice within the region. As a result, 

institutions like CASIM (Moravian Church Committee for Social Action) were formed to 

provide social services to the region’s poorest inhabitants; this institution remains in 

place and many Creole women members of the Moravian Church work in this space 

where they oversee public health programs in the region’s rural communities, provide 

housing for street children, and free breakfast and lunch programs to offset 

malnourishment in children. 

Other groups like the Progressive Costeña Organization (OPROCO) engaged in 

more reform driven efforts to secure increased political power and stimulate regional 

development projects under the Somoza regime. There were few female members in this 

organization, although OPROCO did support the early efforts of Miss Lizzie Nelson, a 

Moravian school teacher and choreographer, to begin training young men and women in 
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May Pole dance troupes in an effort to recuperate Creole performative traditions that had 

been prohibited by the Moravian Church. Rather than explicitly criticize the government 

OPROCO attempted to force the state to fulfill the mandate of the 1894 Reincorporation 

and fully integrate the Coast into the national economy. The goal was to work with the 

state to improve economic conditions in the region and create more channels for Creole 

elites to assume political positions to represent the interests of the region in national 

decision-making processes. OPROCO functioned throughout the 1960s but fell apart in 

the early 1970s as conflicts developed within the group over the state’s role in the 

exploitation of the Coast and an emergent critique of Mestizo racism that more cautious 

OPROCO members refused to engage. The split in the group led to the creation of the 

Southern Indigenous Creole Community (SICC – initially known as the United 

Committee for Community Development – UCCDOD), a grassroots, community 

organization that focused less on producing state reforms and more on stimulating Black 

pride, regional self-determination, and empowering youth, in particular, to assert active 

leadership roles in the community. The group was led by Miss Jenelee Hodgson, a Creole 

teacher at the Moravian School who was radicalized by her experiences studying at the 

Latin American Seminary in Costa Rica and Black nationalist movements in the 

Caribbean and the United States. Her work with young Creole men and women at this 

time and the assertion of a politicized Black identity proved to be extremely threatening 

to Mestizo power-brokers in the city who saw SICC’s project of Black pride and 

grassroots education as counter-national (Gordon 1998). SICC’s history demonstrates the 

central leadership role that Creole women have historically played in regional 

movements, particularly in Bluefields. 

These heterogeneous cultural and social movements came to form the ideological 

basis of what Gordon refers to as “Creole populism,” and rekindled Creoles’ collective 

desire for independence and self-governance. These movements vocally criticized 

ongoing processes of structural racism, economic exclusion, and regional exploitation 

that allowed the Pacific to prosper while the state invested nothing in the development of 

the Coast. Creoles renewed their calls for political power and representation not only 
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because they believed the powerful role that Creoles had played in the Mosquitia entitled 

them with the right to rule, but also as a tool to protect themselves from a nation-state that 

had no respect for them, their culture, racial identity, or economic well-being. But these 

developments seemed to go largely unnoticed in the Pacific, where Mestizos continued to 

imagine the Atlantic Coast as a sleepy, passive place and Costeños as apolitical, at best, 

or Somocista, at worst. The two decades immediately preceding the Revolution, laid the 

political groundwork for Costeños to more critically articulate their political demands 

during the Revolution; unfortunately, their aspirations for political power and 

independence collided with the nationalist vision of the FSLN, with tragic results.  

As Gordon (1998) points out, the tendency to accept the hegemonic account that 

Creoles and Indigenous peoples were immediately hostile to the FSLN ignores the fact 

that these communities initially greeted the Revolution with hope and optimism. He 

states that this “enthusiasm was based on the Creole community’s perception that the 

Triumph of the Revolution would lead to the recognition of their long-held racially and 

culturally based demands (203),” that were linked to these communities’ historical 

political claim to the Atlantic Coast. Reflecting on the thirtieth anniversary of the 

Revolution, one Creole/Miskitu activist in Bluefields shared how Indigenous peoples 

were hopeful that the FSLN would recognize their demands and became disillusioned 

with the Revolution when that failed to happen.  

 
Before the late 70s, we had the indigenous movement strong in the North. We 
were gathered in ALPROMISU [the Alliance of Miskitu and Sumu people] and 
this organization had a young people branch, I would say it was named, JUDEM 
[Young People United for Democracy] and it had to do really with 
acknowledgement to our rights to territory, language, participation and this was 
the phase in which we burst out with the revolution process in 1979. So the whole 
speech of the Revolution about equality, development, acknowledgement to our 
rights mean a whole deal for all of us. But then we had this short between the 
revolution proposal and the Indigenous complaint for land claim, bilingual 
education, for land entitlement, acknowledgment to our way of organizing 
ourselves, things and issues that we now address like normal and you discuss it at 
universities, [now] you have regional authorities, but at that moment was 
misunderstood (BWV 2009). 
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The FSLN felt they would have to bring the revolution to the Atlantic Coast and 

politicize the people of the region who they viewed as politically passive. They expected 

Costeños to fall in line with the revolutionary project but had little understanding of what 

they wanted or the collective history that informed their specific political demands. The 

FSLN tended to treat Creole and Miskitu peoples as though they were so blinkered by 

their “Anglo affinity” that they could not recognize what was best for them (Hale 1994). 

In many ways, the FSLN infantilized the peoples of the Coast by not recognizing their 

right to govern and organize themselves. In the beginning, the Frente never really 

considered that Costeños had their own ideas about the kinds of social transformation 

they wanted to see take place on the Coast. In Sandino’s Daughters Revisted: Feminism 

in Nicaragua (Randall 1994), Mirna Cunningham, a Miskito/Creole doctor from the 

RAAN who worked with the FSLN in the 1980s, noted that although there were a 

number of qualified Black and Indigenous people, including women such as Dorotea 

Wilson, Hazel Lau, and herself among many others, who could have been selected to fill 

key leadership positions in the Coast, Costeños were systematically overlooked and 

Mestizos from the Pacific were chosen to occupy these posts. She said,  

 
There was this unspoken rule that a man had to be in charge – and not even a man 
from the Coast, but a man from the Pacific! As we say, ‘a white man from the 
pacific,’ supervising the people from the Coast and supervising the women. We 
suffered continually from those men lording it over us. I don’t mean sexual 
harassment or anything like that. No. It was political harassment. They just never 
completely trusted us. And I believe they didn’t trust us because we were women 
and because we were from the Atlantic Coast. If we asked questions, if we 
expressed doubts about a particular issue, they immediately assumed we were 
confused because we were women. They couldn’t see that we wanted a more 
profound discussion of the problems specific to the Atlantic” (Randall 1994: 75). 

 
Significantly, the FSLN leaders who were appointed to fill these positions on the 

Atlantic Coast were either woefully ignorant of the social reality in the region or harbored 

many of the same stereotypical views of the Coast that earlier governments had espoused. 

Their perceptions of the region were colored by racist stereotypes about Afro-descendant 
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and Indigenous communities that labeled them as backwards, underdeveloped, 

hypersexual, lazy, etc. Cunningham shared how when she left the Coast to study 

medicine in Leon she and other Coast students were constantly subjected to blatant forms 

of anti-Black racism and sexism. She stated, “The people [in Leon] looked at women 

from the Atlantic Coast as if we were prostitutes. Actually that was true for the Pacific in 

general: I mean, if you were black, you were a prostitute; that’s the idea people had.” 

Stereotypes abounded about the Atlantic Coast being a place where people practiced 

witchcraft, lived in trees, and were hypersexual (Acuña 2003, Gordon 1998, Lancaster 

1992). Even today Costeños traveling to the Pacific recount experiences of being 

harassed by the police or having to explain to Mestizos that they do not need passports to 

travel to the Atlantic Coast. The FSLN was not immune to these attitudes and 

Cunningham notes that the Frente paid for it by eventually losing the faith and confidence 

of the communities of the Atlantic Coast despite the quality of its social programs. She 

states, 

 
The Sandinista National Liberation Front, besides being sexist, is an ethnocentric 
organization. At a certain level, politically, I believe that the comrades have tried 
to understand and deal with the problems of the Atlantic Coast. But in more subtle 
ways there’s still a lot of sexism, a lot of ethnocentricity, and this puts Sandinista 
women at a disadvantage.  

 
And I think that this failure on the part of the FSLN at the national level, this 
failure to deal with us as they would have were we men from the Pacific, really 
had a negative effect on the Party’s work on the Coast. We’re talking about a 
region where the vast majority of the men had either gone over to the counter-
revolution or were in the army. In the indigenous communities, women were 
doing most of the work. Women in general needed support, we needed a vote of 
confidence: women in the communities and, of course, we women who were in 
leadership positions. And the FSLN was never really able to give us that” (75).  

 
The lack of trust between the FSLN and Afro-descendant and Indigenous 

communities stemmed largely from the fact that the FSLN – revolutionary rhetoric to the 

side – continued to view Costeños as quasi-national groups whose different languages, 

racial alterity, and identification with the Anglophone Caribbean threw their loyalty to 
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the nation into question. The Sandinistas’ lack of experience in the region combined with 

a history of anti-Black racism created the conditions for the armed uprising of Miskito 

communities, whose political demands for recognition and sovereignty compounded the 

United States’ covert war to undermine the Revolution (Freeland 1988). The civil war 

that followed, and increased political pressure by Coast communities, led the FSLN 

government to recognize and acknowledge the historical and cultural differences of the 

Coast and approve the Law 28, the Autonomy Law, in 1987. This law created two 

autonomous regions on the Atlantic Coast and recognizes the multicultural and 

multilingual character of the region. In addition to bestowing certain cultural rights on 

Coast communities it also recognizes their legitimate claims to land they have historically 

occupied and allows Coast communities to govern themselves according to their own 

cultural customs. These changes were included in the nation’s 1987 constitution, in which 

Nicaragua is defined as a multicultural, multilingual nation composed of people from 

many different ethnic and racial backgrounds.  

Although the Sandinistas initially failed to recognize the historical demands of 

Coast peoples, they were the first government to acknowledge these communities through 

constitutional reforms, legislation, and the recognition of certain cultural rights. This had 

a profound effect on Afro-descendant and Indigenous peoples in the region, who were 

able for the first time to make political demands to the state on the basis of their culture 

and history. One Creole activist at the Bluefields Indian and Caribbean University shared, 

 
Before that we were not recognized. It was like as if we never exist. But in the 80s 
we were recognized and now the constitution state that Nicaragua is not just one, 
a nation make up of just one people, one culture. Nicaragua recognize that we are 
multiethnic, multicultural, pluricultural. And this give us a lot of rights (BWV 
2009). 

 
The gains that Costeños achieved through armed struggle and negotiation with the 

Sandinista state, however, proved to be short-lived when the FSLN lost the 1990 

presidential elections. The electoral victory of Violeta Chamorro brought an abrupt end to 

the Revolutionary experiment in Nicaragua. Nicaragua’s economy had suffered 
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tremendously from the conflict in the 1980s and needed to be revitalized. Under the 

Chamorro administration Nicaragua, like many developing nations in the 1990s, opted to 

take the road of neoliberal economic reform to try to improve economic conditions in the 

country. These reforms included dismantling nearly all of the social programs that the 

Sandinistas had created, privatizing many of the basic services that people had come to 

expect for free including education and healthcare, liberalizing trade to Nicaragua and 

allowing the creation of free trade zones in the Pacific. For a time these reforms did, in 

fact, produce some limited short-term gains, but as a long-term economic strategy they 

did little to improve the general economy or the quality of life for the vast majority of 

Nicaraguans (Chavez Metoyer 2000). 

On the Atlantic Coast, Afro-descendant communities found themselves in an 

increasingly impoverished position with the steady loss of jobs, social programs, and 

resources in the region. Politically they found themselves faced with a national 

government that was largely indifferent to their demands or needs. The approval of the 

Autonomy Law in 1987 marked a major victory for Coast peoples who had fought to 

have their historical sovereignty recognized by the Nicaraguan State, building what 

Mirna Cunningham refers to as a “bridge of trust between the population of the Coast and 

the Sandinista government” (81). But it was the Sandinistas who had made these 

concessions and by the time Violeta Chamorro took office it was clear that she had little 

interest in meaningfully supporting regional autonomy. Whatever agreements had been 

made under the Sandinista government were largely ignored by the three center-right 

presidents – Chamorro, Arnoldo Aleman, and Enrique Bolaños – that controlled the 

country throughout the 1990s and into the early 2000s (Goett 2006, Hooker 2009, 

Gonzalez 1997). 

There are few studies that document the ways in which neoliberal reforms, 

particularly Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs), affected the communities of the 

Atlantic Coast (for a notable exception see Goett 2006) and limited statistical data 

prevents us from fully understanding the real implications of these reforms. Yet it is clear 

that these communities suffered tremendously from the loss of basic services, such as 
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public hospitals and free public education, and funding for government programs to 

stimulate economic development in the region. Coast women have had to shoulder much 

of the burden of these economic reforms; while it is estimated that as many as one-third 

of all Nicaraguan households are headed by single mothers, qualitative data gathered by 

the UN suggests that those figures are much higher in the Atlantic Coast. In practical 

terms, this means that when the state cuts back on food subsidies, public services, social 

programs, and economic development programs, women must absorb the cost and do 

whatever is necessary to ensure the survival of their families (Chavez Metoyer 2000). 

Ironically, this shift in women’s focus from gaining greater political rights to fighting to 

survive a deepening crisis, happened at precisely the moment that the autonomous 

women’s and feminist movements were becoming stronger in the Pacific. Cunningham 

described the dire economic conditions on the Coast in the 1990s and women’s struggle 

to survive. 

 
You’ve got to remember that we’re talking about a region where there’s 90 
percent unemployment. The economic situation is so critical, there’s so much 
misery, that the women try to address their problems as women – battery, rape, 
and so forth – but survival is still their number one concern. There are women 
who try to address gender issues, but the economic struggle still takes precedence 
(Cunningham in Randall 1994: 83) 

 
The neoliberal period and the conditions of economic austerity that it produced 

compelled more women across the country to enter a shrinking, and increasingly 

feminized, labor force. In the Pacific, particularly Managua, this was characterized by the 

creation of free trade zones; thousands of women labored in factories, or maquilas, 

throughout the 1990s, which provided limited economic stability at the expense of fair 

and equitable labor practices and depressingly low wages (Babb 2000; Bickham Mendez 

2005; Chavez Metoyer 2000). On the Atlantic Coast, neoliberalism looked rather 

different. Without free trade zones, the flight of multinational corporations in the 1980s, 

and the limited pool of professional jobs available in the region, women have had to 

negotiate their economic survival using the strategies that were available to them. Some 
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women, especially Afro-descendant women and Mestizas, capitalizing on the educational 

opportunities that they received during the Revolution, have been able to join the growing 

class of professional women that emerged in the 1990s working in new professional 

sectors such as regional NGOs, the regional universities, and government agencies. These 

positions, however, are limited, often temporary or seasonal, and the salary is radically 

incommensurate with the level of education and experience of professional workers. 

Nevertheless, these spaces have been critical entry points for women into the public 

sphere of regional politics and they have emerged as important political actors as a result 

of their work in these sites.  

Other women have followed the example of earlier generations of Creole and 

Garífuna men and have left the country to labor on luxury cruise ships or work in the 

global service industry, serving as domestics or workers in the healthcare industry. Afro-

descendant people’s ability to speak Creole English has enabled them to access 

opportunities that are largely unavailable to Spanish speaking Nicaraguans and they have 

taken advantage of this skill. The remittances sent back to the Atlantic Coast are often the 

only source of income for many households and continue to prop up the regional 

economy (Goett 2006). These remittances are often used to cover basic living expenses 

and during the 1990s and early 2000s many Creole families paid for their children’s 

tuition, built homes, and maintained their families through remittances. 

Many Afro-descendant women maintain their economic survival despite the 

dearth of gainful employment by engaging in an informal regional service economy that 

circulates cash between households and allows people to meet their basic needs. Women 

sell AVON products to each other as well as Black hair care products that are difficult to 

find in Central America, provide beauty services to one another, braid hair on their front 

porches, bake cakes for weddings, provide laundry services for professional women, or 

cook meals for the staffs of local NGOs or at the regional universities. This informal 

economy comprises a critical component of the regional economy that keeps it alive even 

as economic conditions continue to deteriorate. Still others opted to participate in the 

illicit economy of sex work and drug trafficking. Although there are a few studies that 
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explore the growth of sex work in the region (CEIMM-URACCAN 2007), there is almost 

no critical work on the economic implications of the drug trade in the region. 

None of the governments that came to power following the end of the revolution 

did anything to support the development of regional autonomy. Moreover, as 

Cunningham points out, it is debatable how meaningful regional autonomy can be in the 

context of neoliberal governments that completely undermined the authority of the two 

regional governments (Randall 1994). From the beginning the regional governments were 

compromised by the low levels of state funding, the incursion of the national political 

parties into regional political affairs, and heightened levels of governmental corruption 

that often resulted in the regional governments being little more than sites for politicians 

to enrich themselves while claiming to represent the interests of the Atlantic Coast. 

Creole women are acutely aware of the challenges of regional autonomy and criticized 

the way subsequent governments marginalized the Atlantic Coast. Reflecting on the 

impact of neoliberal economic reform on the Coast and Black women, in particular, one 

woman shared, 

 
Black women were invisible. The only thing Coast people got were their rights 
violated, no jobs, communities lost their lands. Today much more Mestizos own 
land in Kukra River, Wawashan River, and it was not us who gave away those 
land. That’s the only thing Coast people got from the neoliberal system (Woods 
and Morris 2010). 

 
During the 1990s, the government continued to grant concessions to multinational 

corporations for logging, fishing, and mining and selling Coast lands without informing 

the regional authorities or receiving their consent (Babb 2000). This pattern has not 

change even after the FSLN returned to power in 2006; while the Frente has engaged in a 

number of programs designed to help the nation’s poorest citizens, it still has a long way 

to go to realize the promise of regional autonomy and address the deepening political and 

economic crisis in the region. The malign neglect of the Atlantic Coast in the 1990s led to 

worsening social and economic conditions on the Coast that created a new set of 

challenges for Afro-Nicaraguan women activists. 
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Black women in the region confront multiple social crises such as rising rates of 

HIV/AIDS infection, drug addiction/drug trafficking, and violence against women, along 

with economic divestment in the region, government neglect, and rampant 

unemployment. There has been a profound erosion of the quality of life – in the areas of 

health, education, basic infrastructure and employment -- in Afro-descendant 

communities on the Coast in the last 30 years as more Creole and Garifuna families find 

themselves struggling to survive, with more people living under conditions of extreme 

poverty, and with fewer resources to maintain their families and communities. According 

to Oakley, “poverty levels for the Caribbean Coast of Nicaragua are considerably higher 

than for the rest of the country” (2001:42). The economic marginalization of the Coast 

would be even more dire were it not for remittances that have become the region’s 

economic life-blood in recent years. Most Creole, Garifuna, and increasingly Miskito, 

families rely on remittances from family members working abroad on cruise ships, 

serving as domestics and live-in nurses in major U.S. cities, working in the tourist 

economies of the Caribbean (particularly the Cayman Islands), and other parts of Latin 

America to survive in a region where unemployment has been estimated to be between 80 

and 90 percent since the 1980s. These remittances are used to build homes, pay for their 

children’s tuition and school fees, and provide for basic needs; without them, many 

families simply would not be able to survive (Bouchez 2005, 2004; Cunningham Kain 

2006; Goett 2006). 

 Women in the region are particularly vulnerable to these harsh economic 

conditions. In 2001, approximately 22.4 percent of all households in the region were 

headed by women, making them responsible for providing for their families and ensuring 

their survival (Oakley 2001). This is a difficult task since according to the Encuesta 

Nicaragüense de Demografía y Salud ENDESA (2008), women on the Atlantic Coast had 

the highest levels of unemployment in the country, were less likely to have received any 

formal education, and were more likely to have been unemployed in the last 12 months. 

Sixty-three percent of women in the RAAS and 69.4 percent of women in the RAAN 

were unemployed in the year preceding the encuesta compared to 34.2 percent of women 
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in Managua, 40.1 percent in Masaya, 45.9 percent in Granada, and 46.6 percent in Leon. 

Although it is clear that life in Nicaragua is hard for all of its citizens, national policy 

does not take into account the ways in which racial and gender inequality and the 

marginalization of the Atlantic Coast amplify the devastating effects of these harsh 

economic realities. Historically, the Nicaraguan government has lacked both the 

resources and the political inclination to deal with the problems of the Coast (Oakley 

2001). There are indications that this may be changing with the passage of the Law 445 

and a renewed commitment under the presidency of Daniel Ortega (2007-present) to see 

that communal lands are demarcated and titled; indeed, several communities in the Pearl 

Lagoon Basin recently received their titles in 2008 and 2009. However, as Charles Hale 

(2008) has pointed out, these concessions while significant, may in practical terms, turn 

out to be largely pyrrhic victories since they are taking place at a moment in history when 

neoliberalism has significantly eroded the transformative potential of these gains. In 

short, the titling may simply be too little too late for a region that has been devastated by 

violence and neglect and overexploited by foreign multinational companies that have left 

little behind in their wake. 

While popular perceptions of Bluefields and the Atlantic Coast reproduce the idea 

of the region as primitive and underdeveloped, this complex history reveals the process 

by which the Mestizo Pacific systematically underdeveloped the Atlantic Coast, 

exploiting the region’s natural resources and leaving the region and its inhabitants 

impoverished.  The hegemonic discourse of the Atlantic Coast as a cultural, political, and 

economic backwater erases the region’s cosmopolitan history, key role in processes of 

capitalist expansion, and its critical position in shaping contemporary Nicaraguan 

politics. As McLean (2009) noted in his insightful editorial the Atlantic Coast did not 

become a backwater overnight; rather it is through the processes of Mestizo racism, 

political disenfranchisement, and economic marginalization that the Coast has come to 

exist on the margins of the Nicaraguan nation-state. Understanding this history 

demonstrates how backwaters are made; how sites that provide the raw materials of 

empire and have been key sites of struggle in the making of the modern world become 
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peripheral spaces. These divergent histories demonstrate the connections between race, 

place, and unequal development in Nicaragua, a nexus of social and spatial relations of 

power that shape Creoles’ political subjectivity and contemporary activism. In the 

following section, I lay out the theoretical framework on which this dissertation is 

premised and discuss how critical theories of space can help us make sense of how power 

functions as both a social and a spatial process. 

 

IV. ABJECT LANDSCAPES: BLACKNESS, RACIAL FORMATIONS, AND THE GEOGRAPHY 
OF RACISM 
 
“What is it about space, place and blackness – the uneven sites of physical and 
experiential ‘difference’ – that derange the landscape and its inhabitants?”  
Katherine McKittrick (2006: 3). 
 

The emergence of an official discourse of multicultural citizenship and inclusion 

has done little to transform hegemonic representations of the Atlantic Coast and its 

inhabitants as non-nationals who exist outside of and separate from the nation. Popular 

discourse tends to reflect this sensibility of the Coast as a strange, unknown, foreign and 

dangerous place. The sense of danger and difference that is attached to the Coast, 

however, is linked to the ongoing perception of the Atlantic Coast as a Black space. 

Blackness is synonymous with Costeño identity, ironically, at a moment in which Black 

people are increasingly a minority in the region as a result of the massive migrations of 

landless Mestizos from the Pacific. Nevertheless, the Coast continues to be imagined as 

Black, a fact that was reflected in a political cartoon by Manuel Guillén published in the 

late 1990s/early 2000s in El Azote, a weekly supplement in the conservative national 

newspaper, La Prensa that satirizes national politics.  

 The cartoon depicted a political map of Nicaragua illustrating the realpolitik of 

power, control, and corruption as demonstrated by the curious political alliances and 

concessions that have been made between leaders of the country’s two most powerful 

political parties, the ostensibly leftist Frente Sandinista and the conservative Liberal 

Constitutional Party (PLC). The cartoon focuses largely on the Pacific region, 
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highlighting the endemic corruption that pervades Nicaraguan political institutions as 

demonstrated by the infamous pact between FSLN party chairman, Daniel Ortega, and 

President Arnoldo Aleman of the PLC that was approved by the Legislative Assembly in 

1999. The pact was a series of legislative reforms that “essentially concentrated power in 

the hands of the two parties and [protected] the personal power of their top leaders” by 

enacting institutional changes that limited the power of the Supreme Electoral Council 

and the Comptroller’s Office, increasing the number of Supreme Court judges (all of 

whom were PLC and FSLN appointees), and “eliminating the second round of voting 

when no presidential candidate received at least 45 percent of the vote,” effectively 

excluding smaller parties from winning the presidency (Kampwirth 2003: 137, Kenneth 

Morris 2010).6 The pact also secured Ortega and Aleman’s rights to immunity from 

criminal prosecution allowing Aleman to escape prosecution for financial corruption, 

embezzlement, and money laundering while Ortega avoided prosecution for allegations 

that he had sexually abused his stepdaughter, Zoilámerica Narváez, for two decades. The 

cartoon features an image of a caudillo (strongman) figure seated on a horse as he 

gestures smilingly at his impoverished country. A dilapidated house stands as a painful 

testament to the impoverished conditions under which the vast majority of the population 

lives, while the reader is informed about ongoing border conflicts with Costa Rica and 

the ecological destruction of the region’s major lakes and water sources. Finally, the map 

sketches out the uneven distribution of wealth in the country by highlighting the Pacific 

coastline as the preferred vacation spot for the nation’s elite; while the poor scrape by on 

US$1 a day, the wealthy relax in beach houses seemingly oblivious to the political and 

corporate corruption that makes their luxurious lifestyles possible.  
                                                
6 The electoral reforms enacted under the pact had direct implications for Daniel Ortega’s 2006 presidential 
victory after 16 years of defeat at the polls. The pact was later renegotiated to lower the percentage of the 
vote necessary to win from 45 percent to 35 percent. As Kenneth Morris (2010) points out in his detailed, 
critical biography of the FSLN strongman, Daniel Ortega was well aware that he did not have enough 
popular support to win a presidential election but had enough of a political base to garner at least 35-40 
percent of the vote. This legislative reform was a calculated to split the Nicaraguan vote and ensure his 
victory in the 2006 presidential elections. Since assuming office, Ortega has continued to change the 
nation’s election standards, pushing through a constitutional amendment that allows a president to hold 
consecutive terms in office. It is clear that after waiting nearly 20 years to regain power, Ortega is 
positioning himself to maintain it at all costs.  
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It is Guillen’s representation of the Atlantic Coast, however, that is most 

intriguing. The region is literally separated from the rest of the country with a large sign 

that warns the reader that the Coast has been handed over to the international drug trade. 

The waters of the Caribbean are identified as Colombian waters suggesting the extent to 

which Colombian and other foreigner traffickers have been able to make use of the 

isolated pockets along the Coast and the low levels of police surveillance that facilitate 

their illicit movement in and out of the region. A light-skinned man walks freely 

throughout the southern region of the Coast, a gun raised defiantly in one hand and 

carrying a suitcase overflowing with cash in the other, implying that traffickers are 

empowered to move through the Coast at will. Like tourist maps of the 1950s and 1960s, 

the political cartoon has textual and visual markers that highlight the various products 

and industries that each region is known for; according to this map the Coast only 

produces three things: cocos, coca, y más coca (coconuts, cocaine, and more cocaine). 

Curiously the Coast is also spatially represented as much smaller than it actually is – 

indeed, the autonomous regions comprise approximately 52 percent of the national 

territory and house many of its natural resources and biodiversity yet the cartoon depicts 

the region as roughly the same size of the historic Mosquito Reserve (see Figure 1.3). 

The most revealing statement, however, is the short description at the top of the separated 

coast as a zona de negros, an appellation that seems particularly strange given the 

demographic transformations that have taken place on the Coast over the last three 

decades.  
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Figure 1.3 Map of Nicaragua (According to Politics), El Azote 

 
As many scholars have noted Nicaraguan racial formations are profoundly shaped 

by place/region (Omi and Winant 1994, Gordon 1998, Goett 2006, Gould 1998, Hooker 
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2010). Gordon argues that, “Within the unique ‘moral topography’ or ‘culture of 

geography’ constitutive of Nicaraguan history and nationalism, problems of racial and 

cultural difference are intimately linked to problems of region and territory” (122). Both 

popular and official discourses of Nicaraguan national identity are characterized by the 

persistent slippage between racial, regional and cultural categories that are understood to 

be natural and self-evident. Very quickly upon arriving to Nicaragua I was socialized into 

the spatial discourse of racial and cultural difference as I learned the semiotic relationship 

between categories such as Creole, morena, Costeña, and Black; learning to become 

conversant in this language was an important part of the way that I began to make sense 

of the ways in which space shapes how people think of themselves and others. I often 

heard Bluefields people talk about people from the communities, referring to the Corn 

Islands and the cluster of rural villages located north and south of Bluefields, who were 

generally assumed to be poor, un(der)-educated, and generally uncouth hicks. In 

Managua, I listened to Mestizos complain that Costeños do not like to work and 

attributed the region’s underdevelopment to the lack of initiative and work-ethic. When I 

asked them what their perceptions were based on they responded with the common-sense 

discourse that the region is full of natural resources and wealth but Coast people simply 

do not have the skills, drive, or ambition to maximize these resources. Although most 

groups tend to conflate racial identities with locality, it is striking how space functions as 

a discursive category imbued with racial meaning that enables one to speak about race 

without ever appearing to do so explicitly. Analyzing the slippage between racial and 

spatial categories reveals how these distinct categories are conflated in social discourse 

and has profound implications for making sense of Nicaraguan identity, the 

(re)production of contemporary and historical structures of inequality, and the current 

place of Blackness in the Mestizo nation.  

There is a rich and growing literature on the troubling role of Blackness in the 

construction of Nicaragua nationalism and Mestizo identity that speaks directly to these 

questions. Jeffrey Gould’s (1998) pioneering work explores how the “myth of 

Nicaraguan mestiza” animated 19th and early 20th century elites’ vision of nation-building, 
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capitalist expansion, and modernization, a political project that was fundamentally 

premised on the assimilation of indigenous peoples into the Mestizo nation through land 

dispossession, violence, political displacement, and the dismantling of their communities 

and social traditions. As Justin Wolfe (2007, 2010) notes, however, this project also 

presupposed the erasure of the Black presence in the Pacific as Afro-Nicaraguans were 

absorbed into the Mestizo body politic through intentional practices of whitening through 

marriage and miscegenation and Liberal discourses of citizenship and universal male 

suffrage produced an ostensibly color-blind narrative of national belonging that 

diminished the role that Afro-Nicaraguans played in the construction of the nation-state 

by subsuming them under the category of ladinos. Indigenous peoples were often 

compelled to become Mestizos by shedding those cultural markers such as dress and 

language, communal forms of property ownership and land occupancy, and social 

customs that marked them as Indians. With the successful “Reincorporation” of the 

Atlantic Coast in 1894, national elites were able to simultaneously erase Indigenous 

communities in the Pacific and confine the indigenous roots of Mestizo culture to the 

nation’s primordial ancestral past while containing modern indigeneity and Blackness in 

the Atlantic Coast as the privileged site of internal racial difference (Hooker 2010). This 

explains why historian Lowell Gudmundson (2010) describes Nicaragua as “one of the 

most successful cases of black erasure or expulsion to the Atlantic Coast of any African 

American presence or heritage” (210). The historical tendency in Nicaraguan racial 

formations to contain Blackness by linking it to the Atlantic Coast, allowed Mestizos to 

think of themselves, the Pacific, and the nation as non-Black (Gordon 1998, Hooker 

2010, Ramirez 2009, Tünnerman 1995, Arellano 1991).  

This historical literature lays the groundwork for understanding contemporary 

forms of anti-Black racism in Nicaragua. As Gordon (1998) points out it is critical to 

recognize that “while there are often basic similarities between them, Mestizo racisms 

and regionalisms are multiple” (121). The Coast historically has been and continues to be 

represented as Black and to a lesser degree, indigenous; while Black and Indigenous 

communities are both perceived to be racially inferior their specific locations in the 
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Nicaraguan nation are somewhat divergent. Gordon argues that Miskitu people’s 

indigeneity marks them as “subnationals,” who despite their presumed primitiveness and 

inferiority can claim a place in the imagined Nicaraguan nation; Creoles, however, are 

read as “non-nationals” by virtue of their Blackness, foreign-ness, and Anglicized 

Caribbean culture. These discourses of regional and racial difference have had profound 

implications for the production of citizenship and Creoles’ ability to be part of the nation. 

As Hooker (2010) observes, Costeños must contend with a nation-state that has never 

fully recognized their right to belong to the nation and exercise meaningful political 

power in the administration of the region’s political and economic institutions. She states,  

 
The idea of Nicaragua as a “civilized” nation in contrast to the “savage” Mosquito 
Coast that emerged in the nineteenth century was…racially coded. It also served 
to legitimize the notion, which persisted well into the twentieth century, that 
citizens of western regions of the country were peculiarly entitled to exercise 
political power in the state as a whole, and over “uncivilized” regions in 
particular…The racialization of space was thus a fundamental feature of nation-
state formation in Nicaragua, as was the spatialization of race that it facilitated 
(247).  

 
 In this dissertation, I argue that the Atlantic Coast continues to serve as the 

primary site of Blackness in Nicaragua for reasons that have nothing do with 

demography. I argue that the Coast continues to be read as Black because the Mestizo 

nation needs to imagine it as the only site of Blackness in order to maintain the myth of 

the Mestizo (read = non-Black) nation. The El Chamán case demonstrates the extent to 

which the Coast and Black people provides a spatial and discursive mirror to the 

Nicaraguan racial sense of self. Those moments when the dominant racial/spatial order is 

disrupted are profoundly revealing because they lay bare some of the deeper anxieties 

that pervade Nicaragua’s fragile sense of national identity, racial coherence, and the 

boundaries of the Mestizo nation (Rahier 1998, Lancaster 1994). To paraphrase Hortense 

Spillers (1987), Nicaragua needs the Atlantic Coast, and if it did not exist, it would have 

to be invented. This dissertation explores the processes by which the Atlantic Coast as a 

Black space continues to be (re)invented in ways that reflect historical patterns of 
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exclusion and emergent forms of spatial control and management that marginalize Black 

and Indigenous communities in the region while reproducing the myth of Nicaragua 

mestiza (Gould 1998). The Atlantic Coast as a site of radical racial difference is imagined 

to exist on the margins of the Mestizo nation-state and continues to be perceived as a 

foreign outpost whose claims to national belonging remain tenuous at best. This was 

clearly demonstrated in the election of Scharllette Allen, a Creole woman from 

Bluefields, as Miss Nicaragua in 2010. While her election provided an opportunity for the 

nation to disavow its racist past and proclaim the triumph of celebratory multiculturalism, 

many Mestizos questioned the ability of a Black woman to represent a Mestizo nation 

that explicitly defines itself as non-Black. I explore this particular incident in greater 

detail in the following chapter, but here it is worth pointing out that, even at a moment in 

which multiculturalism has become the politically correct discourse of race and 

difference in Nicaragua, the persistence of Mestizo nationalism precludes the possibility 

of Black people being able to fully insert themselves into the national body politic and 

exercise full citizenship.  

The intimate connection between race and region in Nicaragua provides one of 

the central analytical frameworks of this dissertation, which is informed by the “spatial 

turn” that has developed within the social sciences over the last thirty years. The social 

sciences tended not to closely engage the social construction of space, treating it as the 

natural, self-evident background to larger social, cultural, and political processes; by this 

way of thinking space is merely a reflection of the social world not constitutive of it. The 

discipline of geography, on the other hand, retreated from the social theory to pursue a 

positivist approach to the study of geography by limiting the “science of space” to 

observable, quantifiable phenomena. The emergence of postmodernist theory and the 

critique of empirical, objective knowledge production created a space for critical human 

geographers to interrogate the epistemological foundations of modern geography and 

insist on a critical with social theory to make sense of the role of space in the social 

world. Marxist geographers were among the first to call for the spatial turn in social 

sciences by insisting on the need to center space more forcefully and explicitly in 
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scholarly discussions of the production of material relations of power (Lefebvre 1974, 

Harvey 2001, Soja 1989). While there is still significant debate on the significance of 

space, social scientists and geographers alike agree on several key points, namely that 

space is thoroughly social. It is not a natural, given entity whose history, meanings, and 

political implications are self-evident. However, if space is fundamentally social, it is 

also imperative to consider how the social is constituted spatially. Gregory (1979) argues 

that social relations are produced both within and through space; reflecting on the 

production of social structures of class he states, “spatial structure is not merely the arena 

within which class conflicts express themselves, but also the domain within which – and 

in part, through which – class relations are constituted” (Gregory 1979 in Wade 1993: 

53). In other words, space must be understood as both a social location and a social 

process in which relations of power between groups and regions within specific societies 

are produced.   

The spatial turn has had a significant influence on anthropological scholarship 

over the last two decades, which has witnessed a veritable explosion in scholarship that 

grapples with the spatial politics of cultural identity, social movements, racial formations, 

neoliberalism, gender and sexuality (Taussig 1987, Aretxaga 1997, Auge 2002, Moore 

2005, Harcourt and Escobar 2005). The ethnographic study of place is no longer 

considered “lightly charted territory,” as it was when Keith Basso published his masterful 

study of Apache place-names (1996). Basso found little theoretical precedent for his 

spatially grounded exploration of place-making, collective memory and cultural 

production among the Western Apache and had to forge his own analytical path. 

Nevertheless, he argues that ethnography provides a critical tool for doing the work that 

cultural and political geographers have called for. In his effort to create “intellectual maps 

for ethnographers to follow,” Basso developed a highly interdisciplinary methodological 

approach for theorizing the relationship between places, people, and the production of 

culture. Following Basso, my exploration into the racial politics of place and Creole 

women’s place-based activism emerged from a deep engagement with diverse bodies of 
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scholarship, art, and literature that allowed me to become more attuned to the 

(trans)formative power of place.  

I immersed myself in the work of Nicaraguan writers and poets such as Sergio 

Ramirez, Gioconda Belli, Daisy Zamora, Ernesto Cardenal, Omar Cabezas, Santos 

Cermeño, Alberto Ordóñez Argüello, and Rubén Darío. Borrowing from Toni Morrison’s 

powerful text of literary criticism, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness in the Literary 

Imagination (1992), I engage in a critical re-reading of the ideological foundations of 

Nicaraguan national identity and demonstrate how the historical specter of Blackness 

continues to haunt and unsettle the nation’s claim to Mestizo identity.  I also revisited the 

essays and novels of Black writers such as Toni Morrison (1992), Samuel Delany (1999), 

Dionne Brand, Michelle Cliff (1980), Jamaica Kincaid (1988) and Thomas Glave (2005) 

to think through the ways that people of African descent in the West have made use of 

their ties to place to lay claim to freedom and demand greater political power, access to 

resources and opportunity, and full recognition of their humanity. I turned to historians, 

particularly those studying racial formation processes, capitalist expansion, and Black 

freedom struggles in the West throughout the colonial and postcolonial period, that 

directly theorize the role of place in the formation of collective Black identities and 

political mobilization (Appelbaum 2003, Scott 2005, Weismantel 2001). This 

methodology is at the center of the theoretical analysis of this dissertation and grounds 

my attempts to think through the larger implications of studying race, gender, and 

women’s political organizing in the African Diaspora.  

I have also taken most of my theoretical cues from the emerging canon of what I 

will refer to here as critical race geography, whose practitioners are charting a dynamic, 

interdisciplinary approach to the study of race and racism. The work of Ruth Gilmore 

(2002, 2006), Jennifer Nelson (2008), Clyde Woods (1998, 2002) and Katherine 

McKittrick (2006) brings together political geography and critical race theory by 

centering their analysis on the ways in which space shapes, informs, constitutes and is 

constituted by racial formation processes. From the demolition of historically Black 

communities (Nelson 2008, Woods 2002) to the proliferation of the prison industrial 
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complex (Gilmore 2006) to the fraught politics of the slave ship (McKittrick 2006), this 

community of scholars are laying bare the ways in which the “fatal coupling of race and 

power” (Gilmore 2002), produces social conditions that make life in Black communities 

untenable and precarious. I have also been particularly challenged by Katherine 

McKittrick’s intervention that scholars studying Black diasporic communities must 

contend with the ways in which “the legacy of racial dispossession underwrites how we 

have come to know space and place” (4). Her analysis focuses specifically on 

understanding Black women as geographical and social subjects whose participation in 

the construction of social space is rendered illegible and unknowable by patriarchal 

racisms. Black women, however, are not merely the passive recipients of these racist 

geographies but produce their own geographic knowledges that provide counter-

narratives of Blackness and Black communities. I mobilize McKittrick’s liberatory 

analysis to discuss the various geographies – the body, land, art, and sexual violence -- 

where Creole women struggle to enact racial, gender, and economic justice.  

This dissertation builds on and extends the growing literature on the intersections 

of race, place, and power. Historians and anthropologists studying racial formations and 

the African Diaspora, in particular, have produced a rich body of work on the spatiality of 

processes of anti-Black racism, identity formation, and political mobilization (Basso 

1996, Wade 1993, Gregory 1998, Nassy Brown 2005, Lipstiz 2011, Escobar 2008, 

Gudmundson and Wolfe 2010). This scholarship demonstrates that place is a critical 

vector of analysis in understanding how racially subordinated communities, particularly 

people of African descent, are positioned within structures of power and the kinds of 

collective strategies they have developed to challenge and dismantle the structural 

mechanisms that exclude them from spaces of social, political, and economic power. I 

draw inspiration from several ethnographic texts that explore the racial politics of place, 

specifically Jacqueline Nassy Brown’s Dropping Anchor, Setting Sail: Geographies of 

Race in Black Liverpool (2008), Steven Gregory’s Black Corona: Race and the Politics 

of Place in an Urban Community (1998) and Peter Wade’s (1993) Blackness and Race 

Mixture: The Dynamics of Racial Identity in Colombia.  
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In Black Corona, Stephen Gregory provides a critical interrogation of urban 

anthropology and theoretical approaches to the study of Black urban life by studying the 

history and activism of Black residents in a multiracial neighborhood in Queens. Much of 

the anthropological and social science literature on Black urban spaces tend to be 

understood as sites of social abandonment and capital flight while depicting Black 

urbanites as a welfare-dependent, criminal underclass embedded in a culture of poverty 

that stymies their possibilities for upward social mobility and individual success. He 

argues that spatial trope of the “inner city” and the “black ghetto” reifies popular and 

state narratives of Black urban life as characterized by violence and a pathological culture 

obscures the structural production of the ghetto, the complex political histories of urban 

communities, the class diversity that continues to exist within Black communities, and 

the role that Black agency and community activism have played in struggles for power, 

representation, and resources in the city. Gregory points to the ways in which analyses of 

“history, political organization, work and leisure and other everyday dimensions of urban 

life that de rigeur have guided and informed the research of social scientists working 

elsewhere fade from view within the epistemological frontiers of the black inner city” (5). 

Gregory’s point is not to minimize the reality of Black poverty in U.S. urban spaces nor 

is it to valorize middle-class models of political organization and class respectability, 

rather Gregory is arguing for a more complex reading of the diverse kinds of community 

that exist in spaces that are read as alienated and abject and to consider the how creative 

models of Black sociality, community formation, collective memory, and political 

activism fall from view under the discursive frame of racialized tropes that pathologize 

urban spaces and the people who live there.  

Brown’s work expands and builds upon Gregory’s ethnography in several 

important ways. She explores the role that place plays in the racial identity and local 

politics among Black Liverpudlians in the late 20th century. A once vibrant seaport city 

whose wealth was built on the transatlantic slave trade, Liverpool has one of the oldest 

Black communities in England who trace their ancestry to the settlement of African 

sailors in the city, many of whom married local Black, Irish and English women. 
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Focusing on this “origin story” Brown analyzes how place mediates and shape Liverpool-

born Blacks’ sense of racial identity, their relationship to the dominant English 

culture/nation, and their ties to the imagined community of the African Diaspora. Her 

work is particularly useful for making sense of the ways that the local – as a dynamic 

social product – can do the work of race in ways that naturalize socially constructed 

relations of power. She argues for the importance of engaging place in the study of racial 

processes of inequality and subject-making: 

 
Place is an axis of power in its own right. As a basis for the construction of 
difference, hierarchy, and identity, and as the basis of ideologies that rationalize 
economic inequalities and structure people’s material well-being and life chances, 
place is a vehicle of power…My contribution is to show the mediating effects of 
place on race (8). 

 
Brown also provides an intersectional analysis of the racial politics of place by theorizing 

how African/Black men, white women, and (mixed-race) Black women negotiate the 

changing landscape of Liverpool through deindustrialization and the dismantling of the 

shipping industry, shifting racial formations produced through immigration, and their 

relationship to Diasporic Black cultural and social movements that informed local 

struggles for racial and economic justice. Her work demonstrates the centrality of place to 

making sense of racial identities that are produced at the interstices of the local, the 

national, and the transnational.   
 Finally, Peter Wade (1993) centers his analytical focus on understanding the place 

of Blackness in the construction of Colombian national identity; he demonstrates how 

race mixture, ambiguity, and multiculturalism exist alongside systematic processes of 

racial discrimination and the social exclusion of Afro-Colombians from employment, 

education, and the political sphere. Wade concentrates his research on the Chocó located 

Pacific coast, where Blacks comprise approximately 80 to 90 percent of the population. 

The Chocó, much like the Atlantic Coast of Nicaragua, functions as the imagined center 

of Black cultural identity in Colombia and is read as a Black space. Wade argues that 

region/place are so thoroughly constituted through unequal spatial structures that “race 
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relations are regional relations” (54). He delineates how historical land tenure patterns 

connected to the distribution of enslaved African labor, European settler colonialism, and 

indigenous communities produced the current racial geography of Colombia in ways that 

fix Blackness in specific locations and place Black people in an ambivalent position in 

the national project of mestizaje. Wade suggests that the increased focus on locality and 

regions in human geography allows anthropologists to theorize distinct regional identities 

are produced in relation to other localities that are imagined as different in particular 

ways; this suggests that regional differences take on particular kinds of political, social 

and cultural meaning vis-à-vis unequal relations of power between regions. The highly 

regional character of Colombia provides a useful comparative model for thinking through 

how race and racism operate through spatial processes.  

Building on this scholarship, I have developed a theoretical framework that brings 

the insights of critical race geography and the anthropology of place into conversation 

with African Diaspora and Third World feminist theory (Collins 2000, Alexander 2005, 

Nnaemeka 2003, Wekker 2005, Caldwell 2007, hooks 1989, 1990, 1992) to explore the 

central focus of this dissertation: Creole women’s identity formation and their 

community-based activism on the Atlantic Coast. If, as Gilmore argues, “ a geographical 

imperative lies at the heart of every struggle for social justice,” (2002: 22) this 

dissertation attempts to demonstrate ethnographically how Creole women’s struggles for 

and over place are struggles for racial, gender, and economic justice as well. Using this 

interdisciplinary theoretical approach provides me with a more rigorous language to 

discuss how patriarchal Mestizo racisms, economic exclusion and regional inequality 

shape Creole women’s political subjectivity, embodied experiences of race and gender, 

and the various forms of community organizing that they engage in to contest these 

unjust social arrangements. This framework also allows me to explore the research 

question that originally guided this dissertation project from its inception, namely, why 

have the mainstream women’s and feminist movements in Nicaragua failed to mobilize 

Creole women around gender inequalities that impact them as women? Or put differently, 
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why have these movements been unable to meaningfully engage Creole women who are 

similarly marginalized under institutionalized forms of patriarchy and gender violence?  

Most feminist scholars trace the origins of contemporary Nicaraguan feminism to 

women’s widespread participation in the insurrectionary struggle against the Somoza 

dictatorship and their role in the defense of the Revolution during the 1980s 

(Murguialday 1990, Collinson 1990, Randall 1994, Kampwirth 2004). The Revolution 

disrupted existing gender scripts in Nicaragua, as large numbers of women left their 

homes to serve in the literacy campaign, the armed forces, agricultural production, labor 

unions, and mass organizations. The revolutionary vision to produce the “New Man,” 

(Guevara 1968) through the process of social transformation appealed to an entire 

generation of women who saw their lives constricted by the patriarchal social order in 

which they lived. However, women found that it was much easier for women to enter the 

public sphere and assume their place there than it was to transform the intimate and 

institutional forms of gender inequality that shaped their relationships with men. Despite 

the fact that women played a leading role in the success of the revolution – it is estimated 

that women comprised between six and 30 percent of the FSLN guerrilla forces (Vilas 

1985, Collinson 1990, Kampwirth 2004) – their leadership was often ignored by the 

FSLN, which was demonstrated by the fact that not a single woman was ever elected to 

sit on the National Directorate although there many suitable candidates. Additionally, 

while many compañeros embraced the ideal of the New Man in theory, in practice, many 

men remained deeply invested in their gender privilege and continued to relegate 

domestic tasks to their female partners. Women found themselves doing double work as 

they were expected to meet the demands of both the domestic and the public sphere. The 

FSLN’s gender politics, moreover, were also ambivalent and contradictory. On one hand 

the Frente passed a number of legislative reforms designed to combat sexism including 

banning the exploitation of women’s bodies in advertising, reversing discriminatory laws 

on child illegitimacy, improving women’s access to prenatal and reproductive health 

care, and empowering women to enter the labor force and become economically 

independent. The Frente wavered, however, on questions of abortion and women’s 



 65 

reproductive rights and many women observed the FSLN’s tendencies to dismiss 

women’s specific gender concerns as superfluous and secondary to the needs of the 

Revolution (Randall 1994, Kampwirth 2002, Isbester 2001, Rodriguez 1990, 

Murguialday 1990, Chinchilla 1990, Molyneux 1985). By the time the Sandinistas were 

defeated in the 1990 elections, a number of women, many of the former militants 

frustrated by the Frente’s ambivalent stance on feminist politics, were among the first to 

join the growing number of autonomous, non-governmental organizations that became 

some of the leading spaces for women’s and feminist organizing. 

The women’s and feminist movements were among the new social movements 

that emerged in Nicaragua during the early 1990s, yet they seemed largely unable to 

connect with women activists on the Atlantic Coast organizing such as issues as regional 

autonomy, economic development, bilingual education, and racial justice (Alvarez et al 

1998). Tellingly, the relationship between the mainstream women’s and feminist 

movements has too often mirrored the paternalistic relationship that exists between the 

Atlantic Coast and the Pacific. In her work, Socorro Woods (2005), a Creole feminist 

researcher, criticizes the feminist movement for failing to engage Black and Indigenous 

women as active political subjects with agency and their own political agendas and needs. 

Woods describes the efforts of the Luisa Amanda Espinoza Association of Nicaraguan 

Women in the early 1990s to build a “Coast Women’s Movement.” She writes:  

 
AMNLAE had limited coverage as a national organization. Yet South Caribbean 
coast people heard very little about this association. In 1992, AMNLAE 
representatives organized the Coast Women’s Movement and carried out small 
activities under that name. However, most Coast women did not feel themselves 
represented by AMNLAE. Mestiza women did all the coordinating and sent 
information to Coast women without including them in decision-making (49). 
 

Needless to say, the Coast Women’s Movement never materialized. AMNLAE 

representatives never actually asked Creole women, or any Coast women, for that matter, 

what they wanted, what issues they were concerned about, or how the organization could 

serve their interests as Costeñas. Rather they assumed that they could (and should) speak 
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for all Nicaraguan without considering how “women’s issues” are inflected by 

differences in race, class, and region. This reflects a larger pattern within the mainstream 

women’s and feminist movements that continue to define their relationship to Creole 

women and the Atlantic Coast. While these movements acknowledge the multicultural 

identities of Costeñas and laud the values of “unity in diversity,” this has not translated 

into the development of a critical, anti-racist feminist politics in Nicaragua that is attuned 

to the centrality of race and racism in the lives of Coast women (Randall 1994). It is clear 

that at least part of the reason that Mestiza feminists have struggled to connect with 

Creole women is the result of their tendency to understand women’s experiences of 

gender violence from their racially normative subject position as Mestizas, often with 

significant class privilege. Moreover, the tendency to privilege the Pacific as the primary 

site of women’s organizing in Nicaragua erases the political histories of Creole women 

and the genealogy of community and regional activism that frames their contemporary 

mobilization. Because so much of racism and racial discourse in Nicaragua is articulated 

through the discourse of place, it is critical to read women’s activism from within the 

social context of particularly racialized geographies. These geographies are not just 

physical locations but social, political, historical spaces dense with memory, shared 

identities forged through struggle, and collective political imaginaries that conceive of 

Coast identity as constituted through anti-Black racism, a history of resistance, and the 

struggle to restore the sovereignty of the Atlantic Coast. Yet, the feminist and women’s 

movements, as vibrant political spaces, do, in fact, have much to share that can improve 

the lives of Coast women. This dissertation, then, is offered as a meditation on how these 

movements can foment a more just and inclusive feminist political culture. I argue that 

scholars should decenter Mestizas as the normative subject of Latin American feminist 

politics and consider what we can learn about the multiple forms that struggles for gender 

justice can assume. Centering the lived experiences and activism of Afro-descendant and 

Indigenous women reveals profoundly different perspectives on the scope of feminist 

politics  -- what constitutes “feminist issues,” the spaces in which women can mobilize, 

and their diverse understandings of gender justice– in ways that can provide different, 
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more expansive models for conceptualizing feminist politics that can speak to diverse 

communities of women.  

Toward that end, this dissertation incorporates an African Diaspora feminist 

theoretical framework to make sense of the gendered dimensions of Creole women’s 

political practice. I draw from the theory of intersectionality, which argues that women of 

color experience multiple, intersecting forms of oppression based on their race, class, 

gender, and sexual identities (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1994). Although intersectionality 

grew out of the legacy of U.S. Black feminism, this concept is particularly useful for 

theorizing the subjectivity and politics of women throughout the African Diaspora. Afro-

Nicaraguan women have had to develop their politics in the midst of a mainstream 

women’s movement that has historically ignored race and class privilege and attempted 

to homogenize the experiences of Nicaraguan women as embodied by middle to upper 

middle class Mestizas (see Randall 1994; Kampwirth 2004; Belli, 2002; for a notable 

exception see Van der Laan 1999).  Jubb and Law (2000) point to the ways in which 

Black and Indigenous women must grapple with a women’s movement that ignores race 

and class privilege and the “conceptual privilege that is given to ethnicity [or race] on the 

Caribbean coast by civil and political institutions and organizations” (2000, 8). In other 

words, the need for an intersectional analysis of race, ethnicity and gender arises from the 

historical exclusion of Afro-Nicaraguan women from the discourses and struggles of the 

women’s movements and Costeño struggles for social justice. In her work, Woods (2005) 

describes the struggle that Creole women confront in their attempts to address both racial 

and gender inequality: 

 
Being black means struggle, and being a black woman implies a double struggle. 
First, we are discriminated against for being black and then for being women. As 
black women we have to make a double effort to get something done in this 
society…Ethnic discrimination is one thing, but gender discrimination is even 
worse. Some people will listen to a Black man talk, but they just will not accept to 
listen to a Black woman talk (63). 

	  



 68 

This “double struggle” informs Afro-Nicaraguan feminists’ current struggle to 

resist racism and reveals the contours of sexism in Nicaragua and within Afro-descendant 

communities on the Coast, two distinct but overlapping processes that operate in both 

similar and dissimilar ways. As Crenshaw (1994) notes recognizing the “intersections of 

race and gender only highlights the need to account for multiple grounds of identity when 

considering how the social world is constructed.” In the case of Afro-Nicaraguan women, 

their community-based and broader political work rejects foundational theories of 

oppression, opting instead for a fuller, multifaceted, intersectional reading of the social 

world that recognizes the multiple nature of their identities and their investments in a 

multi-layered politics of justice. 

Focusing on the racial politics of place in Nicaragua reveals the profound rift that 

exists between Mestiza feminists and Creole women’s perceptions of what social issues 

constitute the appropriate object of analysis in Latin American feminist politics. In 

studies of the Nicaraguan feminist movement, there has been a persistent tendency to 

privilege those practices that focus on specific issues such as challenging patriarchal 

domination, sexual liberation, and dismantling oppressive gender roles/norms (Randall 

1994; Molyneux 1985). The work of indigenous and Afro-descendant women activists 

has often been overlooked as being preoccupied with “practical” concerns such as 

material inequality, cultural preservation in the face of state projects of assimilation 

articulated through discourses of Indo-Hispanic mestizaje, or issues that are particular to 

their communities such as the struggle for communal land rights and racial inequality 

which do not directly conform to hegemonic understandings of what constitutes feminist 

politics. In effect, what I want to suggest is that although Afro-Nicaraguan women may 

choose to concentrate their political energies organizing in organizations that are not 

ostensibly feminist, this fact does not necessarily mean that the work they do in these 

spaces is not feminist. Following the work of Hernandez (2007) and Visweswaran 

(1997), who suggests that rather than privileging gender “as the endpoint of analysis but 

rather as an entry point into complex systems of meaning and power,” there may very 

well exist “equally valid entry points for feminist work,” I argue that participation in 
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broad-based struggles for social transformation with a critical emphasis on gender justice 

is a fundamental principle in the feminist work of Afro-Nicaraguan women. Their 

understanding of race, ethnicity, gender, and class as mutually constitutive forms of 

identity and axes of oppression informs their political practices. In short, struggles for 

gender justice are fundamentally connected to and dependent on mutual and simultaneous 

struggles for racial and economic justice. Their activism, therefore, diverges significantly 

from mainstream Nicaraguan feminism and shapes the contours of their political 

concerns and strategizing.  

In this dissertation, I demonstrate how Creole women’s identities as Costeñas 

significantly shapes their political subjectivity and the ways in which their participation 

in what Harcourt and Escobar (2005) term the “politics of place” reflects how larger 

processes of anti-Black racism have historically been and continue to be articulated 

through the idiom of place. The racial politics of place informs Creole women’s political 

practice and vision in ways that differ markedly from the mainstream women’s and 

feminist movements in Nicaragua. Because space is a central modality through which 

processes of anti-black racism, patriarchy and economic marginalization are enacted in 

Nicaragua, much of Creole women’s community activism tends to concentrate around the 

defense of place – addressing the various social problems confronting the Atlantic Coast, 

demanding full recognition and titling of Creole communal land claims, combating the 

systematic underdevelopment of the region, and developing creative strategies to 

negotiate the precarious economic situation on the Coast. However, the politics of place 

are not simply about defending physical territories but also about redefining their place in 

the Nicaraguan nation and insisting on their right be full members of the body politic on 

their own terms. This involves creating counter-representations of Black femininity, 

challenging the racialized body politics of Nicaragua citizenship, and developing more 

just spatial relations of power that will allow the Atlantic Coast and its inhabitants to live 

with dignity and access to the resources and opportunities they need to survive. These 

women’s activism demonstrates the it is not only the powerful are not the only actors 

who make place but that subaltern groups also are engaged in the struggle over place and 
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produce counter-geographies that challenge unequal relations of power (Sassen 2000). 

Through their place-based activism, Creole women highlight the particularly gendered 

ways in which processes of state violence and economic exclusion impact Afro-

Nicaraguan communities. This model of community activism suggests that scholars of 

Latin American women’s social movements might more fruitfully analyze these 

movements not by searching for the ideal feminist subject or narrowly defining the terms 

of feminist politics but rather by understanding how women’s engagement in the politics 

of place creates space for them to interrogate intersecting processes of racial, gender, and 

economic subordination. 

V. (MIS)IDENTIFICATIONS: CULTIVATING A CRITICAL AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC 
PRACTICE 
 

From the first moment I set foot in Nicaragua in 2004, I immediately encountered 

and became immersed in the structure of gendered racial formations that shape Black 

women’s lives. Stumbling off of the plane after spending the night in a seedy motel in 

Miami, without the benefit of belongings, which had been checked all the way through to 

Managua, the only thing I wanted to do was get my things and figure out how to use my 

rickety Spanish to get myself to Bluefields. I did not have to exert much effort, as it 

turned out, because a young Mestiza suddenly approached me and asked me, “¿va a 

Bluefields?” Startled by her perceptiveness, I replied that I was and she immediately 

proceeded to escort me to the regional airline offices where I promptly purchased a ticket 

and within an hour was on a flight to Bluefields. 

If I was surprised that this young woman had approached me completely 

confident that I was, in fact, headed to Bluefields the reasons for that confidence became 

apparent fairly quickly after my arrival. Unwittingly, she had introduced me to the way in 

which notions of race in Nicaragua are linked not only to particular bodies but also to 

particular spaces. Throughout my time in Nicaragua I constantly found myself in what I 

refer to as moments of misidentification in which I was perceived by native Nicaraguans 

to be a cultural insider. As a young Black woman with natural hair I was often read – by 
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Mestizos and Creoles alike – as Creole. People who knew me well, particularly Creole 

women, often explained my connection to Bluefields and their affinity for me by pointing 

out our shared cultural backgrounds as Jamaican people who were a few generations 

removed from the island. The more I tried to explain to people that I was not Nicaraguan, 

the more reasons they found to claim me. The fact that I didn’t speak Spanish well 

seemed, in many cases, to reaffirm my presumed Coast identity since Spanish is not 

Creole people’s first language and, in fact, many speak it with a pronounced Caribbean 

accent.  When I corrected people and told them that I was from the United States, they 

simply assumed that I lived in the United States and was returning to Nicaragua to 

reconnect with my family – and in some ways, I suppose that was true. Over time, 

Nicaragua did, in fact, come to feel like a kind of home with all of the ambivalence, 

contradictions, and affection that is associated with home as a site of contentious 

belonging. These moments of mistaken identity, however, had profound implications for 

my research and played a central role in the development of the analysis that I deploy in 

this dissertation. 

As a researcher, I had not assumed that I would be above the kinds of racial and 

gendered forms of discrimination that Afro-Nicaraguan women are routinely subjected 

to, but I was frankly surprised by the degree to which my Black female body obscured 

my North American privilege, often exposing me to the full force of Nicaraguan 

misogynist anti-Black racism. In many cases, my U.S. citizenship, which would be seen 

as a kind of delineative boundary between Nicaraguan women and myself, did not spare 

me the forms of sexual harassment (being cat-called by Mestizos on the street and cab 

drivers and groped by a navy soldier on a dock in Corn Island), discrimination (being 

searched multiple times at the international airport in Managua), and mistreatment that 

Creole women face. One of the most striking aspects of the gendered racism that I 

encountered as a Black woman was how intensely sexualized many of these encounters 

were. Much of the way that I was read within the cultural and political landscape of 

Nicaragua was linked to pervasive ideas of Black women as “hot,” that is, more sexually 

voracious than Mestizas. This perception of hypersexualized Black femininity is closely 
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linked to particular ideas of the Atlantic Coast as a site of sexual abandon, licentiousness, 

and a kind of lawless sensibility that is both permissive and shameless; Black women in 

particular are depicted as the embodiment of Black sexual excess. Indeed, when Creole 

women spoke about their experiences of racism, they often pointed to humiliating 

encounters with Mestizos in the Pacific where they were mistaken as prostitutes, 

propositioned by taxi drivers, or subjected to crude sexual harassment by their male 

colleagues hoping to conquistar a Black woman. While I certainly believed that this was 

the case – based on my own experiences of sexual harassment in the United States – the 

full weight of these discourses did not resonate until a white man propositioned me as I 

was eating dinner – alone – in an upscale Nicaraguan hotel. After inviting himself to sit at 

my table, offering me a pack of cigarettes, and making a bit of small talk he casually 

suggested that we should leave the dining room and return to his room. At that moment, I 

realized that under the discursive logic of racialized space in Nicaragua, the only possible 

reason that I, as a Black woman, would be alone in a hotel would be for the purposes of 

sex work. I left the dining room and returned to my room the same way I arrived – solita.  

These (mis)identifications were moments in which I felt myself to be subjected 

(in the Foucauldian sense of the term) to the objectifying Mestizo gaze in ways that 

reified the debased status of Blackness in the Nicaraguan racial imagination. As Jafari 

Allen (2011) notes in his insightful analysis of Black queer self-making and subjectivity 

in post-Socialist Cuba, the racialized gaze is not merely passive but is part of the process 

by which Black subordination and alterity are reproduced within the dominant social 

order. In Nicaragua, the racialized gaze locates and fixes Blackness in a single place – the 

Atlantic Coast – and attaches particular meanings to Black bodies and space that are 

linked to larger discourses of Black deviance, hypersexuality, danger and desire. In that 

sense, my individual moments of misidentification or what Allen refers to as 

“misrecognition” articulates with larger processes of anti-Black racism in Nicaragua that 

have been largely under-theorized (for a notable exception see Goett 2006 and Gordon 

1998). 
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The fact that I too, was subjected to such humiliating forms of misrecognition – 

an experience that I was all too familiar with in the United States – provided me with a 

critical entry point into understanding and theorizing Black women’s social position in 

Nicaragua’s gender/racial order. Hanchard (2000) suggests that those moments when the 

researcher is interpellated as an object of knowledge within a particular field of power 

relations provide key insights into understanding how power operates in a specific 

location. Although he does not, nor do I, argue that the lived experience of gendered 

blackness is constant across time and space, the globality of white supremacy and anti-

black racisms does produce shared (but not uniform) structures of feeling within and 

between Diasporic communities that can be the basis for fruitful dialogue and exchange 

in anti-racist scholarship and activism. I share Hanchard’s position when he states, 

 
My blackness did not provide automatic entry into people’s homes or 
conversations. At the same time, it provided me with what Raymond Williams has 
referred to as structures of feeling, a basis of experiential knowledge that enabled 
me to grasp what was being offered as sources of information in the stories people 
would tell about themselves and the world they found themselves in (167). 

 
People often assumed that I would be able to understand and value the stories that 

they told about themselves, their communities, and the workings of patriarchal racism in 

Nicaragua precisely because I was a Black woman. The stories that women told about 

their experiences with sexual violence are a clear example of this presumption of mutual 

recognition and shared structures of feeling. As a result, much of the analysis that I 

develop in this dissertation emerged from my attempts to build on the tradition of Black 

feminist autoethnographic practice. Irma McLaurin (2000) draws from Mary Louise 

Pratt’s conceptualization of autoethnography, which she defines as “a form ‘in which 

people undertake to describe themselves in ways that engage with representations others 

have made of them,’” (65) and I would add, the communities that we study and of which 

we may be members. Yet, as McLaurin points out, a Black feminist autoethnographic 

practice is not interested in simply deconstructing problematic representations; rather it is 

centrally concerned with identifying the ways in which racist and heterosexist 
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representations of Black communities are rooted in and mobilized to justify unequal 

material relations of power that (re)produce their racial and gendered subordination.  

While many understandings of autoethnography treat it as a tool for 

understanding how anthropologists that occupy diverse social locations theorize their 

engagement with the practice of anthropology, I am most interested in mobilizing this 

methodology as an analytical tool for theorizing larger processes of power and social 

inequality. Feminist scholars and anthropologists of color have long argued that 

autoethnography provides a useful tool for understanding the ways in which racial alterity 

and discrimination are (re)produced discursively and materially. In her groundbreaking 

text, Negras in Brazil: Re-envisioning Black Women, Citizenship and the Politics of 

Identity (2007), Kia Lilly Caldwell points to the ways in which “diasporic 

anthropologists,” that is those scholars who themselves come from Black communities 

throughout the Diaspora, are often subjected to the very processes of racial, gender, and 

sexual subordination that they are analyzing and that negatively impact the communities 

with whom they work. The politics of the self and the body have long concerned feminist 

anthropologists and is a recurring theme in the growing anthropological canon of the 

African Diaspora (Alexander 2005, Caldwell 2007, McLaurin 2000, Twine and Warren 

1999, Wekker 2005). Some scholars have used autoethnography both methodologically 

and analytically to explore racialized and gendered structures of power in the 

communities in which they conducted their research and these accounts suggest that 

although we cannot simply take “experience” at face value, everyday experiences of 

“gendered racism” can be critical sites of knowledge production (Caldwell 2007, Sudbury 

1998, Ulysse 2006). Moreover these experiences are embedded within a larger 

framework of social memory in which people throughout the Diaspora participate in and 

draw from in their understandings of racialized relations of power that continue to 

subordinate people of African descent around the globe. These “diasporic encounters” 

(Caldwell 2007) can yield opportunities for meaningful autoethnographic reflection and 

theorizing. Many scholars who study the African Diaspora have pointed to these 

moments of misidentification as profoundly important sites for understanding and 
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theorizing the ways in which race is lived and articulated in diverse locations throughout 

the Diaspora.  

 
My personal experiences of being mistaken for a domestic servant or being 
directed toward the service elevator provided me with firsthand knowledge of the 
social indignities experienced by many Afro-Brazilian women on a daily basis. In 
many ways, my subjective experiences as a black woman provided existential 
insights into the ways in which Brazilian processes of race, gender, and class 
formation constitute the social identities of Afro-Brazilian women. This ‘situated’ 
ethnographic knowledge reflected my positioning in the subjective and 
intersubjective spaces where racial, gender, and national discourses met, 
overlapped, and collided (xix). 
 
Drawing from Donna Haraway (1991), Caldwell suggests that Diasporic 

anthropologists can creatively make use of this “situated ethnographic knowledge” to 

further theorize the workings of patriarchal anti-Black racisms in Latin America, 

particularly as they impact Black women. The extent to which my own experiences of 

racial and gendered subordination reflected those of my research subjects allowed me to 

understand in ontological terms the challenges that Black women face in their efforts to 

enact racial and gender justice and the particular cultural contours of Nicaraguan anti-

black racism. A Black feminist autoethnographic practice, then, functions as a lens 

through which scholars can both understand diverse gendered racial formations and 

theorize how Black people negotiate these structures of power in their everyday lives, 

organized activism, and discursive practices. I make use of this ontological and 

experiential knowledge as both theory and method to make sense of Creole women’s 

vexed location in the Nicaraguan social order. For that reason, as researcher, I am present 

throughout this text not to privilege my own perspectives but because of the way that my 

subjective experience of racism and sexism allowed me to apprehend the kinds of 

hegemonic discourse and structural inequalities that Creole women must contend with in 

their activist work. Being perceived as “Costeña” thoroughly shaped my research 

experience – what I could see, how men and women of different races interacted with me, 

and ultimately, how Creole women engaged me and their expectations for my work. They 
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assumed I would understand their experiences, frankly, because I shared them and it is 

that solidarity and shared vision that is reflected in this dissertation. 

 

VI. CONCLUSION: OUTLINE OF THE STUDY 
 

In this dissertation I demonstrate how Creole women’s politics are contradictory, 

dynamic, and revolve around the defense of their rights to the Atlantic Coast and their 

efforts to lay claim to and re-imagine their place in the national body-politic. I argue that 

race and place-based mobilization are their preferred vehicles for engaging in a politics of 

gender justice and that this has had the effect of rendering their politics and activism 

illegible to the larger women’s and feminist movements. Their work provides an 

alternative way of thinking through the contours of women’s social movements in Latin 

America and demonstrates the multiple paths that Black women take in their attempts to 

enact gender justice in their individual lives, communities, and in their confrontations 

with the state. This is, in many ways, a rather different dissertation than the one I 

originally set out to write but it is, I hope, a more honest account of the social conditions 

that shape Creole women’s lives and the strategies that they have developed to survive 

and create more just and livable geographies (McKittrick 2006, McKittrick and Woods 

2007). This is not an attempt to create a comprehensive narrative of Creole women’s 

political activism, rather I focus on studying Creole women’s subject formation and 

community activism in specific locations that illuminate the social forces that give rise to 

that activism, the diverse forms that their activism takes, and how this informs their 

political subjectivity and intimate sense of self. 

In the following chapter, I explore the black female body as a site of struggle over 

the meanings of citizenship and national belonging. I analyze the national response to the 

election of the first Creole Miss Nicaragua in 2010. This incident provides a particularly 

rich site for understanding Black women’s place in the Nicaraguan nation and how Black 

women’s bodies have come to embody the deviant racial difference of the Atlantic Coast.  
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Chapter 3 discusses the “not-quite-spaces of black femininity” in the life, art, and 

politics of June Beer, the most renowned Creole painter to emerge from the Atlantic 

Coast. I examine her biography and engage in a close textual reading of her poems and 

paintings to explore her development as a radical Diasporic subject, whose political, 

creative, and intellectual development was profoundly developed be her various 

migrations. The work also demonstrates her commitment to making Black women’s lives 

visible and legible to the larger national community and producing visual counter-

narratives of the region and its inhabitants. 

In Chapter 4 I explore how women are participating in the demarcation and titling 

of Afro-descendant communal lands in the city of Bluefields, which constitutes the only 

urban land claim in the South Atlantic Autonomous Region. I analyze the central role that 

Creole women played in leading a group of more than 1,000 Black people in Bluefields 

to take over lands on the northern outskirts of the city in November 2009. The 2009 land 

occupation provides a powerful ethnographic example of how Black communities push 

back against racist representations that comprise part of what Woods refers to as “social-

spatial regimes of second- and third-class citizenship” (Woods 2002: 63). In this chapter I 

use the land occupation to explore how Black people, particularly Black women, contest 

these spatial regimes of power through their place-based struggles for racial and gender 

justice. These women, many of whom are the heads of large, multigenerational 

households, led the move to take over these lands demanding the state provide them with 

land and housing. This marked a profound turning point in the struggle for communal 

lands and demonstrated that although land rights may not be considered a feminist or 

women’s issue, Afro-Nicaraguan women have used it as a space to articulate their own 

gendered demands as mothers and community activists.  

Chapter 5 theorizes the silences that surround the pervasive phenomenon of 

sexual violence against Afro-Nicaraguan women. Drawing from ethnographic data and 

informal interviews, I will demonstrate how intersecting processes of race, power, and 

regional inequalities obscure Afro-Nicaraguan women’s experience of sexual violence 

and render their voices illegible to the Mestizo nation-state. As a result, these women are 
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unable to mobilize international human rights discourse to publicly name this violence 

and secure justice on their own terms. Afro-Nicaraguan women are often caught between 

Coast communities that refuse to acknowledge or address gender violence against women 

while the women’s and feminist movements often reproduce racist discourses that paint 

Black and Indigenous cultures as exceptionally violent and patriarchal. I will discuss how 

Black women negotiate these political spaces and engage the issue of gender violence in 

their lives.  

Finally, the conclusion explores the larger implications of theorizing racial 

formations, processes of social inequality, and Black women’s political subjectivity and 

community activism through a spatial lens. I suggest that this perspective can allow 

scholars to rethink our understanding of Latin American feminisms and women’s social 

movements in a way that will allow us to think through the material impacts of racial 

difference, economic inequality and gender subordination. I then link this analysis to 

similar movements taking place among women throughout the African Diaspora. 
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Chapter Two:  Sexed Landscapes: Mestizo Patriarchy, Creole Sexual 
Politics, and the Search for Erotic Autonomy  

I. EMBODYING A DREAM: THE MISS NICARAGUA COMPETITION  
 

On February 27, 2010, Scharllette Allen Moses was crowned Miss Nicaragua in 

the Ruben Darío Theatre in Managua, making her the first Black woman and Costeña to 

win the title. For a region that is largely overlooked by the nation and considered a 

cultural and economic backwater, the selection of a Coast woman carried enormous 

symbolic weight and suggested that if a Bluefields girl could be crowned Miss Nicaragua 

perhaps there might be similar possibilities for the Coast to become more fully integrated 

into the national body politic. For Creoles, however, her victory marked a critical turning 

point in their historically fraught relationship to the Mestizo nation-state, which has 

tended to view Creoles as marginal citizens whose Blackness, Afro-Caribbean origins, 

and cultural difference places them on the margins of the nation. While the national press 

tended to foreground Allen’s regional identity as a Costeña, Creoles explicitly articulated 

the political importance of her victory in racial terms by highlighting the importance of a 

Black woman being selected to represent a nation that has historically imagined itself as 

fundamentally non-Black. 

The contest result sparked a frenzy in Bluefields as the entire city spontaneously 

poured out into the streets to celebrate Allen’s victory. Los Legendarios del Old Bank, a 

traditional May Pole dance troupe of elderly Creole women, paraded through the city 

backed up by a handful of drummers and trumpet players and thousands of people 

thronged the streets, dancing and following the parade as it wound its way through the 

city. Kila B, a local hip-hop/reggae MC and Allen’s brother, performed “Time Enuff,” a 

percussion-driven dancehall song to honor her as the first Black woman to represent the 

nation. The chorus of the song revealed the real significance of her victory for the Creole 

community and the city of Bluefields: “It was time enuff/ Nicaragua get a Black queen/ 

time enuff/ Bluefields get a black queen/ time enuff.” The celebration that night was 
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particularly festive in Barrio Beholden, one of the oldest Creole neighborhoods in the 

city, where Creole women articulated Allen’s victory as a historic moment for the region 

and their community. At an impromptu gathering in the Beholden basketball court, where 

many community events are held, several women spoke to representatives of the national 

press about the impact of her election and its larger social and political significance for 

the Coast and the nation. One woman shared,  

 

 
 
Figure 2.1: Scharllette Allen Moses, Miss Nicaragua 2010 
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Well, as a Black woman, I feel very proud and I know that Costeñas have shined 
there [in the Miss Nicaragua contest] but they have never given us our position. 
But now we are learning that we can and the Caribbean Coast is going to continue 
advancing forward. She is going to do a good job. Because Blacks have 
everything! We are born with everything, all we need is an opportunity (author’s 
translation).7 

 
Allen’s election as Miss Nicaragua marked a moment of intense pride for Creoles 

on the Coast who over the last decade had watched a string of beautiful young Creole 

women compete for the crown only to be consistently shot down. Costeños were 

especially indignant about the 2004 competition in which Anasha Campbell, a Creole 

woman from Bluefields, appeared to be the favored candidate but did not even place in 

the top three runner-up slots, which created a national outcry that the contest was racist 

and discriminated against Costeña participants. For many people, the glass ceiling that 

Creole women persistently encountered in the competition mirrored the region’s tenuous 

relationship to the Pacific and confirmed that the Mestizo nation was not prepared to 

accept a Black woman as the embodiment of Nicaraguan femininity and national identity. 

Allen’s selection seemed to be a vindication not only of Black women’s beauty, 

desirability, and femininity but also of the Atlantic Coast as an integral part of the 

national body.  

While social science literature has tended to underestimate the social significance 

of beauty competitions, these events are critical sites for the representation, reproduction 

and, (re)negotiation of nationalist readings of femininity, desirability, citizenship, and 

national identity. These politics are, of course, fraught and the women who participate in 

these competitions alternately accommodate, reject, contest, and reconfigure these 

gendered norms as they contend with other women who are differentially positioned to 

represent the nation. As highly sexualized spectacles, beauty contests straddle the 

ambiguous area between representations of respectable femininity and heterosexual 
                                                
7 “Bueno como mujer negra siento bien orgullosa y yo se que las costeñas se han lucido allí pero nunca nos 
han dado nuestro puesto pero ahora nos enseñamos podemos y la costa caribe va a seguir adelante y 
siempre en alto. Ella va a hacer un buen papel. ¡Es que los negros tiene todo! Los negros nacimos con todo, 
nada mas que nos dan la oportunidad.” 
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desire that require participants to simultaneously embody two contradictory gendered 

subjectivities: the virgin and the seductress. Beauty queens must project an innocent 

sensuality that affirms the heteronormative social order by representing themselves as 

appropriate object of sexual desire. The Nicaraguan poet, Daisy Zamora (2002), 

eloquently articulates this dilemma in “Requisites for a Beauty Queen”: 

 
To aspire to the crown 
it’s necessary to have a splendid body. 
Besides, you have to flaunt it before a jury 
knowing what to show and what to hide 
so the men are left eager. 
 
The makeup must be impeccable.  
Eyes and lips to the max, 
Simultaneously reflecting 
Sensuality and innocence/ naiveté and lust. 
Ultra-white teeth are essential 
As well as abundant hair, short or long 
But cared for and shiny. 
(You cannot forget you embody a dream). 
 
You need some romantic story to tell: 
boyfriends opposed to the contest or willing to wait, 
proud parents who encourage and admire you, 
childhood dreams fulfilled at last, etcetera. 
Studies, personal projects 
with a certain air of intellect, and above all, 
a show of sensitivity to the evils 
afflicting humanity. 
(Starving and mistreated children, social injustice,  
economic crises, wars and such.) 
 
The Golden Rule is to respond to everything 
implying you are more cultured than you seem. 
 
Once on the platform, walking straight ahead 
the pubis must be projected 
and as you turn 
leave the audience drunk and inflamed. 
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But all these requisites 
will be insufficient 
If the owner of that splendid body 
doesn’t distribute it splendidly. 
 

In this quietly disturbing poem, Zamora highlights the gendered (and implicitly 

racialized) standards of beauty and femininity that participants in beauty competitions 

must perform in order to win. She points out the rather thin line that contestants must 

walk between domesticated female sexuality and erotic femininity; the performance of 

“sensuality and innocence/ naiveté and lust,” as they strive to    embody the dream of 

orderly, heteronormative femininity and conform to male expectations of sexual 

desirability. The double meaning implied in the final stanza is most troubling and 

revealing: “But all these requisites/will be insufficient/ If the owner of that splendid 

body/ doesn’t distribute it splendidly.” On one level, this seems to be an inference to the 

frequent accusation that the winners of beauty contests make use of their bodies and 

sexuality to win their titles. On a deeper level, however, the piece reflects the fact that a 

national beauty queen must use her “splendid body” in the service of heterosexual male 

desire and the nation. As the embodiment of hegemonic ideal femininity, these women 

are symbolic figures that reproduce the existing racial/gender order by naturalizing 

Mestizo ideals of beauty, sexuality, and gendered morality on the national stage. To the 

extent that their body represents the nation, they can no longer claim full ownership of it. 

 Several scholars analyze how beauty contests are contentious sites in which 

diverse groups struggle over the meanings of national identity, racial difference, and 

power (Banet-Weiser 1999, Barnes 1994, Rahier 1998, Wu 1997). In Barnes’ discussion 

of the racial politics of the Miss Jamaica competition in the postcolonial period, she 

refers to beauty contests as a highly “contested terrain of representative power” that 

reflects material processes of racial and economic inequality (1994: 473). Describing the 

1986 Miss Jamaica competition in which Black spectators became violent after a 

Lebanese woman, whose light skin and class privilege marked her as white in the context 

of Jamaican racial formations, Barnes analyzes how citizens enact alternative 
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understandings of national identity and belonging through their critiques of exclusion of 

Black women in these competitions. Communities that have historically borne the brunt 

of racial and economic marginalization participate in these spaces in order to reshape 

racialized ideas of citizenship and contest the discursive order that justifies their 

subordination. Gender becomes a critical site for challenging these discourses and Black 

women’s bodies are often mobilized to contest demeaning representations of Black 

people that reproduce structural discrimination. The ideological weight of her victory was 

not lost on Allen, who immediately attempted to legitimize her election by articulating 

her ability to represent the entire country. Her comments revealed the extent to which the 

Atlantic Coast continues to be seen as separate from the nation. Reflecting on the social 

and political significance of her win she stated, 

 

Yes, I am proud to be Costeña, to be Black, to possess this beautiful color. But 
many people understand that I am Costeña, that I am from the Caribbean, but the 
Caribbean region also belongs to Nicaragua like the Central Region and the 
Pacific. This is what we have to know because many people might say, “Ah, well, 
she was the prettiest Black woman” or “Why is [Miss Nicaragua] Black?” or 
“Why is she from the Coast?” No. I am also Nicaraguan, a Nicaraguan proud to 
be in this country. And that is how I am going to represent my country abroad 
(Canal 2, 2010, author’s translation). 

 
As her comments demonstrate, Allen had to contend with a nation that remains highly 

ambivalent about the place of the Atlantic Coast in dominant discourses and popular 

understandings of Nicaraguan national identity. One of the ways that Allen and her 

supporters (including Mestizos and Creoles alike) attempted to justify her election was by 

laying claim to the discourse of mestizaje. When a reporter with La Prensa asked her 

what challenges she believed she would face as Miss Nicaragua she responded, 

 
To continue forward. To struggle for my country, not only for the Caribbean 
Coast nor for the name that I carry. I am not just Scharllette anymore, the girl 
from the Caribbean Coast, my name has changed. I am the new 2010 Miss 
Nicaragua. The challenge that I face is to go forward with my country, to change 
the name that we have internationally, as a poor country. That’s not how it is, we 
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have a mestizaje, a pluriculturality, and a wonderful wealth that no other country 
has (author’s translation). 

 
Interestingly, Allen attempted to ground her right to represent the nation by laying 

claim to the discourse of mestizaje; Nicaraguan identity has largely been imagined as 

Mestizo, emphasizing the nation’s origins in the colonial encounter between Spanish 

conquistadores and Indigenous peoples in the Pacific. This understanding of what 

constitutes lo Nica is premised on a complete erasure of slavery and the participation of 

Afro-descended peoples in the construction of Nicaraguan nationhood (Wolfe 2010, 

Hooker 2010, Ramirez 2007). Allen’s strategic use of the concept of mestizaje 

demonstrates her effort to negotiate the discursive constraints of Nicaraguan racial 

identity, by locating herself as a Black woman squarely within this racial project and 

reimagining it as one that is expansive enough to include not only Black people, but the 

Atlantic Coast as a space whose racial and cultural difference place it outside of 

hegemonic notions of citizenship and national belonging. Allen’s claim to represent the 

nation remained highly contested throughout her reign and revealed how Costeños 

continue to struggle as they attempt to redefine the nation’s fraught racial geography.  

Allen’s inability to represent the nation as a Black woman was also undermined 

by racialized ideas of Black women’s sexuality that mark them as deviant, hypersexual, 

and immoral. These ideas emerge from larger historical discourses of the non-normative 

sexuality of Afro-descendant peoples in the West that are rooted in the project of colonial 

expansion and the consolidation of white supremacist structures of power. As sexual 

savages, Black women cannot embody the model of heteronormative feminine 

respectability and ideal citizenship that Miss Nicaragua must represent. In this chapter, I 

use the Miss Nicaragua contest and Allen’s election as an entry point into a larger 

discussion of the racialized sexual politics in Nicaragua and the construction of the 

Atlantic Coast as a sexually deviant space. In the following section, I closely analyze the 

discourse surrounding Allen’s election as Miss Nicaragua and what it reveals about the 

ways that race and color condition national understandings of normative, ideal 

femininity. I pinpoint how her marked racial subjectivity impacted her ability to represent 
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the nation. In Section III, I draw from feminist scholars to read the Black female body as 

a “geographical construct” that is discursively conflated with the landscape of the 

Atlantic Coast. I draw on Nicaraguan literature and ethnographic material to demonstrate 

how Creole women’s sexuality is popularly imagined as synonymous with the wild, 

eroticized geography of the Coast.  

II. EMBODYING THE NATION: FROM MISS BLUEFIELDS TO MISS NICARAGUA, OR 
WHAT’S SO IMPORTANT ABOUT A BEAUTY CONTEST, ANYWAY? 
 

While Costeños identified Allen’s triumph as a major accomplishment for the 

Atlantic Coast and Black people, reactions to the new Miss Nicaragua were decidedly 

mixed in the Pacific. Her election re-opened a national debate on race in Nicaragua that 

mirrored the controversy surrounding the El Chamán case. On one hand, many Mestizos 

saw Allen’s victory as a reaffirmation of Nicaraguan multiculturalism and racial progress. 

The new queen symbolized Nicaragua coming to terms with its own history of anti-Black 

racism and reconfiguring the racial boundaries of mestizaje and national identity to be 

more inclusive and egalitarian. The national debate over her election took place in the 

nation’s newspapers and media, particularly in the online editions where readers 

commented on articles covering the newly crowned Costeña. Several commentators 

attempted to recuperate Allen as a progressive symbol of Nicaraguan nationhood. One 

reader optimistically referred to Allen as “an insignia of unity between the Pacific and the 

Caribbean, who has dissolved the stigmas of the Caribbean woman with [her] 

cheerfulness, talent, and simplicity” (Perez 2010). Criticizing the racist attacks on Allen’s 

election, another commentator articulated a discourse of multicultural mestizaje:  

 
This guy is a racist or a Tico8 or a crazy old man that lives in the United States. 
Our country is mixed where we all coexist and where we have beautiful women of 
all races and mixtures. The queen from the Caribbean is Nica, she drinks pinol 
and is adorable.  In reality, this racist has a gay complex and that’s why he hates 
women…because men never speak ill of a lady, much less a muñequita like the 
2010 Nicaraguan queen. Congratulations to the Nicaraguan Caribbean. 

                                                
8 The term Tico is a widely used appellation to describe Costa Ricans.  
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The statement reveals the curious, complex intersections of racial, gender, and 

sexual politics in the construction of Nicaraguan national identity in the multicultural era. 

His statement suggests a rearticulation of Mestizo identity that attempts to absorb the 

Atlantic Coast and Blackness in ways that differ significantly from historical discourses 

of Nicaragua Mestiza. Significantly, the author places Allen within the hegemonic limits 

of mestizaje by linking her to cultural markers of Nicaraguan national identity and 

Mestizo culture; by stating that Allen is not only an attractive representative of the 

diverse manifestations of Nicaraguan femininity and highlighting her consumption of 

pinol, a traditional beverage of sweet cornmeal and cacao, the author attempts to mark 

Allen as puro pinolera, a fully national, ideal representative of the Mestizo nation not by 

subverting that discourse but by expanding it. In her work, Juliet Hooker (2005) analyzes 

the ways in which multicultural discourse has been absorbed into the historical project of 

Mestizo nationalism in ways that reproduce the idea of “Nicaraguan national identity as 

preeminently mestizo” (2005:16). She argues that rather than relying on biological 

notions of mestizaje rooted in the narrative of the romantic encounter between Indigenous 

women and Spanish conquistadores, contemporary “mestizo multiculturalism,” is 

premised on the idea that “when taken as a whole the entire nation is mestizo because of 

the different racial and cultural groups that comprise it” (16). This Mestizo 

multiculturalism discourages the assertion of critical racial subjectivities that challenge 

the ideological bases of Mestizo nationalism; in other words, Black and Indigenous 

people are able to participate in multicultural mestizaje provided they frame their 

demands for national belonging using the terms of this discourse rather than calling for a 

reexamination of the racist implications of this reconstituted Mestizo identity politics 

(Hale 2004).  

Finally, It is telling that the author articulates this understanding of 

multiculturalism by juxtaposing Nicaragua as an imagined community of racial diversity 

and harmony with nations like Costa Rica and the United States, that are largely 

understood to be white nations that are defined by their explicit racism against Black and 
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Indigenous populations. The statement reveals an implicit disavowal of Nicaraguan 

racism by suggesting that those who criticized Allen’s victory were either from the 

United States or Costa Rica, both nations whose relative whiteness and overt hostility to 

non-White others constitute spaces where “real” racism thrives. Many Mestizos  are 

familiar with the discrimination that poor, dark-skinned Nicaraguans encounter in both 

these countries where they are marked as racial outsiders and suffer from intense forms of 

structural discrimination. Sandoval García (2004) describes the ways in which 

Nicaraguans are routinely criminalized by the Costa Rican press, politicians, and 

intellectuals who link the nation’s economic decline in recent years to the exponential 

growth in documented and undocumented immigration from Nicaragua. Mestizos moving 

to Costa Rica and the United States are often dismayed at the racist treatment that they 

are subjected to in these countries where they no longer have access to the kinds of 

cultural capital that come along with being the dominant racial group. The racism that 

Mestizo Nicaraguans experience at the hands of their lighter-skinned Tico neighbors 

provides a key frame of reference for understanding how racism operates. Unfortunately, 

this rarely translates into a critical interrogation of Mestizo racisms in their own country.  

The statement is also interesting, however, because it speaks to the ways in which 

nationalism as a political project is rooted not only in the reproduction of an imagined 

racial community but also actively polices and enforces heteronormative subjectivity in 

order to reproduce the nation. By stating, “In reality, this racist has a gay complex and 

that’s why he hates women,” the author reveals how even “cultural” articulations of racial 

difference betray a latent investment in biologized notions of race that lie at the heart of 

ideology of mestizaje. As Jared Sexton (2008) points out, the ideology of mestizaje in 

Latin America and the multiracial movement in the United States, can only be produced 

in the context of heterosexual relationships that view hetero sex and desire as the ideal 

solution to the problem of racial inequality and conflict. Sexton argues that the project of 

multiracialism and its Latin American counterpart, mestizaje, “[confines] the range of 

(interracial) sexual practices and the vicissitudes of (interracial) desire to a normative 

heterosexual frame, an interpretive gesture structurally required by the disavowed 
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recourse to race-as-biological that notions of the multiracial put into play” (7). 

Nicaraguan multiculturalism, then, while it appears to be a more progressive racial 

politics is not fully divested of biological understandings of racial difference that provide 

the ideological basis for the promotion of racial mixing and the (re)production of Mestizo 

racial subjects. Mestizaje privileges “reproductive sex as the principal site for the 

mediation of racial difference” (7) and actively rejects those forms of interracial sex that 

are queer, unproductive, and that undermine the heterosexual nation-state (Alexander 

2005).  

On the other hand, however, many Mestizo Nicaraguans questioned Allen’s 

suitability as Miss Nicaragua and criticized the contest for selecting her over other 

candidates. Their critiques reveal the extent to which official and popular discourses of 

multiculturalism, however fraught and problematic they may be, have failed to 

fundamentally transform the myth of Nicaragua Mestiza.  Allen’s Blackness and place of 

origin, they argued, placed her outside of the boundaries of the Mestizo nation and 

effectively rendered her incapable of representing the nation to the rest of the world. One 

reader stated, “She should represent Costeños but not Nicaragua in general.” Another 

reader explicitly challenged the idea that a Black woman could represent a Mestizo 

nation, stating, “This is not a racist comment but a morena or black women or whatever 

you want to call her does not represent our country’s mestizo culture, Blacks are not a 

predominant race in our beautiful Nicaragua, or am I mistaken?”  For many Mestizo 

Nicaraguans, Allen could legitimately represent the Atlantic Coast as the nation’s 

sanctioned site of Blackness but could not personify the Mestizo nation, which continues 

to disavow the place of Blackness in the project of mestizaje. The irony that the Atlantic 

Coast is now approximately 60 percent Mestizo and Creoles have become a large 

minority in the region seemed to be lost on these commentators who insisted that Allen 

simply could not embody lo Nica. Their comments revealed the profound anxiety that her 

election produced among Mestizos whose sense of racial and national identity has been 

predicated on the absence of Blackness in the historical process of mestizaje. Apart from 

questioning her legitimacy to represent the nation, these commentators also focused 
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obsessively on Allen’s physical appearance, perceived lack of intelligence and class, and 

the improbability of a dark-skinned Black women winning the Miss Universe 

competition. Despite her beautiful face, statuesque build, sculpted, athletic body, 

modeling experience and extensive competition in pageants in Central America, Miami, 

and the Caribbean, many commentators insisted that Allen simply did not have what it 

takes to be a beauty queen; in fact, her body became a target for these commentators who 

argued that Allen’s Blackness undermined her ability to be the representative of ideal 

Nicaraguan womanhood. One reader wrote: 

 
My God! What a huge woman! She has muscles like a soccer player! Besides her 
hair has the texture of barbed wire, now we are going with this choice -- she does 
not have even one hair of beauty. They threw away the girl from Granada, Bianca, 
she was the right one for this type of contest, a fine, slender girl with the bearing 
of a queen.  

 
Others attributed Allen’s selection to the political machinations of the Frente Sandinista. 

As the Miss Nicaragua competition was taking place, the autonomous regions were 

preparing for the regional elections. These commentators argued that the Frente 

Sandinista forced the judges to select Allen in order to curry favor with Coast voters and 

gain control of the regional governments, particularly in the RAAS where the Frente has 

historically been unable to gain a foothold. The specter of party politics tainted some 

people’s views of Allen’s victory and informed the larger perception that she was 

unworthy to wear the crown. One woman argued:   

Don’t be hypocrites, this girl is very ugly, but because she is from the Coast and 
because they don’t want them to feel discriminated that’s why they picked her say 
whatever you want that’s how it is. She has men’s arms, a smile [so big] you 
could fit a CD into her mouth. Or is it because elections are coming [they did this] 
in order to be able to say that it is only with this crooked government that a 
woman from the Atlantic has won?????!!!!!!! 

 
Another man added: 
 

This is just a political maneuver for the elections on the coast, besides her family 
is Sandinista. As for me, I don’t like Black women, I like light eyes and blonds, 
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what can I do? That’s how I like them, period, and so do the majority although 
they don’t admit it because they want to be politically correct.  

 
Similar accusations emerged in Ecuador when a young Black woman won the 

Miss Ecuador competition in 1995; critics argued that her selection was politically 

motivated and refused to believe that she could have possibly won the title on her own 

merits (Rahier 1998).9 Few comments, however, were as explicitly racist as these; 

nevertheless, many commentators couched their own racist ideas of beauty and 

femininity within a larger concern about how Allen would fare in the Miss Universe 

competition. They argued that because the Miss Universe contest generally reproduces a 

European standard of beauty, Nicaragua’s chances of bringing home the crown were 

undercut by sending a Black woman to represent the nation in a transnational beauty 

competition. They pointed out that not even Black women from the United States had 

been able to win that honor so how would a Black woman from Nicaragua compete? 

More importantly, they argued that even countries that many Nicaraguans consider to be 

Black in relation to themselves generally do not send Black women to participate in the 

Miss Universe competition precisely because they do not stand a chance of winning in an 

arena where whiteness, or at least a close approximation of whiteness, is necessary to 

win. One woman wrote: 

 
Not even the Dominican Republic which has more Black people than Whites has 
sent Black girls to compete because they know that racism exists and they will not 
wear the crown. 
And they have already won with girls that are not of color! 
Very difficult for a girl of color to win in this contest (Cerda 2010).  

 
 The author pointed to the Dominican Republic as an ostensibly Black nation, a 

categorization with which a great many Dominicans would take issue (Candelario 2004), 

that has consistently placed in the top 12 at the Miss Universe competition by sending 

                                                
9 When Monica Chala was crowned Miss Ecuador in 1995, some commentators argued that the selection 
committee had chosen her because the Miss Universe competition for that year was to be held in South 
Africa and they thought a Black candidate might garner more favor with the selection committee. See Jean 
Muteba Rahier “Blackness, the Racial/Spatial Order, Migrations, and Miss Ecuador 1995-96” (1998). 
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white or very light-skinned Dominican women to the contest. Indeed, this choice seemed 

to pay off when Amelia Vega Polanco became the first Dominican woman to be crowned 

Miss Universe in 2003. By pointing to these examples, Mestizo commentators carefully 

shifted the blame for anti-Black racism to the transnational arena of beauty contests 

where whiteness continues to be valorized as the ultimate signifier of beauty and 

femininity. In a multicultural moment in which explicit racisms have become 

increasingly unpopular, these commentators pointed to these racialized transnational 

beauty standards to justify their rejection of Allen. This discursive strategy reveals how 

local racial formations articulate with, inform, and are shaped by global processes of anti-

Black racism. In her study on the growing popularity of skin-bleaching in Ghana, Pierre 

argues that scholars of race who focus exclusively on local racial formations run the risk 

of obscuring the ways in which “distinct and localized articulations of race are all 

interconnected by the integument of global white supremacy” (Pierre 2008: 12). The 

statements about Allen’s chances at the Miss Universe competition reveal how global 

processes of white supremacy that valorize “‘whiteness as power,” articulate with local 

racial formations and demonstrates that people in diverse localities are fully aware of the 

symbolic and material power that whiteness continues to enjoy at the local, national, and 

transnational level. 

Unlike previous Miss Nicaragua beauty queens, the national press often described 

Allen in explicitly racialized terms that foregrounded her Costeño origins; reporters 

referred to her as an “ebony pearl,” “Black Barbie,” and repeatedly made reference to her 

Blackness in ways that, although seemingly well-intentioned, had the effect of marking 

her as non-national; conversely, her predecessors never had to announce their national 

identity since as Mestizas they simply embodied it. This pattern demonstrates how, 

despite the general tendency to disavow or minimize the existence of racism in 

Nicaragua, Mestizos articulate racial difference by utilizing the language of color 

categories rather than race, per se. Roger Lancaster (1991) has explored the discursive 

dimensions of contemporary skin color politics among Mestizos and the degree to which 

whiteness continues to be considered a valuable form of social capital that bestows 
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beauty, prestige, social mobility, and privilege on those who possess it. Lancaster argues 

that, “color continues to order the entire range of social relations within Nicaraguan 

society” (350). He argues that color functions as a “moral category” that assigns social 

values to skin color; predictably, whiteness is valorized while blackness is seen as 

inherently negative and corrupt. He states, “Nicaragua’s mestizos make a range of 

assertions about blackness vis-à-vis whiteness. Black is primitive, irrational, dirty, and 

less attractive than white. And blackness is clearly associated with evil” (345). Color 

categories, however, are not self-evident or set in stone, although they may appear to be 

naturalized because of the way that they are inscribed onto particular racialized bodies. 

But the way that colorism operates among Mestizos demonstrates the mutability of 

bodies; skin color categories are relational, contingent and enacted through discourse as 

Mestizos attempt to manipulate these categories in order to access the social benefits of 

whiteness. Color conflict takes place within families, communities, the workplace and 

society at large as Mestizos battle over the symbolic boundaries of whiteness. This 

reveals, as Charles Hale (2006) notes in his study on Ladino identity in Guatemala, the 

fraught racial politics of Mestizo identity in Nicaragua and the internal incoherence and 

instability of a racial category that is riven with contentious skin color politics. The 

rejection of Blackness in popular conceptualizations of Nicaragua Mestiza must be 

understood in the larger national process of racial formation in which Mestizos across a 

range of complexions all attempt to lay claim to a fragile racial identity whose 

foundations are tenuous and uncertain. 

 As many scholars have noted, Black women’s bodies have historically been 

mobilized as important sites of struggle in public debates over skin color, beauty, 

femininity and national identity throughout the Americas (Hill Collins 2000, Craig 2002, 

Taylor 2001, Putnam 2001). As highly sexualized public spectacles, beauty pageants rely 

on the objectification of women’s bodies in the process of selecting an ideal candidate 

who can literally embody the nation. They also reveal the extent to which racial 

difference, however, inflects patriarchal readings of the female body in these “civic 

rituals” and demonstrates how ideologies of normative masculinity and femininity are 
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deeply racialized. For example, Allen was often reduced to her body and sexuality in 

ways that differed markedly from the representations of former Miss Nicaragua beauty 

queens. One commentator reaffirmed the idea that Allen was ugly but still sexually 

desirable, describing her as “a little quemada10 but great tits.” Many critiques of Allen 

explicitly attacked her femininity by saying that she looked like a man or referring to her 

as a transvestite revealing the discursive links between Mestizo patriarchy, heterosexism, 

and anti-Black racism in Nicaragua. Patricia Hill Collins (2004) notes that racism has 

historically been enacted through gendered discourses in which Blackness limits Black 

men and women’s ability to embody and perform proper, heteronormative masculinity 

and femininity. She notes that,  

 
Historically, in the American context, young women with milky White skin, long 
blond hair and slim figures were deemed to be the most beautiful and therefore 
the most feminine women. Within this interpretive context, skin color, body type, 
hair texture, and facial features become important dimensions of femininity… 
Under these feminine norms, African American women can never be as beautiful 
as White women (194). 

 
Hortense Spillers (1987) points to the ways in which the transatlantic slave trade 

and the European colonial project, stripped African women of their female gender as part 

of the process of labor and sexual exploitation. Processes of gendered anti-Black racism, 

placed Black women “out of the traditional symbolics of female gender” by categorizing 

them as beasts of burden, breeders, and sexual animals whose Blackness marked their 

bodies as public, accessible, and violable. In this racial order, the Black female body 

could be considered “degendered” to the extent that it is seen as an exploitable, laboring 

body that enjoyed none of the dubious benefits of white patriarchal “protection” that were 

extended to white women. Indeed, as African Diaspora feminist scholars have argued, 

normative ideas of femininity have historically been articulated in direct opposition to 

debased Black womanhood. White women have historically been read as the ideal 

representation of female beauty while Black women are read as ugly, animal-like, 

                                                
10 Quemada literally means “burned.” 
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masculine, and sexually deviant; Black men conversely are feminized by their inability to 

enact patriarchal dominance structurally. My point here is not to “insist on the integrity of 

male/female gender” but rather, following Spillers, to analyze the racial underpinnings of 

these normative gender categories in Nicaraguan national discourse and politics. 

Understanding the role of gender differentiation and the degendering of Black women 

demonstrates how Black masculinities and femininities come to be understood as 

perverse gender identities that are seen as fundamentally abject and non-normative. The 

conflation of Blackness with deviant sexuality makes Black women acceptable as erotic 

objects of desire but not as representatives of national femininity, respectability, and true 

womanhood. Black women are sexual but not beautiful, desirable but not feminine. This 

is demonstrated by the various ways in which the Mestizo nation consumes the erotic 

Black Other on the Atlantic Coast in spectacular celebrations like the May Pole but are 

not prepared to accept them as fully national, an issue I take up in greater detail in 

Chapter Five. Here, I simply want to suggest that exploring the Miss Nicaragua contest 

lays bare the processes by which Mestizo dominance and Black subordination are 

naturalized and maintained through informal and institutional practices that rely on 

gendered readings of the Coast and Black people as the quintessential Other. This 

explains why struggles over the meanings of Black womanhood, femininity, beauty, and 

national identity form a central part of Creole women’s contemporary political practice 

and why a beauty contest matters so much. 

Allen became a key symbol for many Creoles of the struggle to redefine their 

place in the nation and challenge racial discourses that continue to position them as 

marginal citizens, demonstrating why beauty matters in Nicaragua are also race matters. 

In December 2010, Allen was recognized as a “Personality of the Year” by La Prensa, an 

honor that is generally reserved for leading figures in Nicaraguan arts, culture, and 

politics. Reflecting on her accomplishment, Reverend Allan Budier, director of the 

Moravian High School, suggested that her victory was particularly significant for the 

Creole community who, as the preceding commentary reveals, have historically been 
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considered largely outside of the boundaries of respectable, heteronormative femininity. 

He stated, 

 
It was a year for Coast women, demonstrating their inner and physical beauty; this 
election elevated us to unimaginable heights, many of us have not reflected on the 
true meaning of what Scharllette Allen achieved… It’s one thing to be selected as 
Miss Nicaragua and another thing to be person of the year. Allen is an 
inspirational force for other young Coast ladies. Being recognized as person of the 
year is the greatest honor that a citizen of a country can receive… We all have to 
recognize Scharllette Allen not only as Miss Nicaragua but as a Black woman that 
made history in Nicaragua and whose crown inspires all young Costeñas that 
dream of reaching her ideals and moving forward” (Almanza and León 2010). 

 
The election of Scharllette Allen not only laid bare the depth of anti-Black racism 

in Nicaragua but also demonstrates how spatiality informs processes of racial formation 

that are constantly in flux and contested by actors who are differentially located in social 

structures of power. The discourse of Nicaraguan national identity is unstable, 

contradictory, and contested. As the comments reveal there is no uniformity among 

Mestizos on the place of Blackness in Nicaragua; while nobody wants to be called racist 

it is clear that there are some people who still reject Blackness and others who are 

invested in Mestizo identity but are prepared to renegotiate it to at least nominally include 

Black people. The outcome of the 2010 Miss Nicaragua contest represented a major 

disruption of the Nicaraguan racial/spatial order (Rahier 1998) by suggesting that a Black 

Costeña could, in fact, represent the nation and challenge the deeply held national 

investment in Mestizo identity. It uncovered the kinds of social chaos and racial anxiety 

that these disruptions can generate and what happens when Black women step out of their 

assigned social location to assert their rights to full citizenship and national belonging 

(Caldwell 2006). The conflict surrounding Allen’s election as Miss Nicaragua revealed 

not only the way that Blackness continues to be read as non-national but also the ways in 

which Black female bodies are discursively conflated with the Atlantic Coast. I explore 

this further in the following section and the specific narratives of Black sexuality that 
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circulate in the popular imagination and the divergence between this discursive 

hegemony and the internal sexual politics of Creole communities. 

III.  SEXED LANDSCAPES: READING THE BLACK FEMALE BODY, READING THE COAST  
 

The controversy over the selection of a Black Miss Nicaragua did not end after 

the end of Allen’s term in February 2011. Several months after Allen handed over the 

crown and title to Adriana Dorn, a light-skinned Mestiza from Managua, the press caught 

wind of the fact that Allen was expecting her first child (Cruz Medina 2011). The 

national press found Allen in Bluefields with her family and partner, a baseball player, 

resting and preparing for her delivery. News reports focused largely on the fact that Allen 

had become pregnant before the end of her term, despite the fact that she had only been 

pregnant for about a week when she completed her reign and was unaware of the 

pregnancy at that time. Nevertheless, her pregnancy was seen a breach of sexual 

propriety; critics pointed out that unlike the only other former Miss Nicaragua to have a 

child, Xiomara Blandino (Miss Nicaragua 2007), Allen was unmarried. Mestizos were 

not the only critics – many Creoles were equally troubled by Allen’s behavior. In a 

country that is estimated to have the highest rates of teenage pregnancy in Central 

America and approximately 30 to 50 percent of all households are headed by single 

mothers, many saw Allen’s pregnancy as setting a bad example for the country’s young 

women (Cruz Medina 2011). Adina, who we met in Chapter One, was positively 

indignant about Allen saying, “This girl is Miss Nicaragua, the whole country is looking 

on her and what she do? Go and get pregnant. What kind of example she giving to these 

young girls here? That is very irresponsible.” The irony that most Nicaraguan women 

become mothers without the benefit of marriage and have done so for most of the 

nation’s history seemed to be lost on these commentators. For Creoles, however, the 

beauty queen’s pregnancy reified deeply-held ideas of Creole women’s uncontrollable 

sexuality that many Creole women found troubling. Allen’s failure to embody the fragile 

balance of  “sensuality and innocence/ naivete and lust” (Zamora 2002: 65) that 
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characterizes appropriate, heteronormative femininity was linked in the popular 

imagination to her origins as a Creole woman from the Atlantic Coast.  

As Hill Collins points out, sexuality has “served as the fulcrum for constructing 

racial difference” in the modern world (2004: 44). European ideas of sexuality, 

civilization and morality actively defined how they interpreted the bodies and sexual 

practices of Afro-descendant and Indigenous peoples; notions of racialized sexual 

difference played a central role in the articulation of biological notions of inferiority that 

located racial difference within the body. Africans, in particular, were imagined to be 

hypersexual savages whose debased sexuality was more closely aligned with that of 

animals than of civilized Europeans. While the discourse of Black sexual deviance has 

shifted from biological difference to cultural difference, these ideas of Black sexuality 

continue to define how Black communities are perceived. The debate over Allen’s right 

to represent the nation and the subsequent controversy over her unintended pregnancy 

highlight the ways in which racial and sexual difference converge in Nicaraguan racial 

formations to determine who can embody the ideal citizen (Alexander 2005). A Creole 

woman cannot represent the Mestizo nation not only because of her perceived racial 

difference but also because of the ways in which hegemonic ideas of femininity, sexual 

morality, and respectability condition popular understandings of the ideal female citizen. 

As the embodiment of a racialized landscape that is imagined as sexually deviant and 

dangerous, Creole women are unable to personify the nation because raced discourses of 

heteronormative femininity place Black women outside of the boundaries of respectable 

womanhood. While there was little discussion of the sexual politics of the Miss 

Nicaragua debate, I suggest that many Mestizos’ refusal to accept a Black Miss 

Nicaragua had as much to do with sexual politics as it had to do with race.  In this 

section, I explore the discourses that undergird popular readings of Creole women’s 

bodies and sexuality; I analyze the Black female body as a “geographical construct” 

(Davis 2011) that is linked to the Atlantic Coast as a racialized geography that is 

imagined as a site of sexual excess, danger, and desire. My analysis builds on the 

scholarship that analyzes the intersections between race, gender, and sexuality in Creole 
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cultural politics but that has stopped short of engaging the body as a site of struggle over 

representation, meanings, and power (Gordon 1998, Goett 2006, Hooker 2011).  

Recent work by African Diaspora feminist scholars point to the ways in which 

images and representations of Black female bodies in the national imagination constitute 

a central site of struggle for Black women (Caldwell 2007; hooks 1992). Their work 

prompts us to consider the material and ideological political work that these controlling 

images do and how they operate as discourses that structure and naturalize Black 

women’s lived experiences of racism and sexism (Collins, 2000). In the case of 

Nicaragua, representations of Black women tend to reproduce the logic of their presumed 

sexual deviance and availability and  their status as members of communities that are 

imagined as perpetual national outsiders (Goett 2006). In a 2003 article from La Boletina, 

a popular feminist magazine, Shirley, a Miskitu woman from the North Atlantic 

Autonomous Region (RAAN), discussed how Mestizos treated people from the coast as 

foreigners. She stated, “They will even ask if you need a passport to go to Puerto 

Cabezas.11 That’s what really drives me crazy. I tell them, ‘But Puerto Cabezas is part of 

of Nicaragua!12” Popular representations of the Atlantic Coast depict it as a space apart 

from and outside of the mestizo nation; the inhabitants of the  region are understood to 

embody a kind of radical racial/cultural difference that marks them as foreign and not 

truly part of the body politic.  

The racialization of the coast is also demonstrated in the ways in which Costeñas, 

particularly Afro-descendant women, are depicted in the national imagination. Travel 

accounts from the early 20th century and contemporary discourse reified the region as a 

space of immorality, hypersexuality, and witchcraft (Gordon, 1998). In the same article 

from La Boletina, a young woman from the RAAS stated that many of her Mestizo 

classmates in Managua believed that Blacks possessed a superior knowledge of 

witchcraft and sexuality. She stated,  

                                                
11 Puerto Cabezas, also known as Bilwi, is the capital city of the RAAN. 
12 “Incluso me preguntan si se necesita pasaporte para ir a Puerto Cabezas. Es lo que más me saca de onda. 
Yo les contesto: ‘Pero si ¡Puerto Cabezas es parte de Nicaragua!’” 
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Various classmates have asked me if it’s true that there [on the Coast] you can 
find cocaine on the beach and if all costeños are drug addicts and narco-
traffickers. Without thinking twice they’ve asked me if I am witch, if I have done 
Black magic. They have also asked me for advice on how to keep a man. And if I 
say I don’t know anything about that, they don’t believe me (32, author’s 
translation).13  

 
In Nicaragua, the most common and well-known representation of Black women 

from the Coast is that of young women dancing May Pole in scanty carnival costumes 

that depict the region as an exotic site of sexual excess and freedom; indeed, each year 

during the month of May, young Bluefields women show up on the front pages of the 

national newspapers caught in various stages of undress, frozen in sexually suggestive 

dance moves. Many of the women I work with joke bitterly that May Pole time is the 

only time that the Pacific seems to care about what is happening on the Coast. All of the 

women that I have worked with, activist and non-activist alike have complained of how 

when they travel to the Pacific they are assaulted by Mestizo men’s assumptions that they 

are “hot” and eager to accept the sexual advances of new suitors. 

Black women have to contend with the dominant Mestizo gaze and the 

representation of the Black female body as a site of uninhibited sexual excess and desire. 

Feminist geographers have analyzed the ways in which bodies are often linked to 

landscapes that ascribe particular kinds of raced and gendered meanings to those bodies. 

McDowell (1999) argues that, “While bodies are undoubtedly material, possessing a 

range of characteristics such as shape and size and so inevitably taking up space, the 

ways in which bodies are presented to and seen by others vary according to the spaces 

and places in which they find themselves” (34). This is particularly true for Creole 

women whose bodies tend to be read in the same terms as the Coast; indeed, I argue that 

Black women have become the symbolic representation of the excessive, animalistic 

sexuality of the region. Black women are perceived as “hot,” promiscuous, and accessible 
                                                
13 Varios compañeros de clase me han preguntado si es verdad que allá se encuentra cocaína en la playa y 
que todos los costeños somos drogos y narcotraficantes. Tranquilamente me han preguntado si soy bruja, si 
he hecho magia negra. También me han consultado sobre cómo hacer un amarre para un hombre. Y si digo 
que no sé nada de eso, no me creen (32). 
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in ways that reflect Mestizos’ longstanding fascination with the tropical sexuality of the 

Atlantic Coast. The image of the exotic, sexually voracious Black woman has a long 

history in the Nicaraguan racial imagination; she even appears in the verses of Rubén 

Darío, Nicaragua’s famed poet and father of Latin American modernismo. In the poem, 

“Black Dominga,” he describes a woman who is exotic, beautiful, and characterized by a 

voracious sexual appetite. He writes: 

 
Have any of you met Black Dominga? 
That cross between cafre and mandinga14? 
She’s an ebony bloom looking for bliss. 
She adores ochre colors, red and green. 
She is the best nibbler you’ve ever seen, 
and all she yearns for is a Spaniard’s kiss. 

 
Like a passionate serpent that’s on fire,  
she’s the honey and pepper of desire. 
She’s crazy with passion. Don’t be misled: 
she’s the fiery lover that Venus praised 
and the Queen of Sheba wished she’d saved 
For King Solomon and their nights in bed. 

 
Triumphant, fierce, and proud in her grandeur 
With a stalking panther’s feline allure… 

 
She flashes her teeth like coconut meat,  
Reflecting an ivory, milky light. 

 
(Darío 2005: 102) 

 
The image of Black Dominga, baring her teeth and driven crazy with desire for a 

Spanish lover, parallels contemporary discourses of Creole women’s sexuality that 

pervade Nicaraguan popular culture. The constant reference to animals suggests Black 

women’s natural proclivities for wild sex that places them outside of the boundaries of 
                                                
14 Cafre comes from the Cafre-Bantu dialect of Mozambique and Zimbabwe. In Nicaragua the 
term refers to “a worthless person [as a result of] their coarse manners and low intelligence” 
(Ramirez 2009: 286). In Nicaraguan Spanish, Mandingo/a has several distinct meanings: “the 
owner of a large penis…a popular synonym for the devil, or a very clever, obstinate person” 
(ibid: 295).  
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properly heteronormative and respectable femininity. Moreover, it reinforces the 

conflation of hypersexed Black female bodies with the wild, untamed landscape of the 

Atlantic Coast; it is imagined that the land produces these sexualized, savage bodies. 

Black women come to be read in many of the same terms of the Atlantic Coast as 

uncontrollable and animalistic. This is apparent in the literary production of Mestizo 

poets and intellectuals who use the trope of the exotic tropics to describe the primitive 

and “natural” sexuality of Black women. The figure of the tropical Black woman who is 

more at home naked in the sea than clothed on land is exemplified in “Unico poema del 

mar,” a 1937 poem by Manolo Cuadra, based on his experiences in Corn Island where he 

was confined for nine months for his involvement with the anti-Somoza Workers’ Party. 

The poem focuses on Cuadra’s supposed “mulata muse” (Cajina Vega in Arellano 2009) 

Miss Christine Braughtigam, a Creole woman whose carnal urges can only be placated by 

the soothing waters of the Caribbean:  

 
In Coconut Island, 
When the sun swings in the hammocks of the palm trees, 
Miss Christine Braughtigam, 
Daughter of a Black island woman 
And an old pirate from Holland, 
gives herself a bath in the immense waters of the sea. 

 
Her skin, the rare color of cinnamon 
cooked many times in the high pressure of the tropics, 
in the ovens of July and August. 

 
Her body joyful and svelte, like a dried reed, 
iridescent in the silver waters 
among the enameled fish and small octopi. 

 
Enveloped in her maillot of fire 
Christine Braughtigam submerges herself in the waters 
And then the ember is extinguished! 

 
From their cool coconut palm observatories 
a flock of island birds 
let out their S.O.S. of surprise 
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that could be a traitorous wave  
with a white ruff and a celestial green jerkin 
to carry away the cinnamon pearl.  

 
On the island where the coconut palms move slowly 
enameling the sky with pleasant thoughts, 
Christine seeks the caress of the sea offshore. 
Who will fulfill the urgent needs of her black blood! 

 
The burning desire of the small, blond sailors 
that maneuver in the waters of her womb 
take off from that black and heavenly dock, 
sad, sad, sad 
Ay, sad forever! 

  
Out of the water she is like a violinist 
Without violin or bow before an audience. 
The rocks cry salty tears 
The algae stranded on the smooth sand 
And the slippery fish say I am very sorry.15 
Out of the water Miss Braughtigam is incomplete, 
Because her element is this lonely sea of Coconut Island. 

 
The waters cradle Miss Braughtigam; 
she sleeps to the maternal music of the palm trees. 

 
In Coconut Island, 
when the sun swings in its green hammocks, 
Miss Christine Braughtigam, 
daughter of an Black island woman, 
and an old pirate from Holland, 
enters her green Atlantic fields 
to lie in wait for her flock of octopi and fish. 

 
Coconut Island, 
Where I grew bored with my exile by the Atlantic Ocean 
meanwhile the mussels and bananas boil 
and the Blacks sang their slave songs, 

                                                
15	  The original poem states y se dicen siento mucho los peces lubricos. The term “lúbrico” has a 
sexualized double meaning and can be translated as slippery or as lewd/salacious, an implication 
that is not readily apparent in an English translation.  
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indifferent,  
among the vibrating reeds 
and the murmur of the waters. 
(author’s translation)   

 

This poem provides a fascinating example of the historical construction of Creole 

women’s sexuality in the Mestizo imagination. The poem repeatedly foregrounds the 

racial act of miscegenation – “daughter of a Black island woman/ and an old pirate from 

Holland.” The repeated emphasis on Miss Braughtigam’s illegitimate origins and her 

illicit dalliances with white sailors is linked to the myth of racial romance that permeates 

discourses of mestizaje in Nicaragua, like the encounter between Spanish conquistadores 

and Indigenous women, this poem reproduces the idea that Black women seduce white 

men, overpowering them with their carnal desires and insatiable sexual needs. This 

sexual voracity is clearly linked to the idea of perverse African sexuality; indeed, Miss 

Braughtigam is driven to the sea, the only lover capable of “fulfilling the urgent needs of 

her black blood.” Braughtigam is a woman whose entire self is consumed by sexual 

desire; who she is, where she comes from is largely irrelevant for she has no true purpose 

outside of the water. This poem reflects the pattern of eroticizing the Atlantic Coast vis-à-

vis the Black female body as part of the process by which Black racial difference is 

inscribed onto the region. The Coast is imagined to inhabit the very bodies of Black 

women whose sexual desirability is rooted in their connections to this tropical, libidinous 

landscape; thus Black women come to literally embody the Coast. Mestizos (and here I 

am speaking specifically about men) are empowered to come explore this erotic 

landscape and enact masculinist fantasies of conquest and desire.  

This is true not only for how Mestizo poets have discursively represented the 

Atlantic Coast, but also for their representations of Afro-Caribbean/Latin American 

sexuality in general. The consistency with which these tropes appear in the work of 

Mestizo poets, across the political spectrum, demonstrates how central these narratives of 

eroticized racial difference are to the construction of Mestizo patriarchy and anti-Black 

racism. In his poem, “Rally in Grenada,” the revolutionary poet-priest, Ernesto Cardenal 
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(2011), spends as much time rhapsodizing about the bodies of young Black women as he 

does engaging the precarious political position of the revolutionary experiment in 

Grenada that was undermined and destroyed by the U.S. government.  

 
Blue sea, bluer in parts, 
 greenish (in patches) then greener still. 
Some large rocks with waves breaking 
 -- white upon the blue --  
The sky is pale against the intense blue sea. 
Tiny white triangles in the blue. 
 White church against the sea blue. 
  A postcard of an island. 
The English and French houses told apart by their roofs. 
This island changed hands like a tennis ball. 
  Coconut and palm trees. 
  The tropical almond with horizontal branches, 
and chilamates which are trees with roots on their branches. 
You see nutmeg and cinnamon among the lianas. 
  Poor houses between bougainvilleas. 
Here humanity is the color of earth. 
Coffee earth, and damp black earth 
  humid humus. 
Ferns, plaintains, round and colored leaves. 
Plants of Rosseau Le Douanier line the road. 
Fleshy cacti. We saw from a bridge 
 bare-breasted women washing clothes. 
Revolutionary slogans among the flame trees and the breadfruit. 
  The gentle perfume of the frangipani. 
Plants my grandmother’s gardener grew 
      here grow wild. 
There are no poisonous snakes on this island. 
Every shade of green silhouetted against the greens. 
A dark girl, in her orange hand a red almond. 
Small white houses amid the green. 
The boats crisply white against the blue. 
In English it’s pronounced Grenayda. 
Little black girl in shorts like a tropical fruit. 
The skin of her legs appears to smile at us. 

-- Her entire skin like smiling black lips. 
Columbus knew this island. 
A huge rally close to the sea. 
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Green of the vegetation and olive green of the uniforms. 
You see 
the beauty of nature and the beauty of the Revolution. 
The ovation for Bishop echoes 
across the whole of St. George’s Bay. 
You seen golden sands, silvery further off and turquoise sea. 
A black woman eating a yellow mango in the crowd. 
They applaud swaying their bodies, dancing. 
Strings of paper pennants fluttering in the sky, in the distance 
a patch of blue-pink sea. 
Black adolescent with red sweater and breasts as large as coconuts. 
Rally of variegated colors like fruit and flowers. 
An island of 120 square miles and 110 thousand inhabitants 
(its militia of 350 with uniforms donated by Nicaragua) 
a tiny island in the middle of the ocean 
standing up to the United States. 
 
This poem provides a particularly powerful example of how Black women come 

to embody particular ideas of tropical sensuality and eroticism that pervade Mestizo 

literary representations of Blackness. Even in a social context where the excessive focus 

on Black female bodies is clearly out of place, Black women are rendered sexual objects 

whose political and social identities are obliterated in the face of Mestizo desire. Women 

attending a rally to hear Maurice Bishop speak are depicted not as thinking, feeling, 

political subjects but as simplified objects whose presence at this political gathering is 

less important than the colorful things that they do with their colorful bodies. Female 

militants in the Grenadian revolutionary experiment are figuratively stripped down to the 

sum of their various body parts described in a disturbingly pornographic manner – breasts 

like coconuts, ravenous mouths consuming phallic fruits, smiling, shiny black skin, bare-

breasted women performing domestic tasks. Even these women’s responses at the rally – 

cheering Bishop’s speech – are reduced to the body as Cardenal imagines the crowd 

dancing in applause. The fact that this tiny island nation is fighting for its life seems to 

appear as something of an afterthought.  

Interestingly, contemporary Mestizo literary critics have pointed to these poems 

as a reflection of the affinity that Mestizos have for the Atlantic Coast (Cajina Vega in 
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Arellano 2009, Castro 2009). The problematic notion that sexual desire mitigates anti-

Black racism is a central component of the way that this literature is understood by these 

scholars. Rarely do they consider the problematic ways in which it reproduces 

essentialized ideas of racial alterity and Creole women as the primitive Other in ways that 

have material effects on Black women’s lives. Rather, the tendency is to privilege 

Mestizo desire for these bodies as a kind of racial redemption; sexuality and desire 

become the terrain upon which racial differences are equalized and Mestizo desires to 

viscerally experience the Atlantic Coast can be realized. In her scathing essay, “Selling 

Hot Pussy” (1990), hooks points to the ways in which white Americans’ fascination with 

and desire to consume the racial Other ignores the ways in which racist desire reduces 

non-white peoples to objects who can be consumed and discarded at will. Her work is 

useful for untangling the connections between race, gender, and desire in Mestizo 

representations of Black female sexuality. While these writers have been lauded for their 

valorization of Black women’s beauty and desirability, I argue that this literature is less a 

reflection on questions of race and femininity and should be read as an indication of the 

central role that Mestizo racism plays in the construction of patriarchal desire in 

Nicaraguan sexual politics. The legacy of the literary trope of Black women’s 

embodiment of the eroticized Coast continues to inform perceptions of Creole women in 

the popular imagination albeit in ways that on their face appear to be radically different.  

While the discourse of Black female hypersexuality was reflected in the poetry of 

the late 19th and 20th century, new media technologies have made Black female bodies 

on the Coast more available than ever before for Mestizo audiences looking to consume 

the fetishized Black Other. Nowhere is this desire for the Black female body more 

apparent than in the country’s fascination with Black carnaval traditions on the Atlantic 

Coast, such as the May Pole and Crab Soup celebrations. Black women “winding it up” 

and bouncing their breasts and buttocks in front of the camera as they parade through the 

streets of Bluefields can be seen in newspapers, Youtube clips, nightly news programs, 

and on private cell phone recordings. Given the general invisibility of the Atlantic Coast, 

generally, and Afro-Nicaraguan women, in particular, it is telling that one of the few 
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times that the region and its inhabitants become visible to the nation is in the context of 

regional celebrations where semi-clothed, dancing, Black female bodies are on display 

for consumption by Mestizo audiences. 

Indeed the May Pole is a highly contested cultural space among Creoles, 

particularly those who are invested in presenting an image of moral respectability and 

tradition that can counter negative representations of the region and its inhabitants. 

Although it is unclear exactly when the May Pole tradition began on the Coast it is 

believed to have been brought by enslaved Africans from the Caribbean who adapted it 

from the cultural practices of British slaveholders (Hodgson 2008). As a syncretic 

cultural practice, the May Pole reflects its roots in pre-Christian pagan fertility 

celebrations that merged with similar West African traditions that incorporated music and 

highly eroticized dance into the practice. When the Moravian missionaries arrived to the 

Coast in 1850 they banned the practice among their congregation members, although 

many people continued to participate in a somewhat sanitized public version of the 

celebration while continuing the earlier traditions in secret. The celebrations were 

considered immoral because of their highly sexualized performance; in 1874 one 

Moravian missionary described the May Pole stating that “It is now generally conducted 

at night, by moonlight, amidst a heathenish noise and it has become connected with great 

impropriety of conduct” (Robb 2005). The racial implications in the description of the 

May Pole as a heathenish affair are clear.  

In the 1950s, Miss Elizabeth Forbes Brooks, a Creole schoolteacher affectionately 

known as Miss Lizzie, began to recuperate the practice and to form a dance group that 

would preserve the history of the May Pole and maintain the tradition in the community. 

Nelson’s version of the May Pole, however, focused largely on its European elements by 

teaching the students to dance in waltzes and polkas. Born in Bluefields in December 

1922, Miss Lizzie was raised in a deeply musical family – her father and brothers were 

all guitarists and her mother was a dancer with the British Dance Group and as a child, 

she demonstrated a remarkable aptitude for dance. Miss Lizzie was exposed to the May 

Pole as a child growing up in Cotton Tree neighborhood where her family members and 
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neighbors actively participated in the annual festivities. In her memoirs (2011), she 

describes her childhood memories of these gatherings: 

It was an outdoor dance only among adults. As children we used to do the same. 
We tried to cut our own tree and we decorated it with fruits just as we saw the 
adults did and we danced around it. We did not have drums. The adults danced to 
the sound of the drums, of a jaw, of a coconut grater using a nail to make sounds 
or of anything else that made noise and kept the rhythm of the music to dance. 
They danced. We also had pans with which we made sounds and danced. Once 
we planted a tree, we danced in the late afternoon. However, the adults danced 
late in the night. It was a wonderful sight to see the adults with their long dresses 
and with their heads tied, dancing around the tree. To me it was like if they were 
sail boats because of their movements in circle. I admired that (10). 
 

Nelson’s picturesque recollection of the May Pole depicts it as a community 

cultural tradition with clearly defined roles for adults and children. As a dance 

choreographer and the primary authority on May Pole for the last forty years, Nelson has 

played an active role in shaping the discourse of May Pole as a respectable practice that 

has been corrupted by external influences and the Creole community’s ignorance of the 

historical roots of the tradition. Nelson attributes her desire to develop formal May Pole 

performance troupes to the fact that as a young woman she witnessed people dancing 

May Pole in a highly erotic manner that she considered to be inappropriate. Upon her 

return to Bluefields in the 1950s after teaching in the northern part of the Atlantic Coast, 

she was dismayed to find that “people had forgotten the culture and they were doing a lot 

of vulgar dances” (BWV 2009). From that point on, Nelson committed herself to 

teaching youth and adults the history of the May Pole and recuperating the practice and 

attempting to purge the “vulgar” aspects of it. She began with workshops to educate 

Creole children about the “original May Pole”: 

 
I could not have performed the May Pole without making a presentation to the 
children, so they could know that the May Pole was not what they thought it was. 
Our people have the idea that the May Pole is a vulgar dance, because of the 
sensual rhythms. This is the due to the different versions that people have given to 
this dance. The original May Pole has been silence for many years, due to the fact 
that the adults that danced it, refused to dance with people outside of their circle 
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and they also refused to dance body to body, because they are not used to this 
type of dance; they dance individually. Men and women dance alone…When 
some people saw the dance, they affirmed to me that finally they were learning a 
May Pole dance, which they claimed they have seen in outdoors celebrations and 
they did not liked it. The May Pole is not a vulgar dance; no one used to climb the 
pole or lie on the ground (14). 
 
Nelson’s earliest efforts were supported by the Creole reform organization, 

OPROCO, who provided funding for the first troupe of May Pole dancers to travel to 

Leon and perform at the UNAN. In many ways, Nelson’s work represented an attempt to 

transform the May Pole from an ostensibly debased African practice into a form of 

Creole high culture particularly by foregrounding the European roots of the practice and 

privileging more formalized folk dance traditions such as polka, mazurka, and schottische 

(Nelson 2011).  In recent decades, however, the May Pole has become increasingly 

influenced by the carnaval traditions of Trinidad and Tobago and Jamaican dancehall 

culture. Creole elites and elders often decry the “vulgar” and “slack” nature of the May 

Pole and criticize young people for over-sexualizing May Pole performance (Hodgson 

2008, Robb 2005, Sujo 2003). They criticize the commercialization of the May Pole and 

argue that this cultural tradition has been reduced to an excuse to drink, party, and behave 

badly in public. One woman, Enid Hodgson, shared this view:  

 
Today it is not May Pole. You have to call it business pole now because it is 
nothing more than rum and beer that they are selling and after the people get into 
their strong drinks, they begin to make themselves so vulgar. Dancing all sorts of 
way. It wasn’t so in the years before. Everyone could go and pass around where 
the May Pole was, to see everybody enjoying themselves so nicely. Nobody felt 
out of place. But today you can’t go to those places because of the things that go 
on, the words that they speak (Robb 2005: 320).  
 
U.S. and Caribbean feminists have explored at length the way in which African 

American communities have historically mobilized the discourses of Black respectability 

to counter racist representations of deviant Black sexuality (Hill Collins 2004, Cooper 

2004, Thomas 2004). As a moralizing discourse, Black respectability policies sexual 

identities and practices that do not conform to heteronormative standards of decency and 
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sexual propriety. The tendency among Mestizos to exoticize the Coast and interpret the 

May Pole as the exemplary representation of Black sexual deviance concerns Creoles 

who perceive this as a key component in the discursive construction of the Atlantic Coast 

as an abject, inferior place. The battle over competing narratives of the May Pole, 

however also reveal cleavages in the community regarding the politics of Creole 

respectability. While many Creoles decry the degradation of the May Pole tradition, 

feminist thinkers and younger Creole women contest the moralizing logic of this 

discourse and insist on the need to have public spaces designed for collective expression 

and dialogue around sex and sexuality. On the radio program, the Black Woman’s Voice, 

Angie Martinez respectfully challenged Miss Lizzie’s position on the May Pole and 

offered an alternative reading of “vulgarity”:  

 
Well, [Miss Lizzie] have 40 years doing this cultural activity. She mention in her 
interview, I don’t know if you out there was listening carefully, she said that, um, 
now we turn the May Pole into a vulgar activity. I no know what you think but – I 
respect her very much, Miss Lizzie is like 90 years – but now in my generation, I 
think, … I no know if she was referring to it vulgar because it’s something 
sensual and sexual. Like it’s talking about, um, okay a woman who going to have 
a baby is exactly what you gonna have to do! But normally we tend to keep the 
sexual thing really low and no talk much about it and it become vulgar if you 
want to express in your dancing in a sensual way – for me! From Angie point of 
view that is not vulgar. It’s just a sensual way of dancing. 
 
These tensions within the Creole community, however, are largely lost on the 

Mestizo public. Instead, the dominant culture tends to read the May Pole as an 

uncomplicated representation of Creole sexuality, particularly as it relates to the dancing, 

libidinous Black female body. The conflation of the May Pole as a cultural practice with 

Black women’s sexuality in the national imagination has profoundly negative 

consequences for Black women that presents particular difficulties for them in their 

personal and professional lives. I became painfully aware of the perception of Black 

women as sexually available and promiscuous when I encountered these attitudes from 

Mestizos on both the Pacific and Atlantic Coasts. As a young Black woman, I was 

frequently read as a bluefileña, a Bluefields woman, with all of the sexual connotations 
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that this implied. These experiences of being constantly sexualized included being 

verbally harassed on the streets of Managua; having Mestizo taxi drivers make sexually 

suggestive, and occasionally explicit, remarks to me about my body and appearance; and 

even being propositioned by a white Brazilian traveler in one of Managua’s more upscale 

hotels. One incident in particular, however, demonstrated the close relationship between 

Black women’s bodies and the landscape of the Atlantic Coast in the racial imagination. 

While celebrating New Year’s in Managua, I was staying with some Mestizo friends who 

had invited an older couple over for dinner. The husband, an octogenerian, spent the 

better part of the evening asking me about myself, my work on the Coast and trying to 

determine my relationship status. He kept commenting that I looked like a Costeña and 

then proceeded to talk about the Atlantic Coast and what a special place it was – the food, 

the music, the dancing, the open and expressive culture so unlike repressed, Catholic 

Mestizo culture. Despite what I thought was my obvious discomfort as he flirted with me 

in front of his wife, he said, “La costa es un lugar especial. Eres una mujer muy especial, 

tambien. Y tú sabes.” My experiences of being “misread” as a Creole woman resonated 

with those of many Creole women who had encountered misogyny and anti-Black racism 

in the Pacific. In an article about Caribbean women’s experiences of racism in the Pacific 

in the feminist magazine, La Boletina, one young Creole woman shared, “It bothers me a 

lot that they [mestizos] think that costeñas are easy, that we only love sex, that we are all 

animals in bed. Changing this belief is very difficult” (30, author’s translation). 

In an interview in La Prensa in February 2009, Alta Hooker, rector of the 

University of the Autonomous Regions of the Caribbean Coast of Nicaragua 

(URACCAN), recounted how she was once “practically attacked” in a taxicab when the 

driver discovered that she was not a foreigner but a Costeña visiting the Pacific. She 

shared, “He told me that women from the Coast are hot and he began to touch me. Just 

for being a Black woman from the Coast (10, author’s translation)!” In a related article 

Carla Bush, a social scientist, shared how as a Creole woman she was sexualized by her 

Mestizo co-workers, “‘With Blacks there is no sympathy,’ says Bush who also knows 

what it is to be seen as a sexual object. ‘Many times I’ve arrived to a job and 
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automatically they assume that because you’re a Black woman, you have good culo, you 

know how to screw” (12, author’s translation). Tellingly, these very public revelations of 

Creole women’s personal experiences with sexual harassment in the Pacific came to light 

in the context of a growing national discussion on racial discrimination in Nicaragua 

following the El Chamán incident, providing one of the few national spaces for Black 

women to publicly name their experiences of gendered racism. The El Chamán incident 

and the conflict surrounding Allen’s election as Miss Nicaragua revealed not only the 

way that Blackness continues to be read as non-national but also the ways in which Black 

female bodies are discursively conflated with the Atlantic Coast, making them vulnerable 

to particular kinds of gendered racial violence, an issue I explore further in my discussion 

of sexual violence in Chapter 5. 

V. CONCLUSION 
 
In this chapter, I explored the ways in which patriarchal anti-Black racism in 

Nicaragua deploys gendered readings of the Atlantic Coast as part of the project of 

rendering the region as racially Other. As in other parts of the Americas, notions of Black 

sexual deviance and pathology play a central role in the production of racial difference 

and the subordination of Black people. Drawing from Nicaraguan popular culture and 

literature, I analyzed how Creole women’s sexuality is imagined in terms that foreground 

their presumed proximity to nature, their animalistic sexual impulses, and their 

willingness to engage the sexual advances of white/Mestizo men. I also demonstrated 

how the flattening of Creole sexual politics by the Mestizo nation obscures internal 

debates within the community over the limits of sexual respectability and the place of 

female desire within Costeño popular culture. I suggest that the complexities of these 

internal struggles over collective self-representation and the patriarchal underpinnings of 

the politics of respectability must be seriously analyzed if we are to understand how 

Creole women navigate the fraught terrain of Nicaraguan sexual politics.  

However, although this chapter provides an important intervention into the study 

of Creole cultural politics by foregrounding these debates, there is much work that 



 114 

remains to be done on the ways in which Creole women articulate their own counter-

hegemonic narratives of erotic autonomy. In future work, I intend to analyze the ways in 

which Creole women attempt to create spaces of partial freedom within Creole popular 

cultural traditions that directly challenge the patriarchal limits of respectability and assert 

their right to pleasure and play in these spaces. I believe exploring these challenges will 

reveal how Creole women strategically navigate hegemonic discourses that pathologize 

their sexuality while also refusing community-based forms of discipline and subjection 

that police women’s bodies and behavior while leaving structural forms of racial/sexual 

injustice unquestioned and unexamined. As I will demonstrate in the following chapter, 

women’s participation in popular culture and art provide one of the few spaces for them 

to create representations of themselves and their communities that undermine larger 

narratives of pathological Blackness that circulate in the dominant culture. In the next 

chapter, I focus on one Creole woman’s attempts to use art as way of making both place 

and self and producing community-focused representations of Black women, sexuality, 

and the Atlantic Coast that speak back to these racist discourses. The life, artistry, and 

politics of June Beer provide a powerful example of the ways that Creole women attempt 

to speak for themselves to the Mestizo nation and their own communities and produce 

representations that speak to the complex realities of their lives. 
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Chapter Three:  Engendering Possibility: Creole Women’s Geographies 
in the Revolutionary Art of June Beer 

 
Oscar, yuh surprise me 
assin far a love poem.  
 
Ah sing a song a love fa meh country 
small country, big lite 
hope fa de po’, big headache fa de rich. 
Mo’ po’ dan rich in de worl 
mo’ peeple love fa meh country. 
 
Fa meh country name Nicaragua 
Fa meh people ah love dem all. 
Black, Miskito, Sumu, Rama, Mestizo. 
So yuh see fa me, love poem complete 

’cause ah love you too.  
Dat no mek me erase de moon 
and de star fran de firmament. 
 
Only somehow wen ah remnba 
how you bussing yo ass 
to defend this sunrise, an keep back 
de night fran fallin, 
ah know dat tomara we will have time 
fa walk unda de moon an stars. 
Dignify an free, sovereign 
children a Sandino

 
(“Love Poem” by June Beer, 1985) 

 
“Like a lot of Black women, I have always had to invent the power my freedom requires.” 
(“Nicaragua: Why I Had to Go There” by June Jordan, 1986) 

I. 1983, BLUEFIELDS, NICARAGUA: THE MEETING OF TWO JUNES 
 

In 1983, June Jordan, a well-known African American feminist poet, traveled to 

Nicaragua to observe the Sandinista Revolution and how it was transforming social 

conditions in Nicaragua. The trip, however, also had a second and perhaps more 

important purpose: to bear witness to the effects of the United States’ economic and 

political policies to destabilize the Revolution and Ronald Reagan’s not-so covert war on 

the people of Nicaragua. She wrote, 

 
“I wanted to see for myself what was happening. I wanted to face the 
violence reported by the newspapers and supported by my taxes: to make 
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my witness to this First World16 dream before it buckled into yet another 
nightmare colony, another ‘vacation paradise,’ another ‘vital’ outpost of 
the big guys…I had to go to Nicaragua” (1986: 66). 

 
As her account of that trip demonstrates, Jordan did bear witness to the incredible 

violence of U.S. aggression against the Revolution and how an entire nation suffered 

nearly a decade of death, loss, and war as a result of the United States’ refusal to accept 

the FSLN government. But she also witnessed something else during her brief visit to 

Nicaragua – an entire generation of women and men radicalized by their participation in 

the Revolution and willing to sacrifice their lives to defend it. She observed,  

 
“I went everywhere I could, and everywhere I went I saw the motto: All 
arms to the people. I saw all of the people armed: nine year olds, Black 
women, elderly men. Everyone was armed with World War II rifles or 
AK-47s or whatever might come to hand; people forming volunteer 
militias to defend the revolution they had made” (70, emphasis added).  

 
Fighting to overthrow the Somoza dictatorship and restore Nicaragua’s national 

sovereignty gave many Nicaraguans a cause they felt was worth dying for; the 

Revolution, which worked to improve the country’s social, economic and political 

conditions and create a more equitable society offered many Nicaraguans something to 

live for. Among those, were Creole and Garífuna women from the Atlantic Coast of 

Nicaragua -- women whose lives would be forever transformed by their participation in 

the Revolution. June Beer was one of these women. 

Beer, the most renowned artist of the Atlantic Coast, was radicalized by the 

struggle for national liberation much earlier than most Costeños. Born in 1935 to a well-

to-do Creole family in Bluefields, Beer would defy the expectations of her community to 

choose marriage, family, and domesticity and decide instead to become an artist, a 

radical, and a dedicated supporter of the Sandinista Revolution although she was often 

critical of the FSLN. She traveled to the United States and worked as a model for a time, 

                                                
16 Jordan refers to developing countries as the First World. She states, “Given that they were first to exist 
on the planet and currently make up the majority, the author will refer to that part of the population usually 
termed Third World as the First World.” 
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but returned to her native Nicaragua in the late 1960s, moving between Bluefields and 

Managua to pursue her work as a painter. An auto-didactic painter, she developed her 

own style of painting that reflected the landscapes, daily activities, cultural traditions, and 

racial diversity of the peoples of the Atlantic Coast. This work reflected her intense 

interest in capturing the lives of Coast peoples, particularly Black people, in art and her 

emergent feminist consciousness. Much of her work featured portraits of Black women 

represented in their roles as mothers, workers, and revolutionaries. One portrait, features 

a Black woman with a small Afro dressed in army fatigues, her right fist raised defiantly 

in the air. If there was little attention paid to the participation of Afro-Nicaraguan women 

in the Revolution, Beer painted them (and herself) into that history, carving out a space 

for Black women’s radicalism in the political landscape of the Atlantic Coast and 

Nicaragua. 

As Beer began to develop her talent as a painter, she became involved with the 

growing community of artists, bohemians, and intellectuals in the Pacific who were 

critical of the Somoza regime. Beer’s radical politics placed her on the margins of many 

communities that she called home: her anti-imperialist politics, early support of the 

FSLN’s resistance to the Somoza dictatorship, and connection to artistic, bohemian 

communities in the Pacific often alienated her from more conservative segments of 

Creole communities on the Coast and incurred the wrath of Somoza’s National Guard. 

Her emergent feminist sensibilities and decision to break with gender conventions to 

become an artist made her an unconventional figure at a time when the only options 

available to most women were domesticity or entering the occupations considered 

“appropriate” for women – nursing, teaching, and secretarial work. Nevertheless, her 

decision to create a visual archive of the landscapes, peoples, and cultures of the Atlantic 

Coast established her as a central figure in the political and cultural history of the region. 

Beer’s paintings were the first to provide a portrait of Black community life to the rest of 

the nation that was not produced by cultural outsiders; the centrality of Black women to 

her work reflected her desire to speak about Black women’s lives and experiences and 

resist dominant representations of the Coast and its inhabitants. Her feminist thought was 
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embedded in her revolutionary nationalist politics, her ethos of Black pride, and 

commitment to using art to valorize the communities, landscapes, and cultures of the 

Atlantic Coast. Like June Jordan, June Beer understood that she would have to invent the 

power that her freedom required in order to create different kinds of political and social 

possibilities for herself.  

 

 
 

 Figure 3.1 Black female militant 

 
During her brief trip to Bluefields, June Jordan met June Beer and the two women 

spoke at some length about the Contra War that was growing and threatened Nicaragua’s 

future. In her account, Jordan described this encounter with Beer and the Black 

community in Bluefields. 

 
“They beg me to remember to send Black history and Black poetry and 
Black novels to their library. They beg me to remember them. The most 
distinguished artist of the Atlantic Coast, the Black painter and poet June 
Beer, begs me to send her a tape of Paul Robeson singing, ‘Let My People 
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Go.’ And quietly she asks me, ‘Do you think I have a future? Do we 
[Nicaraguans] have one? Some days I think maybe – maybe not.’ A few 
minutes later she tells me why she had been jailed under Somoza. ‘In the 
revolution I was too old to be a militant. But my mouth was not too old” 
(72). 

 
What is interesting about Jordan’s account is her recognition of Black women’s 

participation in the Revolution and the degree to which it transformed them politically. It 

is more telling that widely read accounts and oral histories about women/gender and the 

Revolution have tended to overlook this history (Deighton 1983; Randall 1981, 1994; 

Isbester 2001). This reflects a long pattern of ignoring or minimizing Afro-Nicaraguan 

communities’ participation in and contribution to Nicaragua’s political culture and 

history (Cunningham 2008; Goett 2006; Gordon 1998). Often Black women, when they 

are mentioned at all, are acknowledged in a cursory fashion. In Salman Rushdie’s 

memoir, The Jaguar’s Smile: A Nicaraguan Journey (1987), for example, he spends 

several pages talking about a Creole midwife he met in Pearl Lagoon and her enormous 

breasts (described on one book cover as the “woman with the largest breasts in the 

world”) -- effectively flattening the complexities of her life and reducing her to her 

breasts -- while sparing only a few sentences to talk to Yolanda Campbell, a Creole 

woman who was leading a Sandinista women’s auxiliary at that time and was the sister of 

two of the most powerful Creole Sandinista leaders on the Atlantic Coast. Although it is 

certainly true that people from the Atlantic Coast participated in the Revolution largely 

after the overthrow of Somoza, this does not take into account how Black women, in 

particular, participated in the Revolution and its impact on them. Drawing from the oral 

histories of Black women participants I will demonstrate how this historical moment 

shaped many Black women’s political consciousness and informs their political practice.  

For Jordan, it was apparent that Black women were among the many who were 

changed through their involvement in the revolutionary process It is not surprising that 

Beer’s story resonated with Jordan, an artist, a Black woman who dreamed of revolution 

in her own country and recognized the challenges that Black women faced in their 

attempts to engage in revolutionary political practice. Having to invent the power that 
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one’s freedom requires demands that one be willing to step outside of the boundaries of 

one’s own class position, the socially accepted expectations of (Black) women’s role in 

society, and criticism – often from one’s own community – of the work that one has 

chosen to do. The meeting between June Jordan and June Beer is also instructive, 

however, because it reveals the ways in which Black women in different Diasporic 

locations have used the arts and expressive culture as the tools to invent the power that 

their freedom requires. Although June Jordan and June Beer came from very different 

backgrounds, their experiences may have been closer that we might be led to believe at 

first glance. As two Black women – both of whom had ancestral roots in the Caribbean – 

committed to transforming the social inequalities that shaped their lives and those of 

people throughout the world, both Jordan and Beer were part of a transnational 

community of artists, activists, and intellectuals that shared this vision. They both 

traveled extensively in Latin America, the United States, the Caribbean, Europe, and in 

Jordan’s case, the Middle East, to understand how the oppressions that they experienced 

intersected with similar processes in other places. Finally, they both used their art as a 

bridge to connect with others and articulate their dreams for a more just world. Art, in 

particular, has historically been a vehicle for people of African descent in the West to 

articulate their own understandings of the social and material conditions that shape their 

lives, express their alternative visions for racial justice, and create different kinds of 

representations of Black people that challenge hegemonic discourses of racial inferiority, 

backwardness, and alterity. Jordan and Beer’s specific creative practices reflected their 

deep political longings and utopian sensibilities as demonstrated by the work that each 

produced during the Sandinista Revolution of the 1980s.  

What is particularly interesting about Beer’s trajectory as an artist and a political 

subject and remains a largely underexplored part of her life is the extent to which her 

constant movement and travels – from Nicaragua to the United States, from Bluefields to 

Managua and back, and her travels as a professional artist -- shaped her political 

sensibilities. In earlier work, Davies (1994) also described the emergence of migratory 

subjectivity to explain how Black women’s writing reflects how their identities are 
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informed by processes of movement, migration and border crossing that disrupt 

parochial, bounded understandings of black women’s political subjectivity and instead 

recognizes how even artistic or political work that is enacted in specific localities is also 

linked to, shaped by and in conversation with similar movements taking place in other 

Diasporic locations. In this chapter I argue that June Beer was such a migratory radical 

Black subject whose intellectual, political, and artistic development unfolded in different 

locations across time and space yet was firmly rooted in the history, culture, and political 

struggles of the Atlantic Coast. The politics of location provides a useful analytical 

framework for understanding how place (as both a geographic and a social location) 

shapes subjectivity. Beer’s life provides a model of a radical migratory subject whose 

politics were characterized by a transnational political vision and Diasporic sense of 

identity and whose various literal and metaphorical wanderings allowed her to 

reconceptualize Blackness, femininity, and revolutionary politics in a much more 

expansive way through the practice of art.  

Building on Davies’ conceptual framework, I analyze June Beer’s political and 

artistic subject formation as it was produced through movement, migration, and a lifelong 

engagement with radical struggles for social transformation. Throughout her life, Beer 

exhibited a radical understanding of the historical roots of the structural inequalities 

under which Black people, and Black women, in particular, live. She was keenly aware of 

the prejudices and institutional mechanisms by which the Atlantic Coast came to be 

treated as a regional ghetto that was excluded from possibilities for economic 

development and political participation. She also embraced the more revolutionary 

politics of the anti-Somoza resistance that had long simmered in the country, becoming a 

part of radical, creative communities that would eventually play an active role in the 

Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional (FSLN) in bringing down the dictatorship in 

the late 1970s. Finally, as an ideological supporter of the Sandinista Revolution she 

would maintain her critical edge and vocally criticize what she saw to be the problematic, 

reactionary elements within the FSLN specifically its ethnocentrism, persistent 

machismo, and paternalistic attitudes towards the peoples of the Atlantic Coast. Although 
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Beer was committed to building a revolution and supporting collective efforts toward that 

end through her art and activism, she also refused to be contained by any organization or 

institution attempting to police her art, her ideas, or her politics. As such she provides a 

useful model for exploring how radical black female subjectivity is constructed in 

opposition to repressive modes of representation, popular discourse, and state violence; 

this dimension of her work as an artist, however, has tended to be analyzed in a largely 

cursory manner without studying how her political consciousness was forged in and 

through movement.  

In this chapter, I engage in a close textual reading of Beer’s visual and literary 

work in order to demonstrate the intersections between her art and revolutionary politics 

and to demonstrate her development as a radical migratory subject. Cultural critic bell 

hooks (1995) argues, “Representation is a crucial location of struggle for any exploited 

and oppressed people asserting subjectivity and decolonization of the mind” (3). As a 

radical black subject, Beer understood the power of images to challenge Mestizo racial 

common sense (Gordon 1998) and to create counter-hegemonic representations of 

Blackness that affirmed the humanity, diversity, and the cultural identity of Afro-

Nicaraguan communities. This chapter will provide one of the few in-depth biographical 

explorations of Beer’s art and politics mapping her development as an artist from her 

Bluefields childhood to her experiences living in the United States to her return to 

Nicaragua in the mid-1950s and her involvement with the bohemian, insurgent artistic 

communities of the Pacific and the emergence of her sui generis, distinctive painting 

style. Since her untimely death in 1986, Beer has received only limited recognition as an 

artist and feminist thinker; her early understanding of the complex, intersectional nature 

of women’s experiences places her on the cutting-edge of Nicaraguan feminist thought. 

But her political and artistic contributions have tended to be largely folklorized and many 

accounts fail to understand the deeper revolutionary impulses that guided her creative 

work and her political philosophy. I use the term “folklorized” to refer to the ways in 

which Mestizo critics’ evaluations of her art tend to reduce it to quaint, colorful 

representations of Costeño cultural difference rather than understand it as an intentional, 
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politicized meditation on the nature of Black identity, Nicaraguan nationalist projects, 

social memory, gendered relations of power, and the articulation of a discourse of Coast 

cultural pride rooted in her experiences as a migratory radical subject. This process 

abstracts her art from the larger racial politics and radical perspective that shaped her 

creative vision by reading her art as a purely local form of artmaking and obscuring the 

process of migration that produced her radical political and creative perspective. This 

chapter, then, provides as a critical corrective to these accounts and represents a more 

substantive engagement with Beer’s art, politics, and life. 

Rather than study Beer as an isolated, exceptional figure – although she certainly 

was a remarkable person – I place her artistry within the context of Black women’s 

practices of place-making and struggle on the Atlantic Coast. Beer was unique to the 

extent that art was her medium of choice in making place, but I argue that the political 

sensibilities that informed her work are also reflected in the historical and contemporary 

struggles of Afro-Nicaraguan women to interrogate the Atlantic Coast as a raced 

landscape that exists politically, economically, and culturally on the margins of the 

Nicaraguan nation-state. Beer created a space in which women could make use of the arts 

as part of their efforts to reconfigure the geographical relations of power that structure 

life in the region but her art also recognizes the multiple sites in which women enact this 

politics – in their work as farmers, mothers, community activists, etc.  

This chapter is organized as an itinerary that maps the migrations of a radical 

Black feminist subject and provides a deeper understanding of how the politics of 

location shaped her subject formation. Section II, “From Muse to Artist: Los Angeles, 

1954-1956,” analyzes her travels to Los Angeles in the mid 1950s, her experiences 

working as an art model and her early forays into painting through self-portraiture. 

Section III, “Unconventional Domesticity: Bluefields, 1956-1967,” studies the period 

following Beer’s return to Nicaragua from the United States, her experiences of 

motherhood and tumultuous domesticity, and a marriage marked by struggle and poverty; 

this period in Beer’s life has generally been glossed over in her own accounts and those 

of others, particularly since she was not actively pursuing her craft as a painter. 
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Nevertheless, I consider this to be a critical moment in Beer’s political and creative 

development, particularly regarding her proto-feminist politics (James 2002). In Section 

IV, “Becoming an Artist, Becoming a Revolutionary: Managua and Bluefields, 1967-

1979,” I explore Beer’s decision to become a professional painter, end her marriage, and 

become integrated into creative communities in the Pacific, specifically the group of 

artists connected to the Praxis Cooperative Gallery; this period also marked her growing 

revolutionary consciousness and participation in the struggle to overthrow the Somoza 

dictatorship. Section V, “Art and Revolution: Bluefields, 1980-1986,” analyzes Beer’s 

development into a mature painter and artist during the Sandinista Revolution, her 

critiques of the FSLN, and her deepening connection with Black artists and activists 

throughout the African Diaspora in the Americas prior to her premature death in 1986. 

This chapter is above all an attempt to restore Beer to her rightful place in the Atlantic 

Coast’s political, cultural, and social history, genealogies of Nicaraguan feminism, and 

the artistic traditions of Black women in the African Diaspora. Her absence in these 

various bodies of literature is not surprising given the all too common erasure of Black 

women as key actors in Diasporic cultural and political movements (Harrison 2002). 

With this work, I hope to treat Beer’s legacy with the dignity and respect that it demands. 

II. FROM MUSE TO ARTIST: LOS ANGELES, 1954-1956  
 
“Lots of people, including myself, are longing for impossibilities.” 
Ruby Dee (1998) 
 

In 1954, at the age of 20, Beer left Nicaragua and moved to Los Angeles. After 

completing school, Beer had not wanted to pursue any of the professions that would have 

been available for young women with ambition and limited education. It is unclear 

exactly what prompted Beer to move to Los Angeles, but it is possible that she may have 

decided to follow the path of many Creoles with larger dreams but limited means who 

opted to leave Nicaragua and earn a living elsewhere. In the 1950s, these opportunities 

for labor migration were limited largely to Creole men who supported their families by 

sending their earnings back home a tradition that has endured well into the 21st century. It 
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is possible that Beer may have chosen this route not only because of her own desires to 

avoid the conventional professions and domesticity that was considered the appropriate 

path for young Creole women, but also because as a new mother she felt the pressure to 

find work in order to provide for her small family. Whatever the motivation, Beer 

relocated to Los Angeles, a move that would play a critical part in her formation as an 

artist and an intellectual. Of the different periods in Beer’s artistic and personal 

development, the Los Angeles years are the least documented and are largely unknown; 

this is due in large part to the fact that information on this period in her life is very 

limited. I argue in this section, however, that the Los Angeles years (1954-1956) played a 

critical part in Beer’s racial and creative consciousness and must be analyzed as a 

formative period in her political and artistic life. For it was in Los Angeles that Beer first 

articulated her desire to become a painter, a realization that may have been influenced by 

her involvement in the Los Angeles art scene. The time of Beer’s arrival to Los Angeles 

is also revealing in terms of making sense of her racial politics. Beer arrived to Los 

Angeles at a time when the Civil Rights Movement was about to swing into high gear in 

the U.S. South and African American activists and artists throughout the country were 

beginning to support this emergent movement. Los Angeles was no exception and Beer, 

as we shall see, was also profoundly influenced by African American artists who were 

directly involved in this struggle. This section explores Beer’s artistic and political 

development by analyzing the influence of the Los Angeles arts scene and the emergent 

Civil Rights Movement. I argue that this experience had a profound impact on Beer in a 

number ways that did not become fully apparent (perhaps even to herself) until she 

returned to Nicaragua two years later and became involved in the anti-Somoza resistance 

of the 1960s and 1970s. I suggest that her practice of using art as a way to articulate her 

changing political vision over time owed much to her experiences in Los Angeles, which 

have been largely unexamined, in the existing literature on her life.  

Beer’s move to Los Angeles was facilitated by the fact that one of her aunts was 

already living in the city. Despite the fact that she was a foreigner, Beer was, in many 

ways, not unlike the large number of African Americans who made the journey to the 
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West Coast during and immediately following World War II looking for economic 

opportunity in the city’s bustling defense industries, escape from the brutality of Jim 

Crow racism, and the tools to create a brighter future for themselves and their families in 

California, the land of plenty. As Hunt (2010) notes, Los Angeles has historically been 

popularly imagined as “a city of dreams” (4); for African Americans migrating from the 

urban ghettos of the Northeast and the Midwest or fleeing the segregated South, Los 

Angeles held the promise of upward social mobility and relative freedom to pursue and 

potentially realize their own version of the American dream. What they found in the City 

of Angels, however, was a deeply entrenched system of racial discrimination and a city 

hostile to the influx of African American migrants flooding the city. Rather than 

receiving a fair shake, however, African Americans confronted a barrage of structural 

inequalities, among them, racially restrictive real estate covenants that produced a 

housing crisis among the growing Black population; a discriminatory labor market in 

which Blacks were largely confined to menial labor with few opportunities for 

advancement and were generally the last to be hired and the first to be fired; police abuse 

by Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) officers – many of them WWII veterans and 

a good number of them originally from the South -- whose policing practices were 

premised on the assumption of black people’s inherent proclivity for crime and violence; 

and limited access to quality education in the city’s most prestigious secondary and post-

secondary institutions. It was clear that whatever their initial impressions may have been 

of Los Angeles, the city did not welcome the expanding Black community. But the Black 

migrants kept on coming altering the demographic, political, and cultural life of the city 

in ways that continue to shape popular perceptions of the city.  

Between 1940 and 1950, the Black population in Los Angeles grew by 214 

percent from 70, 781 to 222, 534 (Robinson 2010). Beer arrived to Los Angeles as the 

city was struggling to come to terms with its ballooning Black population and African 

Americans began to increasingly push back against the racist indignities to which they 

were subjected. Despite the pervasive patterns of racial discrimination that shaped Black 

life in Los Angeles, Black Angelenos made the most of the “relative freedoms” (Hunt 
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and Ramón 2010) that were available to them and manipulated the conditions of de facto 

segregation in which they lived to create communities characterized by class diversity, 

vibrant cultural spaces, a thriving, Black-owned business sector, and strong civic and 

religious institutions that actively resisted the structural inequalities facing Black 

communities. Shortly after arriving, Beer found work at a dry cleaners’ office but found it 

to be grueling, demeaning work.  Years later Beer recalled that frustrating experience: “I 

couldn’t get accustomed to working in factories and to people talking to me in four-letter 

words, especially because I was very careful how I did my work” (LaDuke 1991: 143). 

Unhappy with the conditions under which she was working, Beer quit her job at the 

drycleaners.  

Out of work and desperately in need of a job, a random recommendation from a 

friend led Beer to an unlikely employment opportunity that would prove to be a critical 

turning point.  At 21 years old, Beer was in the prime of her youth and beauty and often 

found herself attracting all kinds of attention; with her caramel complexion, slim figure, 

and assertive personality she turned heads wherever she went. By chance, a friend 

suggested to her that she consider working as a “character model for artists;” despite her 

lack of modeling experience, Beer took the suggestion seriously following her friend’s 

advice that she would get the job, “if you tell enough lies.” Whatever story she told, the 

ploy worked and shortly thereafter Beer was employed as an art model and continued 

doing this work until she left in 1956.  

Art modeling opened up a world to Beer that she would likely not have been able 

to access on her own. As an art model she found herself modeling for classrooms full of 

student artists in several of the city’s most prestigious art schools including the 

Chouinard Art Institute and the Otis Art Institute, both critical centers of the emergent 

West coast arts scene in the early and mid-twentieth century (Schrank 2010). Beer’s 

beauty and “exotic,” racially ambiguous appearance made her an increasingly popular 

model at these art schools and she “soon acquired a wardrobe that allowed her to pose 

one day as a Hindu, the next day as a Gypsy, or as a Mexican. No one believed that she 

was Nicaraguan” (LaDuke 1986: 36). Ironically, it may have been precisely the fact that 
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Beer was a foreigner that allowed her to enter these art institutions, which were known 

for being informally segregated well into the 1960s. Although, there were a handful of 

Black and Latino artists who had studied at Chouinard and Otis, the Los Angeles art 

scene of the 1950s was notoriously segregated and Black artists often had a difficult time 

breaking into the “high art” world of established galleries, professional exhibits, and art 

institutions that existed in the city. Black artists arriving to Los Angeles in the 1940s and 

1950s, “encountered a huge gap between American ideals of justice and equality, and the 

extensive racist realities on the ground” (244). Los Angeles art galleries rarely hosted 

exhibits showcasing the work of African American artists and almost never included 

local Black artists in these exhibits. One of the ways that African American artists 

attempted to circumnavigate this impasse was by creating their own local galleries, 

hosting art festivals, and sponsoring their own exhibits for Black audiences; Walt Walker, 

a native of Detroit, opened LeJan Gallery in 1948 after walking by a string of galleries on 

La Cienaga Boulevard where not a single Black artist was included (Von Blum 2010). In 

the absence of accessible routes into the established Los Angeles art community, Black 

artists were forced to create their own artistic spaces and institutions. Beer’s work as an 

art model, however, allowed her to access to the LA art world by placing her in a unique 

position to connect with established painters, visiting artists-in-residence, and up and 

coming artists that circulated through Otis and Chouinard. It is possible that Beer’s 

“exotic,” good looks, forceful personality, and the fact that she was not, in fact, African 

American may have helped her navigate these deeply segregated spaces where white 

artists were enamored of difference provided it wasn’t too close to home. 
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Figure 3.2 June Beer, circa 1950s 

 
Apart from the fact that she was financially independent and doing well in her 

chosen profession, working as an art model also allowed Beer to enter into creative, 

bohemian spaces that may have catalyzed her own desire to become a painter. Although 

much has been made of the fact that Beer was a self-taught painter, the tendency to 

overlook her time in Los Angeles has diminished the significance that working within the 

city’s most established and distinguished art schools likely had on her artistic 

development. While it is true that the vast majority of Beer’s painting skill was acquired 

auto-didactically, it is also important to recognize how working in these professional 

artistic spaces exposed her to the practice of art-making, may have enhanced her limited 

artistic knowledge, and empowered her to pursue her own creative work at a time when 

there was little support for Black women in the visual arts.  

Beer’s access to the art world, however, was not only facilitated by her work in 
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these art schools; she increasingly was in demand to pose privately for individual artists 

outside of these spaces. One artist, in particular, had a profound impact on Beer’s 

decision to become a painter and may also have had a significant influence on her 

developing politics and racial consciousness. Beer posed for a number of artists, most 

notably, the African American actress, Ruby Dee, who enjoyed painting as a hobby. 

When Beer revealed to Dee during a session that she had a “strong feeling that [she 

wanted] to paint,” Dee supported her aspirations by providing her with art supplies: 

watercolors, brushes, and paper. Beer got to work immediately and began her transition 

from muse to artist.: 

 
That night in my room, I got naked and painted myself by looking in the mirror, but 
painted my body only, without my head. I didn’t want to let anyone know it was me, 
but my friends and family guessed anyway. From then on I kept painting. That’s how 
my career began (LaDuke 1986: 36).   

 
As far as it is known, none of her work from this short period has survived, 

although there is a 1976 self-portrait that may reflect Beer’s perception of herself from 

this time. The style of her clothing suggests that painting is referencing the 1950s. The 

painting depicts Beer as a smartly dressed young woman on a brown, burnt orange 

background, wearing a pressed green shirt, a set of pearl earrings and necklace, and a full 

skirt with yellow flowers. Her hands are sheathed in black gloves and she stares slightly 

away from the viewer while she poses as though she is modeling her outfit. Beer’s 

earliest attempts at painting marked the beginnings of self-portraiture as a critical part of 

her oeuvre. Throughout her career, Beer would frequently turn her gaze onto herself, 

placing her life and body at the center of her work. This suggests that her work was 

foremost an exploration and articulation of the self; a constitutive act of self-making 

through the practice of art-making.  Whether painting herself reading, depicting her aging 

body, or simply catching herself in a more contemplative mood, art provided a space to 

reflect on her own experience, identity, and self-perception without being interrupted by 

an external gaze. And when she became tired of painting herself, Beer would turn her 

painter’s eye to other Black women whose lives, experiences, and bodies, in many ways, 
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mirrored her own. 

 

 
 

Figure 3.3 Self-portrait, 1976 

 
In addition to encouraging Beer to paint, it is possible that Dee may have had a 

significant influence on Beer’s developing political subjectivity at that time. By the early 

1950s, Dee had become a celebrated African American actress, most notably for her 

portrayal of Rae Robinson in The Jackie Robinson Story in 1950 and would later become 

a household name for her Academy Award nominated performance in the 1961 film 

adaptation of Lorraine Hansberry’s protest play, A Raisin in the Sun, starring opposite 

Sidney Poitier. But apart from her work as an actress, Dee, along with her husband, actor 

Ossie Davis, was among the group of African American artists who became early 

supporters of the growing Civil Rights movement; contemporaries of both Dr. Martin 

Luther King, Jr. and Malcolm X, they actively participated in the struggle using their 

talent and connections to raise funds in support of the Montgomery bus boycott of 1955, 

the Freedom Rides of the 1960s, and protest the unconstitutional attack on civil liberties 

enacted under the Communist witch hunts spearheaded by Senator Joseph McCarthy. The 
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1950s were a particularly frightening and tumultuous period in U.S. political history – the 

emergence of the Civil Rights movement at the height of the Cold War made it a difficult 

time for performers and actors, particularly Black artists, to assert an oppositional, leftist 

politics yet many of them did so, often at profound personal risk to themselves and their 

careers. Dee recalls, 

 
The decade of the 1950s was a time of giving birth and of getting born into a 
wider concept of ourselves as actors, and into a heightened sense of art and the 
Struggle as inseparable bedmates. It was a time of learning to work together, 
mapping strategy for riding five horses between us. Death came galloping hard 
into the family. Friends turned on friends, and people lost jobs, lost respect, lost 
everything they owned. Values got confused; Satan rode high in the saddle, and 
people who sat high were brought low. It was a time of insisting on the right 
thing: Brown v. Board of Education in 1954. Hypocrites and tyrants, Hoover and 
McCarthy, held people hostage. Resources were leached by the cold war, and 
people suffered. It was a decade of deeper involvement with labor unions, a 
decade of getting ready for the heroes, the confrontations, and the murders of the 
sixties. It was the decade when the public issues became personal ones for us, too 
(1998: 202).   

 
Dee and Davis became recognized political dissidents who used the celebrity they 

had achieved to serve as a platform to critique many of the injustices that they saw 

unfolding around them. In March 1953, Dee spoke at a New York rally held at Carnegie 

Hall to secure clemency for Ethel and Julius Rosenberg, the Jewish couple who were 

executed in June 1953 for allegedly providing the secrets of the atom bomb to the Soviet 

Union. For many people connected to the Communist Party, self-identified socialists, and 

fellow travelers sympathetic to these organizations, the execution of the Rosenbergs 

marked the beginnings of a state-sponsored crackdown on the Left that bordered on 

fascism. Beer was living in Los Angeles at the height of the Communist witch hunt, 

giving her a front row seat to witness the effects of this nationwide paranoia. Hollywood 

was especially targeted as a reputed “hotbed” of Communist activity; to a certain extent 

there was some truth to this – many artists in Hollywood and Los Angeles were, in fact, 

progressives and leftists who attempted to leverage their celebrity to support  progressive 

social causes including labor union organizing, anti-nuclear proliferation, integration, etc. 
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These artists were among the first to be targeted by and ordered to appear and testify 

before the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) hearings. Actors, 

directors, screenwriters, and studio workers were blacklisted as a result of their real or 

imagined connections to the Communist Party or for refusing to cooperate with the 

HUAC and provide names of artists involved with the party. Despite the climate of 

political repression and fear, many artists, however, continued to protest the excesses of 

the HUAC and defend those men and women who were criminalized under the doctrine 

of McCarthyism. Ruby Dee’s political activism reflected the central role that artists 

played in advancing struggles for social justice in a political context that had become 

increasingly draconian in its treatment of political dissidents. Growing up under the 

autocratic government of Anastasio Somoza García, Beer would certainly have been able 

to appreciate the high costs that many artists paid for voicing their opposition to the U.S. 

government’s unconstitutional repression of dissent.  

At the same time that Hollywood was faced with the full force of the state during 

the McCarthy hearings, many African American artists were becoming increasingly 

involved with the nascent movement that began to emerge following three separate but 

critically related incidents that facilitated a profound shift in U.S. racial politics. In their 

joint memoir, Dee and Davis (1998) discuss how the murder of Emmet Till in 1953, the 

Brown v. Board decision in 1954, and the beginning of the Montgomery Bus Boycott 

later that year, catalyzed the growing movement for full recognition of African 

Americans civil and human rights in the United States and an end to systematic patterns 

of racial discrimination. Although the South was considered ground zero in the struggle 

for Civil Rights, the movement animated African Americans all over the country and 

increasingly began to influence efforts for racial justice in institutions and cities across 

the nation. From the beginning, African American artists played a critical role in this 

struggle hosting benefits and raising funds and awareness to support the work of 

organizations including the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) headed by 

Dr. King and later the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), which 

helped poor Black folks in the South organize to secure the franchise. The Communist 
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scare, however, also had implications for the nascent Civil Rights movement because 

many people who were supporters of equal rights for African Americans were or had 

been affiliated with the Community Party. Indeed, the anti-Communist hysteria tainted 

popular perceptions of the emergent Civil Rights movement and the FBI under the 

administration of J. Edgar Hoover, attempted to dismiss the growing movement by 

painting it as a Soviet plot to infiltrate U.S. politics by manipulating the country’s 

discontented Negroes. As a result a number of key figures in (African) American 

struggles for racial justice were targeted by the HUAC and stripped of their passports, 

civil liberties, and due process including the celebrated actor and performer, Paul 

Robeson, and W.E.B. Du Bois, perhaps the most important critical race thinker of the 20th 

century. Actors like Dee and Davis, Harry Belafonte, Sidney Poitier all became active 

spokespersons for the new movement and attempted to leverage their star power to shift 

public opinion to support it. When Beer arrived in 1954, this movement was already 

building momentum and had taken center stage in American politics. 

Meanwhile the political situation in Nicaragua was also heating up and becoming 

more complicated. On September 21, 1956, a young poet and songwriter named 

Rigoberto Lopez Perez went to a party at the Workers Social Club in León and then shot 

President Anastasio Somoza García in the chest; Lopez was killed immediately and 

Somoza died several days later in a Panama hospital. In a farewell letter to his mother, 

Lopez wrote: 

 
Although you have never known it, I have always taken part in all attempts to 
attack our country’s disastrous regime and in light of all of the futile efforts that 
have been made in order to try to achieve a Nicaragua that is again (or perhaps for 
the first time) a free country without reproach or dishonor, I have decided, 
although my comrades do not want to accept it, to try to be the one who initiates 
the beginning of the end of this tyranny. If God wills that I perish in my attempt, I 
absolutely do not want anyone else to be blamed, because the decision was mine 
alone (Lopez Perez 1956, author’s translation).  

 
Instead of this spelling the end of the Somoza dictatorship, however, Somoza’s eldest 

son, Luis Somoza Debayle assumed the presidency and ensured, along with his younger 
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brother, Anastasio Somoza Debayle, that only Somocista politicians were able to occupy 

the presidency. While Conservative politicians, reform activists, and the national press 

decried the authoritarian government and the restriction of civil liberties, it would be 

another four years before a new generation of Nicaraguan activists came together to form 

the beginnings of the FSLN and help stimulate a popular uprising against the Somoza 

dynasty. In the late 1950s, however, political conditions in Nicaragua were bleak, at best, 

and brutally repressive, at worst. In this shifting political climate, Beer might have begun 

to reflect on the central role that art and artists could play in fomenting social change; 

after all, Lopez was simply a poet who’d had enough of the abuses of the Somoza 

government. Although he’d lost his life in the process, Lopez would inspire the young 

men and women who participated in the insurrectionary struggle against Somoza in the 

1960s and 1970s. There is no way of knowing what this event’s impact on Beer might 

have been, nevertheless it marked a critical turning point in the trajectory of Nicaraguan 

politics. 

In later years, Beer shared that Los Angeles had been very good to her both 

professionally and personally. She recounted some years later that she could have chosen 

to stay in the United States; she received many “marriage proposals and opportunities to 

stay in the United States but [she] felt compelled to return to Bluefields” (LaDuke 1986). 

One relationship with someone named Carlitos Martinez, was significant enough for her 

to share with colleagues in Managua nearly 15 years later, but nevertheless she returned 

to Nicaragua, citing the need to return to her small daughter, who she had left at the age 

of two. Beer left Los Angeles in 1956 and returned to Nicaragua where she would begin a 

new chapter of her life as a wife and a mother struggling to maintain her art practice. But 

she was a radically different person than she had been when she arrived two years earlier. 

Beer had left Nicaragua a young mother with no idea of what course her life would take 

in the United States; she came home firm in her identity as a painter. She had not yet 

articulated the exact form that her political protest would take but her experiences in Los 

Angeles provided a foundation for her outspoken politicized art that would become a 
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critical part of her identity when she became a part of the growing community of artists 

and intellectuals in Managua committed to using art as a weapon of political struggle.  

Los Angeles proved to be an important component of Beer’s creative and political 

development and served as the site of her first forays into artmaking. Accessing the 

artistic communities connected to Otis and Chouinard helps to ground her initial decision 

to experiment with painting despite the fact that she had no formal art training at that 

time. Her circulation in the city’s most important art schools, however, also suggests that 

although she was largely self-taught painter, she was also exposed to art education as a 

model calling into question the representation of her as an untrained primitivista painter. 

It was in Los Angeles, as well, the Beer first encountered the ways in which art could be 

utilized not only as a representational site of struggle but also as a weapon in movements 

for social transformation. Her brief connection to Ruby Dee and her exposure to the 

growing Civil Rights movement unfolding throughout the country had a profound impact 

on her thinking on her responsibilities as an artist to mobilize her work in the service of 

social justice. This period established Beer as a migratory radical subject who inserted 

herself into spaces that were generally closed or inaccessible to Black, female artists. 

Beer, like Dee, was a woman longing for all kinds of creative and political impossibilities 

– her experiences in Los Angeles provided her with her earliest tools to realize those 

impossible longings. This experience would play an important role in her ability to 

overcome gendered inequalities in her private life in order to achieve her dream to 

become a painter; it is to this period that I now turn. 

III. UNCONVENTIONAL DOMESTICITY: BLUEFIELDS, 1956-1967  
 

June Beer returned to Nicaragua resolved to become a painter, but instead of 

becoming a working artist, she found herself entering into the domestic lifestyle that she 

had gone to the United States to escape. Although Beer later took a great deal of pride in 

flouting the conventional gender norms of her time, the period between 1956 and 1967 

can be characterized as a moment in which Beer attempted to negotiate the gender 

expectations of her community as a married woman and mother and learned firsthand 
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about the constraints that patriarchal norms place on women’s creative, intellectual and 

political development. Most of the limited body of work on June Beer tends not to 

discuss this period of her life in great detail, focusing instead on Beer as a pre-feminist 

icon who broke with hegemonic gender roles in her work and her personal life, rather 

than exploring how her gender politics were shaped by her own experiential knowledge 

of living under machismo. In this section, I explore Beer’s marriage, experiences as the 

primary financial provider and care-giver in her family, and the effects of male 

dominance on her creative work and political thought. I argue that this period played an 

important role in the development of her critical gender consciousness and demonstrates 

the role that Black women’s longing for what Tricia Rose (2003) refers to as “intimate 

justice” plays in the development of their political subjectivity and activist practice. Like 

many women, it was precisely Beer’s experiences of gender inequality in her private life 

that animated her understanding of machismo and women’s subordination. This political 

insight would later become an important part of her understanding of revolutionary 

politics and the importance of making the transformation of gendered relations of power 

a central part of the revolutionary project in the 1980s.  

Despite the difficulties that Beer encountered in her marriage, she refused to 

submit quietly to the inequalities that she faced in her private life. In this section, I 

suggest that Beer engaged in a form of unconventional domesticity by continuing to 

pursue her developing craft as a painter, asserting financial control in her family, and 

pushing back against the machismo that she encountered in her roles as a wife and 

mother. This practice of unconventional domesticity is a critical component of her 

decision, which I discuss in the following section, to leave her spouse, move to Managua, 

and begin her career as a professional painter. Her experiences working as a produce 

vendor, making money through a variety of informal economic activities, and her ability 

to support her family financially seems to have empowered her in many ways and 

bolstered her confidence to be independent and self-sufficient under the worst economic 

conditions. Economic autonomy, however, had to be accompanied by asserting one’s 

personhood in the marriage and rejecting the patriarchal gender norms that normalized 
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men’s domineering behavior. If one wants to read Beer as a pre-feminist icon, it is 

essential to understand how Beer’s private experiences shaped her public politics. 

When Beer went to the United States she had already had her first daughter. 

Shortly after her return to Bluefields she reconnected with Pablo Largaespada, an old 

friend with whom she had been close before she left Nicaragua. Largaespada came from 

a prominent and affluent Mestizo family that had built its wealth through the region’s 

bustling lumber trade. Monaco Pablo Largaespada, the family patriarch, had created a 

small fortune through his lumber business and owned a good deal of real estate in 

Bluefields, particularly along the shoreline of the Bluefields Bay in the Cotton Tree 

neighborhood. Despite his commercial success and his own reputation as a hardworking 

man, Monaco Largaespada’s children proved to have a less disciplined work ethic than 

their father. Pablo, the youngest of his siblings, was being groomed by his father to 

assume control of the family business as his father aged; but Pablo was not interested in 

running the family business, rather he spent his time in the city’s bars, drinking and 

partying, in spite of the various interventions of his family to stop his carousing by 

sending him to boarding school and, later, to work as a farm hand on one of the family’s 

properties. Pablo was a good-looking man, muscular, and so hairy that Beer’s neighbors 

took to calling him “the Hairy Man” when he came to Pointeen courting her. Whatever 

her neighbors may have thought, the two were married in 1956 or 1957 and before long 

their small family began to expand.  

Largaespada’s charm, however, quickly began to fade. If Beer had been unaware 

of or underestimated the severity of her husband’s drinking, the magnitude of the 

problem soon became apparent. Despite his family’s wealth and prominence, Pablo 

proved to be a poor provider. He spent much of his time and the family’s income 

drinking and partying with his friends. Beer realized that, like her mother, she would 

have to assume the primary responsibility for supporting her family. Her mother’s family 

was no longer in a position to help her financially and her relationship with her in-laws 

was strained. By all accounts, the Largaespada family never really cared for Beer; they 

saw her as an uppity Creole woman whose beauty made her think too highly of herself. 
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They also took issue with Beer’s forthright and opinionated personality; she often 

criticized the hypocrisies and contradictions of the Bluefields Creole and Mestizo elite 

and her in-laws were rarely spared in her critiques. Years later after Beer became a well-

known and internationally recognized painter, her former in-laws became more friendly 

but in the early years of her marriage to Pablo Largaespada they were an unreliable 

source of support for her as she struggled to maintain her children. For all intents and 

purposes, Beer raised her children as a single mother despite the fact that was married. 

Beer followed her mother’s example and resumed her “childhood work experience of 

collecting empty whiskey bottles as well as plastic containers which she would now bring 

to Managua to sell. There she used the money to buy fresh vegetables to resell in 

Bluefields” (LaDuke 1986: 36). These survival strategies helped Beer to maintain her 

children and keep the family afloat.  

Maintaining her creativity, mobility and independence were a critical part of 

Beer’s practice of unconventional domesticity. When she traveled to Managua to re-sell 

bottles and purchase produce to sell in Bluefields, she would visit her biological father, 

Abraham Moses Downs, who worked as a fisherman in San Carlos. It was in San Carlos 

that she resumed her painting and began experimenting and developing her own nascent 

painting style. From San Carlos, Beer traveled to Granada on her way to Managua, and 

while there became friends with the poet Francisco “Chichi” Asis de Fernandez17, who 

introduced her to a small circle of poets, painters, and intellectuals living in Granada. 

Many of these men and women would become leaders in the various cultural movements 

in Granada, Leon and Managua in the 1960s and 1970s; these spaces had not yet become 

overtly politicized but by the early 1960s, groups of artists and intellectuals would be at 

the forefront of the insurrection against Anastasio Somoza. It was through Fernandez that 

Beer met Omar d’Leon, a painter and poet, who would play a key role in introducing her 

to artists in Managua that she would become close to in the 1970s, particularly the group 

                                                
17 Fernandez is currently president of the Foundation of the Granada International Poetry Festival, which is 
held annually and brings writers, poets, and artists from throughout the Americas. 
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of artists associated with the Grupo Praxis, a collective of anti-Somoza artists dedicated 

to using art as a tool to address the social problems facing the country. The two became 

very good friends and it is likely that d’Leon supported her painting during this period. In 

1970, d’Leon opened the Museo-Galería 904 in Managua, which featured a collection of 

pre-Colombian art as well as contemporary art; the museum was destroyed and 

vandalized following the 1972 earthquake that leveled the capital city. Although d’Leon 

would later leave Nicaragua after the FSLN came to power, and was a vocal critic of the 

Sandinista government, he and Beer remained friends and continued to stay in touch 

through letters after he moved to the United States (Morris 2012). It is clear that these 

early relationships with the intelligentsia and creative communities in the Pacific 

facilitated her later move to Managua and provided her with the networks and foundation 

that she would need to establish herself as a working artist. 

It is significant that Beer’s spent her formative years as an emerging painter 

traveling through San Carlos and Granada, because these cities are homes to the three 

women who are considered the innovators of Nicaraguan primitivist painting, although 

they tend to be largely ignored or discussed only tangentially in contemporary analyses of 

Nicaraguan painting. Doña Asilia Guillén (1887-1964) is the best known of the three 

ancestras in the primitivist tradition. Born into a wealthy family in the colonial city of 

Granada, Guillén did not begin painting until she was 63 years old. Much of her painting 

was inspired by the needle-point embroidery she had done for most of her adult life and 

under the tutelage of Rodrigo Peñalba, the director of the National School of Fine Arts in 

Managua, she begins to produce a body of work that reflected the historical and natural 

landscape of her birth city. She completed paintings of the active volcano, Mombacho, 

that overlooks the city and Lake Nicaragua and las isletas, the cluster of small islands 

located in Lake Nicaragua. Despite the description of her work as “atheoretical” and 

“unanalytical” (Valle Castillo 1985), many of her paintings, however, also explored 

larger historical and political events including the “The Burning of Granada” (1957), 

which describes William Walker and his army destroying Granada in the 1850s and “The 

Arrival of Columbus to Cape Gracias a Dios” (1963). Particularly in her historical 
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narrative paintings, Guillén’s anti-U.S. sensibilities and nationalist politics are clearly 

visible; yet her politics were not uniformly progressive as demonstrated in “Cuban 

Exodus,” a response to the Cuban Revolution. Curiously, rather than explore the 

contradictory dimensions of her political thought, art critic Julio Valle Castillo dismisses 

both her nationalist ideas and the reactionary tenor of the “Cuban Exodus” by stating that 

the work did not reflect her own thinking because both pieces were commissioned by art 

collectors who determined the theme of the paintings (1985: 5). Indeed he states that 

reading politics into Guillén’s work would be “absurd” since, “like the majority of 

primitivist painters,” her art is atheoretical and non-analytical (5). This tendency to flatten 

women’s political thought in their art and daily lives, is part of the way in which the work 

of primitivist painters, including Beer, is folklorized; as an artform that is closely 

identified with the intimate, quotidian spaces of women’s lives, primitivista painting has 

tended to be dismissed as “post-card art” (Whisnant 1995) since there is still a limited 

understanding of the ways in which the public and the private sphere both shape social 

and political processes and struggles for power. Beer faced this challenge throughout her 

career to articulate the lived experiences of Black women, her political vision, and her 

ideas on social transformation and to reject objectifying representations of herself and her 

work. 

Guillen’s success makes her the leading figure in the primitivista tradition; Valle 

Castillo (1985) suggests that her legacy brought to light the work of two other important 

primitivist painters who were less prolific than Guillen but no less important in the 

development of primitivist painting. Doña Salvadora Henríquez de Noguera (b. in the 

mid-19th century) was originally from Chontales but lived in San Carlos, Río San Juan as 

the wife of a wealthy landowner. She was a self-taught painter who made use of 

“inappropriate materials” such as thick paintbrushes and oil paint left over from the 

annual maintenance on the house to produce paintings that reflected the quotidian aspects 

of life on a cattle ranch by focusing on animals and men and women’s labor in this space. 

Her art was discovered in the 1940s by Jose Coronel Urtecho, a leading figure in the 
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Vanguardia movement18, and her work began to flourish with his enthusiastic support. 

There was apparently a falling out between the two as Henriquez began to feel as though 

Coronel Urtecho did not actually take her or her work very seriously; as a result she 

began to paint even more sporadically and did not exhibit her work publicly. As of 1985, 

only seven of her paintings remained in the hands of a private collector.  

Guillen’s work also led to Rodrigo Peñalba’s discovery of Doña Adela Vargas’s 

painting three years after Guillen’s death in 1964. Vargas, who was also a native of 

Granada, produced landscape paintings but many of her paintings were narratives based 

on imaginative retellings of Biblical stories, Ruben Dario poems, popular Nicaraguan 

legends, and epics such as the Popol Vuh. According to Valle Castillo (1985), art critics 

and Vargas’ peers were skeptical of her work and whether it was “authentically” 

primitivist, particularly because of the thematic focus on many of her paintings and her 

painting style, which reflected the pre-Hispanic, indigenista approach of painters such as 

Diego Rivera of México and Carlos Mérida of Guatemala. Other critics challenged her 

legitimacy as a primitivist painter because of her elite upbringing and privileged class 

status. Valle Castillo dismisses these accusations and argues that her work is a true 

continuation of the primitivist style pioneered by Guillen; the true primitivist approach is 

demonstrated in her paintings, which are “overflowing with imagination, accumulated 

fantasy, candor, subversive delirium that borders on the edge of surrealism. And it is here 

that her support of national primitivism is rooted, and not in her intellectual pretensions” 

(6, emphasis added). This reading of Vargas’ work, like that of Guillén, diminishes the 

                                                
18 The Vanguardia, or vanguard, movement was a literary and cultural movement focused on redefining 
Nicaraguan cultural identity and forging an autocthnous literary style rooted in the country’s indigenous 
cultural traditions. They drew much of their inspiration for this effort from the work of U.S. and French 
poets whose style represented a break with the overly romantic literature of the 19th century. Whisnant 
synthesizes the various streams of vanguardist thought as characterized by: “their generally anti-bourgeois 
spirit, their interest in national literature and culture, their anti-interventionist posture, their admiration for 
General Sandino, and (however contradictory) their effectively fascist support of nascent dictator Anastasio 
Somoza García” (1995: 152). Politically, they espoused an anti-interventionist stance and rejected the U.S. 
military occupation of the 1920s and 1930s; but the group’s early support of the nationalist struggle led by 
Augusto Cesar Sandino was later betrayed by their general distrust of popular democracy and their 
endorsement of the dictatorial aspirations of Anastasio Somoza García.  
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intellectual and analytical implications of the work produced by primitivist painters in a 

way that is deeply gendered.  

Although Valle Castillo argues that his simplistic readings of primitivist painting 

has nothing to do with the gender of its pioneers, it is curious that he so readily dismisses 

the possibility for political critique in this tradition; this reflects the general tendency to 

reduce the primitivista tradition to folkloric art while draining it of its political content. 

While art historians have been content to place women painters in the genealogy of 

modern Nicaraguan art, they have been less interested in depicting them as intellectuals 

whose work reflects their deeper creative and political sensibilities. Analysis of 

primitivist or naïve art in Nicaragua has tended to characterize it as childish, untrained, 

and simple. It is telling that the only artistic tradition in Nicaragua that has been 

pioneered and led by women artists is characterized in this way and is perhaps a deeper 

reflection of the problematic gender politics within these artistic spaces as well as the 

masculinist gaze that shapes much of contemporary Nicaraguan art history. As a 

feminized art form, primitivism also occupies a space of racial alterity in the art world 

that treats its practitioners as atheoretical, non-intellectual objects whose work is largely 

descriptive rather than analytical or imaginative. This is apparent, for example, in Valle 

Castillo’s reading of Guillén’s body of work, which is clearly political even if largely 

reactionary. Valle Castillo (1997) describes primitivist painting as: 

 
The coexistence of the primitive and the modern; coexistence, fusion, and 
confusion. The primitive – original innocence, spontaneity, American-ness or 
primordial indigeneity -- has been considered, besides a source of  identity, as a 
trait of modernity, as much an affirmation as a negation of the West and 
rationalism. 

 
Rarely is the tradition of abstract art in Nicaragua discussed in such reductive and 

objectifying terms; tellingly, the artists most closely associated with the abstract art 

tradition are male painters who received formal training either in the School of Fine Arts 

in Managua in the mid-twentieth century or traveled abroad to study. It is significant that 

pintura primitivista is an art tradition pioneered by women artists, since much of modern 
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Nicaraguan art has historically been dominated by men; it is even more telling that Beer 

opted to pursue this artform rather than attempt to become a formally trained painter.  

One could argue that in the mid-20th century, primitivista art was one of the few spaces 

where women artists could assert and express themselves precisely because it is an 

artform that privileges women’s experiential knowledge and the quotidian, intimate 

dimensions of daily life in a way largely unseen in the abstract artistic tradition. It is very 

likely that Beer was exposed to these women’s work and the tradition of primitivist 

painting that they cultivated in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s. They may have had a much 

greater influence on her work as a painter than that of the Solentiname primitivist 

painters, who I discuss in greater detail in the following section. What is key, here, 

however, is to recognize the network of relationships that Beer established throughout the 

late 1950s and early 1960s that would later enable her to leave her troubled marriage and 

pursue her craft as a painter. Despite the challenges that plagued her marriage, mobility 

and creativity continued to be a central part of her identity and ultimately had a profound 

impact on her political subjectivity. 

But Largaespada’s alcoholism and poor ability to provide for his family was not 

the only problem that Beer confronted in her marriage. Her husband discouraged her 

painting and did little to support her continuing interest in art. But she continued to paint. 

Drawing from the coastal urban environment of Bluefields she began painting portraits of 

the people and patterns of daily life in the city. These early works reflected the 

intersections of place, culture, and identity that would become characteristic of her 

painting style especially her interest in portraiture and narrative paintings. Beer recalled, 

 
I used to paint pictures of people coming from the marketplace, carrying baskets on 
their heads; men working on the docks or planting in the fields; women grinding corn, 
washing clothes or cooking. Sometimes I just painted pictures of flowers (LaDuke 
1991: 144). 

 
In this way, Beer maintained her creativity during this period but pursued painting more 

as a hobby than a professional practice. Often she gave her work away, never seriously 

entertaining the idea that she could make a living from painting. Perhaps the austere 
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reality of her responsibilities as a married woman shouldering the responsibility of 

supporting her family financially by herself left little room to dream about becoming a 

painter. Beer was focused on economic survival – dreams would have to wait.  

Beer continued to work and her husband continued to drink. She chafed under the 

inequitable domestic arrangement and as the years went by found herself increasingly 

frustrated by her husband’s inability come to terms with his alcoholism and help her 

support their growing family. By the early 1960s, Beer had three more children with 

Largaespada and he showed little interest in helping her raise them. Some years later her 

work would reflect her dissatisfaction with this reality and over time she became an 

increasingly vocal critic of machismo, or male dominance. In the 1970s, Beer completed 

a painting entitled The Funeral of Machismo (c. 1970). In this piece, Beer articulated a 

critique of patriarchal gender relations and seemed to highlight the need for a 

multigenerational women’s struggle to dismantle this unequal social order. 

 
While the form of a proud, beautiful rooster dominates the canvas, painted above it is 
a horizon line upon which a child, a young woman, a pregnant woman, and a 
grandmother are standing, all shaking their fists at the rooster (LaDuke 1991: 145). 

 
Reflecting on this piece, Beer observed “Even if you’re a doctor, lawyer, or teacher, 

when you come home from your job, you work at home while your husband sits down. 

He sits and watches you work” (145). Her critique of the double standard and gendered 

division labor that requires women to work both inside and outside of the home and then 

submit to male dominance in both the public and private sphere demonstrates the 

emergence of her early radical gender politics. Beer had learned that working outside of 

the home and making one’s own money, while critical, was insufficient to produce 

conditions of gender inequality in her home and marriage. Only by critiquing machismo 

as a social process could women hope to transform their lives and intimate relationships. 

On one hand, it is remarkable that Beer developed this critical perspective in the absence 

of a organized women’s movement; on the other hand, however, it reflects the ways in 

which Creole women’s quotidian experiences of gender inequality shape their political 
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subjectivity and inform their political practice. The everyday is an important site for 

developing critical gender consciousness that may not utilize the language of feminism 

but understands patriarchy as a structural process of gendered power. Keeping this in 

mind, I suggest that Beer’s gender politics embody what Tricia Rose refers to as 

“intimate justice” and parallels contemporary efforts among Creole women to increase 

gender equality in their private lives and in the public sphere. The concept of intimate 

justice disrupts notions of neat, discrete separations between the public and the private 

and the workings of patriarchal domination – since machismo is enacted in both spaces, 

Creole women’s activism has focused on combating gender inequality in both locations. 

(2003). Elsewhere I have argued, building on Rose’s concept, that  

 
Exploring the everyday demonstrates the extent to which Black women’s political 
sensibilities are informed by their longing for what Tricia Rose (2003) refers to as 
‘intimate justice’ that is the call for ‘sexual freedom, an end to mistreatment (in 
the form of lying, betrayal, cheating, and abuse), and…calls for full recognition.’ 
This intimate justice is not, however, just about obtaining equality within personal 
relationships or confined to the private sphere. Rather, women’s desires for 
intimate justice are also informed by larger struggles for social justice. Black 
women in the region are fully aware of the fact that their treatment in personal 
relationships and public spaces is linked by societal ideas that devalue them as 
Black women. Their words suggest that structural forms of inequality are felt 
most keenly on the level of lived experience and interpersonal relationships – 
there can be no meaningful transformation of one without the other (Morris 2010: 
253).  

 
Beer’s rejection of normalized patriarchy is one of the defining characteristics of 

what I refer to as her enactment of unconventional domesticity. Even when Beer was 

married, became a mother, and assumed responsibility for raising and supporting her 

children as a single parent, she never completely acquiesced to the dictates of Creole 

respectability and propriety regarding women’s gender roles. She resisted the expectation 

that women should be confined to the private sphere, insisted on continuing to travel, 

engage in new experiences, develop relationships with artists and thinkers outside of the 

region, and hold onto her dream of becoming a painter. And once it became clear to Beer 

that her husband was simply not going to stop drinking and became a more active part of 
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their children’s lives, she opted to leave the marriage rejecting the ideal that a woman 

must keep her marriage intact at all costs, regardless of the impact that it may have on her 

own emotional well-being. In her work, Creole researcher, Socorro Woods points to the 

gender norms within Creole communities that place the responsibility of keeping a family 

together squarely on women’s shoulders even when men’s actions are directly 

responsible for the dysfunction and deterioration of the family unit. Generally speaking, 

men are rarely held accountable for persistent infidelity, violent, abusive behavior, or 

failing to provide economically for their families (Woods 2005). Throughout their nearly 

sixteen year marriage, Beer left Largaespada several times but each time he would return 

with promises to end his drinking and become a better spouse. But the promises never 

materialized and by the late 1960s, she was tired of the marriage and had accepted the 

possibility that she would not be able to become a professional painter until she had 

completed the task of raising her four children on her own. In 1968, she separated from 

her husband although it appears that the divorce was not made formal until 1972. Beer 

reflected on how difficult it was to finally end the relationship and the opposition that she 

encountered from other people, particularly her family. But Beer was not going to take 

Largaespada back again. She shared, “It cost me a lot to leave him as my mother liked 

him. She would say ‘But he loves you so much,’ but I told her, ‘My children need food 

and books’” (LaDuke 1986: 36). 

This period in her life taught Beer how machismo and patriarchal gender norms 

limit women’s possibilities by attempting to confine their lives and interests to the 

domestic sphere. But if Beer had first-hand understanding of the intimate contours of 

gender inequality, she also learned how to push back against the gender conventions of 

her community to assert herself as an individual and as an artist. Ironically, her husband’s 

shortcomings as a spouse compelled Beer to become more independent, assertive, 

confident, and self-reliant – all traits that would serve her well when she moved to 

Managua and dedicated herself to painting. This under-theorized part of Beer’s trajectory 

as an artist is particularly important for making sense of her radical gender politics and 

her proto-feminist political sensibilities. Her private experiences of gender subordination 
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would animate the public art that she produced and used as a tool to articulate her broader 

critique of machismo as a social, rather than private, matter. In the following section, I 

will explore Beer’s move to Managua and her deepening radicalism in the context of the 

emergent pre-insurrectionary cultural movements of the 1960s and 1970s.  

IV. BECOMING AN ARTIST, BECOMING A REVOLUTIONARY: MANAGUA AND 
BLUEFIELDS, 1968-1979 

 

Although Beer continued painting throughout the 1950s and 1960s, her work was 

constrained by the realities of raising four children, acting as the primary caregiver and 

breadwinner in the household, and negotiating an unfulfilling and unhappy marriage. It 

had been more than a decade since she had returned from the United States determined to 

become a professional painter, yet most of her time was spent shouldering the 

responsibility of ensuring her family’s economic survival and dealing with mundane, 

domestic tasks – a life that June had never really wanted. Painting seemed to have 

become more of a hobby than a craft; yet she continued to hold onto the dream that she 

would someday be able to resume painting and make a name for herself as an artist. She 

had reconciled herself to the idea that painting would have to wait until her children were 

grown and had left home. Beer recounted a 1968 conversation she had with a friend, a 

Dutch ship captain who also happened to be a painter, about her plans to seriously take 

up painting again once her children were out of school. He responded by asking her, 

“Why wait? Why not paint now?” (LaDuke 1991: 144). Struck by his comment, Beer 

realized that she might not need to wait to pursue her dream. The following year she left 

Bluefields and moved to Managua to establish herself as a painter. The decade between 

1969 and 1979, marked a period of profound social, cultural, and political transformation 

in Nicaragua that was reflected in Beer’s personal life and her political development. Her 

decision to pursue painting full-time coincided with the growth of a popular resistance 

against the Somoza dictatorship. During this period, Beer would become a part of several 

artistic and intellectual communities that were at the forefront of the ideological and 

armed struggle to bring down the Somoza regime. Moving back and forth between 
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Bluefields and the Pacific, her painting style would undergo several transformations as 

she began to establish her own creative and political voice.  

Today, at the beginning of the 21st century, ravaged by earthquakes, war, and the 

structural violence of neoliberal economic reform, Managua is but a shadow of the city 

that it once was; when June Beer arrived to the capital in 1969, however, she entered a 

city with a vibrant cultural life that was in the process of being remade and transformed 

by a generation of young artists, poets, and intellectuals who would turn the country 

upside down over the next decade. It was an exciting place to be and the moment seemed 

pregnant with possibility, full of the youthful energy of men and women who would all 

come to play a critical role in the insurrection against Somoza in a variety of ways. The 

Revolution, however, was years away and hardly seemed like a possibility in that 

moment; nevertheless, the 1960s saw the emergence of a widespread cultural movement 

that paralleled the growing movement against Somoza. The city was on the cusp of 

radical social change that was being discussed, debated, theorized, and planned in the 

diverse social and cultural spaces that existed and were being created at that time. One 

critical location where these radical cultural politics were cultivated was La India Café.  

La India was a fairly ordinary coffee shop that evolved into one of the most 

important and dynamic cultural spaces in the capital. No photographs remain of the café, 

which was destroyed in the December 1972 earthquake, but, by many accounts, it played 

a crucial role in the formation of the emerging cultural and political movements of the 

late 1960s and early 1970s. It served as a crossroads, a meeting place where artists and 

thinkers, college radicals and the earliest members of the FSLN came together to discuss 

art and politics. In his essay, “La generación del 60: piezas de un rompecabezas,” 

Franklin Caldera, a poet and film critic, described the café as a spacious salon “without 

intellectual pretensions” that included a bar, an indoor patio towards the back and a 

number of tables where poets and artists held court and argued over coffee and cigarettes. 

It was in the beginning a fairly bare bones operation; as the café grew in popularity the 

owners renovated it in the early 1970s hoping to attract more patrons. But the café’s 

attraction did not lie in its aesthetics, rather location determined the café’s success and its 
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eclectic patronage. Caldera writes:   

 
[La India’s] charm lay in the fact that it was not established as a meeting point of 
intellectuals, like the bookstore cafes of today. Its spontaneous adoption as such 
was due its strategic location: half a block above the Communications Building 
(Palacio de Comunicaciones), close to both the National School of Fine Arts, the 
habitat of painters and sculptors, and La Prensa newspaper, where every Monday 
we poets would submit our poems (folded up in our shirt pockets) to Pablo 
Antonio Cuadra, co-director of the paper and director of La [Prensa] Literaria. 
Crossing the large parking lot of the Communications Building in the direction 
towards Lake Managua, you arrived to Triunfo Street, where La Prensa was down 
the street and up the street, Bellas Artes (Caldera n.d., author’s translation).  

 
At the time, many young poets got their start as writers and had their poems 

published for the first time in the pages of La Prensa Literaria, the literary supplement of 

La Prensa. La India’s strategic location between La Prensa, where poets went to receive 

guidance, mentorship and criticism from Pablo Antonio Cuadra, one of Nicaragua’s most 

respected poets, and the National School of Fine Arts meant that it became the meeting 

ground for a number of different artists who formed the city’s bohemian cultural 

community at this time. While it originally was the preferred meeting spot of the growing 

number of poets that Caldera identifies as the Generation of 1960, the group of poets that 

emerged in Nicaragua from 1960-1979, La India soon became home to a larger 

community of writers, intellectuals, artists, and activists bound together by their shared 

desire to see an end to the Somoza dictatorship and their conviction that art and ideas 

could and should play a critical role in this struggle. Writers such as Beltran Morales, 

Julio Cabrales, Carlos Aleman Ocampo, Edwin Yllescas, Francisco de Asis Fernandez, 

Jorge Eduardo Arellano, Iván Uriarte, Ramiro Argüello, Roberto Cuadra, Octavio 

Robleto, Ciro Molina and Michelle Najlis – one of the few published female poets of the 

1960s – were regulars at La India and often conducted their gatherings at the round 

“Algonquin Table,” which was, in reality, little more than a cluster of tables formed into 

a circle.  

June Beer became a regular patron at La India along with a number of painters 

connected to the radical artist collective, Grupo Praxis, including Orlando Sobalvarro, 
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Roger Perez de la Rocha, Efren Medina, Genaro Lugo, Leonel Vanegas, and Leonicio 

Sáenz. As this laundry list of regular patrons makes clear, the cultural milieu of La India 

was a deeply gendered space in which women were largely considered tangential or 

marginal participants in the intellectual exchanges and political strategizing that took 

place there. Part of this is due in large part to the fact that many of the women poets and 

painters associated with the Generation of 1960 had not yet become actively involved in 

politics or artistic production; Michelle Najlis was the only notable exception but the vast 

majority of female poets did not begin publishing until the early and mid-1970s. The 

gender politics of the time meant that it was rare and unusual for women to be part of 

spaces like those found in La India, but in keeping with her general refusal to follow 

social conventions, Beer inserted herself into these spaces in order to access knowledge 

and ideas that interested her as a thinker and an artist. Masculinist as the café space may 

have been, it is clear that La India played a critical role in the formation of Beer’s radical 

political subjectivity. Some years later she would attempt to complete a large painting of 

La India that featured portraits of all the artists and intellectuals that frequented the café; 

unfortunately she was unsatisfied with the outcome of the painting and later destroyed it 

leaving behind only a tiny fragment of a portrait of an unidentified man. The fact, 

however, that she attempted to make such a painting indicates the lasting influence that 

the space had on her and the importance of the relationships that she developed when she 

moved to Managua.  

Creatively, some of her closest relationships developed with the artists that were 

members of the Grupo Praxis, which by 1969 was considered one of the most important 

group of painters in the country. Praxis’ significance, however, had as much to do with 

the group’s politics as it did with the extraordinary art that the artists produced during this 

time. Painters Alejandro Arostegui and Cesar Izquierdo and the writer Amaru Barahona 

founded Grupo Praxis in 1963; from the beginning the group defined its mission to 

develop Nicaraguan art by drawing from certain aspects of Western modernism while 

simultaneously using their art to question the profound inequalities that defined 

Nicaraguan society. Craven (2002) points out that the Praxis painters espoused a “dual 
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commitment” to rethink both artistic conventions and the social order: 

 
Aside from this move toward a radically democratic rethinking of culture in 
Solentiname, other artistic movements in this period offered new possibilities for 
altering the standard relationship between art and society. From 1963 to 1972 the 
avant-garde group Praxis operated in Managua with the express intention of 
critically assimilating certain idioms of Western modernism – both from the New 
York School and from Europe – an example of which is seen in a period painting 
by Genaro Lugo. This movement would produce an ‘alternative modernism’ 
while also arriving at a distinctive new regional vocabulary in painting. Although 
at first the artists in Praxis seemed to emphasize aesthetic issues and formal 
innovations virtually at the expense of all else, the group soon sought to mediate 
its preoccupation with the artistic advance by means of a commitment to the 
vanguard politics of the FSLN. This avowed position of ‘el doble compromiso’ 
meant fusing a desire for formal experimentation in art with a concerted political 
examination of society. Such an aim entailed an ‘exploration of the relations 
between objective reality and artistic subjectivity’ that would be predicated 
simultaneously on a ‘knowledge of contemporary art movements’ and the search 
for an expression ‘identifying our own reality’ (127). 

 
 Writers Michele Najlis and Franscisco “Chichi” de Asis Fernández were also 

closely connected to the Grupo Praxis. The group had its own art journal, work space, 

and a gallery where Praxis painters exhibited their work; the Praxis gallery remained in 

operation until 1972 when it was destroyed in a massive earthquake in December of that 

year. As Craven points out the Praxis painters were a highly accomplished group of 

artists. Many of the Praxis painters had received extensive training either in the National 

School of Fine Arts under the tutelage of Rodrigo Peñalba or traveled abroad to develop 

their craft as students in Europe or the United States. They were inspired by the 

modernist tradition in art but also drew inspiration from Nicaragua’s pre-Colombian art 

tradition, which is reflected in much of their work. The Praxis group’s art work tended to 

be highly abstract with austere, muted colors; this was art that privileged technical skill, 

artistic innovation, and subtle narratives of Nicaraguan identity that were rooted in the 

country’s neglected indigenous art traditions. Although Beer did not exhibit with the 

Praxis painters, they were among her closest interlocutors and no doubt exercised a 

profound influence on her developing artistic style. 
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In addition to the highly abstract and technical paintings by the Praxis painters, 

Beer was also exposed to the work of the Solentiname painters, whose work was 

becoming increasingly recognized and respected in the Managua art scene due in large 

part to the efforts of Ernesto Cardenal, a Jesuit priest, to promote their work. Although 

the Solentiname painters are not the originators of the tradition of primitivist painting in 

Nicaragua, the community has become practically synonymous with this style of painting 

because of its unique location in the history of revolutionary art and politics in the 1960s 

and 1970s. In 1966, Cardenal bought 100 hectares of property on Mancarrón Island 

located in the Solentiname archipelago in Lake Nicaragua and established Solentiname as 

a contemplative Catholic community; prior to Cardenal’s arrival the island was an 

impoverished, isolated area that had been entirely neglected by the government, lacked 

any kind of meaningful state infrastructure, and did not have access to even basic social 

services. Cardenal quickly set about transforming the place and paid the island’s residents 

to clear the land on the property and build cabins for Cardenal and his friend William 

Agudelo and his family, a workshop, and a community center with a library, records, and 

a collection of Pre-Colombian artifacts. As it turned out, the property also housed an 

abandoned church that the community restored and which became an important space for 

hosting regular community gatherings, seminars, weekly mass, and discussions about the 

spiritual and social meanings of the Gospel. In addition to feeding his parishioners’ souls, 

Cardenal also felt that the Church had a responsibility to address their material as well as 

their spiritual needs. He had been animated by the ideology of liberation theology and 

began to use the community’s religious spaces to engage them in discussions of social 

inequality, power, and social change. This had a profoundly radicalizing effect on the 

inhabitants of the island, many of whom became dedicated supporters of the FSLN and 

armed resistance. The Solentiname experiment came to be brutal end in 1977, when 

members of the community attacked the National Guard Barracks in San Carlos, a nearby 

town. Many of the participants were forced to go into hiding underground while others 

were detained and tortured by the Guardia. The community’s facilities and institutions 

were completely destroyed and the people unable to return until the Revolutionary 
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Triumph in 1979.  

But Solentiname became well-known, however, not only for its radical politics 

but for the strong tradition of “primitivist” or “naïve” painting that develop there under 

Ernesto Cardenal’s tutelage. Inspired by the carved and painted jicaras (gourds) that he 

saw a campesino make, Cardenal began providing different members of the community 

with art supplies and they began to produce small drawings of the island landscape. Out 

of this creative experiment the Solentiname school of primitive painting emerged and 

became so popular that it became one of the most recognizable forms of Nicaraguan art. 

The Solentiname style is unique and quite original in that it focuses largely on producing 

imaginative representations of the Nicaraguan landscape. LaDuke described the 

Solentiname style as follows: 

 
Most Solentiname landscape painting achieves a jewel-like, almost dazzling effect 
through the depiction of minute details and the surface textures of flowers, trees, 
leaves, birds, and animals. A rhythm is first established between the larger shapes 
of water, land, and sky, then enriched by the careful light-to-dark blending of each 
color (96).  

 
Although as LaDuke notes, Solentiname paintings tend to focus largely on 

paisajes, some painters would produce narrative paintings that provided a retelling of 

specific events and persons in the community, such as the piece, “Jaime Wheelock visits 

our community” (LaDuke 1985). But where the Solentiname painters excel in their 

representations of the natural environment, the human form is fairly marginal to their 

work and somewhat underdeveloped. Indeed LaDuke observed that in many of the 

paintings that featured specific actors, the human form appears stiff and unnatural, and it 

was clear that it still presented a challenge to many of the Solentiname painters. For 

Ernesto Cardenal, however, the centrality of landscape to the Solentiname paintings was 

a critical part of its viability as a nationalist art form. To Cardenal, they were the most 

authentic model of an organic, Nicaraguan art form that demonstrated the relationship 

between Nicaraguan national identity and the tropical landscape of volcanoes, lakes, 

jungle, and dense vegetation that produced the nation. In a real sense, these paintings 
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dovetailed with the idea among many incipient revolutionary nationalists in the 1960s 

that there was a need to cultivate and produce artistic forms in music, literature, and the 

visual arts that reflected the reality of life in Nicaragua and drew its inspiration not from 

the commercial advertisements of North American corporations, Walt Disney, and Coca 

Cola but rather from the raw materials of daily life in a Central American nation where 

the vast majority of the population lived in grinding poverty (Whisnant 1995). Cardenal 

had very specific ideas about the relationship between art and politics and later described 

primitivist painting as  

 
The painting of the disenfranchised, it is the painting that portrays the landscape 
of our country, of Nicaragua. Therefore, it has two dimensions: the 
democratization of the plastic arts and, on the other hand, the support that the 
people can give to their own country, because the landscape – as reputable critics 
have said – has been rescued by the primitivist painters (Dawes 1993: 30). 

 
Artists in the capital were familiar with the Solentiname experiment; indeed one 

member of Grupo Praxis, Roger Perez de la Rocha, traveled to Solentiname and gave 

painting classes to the developing artists for three months in the late 1960s. It is likely 

then that Beer was aware of and influenced by Solentiname; certainly as a “primitivist” 

painter much of her work is more closely aligned to that of the Solentiname painters, at 

least in the earlier part of her career. Despite Beer’s later insistence that her work was in 

no way influenced by the Solentiname painters (LaDuke 1991), there is much to suggest 

that at least for a time she was interested in the Solentiname approach, particularly in 

terms of her early focus on landscapes and specific nationalist themes. Later she would 

break with that style and begin to cultivate her own distinct style that was markedly 

different from the Solentiname painters. One can see the Solentiname influence on one of 

her earliest paintings from this period, a 1968 portrait of Jesus Christ. Interestingly, she 

depicts Christ as a white man with brown hair, a thick brown beard, and blue eyes – by 

the mid to late 1970s, the subjects of Beer’s work were almost exclusively Black people 

and even those subjects who were not Black, including Augusto Cesar Sandino, would 

appear as Black people in her paintings. But the painting is telling not only because of 
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how Beer depicts Christ as a white man, but more importantly it reflects the Solentiname 

influence, particularly the impact of liberation theology on Nicaraguan political thought 

and the formation of Sandinismo as a political ideology. As many of her peers point out, 

June was not a particularly religious person although she did believe in the existence of 

God. Considering how little religious iconography appears in her later work or the ways 

in which she actively plays with religious symbols, particularly the figure of the Madonna 

and the Christ child and considering that her later work would focus almost exclusively 

on Black people this painting is rather curious. The influence of the Solentiname painters 

is apparent in her work through the 1970s although, as we shall see, Beer began to 

develop her own twist on that model and by the late 1970s and early 1980s seemed to 

have made a significant break with many aspects of the Solentiname style, particularly 

with her turn to portraiture and the focus on the human figure. 

 

 
 

Figure 3.4 Jesus Christ, 1968, oil painting on canvas  

 
Nevertheless, despite the important influence that both Grupo Praxis and the 
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Solentiname school had on her work, Beer never felt that her work fit neatly into either 

space. Indeed, she often found herself frustrated with the abstract paintings and elitism 

that characterized Grupo Praxis, particularly since most of the painters in that space had 

received extensive formal training, and the singular focus on landscape and the pedantic 

approach to painting of the Solentiname painters. She especially chafed under the 

criticism of Ernesto Cardenal and members of Praxis, who felt that she should focus more 

on producing detailed landscapes of the Coast following the Solentiname style. Some 

years later she bristled at the idea that as a primitivist painter she should take her stylistic 

cues from Solentiname. She stated, “My reality and the Solentiname reality are two 

different things. In Bluefields we have space and my paintings reflect this” (LaDuke 

1986: 36). Indeed, the semi-urban environment of Bluefields also meant that the 

landscapes that she reproduced her work reflected the historical reality of Bluefields as a 

multiracial, cosmopolitan, enclave economy, and as such were vastly different from the 

rural environment of Solentiname.  

Despite the criticism that she encountered, Beer was able to successfully market 

her work and establish a name for herself as a painter. She found a small audience of art 

collectors interested in her work and even sold some of her pieces to the Central Bank of 

Nicaragua. One of her earliest patrons however, was Hope Portocarrero Somoza, 

Anastasio Somoza Debayle’s wife and the first lady of Nicaragua. Beer depended on the 

patronage of private collectors to earn a living and Portocarrero’s support was critical. 

Nevertheless Beer quickly became disillusioned with the exploitative nature of the 

artist/patron relationship and some years later complained that these art collectors “used 

to treat artists like fleas” (36). Despite her limited success selling her work in Managua, 

Beer was unprepared for the exploitation that she encountered as an artist. She was 

unfamiliar with the predatory environment of Nicaragua’s art world and often felt as 

though art buyers took advantage of her, particularly since she increasingly relied on her 

paintings to sustain herself and her family financially. She was particularly frustrated by 

art collectors, like Hope Portocarrero, who purchased her art inexpensively only to mark 

up the price, sell it to private collectors, and turn a profit on the work. Portacarrero was 
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apparently well known for taking advantage of artists and by the late 1970s it was widely 

rumored that she had acquired a small fortune selling archaeological artifacts through a 

Miami-based boutique (Whisnant 1995). This was Beer’s first taste of the exploitative 

treatment of artists but it would not be her last. But the experience did teach her how to 

navigate the art world and to protect herself from people looking to capitalize on her 

work at her expense. Reflecting on that experience she shared, “I was not well organized. 

I was subjected to many people who were like alligators and they often took a big bite out 

of me. They were so greedy” (LaDuke 1986: 144). 

In the few interviews with Beer that exist from the 1980s, she never mentions the 

fact that Hope Portocarrero Somoza was one of the earliest patrons of her work. One 

imagines that in the revolutionary 1980s, it would have been unseemly to admit that her 

work had been supported by Portocarrero Somoza and Somocistas. However, considering 

the fact that the country did not have a strong public arts program during the Somoza 

years so that most artists would have made a living selling their art to wealthy private 

collectors, who most likely would have secured their wealth by being Somoza supporters, 

this does not seem like a particularly compelling reason not to mention that relationship. 

It is more likely that Beer chose not to highlight her early connections to Somocista art 

patrons because of her own violent encounters, which I discuss later in this section, with 

the Somoza regime that led her to actively distance herself from her early patrons.  

Frustrated by the exploitative environment in Managua, she returned to Bluefields 

in December 1969 where she continued painting. Beer attributed her return to needing to 

take care of her children. But her son Camilo suggests that Beer also drew much of her 

creative inspiration from the daily activities, people, and local culture that she observed 

in Bluefields. Indeed,   

I used to paint on the porch of my house (in the Beholden district), where anyone 
could see my work as they passed by. I’d make a whole batch of paintings and 
then take them to Managua. I couldn’t stay away very long, I had kids in 
Bluefields, so I practically gave my paintings away…Bluefields residents would 
never buy my work. They would rather buy a plastic ornament for their walls 
(LaDuke 1991: 144).  
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Beer’s comment about Bluefields folks wanting only to decorate their walls with plastic 

ornaments reflected her frustration with the fact that many Costeños, particularly Creoles, 

were largely uninterested in the artwork that she was making. Indeed, Beer’s focus on the 

local, the quotidian, the folk cultures of the region, contrasted sharply with local people’s 

tendency to privilege art and popular culture that was imported from the United States. 

Moreover, Beer despite her own investment in valorizing local articulations of Creole 

culture and identity, continued to find herself on the margins of the elite Creole 

community into which she had been born. She responded by creating her own bohemian 

environment in her home filled with books and artwork and opening her home/studio to 

people looking for intellectual stimulation. Deborah Robb Taylor, a Creole educator and 

researcher, recalled visiting Beer in her home and seeing how she struggled against the 

provincial environment of Bluefields:  

 
She was poor, so much so that the wood pillars that held up her house were rotten 
and the house was on the ground. But inside was amazing: filled with paintings, 
embroidery, plants, books…June was my godmother and she was the first person 
to give me a book of poetry, in Spanish. She was a very strong, demanding, 
distinct woman. She didn’t fit into the provincial, prudish environment of 
Bluefields at that time. She was married and had kids, but conventional family life 
was not for her (Ramos 2005: 22). 

 
The isolation that Beer experienced was not simply the result of her 

unconventional aesthetic choices in her artwork or her bohemian sensibilities and 

lifestyle but also her increased radicalism in the early 1970s. Beer’s radical politics, 

particularly her vocal anti-Somoza views and her critiques of machismo and patriarchy, 

alienated her from many Creoles who avoided becoming involved in politics. In many 

ways, Beer was a figure who was never completely at home in any one place; rather she 

seemed to bridge diverse cultural, artistic, and political spaces as she crafted her own 

identity as an artist and a revolutionary. Having decided to make her living as a painter, 

she continued to travel back and forth from Managua, selling her artwork and 

establishing relationships with artists and intellectuals in the Pacific. By this time she had 

four children and often relied on her oldest daughter, close friends, and family members 
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to watch over her children. Beer seems to have been a loving, but somewhat hands-off 

parent who encouraged her children to be independent and self-sufficient but rejected the 

quotidian, mundane responsibilities of domestic life.  

She moved back to Managua in 1971 where she remained until 1972. By all 

accounts this was a very generative time although her paintings from this period are 

scattered. But she was doing more than painting. She was also getting actively involved 

in the growing movement against Somoza. At the age of 32, Beer was nearly a decade 

older than many of the young people who slowly began to join the growing insurgency 

against the dictatorship but that did not stop her from participating in these spaces and 

embracing their radical politics. She continued to work with the Praxis painters and 

became actively involved in this space despite the fact that she never participated in any 

of the exhibitions that Praxis sponsored. Nevertheless, her involvement in this space had 

a profoundly radicalizing effect on her. Milton Hebbert, a Creole painter from the 

community of Tasbapaunie, states that this period in Beer’s life marked a profound 

turning point in her political thought; while she had never been an active Somoza 

supporter neither had she embraced the ideology of armed struggle and resistance as a 

necessary strategy for toppling the dictatorship (Morris 2012). But her time in Managua 

at the heart of the cultural movement against Somoza did much to shift her perspective 

and by the early 1970s she had become an outspoken critic of the regime and shared the 

belief that art was a critical site of political struggle and must play a central role in 

politicizing the nation in the fight against the state. Beer became increasingly more 

explicit in her views on the Somoza regime and made no secret of her political 

commitments; she shared “Since I’m outspoken, everybody in Bluefields knew that I was 

against Somoza” (LaDuke 1991: 145). That public knowledge would cost her when she 

encountered the full force of the Somoza state as a result of her political beliefs and her 

relationship with artists and intellectuals in the Pacific. The radical politics of cultural 

spaces like the Grupo Praxis were apparent to the Somoza regime and they were routinely 

under surveillance by the National Guard, who would brutally repress the work and 

activism of these artists and intellectuals. Beer’s participation in these subversive political 
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spaces would not go unnoticed and she, like many of her peers, were often targeted by the 

National Guard for their political activities. 

According to Beer, in 1971, she and six other painters were working together in 

one of their studios preparing for an exhibit at the Praxis Gallery in Managua, when the 

National Guard broke into the studio “‘tearing the place apart, on the pretext that they 

were looking for drugs…but they really suspected us of anti-Somoza political activities.” 

Although the Guardia did not find any drugs, the artists were thrown in jail. It was not the 

first time, however, that Beer had been terrorized by the Guardia; she suffered from 

“nightmares about an earlier, more traumatic incident with the Somoza Guardia of 

Bluefields. She would not describe the exact details of the incident saying only that she 

had been targeted for ‘standing up for my rights.’ Her refusal to be terrorized had 

provoked the authorities to dehumanizing acts” (LaDuke 1991). According to Beer’s son, 

Camilo Largaespada, Beer’s oblique reference to the Guard’s “dehumanizing acts” was 

an allusion to the fact that she had been raped while she was detained by the National 

Guard, an experience that she chose not to speak about publicly while she was alive 

(Morris 2010, 2012). It is unclear exactly when the rape took place, although since Beer 

stated that it happened prior to her 1971 arrest in Managua that the incident had occurred 

some time between 1967-1970. Beer’s experience of rape at the hands of the National 

Guard places her squarely within a history of female Sandinista militants who were 

similarly brutalized by the Guardia for their political activism including Doris Tijerino, 

who was raped several times while she was held in prison for six months in 1969, Gladys 

Baez, and later Mirna Cunningham, a Creole and Miskito doctor who, along with another 

nurse, was gang-raped after being captured by Contra forces in 1981. 

 In her political biography of Carlos Fonseca, the ideological architect and co-

founder of the FSLN, Matilde Zimmerman  notes that while torture was a normalized part 

of the National Guard’s treatment of political prisoners, female detainees were also 

subjected to intensely gendered forms of abuse, including rape. Rape, however, was not 

the only violence that the Guardia mobilized to punish political prisoners; indeed, they 

could be quite inventive, particularly in their treatment of women. Ironically, the same 
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culture of machismo that normalized sexual violence against women was also deployed 

to decry the sexualized brutality of the National Guard’s torture tactics. While machista 

gender norms tended to police women’s participation in political struggles and vilify 

those women who stepped out of their place, the nation’s gendered sensibilities were 

particularly offended by the kinds of violence and degradation that female militants were 

subjected to in Somoza’s prisons. Zimmerman states, 

 
Female political prisoners were frequently raped by guards and subjected to other 
forms of sexual abuse. Even more than male prisoners, they were stripped, forced 
to do painful exercises naked, and subjected to electric shocks on their genitals. 
On the other hand, public pressure around the treatment of women prisoners, and 
occasionally the intervention of well-connected relatives, sometime won better 
conditions for women than for their male comrades. Peasant women involved in 
struggles around land and union rights probably suffered even more abuse than 
Sandinista women, because they did not have the same ability to get information 
to the public (130). 

 
When Tijerino went public about the rampant sexual abuse in Somoza’s prisons – 

going so far as to claim that Somoza himself participated in the rapes of female prisoners 

who were held at the Office of National Security in Managua -- the Somoza-owned 

newspaper, Novedades, attempted to undermine her claim by writing, “In order to keep 

uppermost in the public mind the interests of the Terrorist Front for Slavery, madam 

Doris Tijerino Haslam, a fanatical communist, was shameless enough to offer up details 

of an intimate feminine nature in her charges, the falsehood of which has been shown 

conclusively by a medical examination” (131). It is unlikely that the state’s attempts to 

discredit Tijerino and other female militants was lost on Beer, who unlike her Mestiza 

comrades in the Pacific or Cunningham in the 1980s, chose to remain silent about her 

own intimate experience with gendered state violence. But her silence around the rape did 

not diminish her revolutionary politics nor did it lead her to contain or temper her 

critiques of the Somoza dictatorship. Indeed her paintings during this period reflected her 

heightened revolutionary consciousness and her commitment to support the FSLN in its 

struggle against the Somoza regime. The rape also provides a greater understanding of 
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Beer’s revolutionary gender politics and her prescient analysis of the need to transform 

gendered relations of power that reproduced women’s subordination. As Deborah Robb 

notes, Beer was indeed a feminist before such a term even existed in the political 

discourse of Nicaragua; her experiences of gender inequality in her personal life and 

gendered state violence as the result of her political beliefs had a profound impact on 

both her politics and her art. The revelation of this deeply personal and intensely violent 

experience is instructive because it highlights aspects of Beer’s politicization that have 

previously been left out of or only obliquely addressed in earlier narratives of her life 

(Ramos 2005, La Duke 1991).  

Following this incident, Beer increasingly began to think of her beauty as 

something of a curse that not only rendered her vulnerable to sexual violence because it 

attracted unwanted male attention but also because of the ways in which it limited her 

ability to be taken seriously as a painter. Although her time in Managua facilitated her 

development as a professional artist, Beer also struggled to navigate the racialized sexual 

politics of the artistic, bohemian spaces of which she was a part and which also tended to 

be dominated largely be Mestizo men. In Los Angeles, her beauty and personality had 

opened doors that allowed her to access cultural and political spaces that would have 

otherwise not have been available to her; in Managua, it is highly possible that her beauty 

may have opened doors but it also had the unintended consequence of keeping her from 

being taken seriously by her male peers, who were often more interested in getting her 

into bed than developing meaningful relationships as fellow artists (Morris 2010, 2012). 

She complained of feeling that her male colleagues saw her as an exotic Costeña to be 

conquered rather than engaging her as peer (Ramos 2005). In many ways, her 

experiences in the Pacific paralleled those of other Black and Indigenous women living in 

the Pacific prior to the Revolution, many of whom pointed to the tendency of Mestizo 

men to sexualize all Coast women and assume that they were sexually accessible and 

agreeable to explicit sexual overtures. Indeed the fact that so few Black and Indigenous 

women could afford to travel to the Pacific to attend university, become professionals, or 

pursue other opportunities meant that the few women who did live in the Pacific had to 
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shoulder the burden of stereotypes of Black women’s sexuality. In the bohemian spaces 

that Beer circulated in Mestizo men often fetishized her, conflating her body, sexuality 

and Blackness with their own presumptive racialized ideas about the Atlantic Coast. One 

piece, a prose poem entitled “June Beer de Bluefields” by Jorge Eduardo Arellano, a 

noted Nicaraguan historian and literary critic, is particularly revealing: 

 
Like Don Jose in the little port of San Carlos, Quico in his mansion, Omar in his 
studio in Barrio San Sebastián and many other poets and painters, I loved June, 
June Beer. And not only her fiery, Black serpent’s body, but her magnificent, 
magnetic soul, full of Atlantic tenderness. 

 
I loved the best caresses of her hands: the ingenuous and colorful oil paintings of 
her Creole Madonnas pounding rice and her Caribbean girls with quiebraplata 
eyes. I loved her “Battle of Pearl Lagoon” (which illustrated the most beautiful 
gateway of Nicarahuac) and the ochres, the partially lit details of her bay of 
dreams. 

 
I loved her vibrant, intense greens; her dark browns over dry phallic poles and 
decorative roosters. I loved her Paleolithic huts and canoes on the Río Escondido; 
her women looking for the funeral of machismo, the African strength of color 
balanced between so much jungle and so much rain. 

 
And in the Pacific, at all hours, in the meetings at La India (poetry café of my 
generation) and in the art exhibitions in the capital during the seventies, in the 
Granada Market and in the Pochomil spa, where one April night she reclined her 
maternal head eleven times in the conquering arms that she knew to be hers. 
Talking about her Shakespeare and her Diego Rivera. Recounting anecdotes about 
Carlitos Martinez (her California lover). Calling for the human and the divine. 

 
She was thirty-something and I was going on twenty-five. She had not yet lost 
that Hindu star on her forehead nor the fire of her Victorian blood. I would 
pronounce “S’s” like “F’s”. Her, a mix of creolized English and exotic Spanish. I 
was happy at her side, as much in heaven as in the sea (Arellano 1994: 147; 
author’s translation). 

 
I quote this poem at length because it seems to be particularly revealing that 

Arellano wrote this piece about her and used the discursive language of place to articulate 

a particularly racialized view of Black femininity and sexuality. This prose poem reflects 

the discursive construction of Creole women and the Coast as deviant through the use of 
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literary tropes that reduce Black women to their bodies and describes their sexuality as 

debased, primitive, animalistic, and savage. It is revealing, for example, that Arellano’s 

description of Beer’s fiery, black serpentine body matches almost verbatim the same 

vocabulary that Ruben Dario, considered the greatest poet Nicaragua has ever produced, 

used in his ode to the sexual charms of Black women in his poem “Black Dominga.” In 

many ways, this poem reveals the fraught position that the Atlantic Coast has historically 

occupied in the Mestizo literary imagination and that continues to inform contemporary 

perceptions of the region as an essentially Black space. There is a long tradition in 

Nicaraguan literature, particularly poetry, of a kind of literary negrophilia that represents 

Blackness and the Atlantic Coast as characterized by its close proximity to nature -- 

particularly the sea -- highly sexualized, and perpetually foreign. In his study of 

representations of Blackness in Latin American literature, Richard L. Jackson (1976) 

points to the influence of Negritude on white/mestizo writers and poets in the early and 

mid-twentieth century; referring to this movement as “poetic Negrism” he argues that 

unlike the originators of the Negritude Movement, writers such as Aimé Césaire and 

Leopold Senghor, this literary movement was not linked to a radical anti-racist politics 

but marketed in folkloric, paternalistic, and often explicitly racist representations of 

Black life. He states, 

 
Though well-meaning, many twentieth century novelists are too apologetic, 
patronizing, and condescending. Their fascination with blacks, not unlike the 
white practitioners of poetic Negrism, is aimed at the superstitious and the 
primitive, at extolling the atavistic and the exotic. They depict the black as an 
inferior jungle beast, a comical provider of music. The black woman becomes a 
sexually uninhibited amoral animal full of sensual jungle rhythm, oozing sex 
through animal eyes, sensual voice, and inviting flesh. In short, like the white 
practitioners of poetic Negrism, some modern Latin-American novelists use, or 
misuse, black culture as an excuse to perpetuate one-dimensional racist images of 
black people… Popular clichés, then, found in modern Latin-American fiction, 
while giving the false if not one-sided images of the black, at the same time help 
indicate racist feelings toward black people among Latin-American authors (46). 

 
Aping Black speech, movement, musical traditions, and their presumed savagery 
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and exotic sexuality, these writers deployed these discourses in the pursuit of their own 

cultural nationalist projects. Jackson notes that “the black presence, though ambivalently 

approached, is a thematic constant” in the work of many Nicaraguan writers; indeed, the 

trope of exotic, tropical Black sexuality is even present in the work of Rubén Darío, and 

is particularly pronounced in the various literary movements of the 1930s, 1950s, 1960s 

and 1970s (Jackson 1976: 76). Edmund Gordon (1998) discusses the emergence of a 

literary preoccupation with the Atlantic Coast in the 1960s and 1970s that circulated not 

only among the nation’s Mestizo literati and intelligentsia but also played itself out on the 

pages of national newspapers and popular magazines including La Prensa and the Revista 

Conservadora del Pensamiento Centroamericano. These discussions took place in poems 

as well as kind of national travel literature that “fetishized the Coast as a natural and 

sensual tropical paradise” and tended to be centrally preoccupied with “the exotic black 

(African) practices to be found and consumed there” (139).19  

Jackson’s critique of the obsessive focus on dance and eroticism, superstition and 

African religious traditions, and the fetishizing of the Black body in Latin American 

literature is clearly applicable to Nicaraguan literary culture. The voyeuristic tenor of this 

much of this literature is particularly striking. It further reveals the productive function of 

the Mestizo literary gaze; the Coast and Creoles are imagined as rhythmic and sensual, 

perverse and primitive, existing only to provide a racial spectacle for the entertainment of 

and consumption by Mestizos. That gaze fixes the Coast and Black people, in particular, 

as racialized objects of desire; tellingly these travel texts and poems reduce Creoles to 

                                                
19 Gordon cites one piece published in La Prensa in 1969: 
 

I [went] to know Bluefields at night. It is tumultuous in the night, it is full of blacks who dance 
calypso…It is night full of rhythm, of love for music, of small, little houses replete with blacks who 
contort themselves to the rhythm of tropical music, eroticism in every movement, without immorality 
or indiscretions, sex can never be indiscreet, simply feeling the music, bodies stuck together, hands 
stretching above shoulders, hips revolving, who wouldn’t laugh? How enthusiastic they were, and I 
only watched. 
 
At night we are in an improvised nightclub… There is alcohol, music and romance, but more than 
anything, music. It penetrates with cadenced rhythm the blood and spirit of this original people. The 
music absorbs your mind, feelings, and movements. A giant Creole contorts his gladiator’s body like 
a feather (Aleman Ocampo 1969 in Gordon 1998: 139). 
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hypersexed, savage Black bodies that are too enmeshed in matters of the flesh to engage 

in matters of the mind. Gordon points to the fact that many of these writers, particularly 

Arellano, were deeply influenced by the Negritude literary movement and often imitated 

the essentializing tropes of Blackness that Negritude writers in Latin America and the 

Caribbean mobilized in their efforts to cultivate an authentically Latin American 

literature. The influence of this movement can be seen in the work of several poets during 

the 1950s through the 1970s such as Manolo Cuadra, Ernesto Cardenal, Santos Cermeño, 

Jorge Eduardo Arellano, and Ivan Uriarte. Ironically, each of these authors emerged from 

very different literary spaces that were often politically at odds with one another; despite 

their political differences it is telling that their work shares a similar obsession with the 

trope of exotic Blackness and the Caribbean landscape. This perspective is particularly 

pronounced in literary representations of Black women.  

Historically there has been a general tendency in Nicaraguan artistic and literary 

traditions to treat women as symbolic or cultural repositories, the carnal embodiment of 

the Nicaraguan landscape, or as props in the articulation of a nationalist identity. But 

when Black women come into view, these gendered tropes are compounded by the 

complex, and often contradictory, racial discourses of the Atlantic Coast as a site of 

radical cultural difference. The representations of Black women that pervade Nicaraguan 

literature reveal the various ways in which processes of gendered anti-Black racism are 

reproduced through Mestizo artistic production. There can be little doubt, as Arellano’s 

poem reveals, that for many of the Mestizo artists and intellectuals that circulated in 

Managua’s bohemian cultural spaces Beer was the embodiment of the libidinous Black 

coast woman.  

While Beer never directly addressed this problem in her published interviews she 

did complain about it to her friends and family. None of the work on Beer to date has 

considered the impact that this experience may have had on her art. I want to suggest that 

Beer’s increasing focus on portraiture, particularly on Black women, emerged in response 

to the ways in which she was subjected to these racist discourses of Black femininity and 

as such is an act of “corrective representation” (Hartman in hooks 1995). Her portraits of 
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Black women provide a critical counter-discourse to racist representations of Black 

women and the Black female body. U.S. Black feminist cultural critic, bell hooks argues 

that Black artistic practice is a profoundly liberatory act that undermines limited, 

essentialist constructions of Black identity and culture. Quoting Saidiya Hartman she 

argues that this artistic practice is 

 
Aimed at ‘rescuing and recovering the black subject’ via a ‘critical labor of the 
positive. It is a resolutely counterhegemonic labor that has as its aim the 
establishment of other standards of aesthetic value and visual possibility. The 
intention of the work is corrective representation’ (67).  
 
Beer’s portraits of Black women and herself provide a critical intervention in 

visual and discursive representations of Black people by offering alternative “ways of 

seeing” Blackness and the Coast (Berger 1972). Unlike the Solentiname painters who 

tended to focus largely – though certainly not exclusively – on representing and 

producing utopian representations of the Nicaraguan landscape and the abstract Praxis 

painters who tended to overly detach their subjects from their material conditions, Beer’s 

work portrays real Black women as thinking, feeling, sensual subjects whose lives are 

shaped by the material conditions, environment and communities in which they live. Her 

work challenges the misogynist, Mestizo gaze by presenting more holistic accounts of 

Black women’s lives; it is not surprising that so much of her later work privileges the 

quotidian, intimate dimensions of Black women’s lives and the spaces in which they live. 

Her work speaks back to discourses of Black femininity that erase the complexities of 

Black women’s lives while rendering their bodies and sexualities hypervisible. Beer left 

the United States and a successful career as an art model because she was tired of being 

treated as a sexual plaything; more than anything she wanted to be recognized and 

respected as a painter and not simply another pretty face. While friends and relatives 

remember her as a striking woman who had a healthy appreciation for her own beauty, 

she often found herself frustrated by the gender norms that forced women to rely on their 

looks to accomplish anything or get anywhere in life. She no longer wanted to be a muse; 

unable to get the kind of support that she needed in Managua and frustrated by the 
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machismo she encountered in the Managua art scene she decided that it was time to go 

home.  

By 1972, Beer had returned to Bluefields and moved, along with her children, into 

a storefront in Barrio Pointeen, the neighborhood where she was born. The store doubled 

as an art studio and Beer spent many of her days with the front double doors flung wide 

open so that she could observe the daily rhythm of life in the community. She also 

appreciated her neighbors passing by to admire her work as they made their way to the 

marketplace in the center of Bluefields. Her paintings at this showed a mark shift from 

her earlier work during her stay in Managua to attempts to capture the patterns of Black 

life in the urban space of Bluefields and the bucolic landscapes of the region’s villages, 

known colloquially among Creoles as “the communities.” Her 1975 painting of the 

Bluefields wharf demonstrates this shift in her work. The painting features a smartly 

dressed Creole couple stepping out of a boat onto the wharf. Unlike most of her 

landscape paintings this scene takes place at night and the moon seems almost hidden in 

the darkness. Yellow light from a nearby house spills onto the street, providing the only 

bright color in the piece. The darkness of the painting does not feel frightening or 

threatening, rather it suggests the warm, sensual feel of urban nightlife in Bluefields as 

young couples set out into the night to dine in the city’s restaurants or dance “hug-up” 

style in local ranches, as night clubs were called in the 1970s and 1980s.  

Her art also reflected her emergent radical politics and investment in the struggle 

against Somoza. She continued to criticize the normalized excess of the Somoza regime, 

which acquired its wealth by hoarding all of the country’s natural resources, engaging in 

graft, and asserting control of all the country’s various industries so that no matter what 

happened with the national economy the Somozas always got paid. Beer described 

Somoza and the Guardia Nacional as “old thieves that scrape out the last drop of blood 

from the country before they leave.” She noted that the underdevelopment of the Atlantic 

Coast was a direct result of the corrupt Somoza state and began to use her art to more 

explicitly voice her critique of the Somoza regime, often placing herself and her family in 

considerable danger. In 1978 she painted her first portrait of Sandino and very nearly got 
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herself arrested completing it. 

 
While Beer was working on this painting, a young neighbor girl saw it and told 
Beer, "You're going to get yourself in trouble and land yourself in jail." Beer 
painted the portrait clandestinely and for inspiration listened to revolutionary 
songs or poems by Cardenal. "If someone was approaching the house that I didn't 
know, I would turn off the cassette," she recalled, adding, "My blood pressure 
sank down to my ankles while I was painting Sandino an official of the pro-
Somoza military force, the Guardia stepped out of his car, came over to my house 
and said to me, 'I have a telegram for you.' The message was from the Italian 
Embassy confirming an exhibit of my paintings that was to take place there soon. 
After I heard this good message, my blood pressure rose again.” 

 
Although her body of work grew significantly during this period, it was a 

challenging time for Beer, particularly in terms of her health. She had gained a significant 

amount of weight and it began to have deleterious effects on her health. At one point, 

Beer became so sick that she “spit red, red blood” (LaDuke 1986:37). A neighbor tested 

Beer’s blood pressure and discovered that it was very high. Beer’s increased weight and 

high blood pressure would later prove to be the source of more serious health problems. 

Beer agreed to rest for a short time in order to recover but eventually grew restless and 

soon resumed painting. She said, “I rested in bed for a while, but I had to paint to live. I 

couldn’t let time pass me by” (LaDuke, 37). While June’s weight was clearly linked to 

the development of hypertension and her poor health, few of the studies of her life have 

considered the role that stress may also have played in Beer’s deteriorating health. By the 

early 1970s, Beer’s marriage to a chronic alcoholic was coming to an end and she had 

assumed full responsibility for rearing four children as a single mother.  

This was not an uncommon situation; when June Jordan visited Nicaragua in 

1983, approximately 60 percent of all Nicaraguan households were headed by single 

mothers (1985). Today it is estimated that at least one-third of all households are headed 

by women and it is very likely that those rates are much higher on the Atlantic Coast 

among Creole women. Her son, Camilo, recounted how after her marriage to his father 

disintegrated, Beer had to become “both mother and father” to her children. Beer 

certainly had a need as an artist to create and her commitment to painting prior to her 
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decision to become a professional painter suggests that regardless of the economic 

circumstances in which she found herself, Beer would always find a way to pursue her 

craft. Nevertheless, it is clear that her decision to return to painting despite her poor 

health was largely motivated by the practical necessity of needing to work to earn a living 

for her family. Perhaps this explains the handful of Black Madonna paintings that she 

completed in the late 1970s that focused specifically on the relationship between Creole 

mothers and their children. In several versions of this theme, Beer paints a neatly-dressed, 

slender, and attractive Creole woman seated and looking directly at the viewer as she 

holds a small child – in a reference to the Christ-child – in her lap. Interestingly, many 

times the mothers are often significantly darker than their children; the setting is almost 

always a domestic scene where the tools of everyday life – the stove, pails for pounding 

rice, small domesticated animals like chicken, dogs, and cats amble through the 

landscape, and a window behind the seated mother looks out onto a river, breadfruit trees, 

or some other bucolic, pastoral scene. 

 

 
 

Figure 3.5 Mother and Child, 1978 
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But the stress of being a single-mother was also likely exacerbated by the shifting 

political climate of Nicaragua in the mid-1970s. As a parent raising pre-adolescent and 

teenage children during an intensified period of resistance to the dictatorship, however, 

Beer had more to worry about than just putting food on the table. Several of her children 

shared her revolutionary fervor and became involved in the growing popular resistance, 

particularly the student movement emerging in the nation’s high schools and universities. 

Students were among the most vocal critics of the Somoza regime and the abuses of the 

National Guard, and a number of these young people were slowly making their way into 

the ranks of the Frente Sandinista, often without the knowledge or consent of their 

parents. Beer, however, made no secret of her opposition to the Somoza dictatorship and 

actively encouraged her children to participate in the movement against the government 

so that “when the Sandinista Liberation Movement came to Bluefields in 1978, my 

children were ready for it” (LaDuke 1985: 55). One of Beer’s sons was especially active 

in the movement and she supported his participation even when the National Guard 

began to take note of his activities. By 1979, when he was about 16 years old he 

“frequently wrote and read papers at the student assemblies telling of various supportive 

FSLN activities that the students could also join, such as a protest or a strike.” Beer 

recounted how the National Guard came and arrested him but released him shortly after. 

Beer knew that it was only a matter of time, however, before the National Guard 

would target her son once again for his political beliefs – and she knew firsthand the 

brutal consequences he might suffer if he fell into their hands again. She described the 

National Guard as being like the “bush that has tigers and snakes, animals that can eat 

you. These animals that are in town are more dangerous, so when the opportunity comes 

you should leave” (56). Shortly after his arrest, her son joined the guerrillas. Beer 

supported his decision stating “My son was politically convinced and knew it was right, it 

was the right thing to do. I encouraged him in his political development” (1985: 56). Beer 

also supported her daughters’ participation in the struggle and helped her youngest 

daughter, Natalia, pack when she decided to join the guerrillas. Her experiences, 

however, proved to be quite different than her brother. Before leaving, Beer warned her 
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daughter to be careful and to be aware that there were some men who took advantage of 

young women attempting to join up with the guerrilla fighters in the mountains and 

instead of leading them to the battle would take them deep into the bush and sexually 

assault them. She told her daughter to “check…to smell if your guide has been drinking.” 

Within days, Natalia returned to Bluefields after her guide, who reeked of both cologne 

and alcohol, attempted to lead her into the bush rather than to join the guerilla. 

Meanwhile, political conditions in Nicaragua continued to deteriorate. Buckling 

under the mounting pressure, the National Guard intensified its retaliation against the 

general public, brutally repressing public demonstrations, declaring martial law, and 

targeting anyone who appeared to be involved in subversive political activities against the 

government. Young people were especially vulnerable and youth as young as 12 years 

old were killed by the Guard and accused of being “terrorists.” The virulence with which 

Somoza’s National Guard went after young people led the priest and poet Ernesto 

Cardenal to reflect years later on how surprised he was every time he encountered young 

men and women that they had survived. Major cities including Managua, Leon, 

Matagalpa, and Granada became battlefields, as citizens blockaded their neighborhoods 

and refused to allow the National Guard to enter. Somoza responded by bombing 

working-class neighborhoods that were strongholds of Sandinista support in an attempt to 

crush the resistance. But it was too late. Shocked by the excesses of the Somoza 

government and enraged by his battle against the citizens of Nicaragua, diverse sectors of 

the population came together to bring down Somoza. Although for many Costeños, the 

events of the Pacific seemed far away – a civil war between Mestizos – there were many 

Creoles and Miskito people who supported the popular insurrection, particularly groups 

of young Creoles who had lived in the Pacific to attend university or work. Moreover, the 

distance between Managua and Bluefields did not mean that communities in Bluefields 

were immune to the violence being enacted by Somoza’s National Guard. Beer recalled 

that by June of 1979, the National Guard had clamped down on Bluefields and life in the 

city became tense. Residents lived in terror fearing that they might somehow attract the 

attention of the Guard and be imprisoned, tortured, killed, or simply disappeared. Beer 
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recalled that at that time the “Guardia were walking the streets of Bluefields with their 

guns aimed at the people. The people were told by them that ‘Somoza has some nice 

candies (bullets) for you’” (56).  

At this point, Beer decided that it was no longer safe to be in Bluefields and 

joined the throngs of people leaving Nicaragua and heading to Costa Rica to seek refuge 

from the violence. One to two boatloads of people left Bluefields daily to escape the 

conflict (LaDuke 1986). While in Costa Rica, Beer volunteered with the Red Cross, 

providing support for the growing community of Nicaraguan refugees fleeing the 

political turmoil of their home country (Arellano 2009). But the victory that so many 

people had fought and died for was closer than the FSLN or even Somoza himself 

realized. Two weeks after Beer’s arrival to Costa Rica, Anastasio Somoza fled Nicaragua 

on July 17; two days later the FSLN guerrillas entered Managua as thousands of cheering 

Nicaraguans poured into the streets to celebrate the end of the Somoza dynasty and the 

birth of a free Nicaragua. Photographs of the “Triumph” capture the youthful and 

optimistic spirit of that historical moment as diverse sectors of the population came 

together to celebrate a victory that had come at a high price. Somoza left Nicaragua in 

shambles; the FSLN inherited a government with only $3 million in the national treasury, 

$1.6 billion in debt, 50,000 war dead or about (approximately 1.6 percent of the 

population), and a crumbling economy. Upon hearing the news of the triumph of the 

popular resistance, Beer immediately made plans to return to Nicaragua. Like the rest of 

the country, Beer would attempt to mobilize all of her talents to support the construction 

of a new Nicaragua. The coming years would provide her with an opportunity not only to 

participate in the revolutionary process but also to deepen her craft as a painter and a 

writer. Beer had been waiting all of her life for a revolution and it had finally come; as it 

turned out the Revolution would prove to be both more promising and more difficult than 

anyone had imagined. The dictator was gone but the real work of the Revolution was just 

beginning. 
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V. ART AND REVOLUTION: BLUEFIELDS, 1980-1986 
 
In this modern day it’s a vulgarity to call yourself a modern man or woman if you are not 
a revolutionary.  
(June Beer in Martin 1989) 
 

The 1980s marked the most prolific and productive period in Beer’s career as a 

painter and demonstrated how rapidly her art developed when she had access to 

resources, funding, and was able to share her work with a larger audience. The FSLN’s 

plan to transform social and material relations of power not only focused on building a 

more just economic system but also viewed cultural workers and artistic production as 

playing a critical part in the revolutionary project. Immediately following the 

Revolutionary triumph, Beer became actively involved in the Revolution working with 

the Ministry of Culture and participating in the newly formed cultural spaces that the 

Ministry sponsored as part of its program of cultural democratization, which I discuss in 

greater detail further in this section. Most importantly, however, it was during this period 

that Beer developed her own unique painting style and began to produce a body of work 

that reflected the complexities of Black women’s lives on the Atlantic Coast. Her work 

from this period addresses political themes, the cultural geography of the Coast, and the 

inner lives of Creole women as mothers, workers, artists, and community leaders. Beer’s 

rapid artistic transformation mirrors larger processes taking place in the region, most 

notably the efflorescence of art, dance, music, and performance that took place in 

Bluefields during the 1980s. Most studies of the Atlantic Coast during this period focus 

almost exclusively on the U.S. orchestrated counter-revolutionary war that took place in 

the region from 1980 through 1986. Although the Contra war occupies a central part of 

the historical legacy of the Revolution, too little attention has been paid to the vibrant 

cultural movements on the Coast that emerged alongside the Revolution and how local 

artists, performers and cultural institutions made use of the government’s support for 

organic, regional artistic production to create new space for cultural activism. Beer was 

centrally involved in many of these spaces and the shifts in her work reflect the impact of 

that historical moment on her politics and artistry.  
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More than one observer traveling to Nicaragua to witness its revolutionary 

experiment, commented on the fact that it seemed to be “a revolution of poets” (Craven 

2002; Rushdie 1987; Jordan 1985); indeed, many of the Revolution’s most well-known 

leaders were, in fact, poets, writers, and artists who had actively shaped Nicaraguan 

literary and creative culture in the three decades preceding the Revolution. Cultural 

politics had long been considered a central part of the FSLN’s vision for nation-building 

as demonstrated by Carlos Fonseca’s own ideas around the role of culture in the 

revolutionary process. Whisnant notes that,  

 
Even before the birth of the FSLN itself, culture had bulked large in young anti-
Somoza Nicaraguans’ visions of what a post-Somoza Nicaragua might look like. 
Carlos Fonseca’s studies and travels to the USSR in the late 1950s left him 
awestruck over what he perceived to be the healthy intensity of cultural activity. 
Ecstatically he reported that the USSR had more musicians than any other 
country, that artists were supported and protected economically by the state, that 
scores of theaters were accessible to everyone, that parks with trees, benches, and 
statues abounded, and that factories had their own performing groups and 
theaters…However naïve and romantic Fonseca’s evaluation of the politics of 
culture in the Stalinist USSR, his excitement over the possibility of both using 
culture as an instrument in the revolutionary process and of making a rich cultural 
life for ordinary citizens a central aim of revolutionary reconstruction was infused 
into the program of the Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional he helped 
found three years later (1995: 195).  

 
While members of the FSLN had long used creative expression to do the work of 

politics, the challenge in the Revolutionary period was figuring out a way to 

institutionalize this body of work and craft a cultural policy that could serve the nation 

(Whisnant 1995: 196). The centrality of culture to the Frente’s revolutionary, nationalist 

project is clearly demonstrated by the speed with which the party created the Ministry of 

Culture, which was established the day after the Revolutionary Triumph. Led by Ernesto 

Cardenal, the Ministry was charged with the task of cultivating and promoting cultural 

policy aimed at stimulating the development of a revolutionary national culture. Drawing 

from the model that he pioneered at Solentiname in the 1960s, the cornerstone of 

Cardenal’s visions for the Ministry of Culture was to advance the project of 
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democratizing culture throughout the country. The concept of democratizing culture 

referred to three distinct but interrelated processes: 1) the recuperation and valorization of 

organic, indigenous cultural traditions; 2) making the arts accessible to the vast majority 

of the Nicaraguan people; and finally, and perhaps most importantly, 3) redistributing the 

means of cultural production in order to empower the people to engage in art-making on 

the local level. The Ministry proceeded to tackle this multifaceted political project by 

creating institutions and programs that would encourage regional cultural production and 

make the arts more accessible to the populace. The nation’s established artists would play 

a critical role in promulgate the project of democratizing culture by filling many of the 

leadership roles in various programs and institutions developed for this purpose. Beer 

would participate in a number of spaces including the national library program, the 

establishment of the Popular Culture Centers (CPCs) and Culture Houses, and the 

creation of the Sandinista Association of Culture Workers (ASTC), all of which I discuss 

in greater detail below. 

Democratizing Nicaraguan cultural production, however, was a challenging 

undertaking since there was no existing infrastructure to support these projects and it had 

to be created in the midst of a fragile economy, limited human resources, and the new 

threat of military aggression from a hostile U.S. government under Ronald Reagan’s 

administration. But the most pressing concern for the revolutionary government was 

cultivating the nation’s human resources by educating the populace, which had remained 

largely underdeveloped during the Somoza dictatorship; indeed Anastasio Somoza, Sr. 

placed little value on educating the nation’s citizens and reportedly told confidantes, “I 

don’t want educated people, I want oxen” (Whisnant 1995: 164). The project of 

democratizing culture required the development of a literate citizenry that could actively 

participate in the process of national development and reconstruction. One of the ways 

that the Ministry of Education, led by Father Fernando Cardenal, addressed this challenge 

was through the National Literacy Crusade (1979-1981), in which thousands of 

Nicaraguan youth joined literacy brigades to alfabetizar the nation’s largely illiterate 

population. Freeland (1999) notes that the  
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National Literacy Crusade (CNA) was the revolution’s first major social project, 
designed ‘to contribute to national unity, integrating the country with the city, the 
worker with the student, the Atlantic with the rest of the country,’ and ‘to promote 
a process of conscientization at a national level, so that the hitherto marginalized 
mass of our people become integrated freely and effectively in the process of 
democratization…’ (CNA/MED, 1980b: 3 in Freeland 1999: 221).  

 
It is estimated that approximately 60 percent of the literacy brigades were 

comprised by teenage and young women who left their homes and families for up to one 

year to live with families in rural areas that had limited access to basic education and 

teach them how to read. The literacy brigades were hugely successful; the first campaign, 

held from March to August 1980, dropped the national illiteracy rate from 50.9 percent to 

12.9 percent and the government was awarded the UNESCO Literacy Award for their 

accomplishments.  The literacy campaign on the Atlantic Coast took place from October 

1980 to March 1981 and approximately 12,000 people benefitted from literacy instruction 

in either Miskito, Sumu, or Standard English. Many young Creole women participated in 

the literacy campaign, serving as brigadistas and teaching entire families how to read. 

Woods and Morris (2010) explore how Creole women were impacted by their 

participation in the revolutionary process vis-à-vis the literacy crusade. Participating in 

this project was a transformative experience but one that was also characterized by 

extreme danger; one woman, Tatiana described her experience as a brigadista: 

 
“When we went to alfabetizar, there is where the Contra began and start 
killing and we were just there with a pencil and a book. And there is where 
they began killing and trying to intimidate, scare young people from 
participating in the revolution. So at that time we were just out there…we 
went in to be part of the families, wherever we were then we were just 
another part of the family and that really happen. I have a “mama” in 
Kukra… where I alfabetizar your “mama,” “papa,” your “brother” and 
your “sister.” You was just out there like another…well, a young 
person…without no gun or anything. But the Contra start attacking and 
start killing. So then afterward, to participate, for example, if you were out 
there picking coffee or picking cotton well, they could kill you or take you 
off to Honduras so you had to had military training, you had to know to 
defend yourself, you had to be organized and with military preparation and 
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military practice so you could defend yourself. So a lot of young people 
went out in a voluntary way and defended the revolution. That’s apart 
from, okay, that other part…the service, then that was obligatorio. That 
made a big difference, no? Cause a lot of young people did it voluntary. 
For example, if you had a zone where the war was strong you had young 
people, suppose you had maybe women sewing the uniforms, planting, 
reaping. If you had a place [that] was war zone, if you had to move the 
civilians, young people participated in that. Again, you couldn’t go there 
without being under military structures…so in that way, naturally we 
never had the big responsibility of what the army had but yes, everybody 
had or the majority of young people had military preparation and you had 
to have gun to defend yourself. And a lot of them lose they life defending 
the revolution, I could remember a lot of my, my compañeros, and that 
give us then, we have a moral compromise [commitment] with them, we 
know them, we live with them. I mean the thing of building the revolution 
was to make a change for the poorer people and that compromise remain 
up until today, then, you working towards that. But that’s the compromiso, 
at least that’s the compromiso when I remember my companions who died 
defending the revolution that compromiso remain, that remain… So 
entonces, the revolution continue.” 

 
Becoming a part of the literacy campaign had a significant impact on the young 

people who participated in this effort. Indeed, large numbers of Afro-descendant women 

on the Atlantic Coast left their homes and families to work in the region’s literacy 

campaign, volunteering with the Juventud Sandinista20, participating in women’s 

auxiliary groups, or working in coffee fields with rifles slung across their backs in case 

the contras attacked – and they often did -- or becoming involved in cultural programs in 

the region. Like their Mestiza counterparts in the Pacific, this generation of Afro-

descendant women significantly challenged popularly held ideas of gender roles, 

women’s work, and regional politics on the Atlantic Coast pushing back against 

traditional norms that would have limited their participation in the Revolution. This 

experience would prove to be a critical part of their political development; today, many 

of these women are among some of the most active members of Coast civil society. 

Perhaps this is what Beer meant in 1985 when she argued “In this modern day it’s a 

vulgarity to call yourself a modern man or woman if you are not a revolutionary” (Morris 
                                                
20 The Sandinista Youth Movement, the youth auxiliary of the FSLN. 
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1989). For many people, the Revolution facilitated a profound shift in gender norms that 

allowed young men and women to create new feminine and masculine subjectivities 

modeled on Che Guevara’s ideal of the “New Man.” While the Guevarian New Man 

seemed to preclude the prospect of a “New Woman,” female militants seized upon the 

idea of constructing an alternative model of womanhood that allowed women to become 

full subjects within the revolutionary process (Randall 1994). As we will see the “New 

Woman” was a central part of Beer’s politics and was represented throughout her body of 

artistic and literary work. 

Immediately following the triumph of July 19, Beer returned to Nicaragua, met 

her oldest daughter who had sough refuge in a farm in the small town of Boaco and 

traveled to Managua to see how she could lend her support to the Revolutionary 

government. After being instructed to sign up at the Ministry of Culture, Beer was 

assigned to compile a comprehensive inventory of books on the Atlantic Coast. By the 

end of 1980, the Ministry of Culture appointed Beer to serve as the head librarian of the 

Bluefields Library; a lifelong bibliophile, working at the library seemed to be a natural fit 

for Beer. Libraries were also an important part of state-sponsored efforts to foment 

literacy in the country. The Ministry of Culture developed programs to create a national 

library system that accompanied the literacy campaign because Nicaragua could not 

become “a nation of poets” unless the populace became literate. Renovating existing 

libraries and developing a national library system would prove to be a tremendous task 

and the men and women who were assigned to revamp the public libraries in their 

respective locations essentially had to start from scratch. Like most of the nation’s 

economic, social and cultural infrastructure, the library system was in shambles following 

Somoza’s hasty departure from Nicaragua. In fact, libraries were generally ignored under 

all of the Somoza administrations and often received no funding or such tiny amounts of 

state funding that they were practically inoperable. Whisnant (1995) describes the public 

library León, which was housed in the home of a Somoza supporter who had been given 

charge of the library as a reward for his loyalty. The conditions in Bluefields were not 

appreciably better. Beer stated that “During the Somoza period only townspeople whose 
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names appeared on a select list could borrow books. Others had to rent them by paying 

the price of the book” (LaDuke 1985a: 57). As the head librarian she was responsible for 

renovating the library facilities and book collection; this task was much easier said than 

done. Although the Ministry of Culture supported the creation of public libraries, the men 

and women assigned to this task often did not have much to work with. Indeed, local 

librarians had to do much of the work themselves, renovating these facilities and 

increasing library collections. The Bluefields library was in particularly bad shape when 

Beer took charge of it; in her customarily blunt style, Beer described the library’s 

collection as “full of shit.” The holdings were composed largely of “old romances from 

the 1800s, which couldn’t help these people solve their problems. Before the Somoza 

Guardia pulled out, they looted all of the good books, especially those of the history of 

the Atlantic Coast” (LaDuke 1985: 57). Shortly after taking leadership of the library, 

Beer threw out all of the old romances and set about improving and expanding the 

library’s holdings. This explains why Beer asked June Jordan to send books and materials 

to set up the library since the Ministry of Culture provided minimal funding to the 

libraries, which continued to shrink as the costs of the Contra War and national defense 

consumed a growing part of the national budget. Libraries especially suffered as the war 

intensified; Whisnant (1995) states that in 1982 the Ministry of Culture “ 

 
reported thirty-four public libraries already operating but offered no data on the 
size of collections. Since the entire Division of Libraries was then receiving less 
than 8 percent of the ministry’s tiny budget (which constituted less than 1 percent 
of the national budget), however, it is unlikely that such institutions were libraries 
in much more than name only. In 1982, the total budget for libraries was 4.3 
million córdobas. Assuming that perhaps 25 percent may have gone to the Ruben 
Dario National Library, and dividing the rest equally among thirty-two libraries, 
each would have received perhaps ninety-five thousand cordobas. At the 
prevailing exchange rate of forty-five cordobas to the dollar, such a budget (ca. 
$2,100 per year) would have been insufficient to build even small local libraries” 
(207). 

 
Beer struggled to get support from the local government but it proved 

challenging. Nevertheless, she made significant improvements to the Bluefields library, 
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which were apparent even to visitors by the mid-1980s. Visiting the city in 1985, painter 

and art critic, Betty LaDuke observed, “When I visited the Bluefields library, a large 

square building along the main street, I found the environment pleasant. Anyone could 

now come to do research or sit and read. Anyone from town could now borrow books, 

free” (57). Set slightly back from the edge of the Bluefields Bay, on what Creoles refer to 

as the “waterside,” the library provided a space for students and researchers alike to 

reconnect with the history of the Atlantic Coast. Beer even donated some of her art to the 

space – LaDuke’s visit to the library was prompted by her desire to see the 1978 portrait 

of Sandino that Beer had completed in secret during the final repressive months of the 

Somoza regime. Beer spent many of the early years of the Revolution revitalizing the 

library and working on projects sponsored by the Ministry of Culture. Although she was 

happy to be making a contribution to the Revolutionary process by strengthening the 

growing culture of literacy in the region, her work as a librarian increasingly took her 

away from her painting and she became anxious to return to it. Beer reflected, “I was 

getting frustrated because most often I worked at the library from 8:00 a.m. till 10:00 

p.m. I was painting all along in the evenings and mostly on Sundays but not as I used to 

paint. Afterwards I really did paint like I was making up for the time I didn’t” (Beer 

1991: 147). By 1983, she began to extricate herself from her responsibilities as the head 

librarian in order to resume her painting, which she did with a renewed vigor and 

intensity that resulted in the most productive and prolific period of her career. Of course, 

having access to government resources and funding helped; after years of scraping by 

recycling old liquor bottles, selling produce and struggling to make ends meet, Beer 

finally had the support that she needed to focus exclusively on her art. As an artist, she 

flourished, pouring all of her energy into her work (LaDuke 1985). She continued 

producing self-portraits and many of her Madonna figures but also began to explore new 

themes and techniques as she became increasingly exposed to the work of other Black 

painters in the Caribbean.  

In February 1980, the Ministry of Culture oversaw the formation of the Sandinista 

Association of Culture Workers, a mass organization of artist guilds that included both 
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professional artists and “outstanding amateurs” (aficionados más destacados); the ASTC 

was composed of six artists’ guilds of writers, plastic artists, musicians, dancers, actors, 

photographers and filmmakers and a sindicato of circus workers and artists. Rosario 

Murillo, who served as General Secretary of the ASTC for most of the 1980s before it 

and the Ministry of Culture were dismantled and brought under the management of the 

Nicaraguan Institute of Culture in 1989, described the mission of the ASTC as, 

 
Helping artists disseminate their work, both here and abroad…We actively try to 
solve the artist’s material problems with living and working conditions…We 
finance ourselves with our resources based on membership fees and international 
sources… To give you an example, the materials we import for the visual arts are 
purchased with the 20 percent donated by each artist when he or she sells a 
painting. The same money helps us to put out publicity and catalogs. Materials are 
sold at cost … Our goals are at the same time to professionalize the artistic work 
and to make this art available to the mass of people. We have nine thousand 
members, of whom one hundred are full-time artists. These are artists who are 
learning more, teaching others, producing work and building our culture. 
Nicaragua never before had this climate in which to create art… [Now] we work 
in all styles: realism, surrealism, primitivism, and abstraction… Our goal is to 
produce the best art regardless of style … [Thus] we are realizing an explosion of 
work in the visual arts, which did not exist before … When we talk about 
revolutionary art, we not talking about pamphlets, the clenched fist, or a raised 
gun. We are talking about art of quality, which expresses deep insights … bad art 
is bad for the revolution (Craven 2002: 170). 

 
Among the many activities sponsored by the ASTC was the creation of artist-run 

galleries to replace many of the private galleries that had closed after many of the 

country’s commercial art dealers fled to Miami after July 19, 1979. Beer was an active 

member of the National Union of Visual Artists (UNAP), one of the artist guilds housed 

under the ASTC, and it is estimated that approximately 60 percent of the UNAP 

membership were women artists. Through ASTC, Beer was able to travel and exhibit her 

work in 12 countries including the United States, Mexico, the Soviet Union, Spain, 

Germany, Italy, Costa Rica, and Japan. In the summer of 1981, Beer and several other 

Afro-Nicaraguan artists traveled to Barbados under the auspices of the ASTC to 

participate in the Caribbean Festival of Arts (CARIFESTA), a gathering of Caribbean 
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artists that showcased the cultures and artistic traditions of the region. Beer’s increased 

mobility during this period had a direct impact on her artistic production and she credited 

the CARIFESTA with facilitating a marked shift in her painting style following an 

encounter that she had at the festival. Beer exhibited eight of her paintings at the festival 

and according to LaDuke, Beer  

 
described the colors she used at that time to depict skin tone as being "pure 
brown, like the color of instant coffee." Beer related that, during the festival, 
another artist "looked at my painting of Bluefields' people and said, ‘This is what 
you call Black? This is not Black. These are hybrids. Black skin has a tinge of 
blue’ … So I came home and experimented until I got my own black skin color, 
and that was the turning point in my painting. I guess artists should travel because 
that is how they can grow, expand their horizons, develop new forms, colors, 
everything (1986: 38). 

 

 
 

Figure 3.6 Mother and Child, 1982 

 
This turning point marked the beginning of the “Blue period” in Beer’s paintings, 

when her representations of Creole people reflected a decidedly Black aesthetic. The 

content of the pieces also became a great deal more imaginative, separating her from the 
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landscape or narratively driven focus of the Solentiname school and the abstract Praxis 

painters. This period also records her move to centralize Black women in her work by 

focusing more explicitly on the ontological, spatial, and relational experience of Black 

femininity and feminine spaces. These paintings depict the various roles that Black 

women occupy in their communities in both the public and the domestic sphere; they are 

contemplative meditations on the various dimensions of Black women’s lives, but tend to 

privilege a view into their emotional lives. Pieces like “Girl with a Macaw” (Muchacha 

con una lapa), “Godmother and Twins” (La madrina y los gemelos), the Blue Girl, 

represent the transformation in Beer’s style of portraiture during this period.  

 

 
 

Figure 3.7 Girl with a Macaw 
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Figure 3.8 Godmother and twins, 1984 

 
The figure of the mother and child is a recurring image in Beer’s body of work. 

Beer consistently revisited the theme of motherhood and women’s domestic spaces by 

centering the image of Black mothers with their children, providing a glimpse into the 

quotidian dimensions of Black women’s everyday lives. These pieces focus on women 

and their children who are seated in a manner reminiscent of ecclesiastical depictions of 

the Madonna and the Christ Child; the setting of these paintings is almost always inside 

of a traditional, Caribbean-style wood board house with small details of domestic life 

including a small open fire stove, domesticated pets and animals, a coconut grater 

hanging from the wall, and an open doorway or window that provides a view to the rural 

landscape in which this family lives. There are no signs of a male presence in this home 

suggesting that the mother in the portrait may, in fact, be a single parent. Interestingly, in 

many of Beer’s Madonna paintings, including “Mother and Child” (1982) and 

“Godmother and Twins” (1984) the mothers are often significantly darker than the café 

au lait children sitting in their laps or resting in their arms. These paintings suggest an 

engagement with the politics of skin color and the process of “becoming Creole” on the 

Atlantic Coast. The notable skin color differences between mother and child may also, 
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however, be a reference to the fact that Beer’s children were mixed-race and may have 

been a commentary on her own experiences as a single mother. 

 

 
 

Figure 3.9 Blue woman 

 
Many of Beer’s paintings from this time take place largely within the urban 

landscape of Bluefields; the colors are deep and rich, the subjects expressive and proud. 

Beer said of her work, “I talk to my paintings and tell them how beautiful they are. 

Sometimes if people were to see me talking to my painting, they would tell me that I’m 

crazy” (LaDuke 1986: 38). Indeed, the subjects in her paintings from this period feel and 

look like real people. There is a deeply human and accessible quality to the subjects in 

Beer’s work that makes her style sui generis in its representation of Blackness and Black 

life on the Coast. There was simply nothing like it and this period represents her most 

creative and innovative work.  
The landscapes from this period are also very humanized in that they focus 

largely on the relationships between people and the region’s urban and natural 

environment by exploring the ways in which people interact with the land. Beer explores 
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Black connections to the land by highlighting spaces of labor, play, pleasure, and sites of 

community building and sociability. We can see this clearly in her pieces “Fruit 

Vendors,” which explores the dynamic between two female fruit vendors working in the 

marketplace. The small scale and tight frame of the painting creates a sense of intimacy 

between two women who are laboring in the public sphere, no doubt to provide for their 

families. Given Beer’s own experience of being the primary breadwinner in her 

household, the piece compellingly reflects the kinds of economic networks that Creole 

women craft and rely on to ensure the survival of their families. 

Black men appear much less frequently in Beer’s work and it is telling that her 

representations of Black masculinity tend to focus on men’s public social spaces rather 

than providing intimate portraits of their inner, emotional lives. Two of her paintings 

from this period “The Fishermen” and “Boy with a Bucket” reveal Beer’s gendered gaze. 

Both pieces focus on the laboring Black male body and the social worlds that men inhabit 

as workers. “The Fishermen” provides a dense, bustling scene of Creole men in the early 

morning hours – demonstrated by the sun rising in the east – securing the catch of the 

day. The landscape of the sea peopled with several small dories speaks to the importance 

of the sea as a source of livelihood and subsistence for Coast communities. Several of the 

men stand bare-chested in their dories, manipulating their nets as they catch the brightly 

colored, oversized fish swimming in the warm Caribbean waters. They are accompanied 

by fishing companions who guide the dories with large paddles and maintain the boat’s 

balance.  Beer presents the sea and the boat as homosocial spaces in which men build 

affective relationships through their labor relations. Although it is a well established fact 

that many women on the Coast engage in both subsistence and commercial fishing, given 

the centrality of women in her work it is possible that Beer wanted to depict social spaces 

that celebrate Black masculinity without re-inscribing machismo. Social space in 

Bluefields, and Nicaragua more generally, often tends to be segregated by gender; it may 

be that the focus on Black men engaged in labor activities reflected the kinds of limited 

access that Beer had to male social spaces and men’s intimate lives. If these pieces tend 

to privilege representations of men’s public lives to the exclusion of their inner lives this 
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reflects the limits of Beer’s gendered gaze as a woman who would have had much more 

difficulty connecting with men on an intimate level than she did with her female subjects. 

 

 
 

The Fishermen, 1981 
 

Beer’s paintings from this time also present an alternative vision of Black 

sexuality and pleasure that undermines voyeuristic, fetishized representations of the 

Black body. Many of her paintings offer affirming, healthy visions of sensuality, 

pleasure, and play in Black cultural spaces on the Atlantic Coast that foreground Black 

men and women as desiring, affective subjects that exist for their own pleasure rather 

than the pleasure of others. This work suggests that rather than always reading artistic 

representations of the Black body as always already determined by debased discourses of 

Black sexual deviance, that there other, perhaps more liberatory, ways of imagining and 

representing Black sexuality. 

But the intimate focus of many of Beer’s paintings at this time did not diminish 

her equal interest in articulating more explicitly political themes in her work. Her small 

portrait of a female Creole militant with a small natural afro, which placed her female 

subject onto a vibrant red background with her right fist thrust high into the air suggests a 

kind of “double revolutionary consciousness” particularly around the symbolism of the 
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raised fist. On one hand, the raised fist functions as a sign of Sandinista militancy; on the 

other hand, in the years following 1968 and the legendary actions of Tommie Smith and 

John Carlos raising their gloved fists into the air after winning the 200 meter race in 

Mexico City, the symbol was globalized and often rendered synonymous with the 

emergent Black nationalist politics of the time. Now globally recognized as the “Black 

Power salute” the use of this symbol in the painting evokes a kind of dual political 

sensibility that articulates the fraught political position in which Creoles who identified 

with the Revolution often found themselves. Attempting to articulate a politicized Black 

identity within the framework of the Revolution often proved to be a challenging 

undertaking since Blackness has historically posed a threat to the internal racial 

cohesiveness and stability of the nation. Beer’s work offers a meditation on this dilemma 

and highlights the ways that Creole militants negotiated this ambivalent and contradictory 

political terrain by espousing a revolutionary double consciousness in which they 

attempted to lay claim to Diasporic insurgent Black politics and identities while 

simultaneously inserting themselves into the Revolutionary project. It was a difficult and 

dangerous task and one that was largely misunderstood and rejected by the FSLN 

(Gordon 1998).  

But Beer continued to theorize the connections between Blackness and 

revolutionary subjectivity in her paintings. This is demonstrated most clearly in her full-

length portrait, “Black Sandino,” in which the nationalist martyr is depicted as a young 

Black man. The portrait is highly detailed and LaDuke notes that “in contrast to the 

intense green grass and some foliage which seems hastily suggested with thin transparent 

brush strokes, every eyelet of Sandino’s tall boots and each crisscrossing of the laces are 

meticulously rendered” (1986: 38). But the young man’s face dominates the portrait and 

is the most engaging and arresting part of the painting. His yellow straw hat is set back 

away from his face revealing a full nose, fleshy lips, and serious eyes that convey a 

certain sadness and solemnity as he stares straight ahead to meet the viewer’s gaze. The 

round brim of the hat set behind his head gives the portrait a beatific quality as the hat 

looks like the setting or rising sun or perhaps a ring of light that frames his head in a 
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manner similar to the paintings of Catholic saints in which their heads and hearts are 

illuminated to suggest a level of spiritual transcendence. Politically, the piece provides a 

visual representation of discourses of Black self-determination that were often elided 

under the revolutionary government’s political project. In the early 1980s, for example, 

the government sponsored the completion of “Sandino Sun,” a mural on the front of the 

Bluefields Palacio, which “depicted a black man seeming to worship the rising sun 

painted in the likeness of Sandino. This not only invoked the awakening metaphor [i.e. 

the Coast as a slumbering giant in need of revolutionary awakening] but also seemed to 

Creoles both anti-Christian and to advocate black subservience to the Mestizo 

Sandinistas” (Gordon 1998: 230). By painting Sandino as a Black man, Beer’s painting 

suggests that this is not someone who is looking for someone to save him but rather is 

fully empowered, like Sandino, to transform his social environment in order to save 

himself. “Black Sandino” won first prize in the category of primitivist painting at the 

annual July 19th exhibit held in Managua in 1983. The painting was also among the 28 

paintings in Beer’s solo exhibit at the Casa Fernando Gordillo Gallery in December 1984. 

Beer’s work became increasingly acclaimed during this period and was regularly featured 

in Ventana, the cultural supplement of the FSLN paper, Barricada Internacional, and 

was favorably reviewed by art critics and poets including Michele Najlis. In 1982 she 

participated in the Cuatro Pintoras exhibit, which included the work of three noted 

women painters, Maria Gallo, Julie Aguirre, and Hilda Vogel. In 1984, she won another 

prize in the category of primitivist painting in the July 19th exhibit for her work.  

Beer’s increased productivity and creative output mirrored similar patterns among 

Coast artists during this time as the result of increased government support for the arts; 

indeed Craven notes the 1980s saw a virtual efflorescence in primitivist painting 

throughout the country. The Ministry of Culture’s efforts to foment a radically 

democratic art culture by placing the means of creative production in the hands of the 

people had a profound impact on a generation of Coast artists that was, tragically, 

undermined by the period of neoliberal economic restructuring that took place during the 

post-revolutionary period. Among the various programs and institutions that the Ministry 
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of Culture developed at this time in keeping with the project of cultural democratization, 

were the Centros Populares de Cultura (Popular Culture Centros – CPCs), which were 

designed to stimulate local cultural production and revitalize regional folkloric traditions 

that were devalued during the Somoza dictatorship. These institutions received limited 

financial support from the Ministry but were, nevertheless, highly active and widely 

popular spaces for Nicaraguan artists throughout the country to engage in art-making that 

reflected the nation’s diverse cultural histories. The CPC in Bluefields, locally known as 

the Ivan Dixon Culture House, became the breeding ground for an efflorescence in 

Costeño art production in a variety of areas including dance, painting, music, poetry and 

creative writing, and theatrical performance. Youth from throughout the region came to 

Bluefields to participate in the cultural programming that was offered out of the Culture 

House. Located in the heart of downtown Bluefields, the Culture House became a vibrant 

space within the city, providing local artists and artisans with the space to share their 

work and develop different creative skill sets in the arts. Beer offered art classes at the 

Culture House, coming full circle from her days as an art model in Los Angeles to 

becoming an art teacher, and her workshops were but one example of the variety of 

programming that came out of the Culture House.  Musical performances were regularly 

held there; Miss Lizzie Nelson, an educator and dance teacher developed multiple May 

Pole troupes that regularly practiced and performed in this space, and over the decade 

these troupes became internationally recognized for their performative style. The Culture 

House also became an important space for emerging and established artists to access 

opportunities for national and international travel. Milton Hebbert, an emerging painter 

and protégé of Beer, was tapped by Ernesto Cardenal to teach art classes at the Culture 

House in Bluefields after giving Cardenal one of his paintings that he was particularly 

impressed by. Hebbert later left Bluefields to study art in the capital and from there 

migrated to Sweden where he currently lives. Many young people have similar stories as 

they attempted to navigate the increasingly complex and dangerous conditions of life in a 

war zone. The culture house was one site where local artists could attempt to create 
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different possibilities for themselves at a time when the nation’s future remained 

uncertain. 

There was also a resurgence in musical production as the government supported 

the development of local music forms. Costeño musicians received a significant amount 

of support to record, distribute, and market their albums to both domestic and 

international markets. Groups like Grupo Gamma, Dimensión Costeña, which became the 

most popular groups in the nation, and the reggae group Soul Vibrations were able to 

establish themselves as national artists through the programmatic efforts of the Ministry 

of Culture. Several of these groups were able to record their music by collaborating with 

the Nicaraguan Cultural Recordings Company (Empresa Nicaragüense de Grabaciones 

Culturales -- ENIGRAC); led by the well-known singer/songwriter, Luis Enrique Mejia 

Godoy, ENIGRAC was in operation from 1980-1988 and produced more than 100 

recordings in its brief institutional life. Music proved to be something of a bridge 

between the ethnocentric FSLN and the disappointed, frustrated Coast communities 

whose initial enthusiasm for the Revolution dissipated as the revolutionary government 

dismissed their political demands for recognition, self-governance, and historical redress 

of the usurpation of their lands, political institutions, and the region by the Mestizo state. 

Whisnant notes that, 

 
As part of the Sandinista government’s effort to reunify the country’s long 
antagonistic east and west coast, ENIGRAC also committed substantial resources 
to Atlantic coast music. Although relatively little of it was explicitly political, it 
promised to help soothe the wounds caused by the Sandinista government’s early 
political and cultural bungling of the historical east-west division in the country. 
Both the earlier history and the more recent policy bungling made it essential to 
honor and promote Atlantic coast culture, of which music and the Fiesta del palo 
mayo (Maypole festival) were dramatically attractive examples” (231). 

 
The Culture House and its programming had a dynamic effect on the city. It 

revitalized Bluefields in a way that has not been replicated since; one person living in 

Bluefields at the time shared that it often seemed that there was music everywhere as 

different groups performed in the Culture House and in small bars (popularly known as 
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“ranches”) throughout the city. Beer was clearly attuned to the vibrant musical culture 

developing in the region as demonstrated by her painting, “The Dancers,” a painting 

which featured young Creole couples dancing, fists placed on their hips as they sway in 

time to the music in one of the city’s many night clubs; unlike the representations of 

Black sexuality articulated through the Mestizo gaze, this representation of Black 

sensuality is neither exotic nor voyeuristic. Rather it depicts the sense of heat, intimacy, 

and erotic play and possibility that characterizes these spaces; like the “Fruit Vendors” 

painting, the frame of the painting is confined and focused on the faces of the dancers, 

privileging their own affective experience of this intimate, erotic space rather than 

focusing exclusively on their bodies as sites of sexual deviance and excess. This is an 

articulation of Black sexuality that seems to assume a Black audience whose ontological 

experience and local knowledge allows them to engage the painting in a more meaningful 

and authentic way.  

Bluefields came alive as large numbers of young Coast men and women, who 

were finally able to gain access to opportunities for education, travel, and creative 

development, transformed the energy of the city, creating a new sense of possibility and 

social transformation that had been largely suppressed in the decades preceding the 

Revolution. On an average day in Bluefields one could catch a baseball game, and during 

the walk to the stadium hear May Pole performers rehearsing as they prepared to travel 

abroad or see a Garifuna dance troupe performing in the park. Groups of young people 

might walk to a local ranch to take a beer after the game; depending on their preference 

they might opt for a bar where they could hear the sounds of nostalgic Country and 

Western music or go and catch a live show with one of the city’s several emerging roots 

Reggae bands linked to the region’s growing Rastafari movement.  Ironically, despite her 

Black politics and aesthetic, Beer disapproved of the small groups of young Black men 

and women dreading up and accentuating their African ancestral roots, dismissively 

referring to them as “marihuaneros” (pot-smokers) in a statement written shortly after the 

Revolutionary triumph (Arellano 2009).  One woman complained that prior to the 

Revolution, Beer called the police on a group of Rasta youth hanging out near her home 
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in Pointeen at a time when it was clear that such an action would bring out the Guardia 

Nacional with likely violent consequences. Many of the region’s remaining members of 

the Rastafari culture of the time remember Beer less fondly than many of her peers, citing 

her dismissal and criticism of the movement as a reflection of her perhaps less than 

revolutionary politics or an indication of the limits of her pro-Black racial politics. 

Paradoxically, despite the fact that Beer had rejected the politics of Creole respectability 

cultivating an explicitly Black aesthetic in her work and politics, she proved unable to 

connect to a subaltern movement of Pan-Africanist Creole youth, whose articulation of an 

oppositional Blackness did not match her own understanding of Black identity and 

Diasporic connection. Beer, however, did support the creative work of a number of young 

Creole artists who were connected in various ways to the Rastafari movement; Hebbert 

recalls that she was an active supporter of his work, naming him her heir apparent in the 

new tradition of Costeño primitivist painting.  

But if she was uncomfortable with the radical tenor of the new forms of Black 

nationalism and racial subjectivity emerging among certain sectors of the Creole 

community, Beer was often equally ambivalent about the direction that the Revolution 

seemed to be taking under the FSLN. She was critical of the machinations for power that 

had already become apparent in the early years of the Revolution and the ways that the 

Frente treated the Coast and its inhabitants with little respect or attention to the needs and 

desires of these communities. Although she was an active member of the ASTC, Beer 

refused to pursue official induction into the FSLN as a militant and receive her carnet, 

that is full membership, in the party. Beer preferred to maintain her political 

independence and her right to critique the party’s doings and reject the kind of political 

group think that intensified during the Contra War (Morris 2010). The need to maintain 

solidarity and unity in the face of a heightened aggression from the Reagan 

administration, often led the FSLN to shut down internal critique of the party from both 

within and without. The understandable anxiety generated by the conflict, had the adverse 

effect of limiting spaces for criticism and dialogue and deepening the political and racial 

rifts that have historically existed between the Atlantic Coast and the Pacific.  
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As Gordon (1998), Hale (1994), and Whisnant (1995) point out, despite the 

FSLN’s stated commitment to ending racial discrimination and their critique of the racist 

underpinnings of U.S. economic exploitation of the Atlantic Coast, the Frente often 

trafficked in the same stereotypes of Black pathology, laziness, passivity, and perversity 

that had characterized the policy approaches of previous administrations. The positive 

interventions that were made to stimulate local cultural production dulled in comparison 

to the intense hostility that came to define the relationship between the Atlantic Coast and 

the Sandinista government and finally erupted into a full-blown war that claimed the lives 

of nearly 40,000 people, many of them youth and civilians. The Sandinistas’ support of 

local creative traditions on the Coast also coexisted alongside a profound ambivalence 

towards and distrust of the racial politics of Coast communities; much of their political 

and economic platform on the Coast reproduced the idea of the region as an 

underdeveloped, inferior space that needed to be culturally, politically, and economically 

assimilated into the Mestizo nation-state. Costeños chafed at these discourses and became 

increasingly vocal in their critiques of the national government, a move which further 

deepened the Frente’s distrust and suspicion of Costeños and led them to became more 

aggressive in their dealings with the region and its inhabitants. Whisnant states that 

 
Sandinistas used undue force to get people to join FSLN mass organizations, 
assigned Pacific coast mestizo officials to the region instead of qualified (and 
available) local Creoles, and traded openly in the conventional stereotypes of 
coastal people: ‘palm trees, may poles, lazy men, sexy women – primitive and 
backward people who needed to be civilized.’ To the Sandinistas, costeños 
equaled Indians equaled Miskitos equaled cultural backwardness and political 
naivete. ‘The revolution was better able to understand the mountains than the 
jungle,’ as Vilas notes perceptively. ‘The mountains were an “an immense 
crucible where the best of the FSLN were forged.” The jungle, in contrast, was 
synonymous with primitiveness – a mystery, the unknown, not to be trusted’ 
(262).  

 
Perhaps the FSLN was better able to deal with the montaña than the jungle 

because they did not encounter racial Others in the mountains who talked back and did 
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not feel that they needed to be rescued by the Frente’s project for national vindication. 

But the suspicion and racist paternalism that colored the FSLN’s stance towards the 

Coast in the early 1980s would prove, in many ways, to be the Revolution’s undoing. 

Indeed, the war consumed so many resources that there was little left to sustain the 

government’s cultural programming and by 1988, the Ministry of Culture and all of its 

institutions would be dismantled and brought into the auspices of the Nicaraguan Institute 

of Culture (INNICA) under the leadership of Rosario Murrillo, Daniel Ortega’s partner 

and now one of the most powerful political figures in Nicaragua. 

Yet the early 1980s still offered a space of possibility that had not yet been 

obliterated by the pressures of the civil war, a fact that is largely overlooked in the 

FSLN’s cultural policy on the Atlantic Coast (Whisnant 1995, Craven 2002). During this 

time, Beer also began to develop her voice as a poet and to publish some of the poetry 

that she had written. Like her paintings, Beer’s poetry reflected her goal of using art as a 

tool for affirming the culture, identities, and histories of Black people on the Coast. She 

wrote most of her poems in Mosquito Coast Creole English and privileged the voices of 

women and the poor in her writing. It is unclear whether she had written poetry prior to 

this time but she was among a growing community of poets, including David McField 

(one of the founding members of Grupo Gradas along with Rosario Murillo) and Carl 

Rigby who saw poetry as a vehicle to valorize the Creole English that was widely spoken 

by many of the region’s Afro-descendant and Indigenous peoples; these poets rejected the 

idea of Creole as merely “broken English” and defended its use as a critical component of 

Creole identity formation.  Debates over Creole English, like those surrounding the use of 

African American Vernacular English (AAVE) or Jamaican patois, tend to revolve 

around the value of holding on to Creole languages that may limit one’s access to 

resources and opportunity rather than assimilating into Standard English. While Creole 

advocates argue that the ability to speak Creole English is a central part of Creole 

identity, critics argue that Creole is a language best confined to home and the Creole 

public sphere and has no larger value or utility in the larger society. Indeed, as Freeland 

(1999) notes, Creoles have generally tended to valorize the teaching of Standard English 
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in public schools, preferring to keep Creole within the private sphere of the home and the 

community; no one, it is argued, speaks Creole outside of the region so it is assumed that 

the language has little practical value, especially considering that many of the job 

opportunities that Creoles have historically relied on for economic survival are 

increasingly demanding fluency in Standard English – Creole, it seems, simply doesn’t 

cut it. On the Coast, the Creole debate continues as the community struggles to decide 

whether to include it in the educational curriculum of the autonomous regions or if 

Standard English should be the sole form of English language instruction in order to 

prepare young Creole men and women for working outside of the country in various 

kinds of domestic labor, shipping out, or working in the new call centers that have 

opened up in the capital.  

For Creole artists, however, the use of Creole English has been linked to a 

political project of valorizing Coast cultures and identity in the face of discrimination and 

ongoing denigration of Black folk traditions in Nicaragua.  As Black feminist cultural 

critic bell hooks, notes “language is a place of struggle” and as such is a critical site for 

understanding how colonial relations of power continue to structure contemporary social 

relations delineated along rifts of race, economic power, and region. Language is also a 

central site of identity formation and the development of oppositional forms of 

consciousness that challenge white supremacy and the ideological foundations of anti-

Black racism. Language, she suggests, is fundamentally about power. She writes, 

 
We are wedded in language, have our being in words. Language is also a place of 

struggle. Dare I speak to the oppressed and the oppressor in the same voice? Dare 

I speak to you in a language that will move beyond the boundaries of domination 

– a language that will not bind you, fence you in, or hold you? Language is also a 

place of struggle. The oppressed struggle in language to recover ourselves, to 

reconcile, to rewrite, to renew. Our words are not without meaning, they are an 

action, a resistance. Language is also a place of struggle” (hooks 1990: 146).  
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Attempting to find new languages or recuperate subjugated pidgin and creole 

languages that have historically been considered the debased tongues of the colonized 

foregrounds language as a contested site of power and struggle; postcolonial literatures 

and music, particularly former British colonies, have often used the language of the 

colonized to reject the lingering effects of colonialism or what Brackette Williams (1991) 

refers to as the “ghost of Anglo hegemony.” In this way, the politics of language on the 

Atlantic Coast mirrors similar cultural movements in Anglophone, post-colonial 

Caribbean nations, notably Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago, where the practice of 

writing using the speech patterns of the poor and marginalized rather than the Queen’s 

English marked a profound shift in the cultural front of many anti-colonial nationalist 

struggles in the Caribbean during the mid-20th century. It is possible that June was 

influenced by the work of post-colonial Caribbean writers, such as Louise Bennett, the 

Jamaican poet and performer who was among the first Caribbean writers to publish her 

work in patois, that engaged language as a site of identity formation and political struggle 

over national identity, class/color hierarchy, folk culture, etc. It is hardly surprising, given 

the lasting influence of Caribbean cultural and political movements on Creole politics, 

that writing in Mosquito Coast Creole became a central tool in the articulation of an 

emergent deeply Black-identified, Diasporic Creole subjectivity articulated in opposition 

to the racial project of multicultural mestizaje that was developed under the FSLN 

government (Hooker 2005).  
Only four of Beer’s poems remain, all of which were published posthumously 

(Beer 1986; Anglesey 1987); it is uncertain whether she wrote more poetry or if her 

publication record reflects the full extent of her forays into poetry. Nevertheless her small 

body of written work provides insight into her political thought during the 1980s and 

helps us to understand her perspective on the living conditions of Coast communities. 

Two of her poems are meditations on revolutionary politics and social transformation; 

they present her analysis of the impact that the Revolution had on popular consciousness 

and people’s participation in the revolutionary process. In “Love Poem” she discusses her 

relationship and commitment to the Revolution using the metaphor of a heterosexual 
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romantic relationship. Rather than privileging the individual love that exists between two 

people, the protagonist in the piece, presumably Beer, suggests that she can best 

demonstrate her love to her partner not by sitting and writing love poems but by helping 

to build a free and just nation: 

 
Oscar, yuh surprise me 
assin far a love poem.  
 
Ah sing a song a love fa meh country 
small country, big lite 
hope fa de po’, big headache fa de rich. 
Mo’ po’ dan rich in de worl 
mo’ peeple love fa meh country. 
 
Fa meh country name Nicaragua 
Fa meh people ah love dem all. 
Black, Miskito, Sumu, Rama, Mestizo. 
So yuh see fa me, love poem complete 
’cause ah love you too.  
Dat no mek me erase de moon 
and de star fran de firmament. 
 
Only somehow wen ah remnba 
how you bussing yo ass 
to defend this sunrise, an keep back 
de night fran fallin, 
ah know dat tomara we will have time 
fa walk unda de moon an stars. 
Dignify an free, sovereign 
children a Sandino 
(Beer 1986) 
 

This poem is particularly interesting because it demonstrates how Beer’s radical 

politics were rooted in a vision of racial justice that reimagined the normative boundaries 

of citizenship and national belonging. As Hooker (2005) notes in her study of the 

ruptures and continuities in various official and popular ideologies of Nicaraguan 

nationhood, discourses of citizenship have tended to imagine Nicaragua as fundamentally 

a mestizo nation. This has been true for the various nationalist ideologies that emerged 
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throughout the 20th century even when the political orientation of those discourses were 

widely divergent; she explores the links between the reactionary nationalisms of the 

Vanguardia movement, the FSLN and the contemporary moment of multicultural 

mestizaje, which continues to privilege mestizo identity under the banner of multicultural 

nationhood. Hooker notes how these discourses of Nicaraguan mestizo identity 

effectively “legitimized exclusive mestizo political power through the erasure of blacks 

and Indians as citizens” (18).  She points to the ways in which the Sandinistas continued 

to incorporate many discursive aspects of Nicaraguan national identity by retaining the 

ideology of Nicaragua as a mestizo nation; its position on racial discrimination and the 

historical subordination of the Atlantic Coast focused largely on the exploitative relations 

that emerged within the context of the U.S. enclave economy while obscuring national 

processes of anti-Black racism that structured relations between the Atlantic Coast and 

the mestizo nation-state. Indeed, when the place of Coast communities in the nation were 

discussed at all,  

 
They were often identified as potentially divisive agents of imperial foreign 
powers such as Britain and the United States. The FSLN’s only significant 
discussion of race before attaining power is in a section of its “Programa 
histórico” (originally published in 1969) entitled “The Atlantic Coast Will Be 
Integrated and Developed.” In it costeños are referred to as “our brothers of the 
Atlantic” and the “hateful discrimination” to which indigenous and black costeños 
are subject is denounced. Under the FSLN, the Atlantic Coast would be “truly 
incorporated and developed along with the rest of the country,” and the flowering 
of costeños’ “traditional cultural values” would be encouraged. While the FSLN’s 
acknowledgement of racism in the “Programa histórico” is noteworthy, the 
document also echoes dominant views that Nicaraguan nationals held of costeños. 
As Gordon and Hale have both noted, costeños’ association with Britain, and later 
the United States, made them appear “foreign” to Sandinistas who identified 
“authentic” Nicaraguan culture with an indigenous past and a mestizo present.   
Insofar as the Atlantic Coast is discussed in Sandinismo then, it is in terms of 
ending the economic exploitation of the region by foreign capital, the 
development of the region’s natural resources, and its integration with the rest of 
the nation (27). 

 
Ultimately, the FSLN’s failure to develop a truly anti-racist agenda and engage 
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Black and Indigenous communities in a meaningful project to reconceptualize the 

boundaries of national identity proved fatal for the Revolution. Beer’s paintings and 

poetry actively pushed back against the discourse of Nicaraguan mestizo nationalism. In 

her poetry she explicitly articulated her radical politics and her vision of the Revolution 

as one that could potentially address the needs of all Nicaraguans across race and class; 

as she writes in “Love Poem,” she sang a song of love for her country and the need for a 

more just, inclusive, and equitable society. Beer’s vision of Nicaraguan citizenship can be 

characterized as a model of radical multiculturalism in which all of the nation’s various 

ethnic groups can legitimately lay claim to the nation without sacrificing their distinct 

racial histories and cultural identities to the project of mestizo nationalism. This is clear 

when she writes: “Fa meh country name Nicaragua/Fa meh people ah love dem all/ 

Black, Miskito, Sumu, Rama, Mestizo.” Continuing, she concluded “Only somehow wen 

ah rememba/ how you bussing yo ass/ to defend this sunrise, and keep back/de night fran 

fallin,/ ah know dat tomara we will have time/ fa walk unda de moon and stars./ Dignify 

an free, sovereign/children a Sandino.” This revisionist history inserts Coast peoples into 

the legacy of nationalist struggle and suggests that their participation in the Revolutionary 

project provides them with the ideological basis to demand a reconceptualization of 

Nicaraguan national identity that displaces mestizaje as the founding myth of the nation 

and rather offers a different, multicultural model for imagining and defining the nation. 

By 1986, Costeño demands for multicultural recognition and redress of their historical 

claims to self-governance and regional semi-sovereignty would be answered by the 

Sandinista government’s endorsement of regional autonomy and enshrined in the 

juridical reforms of the 1987 Constitution. Nevertheless, despite the approval of the Law 

28, which formally established the autonomous regions, recognized the historical 

legitimacy of Afro-descendant and Indigenous land claims, and redefined Nicaragua as a 

multiethnic nation-state, the promises of the autonomy law and the multicultural 

citizenship reforms enacted under the Constitution remain largely unrealized and are 

currently under an increasing backlash by Mestizos, particularly on the Coast, an issue I 

discuss in greater detail in the following chapter. What is crucial here, however, is to 
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recognize how Beer’s understanding of the Revolutionary project was grounded in a 

vision of a multicultural Nicaragua that directly countered what Gould refers to as the 

“myth of Nicaraguan mestiza” (1998).  

In the poem “Resarrecion a’ de Wud,” she uses the language of Christianity to 

describe the Nicaraguan people’s participation in the struggle for social transformation 

during the Revolution.   The piece seems informed by the ideology of liberation theology 

and its twist on the Biblical edict that “faith without works is dead” (NKJV James 2:14-

17). This ideology highlighted the hypocrisy of religious institutions and self-avowed 

Christians who privilege people’s spiritual needs and salvation in the afterlife over their 

material well-being in this life. For Beer, a meaningful Christianity is one in which 

people attempt to carry out Christ’s teachings to alleviate the suffering of the poor in this 

life instead of telling them to patiently wait for the rewards of the afterlife. Her emphasis 

on the way that Nicaraguans “tek de wud…an put action to it” is a pointed rebuttal to the 

United States, in which a large segment of the population identifies themselves as 

Christians yet does little to address the deep rooted processes of social inequality that 

negatively impacts many marginalized communities. Her poem suggests that Nicaragua 

has much to teach the world, and the United States in particular, about developing a 

spiritual practice that is meaningful in both esoteric and material terms. She writes: 

 
Tel me people unu notis sometin 
fa meh country tek de wud 
de wud ritten ina de buk a Gaad. 
Tek it rite outa de buk 
an put action to it 
resarrec it, brin it bak to life. 
Tek it outa de church an 
put it ’paan de street an 
ina de riva an ’paan de frontier 
jus like wha Jesus meh do, 
real christian live an active 
no mo’ mummy. 
Dem wah not deh brada keepa  
is deh brada killa 
dem da de same wan 
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who meh spit in Jesus face 
an stone ’im too, on ’i’ way to Calvary. 
Seca dat, dem dead dead dead. 
Meh country resarrec de wud. 

 
In the poem “Chunku Faam,” Beer (1986) explores the lives of poor Creole 

farmers trying to survive and provide their children with the resources that they need to 
access a better future. The poem poignantly and empathetically discusses how many 
Creole farmers find themselves tricked out of their lands and left empty-handed by 
banking institutions in the region that profit from the exploitation of the poor. She writes, 
 

Mango, rosaaple, cashu, 
lime, plum, breadfruit, 
cassava, coco, dashin, 
yampi, coconut, plaantin 
a little a dis a little a dat 
we go fran year to year so. 
De picninny gettin big 
dem shud go to school. 
Book, pencil, pants, shut, shoes 
oh laad how we gon mek it. 
Maybe we cuda baro money fran de bank, 
John seh to Mary on de chunkufaam up Black 
Wata Crick. 
John, me fraid we no unnastan dem ting 
but wen a look at dese picninny 
a haf to try fa dem 
so les go town wit we regista pepa. 
John an Mary visit de banka, 
a ducko man wit a slipry smile 
who talk like pana playin yanky. 
Zhes, we have a program for peeple like you 
estep over to Mr. Wilson, he will attend you. 
Wilson ass dis an 'e ass dat 
den 'e tel me Sunday 'e goin visit we 'paan de faam 
an 'e did. 
He seh de loan sure 
in 15 days we mus go to de bank. 
But wen we gone to de bank 
only half wat we ass, we get. 
I tek it an I try, laad in heaven know I try 
I try fa dem little picninny 
fa dem to go to school. 
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But dat banka wit de slipry smile 
give me jus enough money to put me in de hole 
an tek meh faam. 

 
The political analysis of this poem is particularly salient in the contemporary 

historical moment in which Creoles find themselves increasingly displaced from their 

land by the (in)action of the state and the machinations of national and multinational 

corporate interests in the region. The crisis around Creole communal land claims is 

among one of the central preoccupations in regional political struggles for recognition 

and restitution. The piece highlights the institutional processes by which Creoles have 

historically been pushed off of their lands and demonstrates how economic exclusion and 

anti-black racism function structurally to separate people from their land. The 

combination of a negligent state, unregulated corporations, and the encroachment of 

landless Mestizo campesinos on Creole lands has had negative implications for Creole 

efforts to restore the historical land claims of Creoles and prevent their continued 

displacement. I discuss this issue in greater detail in the following chapter, but it is 

significant that Beer’s poetry explored the centrality of land to regional political struggles 

and the ways in which everyday people have been impacted by the state and the private 

sector’s historic disregard for the land rights of Afro-descendant communities in the 

region. 

Despite her growing recognition as a poet, painter and a flourishing body of work, 

Beer was not well. Her weight had become a serious problem that was negatively 

affecting her health and could no longer be ignored. But Beer continued to work as if 

attempting to make up for all the years that she had worked with no support or resources. 

According to her son Camilo, the ASTC was organizing an exhibition in the capital and 

Beer agreed to travel to Bulgaria to deal with her weight and high blood pressure after 

she had submitted her paintings for the exhibit. But that decision came too late. Shortly 

after submitting her last collection of paintings she died suddenly of a heart attack on 

March 14, 1986 at the age of 51. Beer’s funeral was held in Bluefields and, according to 

her wishes, was more of a celebration than a funeral. Her children dressed her in bright 
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colors, red lipstick, and a lively band followed her as a large crowd accompanied her 

casket to the Bluefields cemetery. Her passing was eulogized by a number of her 

colleagues, including Ernesto Cardenal. Before her death, Beer stated her desire to create 

an art museum in Bluefields as a “heritage for coming generations” that would house the 

work of Nicaraguan artists and stand as a testament to the creative traditions of the Coast. 

Unfortunately, Beer’s dream remains unrealized. The project of cultural democratization 

that began during the Revolution fell victim, like many of the most innovative programs 

of that era, to the neoliberal reforms and cutbacks enacted by the conservative, post-

Revolutionary governments that came to power following the electoral defeat of the 

FSLN in 1990. There is no art museum in Bluefields, the culture house that once was the 

site of a vibrant efflorescence of Costeño cultural production was destroyed by Hurricane 

Joan in 1988 and is now the location of a mechanics shop. There are only a handful of 

Coast painters actively making art, and private and state support for the arts has 

diminished significantly. But what Beer did leave behind is more intangible and perhaps 

more lasting than an art museum. Her legacy as a self-made painter, an independent 

thinker, a migratory subject, and a proto-feminist helped to provide Creole women with a 

model of a woman who crafted the tools to create the power that her own freedom 

required. The strategies that she deployed to do so demonstrate the centrality of place to 

Creole women’s political subjectivity and modes of activist engagement. It is to this 

legacy and those strategies that I turn to in the following section. 

VI. CONCLUSION 
 
Each morning as I left my home I would walk north along Calle Comercial, the 

main thoroughfare in downtown Bluefields that runs North and South parallel alongside 

the Bluefields Bay, to catch a taxi to work. On the corner that intersected with the street 

that led down to the city’s open air market located on the edge of the bay, there was a 

large building that housed a ferreteria on the first floor, where one could go to purchase 

machetes, boots, farm equipment, etc. The second floor, a private apartment now 

inhabited by the owners of the ferreteria, however, had, in another life, been the final 
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home of June Gloria Thompson Beer. I liked to imagine what it must have looked like 

when she lived there – the balcony filled to overflowing with plants as she sat filling a 

canvas with the bustling movements of the people on the street below. It would have 

provided the perfect vantage point for her inquisitive painter’s eye. I walked past this 

building several times each day and had it not been pointed it out to me, I would never 

have known that she had been there some twenty years earlier. There was no plaque that 

commemorated this building as an historic landmark; nothing that would have indicated 

that the most renowned artist of the Atlantic Coast had once made her home here. In the 

years following her death, she seemed to vanish from the cultural landscape and public 

memory and to recede into the oblivion of the past, with nothing but her fragmented body 

of work to mark her life. Indeed when her name does appear, it is often evoked only in 

the most folkloric of ways – as the name of a poetry contest sponsored by the UN 

Development Program (PNUD) or mentioned briefly in news articles as a primitive Coast 

painter with little exploration of her artwork, her life, or the radical politics that were the 

impulse behind much of her work. And yet June is, in many ways, everywhere. Since I 

first learned of her in 2004, I have spent countless hours looking for June, finding her in 

the memories of other people, tracking her thought in the writings of other scholars, and 

attempting to understand the political, cultural, and personal experiences that animated 

her life and art. In this chapter I attempted to place June Beer’s life within a larger 

political and cultural history of revolutionary change and transformation in Nicaragua, 

generally, and the Atlantic Coast, in particular. Rather than viewing Beer as a merely an 

exceptional figure who rose from humble origins to become the most celebrated artist of 

the Coast, I analyze her life, politics, and art as a reflection of the environment in which 

she grew up and the various artistic, cultural, and political spaces of which she was a part. 

While she was a remarkable individual, her life and art also reflected the daily lives and 

challenges of Creole women on the Coast, the struggle for self-definition and self-

representation, and the attempt to re-imagine the landscape of the Atlantic Coast as 

something more than a backwater with no meaningful cultural heritage or legacy. 
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Specifically, this chapter highlighted the way that Beer used art as a way of 

making both place and identity as a Creole woman. The images that she created – Black 

Madonna figures holding their young children, portraits of Black sensuality and 

eroticism, women building a revolution, women’s work – helped to create representations 

of Black life that challenged hegemonic notions of the Coast as an exotic, primitive 

landscape. They also created some of the first representations of the gendered dimensions 

of Black identity and how machismo and gender inequality shaped Black women’s daily 

lives. In that sense, as Marlene Chow (Ramos 2005) points out, Beer truly was a woman 

ahead of her time, a proto-feminist ancestra who recognized the importance of naming 

the multiple sources of women’s oppression including race, gender, and class inequality. 

While it is tempting to privilege Beer as an exceptional figure, her life and art are worth 

studying precisely because they are grounded in what McKittrick (2006) refers to as 

“Black women’s geographies,” that is the forms of knowledge, memory, political 

practice, and self-making strategies that Black women throughout the African Diaspora 

have cultivated as they navigate violent processes of anti-Black racism, patriarchal 

domination, and the precarious conditions of life on the margin. Her experiences as a 

single mother raising four children, struggling to provide for her family, and her attempts 

to resist dehumanizing discourses of abject Blackness are rooted in Creole women’s 

shared struggle against gendered racism and the ongoing economic and political 

marginalization of the Atlantic Coast. Her work and art reflected the lived realities of 

many Creole women and provide a useful framework for understanding the social 

conditions that produce Creole women’s social location, identities, and inform their 

political practice.   

Beer is not the only historical figure, however, whose life and work demonstrate the 

development of Black women’s geographies of struggle. Women like Anna Crowdell, a 

Creole hotelier and one of the most prominent political leaders on the Coast in the first 

half of the 20th century, and Maymie Leona Turpeau de Mena, an activist who began her 

political career teaching Black women clerical skills in a Secretary’s School linked to one 

of the Universal Negro Improvement Association chapters in Bluefields and later became 
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the head of all the UNIA chapters in North America, have been largely written out of 

historical narratives of political struggle in the region. This study of June Beer is the first 

step in a corrective project to recuperate these figures from historical obscurity and 

restore them to Creole histories of struggle. This chapter is part of a larger project to 

construct a genealogy of Afro-Nicaraguan women’s political and community-based 

activism and examine the origins of their current political practice. Exploring this 

genealogy is not only important for providing a more accurate and representative account 

of Creole political history but also provides a historical basis for understanding the 

contours of Creole women’s contemporary community-based activism. This genealogy 

reveals that Afro-Nicaraguan women, rather than confining their activism to issues that 

were deemed “appropriate” spaces for women’s (political) participation but that Creole 

women have historically inserted themselves into the region’s most critical struggles: 

demanding recognition of the sovereignty of the Mosquitia, advocating for racial pride 

and uplift, contesting the racialized boundaries of citizenship and national belonging, or 

resisting the Nicaraguan state’s neglect of the Coast. This history demonstrates that Afro-

Nicaraguan women’s activism has always been primarily concerned with addressing 

political issues that are connected to processes of racial, economic, and regional 

inequality and that they have simultaneously used these struggles as locations to advance 

their own desires for greater gender equality.  

In the next chapter, I will explore Creole women’s contemporary engagement in 

the politics of place by analyzing their participation in urban struggles for land and 

housing in the city of Bluefields. I will focus specifically on women’s involvement in a 

land occupation on the northern outskirts of the city and the various ways in which they 

inserted their gendered demands as mothers and farmers to support Creole communal 

land claims and linked those demands to the historical legacy of displacement, state 

neglect, and Creole-led movements for regional autonomy. Like the protagonists in June 

Beer’s poem, “Chunku Faam,” these women understand the violent and unjust historical 

processes by which Creoles have been dispossessed of and displaced from their 

communal lands; moreover they understand to be a critical component of their ability to 
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survive in the midst of an ongoing economic crisis. Land, however, is about more than 

subsistence; it is also closely linked to Creole people’s understandings of self and 

collective identity and reveals the ways in which place informs identity formation on the 

Coast. The struggle to make place by laying claim to land then is a particularly rich site 

for understanding Creole women’s community-based activism and the structures of 

feeling that animate these politics. It is a struggle that June understood well and 

attempted to represent in her paintings, poetry, and politics. She represented Black life in 

the region with a gaze informed by compassion, empathy, and the recognition of the 

dignity and humanity of the poor, the marginalized, the exploited, and those resisting 

subordination. She sang a love song for her people and the power of that song, her 

revolutionary vision continues to live on in the struggles of Creole women for survival, 

justice, and dignity. 
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Chapter Four: Dangerous Locations: Black Suffering, Mestizo 
Victimhood, and the Geography of Blame in an Urban Land Claim 

I. INTRODUCTION: OCCUPY BLUEFIELDS? 
 

Bluefields made national headlines in November 2009 after a group of Creoles 

took over 865 acres (350 hectares) of land in the northern outskirts of the city. According 

to accounts by those who participated in the land occupation and the news reports, nearly 

1,000 men, women, children, and elders marched throughout the city, making their way 

up the road that leads to the city’s northernmost barrios into the rural areas surrounding 

Bluefields. Carrying machetes and baskets of food and chanting “Back to the Land!,” the 

group entered a heavily wooded area behind Barrio Loma Fresca where individual 

families began to demarcate and clear out small plots of land. Within days of their arrival 

news began to spread throughout the Creole community that the area was being cleared 

out for Black people to get a small piece of land to build houses and farm. Before long, 

large numbers of people began to make their way into the area to cordon off a small plot 

for themselves and their families. Almost immediately, several individuals, mostly 

Mestizos, the University of the Autonomous Regions of the Caribbean Coast of 

Nicaragua, and the Nicaraguan Navy began to claim that they owned the property and 

that the occupants would have to leave. This incident and the conflict that emerged from 

it reflect the larger debates about the rights of Creoles to lay claim to the city. As an 

urban land claim that is fraught with competing private property claims, Bluefields is a 

particularly contentious location in the struggle for land and power in the region and as 

such presents particular and unique challenges. However, the skeptical and hostile 

response to the land occupation reflected not only the complicated politics of property 

ownership in the city but also the ways in which discourses of anti-Black racism continue 

to undermine the legitimacy of Creole land claims even in locations where their historical 

presence would seem to justify their contemporary political demands. Taking the land 

occupation as an ethnographic point of departure, this chapter explores the ways in which 
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Creole women are leading the local efforts to “claim the city” and shifting the discourse 

on land rights. These women, many of whom are the heads of large, multigenerational 

households, led the move to take over these lands demanding that the state provide them 

with land, housing, and the resources to ensure greater economic security for their 

families and communities in the face of a deepening global and national economic crisis. 

National media coverage of the land occupation recycled deeply rooted tropes of 

Black criminality and political opportunism by framing the occupation as an attack on the 

state. One article, “Blacks in Bluefields rise up against the Government,” (Leon 2009) 

featured a photo of a shirtless young Black man staring straight into the camera as he 

brandished two upright machetes while others looked on. Another article “Invading lands 

in Bluefields” (Leon 2009) focused almost obsessively on the fact that the land 

occupation was taking place on private property, a claim that was undermined by the fact 

that not even the Intendencia de la Propriedad, the state agency responsible for 

administering property claims in the city, could verify true ownership of the properties. 

Ironically, while none of the statements that Creoles made in either of these articles 

actually supported the idea that they were rising up against the government or engaging 

in an act of rebellion, the sensationalist headlines had the effect of reinforcing the idea of 

“black costeños as criminal, opportunistic, counter-national and profoundly undeserving” 

of communal land rights (Goett 2006: 19). Indeed, they reproduced the idea that Creoles 

had no respect for the law and therefore should not expect to receive equal protection 

under it or recognition of their historical rights to land on the Coast. While the veracity of 

the news reports is questionable, they are worth exploring because they reflect the general 

attitude of indifference, disbelief, and dismissal that characterized official and popular 

responses to the land occupation. As Vargas (2006) insightfully observes, “news reports 

do not occur in a vacuum and, indeed, express hegemonic commonsense ideas about 

blacks” (50) that circulate in the larger racial imagination.  
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Figure 4.1 “Back to the Land” March. La Prensa. 

 

Despite the national media’s representation of the land occupation as a more 

recent manifestation of Black criminality, Creoles who participated in the occupation 

believed that they were acting within the boundaries of the Law 445 to assert their 

communal claims to these unoccupied lands and as the historical inhabitants of the region 

were justified in their actions. In other words, while popular and official responses to the 

occupation were premised on the idea that these Creoles were breaking the law, Creoles 

imagined themselves to be pushing the state to comply with its own legal mandate. This 

push was the result of Creole people’s growing awareness that rhetoric of land rights has 

not brought them any closer to realizing their claims to the land nor has it effectively 

transformed unequal relations of power in the region that continue to diminish Creole 

demands for racial justice, restitution of their historical land claims, or transformed the 

dismal economic situation in the region. In the current moment, Creole land claims are 

losing traction, particularly in Bluefields, where private, public, and communal property 

regimes overlap in historical patterns of Creole land use. I argue that Creole land rights 

and the juridical framework that grounds their land claims are increasingly under attack 
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by Mestizo settlers in the region who deploy a discourse of victimhood and reverse 

discrimination that obscures historical processes of structural racism and Creole 

displacement. While this may seem to be a contradiction in terms under a self-proclaimed 

multicultural state, I want to suggest, building on the work of Juliet Hooker (2005), 

Charles Hale (2006) Jennifer Goett (2006), and U.S. critical race theorists (Lipsitz 2006, 

Bonilla-Silva 2010), that multiculturalism as an ideology that privileges folkloric cultural 

difference over the project of racial justice actually facilitates new and evolving forms of 

anti-Black racism that reinscribe Black marginality and reaffirm the legitimacy of 

Mestizo racial privilege. Indeed, as I demonstrate further in this chapter, the Nicaraguan 

state’s wavering and opportunistic stance on Creole land rights effectively shores up 

Mestizo privilege and reveals a tacit endorsement of the process of internal colonization 

currently unfolding on the Atlantic Coast. I deploy Paul Farmer’s (1992) concept of the 

“geography of blame” to address the fraught racial politics of conflicts over the urban 

Bluefields land claim. While Farmer developed this concept to challenge racist discourses 

in the United States that placed responsibility for the proliferation of the HIV/AIDS crisis 

on poor Haitians, I mobilize this concept to analyze how Mestizo encroachment on Afro-

descendant and Indigenous communal lands is justified through a discursive strategy of 

Mestizo victimhood that imagines Mestizos to be marginalized by Creole and Indigenous 

efforts to secure their communal lands, gain control over the region’s resources, and 

ensure their economic survival in an increasingly precarious and hostile economy by 

utilizing the legal tools of the Law 445 and the Law 28. 

But if the discourse of Mestizo victimhood has become an important part of 

commonsense representations of the struggle for land and power on the Atlantic Coast, 

Creole women’s participation in the land occupation demonstrates the ways in which they 

“push back” against the geography of blame by foregrounding the historical roots of their 

land claims and insisting on their rights as mothers and workers to access the land. The 

land occupation provides an example of women’s efforts to restructure social space in 

Bluefields and reaffirm the legitimacy of Creole land claims in the city in a political 

environment that is becoming increasingly hostile to those demands. I point to their use 
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of historical narrative, their knowledge of the national legal framework for land rights 

enshrined in the Law 445 and the Law 28, and their enactment of maternal politics to 

demonstrate how they craft spatial strategies for social change and resist representations 

of Creole land claims as illegitimate encroachments on Mestizo racial privilege. 

Moreover, their political interventions render Black suffering and political 

marginalization visible by demystifying the trope of reverse discrimination and 

demonstrating how Mestizo claims to Coast lands are premised on a willful ignorance of 

Creole historical memory that grounds their claims to the city. Rather than allowing 

Creole demands for land to be mobilized as scapegoats under the geography of blame, 

Creole women land activists highlight the failure of the state to meet the needs of both 

Black and Mestizo citizens and shift the burden of addressing these issues back to the 

government. 

In the following section, I provide an ethnographic sketch of Bluefields and the 

ways that Creole social memory is inscribed onto the urban landscape. In Section III, 

“The Politics of (In)Visibility and Black Suffering,” I analyze the political demands that 

grounded the land occupation and the ongoing challenge of legitimizing the Bluefields 

land claim despite the Sandinista state’s professed commitment to honoring their historic 

land rights. I discuss how local state agencies responded to the occupation by obscuring 

the larger struggle for the Bluefields land claim and linking the occupation to larger racial 

discourses of Black criminality and political subterfuge. In Section III, “‘They 

Discriminate Against Us as Mestizos’: Mestizo Victimization and the Geography of 

Blame,” I discuss the current assault on Creole land rights, specifically, through the 

discourse of Mestizo victimhood and the geography of blame, which locates Creole 

political mobilization and self-determination as the cause of the pervasive conditions of 

poverty in which many Mestizos live and which simultaneously justifies their occupation 

of Creole and Indigenous communal lands. Section IV, “Situated Knowledges: Creole 

Women’s Counter-Geographies,” I discuss the ways that Creole women participants in 

the land occupation ranging from representatives of the Bluefields Creole Government to 

grassroots activists reject the geography of blame by focusing on the state’s invisible role 
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in regional land conflicts and providing a critical corrective to discourses of illegitimacy 

that undermine Creole land claims. Finally, I conclude by reflecting on the lessons that 

can be learned from women’s participation in the land occupation, the state’s continued 

indifference to these land struggles, and the increasingly dangerous and violent 

consequences of that apathy for regional struggles for racial justice. 

II. CLAIMING THE CITY: CREOLE LAND POLITICS AND THE CHALLENGE OF 
(IL)LEGITIMACY 
 

Although Coast communities throughout the region have faced considerable 

challenges in their efforts to secure communal land titles, the Bluefields claim, which 

includes both rural and urban property, is particularly fraught. In addition to being the 

largest urban land claim in the region, this claim is further complicated by Bluefields’ 

history as a multiracial city where Mestizos have lived and owned property in growing 

numbers since the late 19th century. For the first two hundred years of its existence as a 

city, Creoles enjoyed a relatively high level of social status and political power as the 

result of their active involvement in regional trade networks between the Coast and the 

Caribbean, their proximity and affinity for Anglo culture, and their prominent role in the 

political administration of the Mosquitia (Gordon 1998). Their group power, however, 

was abruptly interrupted by the 1894 Reincorporation, in which Nicaraguan President 

José Santos Zelaya incorporated the Atlantic Coast into the Nicaraguan state through the 

use of military force. Zelaya had designs on the Atlantic Coast as a potential site for a 

transoceanic canal and wanted to secure Bluefields, which was already a thriving port 

city, in order to gain control over the regional economy and industry. As Gordon points 

out, Mestizo settlement in the city and throughout the region expanded significantly 

under Zelaya as Creoles watched their social position rapidly deteriorate. The former 

Mosquitia was renamed the Department of Zelaya, who Creoles regarded as little more 

than a dictator. Under this administration, Creoles were subjected to unfair taxation 

policies in direct violation of the Mosquito Convention, the political agreement between 

the Nicaraguan state and Miskitu leaders that recognized Nicaraguan state control over 
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the region; tellingly none of the revenue generated from this taxation was invested in the 

social, political, and economic infrastructure of the region. Mestizos were brought in 

from the Pacific and appointed to fill the most important and powerful positions in the 

region’s government. Creoles were also hard hit economically as Zelaya’s administration 

granted exclusive concessions to foreign companies that essentially muscled Creole 

businesses out of the regional economy. Finally, Zelaya treated Coastal lands as national 

property selling them to foreign companies, his political supporters, and the national 

Mestizo elite enriching himself and his cronies in the process. Coast communities grew 

increasingly desperate as conditions in the region worsened and attempted to leverage 

their historical relationship with the British Empire to counter these political 

transformations, to no avail. One group of Bluefields residents sent the following letter to 

a British representative in one of the various land commissions that Zelaya created to 

address local land concerns:  

 
We, the people of Bluefields and the Rama Indians beg to lay before you, our 
grievances… All our land possessions are grappled up by the Spaniards and 
turned into pastures leaving us void of forest land to even yield us fire wood… 
farms, belonging to several of the native inhabitants of Bluefields are also 
devastated and laid waste… in the District of Pearl Lagoon, the cultivated farms 
of the natives are wrested from them and devastated, without compensation. 
Along the sea-beach, all the coconut farms made by the natives are cut down and 
laid waste by the Spaniards. In the city of Pearl Lagoon, the Governor enters upon 
the bona fide lands and cut down all the fruit trees despite the protestations of the 
owners. We cannot exist any longer. We are without support (Gordon 1998: 65). 
 
While the Mosquito Convention and the Harrison-Altamirano Treaty of 1905 

provided special protections for Coast peoples exempting them from taxation and 

recognizing their private and communal landholdings, in practice these agreements were 

merely the first in what would become a long line of broken promises by the Mestizo 

state. As Gordon notes, the vast majority of the city’s Creole community were never able 

to regain their pre-1894 properties and only a small number members of the Creole elite 

were able to do so. The systematic displacement of Creole landowners was also 

accompanied by state efforts to integrate the Coast into the national (read = Mestizo) 
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Nicaraguan culture. Zelaya did this by attempting to impose Spanish as the only language 

of instruction in Coast schools; unable to comply with this mandate, the Moravian School 

temporarily shut its doors. Even if they had remained open, however, many Creoles 

refused to submit to Mestizo cultural hegemony and insisted on keeping their children at 

home rather than compel them to learn Spanish. I often heard Creoles in Bluefields speak 

with pride about the extent to which their ancestors resisted state pressure to assimilate 

into the nation and pointed to their retention of Creole English as an expression of that 

resistance. For many Creoles, their sense of a regional Black identity is directly linked to 

the ability to speak Creole English; the exponential growth of the Spanish-speaking 

Mestizo population since the 1980s is worrisome not only because it threatens their 

political and economic survival but their cultural survival as well. Mestizos now 

comprise approximately 65.2 percent of the city’s population compared to only 25.9 

percent of Creoles (INDE – Gobierno de Nicaragua 2005). The growing threat of Mestizo 

hegemony is reflected in Creoles’ deepening anxiety about their place in the city and the 

need to secure their communal land claims before Mestizos usurp what they believe to be 

rightfully theirs. 

Reading this protest letter alongside contemporary Creole demands for regional 

justice demonstrate the extent to which historical patterns of structural racism and state 

violence have remained consistent despite the shift in racial discourse regarding the 

Atlantic Coast. Creole concerns about the destruction of the natural environment and the 

loss of the material resources necessary to ensure their collective society during this 

historical period are echoed in the contemporary political anxieties that participants in the 

land occupation articulated as we shall see in the following section. Moreover, since 

many of these Creoles did not become citizens until some years later (Gordon 1998), this 

letter also reflects their acute understanding of the fact that they had no rights that the 

Nicaraguan state or Mestizo citizens were bound to respect. Despite the shift in state 

rhetoric to a discourse of inclusive multicultural citizenship in many ways, Creole claims 

to citizenship as well as communal land claims in Bluefields are seen as suspect.  



 219 

Part of this stems from the fact that cities tend to be imagined as essentially 

capitalist spaces where citizens struggle over property and real estate rather than land 

rights per se. Indeed, despite the centrality of land reform policy to Latin American 

projects of national development, much of the popular and scholarly literature on land 

politics tends to focus almost exclusively on rural agrarian reform policies. When urban 

land politics do enter into the analysis, it is usually to discuss how to address problems 

with informal housing arrangements such as squatter camps or shanty towns that interfere 

with attempts to present these urban spaces as fully modern and capitalist. Various states 

have attempted to deal with these issues by providing squatters with adequate housing or 

engaging in urban revitalization programs designed to cleanse the city of the urban poor 

who are considered to be a blight on the landscape. Rarely do urban land politics stem 

from organized communities whose claims to the city are premised on historical patterns 

of residence, demands for restitution, or processes of displacement linked to state projects 

for national development. The only notable exception in the Latin American context is 

Brazil where Afro-Brazilians have successfully lobbied for the recognition of quilombo 

communities historic land rights in both rural and urban settings (Deere and Leon 2001, 

French 2009, Perry 2005). Nevertheless, the infrequency with which urban land politics 

enter into larger debates on land reform in Latin America points to the limits of land 

reform policies to address patterns of land dispossession and inequality that limit the 

ability of the urban poor to improve the social conditions in which they live. 

There is, however, another more important and obvious challenge, however, to 

Creole urban land claims, which was reflected in the popular and official response to the 

2009 land occupation. In this context, urban land politics are further complicated by 

shifting racial discourses in the city in which the historical grievances upon which Creole 

land claims are based are seen as irrelevant and illegitimate. As I elaborate further in this 

chapter, Mestizos in the region have become particularly hostile to Creole political 

demands and the set of multicultural citizenship rights that they have obtained under the 

Autonomy Statute or Law 28 and the Law 445 approved in 2003, which provides the 

institutional framework for the demarcation and titling of Afro-descendant and Creole 
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communal land claims. Nevertheless, even with these laws, which represent some of the 

most progressive land reform legislation in Latin America, Creoles have had a difficult 

time receiving communal land title; in the R.A.A.S., the only Creoles that have received 

communal land title are those in the Rama-Kriole Territory south of Bluefields. Creoles’ 

participation in the Bluefields land occupation should be read within a larger history of 

struggles for land and political power within the city; this history forms a critical part of 

the Creole collective social memory (Gurdián et al 2003) that animates contemporary 

land claims on the Atlantic Coast. Creoles’ sense of place and belonging is deeply rooted 

in the urban landscape of the city and reflects why it continues to be read as a Black 

urban space although Creoles no longer comprise a demographic majority in the city. The 

four oldest barrios in the city – Old Bank, Cotton Tree, Beholden, and Pointeen – are all 

predominantly Creole neighborhoods that hug the shoreline of the Bluefields Bay. 

Walking through the city, traces of Creole political, cultural, and social history linger on 

the landscape in both subtle and obvious ways. Friends often walked with me through 

these neighborhoods pointing out the spaces that to an uneducated foreigner held little 

cultural meaning or political relevance, and over time I came to appreciate how – Mestizo 

hegemony aside – Bluefields remains a profoundly Creole city. My home in Cotton Tree 

placed me in the heart of Creole political history in the city; indeed the very street on 

which I lived, Calle Commercial, was formerly known as King Street. Looking south 

from my front porch, I could observe the lovely, if somewhat neglected, two story white 

wood-frame building with green trim that had housed the government offices of the 

Mosquitia. In a strange turn of fate, the building now houses the Comisaría de la Mujer y 

la Niñez under the auspices of the National Police.  

Turning north on Calle Commercial, I would wind my way through the bustling 

traffic, perhaps stopping to purchase fresh coco bread, and avoiding the aggressive 

moneychangers posted on Wing Sang Corner, which earned its name during the height of 

Chinese commercial activity in the first half of the 20th century (Sujo 1998). Continuing 

north toward Barrio Pointeen, I would pass the Moravian School on the western side of 

the street and the Moravian Church, whose stately, dignified appearance reflects the 
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enormous influence it has exercised on historical processes of Creole identity formation 

for more than 150 years. Reaching Barrio Pointeen, I would head west to Beholden, the 

largest Creole barrio in the city and considered to be one of the more working class of the 

four Creole neighborhoods. After one block, you would arrive to the Hotel Anabas on the 

corner where Barrio Pointeen and Beholden meet on the street that runs north/south 

through Beholden all the way to the very tip of Old Bank. Unlike many of the city’s 

newer neighborhoods, tiny lanes, some paved, others hazardous, muddy paths, criss-cross 

through many Creole neighborhoods. Just south of the Pointeen/Beholden corner, a fairly 

broad, intermittently paved lane passes by a row of several houses. In the middle of the 

row sits an empty plot of land, overgrown with grass, birds of paradise, and dasheen; the 

only evidence that a building existed here are a short stair case and the fragmented 

remains of stone pillars. Toward the back of the plot, three enormous Royal Palm Trees 

sway elegantly in the breeze, their branches gently swinging back and forth; these palms 

are a defining part of the Bluefields skyline clearly visible from the other side of the 

Bluefields Bay. To an outsider, there is nothing particularly noteworthy about this 

apparently abandoned lot yet one of the region’s most important social and political 

institutions once stood here.  

The Crowdell Hotel was once reputed to be the most beautiful and elegant 

establishment on the Atlantic Coast; its significance, however, extended far beyond its 

architectural beauty and high quality service. Run by Ms. Anna Crowdell, the daughter of 

an Austrian sea captain and a Creole mother, the Crowdell Hotel housed the British 

Consulate in Bluefields and served as an important space for Creole mobilization in the 

early 20th century. Crowdell was a recognized political figure on the Atlantic Coast whose 

power and influence with both Creole and Indigenous communities on the Atlantic Coast 

was so remarkable that she was identified as a “disturbing political influence” in a report 

by occupying U.S. Marine forces profiling prominent Coast activists in the 1930s. 

Crowdell’s deserved reputation as a political force to be reckoned with stems largely 

from her central role in the Creole-led 1926 liberal uprising against the ruling 

Conservative government. She was a key collaborator with General George Hodgson, a 
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Creole dentist and community leader, who was the head of the group of Creole insurgents 

in the uprising who came to be known as the “Twenty-five Brave.” Hodgson and the 

Twenty-five Brave hold an important space in Creole social memory and are identified as 

key figures in the historical struggle to reestablish Creole political power and cultural 

hegemony in the region (Gordon 1998, Goett 2006). Although the Crowdell Hotel was 

destroyed by Hurricane Joan in 1988, the memory of this space and the political 

organizing that it facilitated remain an important part of contemporary Creole claims to 

the city. 

After passing the Crowdell Hotel, I would head north through Beholden stopping 

to speak with friends who live along its main thoroughfare. Inevitably, I would pause to 

admire a large mural painted onto the front of a fairly non-descript unpainted concrete 

house. The mural features a large portrait of Marcus Garvey, the founder of the Universal 

Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), in full UNIA regalia staring proudly back at 

the viewer. The real history, however, lay across the street, where a UNIA meeting hall 

once existed and where Blacks, many of them Caribbean labor migrants, organized in one 

of the two UNIA chapters that flourished in the city. Gordon discusses the powerful 

impact that the UNIA, as the largest transnational Black social movement in modern 

history, had on Creoles living in Bluefields in the early 20th century. The Garvey 

movement has had a lasting influence on Black communities throughout Caribbean 

Central America and continues to inform Creole’s diasporic political subjectivity. As a 

transnational political movement, the discourse of racial uplift, diasporic identification, 

and self-determination that characterized Garveyite ideology articulated with local 

struggles to resist Hispanic assimilation, political dispossession, and economic 

exploitation by the state, national Mestizo elites, and North American companies that 

dominated the regional economy at the time. This political moment continues to 

reverberate in contemporary Creole politics as a source of collective pride and a model of 

local mobilization that holds valuable lessons for the current historical moment. 

What I learned by simply walking through the streets of Bluefield was how social 

memory resides not only in individual memory, archives, cultural texts and practices, and 
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social institutions but also within the very landscape of the city itself. Buildings like the 

Mosquito King’s government building and the Crowdell Hotel and public art pieces like 

the Garvey mural serve as visual markers of a genealogy of struggle and resistance to 

racist processes of state control and Mestizo hegemony. Bluefields has been a critical site 

in these struggles and Creoles’ efforts to lay claim to the city are informed by this 

suppressed historical memory that the state has attempted to destroy, suppress, or contain, 

for example, by using the Mosquito Kingdom administrative building to house the 

National Police. The pattern of renaming Creole neighborhoods, social spaces, and city 

streets with Spanish names is a similar reflection of this attempt to obliterate or neutralize 

spatial markers of Creole political resistance that continue to hold great meaning for these 

communities in Bluefields.   

Babb points to the ways in which urban landscapes contain historical memory and 

how these locations become critical sites of struggle between different political actors 

attempting to control the meanings associated with public space. Her study of how 

neoliberal development in the post-Revolutionary period transformed the city of 

Managua as conservative politicians cleansed the city of the visual markers of its unruly, 

revolutionary past reflects the way that social relationships of power are enacted through 

spatial processes (2001). Building on Babb, I suggest that the land occupation is a more 

recent manifestation of historical struggles over Bluefields as a particularly fraught urban 

space and reveals the ways that Creoles continue to push back against discursive and state 

projects to undermine their claims to Bluefields. Despite the city’s lingering reputation as 

the quintessential location of Blackness and racial difference in the popular imagination, 

Creoles have struggled to advance their communal land claims in the city as the growing 

presence of Mestizo cultural and political hegemony erases the visual markers of Creole 

political history and social memory. The land occupation, then, can be read as a symbolic 

attempt to claim Bluefields, reassert the legitimacy of Creole land claims, and insert a 

historically grounded narrative of Creoles’ demands for land and resources. But this 

struggle is not simply symbolic; struggles over control of space are also attempts to 

(re)shape the boundaries of what is politically possible in a particular locality. In other 
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words, if the visible markers of Bluefields as a Creole, Caribbean city vanish, it becomes 

increasingly difficult to justify their political claims; only by reasserting their space in the 

city and disrupting hegemonic narratives that normalize Mestizos’ political and economic 

ascendance can Creoles shift the discourse of regional land conflicts to expose the 

process by which Creoles have been dispossessed from their land and made to feel like 

strangers in their own city.  

III. THE POLITICS OF (IN)VISIBILITY AND BLACK SUFFERING 
 

I went with members of the Creole Communal Government (CCG) early one 

Sunday morning to visit the area about two weeks after the first group of people began to 

enter and clear out the area. CCG representatives, Nora Newball and Dolene Miller had 

promised to hold a meeting with the community to discuss what had come out of their 

meetings with the Intendencia de la Propiedad, to formulate the next steps in their efforts 

to get the state to recognize the occupation as legitimate and provide titles to each family. 

We took a taxi to Barrio Loma Fresca around 6:30am up to the end of the street where the 

pavement ended and from there set out on foot to the settlement. The sky was gray and 

overcast, threatening rain, the unpaved streets already thick with red mud.  

As we made our way into the hills that ring the northern edge of the city, mestiza 

women lounged on the front porches of their small homes, some holding infants or with 

children tugging at their hemline, and watched our small party march past. I observed that 

there were few Black people living in the area and judging from the relatively new 

appearance of the small wood frame houses, many of these mestizo families had not been 

in the area for very long. I asked Nora and Dolene about this and they shared that many 

of these families were among the group of mestizo families that had received assistance 

from the municipal government and been granted small plots of land on which to build 

their homes. For many of the Creole people involved in the land occupation, this gesture 

had proven to be the proverbial straw that had finally broken the camel’s back. Although 

the Creole Communal Government submitted the Bluefields claim in 2006 to the 

Intersectorial Commission for Demarcation and Titling (CIDT), the agency responsible 
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for receiving communal land claims and approving their requests to begin the 

demarcation and titling process, their petition was not approved until January 2010. Yet, 

while the Bluefields land claim languished in the CIDT, the municipal and regional 

governments, with the support of the Central Government, provided 185 mestizo families 

with land to build homes in 2009 – and this was not the first time that this had happened. 

The state’s willingness to provide mestizo families – many of whom were living in 

conditions of extreme poverty – with land in the heart of a Creole communal land claim 

while ignoring the needs of Creole families living in similarly depressed economic 

conditions demonstrated to many the state’s true intentions regarding the titling of Black 

communal lands in Bluefields. Indeed, in one of the first articles about the land seizure in 

the national daily, La Prensa, Newball pointed out the irony that the state could locate 

land for Mestizo families, many of whom were not even Mestizos costeños, but “when it 

comes to black people, they call the police.” She added, “Here we are one on top of the 

other, if the Police are going to carry one person to jail, well, they will have to carry us all 

to jail” (Leon 2009). 

After trekking up and down several large hills, we finally reached the top of the 

last hill, which marked the entry point into the settlement. The view of the area was 

nothing short of breathtaking. The hills were lush, green, and covered in trees. A small 

creek wound its way through the valley and a cluster of about 45 men, women, and 

children had already gathered there for the meeting. At least half of the growing crowd 

was women. As we waited for the rest of the group to arrive, I went around talking 

briefly to some of the people who were there, some clearing out brush with machetes, 

others standing around under umbrellas or sitting with their family members patiently 

waiting for the meeting to begin. There I met Miss Lena Brown and her granddaughter, 

Devonie, who were among the first group of people to enter the area and begin clearing it 

out. Miss Lena said that she had participated in the takeover because the house where she 

and her children were living with her sister, brother-in-law, and their large extended 

family was too crowded. She and her children needed land to build their own homes, 

plain and simple. She said, 
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“We is not afraid. We going to work and we going to hold on until when the 
government give us [a] piece. Because we no have a home and it’s three family in 
one house. I have eight children and all of us need a piece, you know?” (Morris 
2010) 

 
All of the women present at the gathering echoed this sentiment. They had come either 

looking to secure a small piece of land in order to either leave their parents’ or extended 

relatives’ homes or to encourage their adult children and grandchildren to move out of 

their homes. They spoke of how they had come out, machete in hand, “looking a piece of 

land” to give to their children. They wanted to increase their access to dignified housing, 

providing land for farming, and address the overcrowded living conditions that most of 

the city lives in.  They pointed out that they lacked the capital to purchase land but were 

prepared to work hard if they could get support from the state as it had done for Mestizos 

over the last 40 years.  

People continued to trickle into the meeting and within the hour approximately 

100 people had gathered in the clearing. After opening up the gathering with prayer and 

songs, including a brief rendition of “We Shall Overcome,” Nora began to provide a brief 

update of their meetings with the local Human Rights Attorney’s Office, the Property 

Administration, and the Mayor’s Office. She shared that despite their efforts to get the 

Intendencia de la Propiedad, the municipal and regional governments, and the FSLN to 

handle this dispute and provide land and housing to these Creole families, none of these 

institutions had made any attempts to do so and there was little indication that they were 

going to do so. Indeed, state officials attempted to dismiss the Creole occupants as 

crackqueros, or crack-cocaine dealers and addicts, squatters, and criminals infringing on 

the legitimate property rights of the land’s owners, despite the fact that at the time none 

of the competing claims had been legally substantiated. That the state privileged 

unverified land claims by Mestizos and dismissed Creole people’s historical claims to the 

land demonstrated the central paradox of the regulation of race and space in Nicaragua: if 

the Coast is largely imagined as the central locus of blackness within the larger racial 

geography of the nation, how can it be that Creole claims to Coastal lands are constantly 
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negated and undermined by the state and rendered illegitimate in the popular 

imagination? 

People at the gathering were particularly offended by the crackqueros reference. 

As Goett (2011) notes in her analysis of the intersections between multicultural 

governance and counternarcotics policing strategies in Nicaragua, most media 

representations of the drug trafficking tend to focus disproportionately on the Atlantic 

Coast as the primary site of the trade, while the significant traffic on the Pacific Coast is 

rarely addressed. The crackqueros reference also had significantly gendered implications 

since young Black and Indigenous men are presumed to be the primary actors – 

traffickers, consumers, and distributors – in the drug trade. Goett argues that the gendered 

discourse of Black criminality and drug trafficking is one the “principal ways that racial 

and cultural difference is produced in the post-revolutionary political imaginary” and has 

effectively rendered Creole communities, and men in particular, as not simply non-

citizens but anti-citizens whose social delinquency and criminal threatens the internal 

stability of the nation-state. As a result the rights that Creole and Indigenous peoples 

received under the multicultural citizenship reforms of the 1980s have been undermined 

as the state professes to embrace a multicultural form of governance while actively 

criminalizing Black communities and targeting them in its counter-narcotics policing 

efforts. Much like the depiction of Costeños as savage and primitive in the 19th century, 

the 21st century stereotype of Creoles as criminally and delinquent “discredit costeño 

claims to political agency” (Hooker 2010). 

Following Goett, I suggest that in the case of the Bluefields land occupation the 

focus on crackqueros had two unintended but nevertheless significant effects: first, by 

focusing exclusively on the participation of Black men who are always already 

considered to be criminals, the state erased the central leadership roles that older Black 

women played in the land seizure and subsequent occupation and rendered them 

invisible. Second, by linking the land occupation to narcotics trafficking, these officials 

also effectively delegitimized the occupation in the eyes of the public by ignoring the 

historical and legal basis on which the occupants based their actions. This strategy of 
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reading Creole political activism in a historical vacuum, reinforces long-held discourses 

of Black foreignness and marginality and heightens the existing sense that Creole self-

determination and land rights are inimical to the larger project of Nicaraguan national 

development, citizen security, and political stability. It is important to link this strategy to 

larger spatial practices that reproduce anti-Black racism even under a system of 

multicultural citizenship; these spatial practices of control, regulation, and policing are 

enacted through a variety of social and political tools including media representations, 

state policy, externally funded development programs, and legislation. During the 

gathering at the occupation site, community members rejected the criminalization of their 

communities and insisted on framing their actions within a larger tradition of Creole 

resistance to the Nicaraguan state and its legacy of targeting the region with paternalistic, 

racist policy. Moreover they argued that they had a historical right to occupy these lands 

because they are a part of the larger Bluefields land claim.  

By referring to the people participating in the land occupation as crackqueros, 

however, these state officials not only marked them as unworthy of the same kinds of 

state support that the municipal and regional governments routinely provide to Mestizos 

in the region but also echoed a widely held belief that Creoles do not require any help 

from the state because they make their livelihood through participation in the cocaine 

economy. As one woman at the gathering complained, it is assumed that Creoles do not 

need any assistance because they “live off drugs money,” which provides them with a 

comfortable lifestyle. The racialized representation of Bluefields as a city floating on a 

sea of dirty drug money has become a defining part of the general perception of the 

region, in general, and Bluefields, in particular. The discourse of Black people making an 

easy living on easy money obscures the reality of Black suffering and poverty that is in 

fact, the actual condition under which most Creole people throughout the region live. 

Narratives of Black criminality and laziness position entire communities as unworthy 

recipients of state aid and Creoles find themselves unable to access assistance from the 

government and lay claim to lands that the state has recognized as Creole communal 

lands for the last 100 years. Creole women participating in the land occupation, however, 
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mobilized a highly gendered counter-discourse of moral legitimacy to challenge these 

controlling images of Black communities as criminal, deviant, and unworthy marginal 

citizens. 

Elsewhere, I have theorized the central role that Creole women’s identities as 

mothers play in their community activism and political discourse (Woods and Morris 

2007). As Miss Lena’s comments previously demonstrate, many women’s participation 

in the land occupation was largely driven by their needs as mothers and caregivers to 

ensure the wellbeing of their children and extended family. It is telling that the national 

media chose not to focus on these women as political actors in the land occupation; it 

suggests that by erasing women’s involvement in the action it subvert the moral 

underpinnings of the land occupation and Creole women’s efforts to mitigate Black 

suffering through a maternal politics of resistance. While Creole activists have pointed to 

their historic rights to communal property as the primary basis for contemporary land 

claims, women participating in the occupation also made use of a politicized discourse of 

motherhood, community care-giving, and economic security that treats land as a central 

part of their ability to fulfill their responsibilities as mothers. As Goett (2006) notes, 

Creole women have emerged in the last 25-30 years as central political actors in regional 

struggles by asserting their “moral capital” as morally upright Christians, the matriarchs 

of large, extended families, and as mothers whose care-giving roles extend far beyond the 

boundaries of the domestic sphere into community politics. One might read the concept 

of moral capital as a form of what Mindry (2001) describes as the “politics of virtue,” 

which relies on hegemonic ideas of virtuous womanhood premised on essentialist ideas 

of women’s natural capacity for selflessness, care of others and the natural environment, 

and commitment to the community’s welfare. This politics functions as a moralizing 

discourse that necessary limits the scope of women’s political practice by reconfiguring 

their private maternal roles to serve the larger practical needs of their communities; 

however this does empower women to assert leadership roles in community struggles and 

creates an opening for contesting these gender norms. Creole women’s strategic use of 

the “politics of virtue” to legitimate their political demands represents one of the most 
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important discursive tools that Creole women can utilize to refute representations that 

elide the various forms of structural inequality affecting their communities. I saw this 

discourse mobilized by both grassroots activists and institutional actors who used it to 

push back against the trope of pathological, Black urban communities whose imagined 

connection to crime and violence render them unworthy of the support of the state.  

None of the news reports on the land occupation ever identified Miss Lena as a 

key actor in the occupation, although according to the accounts of community members 

and representatives of the Creole Communal Government she, her sister, several adult 

nieces, and their children were the first people to enter into the area and begin clearing it 

out for settlement. A devout Baptist, Miss Lena is an active member of the Black Farmers 

Back to the Land Movement, which has helped her to maintain her small farm near Pearl 

Lagoon although she is so poor she and her sons have not yet made enough of a profit to 

build a house on the property; when it rains her sons have to shelter themselves in a 

makeshift tent where they sleep in hammocks and prepare their meals on an earthen 

wood-fire stove. Although she is married, her husband was injured in a work-related 

accident some years ago, which effectively limited his ability to support his family 

financially. Since then, Miss Lena has assumed responsibility for providing for her eight 

children, several of whom now have small children of their own. She commutes back 

forth from her farm in Pearl Lagoon to Bluefields where several of her children live with 

her sister in a crowded, concrete house in Barrio Nueva York. When she heard that the 

Bluefields Municipal government had a program to provide people with 20-25 manzanas 

of land, she went to the office to see if she could participate in the program but was told 

that they were no longer giving away land; she discovered shortly thereafter that the 

office was giving away land to a number of Mestizo families. Disheartened, she returned 

to her sister’s house empty-handed. But then, she says, something miraculous happened. 

She states, 

 
I got up one morning and when I look in my room, I glimpse just a glare and like 
someone was telling me “Get up. Go look the land. Go look the land.” And I get 
up and I say to Cheryl and I say “Cheryl, let’s go look a piece a land” because 
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where we stay is crowd of us in the house. So I said to her “Let’s go to look a 
piece a land” and we went out. And we walk and walk, we walk this whole 
carretera, through the one what coming from Managua we walk all there. And 
when we pass the Spaniard dem got pure barb wire so I said to her, “Let’s we hit 
the north.” And we come the north the same day and we come in and when we 
come in we see the big woodland. And then I say “Let’s go out to call my son” 
and we send call him. When he come in he say “Mom this is a pretty spot,” he 
say. And I say “Yes, honey, you like it?” He say “Yes mom.” I say, “I love it, too. 
The dirt nice here, plenty vitamins.” Because we can’t get nowhere and we can’t 
buy because we are too poor to buy. So I say “Let’s we go. Even a if it a little one 
of these houses we going get it then... don’t turn back.” I say “Let’s move strong.” 
He say, “Mama, I like here.” Ain’t that’s all I need hear him say? Cause after him 
like it [rubs her hands together in a smooth gliding motion] easy. We start 
chopping, right away! 
 

Miss Lena attributed her decision to find a piece of land to settle and work to divine 

inspiration and her need as a poor mother to provide her children with the means to 

acquire their own homes. Shortly after she and her family began to clear out the land, a 

Mestizo man arrived with the police claiming to be the owner of the property. Following 

her son’s advice, Miss Lena went to the Creole Communal Government to tell them what 

was going on and see if they would back them in their efforts. She describes the first 

meeting with Nora Newball and Dolene Miller. 

 
LB: They look on we and we looking on them and well, everybody facing one 

another. She say “What is oonu problem?” I say, “Ay Miss Nora and Miss 
Dolene,” I say “We is here because we need something.” She say, “What 
is oonu problem?” I say, “Well, we need a piece of land.” I say, “And we 
went in a place there.” She said, “Who send you all in there?” I say “No 
one, is just the good spirit send us there because we needed a piece of 
land.” I say, “that’s what send us there.” She say, “Oh my God,” and she 
hug we up and we was so happy until we cry. She say, “This is what I 
waiting on! To see some Black people come in,” she say, “and own 
something,” she said, “because the Spaniards them going finish it.”  So I 
said, “Well here we are.” She say, “Okay, darling.” She said, “And then is 
woman!” She say, “Alright.” So we explain to her. She said, “Okay, when 
them go to you now, you tell them show you they paper. As long as them 
do so with a paper, okay, we going respect it.”  
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So when them went in and say well the place belong to them, because the 
man say he raise alligator, snake, givenut, deer, all kind of thing. I say “No 
study that. Continue working. Just continue.” Okay, we continue. We gone 
back down there [to the Creole Communal Government] and they call the 
meeting. When them call the meeting and the man went down there he 
couldn’t show nothing.  

 
CM:  He didn’t have papers. 

 
LB:  He no have, just he mouth. But then that’s how Spaniard own things. If 

you afraid, we always afraid. But I tell them, “I just have, like a book 
inside of me, telling me ‘You don’t stop and you don’t run from one alone. 
Don’t back out.” And we just keep on [snapping her fingers three times for 
emphasis] and they call the meeting and they no show no paper yet. No 
paper yet. So well we just keep on. We keep a working. Now I leave 
people back there and they digging out the root them. What, well the boys 
them what gone in after we and well they plowing out the thing and the 
place pretty, man! Now, the amount! Uh huh, if it not 2,000 people back 
there is not none. 

 
Miss Lena criticized the way that the state in the form of the local police defended 

the dubious property claims of individual Mestizos and local institutions. Her observation 

that the alleged owner of the property did not have legal title, “just he mouth…But then 

that’s how Spaniard owns things,” speaks to the structural challenges that Creole people 

face in their efforts to access land and resources in the city. Community members noted 

with some irony that rarely does the state respond when Mestizos routinely squat on 

Black and Indigenous communal lands but that when a group of organized Creoles 

occupied lands that are said to constitute part of their historical land claim the police 

came to try to force them off the land. This apparent double standard in the state’s 

treatment of Creole and Mestizo land occupation reveals the degree to which race 

continues to structure state practices of control and the regulation of citizenship on the 

Atlantic Coast. As the state officials’ responses demonstrate, Mestizo claims to Coast 

lands have been and continue to be perceived as more legitimate than those of Black 

people precisely because Mestizos’ superior claims to full citizenship allow them to 

defend their rights to Nicaraguan lands as citizens who deserve the full benefits of state 
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protection, while Creole communities’ historically tenuous claims to citizenship is 

seriously undermined by the long-standing perception that they are racial interlopers 

whose demands for regional autonomy and multicultural citizenship are marked with 

suspicion. So there is a double irony: on one hand, spatial and cultural strategies of 

control produce the Atlantic Coast, and Bluefields in particular, as the quintessential site 

of pathological Blackness – despite the fact that Creoles are now a minority in the region 

– yet Creole communities’ claims to land and territory in the region are always already 

construed as illegitimate.  

Although the Creole Communal Government was insistent that the land 

occupation was a separate from the larger process of communal land demarcation and 

titling, the woman who participated in the occupation often linked the two by grounding 

their land claims within a larger regional genealogy of Creole land struggles. Drawing 

from what Gurdián et al (2003) refer to as the “social memory of struggle,” these women 

articulated their current efforts to access and gain control over regional lands and 

resources as a reflection of an ongoing patterns of displacement, negotiation, and conflict 

with the Nicaraguan state and its policy of facilitating Mestizo settlement on the Coast as 

part of a larger campaign to incorporate and assimilate the region into the Mestizo nation-

state. Reflecting on the land occupation some months later, Miss Lena discussed the 

action as rooted in a politics of refusal that she traced back to her grandfather’s 

participation in the 1926 uprising. Miss Ella shared: 
 
ET: My grandfather, my grandfather was a warrior, he was a general, he gone 

with General George --  
 
CM:  Man, the Twenty-five Brave! 
 
ET:  That was my grandfather! And then why I going to be a coward? Can’t! I 

have to be a brave, I have to get something from him. That’s my 
grandfather. And I --  

 
CM:  What’s his name? 
 
ET:  George Tucker.  
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CM:  George Tucker, General George Tucker.  
 
ET:  And I tell them, I say “Look now, I feel just like a ten years person. I feel 

young and strong.” Thank God, for it, you know?  I right here with sixty 
but I feel good, thank God. I feel good. And I say, my grandfather was a 
brave man to he grave. I say we the Tucker brave, we brave. I say because 
we no fraid of nothing. I no fraid of nothing. And I not goin curse you but 
I goin tell you the truth. The truth, I goin tell you. And so, I thank my 
grandfather, man, when him was General George. I say, I feel happy when 
I say General George was the brave. Hm?  Hah, I feel good, Courtney. I 
feel good and I love my title. 

 
Many of the women who participated in the land occupation repeatedly made 

reference to Creole peoples’ historical rights to occupy these lands and identified the 

1894 Reincorporation (or Overthrow), the State’s subsequent occupation of their lands, 

and the current influx of mestizo settlers in the region as the key cause of their current 

displacement. This analysis clearly links their contemporary struggles for land to the 

historical efforts of Mosquitian nationalists to regain the semi-sovereignty of the 

Mosquitia, reflecting how this historical memory continues to animate Black women’s 

political consciousness and practice. Creole women activists and farmers rejected the 

national media’s biased and racist representations of the Bluefields land takeover as an 

illegal seizure of privately owned property and argue that the lands are their birthright as 

Coast peoples whose occupation of the Coast precedes the formation of the Nicaraguan 

nation-state. The CCG and the land occupants’ strategy of refusing to become the 

scapegoats for the state’s racist failure to recognize the Bluefields land claim and their 

historicization of that claim in the long durée of Creole struggles for regional sovereignty 

and political power demonstrate how Black communities participate in, contest and 

attempt to reshape and rearticulate what Paul Farmer refers to as the “geography of 

blame,” a concept I explore further in the following section. Here, however, it is worth 

mentioning the ways in which that state and popular discourse blame Creoles and 

Indigenous communities attempting to force the state to comply with its own laws for the 

deepening conflict over land and resources in the region.  
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Creole activists participating in the land occupation actively rejected this tendency 

to blame Black political aspirations for land and restitution and instead pointed to the 

state’s role in fomenting conflict, manipulating regional politics for its own ends, and 

stoking Mestizos’ fears that communal land titling will leave them empty-handed. As one 

representative of the CCG noted, “The Spaniard look out for Spaniard. The government 

is looking to shift the problem to us but they cannot” (Morris 2010). Rather than allowing 

the government to position them as antagonizing the state, the Creole Communal 

Government and the occupation participants continually shifted the burden of 

responsibility to the state and asserted that they were acting in accordance with the Law 

445, which regulates the demarcation and titling of communal lands, and claiming their 

rights to their ancestral lands. By their way of thinking, if the state had moved in a timely 

fashion to demarcate and title communal lands there would have been no need for them 

to take over the land in the way that they did. The fact that the state has failed to do this at 

the same time that the municipal and regional governments continue to provide Mestizo 

settlers with land and housing within the city and throughout the region, create social 

programs to assist them with agricultural production and economic development, and 

facilitate their increased dominance speaks to the ways in which Black communities 

continue to be marginalized politically because they are seen as peripheral citizens whose 

demands on the state are at best suspect and at worst completely illegitimate.  

The struggle for land and resources in Bluefields lays bare how the Nicaraguan 

state continues to privilege the needs of Mestizo settlers while turning a blind eye to 

Black suffering and the persistent forms of structural inequality that alienate Creole and 

Indigenous communities from the promises of multicultural citizenship.  The land 

occupation, in particular, demonstrates how official and popular perceptions of Creoles as 

peripheral citizens shape the state’s response to Black communities efforts to redress 

these structural inequalities by utilizing the national and transnational legal tools created 

to protect the specific cultural rights of Afro-descendant and Indigenous communities in 

Latin America. Nevertheless, when Black communities and activists attempt to publicly 

name those structural processes and assert themselves politically to resist these 
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inequalities, official and popular discourses of Black communities as criminal, 

duplicitous and opportunistic work to obscure Black suffering and undermine their 

legitimate political demands. These discourses work against Creole communities efforts 

to lay claim to communal land holdings within the city or access state assistance and 

resources in the same ways that poor Mestizos have because they are perceived as 

undeserving of state aid. Creole activists respond to these discourses by grounding their 

contemporary political practices and demands in a larger history of regional struggle and 

unfulfilled promises by the Nicaraguan state to restore their rights to the land and 

political autonomy, but these activists’ historical interventions into the regional land 

struggle must compete with an increasingly powerful discursive strategy that further 

marginalizes their demands by positioning Mestizos as victims of reverse discrimination 

who are harmed by the political demands of Black and Indigenous communities. This 

backlash against Creole land rights, in particular, has been articulated through the 

discourse of Mestizo victimhood, which renders Black suffering invisible and illegible. I 

explore the contours of this discourse in the following section by analyzing the rhetoric of 

Mestizo mobilizations against the Bluefields land claim and Creole land rights.  

 

IV. “THEY DISCRIMINATE AGAINST US AS MESTIZOS”: MESTIZO VICTIMHOOD AND 
THE GEOGRAPHY OF BLAME 
 

In addition to the challenges that Creoles involved in the land occupation 

encountered in their dealings with regional and local state agencies and racist 

representations of the action in the national media, they also faced a local backlash from 

Mestizo politicians and campesinos who felt that the Law 445 provided Creoles and 

Indigenous peoples with an unfair advantage over poor Mestizos in the region. In January 

2010, less than two months after the land occupation, a group of Mestizo campesinos 

connected to the Junta Directiva Mestiza in Kukra River (Leon 2010), gathered at the 

Santa Rosa Bridge and marched through the city decrying the discriminatory nature of 

the law. While the land occupation in Bluefields was only one indication of the Law 445 
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run amok, these farmers were particularly incensed by the government’s titling of the 

Bluefields territory, which they alleged contained “hundreds of manzanas of land that 

supposedly belong” to 600 mestizo campesinos (Leon 2010)21. This point of contention 

proved to be based on misinformation because the Bluefields land claim to date has not 

received a communal land title. Nevertheless, driven by this misinformation and 

frustrated by the law’s apparently exclusive focus on Black and Indigenous communities, 

they came to Bluefields to demand the repeal of the Law 445. I had a meeting with my 

department chair at the Bluefields Indian and Caribbean University (BICU) where I 

taught and had to pass the Santa Rosa Bridge where these campesinos were gathering for 

the march. As I approached the bridge, I saw a growing crowd of mostly Mestizo men, 

some dressed with pressed pants and shirts, others in mud-stained jeans and rubber boots, 

nearly all wearing cowboy hats and talking excitedly. Curious, I edged closer to get a 

clearer idea of what was taking place. As I wound my way through the crowd, I detected 

the clear scent of alcohol on several of the men and despite the fact that it was a protest, 

the gathering seemed almost celebratory. But the purpose of the gathering was no 

laughing matter; indeed it was at this gathering that I first heard the discourse of Mestizo 

victimhood clearly articulated by people who felt themselves to be left out of the 

promises of the multicultural nation-state. I recorded my brief observations on the 

gathering in my field notes later that night trying to process what I learned: 

 
Socorro called me this morning to tell me that Francisco Sacasa, a representative 
in the Regional Council, has organized a march of mestizo campesinos from the 
Rama Territory to protest the demarcation law. They gathered at the Santa Rosa 
Bridge and I had to pass that way anyhow to come and meet with Miss Connie at 
the BICU so I decided to see what they had to say. It was a sizeable group but not 
very large, maybe 80-120 people, just estimating. The thing that struck me most 
clearly was how male the group was – it was almost entirely male, there were a 
handful of women there – I counted between 10-15 but the space was 

                                                
21 The protestors were under the impression that the Bluefields land claim received a title in January 2010; 
CIDT’s acceptance of the Bluefields land claim only marked the beginning of the long process of research, 
demarcation, and consultation that precedes the granting of communal land titles. The Rama-Kriole 
Territory located south of the city, however, did receive a communal land title in December 2009 and it is 
possible that there may have been some confusion about this. 
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predominately male. And none of the women were speaking to the media that 
came to cover the event. It seemed like such a stark contrast to black land 
struggles where women have become a lot more prominent, in recent years. 
Compared to Black women’s participation in the housing/land struggle that took 
shape last November and the demarcation struggle I saw some clear differences 
that I think are worth thinking about. 

 
The other thing that I found interesting was how they talked about land and their 
interests. One man being interviewed by a TV journalist said something basically 
to the effect that, “We have rights, too. We respect the rights of others but we 
have rights and the law does not include us.” The journalist, a mestiza, then asked 
if he thought that this was a form of discrimination and he said absolutely, “We 
are being discriminated as Mestizos. They discriminate against us as Mestizos” -- 
although he didn’t say who was doing the discriminating  -- especially since it 
was a group of mostly mestizo legislators who approved the Law 445 six years 
ago – “we are Nicaraguans and we have rights.” He went on to say that they came 
to Bluefields and hoped to find a peaceful resolution to the problem and were not 
trying to resort to violent means to resolve it. Still, the way he phrased it left a lot 
of room for interpretation – will Mestizos become violent if demarcation 
continues to move forward? Most Black people I know tend to think so and 
Mestizos’ response to the recent titling of the Rama-Kriole territory seems to 
suggest they might.  

 
But this shows that this land thing, whatever else it may be, is also a race issue. 
(Morris 2010, emphasis added) 

 
Several men clamored around the speaker, who appeared to be acting as a group 

representative, emphatically affirming his comments and sharing their own thoughts on 

the exclusive nature of the demarcation law. I later learned that Sacasa, a member of the 

Liberal Constitutionalist Party (PLC), had paid many of these farmers to attend the march 

and provided them with transport to Bluefields in order to participate; nevertheless, I 

want to suggest that this “protest” and the discourse that emerged out of it is particularly 

useful for making sense of the vexed racial politics of land struggle on the Atlantic Coast. 

If the event itself was a fabricated protest designed to advance the political agenda of an 

unscrupulous politician, there seemed to be nothing manufactured about the emotions that 

were expressed that day. Indeed, throughout my research I became increasingly aware of 

Mestizo anxieties that communal land rights would leave them with nothing and place 
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them in a position of subservience to Creole and Indigenous communities. From a 

structural perspective it hardly seems possible that this will happen; just in terms of sheer 

numbers, Afro-descendant and Indigenous communities are in no position to stop the 

steady influx of Mestizos settling in the region, often on lands to which they have no 

legal title, nor do they have the institutional power to police these encroachments and 

enforce the laws designed to protect their communal lands. But the sense that Mestizo 

settlers are under assault by Black and Indigenous communities making outlandish land 

claims is pervasive and has begun to exert an increasingly powerful discursive influence 

on the larger debate on communal land titling in the region.  

Part of this sensibility stems from the fact that many Mestizos who are usurping 

Creole and Indigenous communal lands are among the poorest of the nation’s poor. 

Traveling by panga through the region’s serpentine waterways, I would often see the 

homes of poor Mestizo families precariously perched on riverbanks or eroding shorelines. 

Sometimes children would race out of their houses, dressed in filthy, ragged clothing to 

wave to the travelers speeding by while a lone cow grazed in the yard. In my mind’s eye I 

can still see tired-looking Mestiza mothers, leaning in the doorframe of earth houses with 

palm leaf roofs, silently watching us. I recall wondering, How on earth does anyone 

survive out here? Yet there they were, eking out a living on the edges of the Atlantic 

Coast without access to social services, education, health care, or, frankly anything. The 

desperate poverty in which these families lived was apparent, even when glimpsed 

momentarily from the back of a speeding boat. In other words, many of these Mestizos 

do not move to the Atlantic Coast because they perceive it as a particularly desirable 

place to live but because they need land to survive, lack the capital or access to capital to 

legally purchase property, and the Coast is really the only place in the country where land 

can be had cheaply or for nothing at all.   

Indeed, one of the central complaints that Creoles make about Mestizo settlement 

in the region is that these campesinos tend to view the region as “tierra de nadie,” that is, 

land that belongs to no one (Morris 2012). Upon arriving to an area and seeing that the 

land is unoccupied, these settlers do not bother to ask who it likely belongs to; if no one 
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comes to claim it they squat the land and begin to cultivate crops and establish 

themselves in the area. More aggressive settlers have been known to settle in areas that 

are clearly occupied and simply clear out whatever is there and begin to build a life on 

top of what already exists there. Once these settlers have staked a claim to a piece of land 

and begin to work that property – raising livestock, farming, leasing the land, and 

building a home – they develop a deep sense of ownership of it and nothing – short of a 

violent conflict – will get them off the property. The sense of impunity that characterizes 

Mestizo settlement in the region is exacerbated by the state’s general indifference to the 

illegal seizure of these communal lands. Indeed, it is impossible to make sense of the 

deepening conflict over Coastal lands without centralizing the role of the state in this 

process. The conflict over lands is further exacerbated by the practice among a significant 

number of Mestizo settlers of land-trafficking, that is, the illegal possession and sale of 

lands to which they have no legal title (PNUD 2005).  

 Mestizos’ sense that they are in greater need and therefore more entitled to these 

lands is complicated by the fact that Mestizos often perceive Creoles to be economically 

well off compared to rural campesinos scratching out a living in isolated pockets of the 

region. Creoles’ ability to speak Creole English allows them to obtain opportunities for 

outward labor migration that are largely unavailable to monolingual Mestizos. Mestizos 

often view Creoles as relatively privileged in terms of their tendency to be better 

educated, live in the city, and have access to US dollars through the remittances that 

family members working as domestics, health care providers, or on cruise ships send 

back to support their families in Bluefields. There is also a widespread perception that 

Creoles look down on Mestizos, an assertion that is not entirely untrue; since the 

Reincorporation, Creoles have often asserted the Anglo roots of their complex cultural 

identities in opposition to Mestizo hegemony and used that to claim their superiority to 

Mestizos who they do not see as possessing the same level of cultural capital (Goett 

2006, Gordon 1998, Pineda 2006). Nevertheless, these forms of interpersonal 

discrimination, while they are certainly palpable and keenly felt on the level of lived 

experience, do not account for the ways that Mestizos are actually structurally more 
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privileged than Creoles, whose outward displays of economic security are actually the 

result of them using their limited cultural capital to navigate a highly unequal regional 

economy. This is perhaps one of the great ironies of racial privilege – as a system 

predicated on unequal relations of power, it compels those communities who are 

marginalized to develop creative strategies for survival that confound the systems of 

inequality designed to subordinate them. In other words, the consequences of excluding 

others from resources are not always uniformly positive and sometimes, race privilege 

backfires. That Creoles have managed to survive and maximize the tools available to 

them to create limited economic security for themselves speaks to this creative capacity 

to survive. As we shall see, however, this has not come without a high price to Creole 

communities   

One of the central challenges to the struggle for communal land demarcation and 

titling is the fact that the vast majority of Mestizos in the region, and many Afro-

descendant and Indigenous peoples as well, do not fully understand the historical 

justification for regional autonomy and land politics. Indeed, Creole leaders and local 

land activists lament the fact that the state has not taken a more active role in educating 

the general public about the law and ensuring that Mestizos, in particular, understand that 

when they settle and/or squat Coastal lands they are not settling on national property but 

on the communal lands of Afro-descendant and Indigenous peoples. The clarity of the 

law is undermined by the state’s general indifference to complying with the law since its 

passage in 2003 and this has produced a climate in which Mestizos have become 

increasingly more hostile to the land claims of these communities. Since the vast majority 

of the growing Mestizo population migrates from the Pacific, they are woefully 

uneducated in the political history of the region and the historical bases for their demands 

for land. Meanwhile, throughout the 1990s and the early 2000s, the Nicaraguan state – 

under several administrations – has facilitated this ignorance, tacitly endorsing mestizo 

settlement, and failing to address the issue in a meaningful way. This provides a way for 

the state to absolve itself of its shortcomings; Riverstone argues that the ever advancing 

agricultural frontier “has served as a ‘political safety valve’ that allows mounting social 
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pressures from unequal development in Pacific Nicaragua to be absorbed by the sparsely 

inhabited Caribbean Coast region” (2004: 62). As several authors note, the current land 

conflict is not the result of a national land shortage but rather is the product of 

intersecting factors including the failures of agrarian land reform and neoliberal 

economic shifts that have displaced rural workers from their lands in the name of national 

development (Goett 2006, Riverstone 2004). Rather than address the structural causes of 

land dispossession and displacement, the state has increasingly come to rely on the 

Atlantic Coast as kind of run-off site for those poor Mestizos in the Pacific who have 

become the excess, surplus labor of a neoliberal economy that has no use for them.  
While the state has historically advocated Mestizo colonization using an explicit 

discourse of racial inferiority, cultural backwardness, and regional underdevelopment, 

contemporary state policy is enacted under the banner of multicultural nationalism that 

actually obfuscates the ways in which processes of structural racism continue to privilege 

Mestizo settlement in the region and marginalize Black and Indigenous peoples. Studying 

the institutional processes by which the state has historically facilitated Mestizos’ 

increased dominance and access to Coast lands and natural resources is critical for 

understanding how Mestizo privilege as a racial project is (re)produced through 

seemingly race-neutral and invisible mechanisms that continue to systematically 

undermine Creoles’ land claims (Omi and Winant 1994). Analyzing this process through 

an ethnographic lens lays bare “how privilege is created and sustained but protected from 

political critique” (Lipsitz 2005: 106). It also speaks to the ways that structurally 

powerful groups engage in identity politics in ways that normalize their social dominance 

and delegitimize identity politics designed to challenge and transform unequal relations 

of power.  

Mestizo political mobilization on the Coast increasingly makes use of a discourse 

of victimhood that obscures their structural privilege as a racial group and positions 

Mestizos as the victims of discriminatory laws and state policies that privilege Black and 

Indigenous political demands. This narrative of Mestizo victimhood foregrounds 

Mestizos as worthy, legitimate citizens whose rights to equal protection under the law are 
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threatened by Black and Indigenous claims for regional redress and the redistribution of 

land and resources that have historically claimed. The critique of Creoles involved in the 

land occupation are particularly insightful here; they pointed out how Mestizos benefit 

disproportionately from government and NGO development programs designed to help 

the region’s most vulnerable inhabitants. Creoles in Bluefields, however, also live under 

conditions of extreme poverty but racial bias tends to diminish the extent to which they 

are struggling and dismiss their demands for resources and aid by reproducing the idea 

that Black people’s access to income through illicit economic activities or informal 

networks with family members working outside of the country cushion them from the full 

brunt of regional poverty. Ironically, the narrative of Mestizo victimhood does double 

work: it allows the state to turn a blind eye to Black suffering while also (re)producing 

the racial fiction that Creoles are in a structurally more advantageous position than 

Mestizos. As Bonilla-Silva (2010) points out racial privilege is not uniform; differences 

of class, gender, sexuality, education, and region obviously determine the extent to which 

individuals benefit from race privilege. Nevertheless, it is certain that vis-à-vis Black and 

Indigenous communities, who are either ignored by the state or perceived as a perpetual 

threat to the nation, Mestizos enjoy a clear level of structural privilege that allows them to 

occupy communal lands on the Atlantic Coast, assert their right to transform them into 

private property, and profit from them with the backing of the state. 

Reading racial politics on the Coast through a structural lens reveals that one of 

the more pernicious aspects of the discourse of Mestizo victimhood is the unstated but 

implicit assumption that Mestizos are entitled to the region’s lands and resources. 

Regardless of class status, it is apparent that many Mestizos believe that their rights as 

citizens supersede the historical land claims of Black and Indigenous people. This sense 

of entitlement is a central component of how the logic of Mestizo race privilege elides the 

legacy of internal colonialism and state-sponsored displacement of Afro-descendant and 

Indigenous communities. Mestizos on the Coast engage in both explicit and implicit 

forms of identity politics to claim rights and privileges that are not encoded into the law 

but that are socially sanctioned and strengthened by the state’s ambivalent stance on land 
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demarcation and titling. This makes it possible to paint contemporary measures like the 

demarcation law and communal land titling as unfair policies that exclude Mestizo 

aspirations for land and resources. I witnessed this historical amnesia in multiple spaces 

including NGO gatherings, presentations at the regional universities, radio broadcasts and 

in daily conversations on regional politics in which Mestizos’ understanding of the law 

revealed the extent to which they were ignorant of the historical roots of contemporary 

Black and Indigenous land claims. Ironically, it was precisely the discourse of 

multiculturalism that many Mestizo activists and intellectuals in the region deployed to 

cement their claims to coastal lands.  
During a gathering held at the offices of the National Demarcation and Titling 

Commission (CONADETI) and sponsored by the Creole Communal Government, one 

man, a well-known Mestizo Costeño activist, gave a presentation on the Law 445 in 

which he argued that the Autonomy Law recognized the multiethnic rights of all of the 

region’s various ethnic groups and since Mestizos were one of these groups they too, 

were guaranteed rights to land under the law. Adding that many Mestizos “feel like 

Costeños even if they are not born here,” he argued that as inhabitants of the region they 

too should have land. When I responded by stating that these laws were not about 

Mestizos’ feelings of belonging and affinity for the cultural traditions of the Coast but 

were rooted in a historical grievance that these laws were designed to address he became 

visibly agitated and accused me of trying to invent an ethnic conflict on the Coast that did 

not exist. I then asked him how he could make these claims when the actual language of 

the Law 445 clearly limits communal land claims to the region’s Indigenous and ethnic 

communities, that is, Afro-descendant communities who have historically occupied the 

region alongside Indigenous communities.22 Under this law Mestizos cannot legally be 

                                                
 
22 The Law 445 guarantees “the indigenous peoples and ethnic communities the full recognition of 
communal property ownership rights, the use, administration and management of traditional lands and their 
natural resources, through the demarcation and titling of the same” (National Assembly 2003: 76). The law 
defines an Indigenous community as “the group of families of Amerindian ancestry settled in a territorial 
area, sharing a sense of identification related to the aboriginal past of their indigenous peoples, and 
upholding an identity and values inherent to a traditional culture, as well as communal forms of tenure and 
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considered eligible for communal land titling, especially since their patterns of land 

tenure have, for the most part, tended not to be communal but private. The speaker 

dismissed my question stating that as a foreigner I clearly had misunderstood the law. No 

matter how much I attempted to engage him in the structural dimensions of contemporary 

land struggles he refused to engage the language and intent of the law and insisted that as 

citizens Mestizos had multicultural rights that should be acknowledged by the state.  

I found this incident fascinating because it speaks to the complex and 

sophisticated ways in which Mestizo racial privilege is being reconceptualized and 

reconstituted in the current multicultural moment. Mestizos have begun to actively and 

consciously engage in a discourse of identity politics in an attempt to capitalize on the 

imagined benefits of multicultural citizenship reforms. This was demonstrated in January 

2010 just before the Sacasa-funded protest, when a group of Mestizo settlers in the Kukra 

River formed their own Directive Board to represent the interests of Mestizo settlers in 

the territory. Under the Law 445, Afro-descendant and Indigenous communities are 

empowered to form their own communal governments and directive boards to represent 

the interests of the their communities, advance their land claims, and after receiving title, 

regulate the exploitation of natural resources and manage the revenue generated from 

these economic activities (National Assembly 2003). The formation of the Mestizo Board 

is problematic because the Law 445 does not allow for the creation of these kinds of 

institutions; this is partly because it is redundant and unnecessary – Mestizos currently 

dominate regional and municipal politics. The vast majority of the representatives in the 

Regional Council are Mestizo, many of them not even native inhabitants from the region. 

But it is also because Mestizos do not have a historical basis for making land claims in 

the region. This is but another example of the distortion of the law I witnessed in NGO 

meetings and popular discourse that allowed Mestizos to lay claim to the spatial position 

                                                                                                                                            
use of their lands and having their own social organization.” Ethnic communities are clearly defined as “the 
group of families of Afro-Caribbean ancestry sharing the same ethnic identity inherent to their culture, 
values, and traditions, related to their cultural roots, natural resources, and forms of land tenure” (78).  
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of victimhood that reifies Mestizo race privilege and sidelines Black and Indigenous 

peoples.  

Critical race theorists in the United States have pointed to the ways in which 

white people attack policies designed to redress racial inequality such as affirmative 

action as forms of reverse discrimination that harm whites. Liberals and conservatives 

alike have argued that the only way to address racism is to espouse an ideology of race 

neutrality that treats all people as individuals and ignores racial difference. While in 

theory this idea appears to promote racial equality, in fact, it actually reinforces white 

privilege by reducing racism to the individual experience and interpersonal interaction 

and ignoring the ways that historical and ongoing patterns of structural racism determine 

people’s access to resources and opportunity. In the case of Nicaragua, the state’s 

marginalization of the Atlantic Coast as a spatial process has historically been linked to 

particular ideas of the region as a site of racial alterity, underdevelopment, and primitive 

indigenous cultures in need of Hispanic civilization. While contemporary racial discourse 

tends not to use the rhetoric of classic Latin American racism, the region continues to be 

imagined as a primitive space, inhabited by culturally backwards communities unable to 

realize the region’s economic potential. Rarely do people consider the ways in which the 

Pacific has profited from the economic exploitation of the region and systematically 

underdeveloped the Coast by refusing to invest in the area’s social infrastructure. By 

focusing only on those forms of racial discrimination that take place at the level of lived 

experience or interpersonal relationships, Mestizos are unable to see the ways in which 

they are structurally more privileged than Creoles. Ignorant of this history and 

empowered by a deep sense of entitlement, Mestizos utilize the discourse of victimhood 

to argue that they should be entitled to the same kinds of multicultural citizenship rights 

that Black and Indigenous communities enjoy yet disregard the historical processes of 

structural violence, racism, and economic exploitation that made those reforms necessary 

to begin with. In other words, liberal notions of equality as sameness, ignores the fact that 

different racialized communities have not historically been equal before the law and 

therefore differential measures are needed to create equality in a profoundly inequitable 
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society. The widespread ignorance of the unequal relationship that has historically existed 

between Coast communities and the Mestizo nation-state shapes the discourse of Mestizo 

victimhood and the idea that Black and Indigenous peoples are discriminating against 

poor Mestizos by refusing to share what are considered to be their special privileges. Not 

being able to access these rights and the resources that they are imagined to confer 

constitutes a violation of their rights as legitimate national subjects.  

In national news accounts, Mestizo land claims are generally read as legitimate 

while Afro-descendant and Indigenous communities have to prove their right to land 

under legal structures not of their own making. They are compelled to participate in 

structural processes that privilege the citizenship rights of Mestizos and continue to 

exclude Black and Indigenous communities. The emphasis on the fact that these 600 

Mestizos ostensibly have legal title to their lands overlooks the historical fact that the 

Law 445 and a number of treaties from the 19th and 20th century recognize the preeminent 

right to land that Afro-descendant and Indigenous communities enjoy in the region 

because of their historical tenure prior to the formation of the Nicaraguan state. Indeed, 

the sense of entitlement that Mestizos across class tend to enact in regional debates on 

land titling speaks to the way in which pervasive ideas of Mestizo as the normative racial 

category of Nicaraguan citizenship continues to inform contemporary struggles for land, 

resources, and power on the Atlantic Coast. This was reflected in the way that speaker at 

the Bluefields protest asserted, “We have rights, too. We respect the rights of others but 

we have rights and the law does not include us… We are being discriminated as 

Mestizos… We are Nicaraguans and we have rights” (Morris 2010). The curious wording 

of his statement as a response to the government’s titling of Afro-descendant and 

Indigenous land claims suggested a fairly racialized understanding of rights that tended to 

treat Mestizo as the normative category of citizenship.  

Hooker demonstrates how contemporary official and popular discourses of 

citizenship tend to reproduce the idea that “contemporary Nicaraguan national identity 

and culture is preeminently Mestizo” (2005: 16). This reaffirmation of Mestizo racial 

privilege via the discourse of national belonging serves to strengthen regional Mestizo 
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identity politics that work to erode the political gains that Black and Indigenous 

communities have achieved during the last 30 years. The ideology of Mestizo victimhood 

reveals that despite the fact that the state has espoused an official discourse of 

multiculturalism that appears on its face to be at least non-racist, if not fully anti-racist 

(Hooker 2005), the popular perception of Nicaraguan national identity has not changed 

and Mestizo settlers continue to believe that they have a more legitimate claim to the full 

benefits of citizenship than Black and Indigenous communities. This sense of entitlement 

colors the way that Mestizos have tended to view and interpret policies like the 

demarcation law; popular Mestizo readings of the law imply that the fulfillment of Black 

and Indigenous collective rights infringe on their individual rights as racially normative 

citizens. Bypassing the historical bases of these laws, they create a discursive space in 

which Mestizos can mobilize the language of reverse discrimination to further 

delegitimize Black land claims while strengthening their own structurally privileged 

position.  

Hooker’s work provides a useful entry into understanding the contradictory 

formation and logic of contemporary multicultural racism(s) in Latin America. The 

narrative of mestizo victimhood is possible in this current historical moment because of 

the way that multiculturalism in Nicaragua tends to reduce unequal 

racialized/regionalized relations of power to folkloric cultural difference. In this context 

racism is abstracted from its structural and ideological moorings and liberalized so that 

one can speak of discrimination only in highly individualized and personalized terms. 

That is why, as Goett (2006) and Hooker (2009) note, it is not uncommon to hear many 

people on the Coast, including Creoles, talk about the discriminatory way that the 

different ethnic groups treat one another; it is much more difficult to get people to 

recognize the structural workings of anti-Black racism. Under these circumstances it is 

increasingly difficult to raise the specter of collective Black political demands without 

being accused of being racist or discriminating against Mestizos. This move also leaves 

the structural ways in which Mestizos continue to benefit from their structurally powerful 

position out of focus and obscures how Mestizos reap the rewards of identity politics. It is 
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clear that the recognition of cultural difference alone does not necessarily lead to racial 

justice. Rather a multicultural politics that privileges cultural difference over strategies 

for redressing systematic racial inequality can overlook ongoing processes of racial 

inequality that are rendered illegible under the discourse of multicultural difference 

(Hooker 2005b). Dylan Rodriguez (2006) speaks to a similar racial formation that 

involves the reconstitution and rearticulation of normative white supremacy in the United 

States; he points to the ways in which popular understandings of  
 

White civic identity as a collective entitlement to ownership (of property, Others 
and propertied Other), implies that when ‘nonwhites’ threaten, attack, or steal the 
common property of white civil society, they are actually violating the sanctified 
materiality, and the vicarious and deeply valued collective bodily integrity, of 
whiteness. Multiculturalism is, in this sense, a keystone for the rearticulation of 
white supremacy as a simultaneously (and often contradictory) incorporative and 
exclusionary regime of social ordering (28).  

 
Similarly, the emergence of the narrative of Mestizo victimhood, as an 

articulation of the entrenchment of Mestizo racial privilege in the multicultural era, 

validates Mestizos’ right to defend their privilege by whatever means necessary. This has 

the effect of making violence appear to be a legitimate response to the assault on Mestizo 

racial privilege, a right that, as we shall see, does not extend to Black people. During the 

January 2010 campesino march in Bluefields, Pedro Sarantes, Secretary of the Mestizo 

Directive Board, stated that although the march was a peaceful event what would follow 

if the government allowed the Law 445 to stand might not be. He stated, “If there is not a 

peaceful response to the problem that also benefits the 600 people that have property 

titles, well, perhaps there will be violence. The organizing committee will not be able to 

stop the people” (Leon 2010). This response reveals the lengths to which structurally 

powerful groups will go to maintain their position of privilege in the face of grassroots 

efforts to dismantle those inequalities. It also demonstrates how Mestizo racial privilege 

is configured as a kind of zero-sum game in which Mestizo structural power is directly 

the inverse of Black and Indigenous structural power; which is to say that when it appears 

that Black and Indigenous people “win” any political concessions they do so by 



 250 

diminishing the rights and power of Mestizos. By this logic anything that seems to 

marginalize Mestizos as a group for the benefit of Black and Indigenous people is reverse 

discrimination. This is how local efforts to enact racial justice through land rights legal 

policy can be dismissed as simply reverse racism.  

The discourse of Mestizo victimhood produces what Paul Farmer (1992) refers to 

as the geography of blame. The geography of blame and the narrative of mestizo 

victimhood is based on the idea that social redress and racial justice for the region’s Afro-

descendant and Indigenous communities marginalizes poor Mestizos whose presence on 

the Coast is driven by their need for land and livelihood. The trope of the industrious, 

long-suffering campesino is deployed as a counter-narrative that reifies racialized 

discourses of Creoles as lazy, opportunistic, and duplicitous quasi-citizens whose 

demands for land are not grounded in any meaningful political grievance. The very real 

patterns of poverty and precarity under which many Mestizos live is attributed to the self-

serving, pseudo political demands of Creoles that ostensibly function to obscure the 

needs and rights of the real, ideal Nicaraguan citizen, the mestizo campesino. Following 

Hooker’s lead I want to extend her argument and suggest that the narrative of mestizo 

victimhood as a central ideological component of the geography of blame is premised on 

a simple social equation: the fulfillment of Black and Indigenous collective rights under 

the multicultural order infringes upon the individual rights of Mestizos to enjoy the full 

benefits of Mestizo racial privilege.  

My point is not to dismiss the very real needs of poor Mestizos and as I 

demonstrate in the following section Creole women empathize with Mestizos’ needs for 

land and livelihood. Rather, my aim is to highlight how their economically vulnerable 

position is often used as the pretext for justifying the ongoing displacement of Creole 

population. Mestizo poverty is real, their economic marginality is not imagined but it is 

telling that these settlers do not occupy the lands of wealthy landowners or corporations 

in the Pacific but come to squat on the land of people who structurally are more 

vulnerable than they are. Rather than challenge the state for its consistent inability to 

meet the needs of its citizens and fulfill the promise of agrarian land reform and the 
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redistribution of property, Mestizos are encouraged by the state’s ambivalence to lay the 

blame for their problems on recalcitrant Black and Indigenous communities who refuse to 

share the benefits of multicultural citizenship reforms with their Mestizo neighbors. The 

conflict for land, resources, and power then is not produced by the state’s lethargic 

response to Black and Indigenous land claims but is the result of Black political 

wrangling and self-interest. In effect, Black communities efforts for self-determination 

and the fulfillment of the promises of multicultural citizenship reform are blamed for the 

misery that these poor farmers experience; in this equation racial justice actually 

produces reverse racism and foments conflict between Afro-descendant and Indigenous 

communities on one hand and marginalized Mestizos on the other hand. This concept is 

particularly useful for understanding how more structurally powerful actors are able to 

shift the burden of blame and absolve the state of negligence and maintain racial privilege 

while blaming weaker actors for conflict that emerges when they resist the role of 

scapegoat.  

Mapping the geography of blame, that is, the various institutional practices and 

collective actions that Mestizos engage in to shore up racial privilege and undermine 

Black and Indigenous efforts for self-determination, is useful precisely because it 

compels one to focus on the specific historical and political means by which the current 

configuration of relationships around land have come to exist. The path of broken treaties 

and broken promises, forcible land displacement, external corporate exploitation, internal 

colonization policies, and the present surge in Mestizo settlement has produced a 

situation that is completely untenable for the survival of Black and Indigenous 

communities. The logic of the geography of blame allows Mestizos to elide the 

significance of these historical processes that have excluded the non-Mestizo Other from 

the benefits of citizenship. This move ultimately absolves the Mestizo nation-state of 

responsibility for the persistent challenge of racial and economic inequality in the region 

while ostensibly embracing the values and policies of a multicultural, pluriethnic, liberal 

democratic state.  
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The geography of blame allows the state to use Creole communities as scapegoats 

for its own shortcomings, obstruct the Bluefields land claim as it languishes in the offices 

of CONADETI, and empower Mestizo settlers who feel increasingly threatened by 

Creoles’ institutional and grassroots mobilization for collective land title. Mestizos have 

positioned Creoles as the central antagonists in the struggle for land in the city of 

Bluefields and the municipality and have focused their political energy on dismantling 

the legal framework that supports Black and Indigenous communal land claims. Creole 

women activists who participated in the 2009 land occupation, however, had a radically 

different perspective on the roots of the region’s pervasive poverty and offered a vision of 

racial justice and regional solidarity that recognized the justifiable economic needs of 

Mestizos for land and resources while maintaining the historical and political legitimacy 

of Creole land claims. It is to this analysis that I now turn. 

IV.  SITUATED KNOWLEDGES: CREOLE WOMEN’S COUNTER-GEOGRAPHIES 
 

The Bluefields Creole Communal Government is housed in a hot, cramped office 

on the second floor of the CONADETI-CIDT building, a whitewashed, two story 

concrete structure that sits on the corner where three neighborhoods – Barrios Central, 

Fatima, and Canal – meet. Although the official function of the CCG is to represent the 

political interests of the Creole community in Bluefields, it has become a significant 

player in regional and national politics, most notably for its explicitly denunciatory 

critiques of the Central Government, the manipulative influence of the national political 

parties, and the pervasive institutional corruption in the regional government. Since its 

formation in 2004, the CCG has struggled to advance its mission despite the chronic lack 

of state funding, support from Coast civil society and external donors, and limited access 

to material resources; nevertheless, it has become a critical site of Creole organizing in 

the city. Indeed, this government agency is one of the few institutions designed to 

respond to the political demands of the city’s Creole community and is often the only 

place where Creoles can articulate their concerns or solicit support for local efforts to 

strengthen their political power in the region. Despite its small size, the office is 
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constantly humming with activity as people stream in and out of the office, talk to Nora 

and Dolene about what is taking place in their neighborhoods, request their assistance to 

secure funding for community events and programs, or seek support and advice about 

property disputes in and around the city. Although its funding is limited and its political 

power constrained by a constant lack of resources, the office serves as an important hub 

of information and community mobilization. On any given day of the week, there is a 

small line of people waiting outside of the office for their turn to speak with Nora and 

Dolene; I spent many afternoons observing and participating in heated conversations with 

community members describing problems in their neighborhoods, property disputes with 

Mestizos, and related concerns around police abuse, crime and insecurity, and the lack of 

economic opportunity in the city.  

I sat in the office one March afternoon to discuss the land occupation with Nora 

and Dolene, who had both played an active role in the supporting the occupation after it 

began by attempting to act as mediators between the municipal and regional government 

and the community members participating in the occupation. From their perspective, the 

emergence of the land occupation was a direct result of Creoles’ growing frustration and 

disappointment with the state’s promises to demarcate and title their communal lands. As 

opportunities for employment and economic stability continue to shrink in the region, 

land has taken on increased importance as a resource for survival and development; 

Creole people’s deepening sense of anxiety over the shaky status of their communal land 

claims plays a central role in the strategies that they are adopting to force the state to 

move forward on the demarcation and titling process. This anxiety is particularly 

pronounced in Bluefields, where, as I discussed earlier, Creoles have faced the greatest 

difficulty in securing recognition of their land claims as a result of the chaotic state of 

affairs with property claims in the city, entrenched Mestizo dominance in the city’s real 

estate market, and contentious debates within the Creole community over private 

property ownership and the viability of communal land holdings within an urban context.  

From the beginning of the occupation, the CCG actively pushed back against the 

geography of blame and insisted that the occupation must be read as a response to the 
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state’s ongoing policy of indifference to the political demands of Coast communities and 

its tendency to prop up Mestizo settlers’ aspirations for political and economic 

dominance in the region.  

 The failure of multicultural citizenship reforms to transform the racial hierarchy 

on the Atlantic Coast constitutes one of the greatest challenges for Creole land claims, 

particularly in Bluefields. Hooker (2009) suggests that “remedies for racialized 

oppression and the accommodation of cultural difference might need to be reconceived in 

order to promote solidarity” between the region’s diverse communities and increase the 

possibilities for developing forms of regional justice that are truly inclusive and 

transformative. Creole women’s political participation in regional land struggles and their 

responses to the conflict suggest that what is needed are grassroots remedies that are 

designed to address disparate as well as parallel processes of social inequality that 

negatively impact the region’s inhabitants. Their analysis can speak to both Afro-

descendant and Indigenous communities as well as poor Mestizo settlers whose political 

desires have been manipulated by more powerful external actors and institutions. 

Drawing from Donna Haraway (1988), I argue that I argue that Creole women’s situated 

knowledges offer an alternative way of thinking through the vexed racial politics of land 

in Bluefields and the Coast, generally, by shifting the scale of analysis from local 

conflicts between individual actors and specific communities to the role of the state and 

transnational actors in producing conflict between Mestizo colonos and Black and 

Indigenous communities. These activists provide a perspective on local land politics that 

demonstrates how ostensibly local politics articulate with larger state projects for 

neoliberal development and transnational economic processes that rely on local conflict 

and political instability. Although they were highly critical of Mestizo racial privilege 

they were equally mindful of the very real processes of economic inequality that affect all 

of the region’s inhabitants. Rather than treat Creoles as antagonists, they argued, 

Mestizos would be better served by allying with Black and Indigenous Costeños in their 

struggles for racial and economic justice because addressing those concerns would 

necessarily improve living conditions in the region for everyone.  
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During our conversation, Dolene and Nora persistently pointed to the fact that the 

1987 multicultural citizenship reforms and the Law 445 had not come about as a result of 

state benevolence but were the result of years of struggle and confrontation with the 

Mestizo state. They discussed how the Law 445 was approved not because the state 

finally recognized the legitimacy of Black and Indigenous land claims but because of the 

2001 ruling by the Inter-American Court on Human Rights, which upheld the communal 

property rights and condemned the state for granting logging concessions in their territory 

without their knowledge or consent. By foregrounding Black and Indigenous 

communities’ political agency, Nora and Dolene also disrupted the geography of blame 

by challenging the idea that they are the privileged recipients of state largesse rather than 

political actors who have forced the state to make certain legal concessions. That struggle 

continues, however, because although the state has created the legal framework for 

communal land demarcation and titling, this process has been prolonged and halting. 

Indeed, the community of Awas Tingni did not receive its communal land title until 2009. 

Dolene points out that this lethargic response to the demand for communal land titling 

reflects the state’s ambivalence towards the process and makes Black and Indigenous 

communities appear to be antagonizing the state when they insist that the process move 

forward.   

 
DM:  So we are saying if the law gives rights to everyone, if the law tells us how 

to go about it, then why we are not working towards it? Why it seems like 
it is the Communal Government fighting against the state? Why it look 
like if we are the bad one instead of the state coming in? Because those are 
the national authorities. Why we cannot sit down and try to see --  we have 
sent enough documents, imagine, to the National Assembly, to the 
President of the country, to the General Attorney – those who have to do 
with these things. And we haven’t gotten one answer. Not one answer. Is it 
because we are not important to them? Or is it because politically they 
don’t want to address it? Or is it because we have right in our claim. We 
no know. But at least they should have the decency to answer. To answer 
this group of people who are just asking and also demanding because we 
have requested in all different forms so we can sit down and work this 
thing out in a better way. That’s why CONADETI was created.  But if you 
look at CONADETI, CONADETI have become a political instance where 
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some of the representatives we no know if they respond to political 
interests or to the interests of the community because CONADETI was 
created for the benefit of the community according to the law. But then it 
became a political instance where decisions are taken [and] sometimes the 
community doesn’t know what is taking place. And this, we believe, have 
to change. Because it’s not that you are going to fight against the state, it’s 
not that you going to fight against the Spaniard – they are majority, it 
doesn’t make any sense to fight – but they also have to understand and 
respect the rights of the people. Nobody’s going to move them. They have 
to understand if they do not have one document, they would have to come 
in and sit down with the communities and see how we can recognize at 
least their responsibility towards taking care of what is there.  

 
Dolene and Nora’s analysis reflected their understanding of how historical 

patterns of uneven economic development and contemporary processes of neoliberal 

capitalism have facilitated increased Mestizo migration to the region and created the 

conditions for the current land conflict. They argued that the issue is not simply a matter 

of addressing the economic roots of Mestizo migration and the usurpation of communal 

lands but also identifying the state’s role in this process. Creole women activists are clear 

that they are more concerned about the structural factors that produce this migration 

rather than attacking poor Mestizos for coming to the region and looking for land since 

they are unable to get it anywhere else. At a gathering to commemorate International Day 

of the Afro-descendant Woman in July 2009, Dolene gave a presentation on land rights to 

the participants. She shared, “We are not against Spaniard. What we are against is the 

policy of the state to occupy and colonize the Atlantic Coast” (Morris 2009). The 

historical legacy of internal colonization informs Creole activists’ understanding of 

contemporary land politics and the state polices that threaten their rights to land.  

They also pointed to the ways that the national elites and regional politicians 

manipulate poor Mestizos by suggesting that if Black and Indigenous communities are 

able to realize their political aspirations for land and meaningful self-governance, poor 

Mestizos will be left with nothing. But this is only part of the challenge; Hooker (2010) 

argues that Mestizos also reject “the prospect that black and indigenous Costeños will 

wield political power over Mestizos,” because it contradicts “long-standing ideas about 
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who is entitled to exercise political power in Nicaragua” (269). Nora argued that their 

fear of losing political power over Creoles and Indigenous people and their investment in 

maintaining their own racial privilege and political dominance prevents Mestizos from 

forming alliances with Creoles and Indigenous peoples based on their shared identity as 

Costeños. Such an alliance would offer the possibility for these communities to 

collectively confront the uneven development of the country and address the ways that 

the Atlantic Coast remains on the periphery of the national economy. Nora and Dolene 

point to the fact that the Law 445 guarantees the communities twenty-five percent of all 

revenue generated through the exploitation of natural resources within their territory.  

 
NN: That’s why I said, I cannot understand, you know, why, especially the Mestizos 

Costeños don’t find a way, you know, to come together and join with us. Because 
we can’t give away our rights. They have to understand that we have the rights 
and come together with us for all of us to get benefit out of it.  You understand 
what I mean? If I give away my rights and I say, “Okay, cause I too little bit and 
you is plenty high you take it,” you not go get nothing out of it. It going be just a 
dead land there. But then if I come with you and I say, “Okay, you have the rights 
to claim the territory and because of you have the rights you claim then and I 
going get benefit because that’s the 25 percent what the law give me.” 

 
DM: If you invest your 25 percent in bettering your community, everybody gets 

benefit. It’s not only for the Black people. 
 

Mestizo efforts to form their own directive board in the Kukra River area and 

attempts to create a separate department in the South Atlantic Autonomous Region in 

areas where Mestizos are the majority, demonstrate the anxieties that surround the 

possibility of Creole and Indigenous governance in the region. It also reflects the sense of 

entitlement that Mestizos have to political power. Mestizos rejected the possibility of 

Blacks exercising political power stating that, “Blacks cannot govern us because they do 

not think as we do” (Hooker 2010: 269). Ironically, Black and Indigenous communities 

have been forced to submit to the political authority of powerful Mestizo politicians and 

administrations that did not share their political interests, respect their legally recognized 

right to the region’s lands and resources, or protect these communities in the way that a 
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state is expected to provide its citizens. In other words, this statement reflects the ways in 

which Mestizos are invested in their own right to rule in the region and are threatened by 

Black and Indigenous peoples’ mobilization to realize the full promise of their rights.  

The leaders of the CCG also criticized the state’s tendency to privilege Mestizo 

suffering by providing them with economic programs and government assistance. Dolene 

pointed to the fact that although many Creoles live in poverty, the state fails to offer 

similar kinds of support to these communities. The narrative of Mestizo victimhood 

erases the reality of Black suffering and undermines their demands for land and resources 

in ways that leave structurally vulnerable. Dolene states: 

 
The Ramas have a very put together guide of good living and, also, CONADETI 
have a manual of saneamiento. And the best way of working out a solution on the 
problem is through dialogue, mediation, and consensus and that is the principle of 
also the law. Why it is so difficult? Because people are afraid. They believe that 
they are not going to get anything but then the state haven’t told them, haven’t 
even explained to them the context of this law for the Atlantic Coast. What they 
have done is like put them against the minority. So you see, you have the state 
against the communal government and now you have the population, the 
Spaniard, against the minority. And that’s dangerous because when we look at the 
public programs that is from the government, the majority is addressed to the 
Spaniard, to the poor ones. And we ask the question, what about us? What about 
us? You see? And there go the question. 

 
We also make an example: we cannot go to the Pacific and take a piece of land 
because we need and because we poor. We cannot do it – it’s not our way of 
doing things, besides. So, I mean, what can be done? People are saying, “Oh 
because you all are too radical in your way of thinking, you all are too strong in 
pointing out your position.” We ask, what is the best way to do this when you 
have a law? When the Constitution protects you? When you have an autonomy 
process? What is the best way? When people doesn’t want to hear you? Or people 
just put you aside because you are not in the line of the politics? What you must 
do? The only thing left is to continue stressing on the rights of the people and 
that’s what we have been doing, stressing on our rights; stressing on the 
importance for everyone to be part of the process so we can do things the better 
way. Because everyone expect to live in a better way. And people might think say 
that Black people are not suffering. We are suffering. Because we are not out 
there begging, they might think say you don’t need. Or they might think say we 
are too proud. Or they might think say that we are too arrogant. Or we feel better 
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than anyone – no, it’s just that we … demonstrate things in a different way and if 
you are a political leader you would go down side, down inside the mud and the 
grassroots so you can see exactly what’s taking place. And it’s awful. It’s ugly. 
Our people have to leave families to go outside to feed their people, because jobs 
are not here.  
 

As I stated previously, many poor Mestizos perceive Creoles’ ability to work outside of 

the country and earn wages in U.S. dollars as an advantage that Mestizos do not have in 

the region. Dolene’s statements challenge the idea of Creole privilege and demonstrate 

how this strategy should be as a form of resourcefulness rather than as a form of 

economic privilege. We should understand them as the tools and resources that Creoles 

are able to mobilize to survive in an economy where their employment options and 

opportunities for upward social mobility are constrained by race and the precarious state 

of the regional economy. Moreover, the deepening pattern of outward labor migration has 

serious implications for the future of Creole land politics and the social stability of the 

community, a concern I explore further in the following chapter. Dolene’s analysis 

demonstrates how the lack of jobs in the region forces Creoles out of the country, which 

has the unintended effect of weakening their political power as the number of Creoles 

living in the country continues to shrink. 

 
We don’t have any jobs. The fishing is a problem. The resources are being 
exploited. Now we have to extend our veda, our ban for fishing lobster for three 
months, shrimps for two months. And during that time, what the fishermen is 
feeding their family? Tell me. What? And some that try to make agriculture 
barely for subsistence is not even being enough to give them a living when we 
used to export to the Caribbean. We used to export to the Caribbean. The 
economy for us was agriculture – banana, then come mining, then come forest, 
then come fishing. We still supporting the national budget with a high percentage 
of resources and how much is being invested back to us? We don’t know because 
we don’t what we exploiting. We don’t know what we are producing. And that’s 
why it’s important to have a good control of population because the resources that 
come back to the municipalities is based on population, based on poverty, based 
on income taxes and based on an equal distribution. So if you don’t know 
population, how much you are getting? You might have 100,000 people but you 
no have it registered because the census is telling you that you have 60,000 so you 
going get according to 60,000 people with 40,000 people not being attended.    
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And then what happen? Our Creole people have to leave and while we leave, the 
Spaniards come in. That is not a racial problem, is a thing of opportunity because 
they are starving, too. They are starving, too. It’s not their fault, it’s public policy. 

 
Miller’s empathetic reading of the extreme poverty that compels Mestizos from 

the Pacific to migrate to the Coast and settle on communal lands stems from an 

awareness that the life chances of Mestizos are determined by the same economic 

processes that force Creoles to leave the country to work in low-wage, low-skill jobs that 

nevertheless are propping up the regional economy through a steady stream of 

remittances. Rather than reading Creoles’ ability to find work outside of the country as an 

indication of their privileged position vis-à-vis poor Mestizos, Miller points to the fact 

that this labor migration is the necessary outcome of a regional economy in which 

Creoles are increasingly unable to find work in the region and face systematic racial 

discrimination in the few employment opportunities that are available. As I discuss in 

greater detail in the following chapter, this is true not only for the poor fishermen and 

laborers whose livelihoods are becoming increasingly more uncertain but also for 

regional professionals whose educational preparation has not led to greater access to 

secure and stable employment in state agencies, the regional universities, or the NGO 

sector. Structural racism, the shrinking pool of employment opportunities, and Black 

people’s limited access to the capital to create their own businesses has led to a 

significant wave of outward labor migration, known popularly as “shipping out” that has 

a direct relationship to Creoles’ diminished political power over the last 30 years.  

Responding to Miller’s observations about the economic forces that drive Mestizo 

settlement on the Coast, Newball pointed out that when Mestizos migrate to the region 

they “come with a lift,” which is to say that the state not only facilitates Mestizo 

settlement by turning a blind eye to their usurpation of communal lands but also by 

providing them with access to aid programs funded by the state and transnational 

philanthropic organizations that are often not available to Black communities that are 

assumed not to need these forms of assistance. Newball stated, 
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NN: But when them come in, them come in with a lift.  

 
DM:  With a lift -- exactly! Back up by the state.  

 
CM: And that’s the race part I think. 

 
NN: Yes! 

 
DM: Right, because they feel they are supported by the state. 

 
NN: When they come in they come in with a lift. They come in with – I mean, 

look now, a basket of vegetable is a lift. You understand?  Of whatever – 
 

DM: Plantation, agriculture. 
 

NN: Plantation, programs and things like that are there for them. 
 

NN:  But that’s the question what you did ask, what keep us here? And the 
onliest thing what I have to say is because there is a purpose for Black 
people today on the Atlantic Coast. That, yes, we need a way of survival, a 
way of development and the onliest way – 

 
DM:  And for future generations. 

 
NN:  Yes and we no see it through the state of Nicaragua because nothing there 

for Black people, all the program and everything is benefitting the 
majority but not the Black people. So then, you know, the purpose, thank 
God, right now is to comply with what this law 445 say – demarcate and 
title for the Black people them. Recognize and respect, give them they title 
for them future development (Morris 2012). 

 
But the state hasn’t done this and the communities continue demanding that it 

move forward. Creole land claims in particular have not been as successful as Indigenous 

land claims; indeed the only Creole communal land that has received title to date is the 

joint claim in the Rama-Kriole Territory. Dolene and Nora attribute this to racial 

discrimination and the general skepticism that surrounds their land claims. They also 

pointed, however, to larger economic factors that determine how and when communities 

will receive their communal land title. Nora asked, “Whenever something happens with 
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land on the Coast you have to ask ‘Who is behind this? Who is benefitting?’” The Creole 

Communal Government as well as local activists and community members suggested that 

apart from protecting the interests of Mestizo settlers, the larger reason for why the state 

has dragged its feet on communal land demarcation and titling is to preserve the state’s 

access to and control over the region’s lands and natural resources. As various authors 

argue, Nicaraguan state policy toward the Coast has historically based on an extractive 

model of national economic development. The Coast, it is said, houses the vast majority 

of the nation’s natural resources – lumber, gold, minerals, seafood, and potentially, 

petroleum; Black and Indigenous people and their incessant demands for land pose a 

threat to the nation-state’s ability to realize nationalist visions of development. The long-

term struggle to integrate the region into the Mestizo nation has often had less to do with 

improving the life chances and social conditions for the region’s inhabitants and more to 

do with exploiting the region’s resource rich environment in order to realize state 

aspirations for modernization, economic growth, and increased opportunities for national 

elites to capitalize on these resources. This is true, Dolene noted, regardless of the 

political party that is in power. Policies like the demarcation law and the autonomy law 

have not impeded state elites’ efforts to privatize the regional resources by granting 

concessions to multinational corporations who extract resources and wealth from the 

region and leave nothing behind but environmental destruction and a depressed economy. 

Costeños are angry by the way state plans for economic development never include a 

focus on elevating the economic conditions under which Black and Indigenous 

communities live.  
I witnessed this frustration during a gathering sponsored by Noble Energy, a 

Houston-based company that purchased one of the two concessions that the Nicaraguan 

state granted in 2009 to permit deep-water oil exploration in the Caribbean Sea. The Law 

445 requires that all companies seeking to secure a concession to exploit the region’s 

natural resources must complete a consulta with the communities that will be directly 

affected by the concession. Throughout 2009, Noble Energy conducted a series of 

consultations throughout the RAAS, traveling to various communities and speaking with 
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fishermen and women to get their thoughts on the proposed oil exploration and how it 

would affect their livelihood. Shanda, a friend of mine, was hired as a consultant to 

conduct the community consultations throughout the region and she invited me to 

accompany her on many of these short trips. Despite the fact that many of these men and 

women felt that they would be negatively impacted by the oil exploration, it seemed to be 

something of a fait accompli and they were prepared to accept it provided their 

communities would benefit in some way from the company’s profits. Throughout the 

year, Noble Energy engaged in a series of philanthropic activities – providing local 

children with new backpacks and school supplies at the beginning of the academic year, 

purchasing the materials for a primary school to build a new roof, etc. – as a gesture of 

their good faith and an indication of what the community could expect from the 

company. It became apparent, however, at the final consulta in Bluefields in July 2009 

that community members and Noble Energy had radically different perceptions of how 

the community should benefit from the oil exploration.  

The company organized a gathering of representatives from each of the surveyed 

communities to present their findings and get additional feedback on the report that they 

planned to submit to the government. The gathering was held in one of the large meeting 

rooms in Chez Marcel, one of the most expensive restaurant in Bluefields, although apart 

from the fact that it was air conditioned and the waiters anxiously hovered over you as 

you ate wanting to prove their superior service, its menu was unremarkable and 

overpriced and I honestly never really saw what separated it from any other establishment 

serving comida tipica in the city. But for the average Bluefields resident, such a gathering 

might mark the only time they would find themselves in such an upscale restaurant; it 

was clear that Noble Energy was trying hard to endear itself to the community as Mestizo 

waiters dressed in neatly pressed white shirts, black ties, and black pants politely asked 

the community members ¿Que quiere para tomar? and served them piping hot slices of 

pizza. The community representatives responded in kind, trotting out their best manners 

and daintily nibbling their pizza slices as the presentation began. The coordinator of the 

project, a North American marine scientist, introduced the staff from its offices in 



 264 

Managua, who were conspicuous with their light blue knit polo shirts with the Noble 

Energy logo on the breast. I noticed that all of the permanent staffers were either Mestizo 

(many of them very light-complexioned) or White foreigners who sat up near the front of 

the room while the temporary consultation staff were all Creole and Indigenous local 

researchers. Shanda, who was painfully aware of this fact, refused to wear her light blue 

polo shirt opting instead for a flowery summer dress.  

The coordinator began by providing a brief history of the company sharing that 

Noble Energy had worked in the energy industry for 75 years and had managed 

operations throughout the world in Equatorial Guinea, Israel, the Mediterranean Sea, the 

North Sea and Suriname. He then reviewed the company’s corporate principles putting 

special emphasis on Noble Energy’s stated commitment to “demonstrate leadership in 

environment, health, safety and corporate citizenship,” a term, I found both curious and 

provocative. Furthermore, the coordinator continued, Noble Energy had an “infallible 

record” of environmental safety and reassured the community that the oil exploration 

would in no way damage their livelihoods as fishers and any adverse effects from drilling 

were all reparable. He presented the project’s environmental specialist, a white North 

American woman, who presented a number of charts, graphs and images to demonstrate 

how their use of solar technology for oil exploration will minimize the likelihood of 

major damage to the ocean.   

Unsurprisingly, people had few questions about the actual oil exploration process; 

indeed, I wasn’t sure what to ask because I could hardly make sense of the technology 

they were planning to use and did not really understand how sonar technology would 

allow them to determine if there was oil underneath the ocean floor. People seemed fairly 

agreeable to the terms of the exploration; the only thing that they wanted to know was 

how much oil did Noble Energy expect to find, how much profit did they stand to make, 

and how would their communities benefit from the operation that would be built on the 

sea? The project coordinator and staff seemed taken aback by these questions; the project 

coordinator said there was no way of knowing how much oil they might find so they 

could not guess how much profit they would stand to make; I immediately heard several 
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people suck their teeth in skepticism and begin murmuring that of course these people 

must have some idea of how much money this thing might make – why spend all the 

money to explore this area if you didn’t think there was something there? As the 

community insisted that there must be more to the story, the coordinator tried to convince 

them that they really did not know and that the profitability of the drill site would depend 

largely on the quality of crude oil found there as well as the quantity.  

Frustrated, one community member finally asked, “How is this thing going to 

benefit us?” The coordinator, looking slightly dumbfounded, then asked, “What kind of 

benefits did you have in mind?” The volume of the conversation jumped to a small roar 

as everyone clamored to respond – jobs, skill training, scholarships for youth from the 

communities to study so that they could return to their communities and work on the oil 

platform that would be constructed on the sea rather than Noble Energy recruiting its 

highly skilled labor force from outside of the region and the country. The energy in the 

room became tense and the Noble Energy staff looked at each other as if they were 

unsure how to respond.   
Finally, the coordinator responded that if there was, in fact, oil in the area drilling 

operations would produce local jobs for the community members. The representatives 

seemed to visibly relax until he said that the local residents would be able to create jobs 

for themselves providing services to the workers who would be brought in to work on the 

drilling platform. He said, they will need people to wash their clothes, places to eat, 

rooms where they can sleep and business-minded people in the area who recognize this 

can benefit by being proactive and developing local businesses that can cater to Noble 

Energy employees. If the communities were prepared for that they could generate income 

by participating in this new service economy. 

The reaction from the community representatives was swift and fierce; one young 

Garífuna man shouted, “What you think we is fit only to be servants?” Others joined in, 

criticizing the company and demanding to know why Noble Energy was so uninterested 

in helping to develop the social capital of the communities by offering a route to 

dignified livelihoods and bringing some of the wealth from this oil drilling back to the 
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community. Noble Energy was clearly invested in a model of charity and corporate 

philanthropy that allowed them to maintain control of the profits generated through oil 

drilling while the community representatives demanded a relationship between the 

communities and the company rooted in a vision of economic justice and the 

redistribution of wealth and resources. The project coordinator’s response revealed a 

profound ignorance of the historical relationships between Coast communities, the state, 

and foreign capital; the violent economic transformation produced by neoliberal 

capitalism have had a significant impact on Creoles’ political thinking and made them 

much more critical and suspicious of the role of multinational corporations in the region. 

They are frustrated by living in a place that is resource rich while the state’s plans for so-

called economic development leave the people poor (Pineda 2006). As Gurdián, Gordon, 

and Hale (2003) astutely point out whatever Anglo affinity Costeños may have harbored 

for foreign companies in the past has given way to a critical perspective on the unequal 

structures that define their relationships to those companies. For many of the community 

representatives in the meeting, it was bad enough that the state made the concession 

without their consent but to be told that the only way they could hope to benefit from the 

concession was through charity and service work was a major affront to their sense of 

dignity and their rights as citizens.  

Members of the Noble Energy staff were visibly uncomfortable and a few 

staffers’ faces betrayed more than a little indignation over the community’s aggressive 

response. After all, hadn’t they fixed the roof of the primary school in Tasbapaunie and 

given backpacks and school supplies to the children in Sandy Bay? What more did these 

people want? While the communities saw the oil concession as an opportunity to increase 

the communities’ access to wealth, education, and resources the company saw its charity 

model as the best way to “give back” to the communities. From the community 

representatives’ perspectives this was another indication of the ways in which the state 

and multinational corporations continue to use the Coast for their own economic gain 

while leaving in place structures of economic inequality that leave these communities 

mired in poverty. Creoles remain highly suspicious of the state’s intentions toward the 
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region; their shared memories of the state’s history of duplicity, unfulfilled promises, 

failed development projects, and its ongoing disregard for the political demands of Coast 

communities as each government since Violeta Chamorro continues to sign away the 

country’s natural resources to foreign corporations and national elites whose wealth is 

subsidized at the expense of the nation’s poorest citizens. The return of the Frente 

Sandinista to power has only slightly mitigated this reality but the Frente has its own 

development dreams that continue to exclude Creole and Indigenous peoples.  
Later over drinks on her back porch, I shared what had taken place at the Noble 

Energy gathering with my friend Adina. Listening thoughtfully, she tapped her cigarette 

into an ashtray and said, “Look girl, they know where things are headed. They watching 

the Coast because they know the time soon come when they going need this little place 

again. The gringos running out of everything and pretty soon they going need water.” She 

spread her arms looking around to indicate the region’s numerous rivers and lagoons, 

“And what we got here if we no got water? And they waiting -- before long they sign 

over the concession to that [freshwater] and then where we will be?” She paused to shake 

her head, take another drag of her cigarette, and then, in a gesture to her Rastafarian and 

Diasporic political sensibilities, began to sing in a slightly off-key voice, “When you 

think it’s peace and safety/ a sudden destruction/ Collective security for surety/ yeah. 

/Don’t forget your history/ know your destiny/ In the abundance of water/ the fool is 

thirsty/ Rat race…” she continued humming along to the small mp3 player plugged into 

my small, tinny computer speakers and chuckled sadly to herself. Then she turned and 

looked at me and said, “That’s right girlie, this shit right here is a rat race.” It was a 

suspicion that I heard echoed everywhere. 

This was true even among people who were plugged into the region’s NGO 

networks and the regional universities. Shanda’s participation in the Noble Energy 

project had not changed her thinking about the exploitative nature of the Nicaraguan 

state’s relationship to the Atlantic Coast and she consistently complained about the fact 

that the state only addresses the land demands of Creole and Indigenous communities 

when it serves its own purposes. She pointed to the demarcation and titling of the Rama-
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Kriole Territory in December 2009 as a prime example of this. While many in the region, 

including myself, celebrated the titling as a hard won victory for Black and Indigenous 

communities, Shanda was less enthusiastic about the titling. When I asked her why she 

shared that although the Rama-Kriole Territorial Government (GTR-K) had been able to 

get most of the land that they had claimed, the state had retained ownership of the 

coastline effectively constraining the livelihoods of the many of the territory’s 

communities and leaving open the possibility for the state to move forward on several 

proposed mega-development projects with or without community approval including the 

construction of a deep water port and a so-called dry canal. While none of these projects 

have materialized in the past, Creoles continue to fear how these projects will transform 

the physical, political, and economic terrain of the Atlantic Coast and contribute to their 

further displacement. You can’t trust the state, she added, because each hand is doing 

something contrary to the order. “They give you the title with one hand, and with the 

other hand they taking away all what you need to live; they give you with one hand and 

taking with the other.” Anyway, she concluded, the only reason that they received their 

title in the first place was because regional elections were coming up and the Frente 

Sandinista wanted to control the Regional Council; the Frente had apparently never won 

in the South and was attempting to woo Costeño voters by showing that they were the 

government that would realize the promises they had made to Coast communities in the 

Autonomy Law. Otherwise, she argued, it never would have happened because nobody in 

the regional government wanted to see that happen. She shrugged her shoulders and 

sighed, “Girl, politics is what make things move around here, politics, corruption, what 

the parties want, and how this going benefit me.” I never confirmed from any official 

source that the FSLN’s machinations for power were what drove the titling of the Rama-

Kriole Territory, but the fact that Shanda, and a number of people whose opinions I 

respected thought it might be, was revealing. It demonstrated the depth of their 

skepticism towards the state and their recognition that the future of Creole and 

Indigenous land claims lies largely in the state’s long term plans for the future 

exploitation of the region’s resources.  
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Donna Haraway (1988a) deploys the concept of “situated knowledges” to discuss 

how social location shapes the process of knowledge production and the way in which 

groups who are differentially located in racial, gendered, and classed structures of power 

understand the social order in which they live. These situated knowledges are necessarily 

partial because what one sees is conditioned by location; this partial vision, however, 

does not mean that one cannot understand forms of knowledge that emerge from social 

locations different from one’s own but that being aware of the “rootedness” of one’s 

political vision creates the possibilities for dialogue, solidarity, and mutual recognition. 

This allows one to make particular knowledge claims that are grounded in a critical 

understanding of broader processes that structure unequal relationships of power between 

different communities while also insisting on the partial nature of all knowledge claims. 

Haraway states,  

We seek those ruled by partial sight and limited voice – not partiality for its own 
sake but, rather for the sake of the connections and unexpected openings situated 
knowledges make possible. Situated knowledge’s are about communities, not 
isolated individuals. The only way to find a larger vision is to be somewhere in 
particular (590).  
 

I argue that Creole women’s analysis of the racial dimensions of contemporary land 

politics offer such an “unexpected opening” for rethinking hegemonic state and popular 

remedies for the region’s increasingly volatile land conflict. They reject the geography of 

blame as an “irresponsible knowledge claim” because it relies on an ahistorical 

representation of Creole political aspirations and also obfuscates the structural processes 

the privilege Mestizo political demands in the region. Creole women activists criticized 

Mestizos’ irresponsible knowledge claims by presenting an alternative understanding of 

the roots of contemporary land conflict that located the state’s (in)actions as the primary 

cause of this political state of affairs. Drawing from the work of community activists like 

Miss Lena and the representatives of the Creole Communal Government, I argue that 

Creole analysis of the state’s role in the contemporary land struggle is rooted in their 

social position as mothers, activists, and workers whose racial, gender, and class position 
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places them outside of the structures of power that shape politics on the regional level. 

Their community activism is focused on transforming these structures and creating 

spaces for racial and regional justice that are inclusive enough to address their needs as 

Black women as well as those that affect the region in general. Moreover they refuse to 

be placed into a competitive geography of blame that pits Blacks and Mestizos against 

one another in the struggle for land and resources without interrogating the larger 

processes that determine the unequal distribution of resources and opportunity in the 

region. Instead these women argue that the state has the capacity to redress the historical 

demands of Afro-descendant communities and simultaneously address the very real 

economic concerns of poor Mestizos in the region.  

The Creole Communal Government criticized the state’s tendency to reproduce 

the narrative of Mestizo victimhood by pitting Mestizos against Black communities 

trying to access the benefits promised to them under the Law 28 and the Law 445, while 

simultaneously obscuring the state’s responsibility in the regional land conflict. As 

Dolene Miller points out the state encourages Mestizos to “go against the Black” by 

forcing these communities to compete for limited resources and perpetuating the idea that 

the fulfillment Creole land claims will adversely impact the economic possibilities 

available to Mestizos in the region. This strategy effectively shifts the burden of blame to 

Black communities and conceals how the state continues to undermine Creole land 

claims even as it professes to recognize the multicultural rights of Coast communities. It 

also encourages Mestizos to remain invested in the maintenance of their racial privilege 

while continuing to exploit the region’s lands and resources in ways that will ultimately 

harm all of the region’s inhabitants through the loss of land, extensive environmental 

degradation, and the flow of wealth and resources out of the region. Lipsitz’ (2010) 

critique of the possessive investment in whiteness in the United States is applicable here 

– in many ways, the state manipulates poor Mestizos’ aspirations for economic 

advancement and fears of Creole dominance in the region in ways that limit their ability 

to recognize how the state engages in projects of neoliberal economic development that 

reproduce structures of class inequality that continue to marginalize them. In other words, 
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as long as Mestizos remain wedded to the ideological project of Mestizo victimhood and 

the geography of blame they will be unable to address the disproportionate impacts of 

neoliberal capitalism on their lives and hold the state accountable for its role in this 

process. 
Creole women’s situated knowledge provide a useful lens for understanding the 

failure of the neoliberal multicultural project in Nicaragua to transform historical and 

ongoing patterns of racial and economic inequality on the Atlantic Coast. Their 

experiences of racial alterity and economic marginality shape their vision in ways that 

allow them to apprehend how power and privilege function structurally in ways that 

systematically exclude Black and Indigenous peoples from the national body politic 

while simultaneously reaffirming Mestizo racial privilege and state power. Rather than 

simply focusing on regional conflicts between Mestizo settlers and Black and Indigenous 

communities, their analysis lays bare the ways in which seemingly local political 

struggles both shape and are shaped by larger national and transnational economic and 

political processes (Harcourt and Escobar 2005). Creole women’s insistence that 

historical patterns of economic exploitation, the movement of transnational capital 

through the region via North American corporations, and the state’s policy of capitalizing 

on the region’s natural resources to enrich national elites inform their partial perspectives 

on power and inequality, which is reflected in their rejection of the geography of blame 

and the discourse of Mestizo victimhood.  

Haraway argues that situated knowledges “produce maps of consciousness” that 

directly challenge the “irresponsible knowledge claims” of the powerful who attempt to 

(re)create the world in their own image and erase other ways of seeing that challenge 

these naturalized mappings of the social world. This creates the space to develop counter-

geographies that radically challenge the ideological premises on which these unequal 

social maps that normalize the dominance of certain groups and the subordination of 

other groups are based. She states that, 
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Situated knowledge’s are always marked knowledges; they are remarkings, 
reorientings, of the great maps that globalized the heterogeneous body of the 
world in the history masculinist capitalism and colonialism (Haraway 1988b). 

 
Following Haraway, I suggest that Creole women’s situated knowledges reoriented the 

geography of blame by insisting on naming the relations of power that produce these 

unequal spatial relations between Creole communities, Mestizo settlers and the Mestizo 

nation-state. Their partial perspectives demonstrate the ways in which the geography of 

blame relies on an ahistorical, uncritical reading of conflicts over land and resources, 

Creoles’ contemporary political demands, and the rights of these communities to territory 

and collective self-determination.  
Indeed, Shanda and Adina’s astute observations revealed the extent to which the 

defense of Mestizo racial privilege also reinforces larger claims by the state to retain its 

control over coastal lands and resources. By tracing the various means by which the state 

undermines communal land claims, manipulates competing political interests on the local 

level, and acts in its own self-interest to maximize its control over the region’s natural 

resources, these women pushed back against the discourse of Mestizo victimhood that 

lays the blame for regional conflict and underdevelopment on Black political aspirations 

for self-determination and demonstrated how the state creates conditions of economic 

inequality and instability through its own mercenary actions and contradictory policies. 

Their critiques of the government-led “rat race,” in which the state privileges power, 

profits, and personal gain over the needs of its most vulnerable citizens represent a 

radical reconfiguration of the geography of blame that demands that the state as well as 

transnational actors be accountable for producing the region’s extreme poverty. Rather 

than attempting to place all of the blame on Mestizo settlers, who may occupy a 

structurally privileged position vis-à-vis lack and Indigenous communities but still live in 

conditions of intense poverty, Creole women focus their analysis on the institutions and 

structural processes by that marginalize Black land claims. Their analysis suggests that 

there is a way to create more just geographies that address the challenges confronting the 

region’s diverse communities while advancing a project of racial and regional justice that 
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recognizes the historical rights of Afro-descendant and Indigenous communities to the 

lands they have historically utilized and occupied. These alternative visions of social 

justice destabilize the racialized geography of blame and the narrative of Mestizo 

victimhood and offer unexpected openings” in the struggle for land and resources on the 

Coast. In the following section I will explore these possibilities and offer a final 

reflection on the interventions that Creole women’s land politics provide for rethinking 

regional land politics. 

V.  CONCLUSION: FROM THE GEOGRAPHY OF BLAME TO THE GEOGRAPHY OF 
SOLIDARITY? 
	  

As economic conditions on the Atlantic Coast continue to worsen, land has 

become even more critical in the struggle for material survival. For Creoles, in particular, 

it holds special meaning as a location in which to articulate their critiques of the 

Nicaraguan’s state continued marginalization of the region, express alternative discourses 

of citizenship and the terms of national belonging, and to discuss the ways in which 

seemingly invisible processes of structural racism exclude Creole communities from 

enjoying the full benefits of citizenship and prevent their ability to become self-

determined social actors who have control over their lands, natural resources, and 

political future(s). One of the central challenges that Creole activists face in 

contemporary struggles for land is deconstructing the narrative of Mestizo victimhood 

that undermine their land claims by casting identity-based forms of mobilization by 

Creoles as a form of reverse discrimination while concealing the ways that Mestizos 

benefit from their own version of identity politics designed to shore up Mestizo racial 

privilege.  

The material consequences of the discourse of Mestizo victimhood can be 

profoundly violent and traumatic, a fact I witnessed in March 2012 when a Creole man 

turned himself in to the Bluefields Police for the murders of four Mestizo campesinos on 

the small island of Deer Cay, located just south of the city in the Bluefields Bay. The 

following day, the Police took O’Neill Brown Tinkham to the site of the crime where he 
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identified the bodies of the victims: Rubén Peña Rodríguez, 66; Rosalío Vega Hurtado, 

32; Pedro Coronado Hurtado, 15; and Antonio Vega Mendoza, 14 (Leon 2012a). The 

killings were the result of a land dispute between Peña and Brown’s companion, Mirna 

Castillo Forbes; apparently Peña, who was said to have lived on the land for 

approximately 20 years, allowed Castillo to live on the property in order to work the land. 

Initially, there were no problems; the two remained on separate portions of the property 

and lived together peacefully. Suddenly for reasons that remain unclear, the relationship 

soured and the two began to argue over Castillo’s tenure on the property; both sides 

alleging that the other had abused them by destroying property and threatening them with 

bodily harm. In various articles an unidentified witness claimed that Castillo offered to 

pay him US$ 5,000 to take out a contract on Peña, an allegation that was never 

substantiated. Justino Avelino Vega, the sole survivor of the attack, accused Brown of 

acting in collaboration with the Creole Communal Government to take Peña off the 

property in order to claim it as communal lands; he even went so far as to accuse the 

police of acting as accomplices with the CCG because of its failure to investigate the 

charges Peña had brought against Castillo one month earlier. Although the veracity of 

these accusations, which for even the casual observer appear outlandish, were never 

substantiated, news accounts of the killings tended to uncritically reproduce the idea that 

the Creole Communal Government, in its defense of Deer Cay as a communal land, had 

empowered Brown to engage in an act of vigilante violence. One journalist wrote that 

“Brown claimed Deer Cay because the Creole Communal Government had granted him a 

‘rara’ certificate one year ago in order to live” (Leon 2012b); but if Peña invited Castillo 

and Brown to live on the property why would they need a certificate from the CCG to 

stay there? In addition to numerous factual inconsistencies, the contradictory nature of 

these accounts reveals the racialized tenor of the coverage which takes Mestizos’ 

interpretation of the events at face value while eliding the history of Creole land tenure 

on Deer Cay and placing the blame for the conflict on Creoles demand that the state 

provide an official title to the Bluefields land claim.  
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Reporters with El Nuevo Diario and La Prensa alleged that Brown, in 

collaboration with the Creole Communal Government of Bluefields, attempted to claim 

the property as communal lands, representatives with the CCG stated Brown and Castillo 

asked them to help mediate the land dispute with Peña after their efforts to secure 

mediation from the Police, the Intendencia de la Propiedad, and the Attorney’s Office on 

Human Rights failed. Peña sued Castillo for C$ 50,000 for allowing her cattle to destroy 

crops on his property after he had already ordered her to leave the property. Castillo, 

however, pressed charges in October 2011 against Peña in which she accused him of 

sending his relatives to uproot her newly planted crops, slaughter her livestock, and 

ransack her home in an attempt to intimidate her and drive her off the property. Her 

charges went to court and the presiding judge ordered the two parties to enter into 

mediation; but Peña did not appear at the scheduled mediation. Finally, both parties 

appealed to the Creole Communal Government to facilitate the mediation and help them 

reach a solution to the conflict. Members of the CCG as well as the Intendencia, 

Attorney’s Office on Human Rights and the Police participated in this CCG-led 

mediation. After investigating Peña’s claims, the group found no evidence for his 

accusations against Castillo; at that point the two parties agreed to simply cut their losses, 

remain on their respective portions of the property, and leave each other alone. But the 

conflict continued and less than four weeks later Peña and his relatives were dead. 

Like the coverage of the 2009 occupation, national news reports on the massacre 

tended to privilege the Mestizo victims’ version of events without ever verifying whether 

they had, in fact, acquired the land legally. None of the articles mention, for example, that 

Deer Kay is in the middle of a historical land claim of the Bluefields Creoles and the 

Rama Indians. In 1934 a Legislative Degree recognized the right of 93 Creole families to 

40,000 hectares of land between the “Mahogany, Escondido and Kukra Rivers, or in any 

site of the Department of Zelaya” (Riverstone 2004: 52). The Rama also received title to 

a title to 1,134 hectares in Deer Cay in the early 1900s; since that time Creoles have 

claimed the northern half of the island while the Rama claim the southern portion. Like 

so many promises made by the Nicaraguan state to Coast communities, these titles were 
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never honored and the Key has been “parceled up among many private owners,” 

including Creoles as well as Mestizos (52). Nevertheless, the erasure of this history in 

national accounts of the incident obscure the history of Creole struggles for land and the 

ways in which the state has thwarted regional aspirations for land and political restitution. 

Contemporary Creole land claims do not take place in a historical vacuum, a fact that 

remains largely lost on the Mestizo public. The assumption that was implicit in all of the 

reports was simply that Brown, empowered by zealous and unscrupulous Creole leaders 

and the Creole Communal Government, had gone to Deer Cay and attempted to displace 

the legal (Mestizo) inhabitants and when that proved impossible he murdered them in 

cold blood. Many Creoles, however, told a different story in which there were no pure 

victims or simple villains but in the end everyone came out the loser. 

While the news reports painted a portrait of a hardworking, industrious Mestizo 

family cut down by unprincipled, violent Black people who refused to respect the sanctity 

of private property, Creoles questioned this narrative and the racial discourse of Creole 

duplicity and political opportunism upon which it is premised. They pointed out that it 

was common knowledge among many Creoles that Peña did not have legal title to the 

property but was acting as a caretaker for a Mestizo family whose ownership of the 

property is also in dispute. Community members criticized the police department’s 

apathetic response to the Deer Cay conflict and their role in producing this tragic 

outcome. They wondered what exactly had transpired between Peña and Castillo that 

made him so anxious to get her off of the property when they had lived peacefully 

alongside each other for more than a year. As they reviewed the situation, their level of 

analysis shifted to a structural level. And why hadn’t the police gotten more involved 

after all? Couldn’t the Intendencia straighten this thing out? Did the old man own the 

property or not – where was his title? Why had no one addressed this situation until it 

was clear that it had reached a breaking point? Who or what was really behind all of this? 

No one seemed to be able to answer any of these questions.  
I arrived in Bluefields only a few days after the murders. Although I was sickened 

by the violent killings, I shared these Creole leaders and community members’ 
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skepticism toward the whole affair and the way it was covered by the media.  Why wasn’t 

the state being called to task for its failure to address this issue before it escalated? I was 

especially impressed by the analytical agility of their critiques. Where was Papa State 

when you needed him? Although they empathized with the mestizo victims and were 

horrified by the killings, they refused to be blamed for the murders and become the 

national scapegoat. They argued that the Mestizo state is the guilty party in this most 

depressing turn of events. The fact that many of these questions never seemed to occur to 

many Mestizo observers demonstrates the extent to which the geography of blame has 

come to define Mestizo readings of Afro-descendant and Indigenous land claims. These 

observers focus their attention on the actions of individual actors, rarely thinking to 

question the state’s apathetic response to regional land conflicts, in effect willfully 

creating the conditions for violence. 

The point here is not to blame the victims’ for their deaths, rather I am suggesting 

that there are few scenarios in which Creole land claims are ever recognized as valid and 

legitimate, despite the fact that the national government has recognized the rights of 

Coast communities to these lands through legislation, constitutional reform, and the 

creation of state institutions to oversee and administer their land claims. It is revealing, 

however, that national discussions of land politics on the Caribbean Coast almost never 

take into account the specific political concerns, legal frameworks and historical 

grievances and struggles that animate Creole land struggles. Indeed, much of the national 

discourse, particularly as reflected in the reporting of the national media, reflects the 

deeply-held belief that Creole land claims are illegitimate and secondary to the land 

claims of “real” Nicaraguan citizens, who are presumed to function within the parameters 

of the law despite the fact that many Mestizo families that have settled in the region, 

particularly in its rural areas, have occupied Creole and Indigenous communal lands 

illegally and trafficked these lands without legal titles. The state’s silence around these 

violations of Creole and Indigenous people’s legal rights and the multicultural reforms 

enshrined in the 1987 Constitution, the Law 28, and the Law 445 has produced a political 

culture of impunity in which Creole communities, in practice, continue to be displaced 



 278 

from their lands, vulnerable to the encroachment of Mestizo settlers, and have little 

access to legal redress to violations of their communal land claims. In other words, the 

state engages in a game of double speak – promising to comply with the concessions that 

were granted through multicultural citizenship reforms some 20 years ago while 

facilitating Mestizo settlement on Black and Indigenous communal lands – Creole 

communities have had to grapple with the reality of land politics as it is articulated on the 

ground and they have deployed a number of strategies to defend their land claims in the 

face of an indifferent state.  

Land is deadly serious business. The Deer Cay killings had a profoundly chilling 

effect on Black land organizing for the moment, especially among the members of the 

Bluefields Creole Communal Government, who found themselves fingered by news 

reports as the intellectual authors of the crime for their attempts to mediate the conflict. 

They were deeply disturbed by the killings but echoed the reservations that many Creoles 

expressed and rejected attempts to pin the blame on Creole political aspirations. Rather 

they argued that the state is responsible for this violence because its inaction, double-

speak, and its alternately tacit and active endorsement of Mestizo settlement, creates the 

conditions that breed resentment, conflict, and violence. But they felt the need to step 

away from the Deer Cay murder and disassociate themselves from the event and the 

people involved it. The Deer Cay killings demonstrate how the geography of blame 

functions to render historical Creole land claims illegitimate by privileging narratives of 

Mestizo victimhood that obscure the structural processes that continue to victimize 

Creole people. It is impossible to know what the future repercussions of this event on 

Creole land organizing efforts but there is little doubt that it will continue to haunt their 

political work in the city. Nevertheless, my brief visit to Bluefields also revealed that the 

folks at the site of the 2009 occupation remain on their lands refusing to move until the 

state reaches a solution that addresses their needs and rearticulate the geography of blame 

that holds the state accountable for its actions. 

In this chapter, I argued that Black women push back against official and 

quotidian efforts to invalidate Creole communal land claims in the city of Bluefields by 
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challenging the narrative of Mestizo victimhood and reverse discrimination, on the one 

hand, and discourses of Black deviance, criminality, and cultural pathology, on the other 

hand that dehistoricize their contemporary struggles for land rights and full citizenship. I 

explored the 2009 land occupation in Bluefields and the subsequent community 

mobilization that emerged from it as a key moment in which Black women activists 

articulated their critiques of the state and the unfulfilled promises of multicultural reform 

as demonstrated by the ongoing failure to demarcate and title the Bluefields land claim. 

Most importantly, however they pointed to the often veiled and implicit ways in which 

the state undermines Creole land claims, facilitates their continued displacement, and 

naturalizes the growing encroachment of landless Mestizos on these communal lands 

while continuing to affirm the rhetoric of multicultural citizenship. These women 

articulated a clear understanding of the role of the state in facilitating mestizo 

encroachment on Creole communal lands, particularly in Bluefields. By refusing to 

resolve the matter of the Bluefields land claim in a timely fashion, ignoring illegal 

settlement on these communal lands, and actively supporting the permanent settlement of 

landless mestizo families on these lands through development programs, the Nicaraguan 

state is actively eroding the ability of Creole people, especially women, to develop the 

land-based communal networks that have sustained these communities for more than 300 

years. The tendency to overlook or dismiss those land claims delegitimizes local 

struggles for regional autonomy and to realize the promise of the multicultural citizenship 

reforms enacted under the Sandinista Government in the 1987 Constitution.  

Creole women grounded their land claims by deploying historical narratives of 

regional resistance and re-crafting them to articulate their needs as mothers, laborers, and 

community organizers. Building on the work of Katherine McKittrick, I suggest that 

Creole women’s participation and leadership roles in the land occupation reflected how 

the politics of place inform their community-based activism and suggests that one of the 

central ways that Creole women organize against anti-Black racism is by laying claim to 

the city and insisting upon their historical and moral right to occupy these lands. Creole 

women’s articulation of land being connected to their work as mothers, farmers, and 
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citizens, demonstrated their attempts to create what Sassen refers to as “counter-

geographies” that bring their political concerns and demands to the center of the analysis 

of contemporary land struggles. This marked a profound shift in the discourse of land 

politics, which has tended to be gender neutral and articulated largely through the 

language of cultural difference and place rather than incorporating a critical gender 

perspective. As Katherine McKittrick reminds us, “the ways in which Black women 

think, write, and negotiate their surroundings are intermingled with place-based critiques, 

or respatializations ….one way to contend with unjust and uneven human/inhuman 

categorizations is to think about, and perhaps employ, the alternative geographic 

formulations that subaltern communities advance” (2006: xix). Drawing from 

McKittrick, I argue that Creole women’s gendered articulation of land politics during the 

2009 occupation offers such an “alternative geographic formulation” for enacting justice 

and legitimizing Creole land claims.  

Finally, Black women pushed back against dominant discourses of laziness, 

criminality, and illegitimate citizenship by rooting themselves in a regional tradition of 

Creole political insurgency through their identification with struggles to reconstruct 

regional autonomy following the 1894 Overthrow. Women like Miss Ella Tucker, for 

example, highlighted their political and genealogical ties to figures like General George 

Hodgson; this allowed these community activists to historicize their current land claims, 

refute accusations of political opportunism, and critique Mestizo narratives of victimhood 

that ignore the systematic discrimination that Black communities on the Atlantic Coast 

continue to suffer. During the land occupation, Black women reconceptualized the terms 

of land struggle in an urban context and thus offered a different way of thinking about 

legitimate claims to land. In addition their heritage as Creole people, they leveraged their 

demands by deploying their “moral capital” as mothers, community caregivers, and 

farmers (Goett 2006). This gendered reading of the social meanings and material 

concerns that inform contemporary Creole land politics reflects the ways that Creole 

women are producing alternative visions of political struggle that are more inclusive of 

all community members and perhaps more able to meaningfully addresses the concerns 
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of different sectors of the community than a gender-neutral political discourse. Their 

analysis represents a radical reconfiguration of the geography of blame by insisting on 

political analyses and solutions that get to the heart of the current land conflict and 

expose the structural processes that (re)produce friction between Mestizos and Creoles in 

the region.  

In this way, Creole women’s grassroots political analysis creates openings for 

moving beyond a geography of blame to one of political solidarity that is attentive to the 

different political concerns of the region’s diverse communities. This solidarity is not 

premised on the folkloric celebration of multicultural difference but instead insists on the 

capacity of visions of racial justice to create more equitable social arrangements for all 

people. Considering the extent to which racial difference and inequality produce the 

Atlantic Coast as an abject landscape on the periphery of the Mestizo nation-state, 

investing in a project of racial justice would by necessity entail addressing the rampant 

economic inequalities that negatively impact the life chances of all Coast communities. 

But laying claim to a regional politics of solidarity requires that Mestizos divest from the 

project of Mestizo racial privilege and recognize how their political futures are 

fundamentally tied to those of Black and Indigenous communities and their ability to 

achieve both racial and economic justice. Only time will tell if this is a real possibility but 

Creole women’s responses to the Bluefields land conflict leaves the door open for 

previously unimagined solidarities to emerge that could powerfully transform the 

political landscape.  
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Chapter Five:  ‘See how the blood de run’: Intimate Space, Sexual 
Violence and the Politics of Silence 

“We must imagine a world without rape. But I cannot imagine a world without rape, a 
world without misogyny, without imagining a world without racism, classism, sexism, 
homophobia, ageism, historical amnesia and other forms or manifestations of violence 
directed against those communities that are seen to be ‘asking for it’” (Ines Hernandez-
Aviles in Smith 2005: 169). 

I. INTRODUCTION 
I was working at home frantically trying to finish transcribing and editing the 

conference proceedings for a gathering of Afro-Central American women activists when 

I heard the news: two French women working with blueEnergy, a non-governmental 

organization (NGO) in Bluefields, were raped on the beach in the small community of El 

Bluff. An acquaintance called to tell me that a few days earlier the two women had gone 

to the empty beach in the late morning for a swim. They stripped down to their bathing 

suits, left their belongings on the shore and waded out into the warm Caribbean waters. It 

wasn’t until they were some distance out that they saw a Creole man take off down the 

beach with their things. They came out of the water and followed him into the dense 

brush west of the beach. When they caught up with him he turned around with a machete 

and ordered them to take off their clothes, raping one and sexually assaulting the other.  

The news of the rape affected me deeply; for months after the incident, I had 

trouble sleeping at night and felt painfully visible as a young woman living alone after 

my partner returned to the United States to work. On a clear day, I could see the 

community of El Bluff from my balcony on the other side of the Bluefields Bay. I had 

walked that lonely strip of beach with friends. I had participated in the bacchanalian 

festivities of Holy Week there, when all of Bluefields heads to the beaches of Corn 

Island, El Bluff, and the shores of the Pearl Lagoon to celebrate the death and 

resurrection of Christ with food, music, and Flor de Caña rum. In short, it had never 

occurred to me that the beach was not safe. But the Bluff rape was a brutal reminder that 

even the most mundane, familiar locations can be the sites of profound violence. Within 
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days, news of the rape had spread throughout the region’s NGO grapevine and was 

discussed frequently on various radio programs. In the weeks after the attacks, I closely 

followed the developments around the case and the state’s response to it. I spoke with 

volunteers and staff at the NGO where the two women had worked and listened to the 

news reports waiting for resolution. Before year’s end their assailant had been captured 

and incarcerated. What the news reports failed to reveal was the tremendous amount of 

institutional power, personal connections, and state resources that were deployed to track 

down and capture the rapist. The director of blueEnergy tapped into his personal contacts 

in Nicaragua’s large network of NGOs and the government to investigate the crime. He 

was able to mobilize the support of colleagues and friends with deep connections to the 

Sandinista government who brought the state’s attention to the rape. The French Embassy 

stepped in to support the victims and assist the Nicaraguan government in its 

investigation. Finally, Aminta Granera, head of the National Police, sent plainclothes 

detectives to investigate the case with the mandate not to return until a suspect had been 

found and apprehended. The detective followed these orders to the letter and by 

December a suspect was in custody; given the vagaries of Nicaragua’s criminal justice 

system, one can only hope that the man in custody is indeed the actual assailant.   

In spite of my empathy with the two victims, I also found myself feeling deeply 

uncomfortable with the specifics of the case, namely that two white women had been 

raped by a Black man and the state had acted with uncharacteristic haste to see that this 

rapist was captured and tried for his crime. As far as I knew, similar efforts have never 

been made to bring men who sexually assaulted Afro-descendant and Indigenous women 

to justice. Even men who assault Mestizas are likely to be exonerated for their crimes 

(IXCHEN 2006). This suggested to me that in order not to lose face in front of the 

international community, the Nicaraguan government was prepared to extend a courtesy 

to the white, foreign victims of the Bluff rape that it rarely provides to its own female 

citizens. While the two young women’s whiteness did not protect them from being the 

victims of sexual violence, it did ensure that their violation would be recognized as an 
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actual crime by the state and that active steps would be taken to bring their assailant to 

justice.  

The memory of this violent incident had a powerful impact on me and continued 

to follow me throughout my time in Bluefields. I wondered what kind of resources would 

be mobilized to apprehend someone who had assaulted an Afro-Nicaraguan or 

Indigenous woman. As I began to reflect more deeply on the racial politics of sexual 

violence in Nicaragua, generally, and on the Coast specifically, I reached out to Creole 

and Garifuna women to ask them about their thoughts on the El Bluff rape and whether 

the issue of sexual violence against Black women had ever been discussed in such a 

public way. Overwhelmingly, I was told in no uncertain terms that this had never been 

the case -- no one, not even Black women, was interested in talking about sexual violence 

against Black women. Indeed media coverage of sexual violence in Nicaragua focuses 

almost exclusively on the experiences of Mestizas whose victimization is legible to the 

nation even as it often goes unanswered by the State. Many of the nation’s nightly news 

programs feature segments where women publicly denounce husbands or partners who 

have abused them (or often their children); these women show the injuries that they have 

sustained from their partners and the nation is forced to bear witness to these women’s 

suffering and the brutal consequences of misogyny and patriarchy. The women’s and 

feminist movements in Nicaragua have done tremendous work to bring sexual violence 

into the public sphere – writing columns, operating women’s shelters, providing 

counseling and legal services to rape survivors, and using the national media to broaden 

the debate – but most of this work has been concentrated in the Pacific.  

Afro-Nicaraguan women shared with me that although violence against women, 

particularly sexual violence, was a ubiquitous and quotidian part of most Black women’s 

lived experiences there was almost no space for women to publicly discuss these issues 

and any attempts to do so would likely be met with indifference and silence by their 

communities as well as the state. Simply put, most Creole and Garifuna women are loath 

to share their personal experiences of violence and their home communities encourage 

this silence. Although Black women are just as likely to be the victims of sexual violence 
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as both Mestiza and Indigenous women, they are significantly less likely to name that 

violence and to seek legal redress for these violations. Afro-Nicaraguan women’s 

political responses to sexual violence tend to be profoundly ambivalent, reflecting their 

reticence to publicly name their experiences of violence, bring unwanted attention to their 

communities, and discuss an issue that is still stigmatized, demonstrating that this issue is 

a source of shame and the fact that there are almost no spaces in which to address sexual 

violence as a reality in most Black women’s lives. Although many of the women that I 

spoke with confirmed that most Black women had experienced some form of sexual 

violence, most people, both men and women, tend to view this issue as a private matter 

that should be not be aired outside of the home. A 2009 study by the Centro de Estudios y 

Investigación de la Mujer Multiétnica on the commercial sexual exploitation of girls, 

boys, and teenagers on the Atlantic Coast reached a similar conclusion: “In the Creole 

ethnicity, these kinds of cases are connected to the dignity and good name of the family 

and as such, are not made public” (CEIMM 2009: 11). Yet, Black women are never 

entirely silent about their experiences of sexual violence; some women do, in fact, press 

charges against their assailants when they are assaulted while others simply share their 

stories in the spaces where women have always talked about their lives, those private, 

quotidian spaces – in kitchens, smoking cigarettes on the verandah, in their homes where 

they could be safe from the scrutiny and skepticism or outright dismissal of others.  

The Bluff rape and the state’s response to it created an opportunity to think 

through the racial dimensions of sexual violence against women in Nicaragua and to 

explore why violence against white foreigners and Mestizas was so much more visible 

than equally pervasive patterns of sexual violence against Afro-Nicaraguan women. This 

chapter, then, is an attempt to make sense of the gender and racial politics of sexual 

violence and to understand why Black women activists on the Atlantic Coast have been 

so reticent to speak publicly about and organize around the issue of sexual violence. I 

provide an ethnographic analysis of Black women’s experiences of gender violence, 

particularly sexual violence, and the silences that surround historical and ongoing 

violence against Black women. My research suggests that Black women often refuse to 
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participate in larger debates on sexual violence taking place in Nicaragua because of a 

number of social and political, and cultural factors that inhibit their ability to speak 

publicly about being sexually victimized. But much of the larger rationale behind the 

ongoing silence against what is clearly a public crisis, is connected to Black women’s 

recognition of the fact, that unlike the two white French women were raped at the Bluff 

or Mestizas who regularly appear on nightly news programs to denounce abusive spouses 

and partners, Black (and Indigenous) women are not seen as legitimate victims whose 

experiences of violence need to be addressed by the Mestizo nation-state. As members of 

a community whose claims to citizenship and national belonging are perceived by the 

Mestizo nation as being at best tenuous, and at worst, fictitious, there is little empathy for 

their experiences of violence and sexual exploitation.  

Like their counterparts in the transnational anti-violence movement, Nicaraguan 

feminists have privileged the discourse of “breaking the silence” around sexual violence. 

Over the last two decades women activists and feminists have done tremendous work 

bringing the issue of violence against women into public consciousness and identifying it 

as a violation of women’s human rights. Like anti-violence advocates around the world, 

they have struggled to shift popular thinking around gender violence and make the state 

and the nation understand that violence against women is not a private matter limited to 

the confines of the domestic sphere but rather is a manifestation of a deeply entrenched 

patriarchal order that relies on women’s economic, political, and social subordination to 

men. This subordination is demonstrated most clearly in Nicaragua’s obscenely high rates 

of sexual violence against women and children. Although statistical data on sexual 

violence in Nicaragua is limited, the data that does exist, much of which has been 

produced by feminist NGOs and researchers without the support of the state, 

demonstrates that it is a widespread and pervasive social phenomenon. It is estimated that 

at least one out of every three Nicaraguan women has experienced sexual abuse, at least 

half of them before the age of 12 (IXCHEN 2006). These are conservative estimates 

because sexual crimes against women and children tend to be vastly underreported with 

only one of four women likely to denunciar or press charges against their assailant. For 
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those who do press charges, they face a criminal justice and legal system that is under-

resourced, inefficient, and often indifferent to the needs of survivors. Women must also 

face the scrutiny and rejection of their friends, family, and community when they 

denounce sexual abuse while the courts and society tend to blame the victim and place 

the burden of proving sexual assault on women and girls. Victims of sexual violence are 

often encouraged by their families and communities not to report sexual violence for fear 

of causing a scandal (Amnesty International 2010, IXCHEN 2006).  

The depth of the sexual violence crisis can hardly be overstated. It is estimated 

that between 10 and 12 sexual crimes are committed in the country each day and take 

place every two hours and 36 minutes. Intra-family sexual violence is particularly 

widespread and is linked to a number of other social problems that have yet to be 

meaningfully addressed by the state. Feminist activists and researchers suggest that 

Nicaragua’s high rates of teenage pregnancy – the country has the highest rates in Central 

America – is linked to the pervasive sexual abuse of pre-adolescent and adolescent girls 

by older men, particularly relatives, family “friends”, and local authority and community 

figures. According to the Centro de Mujeres IXCHEN (2006), the majority of sexual 

crimes in Nicaragua are committed against minors and 59 percent of these crimes take 

place in the home. Feminists also argue that the growing impunity that surrounds sexual 

violence is exacerbated by the fact that President Daniel Ortega, whose stepdaughter 

Zoilámerica Narvaez Murillo, publicly accused Ortega in March 1998 of sexually 

abusing and harassing her for nearly twenty years, has done little to develop policies and 

institutions to address the crisis. Indeed many feminists argue that Ortega’s presidency 

and increased power in Nicaraguan politics has produced a serious culture of impunity 

that sanctions sexual violence against women and girls. The fact that an accused rapist 

could become president and not ever have to answer to the charges makes it difficult to 

uproot the widespread culture of machismo and patriarchy that structures relationships 

between men and women across race and class.  

Nevertheless, despite the growing recognition of sexual violence as a serious 

social problem, Black women are conspicuously absent from this national discussion. In 
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this chapter I argue that the mainstream women’s and feminist movements have paid 

insufficient attention to the ways in which racial and regional difference shape women’s 

experiences of sexual violence and how the larger public perceives it. Unlike white 

foreigners and Mestizas, Creole and Garifuna women are seldom read as legitimate 

victims of sexual abuse when violence against them is recognized at all. Moreover, Black 

women’s personal stories of violence and abuse must also compete with larger historical 

discourses of Afro-Nicaraguan women’s tropical hypersexuality and libidinal nature that 

position them as being “un-rapeable” (Goldstein 2003; hooks 1981). The myth of Afro-

Nicaraguan women’s deviant sexuality renders them illegitimate victims whose claims of 

sexual violence can be ignored by the nation and dismissed by the state. But if the 

Mestizo nation refuses to acknowledge Afro-Nicaraguan and Indigenous women’s 

experiences of violence, the silence of their communities and the women themselves 

serves to reproduce that erasure of violence against Black women albeit for different 

reasons. Unlike the women’s and feminist movements in the Pacific, which are engaged 

in very vocal and critical campaign to end sexual violence against women and children, 

Black women activists, have for the most part remained silent on the issue of sexual 

violence against women and there is generally no public space to talk about it. This 

silence points to a deeper ambivalence about sexual politics within Afro-Nicaraguan 

communities. Part of Creole and Garifuna women’s anxiety about making sexual 

violence in their communities visible and public is that it will reproduce and reinforce 

popular racial discourses of Afro-descendant peoples as hypersexual and deviant sexual 

predators that are not only part of Nicaraguan racial common sense but that circulate 

globally as well. In this context, breaking the silence is not an empowering move but one 

that can actually increase one’s sense of vulnerability. As Rose points out in her 

groundbreaking study of African American women’s sexuality, 

 
“Simply telling one’s story isn’t simple at all. Black women’s sexual lives, 
like those of many women, sometimes involve abuse and mistreatment at 
the hands of men. For black women, though this means making public 
statements about black men that might serve to support stereotypical 
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images of Black men as violent, dysfunctional, and criminal. Black 
women’s sexual lives are pinned between the powerful uses of distorted 
myths about black sexuality to fuel racist, demeaning stories about black 
men and women and the sexuality myths used to maintain the 
subordination of women as a whole” (Rose 2003: 5). 
 
Scholars like Andrea Smith and Beth Ritchie have highlighted how the 

mainstream anti-violence movements in the United States tend to overlook how racial 

and economic inequality make some women more vulnerable to gender violence than 

others and limits their ability to get justice when they are the victims of violence. They 

argue for the need to develop a more comprehensive and critical analysis of violence that 

moves beyond getting women to “break the silence” and instead confronts the structural 

barriers that make it difficult to do so. Historically the mainstream Mestiza women’s and 

feminist movements in Nicaragua have had a limited race analysis. Beyond slogans that 

extol the virtue of “unity in diversity” in these movements, race tends to be marginal to 

their broader understanding of the social and structural workings of gender 

discrimination. Race is understood in terms of folkloric cultural difference and racism is 

often flattened to interpersonal discriminatory attitudes between individuals from 

different racial groups. Rarely is race or racism discussed as a form of structural 

inequality that directly and differentially shapes people’s life chances. The inability to 

critically understand how structural racism maps onto regional inequalities, which place 

the Atlantic Coast on the periphery of the nation, distorts how intersecting structures of 

inequality produce women’s experiences of gender subordination and sexual violence. 

For example, the historical tendency of the Central Government to ignore and under-

resource the Atlantic Coast means that there is little social or political infrastructure to 

diminish violence against Black women. Breaking the silence about one’s experience of 

rape on the Atlantic Coast is considerably more difficult if you are a English-speaking, 

Black woman living in a rural area of the Atlantic Coast where inclement conditions 

during the rainy season prevent travel down the Coast’s labyrinth of rivers and lagoons 

and the government has failed to build a road to Bluefields where you might seek medical 

attention. Or maybe you simply don’t have the money to afford transportation, and there 
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isn’t a women’s police station where you can report the crime and if there is one they 

lack the equipment and technology, as well as electricity, to perform a forensic exam that 

you can use in a court of law. None of the people who take your report speak your 

language and you have the equivalent of a 9th grade education. The male police officer 

who takes your report asks you several times if you are sure you want to file a denuncia, 

or suggests that you should take care of this at home with your family. Or they’ve seen 

you here before and think you must be lying. In short, there are a number of factors that 

impact whether women will ever report or speak publicly about sexual violence some of 

which may not necessarily have to do with gender per se, but produce unequal responses 

to gender violence against Black women. 

Afro-Nicaraguan women are often caught between Coast communities that refuse 

to acknowledge or address gender violence and the women’s and feminist movements 

which often reproduce racist discourses that position Black and Indigenous cultures as 

exceptionally violent and patriarchal and ignore the political conditions that produce 

Black women’s public silence.  In this chapter I will explore how women negotiate these 

two spaces and discuss how Black women engage the issue of gender violence in their 

own lives. Drawing from feminist geography, the interventions of U.S. feminists of color 

theorizing the intersections between state and gender violence, and Black feminist theory, 

I argue that part of the reason that the mainstream women’s and feminist movements in 

Nicaragua have failed to meaningfully engage Black women in their efforts is not 

because Black women don’t care about sexual violence but because, as Smith argues, 

they have failed to understand the ways in which gender violence is not simply a tool of 

patriarchy but also of racism and economic subordination. Rather they must cultivate an 

analysis that recognizes “how colonial relationships, as well as race and class relations, 

are themselves gendered and sexualized” (151). Providing multicultural services to 

women of color is not enough to address the underlying causes of the specific forms of 

violence they experience. They have also been unable to understand the ways in which 

social processes of race are closely linked to spatial practices that stereotype, marginalize, 
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and place the region outside of the nation-state. Anti-violence advocates often reproduce 

these racialized spatial practices of exclusion and alterity. 

In the following section, I provide an account of one Creole woman’s experiences 

of sexual violence and use that an entry into a larger discussion on the complex politics 

that frame women’s decision to choose silence; this account reveals that Creole women’s 

silence around the issue of sexual violence does not necessarily reveal their limited 

gender consciousness but actually demonstrates their awareness that what they have to 

say will likely not be taken seriously by their community or the larger society. In Section 

Three, I also address the discursive representations of Afro-Nicaraguan women and the 

Caribbean Coast that shape larger perceptions of Black women’s sexuality. Imagined as 

oversexed seductresses by Mestizos or imagining themselves as Puritanical mothers and 

wives, the stereotypes that surround notions of Black femininity obscure how they are 

victimized by sexual violence and normalizes that violence. In Section Four, I draw on 

Katherine McKittrick’s explorations of Black women’s geographies of struggle to argue 

that although Black women do not mobilize publicly to end sexual violence they create 

intimate spaces to talk about their lives and experiences of sexual violence. These spaces 

are often fragmentary, episodic, informal, and take place in domestic spaces with people 

with whom these women feel comfortable. By building on the analysis of Creole women 

intellectuals and activist organizations I suggest that these spaces can be broadened and 

brought into the public sphere to create a community dialogue about sexual violence. In 

many ways these intimate spaces function much like consciousness-raising and I want to 

suggest that they could be mobilized to the same end, a strategy that some Afro-

Nicaraguan women activists have considered and attempted to do in the past, which I 

discuss later in the chapter. Women will speak when they believe that what they have to 

say will be heard and will be acknowledged.  

Violence against women constitutes a serious social crisis in Nicaragua and 

women of all races are subjected to it; however, although all Nicaraguan women 

experience various forms of gender violence, race complicates how that violence is 

perceived by the nation and how it is (un)addressed by the State. In the case of Afro-
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Nicaraguan women, race and regional identity render their experiences of violence 

invisible and illegible to the larger mestizo nation. Few spaces exists for Black and 

Indigenous women to name their experiences of violence and my research suggests that 

even if it did, their suffering would be met with indifference. This fact demonstrates that 

although Nicaraguan women of all races are vulnerable to patriarchal violence, women’s 

experiences of gender subordination are unequally mediated by racial difference.  Anti-

violence advocates have a done a tremendous amount of work confronting the crisis but 

until they cultivate a deeper analysis of structural inequality they will not be able to fully 

engage Black and Indigenous women on the Coast to end this crisis. This chapter is a 

meditation on how this situation might be transformed and I offer it in the spirit of 

solidarity and respect. 

II. SEXUAL VIOLENCE IN NICARAGUA 
Over the last two decades women activists and feminists have done tremendous 

work bringing the issue of violence against women into public consciousness and 

identifying it as a violation of women’s human rights. Like anti-violence advocates 

around the world, they have struggled to shift popular thinking around gender violence 

and make the state and the nation understand that violence against women is not a private 

matter limited to the confines of the domestic sphere but rather is a manifestation of a 

deeply entrenched patriarchal order that relies on women’s economic, political, and social 

subordination to men. This subordination is demonstrated most clearly in Nicaragua’s 

obscenely high rates of sexual violence against women and children. 

Although statistical data on sexual violence in Nicaragua is limited, the data that 

does exist, much of which has been produced by feminist NGOs and researchers without 

the support of the state, demonstrates that it is a widespread and pervasive social 

phenomenon. It is estimated that at one out of every three Nicaraguan women has 

experienced sexual abuse, at least half of them before the age of 12 (IXCHEN 2006).  It 

is estimated that between 10 and 12 sexual crimes are committed in the country each day 

and take place every two hours and 36 minutes. These are conservative estimates because 
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sexual crimes against women and children tend to be vastly underreported with only one 

of four women likely to denunciar or press charges against their assailant. For those who 

do press charges, they face a criminal justice and legal system that is under-resourced, 

inefficient, and often indifferent to the needs of survivors of sexual abuse. Intra-family 

sexual violence is particularly widespread and is linked to a number of other social 

problems that have yet to be meaningfully addressed by the state. Feminist activists and 

researchers suggest that Nicaragua’s high rates of teenage pregnancy – the country has 

the highest rates in Central America – is linked to the pervasive sexual abuse of pre-

adolescent and adolescent girls by older men, particularly relatives and family friends. 

According to the Centro de Mujeres IXCHEN (2006), the majority of sexual crimes in 

Nicaragua are committed against minors and 59 percent of these crimes take place in the 

home. As a result of the sustained activism and advocacy of women and feminist 

activists, sexual violence is finally becoming an issue that is discussed publicly in 

Nicaragua. In the process, these activists have forced the nation to confront the violent 

consequences of Nicaragua’s culture of machismo. On April 4, 2009, El Nuevo Diario, 

one of Nicaragua’s leading daily newspapers, which tends to be politically left of center 

in its commentary and news coverage, published a political cartoon titled “The tip of the 

iceberg.” The cartoon featured an incongruous and disturbing image of a young Mestiza 

girl standing atop an iceberg with a doll held next to her swollen, pregnant belly. The 

cartoon stated, “1,400 pregnancies of minors [as the result of] sexual abuse…and this is 

just the tip of the iceberg.” Beneath the image of the distressed girl, the cartoonist listed 

the various factors that had led to this state of affairs: the lack of sexual education, lack of 

parental supervision, and finally a machista culture.  
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Figure 5.1 “The Tip of the Iceberg,” El Nuevo Diario 

But sexual violence is (re)produced not only through social attitudes, patriarchal 

gender norms, and society’s tacit endorsement of machismo but also through the state’s 

general lack of will and indifference to this pervasive problem. This lack of will is 

demonstrated in the government’s failure to develop policies and programs aimed at 

reducing sexual violence in the country. There is no national policy to combat sexual 

violence; although such a policy did exist, it expired in 2006 under the administration of 

former President Enrique Bolaños and was not renewed under the presidency of Daniel 

Ortega (Amnesty International 2010). For many feminist and women activists, the 

Nicaraguan state’s indifference to gender violence is not surprising, particularly under the 

current administration of FSLN leader, Daniel Ortega, who regained the presidency in 

2006 after being voted out of office in 1990.  

In March 1998, Ortega’s adopted daughter, Zoilamérica Narváez Murillo, 

released a 48-page testimony in which she publicly accused him of sexually abusing her 
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from the age of 11 in 1979 until 1990. Even after she had left home, married, and had 

children, Ortega continued to sexually harass her verbally, calling her at home and work, 

at all hours insisting that she come see him or that he would come to her home. Although 

the allegations were never substantiated, there is much to suggest that they are likely true, 

most notably the lengths to which Daniel Ortega has gone to keep his stepdaughter’s case 

first out of the Nicaraguan courts and later the Inter-American Commission on Human 

Rights (Kenneth Morris 2010). Immediately following the allegations, Ortega used his 

political power to broker a deal with then President Arnoldo Aleman, leader of the 

conservative Liberal Constitutional Party (PLC), to provide the two with immunity from 

the criminal charges that each faced – in Aleman’s case, charges of money laundering, 

embezzlement, and political corruption. Since Ortega was a member of parliament, he 

could not be prosecuted for the crime, and by the end of his term in office the five-year of 

statute of limitations on rape and sexual abuse cases had run out, which led the courts to 

throw out Narvaez’ case. According to Revista Envío, in 2002, after hearing testimony 

from Narvaez, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights suggested that the 

Nicaraguan government reach a “friendly agreement” with her implying “tacit acceptance 

of the truth of her accusations.” When Ortega assumed the presidency he refused to 

follow the recommendations of the Commission and threatened to remove Nicaragua 

from the Organization of American States, which houses the Inter-American Commission 

on Human Rights. Finally, in 2008 after a decade of fighting to bring the case to trial, the 

Nicaraguan Human Rights Center (CENIDH) reported that, following Narváez’s request, 

the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IAHCR) would officially close the 

case that CENIDH and Narváez filed jointly in 1999 against the Nicaraguan State 

(Revista Envío 2008).  

The outcome of the Narváez case points to the larger culture of impunity that 

surrounds sexual violence in Nicaragua. The lengths that Daniel Ortega and his allies 

went to undermine the case and keep it out of the national and international courts 

reflected the deeper, common sense beliefs that sexual violence is an issue that should not 

be addressed publicly and is not a matter that the state need concern itself with. 
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Regardless of Ortega’s guilt or innocence, the case seemed to merit further investigation 

that will likely never take place. The kind of chilling effect this has had on women and 

feminist organizing against sexual violence remains to be seen but there can be little 

doubt of the message it sends to society: when it comes to sexual violence, men are 

simply above the law. And that impunity trickles down from the highest levels of state 

power to isolated communities that seem to exist on the margins of the nation-state. 

Moreover, the amount of work that the Ortega administration spent blocking 

Narvaez’ case in Nicaragua and outside of the country is particularly troubling in light of 

how little energy it has devoted to meaningfully addressing the very serious problem of 

sexual violence in the country. Not only has the Ortega administration refused to develop 

policies to eradicate sexual violence it scrapped the few programs that served this 

purpose. In 2007, the Ortega administration dismantled the National Commission of 

Comprehensive Care and Protection for Children, the only formal government agency “in 

which government officials and NGOs could develop and coordinate responses relating 

to violence against women and children” (Amnesty International 2010). No other agency 

has been created to provide this service. Even state institutions such as the Comisaria de 

la Mujer y la Ninez, women and children’s police stations receive no funding from the 

state and must instead rely funding from international philanthropic organizations. 

Feminist NGOs have had to step in to provide many of the services to survivors that the 

state does not offer.  

Following the trend started in the 1990s as the country was undergoing neoliberal 

economic reforms, feminist and women’s NGOs work with transnational NGOs, 

philanthropic foundations, institutions such as the United Nations, and foreign 

governments to offer women and girls the resources to denounce sexual abuse, prosecute 

these cases, access therapeutic services to heal from the trauma of sexual violence, and 

empower themselves to publicly criticize society’s silence towards sexual violence. 

Although the state has done little to confront the sexual violence crisis, women’s and 

feminist NGOs and grassroots organizations have been instrumental in bringing this issue 

into the public sphere and forcing the nation to acknowledge this particularly brutal form 
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of gender subordination. Through research, education, policy advocacy, activism, and 

utilizing mass media these activists are directly challenging the machista culture and 

values that normalize violence against women and reproduce male dominance over 

women’s lives, bodies, and sexuality. The Women’s Network Against Violence organizes 

workshops, conferences, and educational activities throughout the country to educate 

diverse sectors of Nicaraguan society about sexual violence and its impact on women. 

These organizations often work collaboratively with the Comisaría de la Mujer to provide 

training to police officers working with survivors of sexual abuse and making them more 

sensitive to the needs of the victims; this is especially critical since police have 

historically undermined women’s efforts to access state justice for sexual abuse. In 

addition, the Network has taken an active role in advocating for women’s sexual and 

reproductive rights, including demanding women’s right to therapeutic abortion, and 

calling on the state to support anti-violence programs.  

Other organizations such as Dos Generaciones provide therapeutic services to 

children and teenage survivors who would not otherwise be able to access these resources 

on their own. Women and feminist activists also regularly publish editorials in the 

nation’s leading daily newspapers, La Prensa and El Nuevo Diario, as well as 

publications such as Revista Envío and the feminist magazine La Boletina condemning 

both normalized violence against women in their daily lives and the state’s complicity 

with this violence as demonstrated by its failure to develop specific policies and 

programs aimed at diminishing and ending violence against women.  

Despite the challenges that they face in confronting normative discourses of 

sexuality, male privilege, and violence, Nicaraguan feminists have done much to 

transform the national discussion on sexual violence and challenge the machista culture 

that perpetuates violence against women. They have done so in the face of overt and 

active opposition from the government and Nicaraguan society. While this is critical and 

important work, however, it tends to focus almost exclusively on the experiences of 

Mestizas in the Pacific. Despite the fact that sexual violence against Afro-descendant and 

Indigenous women is as prevalent on the Atlantic Coast as it is on the Pacific, the 
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mainstream women’s and feminist movements have not been able to engage these women 

in a meaningful dialogue about this problem and how they might combat it. Rather, 

feminist activists and organizations have tended to reproduce the idea that Afro-

descendant and Indigenous cultures in the region are exceptionally patriarchal and more 

violent than the dominant Mestizo culture. In a recent study on intra-family violence in 

the South Atlantic Autonomous Region (RAAS) by the Women’s Secretariat of the 

Regional Council of the RAAS, the report stated that some participants attributed 

violence against women to “cultural factors that justify violent relationships in the family, 

perceiving them as natural” (Secretaría de la Mujer 2010: 21). 

I observed this tendency during a visit the Centro de Mujeres IXCHEN office in 

Bluefields, which is part of a larger NGO in Nicaragua that provides sexual and 

reproductive health services to women as well as attention to sexual abuse survivors. I 

spoke with the director and asked her about the prevalence of sexual violence on the 

Atlantic Coast and its impact on women from different cultural and racial backgrounds. 

She stated that cultural significantly influences how the different ethnic groups perceive 

violence against women; it became increasingly clear throughout the conversation, 

however, that the influence of culture only applied to Indigenous and Afro-descendant 

cultures. Compared to Afro-descendant and Indigenous women, she felt that Mestizas 

were much more likely to report sexual crimes to the police and seek justice from the 

legal system. This led to her to conclude that “the mestizo woman has already broken the 

silence [around sexual violence], but with the other ethnicities it is more like a private 

matter” (Morris 2010). This willingness to “break the silence” and speak publicly of 

being sexually victimized, indeed the very ability to speak, suggested that Mestizas had 

acquired a critical gender consciousness that Afro-descendant and Indigenous women had 

not gained as the result of their patriarchal cultures. 
In her explanation, Afro-descendant and Indigenous women were victims of 

communities that reproduced violence through their cultural values. She referred to the 

challenges that Miskitu women face in confronting sexual violence in their communities 

as a result of the state’s recognition of indigenous customary law, that is the right of a 
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community to address criminal offenses on the basis of its own cultural norms, traditions, 

and cosmovisión. Feminists have argued that this practice can produce violations of 

individual human rights, particularly among women, when customary law is used to by 

men in these communities to evade prosecution for their crimes against women (Montes 

and Woods 2008). Following indigenous customary law in many rural communities on 

the Atlantic Coast, conflicts and criminal offenses are mediated and resolved by a whita, 

or communal judge who has the authority to send cases to the Nicaraguan court system if 

he or she feels that the case is severe enough to warrant prosecution. The figure of the 

whita, however, has become a key site of critique by feminist activists in the region who 

argue that allowing the whita to handle sexual offenses rather than directing them to the 

National Police can lead to serious violations of women’s human rights in these 

communities. The director of the Centro de Mujeres IXCHEN pointed to the common 

practice in rural villages in which a perpetrator will either bribe the whita to avoid having 

charges brought against him or the whita will act as a mediator between the perpetrator 

and the family of the victim to whom the perpetrator will pay damages in exchange for 

them not filing a formal complaint with the police. Damages often include money or farm 

animals that are presumably commensurate with the level of harm inflicted on the victim. 

While this is more common in Indigenous communities it apparently also occurs in some 

of the Creole and Garifuna villages in the region’s rural areas (Montes and Woods 2008). 

According to the IXCHEN director, the corruption and sexism of the whita and the 

impunity that rapists enjoy in these communities as a result, demonstrates that Afro-

descendant and Indigenous cultures are more patriarchal than Mestizos and more likely to 

oppress women and violate their human rights.  

Mainstream feminist critiques of these ostensibly oppressive cultures must 

compete, however, with the national discourse of multicultural citizenship and respect for 

cultural difference that the Nicaraguan state has espoused since the 1980s. Like many 

Latin American states, over the last three decades, Nicaragua has formally recognized the 

cultural rights of minority communities and reformulated its constitution to recognize the 

multilingual, multicultural character of the nation. But if the state has formally granted 
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these rights and discursively affirmed cultural difference as a defining characteristic 

Nicaraguan national identity, these gestures have not significantly transformed 

perceptions of Afro and Indigenous Nicaraguans, nor has it meaningfully disrupted the 

historical narrative of “Nicaraguan national identity and culture [as] preeminently 

mestizo” (Hooker 2005: 16). During the interview, the IXCHEN director said she 

believed that the different cultures of the Atlantic Coast needed to be respected, 

preserved, and not forced to assimilate into Mestizo identity. But she also seemed to 

harbor reservations about the compatibility of collective multicultural rights and women’s 

individual human rights and stated that respect for cultural difference had to be 

moderated with an awareness that, “Sometimes it’s culture that doesn’t favor advancing 

the rights of women. Sometimes culture goes against development.”  

Interestingly she laid the blame for women’s experiences of violence on 

retrograde indigenous cultures but never discussed the structural conditions that also 

facilitate widespread sexual violence.  Many of the communities that have whitas, for 

example, also do not have a Comisaría – or regular police stations, for that matter -- 

where women can report sexual crimes and access forensic specialists or treatment 

following sexual assault or rape. Rather survivors must make their way by boat to 

Bluefields, which has the only Comisaría in the region, to formally denounce their 

attacker and receive medical treatment; there are no direct land routes to Bluefields from 

the communities and boat travel is expensive, unreliable, and often impossible during the 

rainy season which lasts from June until December/January. The state has consistently 

failed to develop roads that would facilitate less expensive land travel and more 

importantly, has not developed the legal infrastructure in the communities that would 

make it unnecessary to travel to Bluefields to press charges against a rapist. If the 

problem of sexual violence on the Atlantic Coast is one of culture, it would seem that it is 

not only the culture of Indigenous and Afro-descendant peoples that creates the problem, 

but also a patriarchal political culture that facilitates violence against women through its 

structural neglect and indifference. Simply put it is more convenient to let a whita handle 

messy matters of sexual violence on the community level than for the state to provide the 
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kinds of resources that would allow survivors to have a broad range of legal options to 

adjudicate these crimes in ways that are satisfactory to both the community and the state.   

Mestiza feminists in the Pacific recognize machismo as social practice and 

ideology that normalizes violence against women, and have also developed an analysis 

that locates this violence within a larger structure of gender inequality that reproduces a 

patriarchal order in which men exercise social, political, and economic control over 

women’s lives and bodies. Women’s gendered subordination, which is manifested in and 

maintained through violence, is not reduced to a machista culture, rather it is understood 

that violence against women is not merely a manifestation of culture but a reflection of 

structural relations of power. Yet this same analysis is not applied to understanding the 

ways in which particular cultural practices that undermine Afro-Nicaraguan women’s 

human dignity and violate their human rights are also conditioned by larger political 

forces. Afro-descendant and Indigenous women become depicted as victims of their 

cultures rather than as being victimized by political processes that shape women’s lives in 

profound ways such as neoliberal adjustment, racism, the loss of economic opportunity, 

living in under-served rural areas with minimal states services, etc. The feminist and 

women’s movements have tended to read Afro-descendant and Indigenous women’s 

experiences of violence purely in cultural terms that flatten the complex realities of their 

lives and pathologize their communities using language and narratives of development 

and progress that uncritically mirror discourses that have justified the marginalization of 

the region since it was forcibly integrated into the Nicaraguan nation-state in 1893.   

This argument about Afro-descendant and indigenous cultures as being “against 

development” and advancing the individual human rights of women parallels larger 

transnational debates taking place on the degree to which the recognition of collective 

cultural rights negates the individual human rights of vulnerable populations within 

minority communities. In Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women? Susan Moller Okin (1999) 

argues that human rights advocates have too often wrongly assumed that “feminism and 

multiculturalism are both good things which are easily reconciled” and that the reality is 

in fact that unlike liberal, Western cultures which have presumably been transformed by 
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feminist activism, minority cultures (which interestingly only include African, Middle 

Eastern, Asian, and Latin American cultures) are distinctly more patriarchal than their 

Western counterparts. She argues that human rights activists have tended to promote the 

collective rights of groups while ignoring the inequalities that exist in these groups; 

defending the right of minority cultures to preserve their traditions, values, and practices 

can inadvertently reflect an implicit endorsement of their continued subordination of 

women. Feminist human rights scholars have criticized Okin’s zero-sum analysis which 

assumes that multiculturalism undermines women’s rights and that minority women 

“might be much better off if the culture into which they were born were either to become 

extinct (so that its members would become integrated into the less sexist surrounding 

culture) or, preferably, to be encouraged to alter itself so as to reinforce the equality of 

women – at least to the degree to which this value is upheld in the majority culture” (23). 

In “Feminism vs. Multiculturalism,” feminist legal scholar, Leti Volpp (2001) argues that 

Okin relies on an essentialist concept of culture that views minority cultures as static, 

ahistorical, immutable, and impervious to the dominant cultures that surround and, often, 

oppress them. Tellingly, Okin’s position reveals some key premises about liberal feminist 

analyses of women’s subordination in non-white, non-Western societies: 1) the 

perception of non-Western women as passive and incapable of acting as subjects with 

agency and their own analysis of unequal gendered relations; 2) the assumption that 

“minority” women want to be liberated from their oppressive cultures by liberal white 

feminists. This argument reflects the globalization of liberal racisms that abstract 

individual rights from the structural realities that shape the life chances of “minority” 

cultures and women in these communities, based on historical and ongoing racial 

inequality. However well intentioned feminist human rights advocates may be, these 

transnational debates on the tensions between collective cultural rights and women’s 

individual human rights have particularly racialized implications when they are 

reproduced in the context of Nicaragua’s historically fraught relationship to the Atlantic 

Coast.  
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In Nicaragua, this discourse of saving Black and Indigenous women from their 

communities – while ignoring how the state perpetuates gender violence against these 

women – dovetails with the legacy and ongoing processes of anti-Black racism that posit 

Coast cultures as in need of assimilation into the Mestizo body politic in order to become 

truly civilized. There is a way in which feminist discourses about Black and Indigenous 

cultures being fundamentally antithetical to women’s gender equality uncomfortably 

parallels Nicaragua’s larger national narrative that the Atlantic Coast needs to be 

assimilated into the dominant Mestizo culture in order to be fully modern.  Coast cultures 

have historically been depicted as primitive, backwards, and fundamentally antithetical to 

development by virtue of their racial difference and inferiority. In the context of feminist 

politics we can add that they are presumably more violent towards women. In this case, 

these cultures are flawed because they curtail women’s ability to speak about gender 

violence.  

In the national debate on sexual violence, Nicaraguan feminists and women’s 

activists in the Pacific have focused largely on empowering women to break the silence 

around sexual abuse in order to force the nation and the state to acknowledge this 

widespread social problem. Coast women, particularly Creole women, are criticized for 

not doing so and it is argued that this failure is the result of these women not acquiring a 

critical gender consciousness. In the absence of Afro-Nicaraguan women publicly 

denouncing sexual violence and naming their personal experiences of violation, 

mainstream feminists have tended to assume that this silence reflects these women’s low 

self-esteem, limited gender awareness, and their internalization of patriarchal gender 

norms within in Creole communities that normalize violence against women. Although I 

certainly met Afro-Nicaraguan women who certainly seemed to share these traits, my 

general experiences working with Afro-Nicaraguan women in grassroots organizations, 

universities, schools, churches, and various government agencies in Bluefields did not 

suggest to me that these women lacked a critical awareness of the effects of patriarchy on 

their lives nor did they passively accept men’s continued efforts to dominate women in 

intimate or public spaces. Creole women are all too aware of the violence that pervades 
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their lives and are also acutely aware of their vulnerable position in their communities 

and the larger society. 

There are many reasons that Nicaraguan women choose to remain silent about 

sexual violence; some of those reasons affect women equally across differences of race, 

class, and region. A 2010 report by Amnesty International points out that many women 

and girls opt not to report cases of sexual violence and abuse because of the tendency for 

society and the state to blame the victim; this is particularly true for adolescent girls, who 

are generally believed to provoke these attacks by flaunting their bodies and sexuality. It 

is generally assumed that women invite the violence that is perpetrated against them. This 

tendency to blame the victim makes it clear to women that if they speak about being 

sexually victimized it is highly unlikely that they will be believed. This is not just a 

problem within their families and communities but is also true for their dealings with the 

state as well. 

In many instances, survivors of sexual violence are doubly victimized when they 

attempt to report their cases to the authorities. After pressing charges against their 

attackers, many victims report that police officers, particularly men, accuse them of 

lying; deliberately obstruct the process to file their complaints; take no steps to apprehend 

perpetrators, which in some cases has led to the murder of rape victims by their 

assailants; and provide no support services to victims, many of whom come from families 

with limited economic resources to access legal, psychological, and medical services. 

Police often will point to the lack of evidence and witnesses as way to undermine the 

claims of rape survivors. As one lawyer noted, 

 
“Those of us who provide assistance and legal advice to victims are aware 
of the problem of prejudice in the community. For example the police will 
start by perhaps questioning the responsibility of the mother, or, if the 
crime does not seem serious to them, they simply won’t prioritize it. The 
police give an evaluation beforehand, undermining the role of the Interior 
Ministry…This is one of the problems that the Interior Ministry complains 
about, that the police prejudice their work. And sometimes the police say 
that, if there are no witnesses, they think the case is a lost cause, but that 
runs contrary to the nature of the crime – how can you have witnesses in a 
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sexual abuse case? The rapists are going to do it in a private place, so they 
won’t be found out” (16). 

 
This institutionalized indifference to the plight of rape survivors has produced a profound 

lack of faith in the state’s willingness and ability to deliver justice for survivors of sexual 

violence, which in turn reinforces women’s silences around this issue. 

But there are other reasons that Afro-Nicaraguan women choose silence, that 

mainstream women’s and feminist activists and organizations have not fully understood 

because of their failure to develop an intersectional analysis of gender violence that 

meaningfully takes into account how processes of racial subordination, class inequality, 

and the marginalization of the Atlantic Coast affects Afro-Nicaraguan women’s access to 

justice. But Black women do speak about their experiences of gender violence, often in 

ways and spaces that are not visible to the larger Mestizo nation; and their silences reveal 

much about the intersection of race, gender, violence, and power in Nicaragua that are 

not always readily apparent to non-Black audiences. In the following section I will 

explore the politics of silence among Afro-Nicaraguan women and the various factors 

that shape their decisions to speak or not speak about sexual violence. 

II. SPEAKING THE UNSPEAKABLE 
 
I did not go to Nicaragua to study sexual violence; while I assumed that violence 

against women was certainly a part of the way that women experience patriarchy and 

male control over their lives and bodies (as they do throughout the world), I was much 

more interested in studying women’s political agency and how they resisted the various 

forms of domination that they experience. But the Bluff rape, which took place early in 

my fieldwork, and my subsequent conversations with Creole and Garifuna women 

organizers revealed how pervasive gender violence in Nicaragua is and the degree to 

which it brutally shapes women’s lives. One can see how widespread sexual violence 

against Nicaraguan women and girls is simply by reading the national newspapers or 

watching the nightly news. There, one can regularly read or view reports on cases of 

incest, rape, sex trafficking of Nicaraguan women and children both inside and outside of 
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the country’s borders. However, this coverage often bordered on the edge of spectacle, 

focusing more on the lurid details of the individual crime, rather than exploring the larger 

context in which sexual violence against women takes place. Significantly, most of this 

coverage takes places almost entirely in the Pacific, particularly the capital city, 

Managua, with little attention paid to the Atlantic Coast, although there are some stories, 

usually involving Mestiza victims that make national news.  

One such story was the particularly harrowing case of Susana Zamorán, a native 

of El Tortuguero, whose husband chopped off both of her hands with a machete in front 

of her mother and their children after physically abusing her for years. The incident sent 

shockwaves throughout the South Atlantic Autonomous Region (RAAS) and the 

municipal and regional government, who are generally incapable of agreeing on anything 

politically, came together to provide Zamorán, her mother, and her three children with a 

small house in the neighborhood of Loma Fresca in Bluefields. Her house was located on 

the road that I took each day to work at the Center for Multiethnic Women’s Studies and 

Research at the University of the Autonomous Regions of the Nicaraguan Caribbean 

Coast (CEIMM-URACCAN). I shared a taxi with a colleague on my way home one 

afternoon, and we were talking and laughing, making plans to have a drink later in the 

evening when her voice suddenly became quiet and she pointed at a modest, unpainted 

wooden house. “That’s where she lives,” she whispered. “The lady that got her hands 

chopped off, that’s where she lives.” 

It was a scene that would be repeated many times during my stay in Bluefields, 

when conversations would suddenly shift gears and voices would drop into conspiratorial 

whispers, as women would share with me what they knew about incidents of physical and 

sexual violence against women on the Atlantic Coast. Unlike the case of Zamorán, which 

was reported in the national press and shocked the entire country, the majority of these 

stories, particularly those that involved Black women, never made it to the newspapers or 

the radio, the most reliable source of news on the Atlantic Coast, which does not have 

local newspapers. Rather gossip and women’s collective memory, served as the archive 

for those incidents of gender violence that occurred in the barrios of Bluefields, the rural 
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communities located north and south of the city, and in spaces such as the Moravian 

School or at the regional universities that could never be publicly spoken but that 

constituted a critical part of women’s lived experience of gender violence. This informal 

archive demonstrated that violence against Black women is widespread in the community 

despite the fact that people are generally reticent to discuss these issues publicly. This 

archive also demonstrates that while Black women have not mobilized politically to end 

this violence, nor have they been willing to let the memory of that violence disappear; 

they continue to hold that memory and share it in spaces where they can do so without 

fear of community rejection, individual shame, or public ridicule. 

There were other stories that I heard about through the grapevine, memories 

carried in gossip because there was no other archive in which they could be stored. There 

were the stories of profesores at the regional universities – where I worked and taught 

classes – and local high schools exchanging good grades for sexual favors from female 

students. And when those students became pregnant they were summarily expelled from 

school while the male teachers who got them pregnant kept their jobs and continued 

teaching.23 

There was the man in one of the communities, as the region’s rural villages are 

called, who lived openly with two of his granddaughters. He raped each of them as they 

came of age and fathered children with them. The community watched in silence, sucking 

their teeth and shaking their heads in disgust, but there was nothing to be done. Some 

speculated that the girls must like being both granddaughter and wife to their grandfather. 

Black and Mestiza feminists in Bluefields attributed this incident and others like it to the 

exceptionally violent machista culture of Black and Indigenous communities, where it 

was acceptable for a man to have sex with his granddaughter or for a mother to rent her 

pre-pubescent daughter to a grown man for a weekend or for a rapist to exonerate himself 

                                                
23 In addition to female students being dismissed if they became pregnant, it is a common practice, 
particularly at schools linked to churches, such as the Moravian High School, for single women to be fired 
if they become pregnant. As far I was told there have never been any instances in which a male teacher was 
fired for getting a student pregnant.  
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of his crime by paying the victim’s family $300 and a cow (Montes and Woods 2009). 

Others said nothing at all.  

The National Police did not come to these communities with the order not to leave 

until the assailant was found and brought to justice. No foreign embassies mobilized their 

resources to see that these women’s rapists would be prosecuted. No well-connected 

NGOs came to the rescue to ensure that these crimes would be resolved. Indeed, most of 

these crimes were never reported and remain in the realm of hearsay because the state has 

not given sufficient resources to the National Police and the Women’s and Children’s 

Police Station24 to investigate these crimes. In that sense, then, Black women’s silence 

would seem to be fairly practical, since it is clear that they cannot expect anyone to come 

and save them from this violence nor can they expect justice from the state or their 

communities, so why bother complaining? If the women’s and feminist movements 

demand that women speak out about this violence they must also attempt to make sense 

of why women don’t speak. Simply put, what is to be gained by speaking? 

Studying Creole women’s strategic silences around sexual violence demonstrates 

that silence can often speak volumes if we are prepared to listen and critically analyze the 

social, political, and discursive factors that condition such silence. Rather than take 

Creole women’s silence as a self-evident indication of their limited gender consciousness 

or lack of awareness of gender violence, feminists must interrogate the social conditions 

that produce this silence and not simply take it at face value. Moreover, I want to suggest 

that public silence does not mean that Creole women do not speak about sexual violence; 

rather it is a question of paying closer attention to the spaces in which these conversations 

happen and analyzing under what conditions they feel empowered to name their 

experiences of sexual violence. In this section, I recount the story of one woman who 

shared her experiences of sexual violence with me, despite the fact that she had refused to 

speak about it for nearly twenty years. 

 

Sharon’s Story 
                                                
24 Comisaría de la Mujer y la Niñez 
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We were sitting on the balcony eating breakfast, watching fishermen glide 

through the Pearl Lagoon, when Sharon told me what she knew about Black women and 

sexual violence. It was one of those rare, beautiful days in the middle of the rainy season 

when the rain lifts momentarily, the clouds part, and the there is nothing but an expansive 

blue sky mirrored by wide lagoon. On the water, men fished quietly in dories, children 

splashed around the water’s edge and the entire community was awake, moving about 

and enjoying the unseasonably sunny day. The beauty of the day seemed to dull as I 

listened to Sharon speak. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing and sat stunned and 

awkward as the tears rolled down her face. 

She was living in Managua working with the Ministry of Culture during the 

Revolution when she was raped. She was, like many young women of the time, deeply 

radicalized by her participation in the Revolution and felt that it marked the beginning of 

a new day for Nicaraguan women with the hope of a profound, revolutionary 

transformation of gender relations. While many things did change during the Revolution 

and women asserted a greater voice in demanding gender equality, some things remained 

very much the same. She went to a party one night and had a bit too much to drink. As 

she prepared to leave and catch a taxi with some friends, a painter that she had met 

through her work at the Ministry offered to give her ride home since they lived in the 

same neighborhood. She accepted and climbed into his car. At some point during the ride 

she dozed off and when he stopped, she looked up to discover that she was not at home 

but in the parking lot of a cheap auto motel on the Carretera Masaya on the outskirts of 

Managua. When Sharon asked him what they were doing at a motel he replied, “We’re 

going to have a little fun before I take you home.” When she told him she wasn’t 

interested in “having any fun” with him, he became angry and told her she should have 

said something during the ride. He dragged her into the motel lobby, got a room key from 

the man behind counter (who seemed not to notice Sharon struggling to get away), and 

then took her to the room. When she refused to participate in the fun, he slapped her 

around until she quieted down. And then he raped her. After it was over, he got dressed, 

left the room and drove off, leaving her stranded at the motel.  



 310 

“It never goes away,” she told me quietly. “You never forget how you felt, the 

fear. As it’s happening, you keep thinking that someone will come through the door and 

rescue you, stop this awful thing from happening. But no one ever comes. You realize if 

this could happen to me, what is there that could not happen to me?”  

As she continued sharing her story she reflected that the rape was not the first 

time she had been sexually abused. In fact, her experiences with violence began years 

before the rape. As a child, her parents went to great lengths to keep her from being 

exposed to sexual violence – making sure she had her own room that was located right 

next to their bedroom – but it simply wasn’t enough. On visits home to Marshall Point 

she would wake up in the middle of the night with an uncle or a cousin stretched on top 

of her, rubbing and grinding, one hand shoved down her panties, the other covering her 

mouth. Don’t tell anybody. She was never raped but these nighttime visits became such 

regular occurrences that she finally told her father. For years afterward, she was not 

allowed to visit Marshall Point unless she was accompanied by one of her parents. That 

finally put a stop to the handsy male relatives. Reflecting on her experience, she 

considers herself lucky. When she complained, she was believed and steps were taken to 

protect her. Others weren’t so lucky. But all the luck in the world didn’t save her some 

years later when she found herself stranded in a strange motel with a man she thought she 

knew and until that moment had considered a trusted friend. After that night she never 

spoke to him again; she told a few of her female friends who would publicly shame him 

every time they saw him, but nothing ever came of it. After leaving Managua she put it 

behind her and resolved to never speak of that night again.  

By the time she finishes her story I am choking on my own tears. We sit there on 

her balcony, avoiding each other’s eyes, looking to the sky and the water, uncertain of 

what to do about the other’s pain. The coffee gets cold and the food remains untouched. I 

hold her hand in silence until it is clear that there is nothing at all to say. It is simply 

enough to be here, to bear witness to her trauma, and most importantly, to believe that it 

happened exactly as she said it did. 
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III. THEORIZING THE POLITICS OF SILENCE 
 
“And when we speak we are afraid/our words will not be heard/nor welcomed/but when 
we are silent/ we are still afraid.” (Lorde 1978: 32) 
 

Sharon’s story of rape reveals the fraught terrain that Black women navigate as 

they attempt to process their experiences of sexual violence in a social context that not 

only dismisses sexual violence as a product of women’s imagination but has specifically 

racialized Black women’s sexuality in a way that make it difficult to name that violence. 

As a community organizer, writer, and feminist thinker, Sharon often would provide 

support to women who were victims of various forms of gender violence, yet for more 

than twenty years she had remained silent about her own experiences of sexual violence 

and tended to deal with this issue by providing support to individual women rather than 

organizing collectively to end sexual violence. Indeed, had I not been having breakfast 

with her in a space where she felt comfortable and safe, I might never have known that 

she was – among many other things – a rape survivor. Her story paralleled that of June 

Beer, the celebrated Creole painter who was raped by members of the National Guard 

after she was briefly imprisoned for her political activities and relationships to covert 

members of the Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) during the Somoza 

dictatorship, an incident I discuss in greater detail in Chapter Two. Now identified as a 

kind of proto-feminist foremother among contemporary Creole activists, Beer’s 

experience of rape and state violence are largely excluded from the larger narrative about 

her life and politics. Sharon and June Beer’s stories provide a useful starting point for 

thinking through why Black women tend not to speak publicly about their experiences 

with sexual violence and to imagine in what spaces and under what conditions they might 

be able to do so. I argue in this section that not only must Black women navigate the 

widespread tendency to blame women for rape but must also contend with warped 

controlling images of Black femininity and sexuality linked to larger ideas about the 

Atlantic Coast that mark them as inherently rapeable (Hill Collins 2000, McKittrick 

2006, Smith 2005). I explore these controlling images as both spatial and social practices 
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of control that shape Creole women’s complex and contradictory responses to sexual 

violence. 

Donovan and Williams observe that it is common for the larger society to blame 

women for rape rather than confronting the violent outcomes of patriarchal dominance. 

They suggest however that racial difference exacerbates prevailing ideas of women’s 

culpability in their experiences of sexual violence. The tendency to blame women for 

inviting rape and unwanted sexual advances is a pervasive phenomenon. As Ritchie 

(2000) and Smith (2005) point, however, the widespread belief that women provoke acts 

of sexual violence has particular racial implications that have not been widely explored or 

understood by the mainstream anti-violence movement in the United States. In 

Nicaragua, as in other parts of the African Diaspora, Afro-Nicaraguan women have had 

to contend with racist and sexist perceptions of their sexuality. Whether it is the 

stereotype of the Jezebel in the United States (hooks 1981, Hill Collins 2000) or the 

celebrated mulata in Brazilian national folklore (Freire 1935, Gilliam 1998, Caldwell 

2007), the image of the oversexed Black woman who is readily available and amenable to 

the sexual advances of both Black and white men reflects a historical preoccupation with 

deviant Black sexuality that have shaped perceptions of Black communities since 

Africans came to the Americas. U.S. Black feminist, bell hooks locates the global 

discourse of Black women as deviant and hypersexual in slavery; these controlling 

images (Collins 2000) not only rationalized white men’s systematic sexual exploitation of 

Black women’s bodies but also shifted the burden of responsibility for that violence onto 

Black women. In Ain’t I a Woman?: Black Women and Feminism (1981) hooks states,  

 
“The designation of all Black women as sexually depraved, immoral, and 
loose had its roots in the slave system. White women and men justified the 
sexual exploitation of enslaved Black women by arguing that they were 
the initiators of sexual relationships with men. From such thinking 
emerged the stereotype of Black women as sexual savages, and in sexist 
terms a sexual savage, a non-human, an animal cannot be raped” (1981). 
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The discourse of the “hot” Coast (read: Black) woman makes it practically 

impossible for Black women to be perceived in anything but sexual terms. This distortion 

undermines their ability to name their experiences of sexual violence and have them 

recognized as such by the larger Mestizo society. The widespread perception that Afro-

Nicaraguan women are amenable to men’s sexual advances – in the workplace, in 

taxicabs, on the streets, etc. – means that even when Black women do complain loudly 

and publicly about being sexually harassed or abused, Mestizos tend to assume that they 

are willing participants in consensual sexual encounters. The myth of the “hot” Coast 

woman obscures Afro-Nicaraguan women’s violation and makes their suffering illegible 

and incomprehensible to Mestizos and, often, sadly, their own communities as well.  

Smith (2005) points to the ways in which linking particular racialized bodies to 

marginalized landscapes and placing them closely to the earth by marking them as 

inherently dirty and polluting renders them “inherently rapeable.” McKittrick (2006) 

extends this argument and argues that,  

 
Once the racial-sexual body is territorialized, it is marked as decipherable and 
knowable – as subordinate, inhuman, rape-able, deviant, procreative, placeless; or 
to borrow Dionne Brand, ‘the exposed, betrayed, valiant, and violated female self, 
the vulnerable and fearful, the woman waiting for the probable invasion’ is made 
known through bodily markers” (45). 

 
Following McKittrick’s argument, if sexual vulnerability is made visible through bodily 

markers that spatialize differently racialized bodies in particular ways, I want to suggest 

that in Nicaragua Blackness as the defining bodily marker of racial and regional 

difference inscribes perverse ideologies of racial and sexual alterity that render Black 

women particularly vulnerable to sexual violence. 

The call for women to speak openly about their experiences of violence 

presupposes that what they say will be legible to the various audiences that they are 

speaking to. In other words, what does it mean for Afro-Nicaraguan women to lay bare 

their experiences of sexual violence to the Mestizo nation, the Mestizo state, and their 

own communities? These are different, although not entirely discrete, audiences that have 
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historically been unwilling to fully and empathetically listen to Black women’s stories of 

structural, social, and intimate violence – indeed, they have often been the perpetrators 

behind those acts of violence. In this space Afro-Nicaraguan women’s suffering is read as 

both illegitimate and illegible. When it comes to the larger Mestizo nation, Coast women, 

and particularly Afro-Nicaraguan women’s suffering simply does not compute. 

Moreover, this demonstrates that the feminist imperative to “break the silence” is 

insufficient to understand the reasons why some women choose to keep their silence. As 

Spivak reminds us, the question is not simply whether the subaltern can speak – she most 

certainly can – the issue is whether what she says and how she says it will be legible to 

the audience to whom she is speaking.25 There is the very real question of legibility and 

how racial difference and inequality make it nearly impossible for Afro-Nicaraguan 

women to communicate their experiences of sexual violence to an audience that cannot 

understand what she is saying. This is literally and figuratively true, since Afro-

Nicaraguans’ mother language is Creole English and speaking to a Spanish-speaking, 

Mestizo audience presents very real linguistic limitations. On a deeper level, however, 

there is a way in which the Atlantic Coast, as a racialized space that is home to the non-

Mestizo racial Other, is perceived by many Pacific Mestizos to be a site of extreme 

cultural/racial difference that renders it fundamentally un-knowable and 

incomprehensible or rather, knowable in only the most distorted and simplistic manner.  

For many Afro-Nicaraguan women, silence – that is choosing not to publicly 

disclose experiences of sexual violence to their communities and the Mestizo nation – 

functions as a survival strategy that ensures one’s self-preservation. In her study of rape, 

labor migration, and African American women in the mid-West, Hine (1989) argues that 

Black women developed a “culture of dissemblance” as a response to rape and the 

constant threat of rape, first in the post-Emancipation South and then as domestic workers 

laboring in the homes of white families in the mid-West. She defines dissemblance, in 

this case, as “the behaviors and attitudes of Black women that created the appearance of 

                                                
25 I would like to extend a special thanks to Vivian Newdick, who offered this critical insight and helped 
me to think through the questions of silence, voice, audience, and legibility that I discuss in this chapter. 
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openness and disclosure but [that] actually shielded the truth of their inner lives and 

selves from their oppressors” (913). Much of this culture of dissemblance specifically 

involved women remaining silence about their encounters with sexual violence and 

refusing to speak publicly about “those issues that Black women believed better left 

unknown, unwritten, unspoken except in whispered tones” (916). Silence was a way to 

bury the violence that they had experienced and also hide those parts of their identities 

and experiences that they knew would be misunderstood and misused by those who 

assumed Black women’s inherent inferiority and deviance.  

According to Hine, silence and dissemblance can also serve as strategies for 

subverting negative representations of Black womanhood and allow Black women to 

create alternative self-representations that reflect their virtue, positive self-image, and 

humanity. These counter-representations of Black women often provided the only images 

of respectability and virtuous Black femininity that they could lay claim to in a hostile, 

white supremacist, patriarchal society. Hine states, 

 
Clearly Black women did not possess the power to eradicate negative 
social and sexual images of their womanhood. Rather what I propose is 
that in the face of pervasive stereotypes and negative estimations of the 
sexuality of Black women, it was imperative that they collectively create 
alternative self-images and shield from scrutiny those private, empowering 
definitions of self” (916). 

   
A key counter-discourse (White 2001) that Afro-Nicaraguan women, and Black 

women throughout the African Diaspora have produced to challenge these 

representations, is that of the strong, respectable woman who is a moral and emotional 

pillar in her community. Much like the strong Black woman that U.S. Black feminists 

have interrogated and theorized, this counter-image functions to establish Black women’s 

high moral character in the face of assaults on their virtue and to provide an alternative 

representation of Black femininity that privileges their social roles as mothers, communal 

caregivers, and community workers active in churches, schools, and grassroots 

organizations. The performance of Black women’s strength is deeply rooted in a practice 
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of hyper-morality that involves self-discipline and policing the moral behavior of others 

as a means to safeguard the reputation of the community; the articulation of Creole 

respectability then rest upon the reinforcement of heteronormative standards regarding 

sexual propriety, work ethic, Protestant Christian, and extending one’s care-giving role 

from the household to the larger community through service in the church, neighborhood, 

village, etc. The performance of Creole respectability produces contradictory outcomes; 

on the one hand it seems to reinforce gendered social norms that constrain women and 

reproduce patriarchal power relations. On the other hand, however, it also empowers 

women to assert a greater role in the social life of the community by encouraging women 

to play an active role in policing and maintaining the moral order. Goett (2006) 

documents how over the last thirty years, Creole women in the community of Monkey 

Point have been able to assert leadership roles, despite the disapproval of men in the 

community, because of the “moral authority” that they possess as hard-working, morally 

upright, church-going women who are also the matriarchs of large, extended families. 

Despite the historical tendency of the Moravian Church to reproduce patriarchal gender 

norms, Protestant Christianity has also provided a vehicle for women to challenge and 

resist discourses of women’s subordination in the home and society. Like the virtuous 

woman in Proverbs 31, who works both inside and outside of her home and is an active 

force in her community, Creole women activists have made the argument that their 

community work is a logical extension of their work as mothers.  

As West (1999) notes, the “concept of the Strong Black Woman occupies the 

status of both enduring cultural myth and realistic depiction of relatives, friends, and 

some aspect of self” among many Black women. U.S. Black feminists have analyzed this 

controlling image over the last 20 years, as one of the ways in which Black women mask 

their experiences of social suffering; prepare themselves to confront a hostile, racist, and 

patriarchal society; and create an alternative sense of self separate from the negative 

stereotypes projected on them by the dominant culture. The image of the strong Black 

woman is rooted in Black women’s history of enslavement and subjugation – simply put, 

one had to be strong to survive all of the adversities and violence that Black women were 
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routinely subjected to under these oppressive institutions. Under the slave system, Black 

women were widely perceived as “the mules of the world,” (Hurston 1998 [1937]) who 

could bear any hardship, physical, emotional, economic, or social; the corollary 

assumption behind this image was that Black women were unable to feel pain in the same 

way as white women. Following emancipation, the image of the resilient, indefatigable 

Black woman would come to define popular notions of Black femininity. In her study of 

the effects of the performance of strength on African American women, Beauboeuf-

Lafontant (2009), points out how the discourse of strength, “advances a virtuous claim 

about any Black woman whose efforts and emotional responses defy common beliefs 

about what is humanly possible amidst adversity” (2).  

However, like the trope of the hypersexualized Black woman, the discourse of 

Black women’s strength is one that pervades the African Diaspora. Many Afro-

Nicaraguan women are deeply invested in representing themselves as strong, autonomous 

individuals who are able to care for themselves, their families and the community. In 

“We Are a Powerful Force,” former teacher and Creole poet, Erna Narcisso articulates 

this image of strong Black women who have the power not only to change their 

communities but also to alter nature itself: 

 
As women, we are a powerful force, 
we no doubt can change nature’s course 
with our talents and gifts as we challenge life, 
either as mother, grandmother, or wife. 
 
Most of these challenges are fearful and threatening, 
But can unlock doors for others who are suffering, 
Who are subject to abuse and refuse to win 
Because they’re unaware of their power within. 
 
Free yourself from mental slavery 
Words once said by famous Bob Marley. 
Let’s prove to the world that we are the source, 
And as women, we can change nature’s course  
(Rossman 2006: 83 cited in Meza Marquez 2010). 
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This poem centrally locates the source of women’s strength and their legitimacy 

to be community leaders in their performance of heteronormative gender roles as 

mothers, wives, and grandmothers and reveals the extent to which particular notions of 

Creole respectability shape women’s political identities and community activism. In 

keeping with the myth of the strong Black woman, the performance of strength must be 

mobilized to ameliorate the suffering of others rather than oneself; rarely are these 

women ever empowered to use their energy to address the trauma that they carry as the 

result of gender violence nor are they encouraged to build connections with other women 

towards that end. In her study of violence against African American women, West points 

out that is not uncommon for abuse survivors to internalize this image and privilege the 

care and protection of others over the self. The strong Black woman must submerge her 

own experiences of suffering and need for healing and focus instead on nurturing and 

caring for her family and community. For many women, the performance of strength 

allows them to distance themselves from pejorative discourses of disreputable Black 

womanhood that make them more vulnerable to sexual violence. While this provides 

women with the “psychic space” to create alternative representations for themselves, it 

also can have the unintended effect of allowing others to ignore the impacts of diverse 

patriarchal systems on Black women. As Beauboef-Lafontant notes, 

 
“As a demand, strength requires that Black women act as if they were 
invulnerable to abuse; and in adopting strength as a self-protective 
strategy, Black women present themselves as capable of weathering all 
manner of adversity” (7).  
 
As Woods (2005) notes in her study of Creole women’s experiences of racial and 

gender discrimination, there is often a profound contradiction between Creole women’s 

public presentation of themselves as independent, assertive, and strong community 

figures and their private experiences of intimate violence in their daily lives. I witnessed 

this contradiction among Black women activists with whom I worked, who would 

routinely engage in dissemblance in order to preserve their public image as community 

leaders. I recall visiting a colleague in her office to discuss an upcoming gathering about 
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women’s participation in the regional government and trying not to stare at the blue and 

black ring circling her left eye. She refused to talk about how she got the black eye, 

dismissed it as nothing, and I did not raise the subject again. While this refusal to 

acknowledge or publicly discuss the fact that she was in an abusive relationship might be 

read as a reflection of Creole women’s lack of critical gender consciousness or an 

inability to recognize that she was in fact “living violence,” (Woods 2005) I do not think 

that this is the case. Rather, Creole women choose to remain silent about these issues 

because they do not think of themselves nor do they want to be read by their communities 

as victims; to speak publicly about being subjected to any form of gender violence is to 

name oneself a victim. Rather than embrace victimhood, a status that Creole women 

cannot legitimately lay claim to, they choose to position themselves as strong women 

who can represent and speak for the community in spite of the violence they are 

subjected to in their daily lives. The performance of strength, even under conditions of 

violence and abuse, is an important part of women’s ability to claim a space as 

community leaders. But the performance of strength while downplaying one’s 

experiences of violence and suffering as the result of Creole patriarchy comes with its 

own price.   
Ironically, Black women’s self-representations of personal strength and their 

silence about their experiences of violence often blinds others to their suffering and 

gendered subordination. A powerful indicator of this danger is reflected in the fact that 

Afro-descendant women constitute the largest number of new HIV/AIDS cases in the 

RAAS; most of these women are amas de casa, housewives, who contract the virus from 

their male spouses or partners who engage in unprotected sex with additional partners, 

both male and female. Despite the fact that these women may be aware of their partners’ 

extramarital affairs and suspect that they are engaging in unprotected sex, they often lack 

the power to make this demand for safer sex and face the violent repercussions of 

refusing sex with a partner. Limited data on rates of spousal rape among Creole women 

makes it difficult to know how many of those women contracted HIV/AIDS as a result of 

sexual violence, but the larger issue is that women do not feel that they have control over 
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their sexual and reproductive choices and men feel entitled to sex. As Woods (2005) 

notes, Creole women feel pressured by their communities to maintain their families and 

intimate relationships at all costs, and work vigilantly to do so even under violent and 

abusive circumstances. Yet, in public these women will perform strength, representing 

themselves as assertive, capable, and willful individuals and will never publicly name the 

violence they are experiencing. As I mentioned, this dissemblance obscures their very 

real suffering as well as the structural and social roots of that suffering and allows others 

to imagine that they are not victims.  

A colleague and I shared this information about Creole women and HIV one night 

over drinks with two white European women who worked in local NGOs. When I told 

them that Creole women constituted the highest number of new HIV/AIDS cases in the 

region because they couldn’t refuse to have sex with their partners or ask them to wear 

condoms despite the fact that they knew their partners were unfaithful and likely 

exposing them to HIV, they were simply incredulous. One of the women stated that 

Creole women, unlike Mestizas, were the strongest women that she knew, played 

important roles as leaders in the community, and were unafraid and unashamed to discuss 

sex publicly. The two pointed to Black women’s erotic performances and display of 

vibrant female sexuality during the May Pole celebration as proof of their sexual 

autonomy. The implicit assumption was that if Black women could engage in such sex-

positive practices and be vocal about their sexuality, they could not be the victims of 

sexual violence or coerced into having unsafe sex. But as Donna Goldstein (2003) points 

out in her study of poor Afro-Brazilian women in Rio de Janeiro, sexual violence can and 

does co-exist alongside sex-positive attitudes. As Goldstein notes, there is often a 

significant gap between being sexually promiscuous and sexually empowered; focusing 

on the women in her study she states,  

 
“From the amount of sexual discourse and teaching they were privy to 
from an early age, it would impossible to grow up in Felicidade Eterna and 
have no sexual knowledge at all. It would be perfectly easy, however, for 
these same women to be completely unaware of available birth control 
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methods or to be able to afford them. Interestingly, the abundant sexual 
discourses have not necessarily produced any substantive knowledge 
about reproductive health, pregnancy prevention, or HIV transmission” 
(245).  

  
The inability of these two white women – who considered themselves progressive 

feminists -- to reconcile the partial truths of Black women’s strength and representation 

of positive sexuality with the reality of gendered subordination in their intimate 

relationships powerfully demonstrates the more menacing aspects of the myth of strength. 

Moreover, it points to the various ways in which Black women’s experiences of violence 

are rendered illegible and insignificant. 
Despite the dangers of the strength myth, many Afro-Nicaraguan women are 

profoundly invested in their identity as strong women. In a culture where sexual violence 

is pervasive and continues to be popularly seen as a political non-issue and where Black 

women are often seen as sexually “hot” and amenable to any form of sexual encounter, 

publicly naming one’s experiences of sexual violence is not a particularly empowering 

move but a deeply disempowering experience. If the only cultural capital that Black 

women have in their communities is to be perceived by others as strong and impervious 

to outside assault, it is hardly surprising that so few of them have chosen to speak out 

more vocally about their own experiences of violence even when it is clear that they have 

been or are currently being victimized. To speak about one’s own experiences of violence 

is to name oneself a victim and give up one of the limited sources of power, community 

recognition, and leadership that is available to women.  

Performing strength and refusing to discuss their experiences of violence, 

however, takes a toll on Black women in other ways that are not readily apparent. Many 

women struggle to recognize the dissonance between their internal, private struggles with 

their public personas as strong and capable women. Nevertheless, the performance of 

strength is an important “habit of survival” (Scott 1991) for many Creole women who, in 

the larger context of patriarchal anti-Black racism in Nicaragua, must construct counter-

discourses of personhood and moral respectability that challenge prevailing discourses of 
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Black hypersexuality that structure the dominant culture’s perceptions of Black people 

and the region. 

The performance of strength also has the unintended consequence of shifting the 

responsibility of preventing sexual violence to women rather than challenging men to 

change. It is assumed that since Black female bodies are so devalued by the racialized 

misogyny of the dominant culture and machismo in Creole communities that women 

must take on the task of protecting themselves from sexual abuse by not placing 

themselves in any situations that might result in violence. Black feminist scholar, bell 

hooks, discusses this phenomenon among African American women and the lack of 

compassion that often frames Black women’s responses to other women’s experiences of 

sexual violence. She states, 

 
Given the lack of concern for our sexual well-being, many black females learn 
that we can best be safe by acting responsibly or that we can best survive 
victimization by acknowledging some degree of accountability if we have 
colluded in any way to create a context where we are assaulted. A vast majority of 
black females seek to protect themselves, their bodies from random assault by 
simply closing down sexually, by giving off fierce anti-sex, puritanical, ‘don’t-
come-anywhere-near-me-or-I-will-kill-you’ vibes. These black women are among 
that group most likely to take the side of the man in any case of sexual violence 
against another woman they perceive as not having protected herself. Hence, the 
black women who had no respect for what they took to be Anita Hill’s whining, 
or Desiree Washington’s complaining that Mike Tyson raped her. Their voices 
were among those saying, ‘What was she doing going to his room in the wee 
hours of the morning anyhow? She was asking for trouble.’ In the eyes of black 
women who expect black females to get a grip and know the score, to ask for 
trouble and not know how to handle it is to be complicit. The score means that 
nobody cares about the black female body – she must do the caring if she wants to 
be safe. A major emphasis then in the black female life is on ‘prevention’ rather 
than crisis management after victimization. In the dog-eat-dog world of street 
survival, victims who have placed themselves at risk by doing something deemed 
stupid don’t get a lot of sympathy. Folks may care for your pain and at the same 
time give you a harsh ‘read’ for not being on the job, that is to say, not 
maintaining your own critical awareness about the predatory nature of male-
female relations in the context of white-supremacist capitalist patriarchy. Such 
thinking on the part of many black females has often meant that in diverse black 
communities sexual assault is not taken seriously enough, while on the other hand 
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many white females in the culture tend to be obsessed with issues of sexual 
victimization” (140).  
 
While the focus on prevention can certainly be an empowering recognition of 

Black women’s agency and an important strategy for minimizing the possibility of sexual 

violence it mirrors the larger society’s tendency to dismiss sexual violence against Black 

women and reproduces the patriarchal logic that women invite that violence through their 

behavior. A child, for example, can hardly be expected to know how to escape sexual 

violence in her home; what preventative measures could a woman who is routinely raped 

by her husband deploy to protect herself? Privileging the performance of strength 

uncritically lays the burden of preventing sexual violence on Black women and girls 

without challenging the underlying causes of that violence: male privilege and 

dominance. It also elides the extent to which Black communities have absorbed and 

reproduced misogynist discourses of women’s sexuality and complicity in their own 

violation. As a result, when Black women do speak about sexual violence they must 

confront the fact that they are no more likely to be believed by their friends, families, 

churches, and communities than they are by the dominant Mestizo culture. Goett (2006) 

reflects on how Creoles overwhelmingly tended to blame young girls and women for the 

sexual violence that they experienced at the hands of older men, who often coerce girls 

and teenagers into exchanging sexual favors for money, gifts, or sometimes, a free taxi 

ride:  

 
Ubiquitous in their bleached white button down shirts, long pleated 
polyester navy blue skirts, and knee socks, school girls are rarely 
described as victims of the unwanted sexual advances of older men, but 
willing accomplices in a value exchange that gives them access to 
consumer goods that they otherwise would be unable to purchase (317). 

 
During my research whenever, the topic of sexual abuse of young women and 

girls was discussed, men and women alike tended to focus exclusively on whether the girl 

or woman in question had invited the violence, indicated in some way that she consented 

to the sexual encounter, or, worse, had benefited materially from the encounter. The 
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question of male guilt, violence, or force never seemed to enter the conversation. One 

woman, Leticia26, shared with me how as a teenager growing up in Pearl Lagoon she had 

to fight off the sexual advances of each of her four aunts’ husbands. For nearly three 

years she successfully warded off the attacks of her uncles, who spied on her as she 

showered, came in to her room at night and tried to fondle her as she slept, leered at her 

and her female cousins as they swam in the lagoon, and one who tried to force his way 

into the bathroom as she dressed. When she reported the harassment to each of her aunts, 

she was met with anger rather than sympathy. She said, 

 
“[My aunt] told me that it was my fault, that somehow I provoked her 
husband by walking around in little swimsuits and not covering myself up. 
She said I mustn’t provoke the men by showing off my body to them.” 
 

This aunt told her to steer clear of her uncles, avoid provoking their sexual desire, and to 

keep silent about the incident, which she did well into adulthood. For years she never 

spoke about these experiences to anyone, despite the fact that she is a feminist educator 

and well-educated professional who frequently encourages and helps women to press 

charges against their assailants. Her experiences with her own family and community 

taught her that she could not expect to be believed if she did speak out and expose the 

abuse that she had suffered. Ironically, the myth of Black women’s hypersexuality is 

often used by Black men and some women to silence critiques of sexual violence against 

women and girls by placing the blame for these attacks on the survivors, who are never 

perceived as victims but rather as accomplices.  

Drawing from Goldstein (2003), I want to suggest that silence is a partial truth 

that often reveals as much as it obscures. If Afro-Nicaraguan women choose not to speak 

it is because they recognize that all speech comes with a price. It is not enough to simply 

speak, to break the silence. Speaking means very little if that speech is ignored, 

misunderstood, distorted or used as a weapon against you. And yet we must speak. Afro-

Nicaraguan women are no exception to this need. Their refusal to speak publicly about 

                                                
26 This is a pseudonym. 
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their experiences of sexual violence reflects their awareness of the likelihood that their 

“words will neither be heard/nor welcomed,” and so they choose silence. But this silence 

is not complete. In the absence of a political space to discuss the impact of sexual 

violence, Afro-Nicaraguan women have created intimate, quotidian spaces where sexual 

violence can be both named and confronted in ways that preserve their sense of self, 

allow them the space to heal and engage in a process of self-recovery, and maintain their 

self-image as strong and assertive individuals. Rather than expose themselves to an 

audience that is likely to be unsympathetic and hostile to their stories, many Afro-

Nicaraguan women choose not to speak publicly about the violence they experience in 

their homes, relationships, and communities, opting instead to share the stories that they 

know – about themselves and other women – in social spaces that are safe and where the 

repercussions for speaking are minimal. Kitchens, verandahs, bars, and women’s homes 

often double as these spaces where women can speak the truth of their lives in private to 

other women who can empathize with them. It is those spaces that I turn to now. 

IV: CONSTRUCTING INTIMATE SPACE: BLACK WOMEN’S GEOGRAPHIES OF TRAUMA, 
HEALING, AND SELF-RECOVERY 
 
We looked at the rain instead of each other, speaking so softly the downpour nearly 
drowned out our voices. Somehow we had avoided ever talking about this, my shadow 
and me. She is so much myself, we speak the same tongue, hold the same rage in our 
wombs. Often it steams out of our mouths and lungs, billowing down our breasts like the 
fire and brimstone of a dragon’s breath. There is so much to be angry about.  
  
We looked out into the lagoon, the water so wide we cannot see where it ends. In the rain, 
avoiding each other’s eyes, we can tell all the secrets that our flesh knows. Let the rain 
wash away the stains of the past and know that tomorrow, painful memories will be 
tenderly wrapped up and returned to fragile boxes to lay dormant again for as long as we 
can stand it. We know that tomorrow we will not speak of this again. But today the rain is 
falling and we can look at the lagoon and not each other and speak the pain that lives in 
our chest --  a small girl crying alone in the bathroom with her feet planted firmly against 
the door. 
 
Sometimes we can keep the past out.  
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Sometimes. Sometimes we are not strong enough and the door bursts open and the 
nightmare finds you there curled up on the bathroom floor. 
 
If I had been born in another part of the world, our lives might be very much the same. 
Still privilege has its limits and we are bound by the reality of living in mud-colored, 
female bodies that are universally read as communal property.  
 
We huddle into the sofa and armchair on opposite sides of the living room, not daring to 
touch each other. Looking into the grey sky, the water without end, let the rain come and 
wash away the memories. There is so much to say but we cannot bring ourselves to say it 
again. 
(Courtney Desiree Morris, Field notes, May 2010) 
 
Not a walled place – in fact, open on all sides. 
Not secret – but private. 
A private open space. 
Michelle Cliff (1980: 52) 
 

The spaces where Black women choose to speak about their experiences of sexual 

violence are not considered to be political in any meaningful way nor do they publicly 

challenge the widespread problem of sexual violence against Black women and girls in 

the region. These spaces are largely informal, episodic in nature, and often tend to take 

place within the private sphere of women’s homes, in the realm of gossip, in 

conversations held in the kitchen, the verandah, in the empty spaces between carrying out 

household chores. Throughout my fieldwork, I spent a great deal of my time engaging in 

the mundane activities of domestic space that often seemed very far from the realm of 

women’s organized political activism. Yet, I want to suggest that the distance between 

these spaces is illusory and that to understand Creole women’s political practice it is 

critical to connect their political lives with the internal contradictions of their private 

lives. In this section, I will argue that rather than attempting to publicly confront sexual 

violence through organized political activism, Creole women construct what I refer to as 

intimate spaces as sites for discussing their experiences of sexual violence, addressing the 

trauma of those memories, and cultivating a collective and individual process of healing 

and self-recovery that allows them to reject flattening discourses of Black womanhood 

and to address the structural conditions that produce gender violence. The political 
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significance of intimate space for Creole women is clearly demonstrated in the work of 

Socorro Woods Downs, a Creole researcher and activist, whose scholarly and political 

work has focused on empowering Black women to confront the traumatic histories of 

racism and gender inequality that shape their lives. I analyze Woods’ work and the efforts 

of the now defunct Afro-Caribbean Women’s Association, of which Woods was a 

member, to formalize and broaden these intimate spaces as sites in which larger numbers 

of Creole women could confront the harmful effects of gender violence. 

The groundbreaking text, “I’ve Never Shared This With Anybody”: Creole 

Women’s Experience of Racial and Sexual Discrimination and Their Need for Self-

Recovery (2005) by Socorro Woods Downs represents the first attempt to analyze how 

Creole women experience gender violence and anti-Black racism by centering the voices 

and perspectives of Black women in Bluefields and the rural community of Pearl Lagoon. 

The text reveals that far from being ignorant of gender discrimination, Creole women are 

“engaged in everyday acts of theorizing about their lives, experiences, and struggles” 

(Sudbury 1998: 3). In this work, Woods reveals the ways in which the performance of 

respectability and the gendered expectations that society imposes on women to be good 

wives and mothers compels them to remain silent about their experiences of racial and 

gender discrimination, particularly gender violence. She builds her analysis around the 

life histories of three Creole women whose backgrounds are varied in terms of skin color, 

class position, education, and age. Woods argues that the discrimination that women 

experience throughout their lives produces a deep-rooted anger that transforms into 

bitterness because there are no spaces in which they can speak about the realities of their 

lives. Each of the women had profoundly traumatic experiences of intimate partner 

violence that negatively informed their sense of self. Woods notes how Black women’s 

experiences of violence are produced not only by the discriminatory social conditions 

under which they live but the impoverished material conditions in the region. Drawing 

from the work of bell hooks (1993) and Audre Lorde (1984), she suggests that Black 

women need to initiate a collective process of self-recovery that will allow them to 
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release the anger that they carry and to begin to heal from the wounds of racial and 

gender violence. 

The text reveals the degree to which violence is a mundane, ordinary part of many 

Black women’s lives. That violence is often enacted within intimate relationships where 

women are expected to submit unquestioningly to the authority of their male partners. 

Gladys, the oldest participant in the study, shared how her husband exercised control over 

body by limiting her ability to make decisions about her sexual and reproductive health. 

She shared, “He would harass me if he just find me taking pills to avoid from having so 

much children, that’s why I had all these” (70). As a result, Gladys ended up having 14 

children; in her interview she revealed that if she could go back in time she would never 

have married or had children. She advised her daughters not to marry and rather to pursue 

an education in order to ensure that they would have control over their own lives and 

bodies. 

But as Woods’ research highlights, while higher class status and increased 

education can be important tools for empowering women, they do not necessarily 

guarantee that women will not be subjected to violence in their intimate relationships. 

The case of Ashanti, a well-known community leader in Bluefields, demonstrates this 

fact. Although she is an active member of the community, involved in local politics, and 

recognized as an important leader in Bluefields, Ashanti’s home life is characterized by 

profound violence, fear, and insecurity. She traced the origins of her own low self-esteem 

to early childhood experiences when she was discriminated against for being dark-

skinned. The gendered dimensions of internal skin color politics in the Creole community 

meant that she consistently fell outside of the parameters of feminine beauty and sexual 

desirability so that when she married a light-skinned man she determined that she would 

accept his treatment of her in order to maintain the marriage. The shame and sadness in 

her voice is audible as one reads the excerpts of her interview. The following quote is 

particularly revealing as it demonstrates the constraints and violence that the performance 

of respectability imposes on women. She shares, 
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Domestic violence which is my daily life, it exists, I live it. I look at it and it 
permitted. To understand it. I feel like in spite of, how they say, my success, and 
again not economically but success in life. In spite of my success, I feel like there 
are still areas in my life where my inferiority complex have control over me. I 
have been able to let go some, but I still have some. And one, Socorro, I’ve never 
shared this with anybody, one is the society that we live in, if you don’t have a 
man beside you, as a woman…it shouldn’t be like that. We as women, should be 
able to realize that we value and we don’t really need a man to make you who you 
are. But that’s the way our society is. It going to take a while before we change it. 
But if you had a man beside you and that man leave, usually the society don’t say, 
he leave because he wasn’t able to assume his responsibility; usually they look at 
the woman. You weren’t able to keep a man beside you. And I’m going to be 
honest with you: Precisely because I had to deal with the fact that I’m black and 
I’m ugly and I this and I that, I fear dealing with the fact that my husband would 
also leave me because maybe I didn’t fill something” (72).  
 
Following the dictates of Creole respectability requires that women submerge 

their own pain and “well-being to comply with what society demands of them as women” 

(72). Ashanti’s painful story is particularly revealing because it demonstrates the ways in 

which processes of anti-Black racism inform Creole women’s experiences of gender 

violence. In her case, she feels unable to leave an abusive marriage or challenge her 

husband’s abusive behavior because her sense of self-worth has been so deeply damaged 

by the racist ideology that she grew up with that devalues blackness and valorizes light-

skin in Black communities. Her experiences and those of the other women in the text 

embody what McKittrick refers to as the “not-quite spaces of black femininity [that] are 

unacknowledged spaces of sexual violence, stereotype, and sociospatial marginalization; 

erased, erasable, hidden, resistant geographies and women that are, due to persistent and 

public forms of objectification, not readily decipherable” (61). Woods’ intersectional 

analysis of the subjective experience of gender violence parallels Smith’s (2005) analysis 

that gender violence is not simply a tool of patriarchy but also can be utilized to subjugate 

particular communities to racial and economic subordination; in other words, gendered 

violence is a reflection of the hegemonic racial order that stigmatizes racial Others and 

sanctions violence against them as part of their subordination. While the mainstream anti-

violence movement in Nicaragua tends to focus on gender and sexual violence as one-



 330 

dimensional political issues, Woods’ analysis points to how race, gender, class, and 

sexuality intersect in ways that shape women’s experience of violence in qualitatively 

different ways.  

Woods concludes her analysis by arguing that Creole women need to engage in a 

process of self-recovery that will allow them to release the trauma produced by gender 

violence and to being the painful of healing. This first requires that they acknowledge 

their own suffering, their intrinsic worth, and their right to treat their emotional well-

being as being as important as material well-being. Specifically she states the need to 

develop collective spaces for healing and puts forth a vision of Black women coming 

together to share their stories in an intentional manner. Her analysis reflects McKittrick’s 

argument that centering Black women’s geographic knowledge and practices can allow 

us to imagine more humane and livable spatial arrangements of power that do not rely on 

distorting or dismissing Black women’s experiences of sexual/gender violence. These 

alternative geographies that present possibilities for liberatory geographies that do not 

reproduce invisibility/hypervisibility, violence, and exclusion. Building on Woods, I 

argue that rather than attempting to force Black women to “break the silence” in ways 

that reproduce their vulnerability and ignore the ways in which their speech is rendered 

illegible to the Mestizo nation, it is more fruitful to look to the practice of intimate space 

that Creole women cultivate in both private and public settings to address sexual 

violence. I define intimate spaces as sites for collective healing, naming one’s experience 

of trauma, and imagining alternative visions for gender relations within Creole 

communities and the larger society. These spaces can be formal and informal, intentional 

or incidental, collective or enacted within individual relationships. They can be 

constructed in kitchens or porches, in lecture halls and on radio programs; the intimacy is 

not defined by the location but by the conditions that produce legibility, mutual 

understanding, safety, support, comfort, trust, confidentiality and protection. They are 

spaces in which Black women can heal, connect with other women who have experienced 

similar violence, where their speech is not prejudged nor immediately questioned and 

undermined. Simply put it is a space that privileges Black women’s collective self-



 331 

recovery. As the epigraph to this section reveals, much of my work in Bluefields and the 

Atlantic Coast took place in these spaces and were the moments and locations where I 

learned the most about how Black women negotiate and survive the violence that exists 

in their daily lives; indeed, it is a violence with which I am familiar, which is precisely 

what made it possible for me to be a part of these spaces. 

Intimate spaces also enable Creole women to dismantle discursive representations 

of Black womanhood that pathologize Black female sexuality or attempt to narrowly 

define the parameters of Black femininity according to the heteronormative values of 

Creole respectability. The joint myths of the oversexed, hot Coast woman and the hyper-

moral Creole woman are restrictive representations that flatten the complexity of Black 

women’s lives and limit their ability to articulate their political concerns to their 

communities and the larger culture. Intimate spaces can function as sites in which Creole 

women can reject external definitions imposed on them by others – Mestizos, Mestiza 

feminists, Black men -- and instead name themselves. This is a crucial step in creating the 

kinds of social conditions that would allow Black women to speak loudly and publicly 

about the violence to which they are subjected in their daily lives and the structural 

causes of that violence. Writing about African American women, Jill Nelson shares that, 

 
The affirmation, strength, and voice that black women desperately need must 
initially come from ourselves and other black women, those who share our 
experiences. It’s crucial that we have unity with ourselves and each other, that 
black women learn to listen to, respect, and place value on black women, before 
we can emerge as strong voices and forces in the complex political and cultural 
climate in which we live (1996: 9). 

 
Nelson’s analysis points to the need to bring the same kinds of work that happens 

in Creole women’s intimate spaces to the public sphere. I want to suggest here that 

intimate spaces do not necessarily have to be private or exist only in the realm of the 

domestic sphere in individual relationships or informal spaces. Indeed, since the late 

1990s, Creole women activists have attempted to amplify these informal intimate spaces 

in order to enable larger numbers of Black women to share their experiences and create a 
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more public space for addressing the issue of pervasive sexual violence. Founded in 

1994, the Afro-Caribbean Women’s Association (AFCAWA) participated in a number of 

issues and activities including conducting workshops in the community and participating 

in regional and national discussions of racism and sexism with other organizations. One 

of the organization’s central programs was an oral history of Creole women’s lives; the 

group hoped to publish these oral histories in an edited volume available in Creole 

English so that non-Spanish speakers, particularly in the rural communities would have 

access to the text. Despite the support for the project, the organization closed in 1996 

following interpersonal conflicts, lack of funding, and the members’ inability to support 

the organization as they individually struggled to survive in the increasingly austere 

economic conditions produced by structural adjustment and neoliberal reform. Woods 

served as the coordinator of the group for much of its existence and it is clear that “I’ve 

Never Shared This With Anybody” clearly emerged out of this space and experience. 

Since then there have been similar attempts by other groups, including the Black 

Women’s Group, to organize workshops around issues facing single mothers, women 

migrating from the rural communities, and abuse survivors. But these organizations tend 

to be short-lived due to a lack of funding and struggle to become sustainable. Participants 

often struggle to balance their commitment to the group and competing demands of 

home, work, and financial survival. 

A notable exception to this is the Afro-descendant Women’s Organization of 

Nicaragua (Organización de Mujeres Afrodescendientes de Nicaragua -- OMAN) that 

conducts workshops on a variety of issues with Black women and girls throughout the 

region. The youth division of the organization is particularly active and uses the 

workshops to discuss issues that directly affect young women’s lives including sexual 

and reproductive health education, confronting sexual violence, cultivating greater 

awareness of Black history, culture and politics, resisting anti-Black racism, and 

transforming machismo in their home communities (Morris 2010). These young women 

are centrally concerned with transforming the violent discourses that produce the Atlantic 

Coast as a deviant landscape; they reject both the myth of the hypersexual Black woman 
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and the discourse of Creole respectability to carve spaces in which they can imagine new 

kinds of Black femininity that are not bound by these controlling images. Nevertheless, 

like its predecessors, OMAN struggles to remain sustainable and continue its 

programming without any source of external funding, office space, etc. OMAN’s survival 

is likely due in large part to the small cadre of young volunteers whose labor keeps the 

organization active and connected to the community in spite of its very limited resources.   

The lack of support for Black women’s organic and community-based efforts to 

create intimate spaces in which the issue of sexual violence can be addressed in relation 

to other social issues that produce gender, economic and racial violence in women’s lives 

results in these intimate spaces remaining largely in the private sphere. The work of these 

organizations suggests that these spaces need not remain in this space and can effectively 

be brought into the public sphere with transformative results. Rarely do Mestiza feminists 

attempt to connect with these spaces and use them as locations to engage Black women in 

discussions of sexual violence on their own terms, however. The failure to link the 

significance of racial and spatial politics in Black women’s activist practice inhibits the 

ability of the anti-violence movement to support activist strategies that are not directly 

focused on policy reform, state justice, or punitive punishment but rather on centering 

women’s healing and self-recovery from intersecting processes of violence. McKittrick 

states, “Black women have an investment in space, and spatial politics, precisely because 

they have been relegated to the margins of knowledge and production of space and have 

therefore been imagined as outside the production of space” (54). In the context of 

Nicaragua, Afro-Nicaraguan women have tended to be imagined as outside of the 

production of legitimate feminist spaces that can do the work of gender justice and 

transform women’s lives. I argue that rather than privileging public, formal spaces as the 

only platforms to struggle against sexual violence, the anti-violence movement might 

productively look to Creole women’s practices of intimate space as a location from which 

they resist the totalizing effects of sexual violence. These intimate spaces have the 

potential to broaden the dialogue on sexual violence in the Coast; I argue that the distance 

between the public and the private sphere is perhaps not as great as one might imagine 
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and that seemingly private spaces can have serious political implications for the public 

sphere. Like the consciousness-raising sessions of the second-wave feminist movement in 

the United States, what happens in private spaces can build the foundation for larger 

organized political action. The work that Afro-Nicaraguan women do in intimate spaces 

provides a means for them to “break the silence” in ways that do not require them to 

distance themselves from their communities but empowers them to carve out a space to 

challenge the gender inequalities that exist within them. 

V. CONCLUSION 
 
Come down, Brother Will, come down/ Come see what the man have done/ Grab up the 
knife/ Stab up he wife/ See how the blood de run. 

Dimensión Costeña, Bluefields 
calypso (1982) 

 
So it is better to speak/ remembering/ we were never meant to survive. 

Audre Lorde (1978:32) 

 
On the Coast, violence functions as something of an open secret, a collective 

shame hidden in plain view that is at once invisible yet ever present. Few women live 

their lives without at some point being victimized but there is a collective refusal to speak 

publicly about violence even as the community recognizes that it does exist. On a certain 

level, sexual and physical violence against Black women is so pervasive and common as 

to be rendered mundane or ordinary. It does not make it to the nightly news, is hardly 

ever discussed publicly, and is not an issue that Black women activists have mobilized 

around. It is tangible and unremarkable, the stuff of calypso songs like the one for which 

this chapter is titled: “Come see what the man have done/ grab up the knife/ stab up he 

wife/ see how the blood dey run.” And the blood does run, literally and figuratively 

staining the streets and Black women’s bodies and the collective response to that violence 

is silence. Mainstream feminists tend to interpret the lack of a public critique of sexual 

violence as a reflection of women’s limited gender consciousness and their failure to 
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come to voice and “break the silence” of shame and stigma that surrounds sexual 

violence. Breaking the silence, however, is a significantly more complex undertaking 

than this simple and often reductive phrase implies; the singular focus on privileging 

voice can trivialize the reasons that women choose not to speak and elide the structural 

conditions that make some voices more legible than others. As Hines insightfully points 

out silence can act as an important form of self-preservation but it also leaves Black 

women open to being defined by others – Black men, Mestizos, Mestiza feminists – in 

ways that further marginalize them and mystify how their subordination is produced by 

larger processes of racism and misogyny. 

In this chapter, I have argued that in order to make sense of the strategic silences 

that Black women choose to maintain around their experiences of sexual violence it is 

necessary to move beyond conventional feminist analyses that privilege voice and to 

understand the larger social conditions that make speaking publicly untenable. Rather 

than reading Black women’s silence as indicative of their under-developed feminist 

politics or capitulation to machismo, I suggest that silence is a historically developed 

response to larger discourses of black sexual deviance and Black women’s culpability for 

the violence that they encounter. But the strategy is fraught with internal contradictions 

that reveal the limits of Black women’s political practice and the failure of the women’s 

and feminist movements to develop meaningful relationships with Coast communities. 

Speaking out against violence is a viable tool only when one is certain that one will be 

heard and understood. Unlike the two women who were victimized in the Bluff rape or 

prominent Mestiza figures like Zoilamérica Narvaez-Murillo, whose case against Daniel 

Ortega made it all the way to the Inter-American Court on Human Rights in Costa Rica, 

there are no public cases of sexual violence against a Creole or Garifuna woman being 

effectively processed in the criminal justice system or acknowledged by the nation, the 

national press, or even feminist organizations. The larger culture of impunity that 

facilitates widespread sexual violence against women is compounded by equally 

powerful processes of anti-black racism and regional discrimination that marginalize 

Black women on the Atlantic Coast and render them particularly vulnerable to sexual 
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violence. The lack of infrastructure in the form of women’s shelters, counseling services, 

legal assistance as well the provision of these services in English as well as Spanish 

creates additional obstacles that diminish the likelihood that Black women will publicly 

address the issue of sexual violence.  

This perspective reveals that women’s public silence does not necessarily reflect 

their willingness to obscure the violence; rather they make use of intimate spaces to 

maintain their collective memory of sexual violence, develop shared coping mechanisms 

to mitigate the trauma of that experience, and create alternative representations of Black 

femininity that act as a counter-discourse to dominant discourses of Black women’s 

hypersexuality. Silence in many ways is a central part of the performance of Creole 

respectability. Building on the work of Creole women intellectuals and activist 

organizations I argued that Black women construct intimate spaces to address the issue of 

sexual violence and that these spaces might fruitfully be mobilized as the basis for 

creating a broader public dialogue about sexual violence against Black women that is 

attentive to the intersections of anti-Black racism, discursive violence, geographies of 

racial alterity, and economic inequality that make Black women more vulnerable to 

sexual violence. I suggest that these intimate spaces can successfully be constructed in 

public spaces – community organizations, radio programming, workshops, and research – 

to initiate a larger community dialogue on sexual violence that is led by Black women in 

coalition with anti-racist allies. I believe such collaborative relationships of solidarity and 

cooperation across race, class, and region are possible and necessary. 

The ability to speak about the shared experience of violence is a critical part of 

the process of dismantling it. But if the feminist and women’s movements want to 

encourage Afro-Nicaraguan women to “break the silence,” they have to begin to develop 

a critical understanding of why they haven’t as well as the conditions under which they 

might be willing to do so. They have to learn to hear Black women and understand the 

specific histories of race, power, and marginalization that have made it difficult to hear 

their voices when they do speak and that often distort what they are actually saying. In 

other words, anti-violence organizers cannot simply focus their energies on reformist, 
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state-centered strategies to ameliorate violence against women – although these certainly 

can have powerful and positive effects on women’s lives – but must also dismantle those 

social and material structures that produce violence against Black women. This would 

include recognition that gender violence is one the vehicles through which anti-Black 

racism is enacted. Black women are victimized in highly specific ways because they are 

Black women. Anti-violence advocates in Nicaragua must recognize this fact if they are 

to become more effective in building coalitions with Creole and Garifuna women to end 

sexual violence against all Nicaraguan women and girls. The mainstream Mestiza women 

and feminist movements must also struggle actively against anti-Black (and Indigenous) 

racism in order to effectively end sexual violence against Black women. Only then will a 

space exist in which all women’s voices can be truly heard and understood. 



 338 

 

Chapter Six:  Conclusion: Place Matters: Towards a Spatial Politics of 
Racial and Gender Justice 

To live in the Black Diaspora is I think to live as a kind of fiction – a creation of empires, 
and also self-creation. It is to be a living being inside and outside of herself. It is to 
apprehend the sign one makes yet to be unable to escape it except in radiant moments of 
ordinariness made like art. 

(Dionne Brand, A Map to the Door of No Return) 

 

In July and August 2009, three groups of refugees from Somalia, Ethiopia and 

other parts of East Africa, arrived on barges and small boats to Pearl Lagoon and Corn 

Island. When they had boarded these vessels some days earlier they had no idea where 

they were going or what they would encounter upon arrival; what they did know was that 

the conflict and violent refugee camps they were leaving behind were infinitely more 

terrifying and dangerous than anything they would encounter wherever the landed.  

Within hours of their arrival to the region, the “say-say” network had picked up the news 

and word spread throughout Bluefields, that a group of African refugees were coming to 

the city on their way to being processed through the Ministry of Immigration in 

Managua. As one of the signatories of the United Nations Convention Relating to the 

Status of Refugees, the state of Nicaragua is obligated to accept refugees seeking asylum 

and provide them with the protections outlined in the UN Convention. I was at home 

working when a friend, a local activist and journalist, came and told me that we needed to 

go the wharf right away to receive the second boatload of refugees. The wharf was a 

chaotic flurry of activity as a small crowd of Creoles jockeyed with dockworkers, the 

police, and the press to get a better look at the new arrivals. 

Creole women activists from Barrio Beholden, one of the city’s oldest Black 

neighborhoods, stepped in immediately and volunteered to provide housing and 

provisions for the refugee groups until their departure for Managua. By that evening they 

had set up a small encampment in the courtyard of the Moravian Primary School, located 

downtown within a stone’s throw of the Municipal Wharf. I walked to the Primary 
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School and spent much of the evening talking to men and women in the crowded 

courtyard, lending them my cell phone to make phone calls to their loved ones in 

London, Johannesburg, Los Angeles, and Washington D.C. as they attempted to reassure 

their family members of their safety and make arrangements to be reunited. One young 

man gave me a small leather key chain after spending 15 minutes on my phone; It’s all I 

have to thank you with and I struggled to hold back my tears as we solemnly embraced 

one another. I spoke to the women, many of them with brightly colored veils draped 

modestly over their heads as they discussed the horrific conditions in which they had 

traveled; many of them did not want to speak about what they had experienced before the 

boat. They asked me the best way to get to America and I felt sad and uncomfortable 

dampening their hopes as I told them that they still had a long way to go in order to enter 

the United States legally. But they were determined they told me as they held small 

children in their laps or braided one another’s hair that they would get to America. I gave 

them my phone number and email address and with all of my heart wished them luck on 

their journey.  

I was particularly struck by the mutual affinity that seemed to develop between 

local Creole community activists and the Somali refugees; Creole women circulated 

through the courtyard, offering plates of rice and beans, bread, and plastic cups of Coca 

Cola to the exhausted arrivals. They brought mattresses, sheets, and pillows from their 

own homes to make them comfortable and set up a small, impromptu clinic in the 

school’s kitchen to provide the refugees with individual, medical attention. In addition to 

these gestures of support and care, Creole women, however, also urged many of the 

refugees to stay in Bluefields and become a part of the community where they would be 

welcomed and recognized as legitimate members of the community because of their 

shared African ancestry. Part of this reflects Creole’s increased espousal of Diasporic 

Black identities in the new multicultural order (Goett 2006, Hooker 2005); but it also 

reflected their understanding of the ways in which these Somali refugees would be 

subjected to the same kinds of racist discrimination and maltreatment in the Pacific. 

Indeed, we later learned that the refugees had been compelled to pay the fare for their 
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transport to the Pacific; the third group of refugees to arrive in Bluefields, which was 

predominantly male, were detained and held in the Bluefields prison where their personal 

belongings and toiletries were taken away from them. As Black people descended from 

Africa, these activists reasoned, they would know how to take care of the refugees and 

had a deep moral commitment to ensure their safety and well being. 

The week after the second group of Somali refugees arrived, the “Black Woman’s 

Voice,” a weekly radio program that I co-hosted with Creole researcher Angie Martinez, 

broadcast a program about the political situation in Somalia that had led these men and 

women to put their faith and their lives in the hands of strangers to take them to a place of 

which they had no knowledge, and trust in the generosity of another set of strangers to 

help them escape the conflict in their homeland. While we waited at the wharf for the 

second group of refugees to arrive, I interviewed one of the Beholden activists who had 

helped organize their stay at the Primary School who articulated the same idea of 

Diasporic community and identity that I discussed earlier: 

 

Tita:  Well, right now we here on the wharf of Bluefields because we made to 
understand that in Pearl Lagoon some of our African sisters and brothers -- 
like 17 of them -- is in Pearl Lagoon community and that they going bring 
them down to Bluefields. So we is here waiting and like always to receive 
them with our arms open because well as how we would say then this 
thing look like is history repeating. If Africa – if we can’t go to Africa 
then Africa coming to we then! So then here we – I going talk Creole – 
here we is waiting on our African brothers and sisters with our arms open 
– again I say – to show them the solidarity that we have with them. And 
that we would like we to live together as one Black, Afro-descendant, 
people. 

 
CM:  Now this is a next set of Africans who come here, right? 

 
Tita:  Yes. 

 
CM:  Talk a little bit about the other ones. 

 
Tita:  Well yeah, this is a next set, because about like a month ago we had like, 

well what I did know because this would be like the third set now, we had 
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the first set, then we had a second set of 79 where Ariel, myself, and some 
other African womans we joined together and we rescue them. And they 
[Central Government] take them away to the Pacific, which is not pleasant 
for us because well as how I say they talk like us, they look like us, they 
think like us and they should be here amongst us as Black people where 
they could defend themself more freely. So we going try all our best to see 
how we could do with this set what come in if the government going give 
us the chance to deal with them then we would like them to just give us 
the chance to just set them free amongst Black people so that they can be 
more familiar and feel more like they are in Africa.  

 
CM:  Right. And plenty of them did speak English, yes? 

 
Tita:  Yeah. Well, in the second set I find like was about four or five of them 

that coulda did explain to me and make me know well the situation that 
they passing in Somalia, the most was from there, and the reason why they 
come all the way. Which in you know, they reach here not because them 
leave out to come to Nicaragua. You know, they had some hard 
struggling, some of them was even sick, they was bite up by different flies, 
you know, well, thank God we still have Black African people here with 
loving heart and kindness, you know. We get them so that the doctor 
coulda did check them and well we get where they coulda did eat 
something. And well Ariel was the one shoving it as how him know how 
to do because I could sense in Ariel, he really concerned about his African 
brothers and sisters. Them coming to Nicaragua and reaching here on the 
Atlantic Coast – is a pleasure for us to have them on the Atlantic Coast. So 
is like, since we always talk about autonomy and that we are autonomous 
government, then, we want to show solidarity and show our autonomy 
with this cause. This would be the first way of showing what is autonomy, 
unity. We always talk about unity in diversity, but then why separate 
Black people from Black people and then you call that unity? (Morris 
2010, original emphasis) 

 
I found this encounter between the Somali refugees and Creole women 

particularly revealing. Creole women may organize around local community-based 

struggles but their interaction with the Somali refugees reveals how expansive their sense 

of place is and their ability to link their local struggles and histories to transnational 

processes of Black suffering, movement, and migration. There seemed to be a deep 

resonance between these two communities’ recent histories and collective experiences of 

civil war, land displacement, and state violence. Indeed the story of the refugees’ arrival 
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mirrored the shipwreck narrative of ethnogenesis that Creoles have historically deployed 

to explain their arrival to the Atlantic Coast, the long process of community formation 

that gave rise to Creole identity, and that legitimates their demands for recognition and 

restitution by the Nicaraguan state (Gordon 1998). There is also a clear correlation 

between these groups’ efforts to traverse unequal terrains of power in Nicaragua that 

marginalize the Coast as an abject Black space and the marginality that Somalians 

experience coming from the African continent where Blackness is imagined and 

interpreted through a cluster of competing meanings as deviant, ungovernable space 

characterized by criminality, political instability, ethnic conflict, non-normative 

sexualities, and the ravages of the global HIV/AIDS crisis. The degree to which both of 

these locations are subjected to racialized representations of deviant Black space led me 

to rethink the significance of place in Black communities’ political struggles, processes 

of identity formation, and the ways in which anti-Black racism continues to be 

reproduced through spatial processes of power and exclusion. Creole women’s responses 

to the Somali refugees’ arrival challenged me to consider the kinds of political 

possibilities that emerge from these communities’ engagement with the politics of place. 

The refugees’ arrival also demonstrates how quickly human geographies can change and 

how Black women’s spatial politics expand and morph to address shifting regional and 

transnational political conditions. 

Tita’s suggestion that communities or individuals could transmit place – “This 

thing look like is history repeating…If Africa – if we can’t go to Africa then Africa 

coming to we then! – seemed particularly provocative. The idea of bringing Africa – 

imagined as shared experience and ancestry – as though it were an object, which could be 

carried on one’s back suggests that places and geographies of struggle are mobile and that 

Diasporic communities’ embodiment of place can function as a resistive act when these 

transnational notions of place are articulated with local political struggles and histories. 

In this case, Creole women linked their regional political concerns to a Diasporic sense of 

community by deploying an African-based racial/cultural identity with the purpose of 1) 

validating their assertion that they could be responsible for the care of the refugee 
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migrants with whom they felt a familial connection and 2) legitimating the region’s 

political autonomy, which is consistently undermined by the machinations of the Central 

Government and the interference of the national political parties.   

Harcourt and Escobar (2005) point to the importance of understanding women’s 

place-based (i.e. local) mobilizations as they dialogue with transnational political, social 

and economic processes. They suggest that the women’s politics of place can be critical 

sites for challenging and re-structuring unequal power relations. Women’s transformative 

acts of “reappropriation, reconstruction, reinvention, even relocalization of places and 

place-based practices” can create “new possibilities of being-in-place and being-in-

networks with other human and nonhuman living beings” (3). Following Katherine 

McKittrick (2005), I want to suggest that the emergence of these temporary, affective 

networks between Creole women activists and Somali refugee migrants demonstrates the 

complexities of Black geographies: how spatial experiences of Diasporic identification 

and affinity bring people together to reshape local understandings of community and 

place, and create possibilities for more just geographical and social arrangements of 

power. It is precisely these engagements with place as a modality of struggle and social 

change that is at the heart of this dissertation and my attempts to understand the historical 

and contemporary processes of spatial, racial, gendered, and economic inequality that 

animate Creole women’s political subjectivity and community activism. When it comes 

to the politics of racial, gender, and economic justice, place matters. 

This is a very different dissertation than I originally set out to write. As a 

community organizer and Black feminist with roots in the Caribbean and the U.S. South, 

I was deeply invested in finding an organic feminist politics among Black women on the 

Caribbean Coast; I even spent the first few years of my research claiming (and 

publishing) that there was a “community-based Afro-Nicaraguan feminism” that differed 

radically from the mainstream Mestiza women’s and feminist movements and had been 

grossly undertheorized and misunderstood. I went attempting to prove, like many 

feminist scholars from the Global North, that “they have feminism, too.” They must have 

it; if Foucault is right and where there is oppression there is resistance, surely there must 
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be a Black feminist politics in a region where women’s lives are profoundly impacted by 

intersecting processes of racial, gendered, and economic inequality. The answer it turned 

it out, was both yes and no.   

I went to Bluefields looking for a “Movement;” but when I arrived I found that 

politics there were – as they often are –infinitely more complicated than I had imagined. I 

didn’t find a movement, per se. What I found was women engaged in the chaotic, 

precarious, and messy work of survival. I found NGO professionals stymied by the 

economic conditions that forced them to channel their energies into an endless stream of 

largely unrelated, grant-funded projects instead of building the grassroots movements that 

they knew their communities so desperately need. I found women working quietly in 

churches, tending the sick, sheltering orphans in the city’s most marginalized and 

depressed barrios, developing social service programs on shoestring budgets and holding 

their tongues when the state takes credit for the success of those programs after showing 

up several years after they began with piddling amounts of funding. I met mothers who 

spent their nights staring at the ceiling as their families slept, running numbers in their 

heads trying to figure out how they could make $100 cover six people for four weeks. I 

spoke with women who had worked on ships and sent modest amounts of money home to 

their families each week and worried whether they had done the right thing to leave their 

children behind. They cursed the bleak economic situation in the region that compelled 

“prepared” Creoles to leave in order to survive. I found Black women hustling in the 

marketplace downtown and walking the streets of the city hauling pastries on their 

shoulders and singing out their wares to passersby. Women were the majority of the 

audience in the regional gatherings, workshops, churches, and community activities; they 

were the backbone of every social institution in the community although they were less 

frequently recognized for their leadership roles in these spaces. I found that their 

struggles for gender justice were more likely to happen in locations that tend to be under 

the radar of most feminist scholars and activists because there work tended to revolve 

around improving social and economic conditions on the Atlantic Coast and addressing 

the long history of spatial inequality that continually paints the region as a site of racial 
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alterity that exists on the margins of the nation or of folkloric, backwards, essentialized 

cultural difference. But I did not find a feminist movement; but what I did find taught me 

a valuable lesson: that the struggle for gender justice can take place in sites that are 

completely unexpected and these different articulations of gender justice can challenge us 

to rethink what we know or how we understand what constitutes a “legitimate” feminist 

politics. 

I have increasingly come to understand is that the feminist theory – particularly 

Latin American feminist literature produced by Mestiza and white Latin American and 

North American feminist scholars – I had been trained in often lacked the expansive 

capacity to talk about how women negotiate, contest, and attempt to reconfigure the 

social conditions that frame their lives. Rather this dissertation shifted from being an 

analysis of Black women’s political, and potentially feminist, activism to a feminist 

ethnographic exploration of how women navigate the multiple spatial and social 

processes that marginalize the Atlantic Coast and produce it as a racially Other and abject 

landscape. These place-making strategies take many forms including, but not exclusively, 

organized activism but they are also manifested in women’s creative practice, strategies 

for economic survival, community mothering and their attempts to create a space for 

gender justice in locations that are not directly focused on issues that are generally 

understood as feminist politics. The point is not that Creole women are not interested in 

the kinds of issues that feminist movements raise but to say that they enact their struggles 

for gender justice often using practices and discourse that are not legible under the 

dominant feminist language that shapes the discourse on women’s movements in Latin 

America and the Caribbean. This dissertation, then, is an attempt to develop a way of 

thinking about women’s lives and political practices that are expansive and mutable. How 

do we study politics that are enacted in ways and terms that do not fully articulate with or 

are rendered illegible under mainstream feminist discourse? I offer it as an attempt to 

create new theoretical language that can do this work. 

In this dissertation I have explored several of the locations – among them land 

rights, art, sexuality, and the body -- in which Creole women’s political subjectivity and 
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community activism is forged in order to understand how the racial politics of space 

shape their struggles for social justice in a historical moment in which many of the 

promises of national reconciliation and the restitution of the historical rights of Afro-

descendant communities remain largely unrealized. I conceive of this project less as a 

totalizing analysis than a series of analytical meditations on the ontological, affective, 

material, and social experience of Black womanhood in a racial landscape that tends to 

erase Black women from view or render them visible in only the most problematic and 

violent ways. My goal was to make the complexities of Creole women’s inner and public 

lives visible and to explore the ways in which they produce place through their organized 

political practice, quotidian strategies to survive economic crisis and structural racism, 

and how they develop counter-discourses that lay bare the reality of marginalization and 

social inequality while rejecting hegemonic discourse that places the responsibility for 

these conditions on to Black communities. This ethnography shows how struggles over 

the meanings of place in Black women’s community-based activism need to be 

understood within larger historical processes of displacement, marginalization, state 

violence, and ongoing anti-Black racism.  

Creole women’s place-based activism demonstrates that places, like identities and 

political practice, are never complete or final but rather are dynamic and in a constant 

process of being (re)made, a constant process of becoming. Their material and discursive 

struggles over place demonstrates the ways in which social actors with varying levels of 

access to political and economic power attempt to (re)make place with the tools that are 

available to them. Sometimes those tools are winning a national beauty pageant, 

attempting to enter a nightclub where one is certain that one will be refused entry, 

occupying land, and sometimes, it is creating home space (Isoke 2011) by extending their 

care-giving practices to the larger community and inviting familiar strangers to make 

home in their communities. These practices and moments are valuable sites for 

understanding the spatial dimensions of Creole women’s struggles for access to power 

and resources, more equitable relations of power between the Coast, the Central 

Government and the Pacific, and for more a more just social order. These spatial acts 
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allow Creole women to re-imagine the Atlantic Coast as a site of possibility rather than 

an always already abject landscape.  I have discussed the ways in which Creole women’s 

political subjectivity and community activism is forged through their connections to place 

and their understanding of how inequality is produced through spatial processes of 

power. They attempt to create justice on the local level by engaging discourses of racial 

alterity that are grounded in larger understandings of the intersections of race and region 

in Nicaragua; these discourses are often profoundly gendered and work to limit Creole 

women’s access to full citizenship, resources and opportunity, and power. In short there 

can be little doubt that place matters. 

Exploring Creole women’s participation in place-based struggles on the Coast 

also has larger implications for rethinking Latin American feminisms and the search for 

gender justice. The racialized politics of place that frame the Atlantic Coast have shaped 

Creole women’s gendered political consciousness in ways that are markedly different 

from the mainstream women’s and feminist movements in Nicaragua. Studying Creole 

women’s place-based politics can help us to make sense of the wide disjuncture between 

the kinds of issues and political spaces that Creole women organize in and the kind of 

single issue approach to politics that characterizes the mainstream and feminist 

movements organizing strategies. The diasporic encounter between Creole and Somali 

women suggests that women throughout the African Diaspora – particularly those 

coming from countries whose historical experiences of race, colonialism, conflict, state 

violence and economic marginality – may deploy similar strategies to enact gender 

justice in ways and spaces that converge with their concomitant struggles for racial, 

economic, and regional justice. The failure to understand the raced and gendered 

implications of place has kept the mainstream women’s and feminist movement from 

understanding the deeper political histories, regional epistemologies, ontological and 

psychic traumas of social inequality inform Creole women’s political subjectivity and 

activism. This suggests that we need to be more attentive to the conceptual and practical 

limits of much feminist theory and be willing to explore the possibility of a political 

practice and theory that does the work of gender justice even in the absence of an explicit 



 348 

feminist politics and that is enacted within a variety of political locations. By privileging 

the knowledge’s and lived experiences of Black women activists, I suggest that we can 

do this work and these women have much to teach us about how we conceptualize 21st 

century feminism(s) that are expansive enough to do the work of racial, economic and 

gender justice and dexterous enough to meaningfully engage with different approaches to 

creating gender justice. 
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