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ABSTRACT 

 

This research draws on a testimonies project conducted on a July 2019 delegation to 

Nicaragua led by the Friends of the ATC solidarity network with the Asociación de 

Trabajadores Del Campo. This thesis explores the geopolitical interests of the United 

States in Nicaragua and the effects of the 2018 coup attempt on campesino 

communities.  With a focus on the food sovereignty movement in Nicaragua and the 

ways in which this movement directly challenges U.S. imperialism. This presents a 

history from below centering campesino organizations calls for international solidarity 

and development of political, economic, and social institutions that work to address the 

remnant harms of colonization and imperialism 
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“The Right does not want progress for us poor people. The Right wants us to live buried and 

them above us. They don't want us to have land. They don’t want to allow President Daniel to 

help the poor, they want him to be holding hands helping private companies. I am a peasant and 

proud! I feel that they have helped us. Of course, they will not come in and tell me “take this 

pound of rice, cook it!”- No. They give us the tools to move forward, they give us the possibility 

to go and sell our products at fairs.” - Eloisa García, President of the Gloria Quintanilla 

Women’s Coffee Cooperative in Santa Julia, Nicaragua 

 

These powerful words from a Nicaraguan campesina organizer best encapsulate the 

overall sentiment of so many Nicaraguans with respect to the ongoing Sandinista movement. 

With all its political shifts since the electoral defeat in 1990, the heart of Sandinismo, for the 

majority, continues to be fundamentally about land, autonomy, and dignity. Since the first rural 

rebellions in the early part of the 20th-century against U.S. marine occupation to the anti-Somoza 

revolt in the 70s, campesinos fight for access to, and control of, land. Land to grow their own 

food in their own way which is itself a means to assert their autonomy and dignity. The new 

iteration of Sandinismo when the party won the elections in 2006 is different in many ways. But 

to the rank and file, the movement remains about asserting and defending these fundamental 

rights. However, just like the history of the 20th-century U.S. intervention, grassroots 

movements remain under attack by domestic elites working with U.S. interests. This became 

most apparent in 2018. 

 In April 2018, masses of Nicaraguans resisted a U.S.-backed coup d’etat attempt to oust 

democratically-elected President Daniel Ortega and the Sandinista government. This coup 

attempt against the proudly socialist government of Nicaragua aligns with the U.S. empire’s long 

history of suppressing Leftist people’s movements and governments in Latin America. Recently, 

we have witnessed similar attempts to oust democratically-elected socialist leaders, including the    
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2019 military coup which ousted President Evo Morales in Bolivia and the continual 

unsuccessful attempts to wage a coup against President Nicolás Maduro of Venezuela. However, 

due to corporate-backed U.S. propaganda specifically and media disinformation generally, the 

coup attempt against President Ortega and the subsequent people’s uprisings in 2018 were 

falsely advertised across the world as a mass movement against the socialist Sandinista 

government. Within the U.S. context, this resulted in popular, hegemonic support for the coup 

from both sides of the political spectrum and unanimous support for the “democratic and 

peaceful protesters” who supposedly echoed for U.S. intervention, sanctions, and the resignation 

of President Ortega. 

 My positionality as the daughter of an Iranian revolutionary and my own study of the 

U.S. empire’s long history of coup d’etats across the world incited this deeper examination of 

Nicaragua’s Sandinista government. As a self-identified anti-imperialist scholar and organizer, I 

seek to understand what the U.S. government’s specific geopolitical interests are in the Central 

American country and what motivated the United States to intervene in their elections. 

Moreover, I wish to explore why U.S. Left spaces, which supposedly hold values of social 

justice, democracy, and strongly oppose President Donald Trump’s domestic regime, would 

align with Trump’s international policies to build an oppositional bloc against President Ortega. 

My interests were piqued by the U.S. government and President Trump’s support for the protests 

and the call for Ortega to step down as a sign of cooperation between the U.S. empire and the 

protestors. This effort, I argue, was a tactic employed to wage yet another coup in the Global 

South. I witnessed this popular support for the protesters and the coup within the U.S. Left 

spaces I organize with, a unique instance in which they aligned with the Trump Administration. 



3 

 

The contradictions I witnessed in the nation generally and U.S. Left spaces specifically 

led me to seek the truth directly from campesino (peasant) communities in Nicaragua who 

experienced the coup attempt first-hand. I wanted to learn about the Sandinista government from 

their on-the-ground perspectives as well as learn from their respective community-led social 

movements. What I found in Nicaragua challenged the narratives I had been taught by the U.S. 

media, academic, and even U.S. Left spaces. In Nicaragua, I witnessed broad-based support by 

the campesinos for the Sandinista government and they called for international solidarity with 

their socialist movement. The campesinos I met taught me about the central role of food 

sovereignty in the fight against imperialism and tasked the members of our delegation—mostly 

U.S.-based organizers—with sharing this revolutionary strategy and knowledge about their 

struggle to communities in the United States.  

I chose Nicaragua as the focus of my study because of the Nicaraguan people’s long 

history of revolutionary struggle and their continued stance against U.S. imperialism since the 

times of Augusto César Sandino, leader of a rebellion against the United States occupation of 

Nicaragua between 1927 and 1933. I am particularly interested in understanding how campesino 

organizations in Nicaragua articulate their calls for international solidarity and are actively 

working to develop political, economic, and social institutions that seek to address the remnant 

harms of colonization and imperialism. In our current political era, it is essential for scholarship 

to interrogate the prevalent mainstream discourse of benevolent or humanitarian U.S. 

imperialism and to investigate the alternatives that countries are creating to safeguard their 

autonomy and sovereignty. 
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Research Questions: 

While my thesis will explore the geopolitical interests of the United States in Nicaragua 

and the effects of the 2018 coup attempt on campesino communities, I will largely focus on the 

food sovereignty movement in Nicaragua and highlight the ways in which this movement 

directly challenges U.S. imperialism. Some of the central questions of my study follow: 

What characterizes the food sovereignty movement in Nicaragua? Who are the actors—

governmental, community, and specific organizations—that support the development of the 

campesina-led cooperatives? How have campesina women at the forefront of this movement 

developed cooperatives that align with the Sandinista party’s goal of achieving national food 

sovereignty? How do campesino communities construct, and directly benefit from having, 

sovereignty over their food production? 

Considering the widely recognized revolutionary history of campesinos of Central 

America during the 20th-century, I seek to historicize some of the continuities therein. Moreover, 

how do the present efforts by campesina women to construct food sovereignty build off the 

agrarian reform of the Sandinista Revolution in the 1980s? How have conditions in campesino 

communities changed since the Sandinista party has regained power? What are the effects of the 

April 2018 coup attempt on campesina women, their communities, and cooperatives?  

Methods: 

In the summer of 2019, I continued my research on international solidarity, anti-

imperialism, and campesino-led social movements by participating in a delegation organized by 

the Friends of the ATC Solidarity Network from July 11th to July 21st. The ATC, or  Asociación 

de Trabajadores del Campo (Rural Workers’ Association), is a campesino organization which 

facilitates exchanges between delegates and worker, women, and youth led social movements 
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across Nicaragua. The ATC is 40 years old and born out of the Sandinista movement. It remains 

committed to defending rural, campesino, and workers rights and supporting the development of 

cooperatives and unions. This organization is inspired by the Sandinista movement’s agrarian 

land reform victories and the continued struggle to build autonomous, working-class labor 

cooperatives to resist neoliberalism, which threatens to corporatize the campesinos’ land and 

labor. This delegation focused on a central theme of my research—the history of international 

solidarity across anti-imperialist movements in Latin America and the Caribbean. In the wake of 

the attempted coup of 2018, the Nicaraguan people’s struggle to continue the legacies of the 

Sandinista revolution is in urgent need of solidarity and accompanying scholarship to share and 

continue to shape the analysis. 

In addition to facilitating grassroots exchanges with people on the ground, the delegation 

was commemorating the 40th anniversary of the Sandinista triumph and the decades of 

international solidarity in support of the Nicaraguan people in the struggle to safeguard their 

sovereignty. As a delegate, I conducted participatory action research by collecting oral 

testimonies and engaging in organizer exchanges and worker brigades. I lived in homestays with 

families who work alongside the ATC to carry out the aspirations of the Sandinista Revolution. 

Many of these families lived through the U.S.-backed contra wars. Needless to say,  their 

experiences are a testament to both the consequences of U.S. imperialism and the victories of 

organized resistance. Throughout the delegation, I was in awe of the culture of internationalism 

and solidarity. Across the country there are monuments, museums, and other tributes in homage 

to revolutionary heroes from all over Latin America and the Caribbean such as Che Guevara, 

Fidel Castro, Hugo Chávez, Augusto César Sandino, Túpac Katari, and Salvador Allende.  
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As I introduced myself before conducting interviews, I stated that I came from a legacy 

of campesino resistance myself: on my father’s side, I come from Iranians who participated in 

the revolutionary process that ousted the U.S.-backed dictator the Shah (Mohammad Reza 

Pahlavi) and, on my mother’s side, I come from courageous braceros who participated in the 

United Farm Workers Movement. In sharing this history, many of the interviewees mentioned 

their love for the Iranian Revolution and called it their “sister revolution.” An ex-combatant 

whom I interviewed mentioned the links between the Contra War and the Iran-Iraq War of the 

1980s. Both wars occurred simultaneously and were funded and orchestrated by the United 

States in an attempt to destroy the countries’ revolutionary processes. These historical parallels, 

along with the continued relationship of solidarity between Iran and Nicaragua today, inspired 

me to highlight these acts of South-South solidarity.  

As a delegate, I was involved in an oral history project led by the Friends of the ATC 

solidarity network with the Asociación de Trabajadores Del Campo. Collectively, we conducted 

thirty interviews with people across different sectors affiliated with the ATC. The interviews are 

currently undergoing a collective process of transcription and translation for a future solidarity 

publication. We hope to make these testimonies widely available for solidarity activists and 

others who want to learn about the Sandinista revolution from women, campesinos, and 

grassroots organizations. The oral history project centers the voices of campesinos in Nicaragua 

who, since the coup attempt of April 2018, have had their narratives exploited and misconstrued 

by mainstream domestic and international media. These interviews show the realities of 

campesinos across Nicaragua and portray a stark contrast to the media war that demonizes the 

Sandinista government as being at odds with the working poor of the countryside. I conducted 

interviews with primarily women campesina leaders who spoke about the gains the Sandinista 
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government has achieved for women in the last ten years. My thesis thus highlights the strong 

feminist movement in the countryside as these interviews are my primary source of data.  

Theoretical Framework  

Since the revolutionary Sandinista triumph in 1979, food sovereignty has been a seminal 

strategy to both feed the country and resist imperialism. Nicaraguan peasants, in both Indigenous 

and Afro-descendent communities, have been engaged in centuries of struggle against the 

European and U.S. empires. Today, Nicaragua’s struggle for food sovereignty continues to be 

led  by campesino Sandinistas who seek to develop food sovereignty in order to weaken the 

country’s dependency on the empires responsible for centuries of war, famine, and exploitation. 

In my study, I apply an analytical framework drawing from Walter Rodney’s concept of 

underdevelopment and Samir Amin’s theory of unequal development to explain how campesinos 

see the socio-political situation of the country. Since colonization, Nicaraguan natural resources 

have been exploited and communities severely underdeveloped by the United States. As such, 

the Sandinistas have called for reparations and the recuperation of land and resources stolen by 

imperial forces. In fact, in June of 1989 the Sandinistas won an International Court of Justice 

case against the United States for reparations that the United States continues to ignore 1.  

In neighboring countries of Central America, the United State and European powers 

continue to monopolize the land and create monoculture plantations that pay worker salaries of 

less than a dollar a day on average and pay little to nothing in federal taxes2. Moreover, NAFTA 

and CAFTA opened the doors to modern day colonialism in the form of Free Trade Zones which 

threaten the sovereignty of Central American countries by allowing European and U.S. 

 
1 Tran, Mark. (1986) “US dismisses World Court ruling on contras” The Guardian. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/1986/jun/28/usa.marktran 
2 Dunkerley, James. (1988). Power in the Isthmus: a political history of modern Central America. London: Verso.  

https://www.theguardian.com/world/1986/jun/28/usa.marktran
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corporations, such as oil industries, mega tourism projects, the agroindustry, and consumer goods 

corporations, to open factories with working conditions and pay that can only be likened to 

slavery. These monoculture plantations and factories exploit the people and steal the profits of 

those who have historically been the primary caretakers of the land. However, Nicaraguan 

campesinos are proving that an alternative is possible with their commitment to food 

sovereignty.  

With the support of the Sandinista government under President Ortega, campesinos are 

safeguarding their country from dependence on food and resources from foreign companies by 

developing small-scale community cooperatives. The vast majority of countries in Central 

America and around the world import the majority of what they consume. Campesino-led 

cooperatives provide an alternative to capitalist economic models by promoting communities’ 

ownership of the means of production and the surplus that is generated fills the nation’s 

marketplaces. In a cooperative model, the surplus value continues to circulate within the 

country’s economy rather than in foreign markets. Moreover, goods that are made in Free Zones 

with the labor and resources of the host country are produced with the intent to be exported to 

Western nations. These Free Zones sell goods at prices that are inaccessible to developing 

nations and, thus, isolate workers from their production. Not only are workers alienated from the 

means of their production, but they are paid wages so exploitative that the majority can barely 

survive in their own hometowns.  

 Because they are priced at rates meant for international exports, these goods are 

inaccessible to the workers that produce them. This separation of workers from the means of 

their production is an essential part of capitalism. Free Zones separate workers from their 

ancestral territories and make basic goods, such as food, inaccessible to the workers. This is an 
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imperialist strategy that continues from the colonial period to modern-day-imperialism. For 

instance, prior to Guinea-Bissau’s independence in 1974, the people of the nation were taxed 

heavily and their rice was primarily cultivated for export in the Portuguese and French markets3. 

Central America is not that far from Guinea-Bissau historically or geographically; furthermore, 

the two countries are especially close in their revolutionary political struggles. Since European 

colonialism to present-day U.S. imperialism, empires continue to starve people in order to ensure 

that their products are sold at low prices in Western markets4. This has forced millions to flee 

starvation and violence facilitated by U.S.-backed, right-wing Central American governments to 

seek basic human rights.  

I address regional and global economics in this thesis as they are an essential frame of 

analysis for campesino cooperative-led food sovereignty in Central America. Nicaraguan 

campesinos’ successful development of food sovereignty is a historic undertaking in the region. 

This reclamation of their land and resources has allowed for further investment in campesino 

communities and disinvestment in transnational corporations. This invest-divest framework is 

not possible without struggle and the continued resistance of the Nicaraguan people. In the face 

of the April 2018 coup against Sandinista President Daniel Ortega, campesinos across the 

country stood in defense of their way of life and showed the world the many gains campesinos 

have made under the Sandinista government.  

In the time of the coronavirus pandemic, the need for food sovereignty and worker-led 

cooperatives is ever-more present. The severe economic crash of 2020 presents an opportunity 

for workers to create cooperatives across their small businesses. I also write this thesis for the 

 
3 Cabral, A. (1969). “Brief Analysis of the Social Structure in Guinea.” in Revolution in Guinea-Selected Texts by 

Amilcar Cabral, trans and ef R, Handyside, New York: Monthly Review Press. 
4 Fanon, F. (1968). The wretched of the Earth. New York, NY, USA: Grove Press. 
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U.S. Left, whom I care deeply about, as it is essential for us to learn from Nicaraguan and other 

international cooperative economic development models and the prioritization of food 

sovereignty in global struggles. We know that the system of capitalism is in crisis as the nation, 

and particularly working-class communities of color, are experiencing mass layoffs and 

unemployment due to the pandemic. The faults of capitalism are being exposed: the current 

system is not able to meet the survival needs of our people, much less our development as a 

human species. 

 In the early moments of the coronavirus crisis, grocery stores were flooded with people 

hoarding as much meat and non-perishable foods as possible to prepare for a quarantine. There 

continues to be a fear of shortages, with many grocery stores struggling to keep shelves stocked.  

La Via Campesina (LVC) reports that one-third of the world’s population are campesinos and 

that they produce the majority of the world’s food. These campesinos are being uplifted as 

“essential laborers” in this time of crisis, but their precarious and unsafe working conditions 

continue to increase into even more extreme levels of poverty and famine. Within the U.S. 

empire, the crisis has pushed masses of people into unemployment and left millions without a 

means to put food on their tables and a roof over their head. These conditions present a 

possibility for strengthening solidarity between all those exploited under capitalism across the 

world.  

Nicaraguan campesinas’ development of food sovereignty is a means of safeguarding 

their communities from dependence on international imports currently threatened by the 

pandemic to sustain themselves. They have years of experience building the capacity of 

campesinos to organize and develop cooperatives. Their victories are an inspiration to the world 

and present a model of socialist development that can be possible in communities across the 
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world. These cooperative-produced foods not only challenge imperialism in Nicaragua, but 

support socialist and anti-imperialist struggles across the world. This year alone, Nicaragua 

produced enough beans to export to their revolutionary sister nations of Venezuela and Cuba, 

whose economies are being strangled by U.S. embargos. This deep level of political clarity and 

organizational strength is something that Leftists in the United States, Central America, and all 

over the world can refer to as a model for necessary study. 

A History of U.S. Imperialism in Nicaragua 

Nicaragua continues to battle a 150-year-long history of U.S. interventionism and 

imperialism. Similarly to many of their siblings in neighboring Central American countries, the 

Nicaraguan people have struggled to fight off the threat of U.S. corporate capitalism that have 

continuously infringed on their sovereignty. In 1856, American mercenary and politician 

William Walker declared himself President of Nicaragua and set forth a plan to turn Nicaragua 

into a colony of the United States5. Since this invasion, the United States government has 

employed a variety of imperialist tactics to maintain control over the region’s working 

population, land, fresh water supply, and minerals. Nicaragua, similarly to the history of its 

Central America neighbor of Panama, was considered an ideal location for building a canal to 

bridge consumer markets in the United States to its economic-dominated exports of the colonial 

Caribbean.6  

In 1907, the Presidency of José Santos Zelaya began to resist U.S. imperialism by 

working with Honduras and El Salvador to develop a liberal-dominated federation of Central 

American states. The Presidency of Zelaya commenced with favorable relations to the United 

 
5 Schoultz, Lars. (1998) Beneath the United States: A History of U.S. Policy Toward Latin America. Cambridge, 

Mass.: Harvard University Press. 
6 Bermann, Karl. (1986) Under the Big Stick: Nicaragua and the United States since 1848. (Boston: South End 

Press, 1986), 123-26. 
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States. He supported U.S. interests by initiating land grabs which displaced Indigenous people 

and supported the development of coffee plantations and export markets. As his presidency 

progressed, however, Zelaya began to sever U.S. ties through his negotiations with other Central 

American countries and U.S. adversaries like Germany and Japan.7 The infamous United 

Standard Fruit Company and the U.S. Navy subsidized the rebellion forces of General Emiliano 

Chamorro Vargas and politician Juan José Estrada, leading to the resignation of President Zelaya 

and the rise of his successor José Madriz Rodríguez. Following this intervention, Politician Juan 

José Estrada proclaimed himself as president and facilitated the “Dawson Agreement” that put 

Nicaragua $20 million in debt to the United States.8  

This influx of money into the hands of the Nicaraguan elite restructured the country’s 

political and economic climate and supported the consolidation of elite conservative U.S.- 

supporting politicians.9 In 1912, a majority conservative constitutional assembly voted 

conservative leader Adolfo Díaz to the presidency. Adolfo Díaz was an elite mining executive 

who had close ties to the United States. President Díaz collapsed the Nicaraguan National Bank 

by granting control of Nicaraguan banking to the U.S. Brown Brothers Commercial Bank. 

Following this, he signed the Bryan-Chamorro Treaty of 1914 granting the United States 

complete jurisdiction to build canals, naval bases, and lease the Big and Little Corn islands of the 

Caribbean. This treaty led to the U.S. military occupation of Nicaragua from 1912 to 1926. The 

occupation was met by fierce resistance leading to a civil war in 1926 which forced the United 

States to negotiate their power with liberal forces. 

 
7 Tobago, Michel. (2005) Confronting the American Dream: Nicaragua Under U.S. Imperial Rule. Durham: Duke 

University Press. 69-71 
8 Munro, D. G. (1964) Intervention and Dollar Diplomacy in the Caribbean 1900-1921. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press. 537 
9 Kerevel, Yann. (2006) Re-Examining the Politics of U.S. Intervention in Early 20th Century Nicaragua: José 

Madriz and the Conservative Restoration. University of New Mexico, Latin American Institute. 
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 In this battle for sovereignty, anti-imperialist national hero General Augusto César 

Sandino emerged. Sandino is remembered across Latin America and the world for his historic 

resistance against the U.S. military and economic occupation of Nicaragua. Sandino led a 

grassroots, anti-imperialist guerrilla rebellion which began with the liberation of the San Andrés 

Mine that returned the power over the land to the workers.10 Sandino’s following was 

widespread since his political ideology focused on the centrality of a worker and campesino-led 

movement against imperial forces. His movement propounded a worker-owned cooperative 

system for national economic, political, and social development.  

In 1934, the U.S.-created National Guard assassinated Sandino and his murderer, 

Anastasio Somoza García, eventually staged a coup d’etat installing himself as national 

strongman. The U.S.-supported Somoza dictatorship reigned from 1936 to 1979. During this 

time, the Somoza family privately owned 80% of the country and forced the majority of 

Nicaraguans into work camps. The laboring conditions in these camps were equated to slave 

labor: workers and their families were forced to live under horrendous conditions in multi-level 

encampments, worked long hours, and had limited access to basic nourishment. The rates of 

infant and child mortality rose as mothers did not have access to proper nourishment or medical 

care. The Somoza government allied itself with the new forming state of Israel and the Cold War 

era geopolitics of the United States. Somoza gained U.S. support by promising to ban communist 

propaganda and allowing the United States to build a naval base in Nicaragua.11    

In the 1960s, the Sandinista Revolution emerged in alignment with the aspirations of their 

anti-imperialist hero, Sandino, and from the inspiration of the Cuban revolution. The Sandinista 

 
10  Macaulay, Neill. (1985) The Sandino Affair. Duke University Press. Durham, NC 
11 Guzman, Timothy Alexander. (2005) “The CIA’s Dirty War in Nicaragua,” Global Research, April 24, 2018; 

Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, Blood on the Border: A Memoir of the Contra War Cambridge, MA: South End Press. 
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National Liberation Front, FSLN, organized the downfall of the Somoza dynasty and sought to 

develop a national plan for Nicaraguan sovereignty and an agricultural-centered economic 

model. The Sandinista party was met by the brutality of Cold War interventionist militarism. In 

the 1980s, President Jimmy Carter authorized millions of dollars to be sent to counter 

insurgencies and President Ronald Reagan followed this by providing over one billion dollars to 

fund a covert military operation seeking to destroy the Sandinista movement.12 This was brought 

upon the people of Nicaragua, who ardently fought their way out of a brutal dictatorship into a 

war with the United States known as the Contra War. The Contras were funded by the United 

States and made up primarily of elite Nicaraguans who claimed exile status in Miami and 

identified as “Somocitas” for their close alignment with the Somoza Dictatorship.13   

After being forced to endure a devastating war that ravaged the economy,the Sandinistas 

peacefully handed power over to the U.S.-backed, neoliberal presidential candidate and winner 

Violeta Chamorro in 1990. The National Opposition Union (UNO) party had support from 

President Bush who threatened to continue the economic embargo and U.S. war if the people did 

not vote Chamorro into power.14 The Chamorro family was part of the historic oligarchy, having 

heired five Nicaraguan presidents. This election was marked by tremendous election fraud and 

vote corrosion strategies utilized by the United States time and time again in countries such as 

Haiti, Honduras, Venezuela, and Bolivia. The UNO party and the Constitutionalist Liberal Party 

(PLC) were in power from 1990 to 2006 and, during this time period, the social programs in the 

country diminished tremendously. The government had privatized almost everything, including 

 
12 Walker, Thomas W. (1987). Reagan Versus the Sandinistas: The Undeclared War on Nicaragua. Boulder: 

Westview Press, , Ch. 2, Peter Kornbluh, “The Covert War”, p. 25. 
13  Kornbluh, Peter. (August 27, 1989). “Uncle Sam’s Money War Against the Sandinistas”, Washington Post. 
14 Pear, Robert. (June 11, 1989)  “Bush Pressing Congress to Permit C.I.A. Role in Nicaragua Election,” New York 

Times. 
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education and health, and commenced an “agrarian counter reform” that sought to destroy the 

agrarian reforms of the Sandinista Revolution by coercing land titles away from campesino 

communities. This counter reform drove the country into severe economic depression and the 

Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) allowed foreign companies to further exploit 

Nicaraguan workers while being free of paying taxes or livable wages.15 CAFTA strengthened 

the prospering oligarchical class while the working class majorities experienced increasing rates 

of illiteracy, child mortality, and extreme poverty. Many of the gains of the Sandinista 

Revolution were reversed, bringing Nicaragua back into the brutality of U.S. imperialist rule.  

In 2006, the Sandinista party regained power through the election of President Daniel 

Ortega and the Sandinista government developed a plan of “National Unity and Reconciliation” 

(NUR). This plan is devoted to supporting social programs and reinstating many of the original 

aims of the Sandinista Revolution, such as eliminating illiteracy and supporting public health and 

education.16 The government promised to invest into infrastructure such as the building of roads, 

public parks, daycare centers, and farmers markets. A major goal and achievement of the 

government was their reinstating of the Sandinista Law 693, naming it “The Law of Food and 

Nutritional Sovereignty and Security of 2009.”17 The law sought to achieve the goal of attaining 

food sovereignty and filling local markets with worker-cooperative-grown foods. For the last ten 

years, Nicaragua has produced over 90% of all the food they consume, functionally achieving 

one of the plights of Sandino and the Sandinistas: food sovereignty as a critical aspect to 

securing national sovereignty.  

 
15 J.C. Bonino. (2016) Globalización a la Centroamericana, Managua: Alcaldía de Managua. 
16 U. Hanemann. (2006) “Nicaragua’s Literacy Campaign” paper commissioned for the EFA Global Monitoring 

Report 2006, Literacy for Life, Hamburg: UNESCO Institute for Education. 
17  The Food and Nutrition Sovereignty and Security Unit of the National 

Assembly of the Republic of Nicaragua (2010)  http://extwprlegs1.fao.org/docs/pdf/nic145376E.pdf 

http://extwprlegs1.fao.org/docs/pdf/nic145376E.pdf
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The Sandinista government supported Nicaragua in achieving high rates of economic 

growth and lowered the rates of extreme poverty and illiteracy. The government instituted laws 

that returned principles of the Sandinista Revolution, such as the return of land titles to peasant 

women and the material support for cooperatives and small farmers. Through the support of 

Venezuelan oil and loans, Nicaragua saw major advances in education and turned a neoliberal, 

privatized education system into a public and completely free system, providing access to 

schooling to all Nicaraguans. The government has invested in small campesino communities by 

building roads in historically roadless areas, making it easier for farmers to access the 

marketplace, public health facilities, and schools.  

Cuba and Nicaragua supported each other in a variety of ways. Cuba provided doctors 

who not only practiced, but also taught in universities; while Nicaragua provided rice and beans, 

a staple of the Cuban diet. This trading relationship was crucial since Cuba has struggled to 

attain trading partners due to the brutal economic embargoes and the Helms-Burton Act. 

Nicaraguans across the country now benefit from access to inexpensive, sustainably-grown, and 

locally-produced foods as well as public, subsidized, and free medical centers and schools from 

primary school through university.  

U.S. Imperialism and Socialist Development in Nicaragua   

McCune’s article, “Nicaragua and Contemporary American Imperialism,” analyzes the 

history of U.S. imperialism and its effect on the century-long, anti-imperialist struggles that 

continue today. Since 1856, Nicaragua has battled the occupation of their lands by the United 

States who continues to infringe on their sovereignty and strategize to reassert control over the 

country. Prior to the 2018 coup attempt, Nicaragua maintained a rather low profile in their anti-

imperialist work. The histories of Nicaragua and the United States are intertwined since U.S. 
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mercenary William Walker’s invasion in 1856, which intended to make Nicaragua a slave-state. 

This legacy continues and the 1980s Contra War was a hope for the United States to reassert 

their control over the country. To their dismay, the Sandinistas, with their mass movement of 

peasant supporters, were able to defeat the empire. However, Nicaraguans have never forgotten 

the horror of the empire’s brutality during the war and their contemporary socialist endeavours 

strive to peacefully maintain their sovereignty. This thesis argues that their resistance to empire 

and development of an anti-imperialist movement is grounded in the Nicaraguan people’s food 

sovereignty strategy. McCune discusses the strategies used by the U.S. empire as such:  

“Dating from 1927-present such as counterinsurgent wars, supporting  “Methods used by 

the imperialist system in Nicaragua have included direct counterinsurgent war (1927–

1933), support for despotic pro-US regimes (1934–1979), proxy mercenary warfare 

(1980–1988), financing of opposition groups (1909, 1980–1990, and 2007–present), the 

use of the Organization of American States to pressure Nicaragua (1980–1989 and 2016–

present), military bases and exercises with the Honduran government near the Nicaraguan 

border (2010–present), declarations of Nicaragua as an extraordinary threat to US 

national security (1985 and 2018), financing of opposition media (2007–present), training 

of “civic groups” in cyber-politics (2013–present), planning and execution of a “color 

revolution” or “soft coup” attempt (2018), sanctions to prevent Nicaragua’s access to 

credit (2018), personal economic sanctions against Nicaraguan officials (2018), and the 

use of US rating corporations to downgrade perceptions of Nicaraguan financial stability 

(2018)”18.  

 
18 McCune, Nils. (2019). Nicaragua and Contemporary American Imperialism. Palgrave Macmillan, Cham 
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The study of contemporary Nicaraguan social movements would be incomplete without 

analyzing the central role that U.S. intervention has played as both a motivating factor propelling 

movements to form as well as their greatest threat. The United States continues to promote 

coups, election fraud, and trade agreements that infringe upon the sovereignty of countries 

around the world and create conditions in which governments are representing U.S. interests 

rather than the interests of the populations which they are allegedly in office to represent19. In the 

2018 coup attempt against President Ortega, the United States viewed the Sandinistas 

government’s redistribution of resources away from corporate subsidies and in support of the 

majorities as a direct threat to U.S. control over the region. The United States responded by 

continuing to employ imperialist coup strategies through falsely declaring the Nicaraguan state 

an “extraordinary threat to the U.S. National Security,” even though the United States is the true 

“extraordinary threat” to the people of Nicaragua (made most evident by the Contra War and the 

recent coup attempt). 

I argue that the greatest threat Nicaragua poses to the United States is their development 

of alternatives to capitalism and their role in the global food sovereignty movement. The 

powerful campesino-led social movements in Nicaragua are the true cause of U.S. intervention. 

This thesis highlights the alternatives that Nicaraguans are creating to sustain their autonomy and 

the effects of the coup attempt on campesino communities.  

McCune continues to study the importance of the food sovereignty movement to continue 

the legacy of Sandino and the creation of a government that truly represents the interests of 

campesinos. McCune writes,  

 
19 Paley, Dawn (2014). Drug War Capitalism. AK Press, Oakland, CA. 
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“The goal of several years of social movement articulation and lobbying, declared food 

sovereignty and security to be the responsibility of the State, to be carried out in 

collaboration with territorial and social actors…Sandino’s writings took on class 

dimensions, as he insisted that the difficulty of prolonged anti-imperialist struggle would 

necessitate the unique qualities of workers and peasants.20”  

Sandinistas applied Marxist ideology in their own contexts which reflected their 

conditions and history. The multiple varied forms of Marxism can be found across the Global 

South, such as the iterations of 21st century socialism applied in Cuba, Venezuela, and Bolivia. 

There is a continued trend for academics in the United States to categorize socialist-identifying 

governments and political processes in Latin America and the Caribbean as anything but 

socialist. This argument suggests that these economies do not embody “true” socialism. For 

instance, scholars, activists and other critics use the term “neo-extractivism” to describe Latin 

American socialist economies. Political opposition has used this exact terminology and 

accusation to leverage their power in support of coup attempts in socialist countries in Latin 

America. Most notably, Venezuela and Bolivia’s economic structures, policies, and practices 

have been targeted during the attempted coup against President Maduro in 2018 and the coup of 

President Evo Morales in 2019. In contrast, I attest that the conditions of global capitalism in the 

form of neoliberalism have developed conditions in the Global South that require socialist 

governments and peoples movements to navigate global capitalism in order to develop their 

respective pathways to socialism. These countries identify as socialist and are building their own 

iterations that account for their conditions.  

 
20McCune, Nils. (2019). Nicaragua and Contemporary American Imperialism.  
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Contributing to McCunes’ categorization of the Sandinista government of Nicaragua as a 

post-neoliberal model, I utilize this term in analyzing the government’s rights recooperation 

efforts through analyzing campesina cooperatives. McCune defined post-neoliberalism as 

providing “a historical context for the repositioning of the state in regard to peasant and family 

agriculture, rural education, and social economies.” These cooperatives follow in this post-

neoliberal theoretical framework by showcasing the states’ redistribution of resources to support 

campesino agroecology, social economies, and investment in community structures. This post-

neoliberal era, from 2007 to the present day, represents a step towards Nicaraguan 21st century 

socialism as the state has provided the resources necessary to develop the political capacities of 

campesinos to self-govern and support their own alternative economic systems rooted in 

collectivity and Indigenous practices. The food sovereignty movement is an example of a 

socialist and political development project that is incorporating the historic base of the Sandinista 

movement, campesinos and campesinas.  

This contemporary movement (which is also an effort to right the wrongs of their 

movements) passed and has restructured the distribution of resources and leadership 

development to focus on women campesinas, a historically marginalized sector of the country. 

This project has proven successful: Nicaragua now ranks sixth in gender equality by the 2017 

World Economic Forum21. This movement is not only a project of creating self-sustaining 

communities, but it is also a process of political development and leadership training in order to 

develop their human capacities and build 21st century socialism. My research highlights the role 

of the United States in staging the coup against President Daniel Ortega and the impact this had 

 
21The Global Gender Gap Report 2017. World Economic Forum. 

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2017.pdf  

 

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2017.pdf
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and continues to have on the Sandinista campesina communities. It undermines the  mainstream 

media coverage, academic representation, and the activist misrepresentation of the coup as a 

feminist uprising; the voices of campesina women prove otherwise. 

Johannes Wilm’s article, “On Sandinista ideas of past connections to the Soviet Union 

and Nicaraguan exceptionalism,” provides an important historical analysis of the relationship 

between Nicaragua and fellow communist global forces. Important to my research are the ways 

socialist ideology has become a primary organizing method and ideology across the countryside. 

Wilm’s article starts with an analysis of the term “protagonismo” as understood in Nicaragua and 

what this means to the Sandinistas movement. An analysis of this term serves my research 

because it was commonly utilized in the campesino communities where I conducted research. 

The term displays campesinos’ and campesinas’ commitment to mass political participation and 

encompasses the Sandinista party’s practice and vision. Wilm writes that protagonismo in 

Nicaragua is applied as “the capacity of a subject to make history or to change the course of 

history”22. This term, utilized across the countryside and especially popular among Sandinista 

youth today, displays the widespread political participation and development of Nicaraguans that 

continues into the 21st century. Wilms article highlights the relationship of Nicaragua to the 

USSR and the development of key relationships with communist countries in order to support 

their movement during the 1980s. His research also includes an analysis of Nicaragua’s 

relationship with revolutionary Cuba. He reports, “[On] October 1979, US analysts claimed they 

saw evidence that Cuba had 50 advisers in Nicaragua.”' Many historians and contemporary 

scholars study the impact of the USSR and Cuba on revolutions across the world. My research 

 
22 Wilms, Johannes (2019). On Sandinista Ideas of Past Connections to the Soviet Union and Nicaraguan 

Exceptionalism. Chapter in ”A Nicaraguan Exceptionalism? Debating the Legacy of the Sandinista Revolution”, 

Institute of Latin America Studies. 
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combats the scholarly and political trend to depict Nicaragua as a satellite project of the USSR, 

but rather an autonomous revolution that is committed to acts of international solidarity. In 

Nicaragua today, the historical significance of the Cuban revolution on Nicaraguan socialism is 

bannered across the country and continues to be a site of study and solidarity.  

While conducting my research, Sandinistas spoke proudly of their relationship with Cuba 

in the 80s. This relationship is viewed as integral to the development of the Sandinista movement 

and revolutionary process. I heard first-handedly what the U.S. analyst referred to as “50 

advisors”— Sandinista leaders explained this as Cuba sending many of their most highly-

developed cadre to support the development of different sectors of the social movements in 

Nicaragua. This was taught to me to have been a reciprocal relationship in which the Sandinistas 

taught Cubans skills in agroecological farming and their strategy to build campesino 

cooperatives. As the Sandinista revolution gained a great deal from their close historical and 

strategic relationship with Cuba, Cuba continues to benefit greatly from the agroecological 

teaching that the Sandinista campesinos taught them in the early 1980s. This thesis continues to 

study the relationships of solidarity the Sandinistas continue to build through their development 

of agroecology and food sovereignty.  

April 2018 Coup d'état Attempt  

One of the principal strategies employed by the United States in the 2018 coup is the 

misinformation campaigns. In Nicaragua, these media campaigns aid the opposition by spreading 

falsified information via social media and right-wing news sources23. For instance, during the 

coup attempt in April 2018, these media sources spread fear across the country by claiming that 

 
23 Willson, Brian. (2018), “The Obsession With and Lies About Nicaragua”. Counterpunch. 

https://www.counterpunch.org/2018/12/21/the-obsession-with-and-lies-about-nicaragua/ 

https://www.counterpunch.org/2018/12/21/the-obsession-with-and-lies-about-nicaragua/
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the National Police had murdered university students, a fact which was later proven false24. As a 

strategy of this media campaign, the opposition appropriated historic revolutionary symbols and 

presented themselves as a progressive force to create confusion within the nation and 

internationally. This is a strategy the right-wing borrowed from the elite opposition of 

Venezuela, who appeal to Americans by calling for “humanitarian” reasons to support U.S. 

intervention.  

An organization which has caused particular confusion internationally, but which has no 

popular support within Nicaragua is the MRS or Sandinista Renovation Movement (Movimiento 

Renovador Sandinista). Made famous internationally by the documentary, The Sandinistas 

(2018), this movement is largely known throughout the countryside as a movement of historic 

Nicaraguan oligarchs that fought against the Somoza dictatorship and participated in the 

revolution, but in 1994 left the Sandinistas to create their own political party. This organization 

is confusing internationally because they strategically present themselves as a progressive 

feminist organization while acting as a conservative force domestically.   

The MRS is known for their close relation to U.S. NGOs, politicians, and their collusion 

with right-wing U.S. politicians such as Marco Rubio and Ileana Ros-Lehtinen25. They lobby in 

favor of the U.S. objective of increasing sanctions against Nicaragua, an act of modern-day 

economic warfare that ultimately increases rates of resource scarcity and crushes economies. The 

opposition claims that the elections were fraudulent in part due to the MRS being unable to run 

in the 2016 election, even though there were a total of nine opposing candidates. The MRS has 

 
24 Comisión de la Verdad, Justicia y la Paz (2019). República de Nicaragua. 

https://www.cvjp.org.ni/uploads/documentos/20190205111744901.pdf?fbclid=IwAR1CljU2JkqHm9KSIo8CSl0Gh

LY3Imf5K5Z1DJcZLykcmC_8PBgS466_JT87GH23PJueGhn 
25Resumen Latinoamericano, “¿Ros-Lehtinen intenta crear un nuevo grupo de Contras en Nicaragua?”, July 19, 

2020 https://www.resumenlatinoamericano.org/2017/07/19/ros-lehtinen-intenta-crear-un-nuevo-grupo-de-contras-

en-nicaragua/ 

 

https://www.cvjp.org.ni/uploads/documentos/20190205111744901.pdf?fbclid=IwAR1CljU2JkqHm9KSIo8CSl0GhLY3Imf5K5Z1DJcZLykcmC_8PBgS466_JT87GH23PJueGhn
https://www.cvjp.org.ni/uploads/documentos/20190205111744901.pdf?fbclid=IwAR1CljU2JkqHm9KSIo8CSl0GhLY3Imf5K5Z1DJcZLykcmC_8PBgS466_JT87GH23PJueGhn
https://www.resumenlatinoamericano.org/2017/07/19/ros-lehtinen-intenta-crear-un-nuevo-grupo-de-contras-en-nicaragua/
https://www.resumenlatinoamericano.org/2017/07/19/ros-lehtinen-intenta-crear-un-nuevo-grupo-de-contras-en-nicaragua/
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never received over 6% of electoral support. In fact, they lost their legal status as a political party 

and were unable to run in the 2016 elections because they received only 1.3% of the national 

vote26. As a part of this research, I will highlight the genuine faces of feminism by centering 

campesina women who have led and continue to lead the country’s cooperative system and 

plight for sovereignty. 

 For years, the U.S. government has funneled money into anti-government Nicaraguan 

NGOs, totalling $31 million dollars of USAID in 2017 alone27. The U.S. National Endowment 

for Democracy (NED) is an organization that funded the Contras during the war and continues to 

fund anti-Sandinista organizations. The NED trained and sponsored the Civic Youth Movement 

(MCJ)— a small organization of Nicaraguan university students that led the protests of April 

2018 and are portrayed by the U.S. media as a spontaneous student movement that triggered the 

uprising28. This portrayal neglects the fact that the student movement leaders were trained and 

funded by an organization closely tied to the CIA and the Contras. 

 The mainstream and liberal media neglects the narratives of students from the 

Polytechnic University (UPOLI), who in defense of their university and government, organized 

themselves to defend their public university against violent opposition protests29. These students 

defended their campus while the opposition burned buildings, destroyed laboratories, and robbed 

students’ dormitories. As I visited the city of Managua, it is clear that the country is struggling to 

recover from the violent protests of the opposition, who burned down public hospitals, portions 

 
26 Mejia, Camilo. (September 9, 2018) “The Guardian Continues its Shameless Misinformation Campaign Against 

Nicaragua and Its People”. Tirades and Diatribes,  
27 US AID Data 2017 https://results.usaid.gov/results/country/nicaragua?fiscalYear=2017 
28 The U.S. National Endowment for Democracy (NED), (September 19, 2017) “ Youth in Nicaragua Turn 

Organizing Skills into Improvement for their Communities”. https://www.ndi.org/our-stories/youth-nicaragua-turn-

organizing-skills-improvements-their-communities 
29 Viva Nicaragua Canal 13, (April 26, 2018 )“Universitarios de la UPOLI denuncian a MRS por tener secuestrada 

su alma máter”,. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xaBu7TADskc 

https://results.usaid.gov/results/country/nicaragua?fiscalYear=2017
https://www.ndi.org/our-stories/youth-nicaragua-turn-organizing-skills-improvements-their-communities
https://www.ndi.org/our-stories/youth-nicaragua-turn-organizing-skills-improvements-their-communities
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xaBu7TADskc
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of their public universities, and the cooperative system credit union30. Nicaragua’s largest public 

university, the National Autonomous University of Nicaragua (UNAN), is directly in front of the 

country’s private university, which has historically served the country’s elite. This private 

university was untouched by protestors while portions of the UNAN, the largest free and public 

university, were burnt down and destroyed31. If this truly was a popular people’s movement, why 

would the protestors burn down public resources: schools and hospitals that were accessible 

without cost to all the people of Nicaragua? Why was the private university left untouched? 

It is important to note that the United States and the Trump Administration adamantly 

support the call to oust President Ortega, similar to their call to remove President Maduro in 

Venezuela and President Morales in Bolivia32. The United States is notorious for orchestrating 

election fraud throughout the Global South, as in bordering Honduras, where they supported the 

fraudulent election of Juan Orlando Hernández in 2017. In 2016, the Organization of American 

States (OAS) observed the elections, reporting that President Ortega won the presidency with 

72.5% of the votes, an overwhelming super majority of votes33. The OAS, of course, is a 

contested political terrain historically allying with the United States and working to support the 

development of right-wing allied Latin American governments. The United States continues to 

promote soft-coups across the Global South. One component of these soft-coups is the use of 

disinformation campaigns that declare elections as democratic or illegitimate depending on their 

 
30 Trucchi, Giorgio. (August 8, 2019) “Comisión de la Verdad, Justicia y Paz presentó tercer informe sobre crisis”. 

América Latina en Movimiento, https://www.alainet.org/es/articulo/198036  
31 TeleSur. (April 21, 2018) “Nicaragua: Grupos desestabilizadores queman Centro Universitario”. 

https://www.telesurtv.net/news/grupos-violentos-queman-centro-universitario-nicaragua-20180421-0002.html 
32 Wilkinson, Tracy.(April 17, 2019) Trump administration targets Cuba, Venezuela and Nicaragua with new 

sanctions”. Los Angeles Times. https://www.latimes.com/nation/la-na-pol-bolton-trump-cuba-venezuela-sanctions-

20190417-story.html 
33 The Permanent Council of the Organization of American States, “The Situation in Nicaragua”, Adopted by the 

Permanent Council at its special meeting, held on July 18, 2018.  

https://www.alainet.org/es/articulo/198036
https://www.telesurtv.net/news/grupos-violentos-queman-centro-universitario-nicaragua-20180421-0002.html
https://www.latimes.com/nation/la-na-pol-bolton-trump-cuba-venezuela-sanctions-20190417-story.html
https://www.latimes.com/nation/la-na-pol-bolton-trump-cuba-venezuela-sanctions-20190417-story.html
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political alignment with the U.S. government. This was made clear with the United States’ 

failure to recognize the aforementioned democratic election of President Daniel Ortega.  

Another claim that the U.S. media has used to garner support for the coup attempt against 

the Sandinista government is that Nicaraguans are fleeing Nicaragua and seeking asylum in 

Costa Rica34. Nicaraguans have historically worked in Costa Rica as temporary laborers and send 

remittances home, rather than fleeing violence or government repression as the U.S. media 

claims35. Nicaraguans have taken advantage of the new Costa Rican asylum process which 

allows them to gain access to citizenship and access higher wages and greater job security. The 

U.S. media has commonly used narratives of Afro-Nicaraguans from the Atlantic coast fleeing 

Nicaragua, narratives that appeal to U.S. racial politics and strives to paint a picture of Afro-

Nicaraguans being selectively targeted and forced out of the country specifically due to their 

race. This does not account for the effect of the disinformation campaign and the violence of the 

opposition, which has forced many to live in fear or flee36. Since the coup attempt of April 2018 

and the following U.S. sanctions via the Nica Act37, the country’s economy has suffered 

increasing rates of joblessness, stunting the country’s 4.7% economic growth per year38. 

Nicaragua went from being one of the fastest growing economies in Latin America to a country 

that, similarly to Venezuela and Cuba, is suffering the effects of U.S. economic warfare.  

 
34 Semple, Kirk. (September 22, 2018) “Nicaraguan Migrants Fleeing Turmoil Test Costa Rica’s Good Will”. Los 

Angeles Times,. https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/22/world/americas/nicaragua-migrants-costa-rica.html 
35 LaCasse, Amanda. (June 17, 2015) “For many Nicaraguans seeking work, Costa Rica is the choice”, Cronkite 

Borderlands Project,. https://cronkite.asu.edu/projects/buffett/nicaragua/for-many-nicaraguans-seeking-work-costa-

rica-is-the-choice/ 
36 McCune, Nils & Zeese, Kevin. (July 10, 2018)“Correcting the Record: What is really happening in Nicaragua”. 

Alliance for Global Justice.. https://afgj.org/nicanotes-july-18-2018-correcting-the-record-what-is-really-happening-

in-nicaragua  
37 Nicaragua Human Rights and Anticorruption Act of 2018, H.R.1918, 115th Congress 
38Mr. Denis Moncada Colindres, Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Nicaragua at the 73rd Session of the 

General Assembly, Statement, October 1, 2018 https://www.el19digital.com/app/webroot/tinymce/source/2018/00-

Octubre/Del01al07Oct/Lunes1Oct/73AG%20Discurso%20Nicaragua%20Ingles%20Version.pdf 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/22/world/americas/nicaragua-migrants-costa-rica.html
https://cronkite.asu.edu/projects/buffett/nicaragua/for-many-nicaraguans-seeking-work-costa-rica-is-the-choice/
https://cronkite.asu.edu/projects/buffett/nicaragua/for-many-nicaraguans-seeking-work-costa-rica-is-the-choice/
https://afgj.org/nicanotes-july-18-2018-correcting-the-record-what-is-really-happening-in-nicaragua
https://afgj.org/nicanotes-july-18-2018-correcting-the-record-what-is-really-happening-in-nicaragua
https://www.el19digital.com/app/webroot/tinymce/source/2018/00-Octubre/Del01al07Oct/Lunes1Oct/73AG%20Discurso%20Nicaragua%20Ingles%20Version.pdf
https://www.el19digital.com/app/webroot/tinymce/source/2018/00-Octubre/Del01al07Oct/Lunes1Oct/73AG%20Discurso%20Nicaragua%20Ingles%20Version.pdf
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Nicaraguan Food Sovereignty in Context  

As part of the delegation, I stayed in homestays in two cooperatives, one of them the 

Gloria Quintanilla cooperative. This cooperative was formed eleven years ago at a critical time 

when the Sandinistas transitioned back into power. The Sandinistas shifted government spending 

away from neoliberal subsidies of transnational corporations and towards supporting small 

farmers and cooperatives. The government has developed many initiatives to support campesino 

communities and build women leadership in cooperatives and in governmental positions. 

Through the NICAVIDA plan, the government set out to support campesino communities in 

leading the national plan to develop an economic system rooted in cooperativismo (cooperatives) 

and sindicalismo (unions).  

The Development of Sustainable Livelihoods for Rural Families in the Dry Corridor of 

Nicaragua (NICAVIDA) was developed in 2016 to invest in campesino communities across 

Nicaragua who are facing lowering levels of agricultural production due to climate change. This 

program was developed to support campesino, Indigenous, and Afro-Nicaraguan communities in 

the development and maintenance of cooperatives and small-scale farming39. This plan set out to 

eradicate extreme poverty by supporting communities most affected by the neoliberal era and 

climate change. Many of my interviewees spoke to the advancements within their community 

since the start of this program. For instance, they have gained access to roads, something that the 

community never had before. This may seem like a small luxury to someone in the United States, 

but it is life-changing for small-scale farmers and families who now have easier access to 

markets, schools, and public hospitals.  

 
39 (2016) Proposed loan to the Republic of Nicaragua for the Nicaraguan Dry Corridor Rural Family Sustainable 

Development Project (NICAVIDA), International Fund for Agricultural Development. (IFAD) 

https://webapps.ifad.org/members/lapse-of-time/docs/EB-2016-LOT-P-7-Rev-1.pdf 

 

https://webapps.ifad.org/members/lapse-of-time/docs/EB-2016-LOT-P-7-Rev-1.pdf
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This program also set out to promote gender equality and the development of matriarchal 

cooperatives and communities. My interviewees spoke about the central role of women in the 

government’s new economic plan. Women are the primary benefactors of this program—all the 

government aid to families is given in the woman’s name. My interviewees explained that all of 

the materials given to the cooperatives and families, in the form of livestock, seeds, and 

equipment, were all put under the name of the women in the family. This program also promotes 

the development of skills and crafts for women in the community. We visited cooperatives in 

which women were given materials and workshops to make clothing, jewelry, hammocks, art, 

and furniture. This program supports the government’s goal to fill the marketplace with 

Nicaraguan and cooperative-produced foods and goods.  

Prior to the NICAVIDA project, Nicaragua in 2009 became the first country in Central 

America to pass a law and national plan to construct food sovereignty. According to the Law of 

Food and Nutritional Sovereignty and Security (Nicaragua’s Law 693), food sovereignty is 

defined as: 

“The right of the peoples to define their own sustainable food production, distribution and 

consumption policies and strategies to guarantee the right to food for the entire 

population, centered on small and medium sized production. In addition, respect for their 

own cultures and diversity in the way of farmers, fisheries, and indigenous manner of 

agricultural and livestock production, trading and management of rural spaces wherein 

women play a key role. Food Sovereignty guarantees food and nutrition security” (Law 

693, Article 2)40.  

 
40 Asamblea Nacional Nicaragua (2009) La Ley 693 Ley de Soberanía y Seguridad Alimentaria y Nutricional. 

(Publicada en La Gaceta, Diario Oficial No. 133 del 16 de Julio de 2009) 
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Law 693 was spearheaded by campesino movements across Nicaragua and largely 

organized and drafted by the Asociación de Trabajadores Del Campo (ATC). I did my research 

in communities that organize with the ATC. The ATC is a participant and founding member of 

La Via Campesina (LVC) an international peasant movement that defends the rights of 

campesinos and promotes food sovereignty on an international scale41. This law sought to center 

the role of women, small- and medium- scale farmers, and Indigenous practices in the food 

sovereignty movement.  

The Sandinista government has made food sovereignty a central goal since regaining 

power in 2006. In 2007, the government developed the “Bono Productivo Alimentario” (BPA). 

This program was mentioned in my interviews as many of the small-scale women farmers were 

given pigs, cows, and seeds through this program. This program supports campesina women in 

securing the nutritional needs of their families and in amplifying their farms to be able to 

produce enough to sell surplus to the national markets.   

Nicaragua’s Anti-Imperialist Food Sovereignty Movement  

Nicaragua since the 1980s has been a site of study for scholars interested in food 

sovereignty and agroecology movements. The following literature review focuses on 

contemporary scholarship on the food sovereignty movement in Nicaragua, paying particular 

attention to research on the developments of the movement since the Sandinistas regained power 

in 2007. Scholarship on this period has documented the gains of the food sovereignty movement 

and the ways that the government continues to develop and promote projects against hunger42. 

The Sandinistas have long held food sovereignty and eradicating hunger as their banner of 

 
41 Desmarais, Annette Aurelie. (2007). La Via Campesina: Globalization and the Power of Peasants. London, UK: 

Pluto Press. 2007 
42 McCune, Nils. (2016). Family, territory, nation: post-neoliberal agroecological scaling in Nicaragua. Food Chain. 

6. 92-106. 
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struggle and method to develop the political leadership of campesinos. My research looks at the 

continuation of this struggle to fend off transnational corporations and develop small-scale 

cooperatives that are led by campesinos and which ultimately build the country’s economic 

market with Nicaraguan-produced goods. My study furthers Christine Berths research on 

“Nicaraguan food policy: between self-sufficiency and dependence,” which connects 

contemporary food sovereignty movements to the 1980s and documents the projects against 

hunger led by the Sandinista government under President Ortega. Another scholar whose 

research inspires this work is Nils McCunes, a scholar of agroecology and food sovereignty in 

Nicaragua who researches in solidarity with the ATC (Asociación de Trabajadores del Campo, 

Nicaragua), the organization with whom I have conducted this research. 

Christiane Berth studies the important gains of the food sovereignty movement of 

Nicaragua. In my own work, I speak directly with campesinos who benefited from these 

government programs about the impact it has had on their livelihood. Berth’s research situates 

the gains of Nicaragua in terms of massive reduction of undernourishment and investment in 

projects that directly aid campesinos, such as the Zero Hunger Program and Food Sovereignty 

Laws. The testimonies utilized in this thesis are evidence of the success of these movements to 

end hunger in Nicaragua. Today, during the Coronavirus pandemic, Nicaraguans are not dying of 

hunger. They are producing enough food to fill their markets and export to neighboring countries 

in need. The success of these Zero Hunger programs not only reduced hunger in the most 

impoverished communities, but invested into systems such as cooperatives that provide resources 

for communities to produce and sell their own food. This has led Nicaragua to become one of the 

world’s leaders in gender equality and low rates of hunger. My thesis argues that the Sandinistas 

regaining power in 2007 is an important continuation of one of the 1980s Sandinista movement’s 
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core programs. Sandinistas are investing into campesino communities and providing the social 

services that they have championed since their  revolution. This movement and their policies 

deserve further investigation by food and social movement scholars today because the 

Sandinistas are leading the world in achieving food sovereignty. They are doing this by centering 

campesino leadership and recuperating rights that were stolen from campesinos in the neoliberal 

era. They are returning the land back to campesinos and providing them with the resources 

needed to cultivate the land. This research seeks to recenter the contemporary gains of the food 

sovereignty movement and how this is providing a pathway to safeguard Nicaraguans from 

imperialist aggression.   

Since the 1980s, Nicaraguans have held food sovereignty as a battle of struggle. The 

Sandinistas are still healing from the brutality of the Contra Wars and consider food sovereignty 

an anti-imperialist strategy that promotes the peace and tranquility often associated with the 

countryside. Similarly to how Cuba considers their doctors their revolutionary stronghold, in the 

Nicaraguan context, food growers or campesinos, hold this high honor. Berth writes, “For 

instance, the FSLN newspaper Barricada characterized urban gardens as ‘trenches against 

hunger.’  In illustrations, peasants’ tools are portrayed as weapons, which is indicative of the 

militarization of political propaganda in the mid 1980s.”43. Campesinos are held as national 

heroes. This challenges capitalist notions that barr peasants from access to social mobility and 

status in the United States. Instead, campesinos are viewed as in the “trenches,” fighting hunger 

and bettering the lives of the nation. In the Coronavirus moment, as the world scrambles to make 

sure shelves in the supermarkets remain stocked; campesinos in Nicaragua are continuing to 

 
43 Berth, Christiane (2019) ‘Nicaraguan food policy: between self-sufficiency and dependency’, in H. Francis 

(ed.), A Nicaraguan Exceptionalism? Debating the Legacy of the Sandinista Revolution (London: 

University of London Press), pp. 61–86. 



32 

 

safely produce foods in small-scale farming cooperatives, enough for national exports. While in 

the United States, farmworkers are being hailed as “essential workers,” their pay continues to be 

cut and many of them are already struggling to survive starvation wages and worsening 

environmental-working conditions, like the California fires. This “essential worker” status pales 

in comparison to the campesinos of Nicaragua who are provided land deeds in their names, 

livestock, seeds, light, and water—all they need to sustain themselves, their communities, and 

sell their goods in the market. Nicaraguan campesinos are given the autonomy and sovereignty to 

develop as leaders, rather than enforced into starvation wage labor with only a title of “essential” 

that keeps them working in unsafe, over-crowded, and brutal working conditions.   

Nicaraguans continue to highlight their struggle for peace and tranquility and against the 

legacy of militarism since the Contra Wars. Sandinistas are now fighting imperialism by 

returning to their ancestral growing practices and fighting imperialism through becoming food 

sovereign. This stands in stark contrast compared to the conditions of neighboring Central 

American countries which are forced into extremely high levels of dependence on international 

markets for the import of food, even though they are some of the world’s largest food exporters. 

This reliance on foreign capitalist markets has made food inaccessible to the majority of 

campesinos in those countries. On the other hand, Nicaragua is divesting in transnational 

corporations and reinvesting in campesinos, something that is unfortunately incomparable across 

Central America. The victories of the Sandinista movement are too often not highlighted as are 

the devastating effects of U.S. imperialism that is rampant in neighboring Honduras, El Salvador, 

and Guatemala. These comparisons are important because they show what could easily become 

of Nicaragua if the U.S. empire is to succeed in repressing the Sandinista movement and waging 

a coup.  
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Berth’s article studies the effects of national laws and movements to develop food 

sovereignty and my research looks at the more recent effects and implementation of these 

programs. Berth writes, “The Nicaraguan project, however, had a narrower focus, mainly 

providing peasants with the necessary basic inputs for food production. It distributed a package 

of animals, seeds and construction materials worth US $2,000 to 75,000 peasant families”44. 

However, I argue that the Sandinista state’s policy guaranteeing campesinos the tools for basic 

food production is not too narrow a focus. On the contrary, the Sandinista approach rejects 

historic imperial dependency models that historically do not prioritize meeting the nutritional and 

basic needs of a community or nation45. The Sandinista model rejects the capitalist profit-driven 

models that are prevalent in Central America. The Sandinista revolutionary project has expanded 

greatly reaching peasant communities all across the country. In a nation with a population as 

small as Nicaragua and with the cost of living being just as low $2,000, this has a far greater 

impact. My research will delve deeper into the life-changing effects these programs continue to 

have on campesinos’ political empowerment, material conditions, and reclamation of ancestral 

practices. 

The Sandinista government aided the process of providing the means necessary to 

cultivate the land, promoting the return to ancestral and natural diets46. This is a contrast to the 

United States media which advocates in support of the fast food industry. The Sandinistas 

advocate for the return to natural grown food which preserves Nicaraguan culture. Berth studies 

examples of the Sandinista government promoting healthy eating by “promot[ing] fish as a 

 
44  Berth (2019). 
45 McCune, Nils. (2016). Family, territory, nation: post-neoliberal agroecological scaling in Nicaragua. Food Chain. 

6. 92-106. 
46 Asamblea Nacional Nicaragua (2009) La Ley 693 Ley de Soberanía y Seguridad Alimentaria y Nutricional. 

(Publicada en La Gaceta, Diario Oficial No. 133 del 16 de Julio de 2009) 
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healthy alternative to meat, frescos beverages instead of soft drinks, and corn instead of 

wheat”47. The food sovereignty movement is a process of returning to ancestral ways of living 

that promote both economic sovereignty and cultural reclamation. 

The food sovereignty movement is deeply tied together with rescuing ancestral culinary 

traditions. Berth writes, “At the 2011 corn festival in Matagalpa, the local FSLN mayor clearly 

favoured the food sovereignty movement. He argued staunchly that it was necessary to rescue 

Nicaraguan culinary traditions for future generations, and that its food was a patrimonial value of 

Nicaraguan culture and formed part of the country’s food sovereignty.” Nicaraguans emphasize 

the importance of maintaining their culture and ways of life and passing this down to future 

generations. This is a decolonial strategy utilized to rescue their history and traditions from 

centuries of colonialism that separated the majority of Nicaraguans from living their ancestral 

traditions. Many anti-imperialist movements across the world have held the regaining of cultural 

values as central to their mission. In the Nicaraguan context, this means returning to the campo 

and growing foods in organic and ancestral ways. This highlights the importance of agroecology 

to the food sovereignty movement which centers ancestral growing practices and cultural 

knowledge. Because of this system, Nicaragua has successfully achieved two goals of the 

Sandinista revolution: 1. the maintenance of cultural traditions and 2. the achievement of food 

sovereignty.  My focus on national food sovereignty seeks to affirm how Sandinismo is a 

fundamentally campesino, feminist, anti-capitalist, and an anti-imperialist movement and 

revolutionary process.  

I utilize Samir Amin’s theory of capital accumulation and development in the 

contemporary world to analyze the historical relationship of Nicaragua to the Western capitalist 

 
47 Berth (2019)  
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market. This tool of analysis is critical to understanding the important victories of the 

Nicaraguan food sovereignty movement in shifting the forces of power away from Western 

capitalist markets. Amin writes,  

“The contradiction between the capacity to consume and the capacity to produce is 

overcome at the level of the world system as a whole (centre and periphery) by enlarging 

the market at the center, with the periphery—fully deserving of its name—functioning 

only in a marginal, subordinate, and limited way. This dynamic leads to a growing 

polarization of wealth to the benefit of the centre”48.  

Nicaragua during the Somoza dictatorship and neoliberal era of the 1990s to early 2000s 

faced extreme exploitation of its work force and land by transnational corporations. This left 

Nicaragua at the periphery of the global market and forced them to have one of the lowest GDP 

in Latin America. Across Central America, countries continue to be extorted by the West and the 

global capitalist elite who rely on Global South countries for cheap labor and goods while 

forcing the countries’ workforce into poverty. The Sandinista government with the lead of 

campesino popular participation is shifting the wealth away from transnational corporations and 

returning it to campesino communities. This is detailed in my thesis in the various ways that food 

sovereignty and the development of cooperatives are shifting away resources from and 

dependency on transnational corporations to cooperatives that meet the people’s needs directly. 

The Nicaraguan cooperative model continues to be moniterarly supported by the 

Sandinista government in their effort to shift government funds away from the goal of gaining 

profit and towards meeting the needs of humanity. Amin writes, “A development strategy for the 

masses must be based on a fundamental revision of priorities in the allocation of resources and 

 
48 Amin, S. (1974). Accumulation and Development: A Theoretical Model. Review of African Political Economy, 

(1), 9-26. 
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this implies rejecting the profitability rules of the system. This where the real meaning of a 

transition strategy lies.”49My thesis investigates validity and effects of the Sandinista 

government’s prioritization of meeting the needs of humanity by funding projects related to food 

sovereignty, agrarian land reforms, free quality education, and health care for all to name a few. 

The government has transitioned its priorities away from gaining profits that primarily service 

transnational corporations and the country’s oligarchical elite toward building up the political 

power and standards of living in campesino communities. The cooperative model explored in 

this thesis shows that government investment into small-scale farmers primarily seeks to service 

the sustaining of rural communities and to fill the Nicaraguan marketplace with locally and 

ethically produced goods. This government funding of the campesino political and economic 

projects have replaced dependence on foreign markets.  

Moreover, this thesis displays the effects of government and local initiatives that 

restructure resources away from seeking to achieve profit and towards providing for the needs of 

campesinos. Amin writes in “Law of unequal underdevelopment” that, “the fight against 

imperialism brings together, at the world level, the social and political forces whose victories are 

decisive in opening up to possible socialist advances in the contemporary world.” This 

redistribution of resources towards campesino majorities is a strategy against imperialism and 

works to develop political empowerment and socialism in the countryside. Nicaraguan social 

movements led by campesinos are developing away from neoliberalism and towards socialism. 

This thesis highlights the advancements of cooperatives in Nicaragua and their leadership is 

developing alternatives to capitalism.  

 

 
49 Amin (1974) 
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Findings: 

Campesina Women Leading the Food Sovereignty Movement  

The Gloria Quintanilla Cooperative was founded and is currently led by the women of the 

community of Santa Julia, in the municipality of El Crucero, department of Managua. The 

women cultivate coffee, corn, beans, and different types of fruits and vegetables. As a 

cooperative, they own and work their land individually or as families, but share farming tools, 

organic compost (which they make themselves) and their coffee roaster, grinder, and packaging 

machines. They also make and sell jewelry as a cooperative, using coffee beans and other seeds 

as beads. They work together to get their products to the market, which may mean physically 

taking their crops to a government-sponsored farmer’s market, or selling their products to the 

international delegations who they host in the community throughout the year. 

The ATC supports this cooperative and plays a role in their communication with the 

government and other organizations. They also work to build solidarity between different 

cooperatives throughout Nicaragua to meet all their needs. For example, the women of the Gloria 

Quintanilla cooperative have been leading the way in developing a cooperative mainly through 

the sales of their coffee and jewelry. The community produces all of the food that they consume 

besides oil, rice, sugar, salt and matches, which they purchase at the market. The ATC links 

cooperatives in a mutually beneficial way by facilitating the purchase of goods from other 

cooperatives at a flat exchange rate; they buy from a rice cooperative that sells rice for 10 

córdobas, and in exchange, they sell their coffee at the same rate.  

This community was particularly unique because the land it sits on is a historic coffee 

plantation originally owned first by a German and then by Somoza. The women courageously 

shared their testimonies of the brutality they experienced when they were enslaved by Somoza. 
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Multiple families were forced to live in multi-level wooden shacks, where they slept on boards in 

extremely small quarters. Water was rationed and when food was given, it was given only to 

workers, not to their entire families. 

Eloisa García, who today is the President of the Gloria Quintanilla cooperative, was born 

into one of Somoza’s work camps, where her family and community were forced into slave 

labor. They were enslaved to grow coffee for export; none of the families in the community 

owned the land or were able to work it to cultivate food for their families. As a child, Eloisa 

lived and worked in the encampments and was unable to access basic necessities such as 

clothing, food, health, and education.  

“I used to have nothing, nothing. I had nowhere to live. I was born in a camp, I had no 

home...We didn't have any clothes, we only had three dresses. I didn't wear shoes. I put 

on shoes when I was fourteen. There was no school, I never went in order to help my 

mother...I feel that I did something in life, and now I have been blessed. I showed love 

and with that love I have harvested for the people and for my children. I have 5 sons and 

one daughter. They were already born with better conditions, different from mine”50. 

After the triumph of the Sandinista Revolution in July 1979, the Sandinista government 

went through the process of an integral agrarian reform where they appropriated unproductive or 

abandoned land from large landowners and redistributed it to campesino families throughout the 

country. In the 1980s and in a process that is continuing today, over 70,000 families, including 

those in the community of Santa Julia, received land titles51. It is on this land that the women 

 
50 Asociación de Trabajadores Del Campo, Testimonios, July 2019.  
51  Collins, Joseph (1985) Nicaragua, what Difference Could a Revolution Make? Institute for Food and 

Development Policy. University of Texas  
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who are part of the Gloria Quintanilla Cooperative were able to begin to grow food for their 

families, sell their products on the market, and construct food sovereignty in their community. 

As president, Eloisa carries the history of the last eleven years of the cooperative’s 

existence. The women coming together to form the cooperative, the support from the ATC, and 

the Sandinista governments’ initiatives to help campesino communities get ahead and improve 

their standard of living has altered the reality for her children, community, and cooperative. She 

shares that the government has provided her support in living a dignified life in stark contrast to 

the terrors of her upbringing living in Somoza’s workcamps and to the lack of governmental 

support throughout the neoliberal governments of 1990-2006. As mentioned earlier, she did not 

have access to an education but due to recent reforms she was able to learn how to read, write, 

and attend adult school.  

“In my childhood, I never went to school, I studied as an adult. I thank God. I am very 

grateful to my government because it is for the poor and it has enriched me. This 

government looks out for the poor. Many women, including me, benefited from seeds, a 

100 pounds of improved seed. They gave me a hundred pounds of corn. I wasn't going to 

buy them because I didn't have any money. They gave me 100 pounds of beans. It is a 

bean that blooms after forty days. We benefited from the tools, didn’t we? Some peers 

were given 200 chickens, five pigs, sewing machines, whatever they wanted. It is the 

government that manages that through the NICAVIDA project”52 

Eloisa refers to President Ortega as the campesinos’ president because of the innumerable 

ways their conditions have improved through the support of the Sandinista government. The 

government has invested greatly in the development of cooperatives through the NICAVIDA 

 
52 Asociación de Trabajadores Del Campo, Testimonios, July 2019.  
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program and the bono productivo, two government-sponsored initiatives which support the 

development of small-scale farmers and community cooperatives. The NICAVIDA project 

provides cooperatives and small-scale farmers seeds, animals, and supplies free of charge. In the 

Gloria Quintanilla cooperative, we visited acres of beans, rice, and corn that bear fruit of the 

importance of the seeds that were provided through this government project. We met the 

chickens and pigs that the women received through this program and learned about new 

technology that provides heightened sanitation for the farms. 

This NICAVIDA program provides all the resources, supplies, seeds, and animals in the 

name of the wives and women leaders of the community. The women of the Gloria Quintanilla 

cooperative shared that they are the true heads of the community and that the government 

placing the resources in their name honors their historic role. The women included that the 

Sandinistas have worked in many ways to achieve a balance between genders and combat 

patriarchy. They passed a law which ensures that there is a gender balance within the 

government; the governor and mayor of each town and province requires that both a man and a 

woman hold the position and that there is an equal amount between men and women who work 

in the government. 

These laws are supporting the original dream of Sandino and align with the Sandinistas’ 

agrarian reforms of the 1980s. Due to the setbacks of the neoliberal era, including the 

privatization of campesinos’ lands, the government is now dedicated to redistributing the land to 

the campesinos and amplifying the agrarian revolution. Whereas the governments of the 

neoliberal era heavily subsidized transnational corporations and supported the CAFTA-DR 

agreement, the Sandinista government has oriented government funding and international 

investment to develop an economy based on cooperativismo and sindicalismo, union labor and 
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community-run cooperatives. The Sandinistas have centered their mission around the campesino 

experience and carry that pride through their movement. The Sandinista government’s 

investment of resources into campesino communities has now been termed by many as “the 

government for the poor” because they have experienced advancements in their communities, 

from free college education, public health, and support for their cooperatives. 

“As I said, there are countless benefits that the government has given us; roads, housing 

at a fair price. That is why we support this government, because it is the government that 

has remembered poor people, it is the government of the poor. So the poor are the ones 

who support it.”53 

Rosarios testimony is in contrast to U.S. media which depicts the current government as 

betraying Indigenous, poor, and Afro-descendant communities. These campesina women’s lives 

and that of their families have been drastically improved by the Sandinistas regaining power. 

These women have developed cooperatives in their community, gaining sovereignty for their 

pueblos. Many young people have become the first in their families to attain a college education; 

something that campesinos were barred from during the neoliberal era due to the cost of tuition.  

The women of the Marlon Alvarado community were born into the brutal dictatorship of 

Somoza, lived through the U.S. backed Contra wars, and are now having their lifetime of 

resistance supported by the current government. As former slave laborers under Somoza, the 

development of these cooperatives have allowed them to maintain autonomy over their labor. 

They are not only stewards of the land, but are leaders of the economic pillars of the community. 

Across the world and in the history of Nicaragua, it is clear that the advancements that 

campesino communities have gained in a matter of only twelve years is mostly made possible 
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when a government prioritizes the needs of the poorest communities. The women of these 

communities are the facilitators and leaders of their cooperatives. More importantly, their 

leadership is respected and supported by government initiatives that provide free resources to the 

cooperatives. 

Rosario of the Santa Teresa Cooperative-The Marlon Alvarado Community benefited 

greatly from the agrarian land reforms of the 1980s. The Santa Teresa cooperative,a community 

matriarchal-led cooperative, grows the majority of their own food. Rosario shared the importance 

of victory of the Sandinista government in providing access to free national public education. 

The government has organized home visits to make sure everyone young and old has access to 

an education. The public services in the countryside have improved greatly under the current 

government. Her testimony demonstrates much of this sentiment. 

“There have been countless benefits. The roof plan, free education, school snacks for 

students in preschool through sixth grade. Also, the school supplies packages of 

backpacks, notebooks, pencils. So I think that people who don't study at this time don’t 

study because they don't want to, because the government opens the doors so that even 

the poorest can go to school. It organizes education delegates from each sector. They visit 

the houses to make sure that all the children go to school, so that no one is left without 

learning to read. In the same way, the government offers adult education. Right now 

illiteracy is very low in Nicaragua. The majority of people have learned to read. Two 

years ago, I finished the sixth grade as an adult.”54 

 Rosario finished a sixth grade education as an adult. She was denied her right to 

education during the Somoza period. While conducting testimonies in different cooperatives, 
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many women shared the experience of living through the Somoza era, Contra War, and the 

neoliberal era and not having access to basic necessities that they have now been able to secure 

for their children. The government provides education at zero charge, including free meals, 

uniforms, backpacks, notebooks, pencils, and transportation. The government, with the support 

of Venezuelan funds, expanded its university student scholarship program, ensuring students a 

semester allowance of personal spending money, along with free meals, books, housing, and 

tuition. This is a historic gain for the country and the Central America region. The Sandinistas in 

their original platform held literacy as a central point, centering that campesinos have historically 

had their access to an education stolen from them. The government is now actualizing that dream 

by supporting the expansion of free education and public services.  

When I visited the community, I was fortunate to see a government home visit in action.  

Rather than a teacher, a veterinary physician came and gave free vaccines to all the dogs. The 

government has expanded their medical services to include veterinary care completely free of 

charge. When I saw the doctors in white coats, I thought they were medical doctors and my host 

family told me that they are not, but that doctors do conduct regular house visits to make sure 

that everyone is vaccinated and has healthy living conditions. Eveling a fellow leader of the 

Marlon Alverado cooperative spoke of the importance of sharing her history of struggle with her 

children and correlating the advances of their quality of life to the Sandinista party and 

government. 

“My younger daughter, in her schools they give her school snack, her backpack, her 

notebook, they give her everything. As a mother, it is good to explain to them that it is 

the Revolution, that these are the good things, and how [the government] has been 

fighting so that all of us continue fighting for peace, tranquility...Because 14 years ago 
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there was no light here. I remember that I lived my youth, all of my childhood, without 

light. We remember that we lit a gas candle and put a rag or a strip of old clothes on it 

and this absorbed the gas, from there it gave the light. But in the morning we woke up 

with our noses full of smoke. But thanks to all this government has done, we have been 

improving in many things.”55 

In the neoliberal era, light was privatized and many communities did not have access to 

electricity, water or public services. The current government has developed programs to bring 

light to communities across the country. She states that 12 years ago, prior to the Sandinista party 

regaining power, her community did not have access to light. Currently, campesino communities 

have the right to water free of charge. The socialization of resources has drastically changed the 

standards of living for the campesino community, effectively lowering the rates of extreme 

poverty. She explains the importance of teaching young people about the struggles that they had 

to overcome and the importance of the Sandinista movement and their desire to continue to 

struggle for peace. She connected her role as a mother to the role of being an educator of the 

importance of revolutionary struggle for her children. 

The effects of the April 2018 Attempted Coup D'etat on Campesino Communities 

In her testimony, Rosario shares her experience as a victim of opposition violence during 

the April 2018 coup attempt; the threats she experienced as a community leader and the tragic 

attack her cousin faced by the opposition. She details the terror incited by the tranques  

(roadblocks) and their attack on the tranquility and productivity of campesinos and working class 

people—particularly in Sandinista communities and neighborhoods which were targeted and 

attacked by the opposition—throughout the country. She emphasizes that the roadblocks and 
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opposition violence threatened Nicaraguans’ right to safety and peace, their right to work, and 

their right to public facilities and services. 

 During the April 2018 coup attempt, the opposition used tanks and built roadblocks all 

over the country. By restricting access to the city centers, markets, hospitals and schools, these 

roadblocks incited terror throughout the country. Rosario remembers that she had to pay the 

tranquistas in order for them to allow her to cross the roadblocks, a fee that campesinos could 

not afford. In one instance, they did not allow Rosario to cross the roadblock, even though she 

pleaded that she needed to attend a doctor's appointment. This was sadly the case for many 

campesinos across the region that were unable to access desperately needed medical attention.  

“The roadblocks were in Jinotepe, Managua, Masaya and in Rivas, but not here in Santa 

Teresa. I remember that I had an appointment in Jinotepe because of my leg, but I missed 

the appointment because I couldn't get through the tranques. In the same way, my son 

had an appointment in Diriamba, but he could not go because they wouldn't let him 

through. Also, for my children who work in Managua, to pass the tranques they had to 

pay the tranquistas at each tranque. There were an infinite number of tranques and at 

each tranque you had to pay; if you didn't pay they wouldn't let you pass.”56 

As the oppositions’ roadblocks inhibited people’s access to medical attention, the 

opposition drastically overestimated the amounts of deaths that occurred during the protests, 

including by adding naturally-caused deaths in those inflated numbers. These tranquistas were 

not government military tanks, as many mistakenly presume in the United States and the liberal 

media has used photos of these tanks to falsely accuse the government of using military force 

against protesters. The contrary is true: during the governments’ negotiations with the 
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opposition, they sent the military and national police into the barracks unable to be present 

during the manifestations. The opposition, which is heavily funded by U.S. NGOs and CIA 

partner organizations, acquired and ran these tanks, and gave the opposition access to military 

weaponry. 

Eveling of the Santa Teresa cooperative continues to speak of the role of the cooperative 

in providing for the most basic needs of their community during the country’s times of political 

instability. During the coup attempt, as aforementioned, the roadblocks not only limited access 

for campesino communities to public resources, but it also severely cut off their access to the 

markets where the communities purchase foods and sell their products. The community 

development of their cooperative has allowed them to achieve major advancements toward food 

sovereignty and this was made evident when they were able to survive the opposition’s violence.  

“For example, during this thing that just happened [the coup attempt], we had nowhere to 

go out and buy [food]. But thank God, we did not have so much difficulty because we 

had beans, we had corn. If there is not [beans or corn] here, if I do not have any, my 

neighbor has some and I go and she sells it to me, here in the same community. We serve 

our community. For example, here she (a neighbor) who cultivates more, those who 

cultivate more, they sell. They sell here in the same community. This is also important. 

Because we are not dependent on others to come from somewhere else...We have our 

own food, which is grown here. What we searched for [during the coup attempt] was the 

most basic things, like oil, which we cannot produce ourselves… Last year, 2018, when 

the roadblocks were in place, we had beans, we had corn, we had our little animals like 

our chickens, the eggs that the chickens lay, this is what we eat. We don’t go shopping. If 

I don’t have eggs here in the house right now, I'll go over to my neighbor and there are 
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eggs. This helped us last year, as we ourselves were growing our own food, our own 

land.”57 

Eveling’s testimony provides insight into the ways campesino communities are making 

advancements towards food sovereignty through the development of cooperatives. During the 

roadblocks, it was extremely dangerous to attempt to cross. This community had networks of 

solidarity that allowed them to subsist without having to traverse the expensive and dangerous 

roadblocks. The various government initiatives that have provided animals and seeds for the 

community have supported these women to provide food from their own lands to their families 

and communities. This is a true example of the power of food sovereignty—when in times of 

political instability, the community no longer depended on resources from the city’s market or 

the government but rather were able to sustain themselves. Eveling also emphasizes that the 

government embodies the values of their community. The Sandinista government has actively 

participated in the development of the cooperative system and have connected the cooperative to 

programs that promote their success.  

“These are the ideas of the government as well, because they help in this. They have 

projects, they help organize, with other organizations, for example with the INTA [they 

helped form] a collective here where they plant beans. So the same government is also 

encouraging us to always cultivate our land, so that we have our food. They give us 

citrus, they give us bananas, papaya, lemon, so that we can plant [the seeds] on our own 

land. We just have to go cut [the fruits]. We have jocote, mango, the government gives us 

everything [as a part of the bono productivo program]. They are called food vouchers.”58 

 
57 Asociación de Trabajadores Del Campo, Testimonios, July 2019.  
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The power of food sovereignty as understood in the history of campesino resistance in 

Nicaragua is exemplified through the country’s ability to alleviate food scarcity by promoting 

small-scale farmers and cooperatives. The Bono Productivo provides seeds and materials for 

cooperatives to develop, which counters imperialist charity models that provide aid to 

communities without supporting them to develop their own systems of food and resources 

production. This is an important intervention in the Latin American context in which countries 

are heavily dependent on international markets to provide basic goods. This development of food 

sovereignty and the agrarian land reforms of the Sandinistas have allowed for the poorest of the 

country to be able to have their most basic needs of housing and nourishment met without the 

dependency on international capitalist markets.   

International Solidarity, Food Sovereignty & the Instituto Agroecológico Latinoamericano 

(IALA) 

As a part of this delegation, we collected testimonies at the Instituto Agroecológico 

Latinoamericano (IALA) Ixim Ulew in Santo Tómas, Chontales. There are currently nine IALAs 

in Latin America. The first was founded eleven years ago under the Bolivarian government of 

Hugo Chávez and this is where many of the teachers of the IALA in Nicaragua were trained. 

This program utilizes a popular education praxis blending together political formation and 

collaborative agriculture research based on each students’ community and ancestral practices. 

The students of IALA are all young people from across Central America and the Carribean that 

organize in groups affiliated with the CLOC-Via Campesina network. They are both dedicated to 

developing food sovereignty for their people and organizing against neoliberalism, imperialism, 

and capitalism. 
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 The Instituto Agroecológico Latinoamericano Ixim Ulew is the only IALA in Central 

America. The school provides completely free education to students including free living, food, 

and transportation to and from their hometowns and countries. IALA seeks to address the causes 

of displacement and increasing rates of migration out of rural areas in Central America. Friends 

of the ATC 2019 delegation described the purpose of the institute as “IALA trains people to be 

militants in their organizations, make life in the countryside enjoyable and attractive, practice 

agroecology, and establish the pillars of communitarian society by fulfilling a social purpose 

through meaningful work in cooperation with others”59. This university setting is unique in that it 

involves 70% practice and 30% theory. Over a two year period, students are in an intensive 

practice and praxis study for forty-five days and then return to their communities for thirty days 

with resources to implement and teach what they have learned in their own communities.  

The students who participated in this study were from El Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala, 

Nicaragua, and the Dominican Republic. The majority of the students are currently from El 

Salvador and Honduras. These interviews provided key narratives on the effects of Nicaraguans’ 

investment in international solidarity and their commitment to promoting food sovereignty 

internationally. They also provided key analysis of the conditions in their hometowns and the 

drastic difference in the quality of life in Nicaragua.  

A Honduran student I interviewed from Progreso, Yoro, Honduras explained: 

“Honduras doesn’t even reach the heels of Nicaragua...here in Nicaragua, I’ve been to a 

health center several times, and you go, and the doctor comes and says, “Look, you’ve 

got to go to the pharmacy and buy this.” But the pharmacy is right there at the health 

center. And she gives you the prescription and you just take it. You don't have to pay a 

 
59 Report on Friends of the ATC’s Food Sovereignty and Agroecology in Nicaragua Delegation (January, 2019) 

https://friendsatc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/January-2019-Nicaragua-Delegation-Report.pdf 

https://friendsatc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/January-2019-Nicaragua-Delegation-Report.pdf
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dime. In Honduras, from the consultation to the medication, you pay, even in a public 

health center. There, in a health center you pay two dollars for a consultation. At the 

health center that is supposed to be public. But they have already privatized 

everything...Here there are many, many young people from Honduras who are studying 

because they have access to an education. There are people from Honduras who also 

come here, because they have access to health...So it's nothing compared to here. Here, 

the streets are the best streets in Central America, those in Nicaragua.”60 

  Contrary to the depictions of Nicaragua in the United States, Nicaragua in fact has a 

universal health care system, a rarity in Central America. As a visitor in the country, I was sick 

and went to a public hospital. I was seen immediately and given a prescription to fill at the public 

pharmacy across the street. With a doctor’s prescription, medicine is completely free, even to a 

visitor with absolutely no form of Nicaraguan documentation. It is important to highlight the 

ways the food sovereignty and international solidarity in Nicaragua extends across Central 

America particularly centering the Sandinistas’ support for campesinos transnationally. Along 

with her testimony, I visited Somoto, a town on the border of Nicaragua and Honduras that 

opened a completely free hospital for Honduran children. We visited the hospital with 

community leaders who supported the development of this hospital and housed Honduran 

President Manuel Zelaya when he was exiled from Honduras. Sandinista campesinos have 

extended regional solidarity to develop an international working class identity rooted in 

socialism and solidarity.  

Carlos is a teacher at the IALA school and organizes with the Asociación de 

Trabajadores Del Campo (ATC). He is Venezuelan and a proud Chavista who dedicates his life 
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to accompanying campesino struggles through this work at IALA. He analyzes the essential role 

of the food sovereignty movement in safeguarding the sovereignty of Nicaragua against the 

right-wing coup of April 2018.  

“I want to use Nicaragua as an example. Nicaragua was attacked last year for perhaps 

three to four months, and is still being attacked by the international media and by the 

United States government. A sovereign state is a country or a people, a community that is 

capable of producing its own food. Nicaraguans produce 70, 80, to 90 percent of the 

products that they consume. This makes us consider ourselves a sovereign country. That 

we are capable of producing our own food, that we are capable of changing our lifestyles 

to be able to advance, to be able to be sovereign as a community, as a person, as a 

subject...In the attempted coup that took place in Nicaragua, we would not have endured, 

we would not have survived the coup if Nicaragua hadn’t been in this transition to food 

sovereignty. Because let us remember that when there is a coup, there are food shortages, 

there are blockades everywhere. The people of Nicaragua knew how to fight, during that 

moment, with beans, with rice.”61 

Carlos understands one of the key reasons the country was able to survive this 

intervention was through the country’s commitment to developing food sovereignty. As a 

Venezuelan, Carlos knows the tortuous effects of economic blockades that strangle his country’s 

economy and most devastatingly affect the country's ability to import basic goods. Nicaragua, as 

soon as the coup attempt commenced, saw international investors rapidly withdraw from the 

country and the impositions of economic sanctions from the United States via the Nica Act. The 

country’s line of defence to survive this economic warfare came directly from the heart of the 
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campo. Campesinos continued to produce food, the markets remained filled, and communities 

were able to support each other in meeting their basic needs. The Sandinista party since the end 

of the Contra Wars have remained committed to their mantra, “Vivir en Paz” (Living in Peace).  

Carlos is an embodiment of this slogan since in fighting imperialism, another strategy that the 

Sandinistas have proudly taken up is to resist “with beans, with rice.” Carlos expounded on the 

importance of the Nicaraguan food sovereignty movements as an example to fellow Leftist 

governments across Latin America.  

“Food sovereignty is our banner of struggle. It is the sovereign state. We cannot depend 

on any transnational company and we can no longer depend on oil. We have to depend on 

ourselves, on the people, on the union of peoples. And this is why Chávez and now 

Maduro emphasize that we have to unite as Latin America in order to strengthen our 

countries. These bonds of friendship that Nicolás Maduro has with Daniel, with Evo, and 

with a lot of countries allied to this struggle, because it is a global struggle. They are 

killing us, and we have to be the people to raise our hands and say ‘enough is enough!’ 

We have to start working… This effort to achieve food sovereignty has also aided other 

leftist popular governments across the world. Nicaragua has exported goods to countries 

such as Venezuela and Cuba that due to international embargoes have struggled to import 

foods that are central to their diets such as beans and rice. The country’s commitment to 

food sovereignty has learned from movements across the world and have extended 

solidarity globally. Nicaragua has engaged in international solidarity through their 

exporting of goods to countries in the Global South.”62   

 
62 Asociación de Trabajadores Del Campo, Testimonios, July 2019.  
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During the coup attempt, students from IALA had to return home for break and were 

forced to cross the tranques to get to the major bus stations in Managua. They faced many 

challenges crossing the tranques, including that, initially, the tranquistas only allowed the 

women to pass through. The students and teachers were able to cross after rounds of 

interrogation which included asking students for documents proving their country of origin. 

Carlos details the significance for knowing the students’ country of origin.  

“For example, here at a tranque they said or told the Salvadorans: ‘If you are Cubans or 

Venezuelans, you don't pass through here.’ The message was clear, a message for all of 

Latin America: The governments of the Left or those that rise up with a progressive 

initiative—which is the one we are supporting and we are sympathizers of those 

thoughts—is the one that must be destroyed. That is the clear message.” 63 

The opposition that manned the tranque were clear that Cuban and Venezuelan students 

would not be able to pass. This is a common tactic of right-wing opposition to first target the 

country’s Cuban or Venezuelan doctors or students that are in the country doing solidarity work 

and studies. This is an example of the international relationship between the orchestrators of the 

coup. They were not only attacking the leftist government of Nicaragua, but seeing these righting 

movements as an attack on leftist governments across Latin America. Upon entering the city of 

Managua, the country’s alliance with leftist governments is clear from the many murals of 

Chávez, Che, and Castro next to the country’s national heroes. Nicaraguans see their struggle for 

socialism and sovereignty as inspired by other revolutionary processes like Cuba’s and 

Venezuela’s. The opposition, clear of this alliance, attacked not only Nicaragua by orchestrating 

this coup, but also made alliances with right-wing opposition leaders in Cuba and Venezuela.  

 
63 Asociación de Trabajadores Del Campo, Testimonios, July 2019.  
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Conclusion:  

 This thesis highlights the contemporary Sandinista Revolution and history from below 

that prevail amidst the constant threat of global capitalism and intervention. Nicaraguan 

campesinos/as are leading the fight against imperialism as they develop their political capacities 

and leadership on a large-scale. For instance, women in Nicaragua are recognized as leaders of 

the Sandinista movement locally and nationally. They are leaders in their communities, 

cooperatives, and households as well as leaders in developing the gains of the Revolution. The 

labor, discipline and dedication of these women and the history they pass on to their children are 

what carry the Revolution forward today. Their revolutionary commitment to Sandinismo lives 

on. 

These campesino/as form part of the Asociación de Trabajadores del Campo (Rural 

Workers’ Association) (ATC) and La Via Campesina global movement for socialism that centers 

campesinos/as and their ways of development to meet the needs of their people and care for the 

land. This movement's power comes from their campesino base that continues to develop 

socialism through small scale cooperatives and social movements. These cooperatives follow in 

the legacy of Sandino and create a path forward for the sustainability of their land, people, and 

movement.  

This research explores an assessment of the Sandinista Revolution today through the eyes 

of campesinos/as who are globally among the most highly exploited populations, but in 

Nicaragua are building a livelihood with conditions starkly different than their counterparts 

across the globe. These conditions were only able to change due to the leadership of campesinos 

that continue to organize and advocate for justice to ensure that their communities play a central 

role in the future of the Sandinista Revolution.  
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The testimonies from Nicaraguan campesinas showcase the realities in Nicaraguan 

cooperatives where women are safeguarding their families’ livelihoods through cooperatives that 

cultivate the land and strengthen the leadership of women in their communities. These projects 

advance the Sandinistas’ movement towards socialism while developing the leadership and 

political capacities of their communities. These testimonies present an alternative history to the 

U.S and right wing international media that portray the Nicaraguan government as disconnected 

from and at worst exploitative of the country’s most historically oppressed populations. The 

investments of the Sandinista state show a commitment to shift resources of the country towards 

their historic campesino base. As Leftists across the world in the 1980s were inspired by the 

gains of the Sandinista Revolution, today campesinos across the world continue to seek 

inspiration from the Nicaraguan food sovereignty movements.   

The Instituto Agroecológico Latinoamericano Ixim Ulew (IALA) unites campesino/as 

from across Central America to grow in solidarity with one another and learn from each other's 

ancestral practices and social movements. This institute is one such example of indigenous 

agroecological practices and political leadership development in Nicaragua. The school’s 

training of Latin America and Caribbean youth is a tool meant to cultivate political power among 

campesinos/as across the region. The IALA school embodies transformative pedagogy that 

develops the political capacity of young people to lead and build a sustainable future in 

Nicaragua and across their sister nations. This sustainability is developed with alignment to 

socialist and indigenous practices of caretaking for the land and providing for the food security 

needs of their communities. This combats global capitalism on multiple fronts by reducing 

dependency on international capitalist corporations and uplifting ancestral indigenous and 

campesino relationships to the land and community.  
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The countryside has deeply benefited from the socialist projects of the country not only 

through their subsidizing of resources, but also by their commitment to cooperative economic 

models that develop their political praxis and leadership. Campesinos are not only benefactors of 

the Sandinista revolutionary process but are integral leaders that are developing the path forward 

for the country. This is made clear by the many government initiatives that support the 

development of cooperatives, free education, healthcare, agrarian land reforms and international 

cooperation with resources directed to rural communities. Governments are not often enough 

assessed on who is benefiting from the resources of the country; if this assessment was done on 

Nicaragua, the prioritization of working people would be clear.  

The Sandinista movement of Nicaragua today shows the possibilities when a government 

roots their resources and ideology in the conditions and demands of the poor. This provides a 

stark different reality to that seen across the Global South in which governments side with the 

U.S. and international capitalism rather than commit to the interest of their majorities. The 

Sandinista party’s solidarity with campesino/as social movements was integral to the country’s 

successful resistance movement against the 2018 coup attempt that right wing and imperialist 

powers raged against Nicaragua and the Sandinista Revolution.  

As much as the U.S. left wants to reduce the movement to a singular figure or leader like 

President Ortega, the victories of the revolution attest to the dedication of campesinos/as and 

grassroots forces to their development of socialism and revolution on their own terms. The 

Sandinistas have accomplished victories that working-class America continues to struggle 

towards. Nicaraguans have subsidized and guaranteed access to water, light, free education, 

affordable housing, and free medical care. Their nation lives in peace. We stand to learn from 

Nicaragua’s undoing of capitalism’s detrimental effects from every stage of their Revolution. 
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As global capitalism consolidates, the United States plays a major role as the imperial 

base and implementer. As scholars, students, activists, and organizers within the empire, it is 

critical for us to act in solidarity with movements that are working to develop alternatives to 

capitalism. The people of the U.S. have a legacy of international solidarity with Nicaraguan 

social movements and it is time to take up this solidarity again. 
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