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EDITOR'S NOTE

Since July 1982 the situation on Nicaragua's Atlantic
Coast has rapidly deteriorated. What before merely seemed
possible is today a certainty. Open battles have begun in
the Puerto Cabezas area between the Sandinist army and armed
units of several thousand men who have invaded from Honduras.
Supported by the Honduran army and equipped with North Ameri-
can arms, the opponents of the Sandinist Revolution aim to
trigger off popular revolts among the indigenous population
on the Atlantic Coast. Even if they have not yet achieved
this, the few existing reports from the war-zone indicate that
the counter-revolutionary troops are made up predominantly of
Miskito, who have themselves been trained by Somoza's former
National Guards and indigenous deserters from the Sandinist

army.

The documents in this book can give an understanding of
the background to the fact that the indigenous village commun-
ities are supporting this armed struggle against the Revolu-
tion today, for example with food and medicine, as well as to
the reason for the failure of the Sandinist policy of integra-
tion with regard to the indigenous population. The historical
conflict between the two parts of the country and the confron-
tation between the FSLN and the indigenous movement MISURASATA
during the first two years of the Revolution explain how the
internal prerequisites for the present day military alliance
against the Sandinists have developed. The documents and inter-

views published here concentrate only on this topic.

The recent internationalisation of the conflict is not
the theme of this book. It plavs a key role in the Central
American policy of the Reagan administration, according to
which the Sandinist Revolution is to be destabilised and the
liberation struggles in El Salvador and Guatemala isolated
and driven back. It even aims at provoking a regular war
between Honduras and Nicaragua. And just as the policy of
the Guatemalan army to eradicate the indigenous population in

Quiché fits in with the US Government's anti-subversion



programme, on the Atlantic Coast of Nicaragua the embitterment
of the Miskito Indians towards the Sandinist Revolution is
being exploited with propaganda, promises and arms. The US
Ambassador to the United Nations, Jeanne Kirkpatrick, has thus
tried to categorise these regional, ethnic problems as part of
the global East/West conflict. Through its financial and pol-
itical support of the now anti-Sandinist indigenous peoples as
well as of the armed counter-revolution, the present US Govern-
ment has established a connection between this regional pro-

blem and its own battle against the Revolution.

Of course, for the indigenous people it is a question of
their demands for land and self-determination. But the Misk-
ito are in the process of falling into a trap and of being
crushed between anti-Communist and Sandinist forces: indigen-
ous rights have no place in the programme of the counter-rev-
olution.

August 1982



MICHAEL REDISKE AND ROBIN SCHNEIDER:

NATIONAL REVOLUTION AND INDIGENOUS IDENTITY
THE CONFLICT BETWEEN THE SANDINIST GOVERNMENT
AND THE MISKITO INDIANS 1979 TO 1982

The main concern in Nicaragua today, three years after
the overthrow of Somoza, is the continued existence of a
national revolution, the Sandinist Revolution, and at the same
time the survival of the ethnic "minorities”, whose identity
has not been influenced primarily by the national, Spanish-
speaking culture. Politically, however, much more than just
the fate of Nicaragua and her Atlantic Coast is at stake.

During the last ten years, more and more ethnic groups

of Latin American highland and lowland Indians have begun to
voice their opinions and to bring their problems and demands
before the national and international public through their own
organisations. Up till then the churches and governments had,
for the most part, spoken in their name. The "deputising"
policy of left wing parties and national liberation movements
on behalf of indigenous groups is also being met with increas-

ing rejection.

Particularly in countries like Bolivia or Guatemala, where
autochthonous groups make up the majority of the population,
there are indications of a new relationship developing between
the ethnic, national and class struggles. This means that in
future the relationship between the organisations and movements
engaged in these often overlapping struggles can no longer be
determined by the dogmatic dispute as to whether ethnic iden-
tity or class consciousness determines political strategy or
whether the rural population which speaks Quich& or Quechua is
first and foremost indigenous or campesino.

Especially in Central America, the real social movements
are too far advanced to enable the answering of such questions
in isolation from the history of the struggles up to now and
from the practical experience of both the Latin American Left
and the indigenous organisations,



In Guatemala there are already signs of a remarkable
alliance between the guerilla movement and the indigenous
peoples. A national liberation movement there has begun to
acknowledge the decisive role of the indigenous culture and
tradition - and not only the necessity for the participation
of the Indian population - in the struggle against oligarchy

and imperialism.

Nicaragua's popular war against the dictatorship of
Somoza , in comparison, is an example of a liberation which,
until 1979, practically left out the territory on which the
indigenous and Afro-American population settled - the so-
called "Atlantic Coast". Owing to the scant degree of econ-
omic and political integration of the region into the national
state, it was not necessary to include it. But as a result,
the different cultures of the Pacific and Atlantic sides of the
country only began to enter into a permanent process of inter-
action, of pursuing policies with, or against each other,

after the victdry of the liberation movement.

Precisely because of this special historical situation of
the liberation war, the conflicts which have broken out on
the Atlantic Coast of Nicaragua are certainly largely atypical
of the Latin American region. Nevertheless, everything that
happens in Nicaragua between the liberation movement in power
and the national minorities (which make up the majority of the
population on the sparsely settled Atlantic Coast) gathers a
symbolic political significance throughout the continent. The
level of confidence with which other Indian movements will
enter into alliances with liberation_movements and left wing
pérties, in order to take up the struggle against military
dictatorships, racism amd exploitation together with them, may
well be decisively influenced within a few vears by whether it
has been possible in Nicaragua to grant space within the
national revolution to culturally and ethnically based demands
for the recognition of a distinct identity and self-determina-

tion.



Are an external threat to the Revolution and an "exemp-

lary" policy towards the indigenous peoples compatible?

Nicaragua has set itself the goal of solving this problem
within a structure which is to be an example for Latin America
- a tall order for a revolution which is not able to draft its
future on the drawing-~board of social planning, but has to
find speedy and practicable solutions to each (often externally
caused)problem as it arises. This immediate pressure to act,
under which we, as the left wing opposition in Europe seldom
find ourselves, and which we can only imagine with difficulty
in our international solidarity work, has assumed such shape
and proportions in Nicaragua that it has become hard for the
Sandinists really to give the example they have been striving

for with their policies towards the indigenous peoples.

The Sandinists' National Revolution does not only have
to deal with the ethnic groups on the Atlantic Coast, for whom
the term "nation" implies something culturally alien and ex-
ternal to them and who react to the attempt to "integrate"
them with mistrust and refusal. Far stronger and more immed-
iate for the Sandinist Revolution is the danger which is
threatening their national liberation from outside. Since
President Reagan took up office, the United States Government
has made it quite clear that it sees all the liberation
struggles in Central America as a part of the East/West con-
flict and their protagonists as members of a subversive plot
directed from Havanna and Moscow. Reagan's policy of contain-
ment in Nicaragua has not only had recourse to the use of
economic pressure and military threats, it has also set out
to intensify the social conflicts which could be made useable
for its aims. Hence the fact that its direct support is
also given to the armed struggle of the counter-revolutionary
organisations which, recruited mainly from former soldiers of
Somoza, run barely concealed military training camps in Florida
and California and carry out systematic attacks and acts of

sabotage inside Nicaragua from Honduran territory. Assistance



is given above all to the different civilian groups and organ-
isations - from the Employer's Association to the Christian
Democratic trades unions- which have opposition to the Sand-

inist Government as a common denominator.

During the time of Somoza, the indigenous population on
the Nicaraguan Atlantic Coast was the object of North American
fishing, lumber, banana and mining companies. The US Govern-
ment only began to be "concerned" about the Indians' human
rights, however, in 1982, when it was able to make propaganda
of the fact that in its dealings with the indigenous movement
MISURASATA, the FSLN set its sights more and more at gaining
control rather than accomodating different interests, that the
position hardened on both sides and that the Atlantic Coast
of Nicaragua became the most obvious political weak point of
the new revolution.

The tension reached its peak in December 1981, after the
armed counter-revolution had transferred its operational base
from the western part of the border between Honduras and Nic-
aragua to the east (facing the Atlantic) and a former MISURA-
SATA leader, Steadman Fagoth, had joined it.

The sequence of events of the armed clashes which took
place between the end of 1981 and the beginning of 1982 on
the Rio Coco is still unclear. We do not know what the form-
er National Guards contributed to the events, or to what
extent, on the other hand,was the part anti-Sandinist Miskito
played in the seemingly rebellious acts. What is certain is
that both on the Miskito's and on the army's side, there was
considerable loss of life and that in this situation the Gov-
ernment embarked on the endeavour to resettle the entire
indigenous population living on the Rio Coco to the interior
of the country.

It is also certain that before the resettlement took
place, most of the at least 40,000 inhabitants of this now
depopulated region, which used to be the main area inhabited



by the Miskito, fled to Honduras into the forest and to rela-
tives in Puerto Cabezas and Managua. The new settlements of
about 7,000 - 8,000 Miskito near the goldmine of Rosita are
also problematic. In spite of all the good will and the com-
mitment already shown by the Sandinist Government, the con-
struction of four large settlements for the river Indians,

who have lived up till now in small widely scattered village
communities, will bring far-reaching and abrupt changes to the
Miskito's way of life, which is oriented towards subsistence

reproduction and family farming with mutual assistance.

Even if, in view of the military polarisation and the
internationalisation of the conflict, there had been no alter-
native for the FSLN at this moment, and even if we do not want
to choose between solidarity with the national liberation move-
ment and solidarity with indigenous peoples, we still .cannot
avoid- the question as to how and why it came to this. For
neither can the conflict on the Nicaraguan Atlantic Coast fail
to bring consequences for a series of other Latin American
countries, nor does it seem possible to us, after the resettle-
ment, simply to hope for a new beginning between the Migkito-

and the Sandinists.

The intention of this book is thus to give a description
of the genesis of this conflict between a national revolution
and indigenous identity in the form of documentation of primary
texts of the protagonists, the FSLN and MISURASATA. We con-
sider it important to show that the texts, which are arranged
in chronological order, do not simply reflect two incompatible
concepts or positions. It is rather precisely through the
texts that we can follow the inconsistencies, contradictions
and changes which both Sandinist and indigenous statements

have demonstrated in reaction to each other.

The original and often still unclear conceptions of the
FSLN and MISURASATA at the time of their common alliance in
1980 are often distorted today by an ideological



retrospective view. According to official FSLN opinion (Luis
Carridn page 235)MISURASATA was separatist and counter-revol-
utionary from the start. On the other hand, in exile in Hon-
duras, MISURASATA's former co-ordinator, Brooklyn Rivera, no
longer reflects how, in the course of the political polarisa-
tion, the radicalisation of the demands of MISURASATA in its
turn reduced the margin for a peaceful settlement of the con-
flict of interests (Brooklyn Riverapage 203). With the help
of original documents and interviews over a two and a half
year period, we want to trv to do away with subsequent ideolo-
gising and to start with an examination of the historical

course of events.

It is, of course, also true that the collection of the
documents only gives a limited explanation of the real pol-
itical processes. Speeches and official statements normally
only reveal very specific layers of reality. On the one hand
they are mostly "spotlights", written for the political dis-
cussion in Managua and to be understood in the context of the
publicity there, dominated by the FSLN. (Since the October
disturbances of 1980 in Bluefields, news from the Atlantic

Coast is subject to censure by the Ministry of the Interior.)

On the other hand, we have to take into consideration that
in Nicaraguan politics, the form of the written statement
falls far short of the possibilities and habits of expression
of oral rhetoric. Vitality, inconsistencies and the sequence
of completely concrete events only rarely come to light in
texts for political use. This-applies all the more to MISURA-
SATA's texts. For the indigenous population, it is not writing
but the word spoken before the village community which is
authoritative and valid. For this reason, we have had, par-
ticularly here, to fall back on the few available interviews
rather than to the collection of the FSLN texts.



The historical context of the Documents

MISURASATA: Indigenous demands and alliance with the Sandinists

What meaning could be given to indigenous and Black lib-
eration on the Atlantic Coast within the newly-won possibility,
expressed in the statement of interests and organisation after
the victory of the Sandinist Front over Somoza on July 19,1979?
The first available texts express only hesitatingly all the
hopes which arose gradually and blossomed among the indigenous

and Afro-American population.

The indigenous rural population, which lives in stable
village communities, bears the imprint, above all, of a "con-
servative" historical moment marked by the preservation and
recuperation of its threatened tradition and culture. Like
the lowland ethnic groups in other countries, it does not
demand development and progress and does not struggle against
unemployment or for Socialism. Such categories of the
industrialised world or of the world integrated into the
capitalist market have no meaning in the subsistence reprod-
uction and way of life of the indigenous villages. The word
"work", for example, does not exist either in Miskito nor in
Sumu or Rama: an indigenous person goes fishing, cuts down a
tree or goes into a field. Wherever paid labour exists (out-
side the village community) the Miskito use the English word

"work".

The indigenous Lowlanders struggle rather for the survival
of their collective ethnic identity, consisting of the common
language, a mythological geography and history teeming with
stories,shamanic traditions, collective land ownership and the
memory of an economy based on gift exchange which was suppres-
sed by the Protestant mission of the Moravian Brothers. In
fact the indigenous people only want to be "left in peace" and
to go back to the good old times.

On September 11, 1979, the organisation MISURASATA, "MI-
skito SUmu RAma SAndinista asla TAkanka" was founded by
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village leaders from almost all of the 250 or more communi-
ties, at a congress of the indigenous organisation ALPRO-
MISU in Puerto Cabezas, the northernmost of the two Atlantic
ports. Set up in 1974, ALPROMISU was closely connected to
the Moravian Church and a founder member of the World Council
of Indigenous peoples (WCIP). Both the presence of the FSLN
Comandante Daniel Ortega at the founding of MISURASATA and the
name itself symbolise the hope of an alliance between the in-
digenous population and the Revolution: "Miskito, Sumu, Rama
together with the Sandinists". But at the same time, MISURA-
SATA is a compromise between the original wish of the Sandin-
ists to set up a sort of Sandinist mass organisation for the
indigenous population and the latter's concept of remaining
organised independently from the Spanish-speaking culture of
Nicaragua.

In addition to the material conflict of interests over
the land question, opposing concepts of law and politics lie
behind this. For the indigenous Lowlanders, it is not a ques-
tion of "law" in the sense of a legally codified calculation
of interests nor of the recognition of civil liberties as
such. They defend their ancestral indigenous rights over and
against dominating "Western" societies; namely to live differ-
ently (which does not have to mean "authentically" or as

"purely indigenous").

Nor is the organisation of political matters separated
from the cultural and economic spheres in this society which
knows no State andwhose leaders are entitled to a limited com-
mand. Political connections are established on the level of
the village communities, which for their part share a specific
linguistic and ethnic relationship of kinship to each other.
Now, since the Seventies, indigenous societies in Central and

South America have begun to struggle for their different iden-

tity from "our" culture with the help of "Western” forms of
organisation. MISURASATA is one such attempt. We easily for-

get that these forms of organisation accepted by the indigenous
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people are not their own. When, however, they are used -
through the mediation of indigenous leaders with a "Western"
education - it is in the knowledge of the fact that "we" (or
the Sandinists) only understand our own language, that we can
only appreciate indigenous people if they speak as a farmers'
Union, as an indigenous organisation with a structure similar
to that of an association or as a non—-government organisation

(NGO) at the UN.

In Spanish-speaking Nicaragua, it is the Sandinist
Revolution which has re-established the connection between the
cultural, political and economic levels in numerous areas: from
the emergence of a collective political consciousness in the
struggle against the dictatorship of Somoza, through the re-
discovery of disused traditions (such as the maize culture,
which was displaced through the import of wheat from the US),
to the creation of a political popular culture whose "surplus
energy" can be made fruitful for social changes. But this
achievement of the Sandinist Front cannot be exported to the
Atlantic Coast - except at the price of the suppression of its
autochthonous inhabitants and the Caribbean culture (even if
this has been moulded by the Moravian Church since the last

century) .

If the General Directions, which MISURASATA was able to
draw up for the three indigenous ethnic groups {(under the
leadership of the 80% Miskito among them) was largely free
from Sandinist influence, (MISURASATA, page 48)it was because
part of the FSLN leadership, particularly the Minister for the
Agrarian Reform, Jaime Wheelock, also advocated a special
regional development of the Revolution on the Atlantic Coast.
In Wheelock's Ministry, INRA, "integration", the key word of
the official policy towards the indigenous peoples, was inter-
preted to mean participation of the local inhabitants in the
formulation and execution of state policy for the Atlantic
Coast. "Special development"” meant here a clear rejection of

Hispanicisation and assimilation which were considered to
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lead to the dissolution of the village communities with their
collective use of the land and the ethno-cultural identity

which goes with it.

The General Directions of MISURASATA seeks to put forward
indigenous claims but at the same time to bring the political
culture of the Sandinist Revolution on the Pacific side of the
country to bear upon them. Thus the text demands the partici-
pation of the indigenous communities in the political events
in Managua too. It is significant that this central text was
published in Spanish but never in Miskito, Sumu or English.
The MISURASATA leaders went through the village communities
with the programme, expounding their ideas on it at meetings.
An example of this is the speech which the co-ordinator of the
organisation, Brooklyn Rivera, made in an indigenous village
in September 1980 (Brooklyn Rivera page 64).

First Conflicts on the Atlantic Coast

Nicaragua's literacy campaign - from March to August
1980 - was initially planned only in Spanish and led to the
first confrontation between the Sandinist Government and
MISURASATA. On the Atlantic Coast the programme in the Spanish
language was boycotted by the population. The Government
therefore decided to carry out a new campaign in the languages
of the ethnic groups living there. From October 1980 to
February 1981, MISURASATA and the Ministry of Education organ-
ised the literacy programme together in Miskito, Sumu and
English. Moreover, at the suggestion of the representative of
MISURASATA, Steadman Fagoth, a law for the introduction of
bilingual teaching in Primary Schools on the Atlantic Coast
(in Miskito or English and at the same time Spanish) was pass-
ed in the State Cduncil - similar to a Parliament (owing to
the subsequent political conflict and practical difficulties,
however, it has not yet been put into practice).

At the beginning of October 1980, the Creole population of
the port of Bluefields went on strike for three days against
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the presence of Cuban doctors and teachers. 45 years of Som-
oza dictatorship and its anti-communist indoctrination only
partly explain why here, for the first time, part of the in-
digenous population militantly opposed the policy of the San-
dinist Revolution. Behind the "October disturbances" lay not
least the fear of the relatively well-off Creoles of the urban
petite bourgeocisie, when the Government expropriated a number
of fishing boats and houses in Bluefields, that they would
lose their privileges (over and against the indigenous rural

population).

The spontaneous attempt to rebel was put to an end by the
Ministry of the Interior's military police POI, who were flown
in from Managua. Several hundred detainees were released
again after one day but the leaders of the intellectuals'
organisation, the Southern Indigenous and Creole Community
(SICC), were sentenced. They were let out of prison only in
September 1981.

The leadership of MISURASATA, which was still in alliance
with the Sandinists at the time, did not side with SICC (see
MISURASATA: "We ask for Understanding", page 68). The Creole
population did not forgive it for this and for its part dis-
tanced itself from the Miskito when their conflict with the
Government heightened in 1981. Since the attempts at organis-
ation by the Creoles and the indigenous peoples fell apart
with the "October disturbances" and the Afro-American popula-
tion has remained in a state of political lethargy or sometimes
passive resistance up to the present time, this documentation
is limited to the confrontation between the Sandinists and the
indigenous population (and here again to the Miskito, who acted

on their own).

Apart from the literacy programme and the law about bi-
lingual teaching in Primary Schools, during the year 1980
MISURASATA indeed achieved little which would lead to the con-
crete fulfillment of its conception of a "special" development
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of the Atlantic Coast. (The Government's "integrating" infra-
structure and social programme could be seen as a positive
step but could also, in fact, have an assimilating effect.)
Nevertheless the "alliance with the Sandinists" was exception-
ally successful in that it ensured MISURASATA of the necessary
scope to develop from an organisation into a real "movement"”
with an enormous capacity for mobilisation in the indigenous
communities. Thus MISURASATA ousted the influence of the
hitherto only regional organisation with an infrastructure
which reached the grass roots: the former Mission and now

indigenous Protestant Church of the Moravian Brothers.

The young indigenous intellectuals of MISURASATA who had
studied in Managua or Ledn, were likewise "too successful" for
the Sandinists. For while, through its own mass organisations
and the literacy campaign, the FSLN had included the majority
of the population on the Pacific Coast into its concept of
revolution, the influence of the FSLN cadres or the employees
of the state institutions in the indigenous communities was
slight. 1Indeed, they were often only accepted when they could
show letters of recommendation from MISURASATA. With strong
backing in their region, the Miskito leaders soon started to
over-estimate themselves. They began to demand an authentic
indigenous revolution, increasingly separated from that of the

Sandinists, and the self-determination of all peoples.

The Polarisation of 1981:

At stake - the land question and political control

Immediately after the victory of 1979, the Revolutionary
Government nationalised all the land for which no titles of
private ownership existed. Almost the whole indigenous area
was affected by this and legally became state property. Al-
though this did not mean that a decision had already been taken
to deny communal land titles to the indigenous communities,
nevertheless the Government began immediately to exploit the
precious wood in the traditional indigenous areas, without the

land rights being clarified.
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In February 1981 the latent conflict fiared up because
the Government did not adhere to an "Agreement on norms for
lumber felling" (page 95) between MISURASATA and the Govern-
ment Institute for Natural Resources, IRENA. According to the
agreement, the State was to pay back part of the current value
of the felled precious wood to the indigenous communities
affected, for development projects. Initially, however, this
did not happen - at least in the case of the Miskito. Once
again the latter saw the fact confirmed that the "Spaniards”
(as all Spanish-speaking Nicaraguans are still called on the
Atlantic Coast)} only wanted to appropriate the wealth of the
region - the largest area of continuous tropical rain forest

in Central America today - for themselves.

Another threatening form of appropriation is the unflag-
ging advance towards the Atlantic Coast of the pioneer front
of the Spanish-speaking peasants. Since the beginning of the
1950s, the poor campesinos, driven from their plots of land
by the expansion of coffee and cotton plantations pasture land
in the Pacific and Central regions of Nicaragua, have been
colonising the forest of the Miskito Coast, historically known
as "Moskitia". The new settlers, who do not only produce for
their own subsistence but also for the local markets, have
pushed the Rama in the south right up to the coast and in the
north will soon reach Tasba Pri, the four new settlements of

the Miskito who were resettled from the Rio Coco.

MISURASATA was supposed to announce to the Government its
land claims for all the indigenous communities at the end of
February 1981. This was to be done by means of a map, for
which all the detailed information had been gathered during
months of work, and by means of a 155 page document of legal
evidence, which non-indigenous lawyers in Managua had drawn
up for MISURASATA (financed by Cultural Survival, Cambridge,Ma.).
A few days before the date set for delivery, however, the en-
tire leadership of MISURASATA was arrested and so were many of
the literacy teachers active in the organisation. (The cam-

paign in the non-Spanish languages had almost come to an end.)
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Behind the accusation of "separatism" made in a communiqué

of the Sandinist armed forces (page 99) lay MISURASATA's "Plan
of Action for 1981" (page 89) with its demands for more possi-
bilities of exercising influence, above all at the local level
and in the State Council in Managua. When an army patrol
appeared in the Moravian church of the Miskito village of
Prinzapolka in order to arrest another local leader, Elmer
Prado, during the celebration of the completion of the literacy
campaign, a confrontation broke out between Sandinist soldiers

and Miskito in which four people on each side were killed.

These events did not only prevent the land problem from
being finally tackled. They also led to the beginning of an

increased hardening of the positions on both sides.

The representative of MISURASATA in the State Council,
Steadman Fagoth, was found guilty of being a former agent of
Somoza's secret police, OSN. It remains unclear to what extent
and for how long he worked at the same time as a double agent
for the Socialist Party of Nicaragua, PSN. Through the media-
tion of the Bishop of the Moravian Church, the Miskito John
Wilson, the rest of the MISURASATA leadership was released
again after three weeks. Nevertheless, by this time so much
anger and protest had accumulated in the indigenous village
communities, that in spite of the dubious figure of Fagoth, the
Miskito rose "to a man” on his behalf. Mass demonstrations
took place for a whole week. 10,000 Miskito gathered in Waspéan,
on the Rio Coco and in the port of Puerto Cabezas and other
places, churches and offices were occupied by MISURASATA. This
was a new form of civil disobediance to which the Sandinist
leadership reacted at first with uncertainty and then with re-
pression. The Government was afraid that a sort of counter
power could be established there. After more than a week, the
demonstrations were finally broken up by force. For fear of a
second wave of arrests, 3000 Miskito, mostly young activists
of MISURASATA, then fled from their respective villages to Hon-
duras, on the other side of the Rio Coco. (About 35,000 to
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50,000 Miskito also live on the northern side of the frontier,
which has only been fixed there since 1960.)

The tense situation on the whole of the Atlantic Coast
prompted the FSLN to set Fagoth free "conditionally". While
he was still in prison he had consented to go on a long
study trip to Bulgaria. But before that, he was to undertake
a journey through the Miskito villages and use his prestige -
which had grown with his imprisonment - to persuade those who
had fled to Honduras to return. Under military guard, he
travelled to his home region, half-way up the Rio Coco, in
May. When the o0ld village leaders told him that they would
not want to have anything to do with him after a period abroad,
he crossed, one night, over the river into Honduras. Instead
of calling upon the refugees there to return, he organised
them under his leadership and in Tegucigalpa and Miami began
to negotiate terms for co-operation with armed organisations
of Somoza's former National Guards. For this purpose he was
allowed to use their radio station in Honduras "15 de Setiembre”
(the date of the independence of Central America in 1821).

In his impressive rhetoric, he called almost daily on the
Atlantic Coast for the "liberation of the Miskito from San-
dino~Communism" using this radio and succeeded in bringing
even more young indigenous activists over the border, virtu-

ally as links to the village communities.

Fagoth's increasing influence caused a mediating mission
to Honduras by the MISURASATA co-ordinator Brookyn Rivera and
Bishop John Wilson to fail. 1In order to persuade the refugees
to return against Fagoth's will, it was necessary for the
remaining Miskito leaders, who were still aiming at negotia—
tions with the Government in Managua, first to show some suc-
cess. An indigenous council, called together by Rivera and
Hazel Lau in the village of Tuapil near Puerto Cabezas in July

1981 also failed. Under the name "Legion 15 de Setiembre",

Fagoth's people broadcast death threats to the fraction which

was prepared to negotiate and spread the rumour over the radio
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that the Sandinist army was preparing a massacre in Tuapi.
Only fifteen village communities were finally represented
at the meeting, the failure of which Brooklyn Rivera summed

up in an interview (page 153).

Only the Agrarian Reform Law, announced on July 19, 1981,
gave rise to any hope at this juncture. 1In a special arrange-
ment for the Atlantic Coast (page 162), a provision was made
to put as much "collective and individual" land ownership at
the disposal of the indigenous village communities as they
needed for their subsistence economy. Meanwhile, however, the
MISURASATA leaders who had remained in Nicaragua were already
under heavy pressure from their village communities, who were
no longer prepared to make any compromises. The Sandinists'
policy of continually delaying the land negotiations and at
the same time stepping up the military control on the Miskito
Coast had also led to the radicalisation of the Miskito's dem-
ands. They now wanted territorial autonomy and control over
the natural resources - even if within the Nicaraguan National
State. At the end of July 1981, this demand was submitted to
the Government with a map of the claimed territory - the whole
of the northern part of the Atlantic Coast(page 163).

The FSLN for its part now saw no further possibility of
using Rivera and Lau's rapidly diminishing influence for the
return of the Miskito who had fled. It decided to declare
MISURASATA defunct (page 181) and to aim at direct land nego-
tiations with the village communities as well as the building
up of new, more controllable indigenous organisations with

Miskito, Sumu and Rama separately.

In a Declaration of Principles on their policy towards
the indigenous peoples (page 178) the FSLN and the Government
announced their consent to the economic and cultural demands
of the indigenous village communities and their refusal of the
politically autonomous representation of indigenous interests.

It was emphasised that "Nicaragua is but one nation" and that
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"its official language is Spanish", while the "indigenous
brothers" were guaranteed the "preservation of their languages".
The background to this was an economic development strategy
which was to be based on the natural resources of the Atlantic
Coast. "The natural resources of our territory are the pro-
perty of the Nicarguan people, represented by the Revolution-
ary State. It is the only entity empowered to establish any

utilisation."

However, the planned negotiations with the single village
communities for the land which was to be guaranteed to them
never happened. On its first visits to the villages, the
Government delegation was soon given to understand that only
all the village communities together could decide about the
land gquestion. In the summer of 1981, government initiatives
too in schools and the health service, as well as the now
Spanish programme for adult education (post-literacy) were
similarly largely boycotted by the Miskito. In September,
Brooklyn Rivera also went to Honduras. From there he took
stock of the events in a document (page 203) in which his re-
signation about the situation of the Nicaraguan Atlantic Coast
changes abruptly into a strongly anti-Sandinist attitude.

MISURASATA did not exist any more, but the FSLN did not
have any political influence whatsoever, let alone hegemony,
in the Miskito village communities either. The counter-revol-
ution of Somoza's former National Guards, organised in Honduras
and Miami, nowleapt into this ideological vacuum (only the
Moravian Church was still able to exert some influence). While
up till then it had carried out its attacks and raids on Nic-
araguan territory in the mountainous region of the northwestern
departments of Chinandega, Somoto, Nueva Segovia and Jinotega,
at the end of 1981, it shifted its operational base eastwards.
Thanks not least to Fagoth and the radio station "15 de Setiembre”,
it was able to count on the support along the Rio Coco of many
Miskito villages on the Nicaraguan side. Radio is the only

means of mass communication on the Nicarguan Atlantic Coast.
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In December 1981, the raids on the local stations of gov-
ernment institutions were increased. Supply boats were cap-
tured from Honduras, military posts attacked and the Miskito
who co-operated with the Sandinists threatened. In Nicaragua,
the Miskito village communities were politically divided down
the middle and on the Honduran side there were evidently
groups which co-operated with Fagoth and the Somozists as well
as others which undertook acts of revenge against the Sandin-
ists on their own initiative. The losses of the Sandinist
army mounted up. On a single day near San Carlos more than
12 soldiers lost their lives and a helicopter was shot down.
The most contradictory versions exist of what course the
actions and reactions of both sides in those weeks really took.
It seems certain that armed confrontations caused casualties
on both sides, also among the civilian population. At this
juncture those members of the FSLN won their way, who for
months had been recommending the evacuation of the indigenous
population on the Rio Coco and the creation of a purely mili-
tary zone along the frontier river. In a speech in March 1982,
the Vice-Minister of the Interior and the FSLN representative
for the region, Luis Carridn, described - from the Government's
point of view - how and why in January this resettlement to
the interior of the country was carried out (page 235).

Perspectives of a political solution

The texts collected in this book should make it clear
that idealisation - whether of the indigenous reality or of
the liberation movement in power - gives a distorted vision of
the developments as they really occurred and hinders an appro-
priate treatment of their consequences. On the Nicaraguan
Atlantic Coast, the idyll of an indigenous life uninfluenced
by imperialistic and Latin American civilisation does not
exist. Nevertheless, racial inbreeding, the remoulding of
traditions and - in the case of the Rama - the partial loss
of their own language, have not been able to destroy the con-
sciousness of an indigenous identity.


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































