
Untold Stories: The Struggle of Miskitu
Indians Against the Nicaraguan State (1894-
1987)

Throughout history, indigenous communities have faced numerous challenges
when confronted with expanding state power. This is certainly the case for the
Miskitu Indians of Nicaragua. From 1894 to 1987, this native group persevered in
the face of oppression and fought for their rights, land, and cultural preservation.
This article aims to shed light on their untold stories, exploring the intricate
relationship between the Miskitu Indians and the Nicaraguan state during this
period of significant turmoil.

A Brief Historical Overview
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The Miskitu Indians have resided in Nicaragua's Atlantic Coast region for
centuries, maintaining their unique cultural practices and livelihoods. However,
their peaceful existence began to unravel in 1894 when the Nicaraguan
government's control over the region intensified. The Miskitu Indians were
subjected to forceful assimilation policies, displacement from their ancestral
lands, and cultural suppression.
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The Trials and Tribulations

For more than nine decades, the Miskitu Indians experienced countless
challenges imposed by the Nicaraguan state. Their land was exploited for
resource extraction, displacing families and disrupting their traditional practices.
Forced labor, maltreatment, and discrimination became a daily reality.

Despite these hardships, the Miskitu Indians displayed incredible resilience in the
face of adversity. They organized grassroots movements, fought legal battles,
and preserved their cultural heritage through oral traditions and traditional
practices.

The Rise of Indigenous Activism

By the mid-20th century, the Miskitu Indians' struggle received international
attention. Activists and scholars began documenting their stories, highlighting the
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injustices faced by this marginalized community. The emergence of global
indigenous rights movements also provided a platform for the Miskitu Indians to
voice their grievances and demand justice.

The Nicaraguan Revolution: A Turning Point

The Nicaraguan Revolution, which lasted from 1979 to 1990, presented both
opportunities and challenges for the Miskitu Indians. On one hand, the revolution
brought promises of social justice and a more inclusive society. On the other
hand, it led to armed conflict in the Atlantic Coast region, further exacerbating
tensions between the indigenous population and the state.
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During this period, the Miskitu Indians formed their own defense forces to protect
their communities from both the military and paramilitary groups. They defended
their land, traditions, and right to self-determination in the face of violence and
marginalization.

The struggle between the Miskitu Indians and the Nicaraguan state from 1894 to
1987 is a forgotten chapter in history, often overshadowed by more prominent
global events. However, it is crucial to acknowledge and remember their
endurance, bravery, and resilience in the face of immense challenges.

Moving forward, it is essential to continue advocating for the rights of indigenous
communities globally and amplify their voices. By understanding their histories,
acknowledging their struggles, and embracing their cultural diversity, we can pave
the way for a more inclusive and equitable society.
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A mere eighteen months after the Sandinistas came to power in Nicaragua in
1979, Miskitu Indians engaged in a widespread and militant anti-government
mobilization. In late 1984, after more than three years of intense conflict, a
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negotiated transition to peace and autonomy began. This study analyzes these
contrasting moments in Nicaraguan ethnic politics, drawing on four years of field
research in a remote Miskitu community and in the central town of Bluefields.
Fieldwork on both sides of the conflict allows the author to juxtapose Miskitu and
Sandinista perspectives, to show how actors on each side understood the same
events in radically different ways and how they moved gradually toward
reconciliation.
Since 1894, Miskitu people have faced an expansionist nation-state and have
participated as well in a U.S.-controlled enclave economy and a civil society
dominated by U.S. missionaries. The cultural logic of contemporary ethnic
conflict, the book argues, can be found in the legacy of Miskitu responses to this
dual subordination. While resisting the Nicaraguan state, Miskitu people drew
closer to the Anglo-American institutions and worldview. These inherited premises
of "Anglo affinity," combined with militant ethnic demands, motivated the post-
revolutionary mobilization. Sadinista revolutionary nationalism, in turn, had little
tolerance for ethnic militancy, and even less for Anglo affinity. Only with autonomy
negotiations did both sides begin to address these underlying causes of the
conflict. Though portraying autonomy as a major step toward peaceful conflict
resolution and more egalitarian ethnic relations, the nook concludes that this new
political arrangement did not, and perhaps could not, fully overcome the
contradictions from which it arose.

The book offers a critique of existing approaches to ethnic mobilization and to
revolutionary nationalism in Central America, putting forward an alternative
framework grounded in Gramscian culture theory. This permits a grasp of the
combined presence of ethnic militancy and Anglo affinity in the Miskitu people’s
consciousness, a previously unexamined key to Miskitu collective action. The
same notion of "contradictory consciousness" illuminates the Sadinistas’ thought
and practice: They too espoused a determined political militancy fused with



assimilationist premises toward Indians, which created contradictions at the core
of their egalitarian revolutionary vision.
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