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Abstract
How do women use participation to construct themselves in other ways? The objective of
this thesis is to describe women’s participation in cooperative Juan Francisco Paz Silva
(JFPS) in Nicaragua and how women, and men, construct themselves in ‘other ways’ through
this women’s participation. Cooperative JFPS is located in Achuapa, a municipality of 14.000
residents. Most people live in the fourty-five rural communities and 2.000 people in the
urban area, Achuapa village. The cooperative’s most important crop is sesame, but the 271
members also cultivate beans, corn, coffee, fruits and vegetables. Some of the cooperative’s
services, in which people can participate, are credits, training, projects and a shop. To collect
the required data I lived in Achuapa for seven months, where I observed and interviewed
people about the daily practices of women’s participation in the public space, including
cooperative JFPS, and the impact of this participation on their lives and gender
subjectivities.
Participatory approaches that should promote people’s involvement in development
(programmes) receive lots of support in the contemporary world of development due to the
bottom-up approach, focus on marginalised people and stress on empowerment. Women’s
participation is stimulated in particular, because they often belong to marginalised groups
and generally their benefits flow to the family and wider community. Also in cooperative
JFPS women’s participation is stimulated because they are underrepresented, only fifteen
percent of all members is female. However, these participatory approaches are also
criticised for not focusing sufficiently on the role of history, space and power in
participation. Because spaces have, related to their histories, strong associations that affect
who will participate and who will not, it is important to analyse the history and space of the
context where a participation process takes place. Further, it is essential to focus on power
since participation is always combined with new forms of power that change social, power
and gender relations. Due to these changes people are repositioned in participation
processes or, in other words, people get new subject positions (gender subjectivities).
Women’s underrepresentation in cooperative JFPS can be explained by the strong
gender division of labour in many households in Achuapa. Men work on the land and
participate in the public space, while women are restricted to the house where they take
care of the children and do the housework. Due to this gender division of labour it is often
not accepted that women enter the public space, thus participate in cooperative JFPS. Some
women overcome the barrier to enter the public space and do participate in the cooperative.
The impact of their participation differs from woman to woman since not all women
participate in the same way. In general women’s living conditions improved due to their
participation because their production and subsequently their income increased, but some
women face a double workload since they participate.
Regarding the gender subjectivities it can be concluded that all women have become
more independent economically, more self-confident and more liberated thanks to their
participation. However, to what extent this happens depends largely on a woman’s family
and the community where she lives. In communities where a lot of initiatives are
undertaken it is easier to stimulate women’s participation and participate than in
communities with little participation opportunities. Regarding the family, women whose
husbands do domestic activities can more easily participate in activities outside the home
than women whose husbands do not do these activities. Women whose husbands do
domestic activities and women who live in communities with a lot of participation
opportunities are in general more liberated and independent. Finally, also the lives and
gender subjectivities of women’s husbands and other family members have been changed,
since women’s participation is always combined with new forms of power that will change
power relations and subject positions.
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Glossary
Contras

Landowners and other social forces who were against the revolution
(1979) and former members of the Guardia Nacional (National Guard),
a professional army created by the United States in 1909 to control the
country.

Don

Term used in honorific form to address a senior man.

Doña

Term used in honorific form to address a senior woman.

Gallo pinto

Literally ‘painted rooster’. It also is an typical Nicaraguan dish of fried
rice and beans, eaten for breakfast and dinner.

Manzana

Literally ‘apple’. In Nicaragua it is also a surface area size. One
manzana equals 0,7 hectare.

Piñata

A piñata is a children’s game where a hollow papier-mâché animal is
filled with candies. Children hit this piñata with sticks, it breaks open
and the candies fall out. In this thesis with piñata is meant an event: in
the 1980s the FSLN government gave additional land to Sandinista
supporters as payment for their services.

Quintal

One hundred kilograms.

Recontras

Demobilised Contras who began to rearm in small groups in 1991.

Tiendas campesinas Peasant stores.
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1. Introduction
“Participation is creating a network and having more friendships.
Participation is working for and with the cooperative, with men and women!
Participation is feeling that someone takes you into account.”
Doña Juana, fifty-five-year-old cooperative member
“Participation is being active in the cooperative and moving forward!”
Don Tomas, fourty-eight-year-old cooperative member
“The cooperative taught me things that I would not have known without
participating in the cooperative, for example about organic farming. Now I have
my own plot of organic sesame. However, now I also have more work compared
to the past, because I work on the land and also have to cook food for my family
and wash clothes. But, I like cultivating my sesame and above all it makes me
economically less dependent on my husband.”
Doña Emelina, fifty-one-year-old cooperative member

These three quotes are some definitions of participation1 and reasons why people are
members of cooperative Juan Francisco Paz Silva (JFPS) in Achuapa, a village of two
thousand residents in north-western Nicaragua. The cooperative’s most important crop is
sesame, meaning that it gives most return and income, but the 271 members also cultivate
beans, corn, sorghum, some fruits and vegetables. Further, the cooperative has some
members who do not cultivate products but participate in the cooperative with a business
like a shop. The quotes above illustrate the benefits of participating in a cooperative, such as
improving knowledge, creating or extending a network, moving forward and being
independent economically. The last quote, however, shows that participation also has
(unexpected or unintentioned) side-effects, such as a double workload.
Although women are often underrepresented in development programmes, their
participation is considered as particularly important because women’s benefits generally do
not flow to only themselves, but also to the entire household and larger community
(Agarwal 1997: 39). Therefore, encouraging women’s participation, but also people’s
participation in general, by using participatory approaches plays an important role in the
policies of many development programmes (Kapoor 2002: 103), also in those of cooperative
JFPS. Participatory approaches receive a large amount of support because development
organisations are interested in the bottom-up approach, the limited facilitation from
outsiders, the stimulation of empowerment and the inclusion of people who are often
excluded (Henkel & Stirrat 2001: 171, Cleaver 1999: 598, Cornwall 2002: 2-3). Despite of all
these advantages these approaches are also criticised. One important critique is that
through including particular groups (for instance women) other groups (in this case men)
are excluded. Therefore, the advantages of participatory approaches are also considered as
its greatest weaknesses (Mosse 1994: 522).
Further, participatory approaches are criticised for having a narrow view of power. Hence,
Foucault emphasises to focus on the role of power in participation processes, because
participation is always combined with new forms of power or domination that influence
power/knowledge situations and people’s social positions (Kapoor 2002: 101-103, Cornwall
2002: 7-8). Just like Foucault, Lefebvre and Bourdieu commend us to concentrate on the
1 In this thesis with participation is meant the involvement of people in development in some way or other, for
instance in development programmes and projects (Cornwall 2002: 10, Chambers 2004: 29).
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social and power relations that construct spaces where participation takes place (Cornwall
2002: 6, Kothari 2001: 141, 151). Participation offers new experiences which subsequently
provides participants with the opportunity to understand reality again and to construct
themselves as new subjectivities (Cornwall 2002: 7-8). Supporting a discourse of women’s
participation will, for example, lead to new power/knowledge situations. Women’s
participation will influence power relations between men and women but also overall
power relations in the community, village and region, and offers men and women new social
positions or gender subjectivities (Cleaver 1999: 598, Kapoor 2002: 101-103, Cornwall
2002: 7-8). Due to the fact that beforehand it cannot be foreseen which domination or
power/knowledge situation will appear participation often involves (unexpected or
unintentioned) side-effects (Kapoor 2002: 103, Henkel & Stirrat 2001: 179), like the double
workload of the above quoted Doña Emelina. There are also situations where women’s
participation has led to an increase in divorces (Gutmann 1996: 235, 254).
Despite of the importance of women’s participation women face barriers to participate in
development programmes (like cooperatives) and to enter the public space in general.
Because of these barriers they are often underrepresented in these spaces. For example, in
cooperative JFPS 42 of the 271 members are women, which is equal to fifteen percent. A
reason why women face more barriers to participate in the public space, also explaining
underrepresentation in cooperative JFPS, is that women are often assigned to the domestic
sphere and therefore have to stay close to the home, while men can participate in activities
outside the home. This role pattern is justified on the basis of women’s childbearing function
because after the childbirth women usually breastfeed the child, restricting them to the
domestic sphere (Hofstede 1991, Ruchwarger 1989: 83). There are women who appreciate
to stay close to the house and are not interested in participating in activities of for example a
cooperative. However, there are also women who do want to participate in these activities,
but are limited by their husbands to leave the house (Mayoux 1995: 247).
When women overcome the barrier to leave the house and are able to participate in
activities outside the home, they often still face barriers to participate. For instance, the
above mentioned Doña Emelina has to double her workload when she wants to cultivate her
sesame or participate in a cooperative meeting or training. Related to this subject women
have to pay potential costs when they participate in for example a cooperative activity,
because they lose time for other activities (Prakash 2003: 3). This is a barrier also faced by
men, but since men generally have more free time than female members of the same
household this is less burdensome for men (Mayoux 1995: 246, Agarwal 1997: 27).
As described above participatory approaches receive a lot of support from development
organisations and institutions. When looking at development cooperation between the
Netherlands and Nicaragua it becomes clear that, besides sectoral relief of education and
health service, women’s participation is an important theme in the programmes of many
Dutch NGO’s operating in Nicaragua. I also noticed this when I started doing an internship (a
baseline study) for cooperative JFPS in February 2010. Moreover, encouraging (women’s)
participation is not only an important theme for international NGO’s but also for the
cooperative itself.
The four months of internship gave me the opportunity to get to know the cooperative and
define the topic of this thesis. It soon became clear that women are underrepresented in
cooperative JFPS and therefore the cooperative was actively supporting women’s
participation by implementing a gender policy. Besides this gender policy women’s
participation has also been supported by the cooperative and its donor organisations in the
2

past. Also at national level different governments have implemented gender policies to
stimulate women’s participation in the public space. Despite of all these initiatives the
cooperative, however, did not succeed in increasing women’s participation. When the
cooperative was established in 1991 eighteen percent of the members were women. In 2010
this percentage had dropped to fifteen percent. People can participate in cooperative JFPS at
different levels, varying from receiving credits to participating in a meeting, from
participating in a training to being member of the board and from visiting the acupuncture
clinic to buying or selling products in the cooperative shop. Except of the acupuncture clinic
women are underrepresented at all levels.
When I asked people in Achuapa why women participate less in the cooperative than men
most of them answered: “because of the machismo” or: “because men are machistas (or
machos)”. So the next question I asked was what machismo or being machista (or macho)
means, which was mostly explained as living according to a system where men take the
decisions and the female family members obey. Most respondents further explained that
this implies that men can leave the house to work on the land and participate in activities
outside the home, while women stay close to the house to do domestic activities and care for
the children and the home. This gender division of labour also is common among children.
Sons help their fathers with the work on the land and girls help their mothers with domestic
activities. As mentioned above there are women who appreciate staying close to the home,
but it also occurs that women are forbidden by their husbands from leaving the house, and
therefore prohibited from participating in cooperative JFPS. This resistance of men, which
can be understood as the subordination of women to men and suppression, is described by
many women in Achuapa and employees of cooperative JFPS as psychological violence. This
form of violence is often accompanied by physical violence, which is also an important
characteristic of machismo according to many people.
The definition of machismo of most of my respondents coincides with Ruchwarger’s (1989:
6) definition. He also describes that one of machismo’s most important characteristics is
male superiority. Men are masters of their wives, even to the point of physical violence.
Women are mainly defined in terms of their reproductive functions and are expected to take
the responsibility for raising a family. Further, women are responsible for doing the
housework. Although men often expect that their wives bear many children, it is quite
common that they abandon their families, explains Ruchwarger.
Gutmann (1996: 3, 232), however, emphasises that the terms machismo, machista and
macho cannot only be defined by male superiority, but have more than one meaning. The
meanings of these terms depend on urban and rural experiences, generational differences,
class stratification and stages within individuals’ lives. The definition of macho changes over
time and can for example vary from being brutish to gallant or cowardly. There are people
who define a macho as somebody who has children all over, but others see a macho as a man
who is responsible for providing financially for his family (Gutmann 1996: 221). Just like
Ruchwarger, Gutmann emphasises the physical body as a central theme in most meanings of
machismo. The physical body manifests itself in for example aggressiveness, wife beating
and alcohol consumption. Men who identify the meaning of macho with primarily
aggressiveness may indicate that they are no macho because they do not beat their wife
(1996: 222, 237). However, Gutmann stresses that machos also may be identified with
nonaggressive (womanly) behaviour, because being macho can also be performed in an
almost ‘womanly’ manner or by being gallant or responsible (Gutmann 1996: 15, 223).
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Further, it is important to notice that machismo is not only maintained or reproduced by
men, but also by women, since there are women who appreciate to stay close to the home
and are not interested in participating in the public space. Machismo may be seen as a form
of protection. By this they maintain the divided role patterns that are important for the
maintaining of machismo. Gutmann (1996: 24) also describes, and I heard this from many
respondents in Achuapa too, that according to many men and women machismo and the
number of machos and machistas is less prevalent today compared to the past. In part this is
because of the revolution of 1979, some governmental policies and socioeconomic changes
like a decrease in the number of children parents have. However, the fact that machismo is
less prevalent today, does not mean that machismo presently does not exist anymore. In
some cases (or families) machismo has even become more dominant.
Inspired by the earlier described participatory approaches and critiques and the interest of
cooperative JFPS to implement a gender policy to support women’s participation, I studied
women’s participation within this cooperative and its impacts on people’s living conditions
and personal development. The objective of this thesis is to describe women’s participation
in cooperative JFPS (and the public space) and how men and women construct themselves
in ‘other ways’ through this women’s participation. This particular case of women’s
participation in Achuapa is an interesting example to understand the appearance of gender
subjectivities, because it gives a thorough insight in the possibilities for and impacts of
women’s participation in a cooperative, and the broader public space, in a municipality in
Nicaragua. According to Cornwall (2002: 7) literature on participation processes primarily
pays attention to methodologies and how they supposed to work in practice. Less is known
about what actually happens in practice. This thesis gives a clear example of how
participatory approaches are supposed to work, based on literature research about these
approaches, and how participation processes really take place in practice, based on the
ethnographic field results.
The research question that is central in this thesis is: ‘How do women use participation in
cooperative Juan Francisco Paz Silva in Achuapa, Nicaragua, to construct themselves in ‘other
ways’, within a ‘power/knowledge’ regime?’
To answer this research question I studied which men and women participate in the
cooperative, how they participate, how participation is stimulated by the cooperative and
which critiques of participatory approaches are relevant for cooperative JFPS. I also studied
the impact of women’s participation by analysing how their own, and their family’s living
conditions have changed and which new gender subjectivities have appeared. Finally, I
investigated why some women participate more (or less) than others by analysing the
influence of history and space (family, community and village) on someone’s participation
opportunities.
The fieldwork for the qualitative research of this thesis was carried out in Achuapa from
February to August 2010. I came into contact with cooperative JFPS through a Dutch friend
who had worked with this cooperative while working in Nicaragua for the Dutch NGO ICCO.
Subsequently, he put me in contact with the Dutch coordinator of the ICCO-project
‘Programa Cadenas de Valor y Participación Ciudana’ (‘Value Chains and Citizen Participation
Programme’) and the Dutch director of ECODES’ head office in León, with whom I discussed
my interests in doing an internship and thesis on participation, fair trade and gender. As
described above, in February I started a baseline study together with employees of
cooperative JFPS, ICCO and ECODES at family level for monitoring and evaluation of the
activities and results of cooperative JFPS. For this baseline study a survey was done among
all the associated families. Every month we had meetings with the cooperative employees,
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the coordinator of the ICCO-project and the director of ECODES’ head office in León to
evaluate the process of the baseline study. For the internship I also did a qualitative
research which included several in depth interviews with fifteen associated families. The
baseline study and qualitative research gave me a good opportunity to get to know the
cooperative, its members and its cooperation with donor organisations, and to define the
topic of this thesis: women’s participation in cooperative JFPS and its impacts on their own
and their family’s living conditions and personal development. All the data collected during
the first months of internship (February to May) were useful and even necessary to do the in
depth research that took place from June to August.
Important methods that I used to collect the data for the research of the thesis are in depth
interviewing, participant observation and focus group meetings. The research population
consisted of women who participate in cooperative JFPS; some of their husbands; women
who do not participate in the cooperative; and employees of cooperative JFPS and other
organisations in Achuapa. Because I worked together with cooperative JFPS during my
internship I had good entry points to interview the men and women who participate in the
cooperative and to organise focus group meetings with them. Most of them knew my face
and often I had already met them during a cooperative meeting or training before we had
the ‘official’ interview or meeting. When I had an interview with someone who I did not
know yet or someone who did not participate, I often was introduced by a colleague or a
friend. I mainly applied participant observation by attending meetings, exchanges and
workshops and by living together with Nicaraguan families. From February to August I lived
with an Achuapan family which gave me a lot of insights in their lives. I also lived with a
family in Lagartillo, one of Achuapa’s communities, for one week. By observing and
experiencing people’s daily activities and interactions I could better understand how they
work and why they work like this. Another important method to collect the data for this
thesis was literature research. For the analysis I made use of encoding and case studies.
After this introduction the next chapter will be about the context of the research. First I will
give a description of the general socioeconomic situation and the development cooperation
in Nicaragua. Then I will focus on Achuapa by describing its location and residents. The last
section of this chapter will be a description of cooperative JFPS. In chapter three I discuss
the research population, research methods and analysis of the data. Chapter four is the
conceptual framework in which I describe participatory approaches, its critiques, the role of
power in participation, gender relations in participation processes and people’s
participation in cooperatives. After the conceptual framework three empirical chapters
follow. In chapter five I describe how people participate in cooperative JFPS and how their
participation is supported by the cooperative, among others by the application of
participatory approaches. I will also discuss the obstacles that people, especially women,
face to participate. In chapter six I will illustrate in three case studies the participation of
three different women and its impact on their and their family’s living conditions and
personal development. By using these case studies I will analyse the role of power in
participation and discuss how and which new gender subjectivities appear as a consequence
of women’s participation in cooperative JFPS and the public space. Chapter seven consists of
two sections. In the first section I will analyse the influence of history on current
participation processes. In the second part the impact of space on someone’s participation
opportunities will be discussed by analysing women’s participation in two different
communities in Achuapa. The final chapter is the conclusion in which I will answer the
research question, comment on the impact of this thesis on the working methods of NGOs
and give some suggestions for further research on gender and participation processes.
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2. Nicaragua, Achuapa and cooperative JFPS
In this chapter I describe the context of the research. As described in the introduction the
research is about women’s participation in cooperative JFPS (and the public space) in
Achuapa, Nicaragua. In this chapter first I will give an overview of the general
socioeconomic situation in Nicaragua, followed by a description of development cooperation
in Nicaragua. Then I will zoom in to the municipality where cooperative JFPS is located,
Achuapa, by describing its location and residents. Finally, I will give a description of the
cooperative. This section is concluded with the formulation of the research question.

2.1. Current socioeconomic situation in Nicaragua
After Haiti, Nicaragua is the poorest country of Latin America and the Caribbean. Eighty
percent of the population lives from less than two dollar per day (De Wit 2009, Corral &
Reardon 2001: 427). Fourty-six percent of the population lives below the poverty line (less
than one dollar per day) and fifteen percent lives in extreme poverty. In 2006 the GDP
(gross domestic product) per capita was 1.000 dollar. Between 1993 and 2005 the poverty
rate decreased slightly while extreme poverty decreased considerably. This reduction of
poverty is related to the modest economic growth (1,7% per capita) during these twelve
years, which is a result both of the increased prices of agricultural products at the
international market and an increase of remittances of migrants (IOB 2009: 1). In 2008 the
Nicaraguan government developed a new strategy for poverty reduction, called ‘El Plan
Nacional de Desarrollo Humano’ (The National Plan for Human Development) (Embajada
Holanda 2009).
Inequality concerning income and access to social services is large in Nicaragua, but income
inequality is less critical than in neighbour countries. Poverty is especially concentrated in
the rural areas and in remote areas like Caribbean Nicaragua, the Northern Highlands
(where Achuapa is situated) and the Rio San Juan Region (IOB 2009: 2). According to a
survey by the Ministry of Social Action in 1997, sixty-four percent of the population is poor
in the eastern zone (Caribbean Nicaragua) and seventy-two percent in the central zone,
which consists of the Northern Highlands and the Rio San Juan Region (Corral & Reardon
2001: 430).
Nicaragua is relatively sparsely populated. In 1990 Nicaragua had fifteen people per square
kilometre, compared to an average of twenty-two in all developing countries. The country is
also relatively urbanised, mainly in the western part of the country, where cities like
Managua and León are located. The share of urban population in the total population was
fifty-four percent in 1995 compared to thirty-eight percent in Guatemala and fourty-one
percent in Honduras (Corral & Reardon 2001: 428).
More or less fourty percent of the Nicaraguan population works in the agricultural sector
(Embajada Holanda 2009). Two-thirds of the farms are small (below five manzanas2 of
owned and rented land) and use less than one-twentieth of the farmland. The large farms
(fifty manzanas and above) control three-quarter of the farmland, but constitute only onetenth of all farms. Also, there is a group of Nicaraguan rural households (thirty-eight
percent) that is landless (Corral & Reardon 2001: 428). It is common in Nicaragua to earn
both farm income and nonfarm income. People earn nonfarm income through small
2

One manzana equals 0,7 hectare (Corral & Reardon 2001: 428).
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manufacturing enterprises and the service sector. Fifty percent of the rural household earns
only farm income, six percent earns only nonfarm income and fourty percent earns both.
The share of nonfarm in total income rises sharply from the poorest to the richest quartile,
which makes sense given the relative sectoral payoffs and the fact that the rich have the
capital to overcome entry barriers and investment requirements. Overall, nonfarm income is
more important than farm income, which contradicts conventional wisdom that people rely
most on farm income (Corral & Reardon 2001: 432, Albu & Scott 2001: 6). However, from an
interview with a producer and technical expert of cooperative JFPS resulted that he still
relies on this conventional wisdom. He explained that as a farmer someone is more secure to
have access to food: “Even with a bad harvest there still is enough food to consume. Maybe
not to market, but to consume yes.” Nevertheless, almost all the respondents told me that
they have a family member who migrated to work in both the farm and nonfarm sector to
secure an income.
Approximately ten percent of the Nicaraguan population lives abroad, especially in Costa
Rica and the United States. The remittances that these migrants send to Nicaragua are an
important source of income for a lot of Nicaraguans (IOB 2009: 2). People also move to
other parts of Nicaragua. One-quarter of those who undertake migratory employment do so
as farm workers and three-quarters as nonfarm workers. There is a relative geographic
concentration of foreign migration among households in the western zone. The poor tend to
migrate to farm jobs, because these require the least qualifications, but also offer the lowest
pay (Corral & Reardon 2001: 430).
Summarising, in general the role of agriculture in the lives of poor people is changing fast.
Social and environmental trends, like rural land-hunger, declining crop prices, swelling
labour-forces, migration and urbanisation increase the demand for alternative employment
and off-farm livelihood opportunities (Albu & Scott 2001: 5).

2.2. Development cooperation in Nicaragua
The diplomatic relations of the Netherlands with Nicaragua have intensified since 1979,
during the Sandinista regime. The Netherlands and Nicaragua cooperate through city
relations between Dutch and Nicaraguan cities that originated during the Sandinista regime
in the 1970s and 1980s (Minbuza 2009). During this period, great solidarity with the
Sandinista revolution of 1979 existed on international level. There are still seventeen city
relations between the Netherlands and Nicaragua that contribute to the sharing of
knowledge and skills. The Dutch cities are united in the LBSNN (Landelijk Beraad
Stedenbanden Nederland-Nicaragua, National Council for City Twinning the NetherlandsNicaragua) (De Wit 2009, LBSNN 2009). Further, Nicaragua is a partner country of the
Netherlands for development cooperation, which is the most important element of the
bilateral development cooperation (Miranda & Ratliff 1994: 283). The Netherlands played a
key role in arranging the admission of Nicaragua for a debt remission of 4,5 trillion dollar.
The economic position of Nicaragua has improved because of this remission (Minbuza
2009).
Some Dutch NGOs (non-governmental organisations) that are active in Nicaragua are SNV
(Stichting Nederlandse Vrijwilligers, Foundation for Dutch Volunteers), Hivos (Humanistisch
Instituut voor Ontwikkelingssamenwerking, Humanistic Institute for Development
Cooperation), ICCO (Interkerkelijke Coördinatie Commissie Ontwikkelingssamenwerking,
Interchurch Organisation for Development Cooperation), Cordaid, Oxfam Novib, NIMD
(Netherlands Institute for Multiparty Democracy) and VNG (Vereniging van Nederlandse
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Gemeenten, Association of Dutch Municipalities). Hivos, Oxfam Novib, ICCO, Cordaid and SNV
have economic growth as priority for their development programs and focus especially on
projects concerning sustainable production/economy for (small) producers. In chapter five
to seven I will elaborate on some of ICCO’s activities, since this organisation works close
together with cooperative JFPS. Democratisation is another important theme for
development cooperation. Besides specialised organisations like VNG, NIMD and LBSNN also
Hivos and Oxfam Novib finance projects in this field. Within this theme the strengthening of
local authorities is a priority (IOB 2009: 6). The focus on local level is important, because it
supports the decentralisation process and citizen participation (Embajada Holanda 2009).
Nowadays there is cooperation between the Netherlands and Nicaragua at sectoral and
central level. Since 2003 the cooperation focuses more on general budgetary assistance,
sectoral relief of health service and education, women participation and economic
development (Minbuza 2009). The Dutch Embassy supports the production chains of
especially products from small and medium enterprises to provide a contribution to the
production, export, employment and economic development of Nicaragua. Special attention
receive female producers and entrepreneurs and sustainable aspects, by stimulating
corporate social responsibility and environmentally friendly production (Embajada Holanda
2009). In the empirical chapters (five to seven) of this thesis I will describe different
initiatives undertaken to support women’s entrepreneurship. Another important focus of
development cooperation is democratisation and good governance. Good governance
focuses on the improvement of control of government finances and the reduction of
corruption (Minbuza 2009). The Netherlands contributes with funding to decentralisation
and reforms of political parties. In cooperation with other bilateral donors they also
established a fund for activities of civil society organisations that should contribute to good
governance (IOB 2009: 3-4).
The Netherlands gives yearly a contribution to Nicaragua for budgetary assistance in the
form of a donation. The 25,5 million euro contribution for 2008 was less than that of 2007
(29 million euro) because of a fifty percent deduction on the general budgetary assistance
(Minbuza 2009). The deduction is the negative consequence of the political situation in
Nicaragua, especially the exclusion of two political parties from participation in the local
elections of 9 November 2008. Also, there was a presumption of fraud in twenty to thirty
percent of the municipalities. The irregularities during the elections led to a worsening of
the political climate and are infractions of the democratic rights: exclusion of incorporation
of political parties, not admitting national and international observation during the elections
and a lack of transparent and free progression of the elections (Embajada Holanda 2009,
IOB 2009: 2-3). Further, the president, Daniel Ortega, is criticised for being dictatorial and
corrupt, because the distinction between government and party becomes more blurred.
Also, the pact between Liberals and Sandinistas that exists since 1999 reinforces. This has
negative effects on the functioning of the constitutional state and will worsen the level of
corruption (Embajada Holanda 2009). As a consequence of the current political situation the
Netherlands and other donors even decided to freeze the budgetary assistance for 2009. The
gap in the budget leads to refusal of the IMF (International Monetary Fund) to confirm the
budget (De Wit 2009). Consequently, the largest donors like the World Bank and the InterAmerican Development Bank cannot give loans to Nicaragua, because these institutions only
pay when the IMF accepts the budget (IOB 2009: 3). The freezing of the Dutch aid will be
adjourned when the government rebuilds the trust of the citizens in democracy (De Wit
2009).
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Although there is a lot of criticism on the current Sandinista regime, there are also some
positive developments, like the introduction of free education and health service. Therefore,
the Netherlands do continue with direct aid to projects in education and health service and
to those that contribute to the entrepreneurial climate (De Wit 2009). The positive
developments also encourage Ortega’s popularity among the majority of the members of
cooperative JFPS who are Sandinistas. However, at national level, the opinions about
Ortega’s functioning are more divided.

2.3. Achuapa
Cooperative JFPS is located in Achuapa, a municipality in the department León, Nicaragua.
The municipality has 14.000 residents, of whom 2.000 people live in the urban area
(Achuapa village) and 12.000 in the fourty-five rural communities of the municipality.
Fourty-eight percent of the population is female (Gobierno Municipal de Achuapa 2006: 3).
Achuapa is considered as one of Nicaragua’s municipalities with relatively high
vulnerability, because of its geographic position. With its location in the northern part of the
department it is a remote area. It receives little attention of the department capital León and
neither of the other closest city Estelí which is part of the same name department. The
closest hospitals are situated in León and Estelí, which are both at a distance of three hours
by car and public transport from Achuapa. Further the municipality has a high vulnerability
rate because of natural risks such as landslides and floodings. During the rainy season
communities become inaccessible when dirt roads change into muddy roads with holes and
the rivers rise in areas without bridges. Due to these circumstances approximately eighty
percent (310 kilometer) of the roads are difficult to access and only sixty-eight kilometer
road is permanently accessible. Moreover, people have limited access to basic services.
Fourty percent has access to electricity (sixty percent with solar panels), but the quality is
quite low due to frequently interruptions. People in the urban area (eighteen percent of the
municipality’s population) have access to drinking water. In the rural areas people drink the
contaminated water. Regarding to education eighty percent accomplished primary school,
but only thirteen percent secondary school3 (JFPS 2009). Children often do not complete
secondary school, because they do not have interest to go to school or their parents
(particularly fathers) keep them home from school. They think that they will benefit more
when their children help them with the work on the field instead of going to school.
However, this number is also low, because many elder people did not accomplish secondary
school. Nowadays, more children go to secondary school compared to their parents’
generation and also more children continue with university or a technical level. Currently it
is easier to go to school, because primary and secondary school are free and the ministry of
education, and also cooperative JFPS, emphasise the importance of education.
The director of NGO Visión Mundial explained that fourty-five percent of the people that has
reached the employment age (sixty percent of the total population) is employed. They
mainly work in a shop, office or as farmer for a landlord. Because of the lack of employment
opportunities, migration is quite common in Achuapa. Approximately one member of every
family migrates to other areas in Nicaragua or neighbouring countries like Costa Rica to find
work. The majority of the population are agricultural producers. The fifty-five percent
without a job is totally dependent on their agricultural production for their income. The
people who have a job often produce some products as well. Historically Achuapa had
substantial agro-export activities, mainly of sugar, peanuts, bananas and soy. Nowadays the
3

Primary school consists of six grades and secondary school of five years.
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crops that people grow are especially beans, corn, sorghum, some fruits, vegetables and
sesame. Sesame is the most important crop for cooperative JFPS, because it gives most
return and income. It has potential because of the area’s dry soil. Finally, most families have
chickens, cows and pigs, which provide them with eggs, milk and meat. The production is
used both commercially and for personal consumption (JFPS 2009).
Malnutrition is common in the municipality because some families are not able to obtain all
the nutrients that they need. When a family only grows corn, sorghum and beans and has
some chickens and a cow for their own consumption, they do not have production for the
market and as a result do not have income to buy other products. Such families, and
especially the children, face malnutrition, because they do not consume enough minerals.
The director of the NGO Visión Mundial indicated that fifteen percent of the children who are
under the age of five suffer malnutrition. It is also common that families cannot allow
themselves to have three meals a day and instead have two meals, added Erica Pérez, the
vice-manager of cooperative JFPS.
However, Achuapa also has its strengths. The municipality has important forest areas and
protected areas to conserve the environment. Further, Achuapa is known for its high level of
independent management. This implies that the municipality manages the projects
implemented by different organisations and that it is not dependent of external
organisations for its management. For example, the municipality has a strategic plan for the
development of Achuapa (Plan Estratégico de Desarollo Municipal de Achuapa 2008-2023 PEDM), that coordinates the different projects and programmes of organisations that
operate in the municipality. Representatives of thirteen organisations and institutions in
Achuapa (among others cooperative JFPS and the local government) formulate the
guidelines that local, national and international organisations have to follow. The
coordinator of PEDM explained that the strategic plan should contribute to a more
sustainable community. Within this strategic plan cooperative JFPS has its own, smaller,
four-year-strategic-plan (2010-2014) for the development of the cooperative.

2.4. Cooperative JFPS in Achuapa
One of the organisations that are located in Achuapa is the cooperative Juan Francisco Paz
Silva (JFPS). In the next paragraphs I will describe the history, structure and activities of this
cooperative. In the last paragraph a brief description will be given about the participation of
women in the cooperative. I will conclude this chapter with the introduction of the research
question regarding women’s participation.
2.4.1. History of cooperative JFPS
The principles of cooperative JFPS can be found in the so called tiendas campesinas (peasant
stores) which are cooperatives that the government encouraged during the 1980s. After the
defeat of the Sandinistas (a socialistic movement) in 1990 the tiendas campesinas
disappeared because the new government no longer encouraged them. Also the national
banks disappeared, due to the fact that the new, liberal, government privatised the banks.
The interest rate increased and as a result many people, especially the majority of smaller
farmers, could no longer have credits from the bank. The producers of cooperative JFPS are
considered as smaller farmers because they own small amounts of land, approximately
twenty-three manzanas (PEDM 2010). For more details on the cooperatives of the 1980s
and its disappearance see chapter seven where Nicaragua’s history regarding cooperatives
is described in more detail.
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As described by employees and members of the cooperative, the new liberal government did
not pay as much attention as the Sandinistas to smaller farmers. Therefore there was a need
for an alternative bank, like a cooperative, that provided credits with lower interest rates.
Four farmers, among whom one woman, decided to establish such a cooperative. Another
reason for establishing the cooperative was the demand for a purchasing depot of sesame
near to Achuapa, since the nearest depot was in Granada (270 km from Achuapa). A
purchasing depot in Achuapa seemed feasible because of the high production of sesame in
the municipality. With financial funds of the English NGO Brigada María Zunil Laperi and the
assistance of national organisations UNAC (cooperative of neighbouring municipality El
Sauce) and ECODEPA (Empresa Cooperativa de Productores Agropecuarios, Cooperative
Company of Agricultural Producers) cooperative JFPS was established as a cooperative of
credits and services with seventy-one members, among whom thirteen women (eighteen
percent), in 1991. The services of the cooperative during this period were financing and
commercialising of the production, the provisioning of agricultural capital goods, and selling
products like rice, beans, corn and sugar for basic consumption at a fair price.
In 1994 the cooperative started training its members to improve their production. These
trainings were funded among others by (international) NGOs, like IBIS from Denmark, who
implemented projects with the cooperative. The NGOs also funded for example the
construction of some offices for accounting employees and technical experts and a storage
for sesame plants. In 1997 the cooperative became a multisectorial cooperative which
implied that, besides sesame, it focused on other crops and also more on social and
productive projects. These projects are not only undertaken with cooperative members but
also with their family members. The manager and chairman of the cooperative clarified that
initially these projects were initiatives of international NGOs who emphasised that the
cooperative had to incorporate more women in its activities. A strategy to incorporate them
were the projects undertaken with families. It was especially an interest of external
organisations that women participated in the cooperative. Later, gender became an interest
of the cooperative itself as well. Currently the cooperative is formulating a gender policy to
involve more women. Also the local and national governments emphasise the importance of
involving more women and equalise the participation of men and women.
In 2010 cooperative JFPS is still multisectorial with 271 members, among whom fourty-two
women (fifteen percent). Besides members the cooperative also has approximately 250
clients. They differ from members in the sense that they do not pay membership (ten dollar)
and therefore are not entitled to profits of the cooperative. Clients only get credits from the
cooperative and do not participate in the cooperative’s projects. The members and clients
are mainly from Achuapa, but the cooperative also supports producers of some
neighbouring communities in El Sauce, Villanueva and San Juan de Limay. Each of these 520
producers represents a family of approximately five members, so the total number of people
that is reached by cooperative JFPS is approximately 2.600 people (nineteen percent of the
municipality) (PEDM 2010).
2.4.2. Structure of cooperative JFPS
The cooperative is divided into four levels: the management; a political level with the board
of directors and some committees; a general assembly which approves important decisions;
and an operational level with the work areas. These four levels are described in more detail
below. See also the organogram on the next page for an overview of the cooperative’s static
structure.
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Organogram of cooperative JFPS
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The cooperative has a manager and a vice-manager. The manager, Nicolas Cortez, visits the
cooperative once a week. The vice-manager, Erica Pérez, is in fact the actual manager and
works at the cooperative daily. At the management level the cooperative further has a board
of directors consisting of five members and a supervisory board with three members. Both
boards have bi-weekly meetings with the manager and vice-manager. Since the cooperative
is open to men and women, both men and women can participate in these structures.
However, as described above less women than men participate in the cooperative, which is
also the case in the decision making of the cooperative. The board of directors has two
female members and the supervisory board one. Further, there are two work committees:
an education committee and credits committee, and three committees that focus on gender,
fair trade and environment. In these committees fourteen people participate, among whom
five women. The people who participate in these decision making bodies are chosen during
the general assembly. Because the cooperative has more than one hundred members this
assembly is only held with delegates who each represent five members. The delegates are
chosen during the eight different sectorial assemblies.
Approximately thirty employees work at the office of the cooperative. Two of them are the
manager and vice-manger. There is one person responsible for portfolio and dept collection
and four people do administration and accounting. Also ten people work as technical
experts. These experts are either member or husband, wife or child of a member, so they are
closely related to the members. They visit producers to offer technical assistance and they
organise training with producers to provide them with technical knowledge. The technical
assistance and training have a focus on sustainable farming and diversification of crops.
Consequently, this leads to more income since agriculture is improved. Further the
cooperative has a gender promoter who works on a gender policy to involve more women in
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the cooperative. Besides, there is a social promoter who visits the associated families to talk
with them about their problems and needs and to inform them about the cooperative’s work
and services. The cooperative also has a shop where producers, but also other residents, can
buy basic products. This shop is run by three employees. Further, the cooperative has an
acupuncture clinic where two people work. Finally, the cooperative has a factory where the
sesame seeds are crushed to extract oil that they subsequently sell for a fair price to L’Oréal
in Europe and other companies, where the oil is used to make cosmetics. The cooperative is
certified as fair trade and organic, but this does not mean that all the production is fair trade
and organic. Twenty percent of the sesame production is fair trade and organic, which is
produced by fourty-one members and clients. The other producers grow conventional
sesame. The reason that only twenty percent produces fair trade and organic is because not
everyone can meet the criteria that are associated with the production of fair trade and
organic sesame. Two people are responsible for the functioning of the factory. Besides,
approximately fifteen people are employed in the factory in the grinding and crushing
processes.
2.4.3. Activities of cooperative JFPS
The vision of cooperative JFPS is providing its members and clients with financial services
and non-financial services which allow them to improve the life circumstances of their
families by the production and commercialisation of different products. Financial services
are for example the credits that people can use to invest in sowing and sales. An example of
non-financial services are projects. The strategy of the cooperative is organising projects in
cooperation with families to achieve that the whole family benefits from the cooperative’s
services. Some projects that the cooperative executes are projects concerning (organic)
agriculture, reforestation, water management, food security, housing security, developing a
market, social infrastructure and education. As described above sesame is the most
important crop for the cooperative, but currently this is not the most important activity of
the cooperative anymore. Nowadays activities concerning diversifying the production, fair
trade and gender equality receive the same amount of attention as the sesame production.
Moreover, not all the members of cooperative JFPS produce sesame, because people in the
highlands do not have land that is suitable for sesame production. For them it is more
interesting to participate in projects concerning coffee, fruits and vegetables. In chapter five
about people’s participation in the cooperative I will describe the activities of the
cooperative in more detail.
The projects and activities of cooperative JFPS are accomplished with the funding of national
and international organisations and institutions. The NGOs Brigada María Zunilda Laperi
(United Kingdom) and Christian Aid (United Kingdom) and the state organisations Fondo de
Crédito Rural - Rural Credit Fund (FCR) and Banco Nacional de Desarrollo - National
Development Bank (BANADES), assist the cooperative especially with financing for the
agricultural production or projects to improve the production. There are two Nicaraguan
NGOs that particularly support the sesame oil production and distribution, Empresa
Importación y Exportaciones – Import and Export Company (ETICO) and Del Campo – Of the
Field. Some other NGOs focus more on productive projects concerning water management,
education, environment, diversification and reforestation that are undertaken with the
whole family. These NGOs are IBIS (Denmark), Fundación Ecología y Desarrollo - Ecology
and Development Foundation (ECODES, Spain), Raleigh International (United Kingdom),
Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA, Canada), Oxfam Belgium, and
Interkerkelijke Coördinatie Commissie Ontwikkelingssamenwerking - Interchurch
Organisation for Development Cooperation (ICCO, The Netherlands). Finally the cooperative
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receives support from the local government of the municipality, regarding improving the
agricultural production but also the construction of roads (JFPS 2007).
2.4.4. Women’s participation in cooperative JFPS
Currently only fifteen percent of the cooperative members are women (fourty-two women).
Moreover, not all these women have an active participation but rather a passive
participation as a beneficiary of credits. Approximately fifteen of them are actively involved
and participate, besides receiving credits, in projects, training and meetings, are member of
the board of directors or a committee, visit the cooperative weekly and receive technical
assistance. Except for these women there are approximately sixty women who participate in
the cooperative as a wife or a daughter of a member. They can have credits, participate in
projects, trainings and meetings, visit the cooperative and receive technical assistance, but
they cannot vote during the assemblies and therefore cannot become a member of the board
of directors or a committee. Reasons why women do not participate are among others time,
distance, family members who do not allow them to participate and a lack of interest of
women themselves.
As I mentioned before, initially women’s participation and gender were not an interest of
the cooperative. As Nicolas Cortez, the manager, described: “When the cooperative was
established, we did not have any idea about gender. The word did not even exist.”
Implementing gender in the cooperative was more a request of international NGOs like ICCO
and Christian Aid. They emphasised that the cooperative had to incorporate more women
and threatened that if it would not focus on incorporating more women they would not
hand over their funds. Since five years gender is an interest of the cooperative itself as well
and currently the cooperative is even formulating a gender policy to involve more women.
It is assumed that women’s participation leads to development, but it also has its sideeffects (Mayoux 1995: 246-247, Agarwal 1997: 27). To research women’s participation in
cooperative JFPS (and the public space in general) and its impacts on men’s and women’s
living conditions and personal development, I conducted a qualitative research in Achuapa
from February to August 2010. The objective of this thesis is to describe women’s
participation in cooperative JFPS (and the public space in general) and how men and
women construct themselves in ‘other ways’ through women’s participation. I studied how
and why these women participate and which new gender subjectivities, both regarding
men and women, appear as a consequence of women’s participation. Gender subjectivities
are social positions and power relations that come into existence with new
power/knowledge situations. This occurs when someone participates, because
participation is seen as a form of power that leads to new power/knowledge situations
(Kapoor 2002: 103, Henkel & Stirrat 2001: 179). I also investigated cooperative JFPS’ side
of the story by studying the organisational dynamics, to know the cooperative’s potential
hurdles and incentives for women to participate. The research question that is central in
my thesis is:
How do women use participation in cooperative Juan Francisco Paz Silva in Achuapa,
Nicaragua, to construct themselves in ‘other ways’, within a ‘power/knowledge’ regime?
In this thesis I will answer this question by using a broader analysis of changing gender
relations in Achuapa. Therefore, I will also discuss how men construct themselves in ‘other
ways’ as a consequence of women’s participation. From the research question different sub
questions can be formulated. One question is how participation is defined by cooperative
JFPS. What does participation mean for the cooperative? What kind of participatory
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approaches does the cooperative apply? Which opportunities offers the cooperative for
(women’s) participation? And how does the cooperative stimulate women to participate? A
second sub question is how the participation of women can be described. What kind of
background do these women have? How and why do they participate. Which obstacles
do/did they face to participate? These questions will be answered in the first empirical
chapter, chapter five about participation in cooperative JFPS. A third question is how do new
gender subjectivities appear as a result of women’s participation. What is the impact on
women’s living conditions and personal development? What are the unexpected or
unintentioned effects of women’s participation? And how do gender roles change as a
consequence of women’s participation in the cooperative? These questions will be answered
in chapter six about the appearance of new gender subjectivities as a consequence of
women’s participation in cooperative JFPS. In the third empirical chapter, chapter seven
about the influence of history and space on women’s participation, I will describe the reason
why only a few women participate in the cooperative and the public space in general. I will
do this first by analysing Nicaragua’s history, and specifically Achuapa’s history. Secondly I
will clarify this by an analysis of the influence of space on participation by describing two
communities: one with relatively a lot of women’s participation and the other with relatively
little women’s participation. Before answering these sub questions in the empirical
chapters, I will describe the research methods and research population (chapter three),
followed by the conceptual framework about participatory approaches, power and gender
relations (chapter four) in which the participation processes of women in Achuapa can be
placed.
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3. Research population, research methods and analysis
From February to August 2010 I carried out the fieldwork for the qualitative research of this
master thesis in Achuapa. The first four months I worked on the internship activities that I
did for the same cooperative. For the internship I did a baseline study together with
employees of cooperative JFPS, ICCO and ECODES at family level for monitoring and
evaluation of the activities and results of the cooperative. Also, I did a qualitative research to
investigate the impacts of the cooperative’s services on its members. Further, I used the
internship period for doing a preliminary investigation for my master thesis. All the data
collected for the internship is relevant for the thesis and was even necessary to do the in
depth investigation of the last three months. Interviews, participant observation and focus
group meetings were important methods during the seven months of field work. For the
analysis encoding the data and illustrating case studies were essential. Further, literature
research about Nicaragua and different sociological and anthropological theories regarding
participatory approaches has been important for the construction of this thesis. In this
chapter first I describe the research population, then discuss the different research methods
and finally I will explain how I analysed the obtained data.

3.1. Research population
To gather the research data I interviewed different groups and with some of them I had
focus group meetings as well. I spoke with women who participate in cooperative JFPS, but
also with women who do not participate to know their reasons for non-participation. Also, I
interviewed husbands of women who participate. Further, I interviewed employees and
members of the board of the cooperative. A final group I interviewed were employees of
organisations that are located in Achuapa to find out which activities they undertake to
encourage women’s participation. In this section I will describe the different groups that
were involved in the research.
3.1.1. Women who participate in cooperative JFPS
The cooperative has a representation of fourty-two female members, of whom I interviewed
seventeen. I also had interviews with eight women who participate as the wives of a
member in the cooperative. So, in total this group of participating women consists of
twenty-five women (see table 1).
Total number of female
Interviewed female Interviewed wives
members of cooperative JFPS members
of members
42
17
8
Table 1. Interviewed women who participate in cooperative JFPS

Total interviewed
women
25

Membership does not imply that someone participates more, because I noticed that six of
the female members participate less actively than four women who participate as a wife of a
member. These six members receive credits from the cooperative, but do not participate
actively in projects, meetings, training, exchanges and so forth, like the other female
members and some wives of members do. In the empirical chapters I will elaborate on why
some women participate more and others less in comparison to each other. I interviewed
these women to understand their motivation for participation, their experiences regarding
participation and the influence of their participation on their living conditions and personal
development.
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In this paragraph I describe the profile of the women who are related to the cooperative (see
table 2). I make a distinction between a group of seven younger women between twenty-five
and fourty years old and a group of eighteen older women between the age of fourty and
sixty-five years old.

Total number of women

Women:
25 - 40
years old

Women:
40 - 65
years old

7

18

6
1

2
8
5
3

1-3 children
4-6 children
Number of
children
7-9 children
10-12 children
All children are still in primary or
secondary school
None finished secondary school,
Education
some did not finish primary school
level of
children
All completed secondary school, but
not all continued with university
All graduated from university
Primary school not completed
Primary school completed
Education
level of
Secondary school not completed
women
Secondary school completed
Attend(ed) university
Agriculture
Reason for
Business
participation
Agriculture and business
Table 2. Profile of women who participate in cooperative JFPS

7
11
4
1
1
1
4
1
3
3

3
10
5
3

12
6

The table shows that women of the older group have relatively more children than younger
women. Increase in access to birth control is an important reason for this. Regarding
education, of the older women there are three women of whom all the children finished
secondary school and continued with university. These were the women with one and two
children and one with five children. Of four of the older women all children finished
secondary school, but only one or two children continued at university level. The majority of
this group however have children of whom most did not finish secondary school and
sometimes not even primary school. Regarding the younger women all the children go to
primary or secondary school, which among others, is possible because education is free at
the moment and they have fewer children. Therefore they have to buy less education
material, such as school clothing, school notebooks and pencils. Regarding the women’s
education, the education level of the older women is low. Most of the ten women who did
not finish primary school have problems with reading and writing. The younger women
have a higher education level. Three of them graduated from university and another is
attending university at the moment. The three who graduated work at cooperative JFPS, one
does administrating and accounting and two are technical experts. The fourth hopes to work
as a technical expert in the future.
Of the women between twenty-five and fourty years old two are single mother because they
divorced and four of the women between fourty and sixty-five years old are single mother.
Two of them are widows, three divorced and one woman’s husband migrated to Costa Rica
ten years ago and never came back. She is not officially a single mother, but she feels like
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that because she is responsible for everything and does not receive anything from her
husband.
Almost all the women have access to land where they have some cattle and cultivate some
crops, such as cassava, corn, sugar, mango and hibiscus, which they use for consumption and
marketing. The farm is mostly owned by the man (fifty-two percent of the associated
families). In thirteen percent of the associated families the woman is owner and eight
percent of the families own the farm jointly. The other twenty-seven percent of the
associated families have land owned by a family member, they hire it or do not use land. A
similar division is reflected by the group of women I interviewed.
For the majority of the older women (twelve in total) the agricultural sector is the reason
that they participate in the cooperative. By obtaining training and agricultural credits they
attempt to improve their production. Apart from agricultural credits the cooperative also
offers commercial credits to set-up a business, like a shop. Six of the older women
participate in the cooperative to receive these credits besides agricultural credits, because
they want to set-up a business besides the cultivation of crops. Among the younger women
there are relatively more women who participate in the cooperative because of the
commercial credits. In total three women do not cultivate and only participate to receive
commercial credits and training about organising a business. They earn their income from
nonfarm work, like shop-assistant or secretary. By setting-up their own shop they hope to
become more independent. Three other young women participate in the cooperative
because of both agricultural and business reasons and one woman only because of
agriculture.
The interviewed women live in the different communities of Achuapa. It was important to
interview women from all over Achuapa, because for the different communities different
factors are important that influence someone’s opportunities for participation (like distance
from Achuapa, its history and structure/composition). I selected the interviewed women in
several ways. Most of them I met at the cooperative or during cooperative meetings and
workshops that I assisted. Often I had already met a woman several times before the
interview, which gave us the opportunity to get to know each other and build up trust. Other
women were colleagues, since some of the technical experts with whom I worked are
member or wife of a member. There are also some women that I did not know before I
interviewed them. These women I selected together with the vice-manager, because she
recommended them to me or these women were interesting because they lived in a
community in which I had not yet interviewed anyone.
3.1.2. Women who do not participate in cooperative JFPS
I interviewed six women who are not related to the cooperative and therefore do not
participate in the cooperative, while they do have the opportunities to do so. I considered
them as having the opportunities to participate because they have a similar profile as the
women described in the previous paragraph, meaning that they are active in the agricultural
sector or have a small business. I interviewed them to know their reasons for nonparticipation and to compare their experiences, living conditions and personal positions
with women who do participate. These interviews gave new insights into the responses and
motives of women who do participate in the cooperative. One of these women was the
daughter of the host family where I stayed and lives in a community close to Achuapa
village. The other five women were neighbours of female members who I interviewed in five
different communities.
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3.1.3. Husbands of women who participate in cooperative JFPS
To know what men think about their wives’ participation in the cooperative I interviewed
seven husbands. I asked them how their wives participate, how they experience this and
how this has influenced their lives. In chapter six I will describe three case studies to explain
how men and women obtain new gender subjectivities as a consequence of women’s
participation. Therefore it was particularly important to interview the husbands of the
women described in chapter six. I interviewed three husbands of women from the younger
group between twenty-five and fourty years old and four husbands of women between the
age of fourty and sixty-five years old.
3.1.4. Employees and members of the board of cooperative JFPS
By interviewing employees and members of the board of cooperative JFPS I studied the
cooperative’s history, activities and organisational dynamics to find out its potential hurdles
and incentives for women’s participation. From the board of directors I interviewed the
chairman Rolando Cerro, the treasurer Anna Ramirez and the board member Isabel
Mendoza. In total I interviewed nine employees: the manager Nicolas Cortez, the vicemanager Erica Pérez, the responsible person for portfolio and dept collection Oscar López,
the former gender promoter Sofia, the current gender promoter Lisbeth, the social promoter
Carlos, the coordinator of the technical experts Yomar and two technical experts Luiz and
Nathali. Besides these interviews I had several informal conversations with the above
mentioned employees, but also with other technical experts, which provided me with useful
information.
3.1.5. Employees of other organisations in Achuapa
Because I found out that women’s participation was not only encouraged by cooperative
JFPS, but as many women explained to me also by the government and other organisations
in Achuapa, I decided to interview employees of these organisations as well. I interviewed
seven employees from other organisations to find out which other activities than those of
cooperative JFPS are undertaken to encourage women’s participation. I interviewed the
following people: a delegate of the Ministry of Education (Ministerio de Educación, MINED)
and teacher of the primary and secondary school; a delegate of the Ministry of Health
(Ministerio de Salud, MINSA) and director of Achuapa’s health centre; the coordinator of the
women’s organisation Casa de Mujer; the gender promoter of the livestock cooperative
ASODEPA (Asociación para el Desarrollo Pecuario de Achuapa, Association for the Cattle
Development of Achuapa); the director of the NGO Visión Mundial; two employees of the
organisation that helps victims of domestic violence, Proyecto Miriam; and the gender
promoter of the local government offices.

3.2. Research methods
In this section I will describe the different research methods I used, varying from literature
research to qualitative research methods such as interviewing, participant observation, and
focus group meetings.
3.2.1. Literature research
Prior to, during and after the fieldwork I did literature research to fill gaps or get new
insights on the topic. I started with collecting literature regarding participatory approaches
and Nicaragua’s history and socio-economic situation to define the topic. Initially I thought
of studying the meaning of participation from the perspective of rural people in Achuapa.
However, during my internship with cooperative JFPS I found out that women’s
underrepresentation was an important issue for the cooperative, which I considered as
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interesting to investigate. Since my subject changed to a more gender related subject,
regarding women’s participation in the cooperative and the appearance of new gender
subjectivities, it was necessary to collect more literature about participation and gender
relations. Apart from scientific literature I also read documents of the cooperative to
understand its history and different services. After the fieldwork, during the writing of the
thesis, I continued collecting data, both about Nicaragua as sociological and anthropological
theories regarding participatory approaches, to enrich the empirical data.
3.2.2. Interviewing
I used three different forms of in depth interviewing: structured interviewing, semistructured interviewing and informal interviewing. When doing structured interviewing I
used a formal set of questions in an open-ended way. For semi-structured interviewing I
used a list of questions and topics to be sure that all issues were covered. Unstructured
interviewing was guided only by a list of topics. During informal interviewing I followed the
participants but still asked questions to focus on topics or to clarify points that were unclear.
For these interviews I did not make use of a list that could guide the interview (DeWalt &
DeWalt 2002: 122). Often these informal interviews were not planned but occurred as an
informal conversations. The information gathered during these conversations was often of
the same importance as information gathered during more structured and formal
interviews.
With most women or cooperative employees I already had several (short) conversations
and made an appointment for a more structured and formal interview after that. As
described above this helped me to get to know them and build up some trust. Particularly
during the first months I used, besides the informal interviews or short conversations,
structured interview techniques. The last months I used more unstructured and informal
interview techniques. The reason for using structured interviewing the first months was
because this interview technique allowed me to ask concrete questions. The use of question
lists was useful in the beginning to define the topic. However, the last months I especially
used unstructured and informal interviewing, which I preferred because it gave respondents
more space to talk about issues that keep them busy and gave me new and deeper insights.
For example, I thought that domestic violence would be a difficult subject to talk about and
therefore did not include it in my topic list. However, it occurred that some women started
to talk about it by themselves. This made me aware that women were willing to talk about
the subject, at least some women. It still is a delicate subject but less than I expected.
With most of the women who participate in the cooperative and their husbands I had
several informal conversations and one more structured interview. I spoke most of the
cooperative employees several times during an informal conversation and interviewed them
two or three times. I interviewed the same people several times to speak more in depth
about topics or to clarify issues, which contributes to the validity of the research. The
employees of other organisations and women who do not participate were interviewed only
once. The informal conversations varied from five minutes to one hour. The interviews took
approximately one hour.
The interviews with the women, both those who participate in the cooperative and those
that do not participate, and husbands were purposely held in their houses. Due to the fact
that the majority of the communities are difficult to access by public transport, I visited most
respondents together with a colleague of the cooperative who helped me with the transport.
Some of these people I interviewed at the cooperative which was easier due to logistic
problems. However, this decreased the quality of the interview because it was more difficult
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to imagine their living conditions. I interviewed the cooperative employees at the
cooperative and I visited the employees of other organisations at their offices to do the
interviews. I taped the interviews held during the first months if the respondent agreed. I
also made notes during the interviews. The interviews of the last months were hardly taped,
because I discovered that respondents were often more open and spoke more freely without
taping. I did continue making notes during the last months. All interviews were written
down directly after they took place and subsequently coded (see section 3.3. ‘Analysis’).
3.2.3. Participant observation
Participant observation means that a researcher enrols in the daily activities, rituals,
interactions and events of a group of people. It will teach researchers what the aspects of
people’s life routines and cultures are. In qualitative research this method is consciously and
systematically used to gain information (DeWalt & DeWalt 2002: 1-2). I applied participant
observation in several ways. During the seven months of fieldwork I lived together with a
host family in Achuapa village which gave me the opportunity to participate in their daily
activities. Living together with an Achuapan family gave me a lot of insights in their lives. By
observing and experiencing their daily activities and interactions I could better understand
how they work and why they work like this. I also lived with a host family in Lagartillo, a
community in the highlands of Achuapa, where I took Spanish classes the week before I
arrived in Achuapa. Apart from participating in and observing Lagartillo’s rural life, this was
also an opportunity to get to know some people who later became important respondents
for the research. Incidentally, the parents of this family were cooperative members. Further
I applied participant observation by attending training and meetings of cooperative JFPS
regarding beekeeping, fruits, vegetables, diversification, coffee, hibiscus and setting-up a
business. I also applied the method when I went to an exchange with a cooperative in Ocotal
(northern Nicaragua) together with eight women of cooperative JFPS to talk about their
experiences regarding the implementation of a successful gender policy. When using
participatory approaches in these settings I made notes of the observations. I paid special
attention to the way of participation of men and women to understand gender roles in these
meetings, training and exchanges. During the use of other methods, like interviewing and a
focus group meeting, participant observation continued as well. Finally I used participant
observation at cooperative JFPS. I had a workplace at the cooperative which gave me the
opportunity to easily participate in and observe all the ins and outs of the organisation.
3.2.4. Focus group meetings
Focus group meetings are relevant because people can complement each other during these
meetings, which can provide more information. I held two focus group meetings, both in the
community of La Calera. The first meeting was an organised meeting and held with nine
women. Some women were cooperative members, other participated as a wife of a
cooperative member, but there were also women who were organised in other
organisations or in none. The second came spontaneously into being during one of my visits
to Doña Lucia, who is cooperative member and leader of the community. This focus group
meeting was held with two wives of cooperative members and one woman who is organised
in other organisations. With both groups I discussed the same topics regarding their
participation opportunities and family life. Although I expected that the first group would
discuss more since they were a larger group with larger age differences, there was a more
intense discussion between the three women. It appeared that the women of the first group
were more shy and reluctant to give their opinion, maybe because they were in a larger
group than the second group. Nevertheless, both focus group meetings offered me
interesting information, because people indeed complemented each other. During the
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discussions I tried to minimise my interaction to limit my influence on the respondents and
their opinions.

3.3. Analysis
As described in the paragraph 3.2.2. ‘Interviewing’ I encoded the information. By encoding I
distinguished different topics that I gave codes or labels according to the themes that turned
out to be the most important (Boeije 2006: 88). Later I combined the information of the
matching labels in order to have a good overview of the different data and see which data
fitted with which empirical chapter. During this stage I also looked for theory, described in
the conceptual framework (chapter four), to link to the empirical chapters. The names used
in this thesis are changed to guarantee the anonymity of the respondents.
Case studies are used in the analysis to describe particular events, ‘critical events’, activities
and persons (DeWalt & DeWalt 2002: 182). In chapter six I describe three case studies of
different women to illustrate the appearance of different gender subjectivities as a
consequence of women’s participation. Also in chapter seven I use case studies to analyse
the influence of space on participation processes. In this chapter I compare a community
with relatively high participation of women to a community where women’s participation is
relatively low.
To guarantee the validity of the research I attempted to get a representative reflection of the
women who participate in the cooperative by involving female members and wives of
members, young women and older women. Further I tried to improve the validity by crosschecking interviews with observations, and checking my results with the experiences of
others, like the vice-manager of cooperative JFPS, the chairman of the cooperative, the
cooperative’s coordinator of the technical experts and with the participants of different
NGOs during the presentation of my preliminary results in Managua in September 2010.
Comparisons between the results of this thesis and other cases have to be done with caution
since every situation is different. What I do in this thesis is describing one particular case of
women’s participation in Achuapa as an interesting example to understand the appearance
of new gender subjectivities. The case gives a thorough insight in the opportunities for and
impacts of women’s participation in a municipality of Nicaragua.
Now that the context, population and methods are clear, in the following chapter I will
describe the conceptual framework. In this chapter I explain theories regarding
participatory approaches, power and power relations in which the participation processes
of women in Achuapa can be placed.

22

4. Participatory approaches, power and gender relations
As described in the previous chapters the research is about women’s participation in
cooperative JFPS in Achuapa, Nicaragua, in particular and the public space in general and
how this participation leads to the construction of new gender subjectivities of both men
and women. In the contemporary world of development participatory approaches receive
lots of supports, and so do gender initiatives. Some aspects of participatory approaches that
appeal to development institutions are the bottom-up approach, the focus on marginalised
poor people, the interest in local knowledge and the stress on empowerment (Henkel &
Stirrat 2001: 171, Kothari 2001: 140). However, these approaches are also criticised, among
others because the advantages are also seen as the greatest weaknesses. For example,
inclusion is an important aspect and advantage of participatory approaches, but the
inclusion of one particular group can lead to the exclusion of other groups (Mosse 1994:
522). Further, the approaches are criticised for having a narrow view of power.
Participation is always combined with new forms of power or domination, through which a
new power/knowledge situation with new social positions and power relations will appear
(Cornwall 2002: 7-8). To understand participation processes it is important to analyse the
social and power relations that construct spaces (Cornwall 2002: 6). In this conceptual
framework I will describe the understanding of participation within development, different
participatory approaches that encourage participation, the important role of power and
space within participation, participation and gender relations and the possible impacts of
women’s participation. I will finish with a section about participation in cooperatives, since
my research is about women’s participation in a cooperative.

4.1. Participation and participatory approaches
Since the mid-1980s participation has become increasingly common in the world of
development (Chambers 2004: 28). Development organisations, but also institutions like the
World Bank and the IMF adopt participation more and more in their programs to avoid
criticism of using top-down and power approaches (Kapoor 2005: 1203, Mosse 1994: 497).
Participatory approaches, that should promote participation, offer people who are often
excluded or marginalised the opportunity to share their interests, needs, local knowledge
and experiences and a chance to influence decision making. Development interventions that
are based on the participation of local people are therefore considered to be more likely to
be relevant and sustainable (Chambers 2004: 29, Kothari 2001: 139). The case of
cooperative JFPS in Nicaragua gives a clear example of how donor organisations and the
cooperative itself attempt to increase people’s participation in the cooperative, particularly
that of women, who are considered as a marginalised group.
People can participate at different stages in development programmes, for example during
the planning and implementation of projects. Related to this people can participate at
different levels. First there is non-participation. People choose not to participate at all,
because they are for example afraid that in so doing they will be bounded by rules and
norms of an organisation (Cleaver 1999: 608). Another level of participation is passive
participation, which is limited to receiving information. Third, there is active participation,
where people participate actively in projects and meetings of the organisation. A final,
fourth, level of participation is decision-making participation, where people participate in
the decision making structures of an organisation, like the board (Pal Singh 2009).
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Five common aspects of participatory development are a bottom-up approach, a stress on
empowerment, a focus on marginal people, a distrust of the state and a celebration of local
knowledge. A bottom-up approach is considered more rational to deliver the required
outcome than a top-down approach, since projects are planned and implemented by the
beneficiaries (Henkel & Stirrat 2001: 171). With a bottom-up approach participatory
development believes to be more effective in producing what is considered as ‘truth’ or at
least closer to the ‘truth’ than other less participative, top-down methods. It claims to
acquire ‘truer’ knowledge and often also to empower participants through their
involvement in the process (Kothari 2001: 140). Empowerment is an important aspect of
participatory approaches, because participation can be used as a process that enhances the
capacity of individuals to improve their own lives. The emphasis of empowerment includes
offering the poor opportunities, for example to have a voice, to share their opinions and to
participate. With this participation facilitates social change to the advantage of
disadvantaged or marginalised groups (Cleaver 1999: 598, Cornwall 2002: 2-3). Marginal
people include almost any group who can be seen as excluded from the mainstreams of
society, like women, the poor or ethnic minorities. The distrust of the state is due to the fact
that the state encourages top-down development, impedes participation and disempowers
people. NGOs and private voluntary organisations are therefore seen in participatory
development as more efficient than state bodies. Local knowledge is seen as having great
efficacy for participatory approaches, while scientific and external technical knowledge is
often presented as antipathetic to development (Henkel & Stirrat 2001: 171).
Despite all the advantages participatory approaches also receive lots of critiques. Mosse
(1994: 522) explains that the advantages, like inclusion, can also turn out to be its greatest
weaknesses. The inclusion of particular groups can lead to the exclusion of other groups.
The case of cooperative JFPS demonstrates this with women’s groups that are created to
encourage women’s participation and include more women. However, due to the project
regulations only women with savings can participate in the project. So women without
savings are excluded from participation. Besides, projects focusing exclusively on women
exclude men. Further, it is possible that people are morally bound to participate. Projects
are then still imposed by outsiders, instead of planned and implemented by beneficiaries.
The processes of inclusion and participation do not always contribute to the benefits of the
groups who were previously excluded (Kothari 2001: 142, Henkel & Stirrat 2001: 171). It is
also possible that participants notice the acceptance of their need to be ‘researched’ or
‘developed’ and therefore ‘act’ like participants (Kesby 2007: 2816). They tend to say and do
what they think is expected of them. For example, a villager leader can represent an
authoritarian figure and a woman can act upon a prescribed gender role (Kapoor 2002: 113,
Kapoor 2005: 1212). When people participate in a development project they become
constructed as ‘beneficiaries’, ‘clients’, ‘users’ or ‘citizens’ which will influence what they are
supposed to contribute or entitled to know or decide (Cornwall 2002: 8).
Nuijten (2004: 181-182) argues that participatory development programs often fail, because
they have a tendency to ignore the manners in which external interventions are influenced
by experiences from the past and how these become embedded within existing fields of
power. Therefore, Nuijten stresses the importance of studying the historical context of local
people. Relationships between people have long histories and influence the current
relationships. It is important to understand the power relations of different groups, because
then it is easier to solve conflicts or problems (Nuijten 2004, Leigh Taylor 2002: 3). Besides
history, also the space where a participatory activity is held influences participation. Spaces
have, related to their histories, strong associations that affect who will participate and who
will not (Kesby 2007: 2816). Chapter seven gives an interesting example of the influence of
24

history and space. In this chapter I analyse Nicaragua’s history and the role of space in two
different communities to explain how these two elements determine someone’s
participation in cooperative JFPS and the public space in general.
Besides the critiques described above, participatory approaches are criticised for having a
narrow view of power and domination that influence power/knowledge situations and
people’s social positions (Kapoor 2005: 1203, Mosse 1994: 497). The influence of power and
domination is discussed in more detail below in the section 4.3. ‘Participation, Power, Social
Relations and Space’. First I will describe different forms of participatory approaches that
attempt to encourage participation.

4.2. Forms of participatory approaches
A form of participatory approaches is participatory rural appraisal (PRA), where local
people can express, enhance, share and analyse their local knowledge to plan and
implement development projects (Chamber 2004: 8, 29). PRA valorises local knowledge and
aims to empower people to determine much of the agenda. PRA methods and techniques
involve among others the generation of visible public information, verification and cross
checking, the use of local materials, indigenous classification categories and limited
facilitation from outsiders. These methods and techniques should contribute to achieve that
local people who are often excluded or marginalised take over the role of facilitators and
conveners (Mosse 1994: 502, Kapoor 2002: 103-104). However, PRA, like participatory
approaches in general, also has some disadvantages. PRA attempts to maximise
participation possibilities, but this is not always well-matched with getting the best,
systematic and accurate data, because PRA is unlikely to be equally accessible or open to the
whole community. The consensus that is reached or the generated knowledge are therefore
often based on insufficient participation (Kapoor 2005: 1203-1210). Further, the
information that is collected with PRA techniques is constructed or created in social
contexts. Local knowledge is constructed, but also excluded, in ways that are strongly
influenced by existing social relationships that are determined by power and authority. In
this way participatory processes might serve to reproduce echoes of dominant knowledge
(Cornwall 2002: 9). The priorities of dominant locals or development practitioners emerge
as the views of the community and exclude the views of less dominant participants.
Development practitioners receive in this way broad discretionary powers (like intervening
in discussions and taking sides for and against participants) and superior expertise (Kesby
2007: 2816, Mosse 1994: 522, Kothari 2001: 142, 152). Employees of the cooperative JFPS
in Achuapa and its donor organisations indicated that they do not use PRAs, but the
critiques on PRA can be relevant for the cooperative. In chapter five I will describe this in
more detail by clarifying the participatory approaches that the cooperative applies.
Participatory approaches are also distinguished by the way how to use space, the place
where participation occurs. Spaces for participation can be created, opened and reshaped. In
these new spaces new rules are applied that support people to occupy spaces that were
previously denied to them and offer people who were otherwise limited to give their
opinion the opportunity to speak and be heard. Instead of inviting dominant majorities and
thus reproducing existing relations of exclusion, selective invitations seek to ensure the
participation of particular kinds of people, for example women (Cornwall 2002: 2, 7, 20).
However, as explained above the inclusion of particular groups, for instance women, can
also lead to the exclusion of other groups, in this case men. Two different kind of spaces in
which people can participate as users, citizens or beneficiaries can be distinguished. First,
there are spaces in which people are invited to participate by several authorities, for
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instance the government, NGOs or other development agencies. These spaces are
constituted by external agents who provide a frame for participation. Second, there are
spaces that emerge more naturally out of mutual interest or backgrounds. They may for
example consist of spaces in which people with common interests assemble. Cornwall
(2002: 17, 21) calls these spaces ‘sites of radical possibility’ where those who are excluded
find a place and voice. These ‘sites of radical possibility’ are constituted by participants
themselves instead of created by external agents. They exist because people have chosen to
be part of them. Since involvement in these spaces requires an act of identification these
spaces can be more exclusionary. They are for example only open to members of a particular
religion or ethnic group.

4.3. Participation, power, social relations and space
As mentioned above participatory approaches are criticised for having a narrow view of
power. As a consequence they often fail to cope with broader political and gender issues.
Foucault emphasises the importance of focusing on the role of power in participation,
because participation is always combined with new forms of domination or power since
power is everywhere, also in participation (Kapoor 2002: 101-103). This coincides with
Lefebvre’s definition of space, the area where participation takes place. He defines space as a
social product, which is not simply ‘there’ like a neutral container waiting to be filled, but is
a dynamic, humanly constructed means of control and hence of power. Social space is a
produced space that is the result of past actions and enables new actions to occur, but can
also stop other actions (Cornwall 2002: 6).
Also Bourdieu (1998: 6-7) emphasises the constructing character of space, although less
dynamic than Lefebvre and Foucault do. According to Bourdieu social space is constructed
in a way that actors are distributed in it because of their position in statistical distributions.
These distributions are based on the two principles of differentiation: economic capital and
cultural capital. Bourdieu’s idea implies that for instance professors, who are relatively
wealthier in cultural capital than in economic capital, are strongly opposed to industrial
employers, who are relatively wealthier in economic capital than in cultural capital.
Someone’s ‘habitus’ (the way how to use space) leads people to choose things that fit with
their social position and therefore with their cultural capital. It is not easy to change this
habitus, but according to Bourdieu this is possible when actors invest in different forms of
‘capital’ (social, cultural and economic) or when changes in the ‘field’ occur. For example,
when industrial employers decide to invest more in cultural capital (for instance education),
and therefore change their habitus, this will offer new opportunities and bring them
probably closer to professors (Silva 2005: 86-87). In contemporary developed societies
changes in the field (of gender) can be recognised, like women’s increased access to
education and waged labour; greater distance from reproduction because of postponements
of marriage and procreation; smaller family size; and less domestic tasks thanks to
household technologies. These changes in the field changed the habitus and offered women
opportunities to invest in other forms of capital explained Silva (2005: 91). Changing the
habitus, and therefore social space, is difficult because this only works when an actor
himself/herself decides to invest in different forms of capital. The habitus will not change
when others push an actor to change by using for example campaigns or giving training.
Social and daily practices are more important for change than training (Bourdieu 1998). In
chapter six and seven I will explain how the field have changed in Achuapa, how this led to
women’s investments in social, economic and cultural capital and which impact these
investments have.
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Foucault, Lefebvre and Bourdieu all emphasise the importance of analysing the social and
power relations that construct spaces to make sense of the participation in these spaces
(Cornwall 2002: 6). According to Kesby (2007: 2815-2816) participation is a form of power
which is not only in the hands of experts and outsiders, but also distributed among
participants. Power is not only found at macro and central levels or limited to the elite, but
also at micro level and possessed by local people. According to Foucault power must be
analysed as something that circulates or that functions in the form of a chain. This analysis
requires a shift from a focus on the centre and national institutions to a focus on local and
micro-points of power, or as Lefebvre proposes, looking at the social and power relations
that constitute spaces. Power can be analysed through the creation of social norms or
customs (Kothari 2001: 141, 151). This idea disrupts Chambers’ view of the world, in which
the world is structured in terms of binary opposition. Binary oppositions or dichotomies are
for example micro and macro, local and central, powerless and powerful, where the former
are the subjects of power and the latter are sites and holders of power (Kothari 2001: 141,
Henkel & Stirrat 2001: 175). Chambers believes that when those who are powerful
(development practitioners) step down to disempower themselves, others (local people)
will be empowered. However, this idea is criticised for being ‘voluntarist’ because it relies
too much on the good intentions of facilitators, while local people are presented as passive
instead of active objects, although they also possess power (Kapoor 2002: 110-111, Kapoor
2005: 1207). Instead of some having power and others not, Foucault sees all individuals as
vehicles of power (Kothari 2001: 141).
Further, Foucault explains that participatory approaches are arenas of power where
participants are presupposed and shaped from the very beginning (Henkel & Stirrat 2001:
179). Through space making, space shaping and space taking people are positioned and
repositioned in new emergent spaces and already existed spaces in which participation
takes place. The production of spaces with new rules can create heterotopias, as Foucault
calls it, where new ways of behaving and being apply. By this, participation creates a more
radical reconfiguration of relationships and responsibilities with new forms of interactions
and new possibilities (Cornwall 2002: 1, 5-7). Participation thus leads to new
power/knowledge situations where people adopt new subject positions (or subjectivities)
and where new power relations appear. Subjectivities are the effect of something, for
instance an effect of the discourse of women’s participation. New gender subjectivities are
constructed on the basis of changed power/knowledge situations and how people react
upon these changes. Participation offers the opportunity to understand reality again and to
construct oneself as a new subjectivity (Cornwall 2002: 7-8). According to Foucault it is
impossible to predict the consequences of participation, because beforehand it cannot be
foreseen which domination or power/knowledge situation will appear. The challenge for
development practitioners is therefore to reveal new power/knowledge situations to
understand better the new relationships and socioeconomic power structures (Kapoor
2002: 103, Henkel & Stirrat 2001: 179).
New power/knowledge situations will appear when gender empowerment is encouraged in
a certain situation, because this will influence power relations between men and women,
but also overall power relations in the village and the region, and offers men and women
new social positions or gender subjectivities. A way of encouraging gender empowerment
can be participation of women, since participation can be used as a process that enhances
the capacity of individuals to improve their lives (Cleaver 1999: 598). In the next section I
will describe in more detail the barriers that women face to participate and how new
power/knowledge situations appear when women do participate in development projects.
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4.4. Gender relations and participation
Women’s participation in development is often limited because of strong gender roles,
gender divisions of labour and gender inequalities. In general men are supposed to be more
involved in activities outside the home and to be assertive, competitive and tough, while
women are often supposed to be more concerned with taking care of the home, children and
people in general. Women are supposed to take the tender roles. This role pattern is
justified on the basis of women’s childbearing function. Women first bore the children and
then usually breastfed them. Therefore, women are often restricted to the domestic sphere
where they stay close to the children. Men are freer to move around and thus often work
outside (Hofstede 1991, Ruchwarger 1989: 83). Regarding labour in agriculture, in general
men carry out the heavy physical work like land preparation and jobs at distant locations,
while women undertake the repetitious, time-consuming tasks like weeding and work that
is close to the home (Prakash 1999: 2-4, Mayoux 1995: 252). However, agricultural tasks are
not in all countries divided in the same way. For example, in most African countries women
are independent farmers and often trade is in their hands, while in many countries in Asia,
Latin America and Europe this is particularly done by men. Trade, however, is in many Latin
American countries also an important activity of women. Thus, the idea that the
specialisation of male and female tasks is related to physic differences between men and
women is proved wrong when comparing different countries. Whether an activity is a
female or male task rather depends on the region’s farming systems, customs and history
than on physic differences (Boserup 1970: 32, 96, Boserup 1990: 154-155). Further, it is
possible that male and female tasks change. For example, when a former female activity
becomes a mechanised operation men take over this activity. This will lead to an increase of
food crops that therefore change into cash crops (Boserup 1990: 156, 164). In chapter five is
described in more detail how the commercialisation of a former food crop can lead to
exploitation of women and children by men.
The above described gender division of labour and masculine domination coincide with the
Kabyle House which is based on the life of the Berbers, a group living in North Africa,
studied by Bourdieu in the 1960s. With the Kabyle House Bourdieu illustrates the domestic
life of the Berbers by describing how the divisions between the different spaces of the house,
and between the house and the outside world, mirror male and female culture (Bourdieu
1998: 92). During day time men occupy spaces outside the house, where public life and
farming work take place. In the house they occupy the upper part, where room is for social
activities. On the opposite side women are responsible for most of the activities that belong
to the dark, colder and lower part of the house, like carrying water and wood. They are
represented as mothers and homemakers. These ‘female spaces’ can be found in the house
and its garden. When a man spends much time at home during day time he is considered as
suspected and ridiculous. The lower part of the house is always full of people and animals
during the night, but men and circumcised boys sleep outside the house. In the Kabyle
society women are subordinated to a social structure that is completely organised according
to a hierarchical division between men and women. While men are subjects women are
objects of exchange. As objects they have to contribute to the expansion of the symbolic
capital held by men (Bourdieu 1998: 92, Silva 2005: 84-86, 96). This is the result of the
continuous structure of domination between men and women that has been maintained
through history and social spaces. According to Bourdieu (1998: 69) the family plays a key
role in the maintenance of social order, because it reproduces the structure of social spaces
and social relations. Silva (2005: 100) criticises Bourdieu for not having a conception of
dynamic relations that can change the family. She argues that according to Bourdieu things
that happen to individuals do not seem to affect the family. However, according to Bourdieu
(1998) people’s habitus change when the field change and they invest in different forms of
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capital. For example, when parents invest in their children’s education this will not only
affect the children, but also offers the parents more income and better future perspectives.
So, here Bourdieu contradicts Silva again. In chapter six and seven I elaborate more on this
by analysing people’s investments in different forms of capital and the change of their
habitus.
There is little recognition of women’s actual or potential contribution to the economic, social
and cultural domains. Women’s work is often not mentioned in reports, because work in the
household is often seen as part of a woman’s duty as wife and mother, rather than an
employment to be accounted for in the household and national economy. As a consequence,
women’s contribution is often poorly understood and underestimated (Prakash 1999: 2-5).
Participation in projects can increase the recognition of women’s underestimated
contribution and, as described above, improve their position in the family and wider
community (Mayoux 1995: 246). However, women often face barriers to participate in
projects due to the gender division of labour.
Since women often have to carry out domestic work, they do not have time to participate in
other activities. Especially for women with small children it is difficult to participate publicly
(Ahmad 1998: 35, Pal Singh 2009, Mayoux 1995: 246, Prakash 2003: 9, Cleaver 1999: 607).
It is argued that women’s participation opportunities increase when fertility rates decline
and the average age at marriage rises (Ahmad 1998: 35-36, Agarwal 1997: 27). However,
Mayoux (1995: 246) clarifies that women, also when they have fewer children, still lack time
to participate. Compared to men women have in general less free time than male members
of the same household. While men can ask family members to allow them time for
participation in other activities, women are generally unable to ask this. Therefore,
increasing women’s participation may lead to an increase in their workload and decrease
the time available for leisure and other activities (Mayoux 1995: 246, Agarwal 1997: 27).
The women participating in cooperative JFPS also indicated that their workload doubled if
they participate in cooperative activities. Also, when women have time to participate, it
takes time away from production or other activities and therefore participation has
potential costs (Mayoux 1995: 246, Prakash 2003: 3, Cleaver 1999: 607). On the other hand,
changing attitudes of family members, especially parents and husbands, towards a more
positive trend can support women’s participation. Particularly when husbands undertake
more domestic work, women have more time to participate in projects (Ahmad 1998: 36,
Pal Singh 2009). In chapter seven this is illustrated with a clear example of the twenty-eightyear-old Carolina who is able to study and participate because her husband takes care of the
home and their child. Another limitation on women’s freedom of movement is the fear of
violence by men. Women who are emotionally or materially dependent on their relationship
with a man are often prevented from undertaking any activities outside the home or without
his permission (Mayoux 1995: 247). These women know that their husbands may use
violence when they do not obey or for instance leave the house (Gutmann 1996: 207).
Besides time and mobility another barrier for participation is a lack of required skills, formal
education and resources. According to Mayoux, poorer women and women from low status
social groups face most barriers to participate. Hence, participation in decision-making and
management is earlier done by women with relatively higher levels of education and fewer
or no family commitments (Mayoux 1995: 246-249, Cleaver 1999: 607). Another barrier for
participation is ownership of land. Although during the World Food Summit of 1996 in an
international agreement is specified that women should have a full and equal participation
in the economy, including secure and equal access to credit, land and water, women still do
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not have equal rights to land as men (Prakash 2003: 3-5, Agarwal 1997: 25). See the next
section for more information about women and access to land.
When women are able to overcome the barriers for participation a new power/knowledge
situation already occurred because women are offered with opportunities that they did not
have in the past. Power relations and social relations have been changed in a way that
contributes to the participation possibilities of women. Possibly the attitudes of family
members have been changed towards a more positive attitude that supported women’s
participation (Ahmad 1998: 36, Pal Singh 2009). Like described before, participation of
women in development is particularly important, because it can be a way of breaking down
their isolation in the home. Further, participation offers social benefits like creating or
extending a network and enhance their position in the family and wider community
(Mayoux 1995: 246). Another advantage of women’s participation is that the benefits do not
only flow to women, but also to the entire household and the larger community (Agarwal
1997: 39). Nicolas Cortez, the manager of cooperative JFPS in Nicaragua expressed this as
follows: “When a man sells sesame he often keeps a part of the money or he uses it to drink
beers in the pub. Instead of taking along a beer for his wife he returns smelling of booze and
with less money. Women, on the other hand, are more responsible and share the money
equally with their family members.”
Women’s participation, however, can also have negative consequences. Like described
before, participation may lead to an increase in women’s workload and decrease the time
available for leisure and other activities. Participation therefore has potential costs (Mayoux
1995: 246, Agarwal 1997: 27). It is also possible that someone’s position in the family and
wider community gets worse when she participates because men do not accept the
participation of their wives. As a consequence an increase of violence and divorces can occur
(Mayoux 1995: 247). When women participate they often become aware of their rights and
like to be more independent. An increase of independence of women from their husbands
can lead to contradictions and confusion in men’s masculinities. Instead of accepting their
wives’ independence it occurs that men react violently to resolve these contradictions and
this confusion (Gutmann 1996: 235). It also happens that independent women who have
endured spousal abuse for decades issue ultimatums to their husbands. If these are not met
women may divorce from their husbands (Gutmann 1996: 235, 254). I just described that
women’s position in society possibly gets worse when she participates and as a consequence
divorces, but in chapter six with the example of Doña Lucia I will illustrate that someone’s
position and life can also improve after a divorce.
Often men’s behaviour towards women is based on gender inequalities that are generally
determined by ideological, social, cultural and religious systems. Especially in these
situations, women’s participation is only possible when gender inequalities decline, because
these can contribute to a change of attitude of men and more independence for women. To
achieve (more) gender equality a long-term process is necessary, where cultural, social,
religious, political and economic norms undergo fundamental change (Prakash 1999: 6,
Mayoux 1995: 253). Such a fundamental change, or transformation of the nature of a
discourse, can be encouraged by different tactics. Above I described how the creation of
spaces with new rules can offer new opportunities and include people who were excluded
before. However, for transforming the nature of a discourse, more is needed than the
creation of spaces and inclusion of particular people within these spaces. These tactics might
be popular education, assertiveness training, building skills of argumentation and providing
people with information about their rights, but also other means of communication like
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theatre to disrupt old rules by establishing new terms of engagement (Cornwall 2002: 2728).
Since my research is about the participation of women in a cooperative, it is also important
to know more about how people, especially women, participate in cooperatives. In the next
section I describe this in more detail.

4.5. Participation in cooperatives
Cooperatives are collaborations between for example farmers (members) who produce
similar crops like in cooperative JFPS, but can also be collaborations between for instance
tourism operators. Cooperatives attempt to increase the productivity and income of their
producers and to provide them with more political power (Mayoux 1993). Members of a
cooperative obtain different benefits because of their membership, for example the
exchange of experience and knowledge with other members or access to projects that are
organised and implemented by cooperatives. These projects can be related to agriculture
like technical assistance, trainings and credits, but also to health, consumer supplies,
housing and transport. Further, cooperatives often deliver diversified services like a fund for
emergencies and projects for women’s groups (Leigh Taylor 2002: 19-21).
There are both mixed-sex cooperatives and cooperatives only for women. Participation of
women in mixed cooperatives is often low, because women feel more comfortable and vocal
in cooperatives where only women participate (Agarwal 1997: 34). In cooperative JFPS it
also appeared that most women feel more secure to participate in activities with only
women than in activities with men. Even when women participate in mixed-sex cooperative
they are hardly only involved in special women’s activities, where they do not have to
compete with men (Mayoux 1995: 251-253). Further, women frequently face inequality in
mixed cooperatives. The reason for this is that women often face difficulties to possess
ownership of land and membership in cooperatives, because of discriminatory laws. These
barriers for obtaining land cause problems when women attempt to acquire membership in
cooperatives. As a consequence their contribution in cooperatives is not formally recognised
and as a result they do not receive the same benefits as men. In other cases only widows can
be members of cooperatives, as land is hardly ever registered in women’s names. In some
cooperatives a requisite for membership is being head of the household. Since men are often
head of the household, only men can be formal members in these cooperatives and be
entitled to cooperative benefits. It is also possible that membership is based on ownership
or pooling of resources, which has as a consequence the exclusion of very poor and married
women (Mayoux 1995: 246, Prakash 2003: 9). Although these requisites may be important
for other cases, the employees and members of cooperative JFPS indicated that these do not
apply for this cooperative, because ownership of land and being head of the household are
not requisites for cooperative JFPS anymore. In chapter five I elaborate on this in more
detail and describe which requisites of the cooperative indeed are obstacles.
Since women are actively involved in the process of food production, processing and
marketing, cooperatives are agencies that hold large potential for their development
(Prakash 2003: 13). Therefore cooperatives have a challenge to help accelerate the
participation of women in their organisational and business activities (Mayoux 1993). The
participation of women in cooperatives can be encouraged when they are involved at the
very beginning, because then they can support other women. A critical mass of women will
be effective and sustainable for participation in mixed cooperatives (Agarwal 1997: 39).
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4.6. Concluding remarks on participatory approaches, power and gender relations
To support people’s participation in development participatory approaches are applied.
These approaches receive lots of supports from development organisations like NGOs and
institutions such as the World Bank and the IMF (Chambers 2004: 28). However, despite all
the advantages (bottom-up approach, stress on empowerment and including people who are
often marginalised) the approaches are also criticised (Henkel & Stirrat 2001: 171, Cleaver
1999: 598, Cornwall 2002: 2-3). The advantages of participatory approaches are at the same
time considered as its greatest weaknesses. For example, through including particular
groups other groups are excluded. (Mosse 1994: 522). The participatory approaches also
receive critique for ignoring the historical context and the space in which a participation
activity takes place. It is important to study these aspects because the historical context of
local people and space have an impact on the current relationships and power relations and
influence who will participate and who will not (Kesby 2007: 2816, Nuijten 2004 181-182).
Some spaces are more considered as ‘male spaces’ and therefore rather have an
overrepresentation of men, while other spaces are more ‘female spaces’ and therefore
rather have more women’s participation (Bourdieu 1998: 92). Finally, participatory
approaches are criticised for having a narrow view of power. Participation is always
combined with new forms of power or domination that influence power/knowledge
situations and people’s social positions (Kapoor 2002: 101-103, Cornwall 2002: 7-8). Power
is everywhere, so also in participation, and not only in the hands of experts and the elite, but
also among participants or local people (Kesby 2007: 2815-2816). Foucault, Lefebvre and
Bourdieu emphasise to concentrate at the local and micro-points of power and analyse the
social and power relations that construct spaces to make sense of the participation in these
spaces (Cornwall 2002: 6, Kothari 2001: 141, 151). Foucault adds that participatory
approaches are arenas of power where participants are presupposed and shaped from the
very beginning (Henkel & Stirrat 2001: 179). Participation offers new experiences which
subsequently offers the opportunity to understand reality again and to construct oneself as
a new subjectivity. Therefore, participation leads to new power/knowledge situations
where people get new subject positions (or gender subjectivities) and where new power
relations will appear (Cornwall 2002: 7-8).
New power/knowledge situations will appear when, for instance, a discourse of women’s
participation is encouraged because women are offered with opportunities that they did not
have in the past. For example, through participating in a cooperative they will obtain new
knowledge, extend their networks and become independent economically. This will
influence power relations between men and women, but also overall power relations in the
community, village and region, and offers men and women new social positions or gender
subjectivities (Cleaver 1999: 598). However, it is often not that easy to encourage women’s
participation because women often face barriers to participate. I already described that a
strong gender division of labour implies ‘male and female spaces’. Although ‘male and
female spaces’ are not the same all over the world, in general men are more involved in
activities outside the home, while women participate in activities in and close to the home.
As a consequence of this gender division women often face more barriers than men to
participate in a cooperative or other activities outside the home (Hofstede 1991,
Ruchwarger 1989: 83). Further, it occurs that women are limited by their husbands to leave
the house, but there are also women who personally do not want to leave the house
(Mayoux 1995: 247). Changing attitudes of women and their family members can support
women to overcome the barriers to participate in the public space. Particularly when
husbands undertake more domestic activities women will have more time to participate in
other activities (Ahmad 1998: 36, Pal Singh 2009). However, once women are able to
become part of a participation process they often still face barriers to participate. Women’s
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workload will for example double because they participate in new activities, but their
household activities continue as well (Mayoux 1995: 246). Often this is for women who do
not participate a reason for their non-participation. Further women face barriers to
participate because they cannot pay the potential costs of participation. When they
participate in a cooperative activity they lose time for other activities (Prakash 2003: 3).
This is a barrier also faced by men, but since men have generally more free time than female
members of the same household this is a less burdensome for men (Mayoux 1995: 246,
Agarwal 1997: 27).
Women’s participation in development, however, is considered as particularly important
because women’s benefits generally do not flow to only themselves, but also to the entire
household and larger community(Agarwal 1997: 39). Therefore encouraging women’s
participation plays an important role in the policies of many development programmes
(Kapoor 2002: 103). Cooperatives are agencies that hold large potential for women’s
participation because women are actively involved in the process of food production,
processing and marketing (Prakash 2003: 13).
During my fieldwork in Achuapa, Nicaragua, I used this conceptual framework about
participatory approaches, power and gender relations to investigate women’s participation
in cooperative JFPS in particular, but also in the public space in general. This framework
helped me to study how and which new gender subjectivities (social/subject positions)
appear as a consequence of women’s participation and which impact these subjectivities
have on someone’s living conditions and personal development. The framework also helped
me to analyse why women’s participation in the cooperative and public space is less
compared to that of men. In the next three chapters I will describe the participation of
women in Achuapa and how this can lead to the appearance of new gender subjectivities.
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5. Participation in cooperative JFPS
In this first empirical chapter I describe how people participate in cooperative JFPS and
how their participation is supported by the cooperative. I start with some definitions given
by cooperative members and employees to illustrate what participation means for them. In
the second section I describe the participants and their motivation for participation. Then
the different levels of participation within the cooperative follow to have an idea how
people are involved in the cooperative. In the fourth section the obstacles to participation
are discussed, particularly those that women face. These examples give an explanation why
women are underrepresented in the cooperative. The cooperative has fourty-two female
members compared to 229 male members. As described in chapter two, about the context
of the research, currently the cooperative is supporting women’s participation. In the last
two sections I will discuss how the cooperative stimulates people to participate and which
particular activities it undertakes regarding women’s participation. I will also illustrate to
what extent the cooperative and its donor organisations apply participatory approaches.

5.1. Definitions of participation
During most of the interviews the question I asked was what participation means for people,
to understand how the concept is considered. The members of the cooperative, both men
and women, explained participation as participating in a meeting, training, project, technical
assistance, women’s group, assembly, committee or board. Most members consider
participation as being involved in an activity of the cooperative, but some members clarified
that participation in only one activity is not enough because it is too passive. They argue that
participation means being involved in all the aspects of the cooperative, or at least most of it.
As explained in chapter four there are four levels of participation: non- participation,
passive participation, active participation and decision-making participation (Cleaver 1999:
608, Pal Singh 2009). Especially the last three levels can be recognised in the definitions of
the cooperative’s members.
The employees of the cooperative, like the manager, vice-manager and technical experts,
also recognise these forms of participation but emphasise that the cooperative especially
looks for active and decision-making participation of all the members, men and women. It
incorporates everything from the production in the field to participation in a training and
from having credits to being member of one of the decision making bodies. The vicemanager Erica Pérez explained that participation is not only being a member, but as a
member someone has to be involved actively in the cooperative and share his/her ideas to
encourage the development of the cooperative and with this his/her own development. The
manager Nicolas Cortez added that when ninety percent of the members attend an assembly
this does not mean that the participation of members is ninety percent too. When only half
of them give their opinions there is participation of fourty-five percent of the members. The
other participants only listen and see which decisions other people take. Technical expert
Luiz described this as assisting an assembly, meeting or training. Assisting is different than
participating, because with participation someone is active during the activity and applies
the obtained knowledge into practice. With assisting someone is not able to do that,
explained Luiz. Although the cooperative particularly looks for active and decision-making
participation of all members, only twenty percent of the members is considered as active
participants by the technical experts, the manager and the vice-manger. Later in this chapter
I will explain how exactly people participate in the cooperative and which obstacles they
face to participate. First I will explain people’s motivation to participate in the next section.
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5.2. Participants of cooperative JFPS and their motivation to participate
In chapter two about the context of the research I already described that the cooperative
has 271 members. Most of them are men (229 members) while there is an
underrepresentation of women (fourty-two women, fifteen percent). However, the
members are not the only people who participate in the cooperative. It is also possible to
participate as a husband, a wife or a child of a cooperative member. In most families where
the woman is member, her husband also participates, but the other way around is less
common. Approximately sixty wives and daughters of male members participate in the
cooperative. Further, there are also clients who participate in the cooperative, but in a
passive way since they only receive credits. These clients are also overrepresented by men.
In this chapter later I will describe why women are underrepresented in the cooperative.
First I will explain the reasons why people, and especially women, associate themselves or
participate in the cooperative.
As described in chapter three about the research population, most of the women who
participate in the cooperative live, like most members and clients, in the rural areas of
Achuapa and are farmers who produce for their own consumption and marketing. Another
group does not produce for the cooperative, but is member to receive commercial credits
which they can use to set up a business, like a shop. These people live especially in the
urban area of Achuapa (Achuapa village) and have their businesses close to or in their
houses. The other members receive credits as well, but these are agricultural credits. Some
members receive both agricultural as commercial credits. Receiving credits of the
cooperative is often one of the most important reasons to participate in the cooperative,
because without the credits people often are not able to work due to the fact that they do
not possess sufficient money. The credits make the work easier since people’s production
can be bigger and better and the benefits will be higher. This coincides with cooperatives’
objective to increase the productivity and income of its producers (Mayoux 1993).
Another important reason is that through participation people can work together with and
relate to other people. As a group they feel stronger and have the idea that people take
them more into account. The cooperative feels like a certainty and security that supports
them. Most people explained that as members they have more access and rights, because
the cooperative will try to help them when they need financial support for example.
However, it is not only the cooperative that supports its members. A cooperative also needs
its members to function and continue its work. María, a thirty-year-old member, explained
that she likes this idea of mutual benefits and therefore became a member of the
cooperative. Other members told me that as a member or a participant of the cooperative
they hope to obtain knowledge and information because they can participate in projects,
training and exchanges and receive technical assistance. During these activities they do not
only obtain knowledge from the technical experts, but also from the other participants with
whom they share their ideas and experiences, which is also argued in chapter four where I
described the conceptual framework (Leigh Taylor 2002: 19-21). This knowledge should
contribute to an improved production that will lead to more benefits and subsequently to
development for the family.
The above mentioned reasons to participate count for both the female and male members
who I interviewed. There are also some reasons that particularly count for women. Some
women want to be a member to be independent economically. Being dependent upon a
husband who is unwilling to honour his obligations, limits a woman’s access to other
inputs. For example, if a man does not share the income with his wife she has no access to
credit, because to receive a credit she needs cash income (Boserup 1990: 244). A man’s
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unwillingness to honour his obligation can also affect the children. Boserup (1970: 93)
describes in her book ‘Woman’s Role in Development’ an example of women in a town in
Ghana. These women have to cultivate because they need the farming and trade profits to
support themselves and their children. The money they receive from their husbands is only
enough to cook for their husbands. Also women in Achuapa are often economically
dependent of their husbands who do not equally share the money with their family
members. These women do not want to ask their husbands for money and therefore decide
to grow their own products or run their own businesses. As member of the cooperative
they can receive financial support and sell their products to the cooperative. This income
they can use to support themselves and their children, for instance the payment of their
studies. Doña Victoria, treasurer of the cooperative’s board of directors, explained that
because of her participation in different organisations, including cooperative JFPS, and the
small business that she runs all her five children could study at the university. Also Luciak
(2001: 29) stresses women’s motivation to participate to achieve a better future for their
children.
There are also women who want to be a member to be recognised by their family and
community members. As described in the conceptual framework (chapter four) there is
little recognition of women’s actual or potential contribution to the economic, social and
cultural domains. Work in the household is often seen as part of a woman’s duty as wife
and mother rather than an employment to be accounted for in the household and national
economy. As a consequence, their contribution is often poorly understood and
underestimated (Prakash 1999: 2-5). Also the subsistence food crops that women produce
are neglected in studies, while these studies do focus on cash crops produced by men
(Boserup 1990: 171). As Mayoux (1995: 246) argues, participation in projects can increase
the recognition of women’s underestimated contribution and improve their position in the
family and wider community. So, some women in Achuapa decide to become a member of
the cooperative, because they hope that as a member they will receive support of the
cooperative and subsequently benefits, which their family members will appreciate.
However, also if women are a cooperative member they sometimes still experience that
their work is less valued than that of their husband or other family members. For example
Doña Isabel, who is member of the cooperative’s board of directors, struggles to be
recognised by her family. She told me that she thinks that her work (domestic activities and
cultivating some crops on the land close to the house) is less valued by her husband and
other family members than the activities of her husband (cultivation on the land at a larger
distance from home). She also experiences that her husband does not value her work as
member of the board of directors.
Many women who participate as wife or daughter of a member think about becoming a
member as well, because as a member they have more rights and access. Members can
request credits more easily and they have ‘voice and vote’ since they have a right to vote.
Therefore, people have the idea that members are taken into account more than clients or
husbands, wives or children of a member.

5.3. Different levels of participation in cooperative JFPS
People can participate at different levels in cooperative JFPS. First of all, people can make
use of the different services that the cooperative offers, like financial support (credits and
an emergency fund), savings, a shop to sell and buy products, projects, training, technical
assistance, an acupuncture clinic and education. Furthermore people can participate in the
assemblies, as a member of a committee or board and as an elected member or a delegate.
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These people participate in the decision-making bodies of the cooperative. Below I will
describe every service and people’s participation in it in more detail. I will finish this
section with a paragraph about participation in the decision-making bodies.
5.3.1. Credits
The cooperative provides credits for agriculture and marketing. The cooperative’s credits
are popular because of the low interest rate compared to other banks. Agricultural credits
have an interest rate of twelve percent and for commercial credits the interest rate is fifteen
percent. Nearly all the cooperative members receive credits from the cooperative. I only
spoke with one woman who never received credits, because she never needed them. For her
it is more important to participate in the projects and receive technical assistance to
improve her agricultural capacities. The person responsible for portfolio and dept collection
told that in total 460 people, both members and clients, currently receive credits from the
cooperative, among whom 104 women (twenty-three percent).4
People can apply for credits as often as they want, but it depends on their payment whether
they receive it or not. People first have to pay off their credit before they can receive new
credits. Most producers indicated that they have problems to repay the credits, also with the
relatively low interest rate. It is especially difficult to pay after a bad harvest due to natural
phenomena like a rainy season with too little or too much rain. Despite of the problems with
the payment of the credits, the members consider the credits as a support for themselves
and their families. As mentioned before, receiving credits is important for the members,
since it allows them to work easier, have a bigger production and have more benefits (Leigh
Taylor 2002: 19-21). In general people use the benefits for education and medical costs, to
construct their farm or house and buy food, clothes, medicines and cattle.
5.3.2. Emergency fund
The emergency fund is a credit with an interest rate of fifteen percent. It differs from the
credits described in the previous paragraph because this credit can be provided
immediately when a member needs it for resolving for example a health problem or the
decease of a family member. To receive the agricultural and commercial credits someone
first has to wait for the acceptance of the responsible person for portfolio and dept
collection and the credit committee. The outcomes of the interviews show that the majority
of the respondents do not know that the cooperative has an emergency fund.
Communication seems not to be very good in this respect.
5.3.3. Savings
The cooperative offers its members the opportunity to have a savings account at the
cooperative, but only a few members have this. The producers indicated that they do not
have opportunities (or money) to save. The few people with savings have a guarantee that
they can use in the case of an emergency, like a health problem, the decease of a family
member or the payment of their children’s studies. Based on the interviews I cannot tell
whether there are more women or men with savings in the cooperative, or the other way
around. Almost all the members indicated that it is nearly impossible to save. However,
several women told me that in general women have a stronger willingness to save than men,
especially to have a back up to pay for the education of their children.

4

According to him this number is reasonable, but I consider this as an obvious underrepresentation of women.
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5.3.4. Shop to sell and buy products
The members sell their products, like beans, corn, sesame and cattle to the cooperative.
Especially the sale of sesame provides benefits to the producers because of the large market
for sesame. Moreover the producers share the benefits of the sesame production of the
whole cooperative, which they can use for improving or repairing their farm and to buy food
and clothes. The fourty-one producers of organic sesame also receive a premium of ten
dollars for every quintal (one hundred kilograms) handed over to the cooperative. The idea
of this premium is that it not only helps the member and his/her family, but also the whole
community. The assembly decides for which objective the premium will be used, for
instance the construction of a school or road.
Besides selling their products, people can also buy products (soap, sugar, rice, oil etcetera)
in the shop of the cooperative. The opinions about this shop are divided. Some members
think that the prices are right, although others think that the prices are higher compared to
other shops and therefore they do not buy their products in the cooperative shop. Another
reason for not buying in the shop is the distance. However, I also spoke with people living
far away from Achuapa, for example four hours by horse or on foot, who come especially to
Achuapa to buy products in the cooperative shop. They prefer buying in the cooperative
shop because they consider it as a service and benefit for the members.
5.3.5. Projects and training
The cooperative executes different projects. Often these are projects of donor organisations.
For example in 2010, in cooperation with Raleigh International cooperative JFPS executed
some water projects in a few communities of Achuapa. The cooperative also worked on the
fair trade and organic production of coffee in collaboration with Oxfam Belgium. In this
same year it also started a four year project in cooperation with ICCO and ECODES, called
‘Development of Diversified Farms, 2010-2013’. The aim of the project is that at least one
hundred associated families diversify their farms. People have to produce different products
to ensure that they do not depend on one product. Another aspect of this project is the
implementation of a gender policy in the cooperative. This policy should result in more
women participation in general and an increase of decision making by women. According to
the project conditions women participation in cooperative JFPS have to be at least thirty
percent at the end of 2014 (in 2010 this percentage was fifteen percent), also in the decision
making bodies. Further, women have to participate as direct beneficiaries in the process of
diversifying the farm. Not only men should participate in trainings but also women (JFPS
2009).
There are five sectors in which people can diversify: fruits, vegetables, coffee, beekeeping
and sesame. It is important that women are represented and registered in these five sectors,
so they are direct beneficiaries in the process of diversifying the farm. However, in every
sector women are underrepresented. In a way this makes sense, because for example coffee
and sesame are crops that in general are cultivated more by men in Nicaragua since these
crops often grow at larger distances from someone’s home and the work is physically
heavier. Moreover, cash crops, which sesame and coffee are, are in general grown by men
(Boserup 1990: 164). However, other sectors, like fruits, vegetables and beekeeping are also
overrepresented by men, while working within these sectors perfectly fits the tasks that
women generally do, because it can be done close to the house. In the group of fruits eleven
women and seventeen men are registered; the group that works with vegetables is
represented by two women and sixteen men; only one woman and twenty-five men are
registered in the coffee sector; the group of beekeeping consists of one woman and twentytwo men; and in the group of sesame six women and thirty men participate. Indirectly more
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men and women participate in every sector because often family members participate in the
production process as well. For example regarding beekeeping men get honey from the hive
while women commercialise the honey. So in the end the whole family benefits, but this is
not enough according to the project conditions. The gender promoter of the ICCO-project
‘Programa Cadenas de Valor y Participación Ciudana’ (‘Value Chains and Citizen Participation
Programme’) stressed that it is important that women’s work is more recognised and
therefore they need to be registered as direct beneficiaries of the project, particularly in
beekeeping. She clarified that there are numerous other cooperatives where women are
overrepresented in beekeeping, also in getting the honey from the hive, because it is an
activity that perfectly fits to other tasks that women often have. The technical experts
declared that the overrepresentation of men in cooperative JFPS’ beekeeping is a
consequence of women’s fear for bees because they sting. Therefore men do not want that
their wives work with beekeeping. For the gender promoter of the ICCO-project this is not a
valid reason because with beekeeper clothes women have the same protection as men. So,
she advised that the cooperative encourages an increase in the number of women in the
whole beekeeping process and tries to convince men that this task can be done perfectly
well by women.
When members participate in a project they receive support and training. For example the
water projects deliver pumps and wells to the participants so they have access to water.
Further, the members added, as also described in the conceptual framework in chapter four,
that through training they obtain knowledge and information from the technical experts
who give the training, but also from exchanging experiences with other participants (Leigh
Taylor 2002: 19-21). Subsequently they put this knowledge into practice to improve their
production. One member explained that she teaches her family and community the
knowledge that she obtains from the cooperative, so more people can benefit from her
participation in training and projects. The training is quite important according to the
cooperative’s producers, because they learn important things that they would not have
known without training. A member told me that he would never had work with organic
agriculture without the cooperative’s training, because he did not know how to treat crops
in a non-chemical way. Another member explained that he obtained knowledge about pest
management which helped him to solve problems. This knowledge contributes to better
production profit that subsequently supports to a better quality of life (Mayoux 1993).
The representation and the way of participation of men and women in a training depends on
the subject of the training. As described above some crops are grown more by men and
others more by women. For example training regarding coffee and sesame have an
overrepresentation of men, because these crops are also grown more by men. Compared to
the women who produce sesame and coffee there are more women who produce fruits and
vegetables, but there are still more men who produce these crops. So the training regarding
these crops are not overrepresented by women either. The representation of men and
women is either fifty-fifty or men form a majority. Also in beekeeping, which is considered
as a sector in which women can perfectly work, women are extremely underrepresented.
The only subject in which women are overrepresented is training regarding gender.
Sometimes there are also gender workshops with only women, but there never have been
workshops with only men. The workshops are held with only women, because gender is a
sensitive subject and it became clear that women talk more and more freely without men.
However, gender is not only about women, but about men and women and actually the
whole family. Luciak (2001: xiii) explains that gender is not a synonym for women. He also
emphasises that a gender analysis is not against men, but seeks to understand relations
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between men and women. So it is important to talk about this topic with both men and
women and have an equal participation of men and women.
Summarising, in general men are overrepresented during a training. They are also the ones
who mainly speak and share their ideas during meetings. Nevertheless, the women who
participate in a meeting often give their opinion or ask questions, because in general these
women are less shy and want to make use of the opportunities that they get. Due to the fact
that there are less women it seems that men participate more actively during meetings. I
also noticed that women who do not speak during meetings with both men and women do
speak during meetings with only women. A female member explained that these women do
not speak during mixed-sex meetings because they are afraid to say something wrong.
According to her, men are often considered as having more knowledge about the
cooperative and agriculture and therefore some women are afraid to say something during
meetings with men. However, I also heard that nowadays increasingly more men feel
overruled by women with their strong opinions and firm knowledge.
The majority of the members participated one or more times in the projects and training of
the cooperative. However, there are also members who never participated in a project,
because they never have been invited. They think that they were not invited because they
live far away, but sometimes I heard that their neighbours did participate. One woman told
me that the cooperative and Raleigh International executed a water project in her
community, but she did not benefit from the project because she lives at the border of her
community. This is an example of the exclusion that is sometimes involved in participation
processes (Henkel & Stirrat 2001: 171).
5.3.6. Technical assistance
The majority of the cooperative’s producers receive technical assistance. This implies that a
technical expert visits the producer to help for example with pest management, preparing
nurseries, planting crops and making terraces. These visits can be weekly but also monthly,
depending on what the member wants and the availability of the technical experts. Both
male and female members receive technical assistance, but it is also common that a woman
is member and the technical expert comes to the farm and gives the assistance to her
husband. Technical expert Nathali experienced this and told me that it is a pity, because the
man receives benefits by obtaining knowledge and the woman not. Also Boserup (1990:
138-139) explains that by preventing women from training, men prevent them from getting
access to better production and higher incomes. If the man receives the technical assistance
or training, the membership of the woman is more a formality to obtain credits instead that
she also actively participates in other activities. The other way around this is less common.
The members indicate that they learn a lot from the technical assistance and use the
knowledge in practice which helps them to improve the harvest yields.
5.3.7. Acupuncture clinic
The cooperative has an acupuncture clinic that is visited by many members, their family
members and also other residents of Achuapa. People visit the clinic for different diseases,
varying from kidney problems to problems with the hips and headaches. The associated
families prefer to visit the acupuncture clinic above other health posts, because the clinic
uses natural products like plants that are considered better than chemicals. Also the price of
the acupuncture clinic is lower compared to other posts. I also spoke some people who do
not visit the clinic, because they live far away and visit the health centre in the closest
community or because they do not believe in the medical treatment of the plants.
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5.3.8. Education
A final service of the cooperative is education, which is offered in different ways.
Cooperative JFPS has an accommodation (CAFI, Centro de Alojamiento y Formación Integral –
Centre of Accommodation and Integral Education) that they use for meetings, training and
education. CAFI was constructed for a boarding school for children of associated families
who went to secondary school in Achuapa. Besides secondary school classes, in the
afternoons they received training from technical experts. However, after two years (in
2009) the cooperative decided to close the boarding school due to the high costs. Currently
the cooperative has ideas to establish a technical college. Most members consider this as a
positive change because they think that a technical college will offer more benefits than a
boarding school for secondary school students. Also, a technical college offers opportunities
to study close to Achuapa. Currently students have to go to Estelí or El Sauce, respectively
three hours and one hour by bus from Achuapa village.
The cooperative also offers opportunities to support students with scholarships. These
scholarships are available for members, their husbands, wives and children. The
scholarships do not come directly from the cooperative, but the cooperative receives some
scholarships from other organisations (like ICCO or Christian Aid) and subsequently the
cooperative selects suitable candidates. These scholarships offer opportunities to people
who would not have had the opportunity to study without these scholarships. In 2010 two
young men and two young women were studying at the UCA (Universidad Centroamericana,
Central American University) in Managua with the support of such a scholarship.
5.3.9. Decision-making bodies
Besides the participation in services the members can join the assemblies. Attending these
assemblies is obligatory. According to the cooperative’s regulations someone’s
membership will be terminated if he/she does not attend three assemblies. The majority of
the members indicated that they do not feel forced to participate in the assemblies because
they consider it as a responsibility to participate and as an opportunity to inform
themselves about the cooperative’s work, give their opinion and share their ideas. Most
members only listen during the assemblies. A small group, approximately ten percent of
the members, talks and get involved in the meetings. Regarding the participation of men
and women, most people indicated that men participate more actively than women, but
men are with a presence of eighty percent also more represented than women. However, as
explained above the women who participate give their opinions and ask questions as well.
Especially when they are delegated as an elected member during the general assembly they
feel responsible to talk. Moreover, nowadays women’s participation is already more active
compared to five or ten years ago, because then they only assisted the assemblies while
now they share their ideas.
Further, the people can participate as members of a committee, a board and, as I just
mentioned, as elected members or delegates. Elected members or delegates represent five
members and are delegated to the general assembly to represent these five members.
Individuals become a delegate because they want to defend the rights of the members, but
also because they hope to obtain capacities by occupying this position. These people
participate at the level of decision-making participation. Women are underrepresented at
this level. Therefore the cooperative encourages women to be delegates. Also the
committees are overrepresented by men. For example the credit and fair trade committees
do not have any woman, but consist of five male members. The education, gender and
environment committees have a mixed representation. The gender committee has two men
and two women and the environment committee is represented by a man and a woman. In
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the education committee women are slightly overrepresented since it consists of two
women and one man. Regarding the board of directors and supervisory board women are
underrepresented as well. The board of directors consists of two women and three men
and the supervisory board of one woman and two men. As described before, the goal of the
cooperative is to have at least thirty percent women participation in the cooperative and
also the decision-making bodies at the end of 2014. Currently women are represented for
thirty-six percent in the decision making bodies. So this goal has been reached already.
However, it is important to keep this number of women in the decision-making bodies and
increase it to fifty percent, because the final goal is to have equal participation of men and
women.

5.4. Obstacles to participation
In the previous sections I mentioned the underrepresentation of women in the cooperative
several times. This underrepresentation is not an exception, because as described in the
conceptual framework in chapter four women’s participation in mixed-sex cooperatives is
often low since they feel more comfortable and vocal in cooperatives where only women
participate (Agarwal 1997: 34). There are particular barriers that women in Achuapa face
that limit their participation opportunities. These barriers, or obstacles, I describe in this
section. I will start by describing to what extent the cooperative’s prerequisites determine
women’s participation possibilities. Then I will explain the impact of the strong gender
division of labour, that exists in many households in Achuapa, on women’s participation
opportunities. In the last paragraph I will describe that once women start participating they
still face obstacles such as a lack of time and double workload.
5.4.1. Fulfilling cooperative JFPS’ prerequisites
The cooperative has some prerequisites that have to be fulfilled to become a member. These
are being at least eighteen years old, being a responsible person and having good
relationships in the community. Further, a member needs to be farmer and have access to at
least five manzanas of land or needs to have a business such as a shop. The latter is possible
since 2003. However, because the cooperative is an agricultural cooperative the majority of
the members needs to be farmer. A final requisite is that someone needs to pay a one-time
membership fee of ten dollars and follow some workshops about cooperativism. Most
members told me that it was easy to accomplish these prerequisites, but I also spoke with
some people who had problems to pay the membership fee or people who were not able to
pay for it at all and therefore did not become a member.
In the past another prerequisite to become a member was ownership of land. In the
conceptual framework (chapter four) I described that this is often an obstacle for women to
become a cooperative member, because land is often on the name of the man (Mayoux 1995:
246, Prakash 2003: 9). This also counts for Nicaragua and Achuapa. Since the man is seen,
and twenty years ago even more, as the person who represents the family often the land and
farm are on his name, as a result of which his wife could not become a cooperative member
in the past. This may also be a reason why women were underrepresented in the past.
Currently the cooperative does not have this prerequisite, so this is no longer an obstacle for
women.
Apart from the difficulty to pay the membership, presently there are no other obstacles
regarding the cooperative’s prerequisites to become a member. Neither are there, regarding
the cooperative, specific obstacles for women because the cooperative is open to men and
women and encourages women’s participation. In the past the cooperative was also open to
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men and women, but the employees did not pay much attention to women’s participation,
nor did they realise that this was important. Presently, they are aware of this importance.
Yomar, the coordinator of the technical experts, emphasised that women’s participation is
essential because in general women contribute more to the development of a family and
community than men. This coincides with Agarwal (1997: 39) who argues that women’s
benefits flow not only to herself, but also to her family and the community.
5.4.2. Division of labour that assigns women to the domestic sphere
The cooperative’s manager Nicolas Cortez argued that it is logical that in the past not many
women were involved, because the cooperative was an agricultural cooperative with as
main crop sesame which in Achuapa is grown especially by men. In chapter four I described
that agriculture is divided in male and female tasks. The work on the land, far from the
house, is especially done by men while the work close to the house is done by women
(Prakash 1999: 2-4, Mayoux 1995: 252). However, Boserup (1990: 164)stresses that there
are also examples of men who appropriate the best land close to the house for cash crops,
while women must grow the food crops on poorer land or on land at a greater distance from
home, which is a burden for women. This illustrates that the ‘male and female spaces’ in
which male and female tasks take place are not static but change. In the next two chapters I
elaborate more on this.
Besides, it is possible that male and female tasks change. For instance, when a family
subsistence production becomes a family enterprise (some) food crops will become cash
crops. Family enterprises are mostly managed by men, because they cultivate in general
cash crops while women are responsible for the production of food crops for consumption.
The majority of male managed family enterprises is also clarified by the fact that women are
often hindered to manage these enterprises because of household obligations and a lack of
permission from their male family members (father, husband, brothers or sons) to
undertake money transactions or to participate in work outside the home (Boserup 1990:
136). When cash crops, that were produced by women are now produced by men in family
enterprises, former female operations change into male operations. This does, however, not
mean that men will do the same activities as women did. Instead of using traditional
techniques men use mechanical operations to grow the crops. The reason that men take
over female activities is often because an operation becomes mechanised. Often women and
children are, next to the food crop production, involved in the cash crop production because
men need them to do the manual work in production and processing. In this organisation of
family labour men often sell the crops or oblige the women to hand over the money to them,
but do not share the money with the women and children. This illustrates how through
capitalist development women and children may be exploited by their husbands and fathers
(Boserup 1990: 156, 164). For instance, in Korea transplanting was exclusively done by
women, but became a male operation with the introduction of a rice planting tractor. A man
drives the tractor, while women follow to hand plant sprouts. Instead that women’s
workload was reduced, in some cases it even increased because the tractor could cover a
much larger area than the old techniques (Boserup 1990: 167).
In most Latin American countries women participate already for many years in the domestic
service occupations, such as private domestic services and as personnel in restaurants, bars
and laundries. In the 1960s more than sixty percent of the participants in these services in
Latin America were women, compared to twenty to sixty percent in Asian countries and less
than twenty percent in countries in northern Africa. In these countries it is more common
that domestic services are mostly done by men and women participate relatively more in
agriculture. This shows that male and female tasks are not divided in all countries in the
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same way (Boserup 1970: 103-104). Although rural live and spaces have changed in the last
decades, most women in Latin America still participate more in domestic activities and men
in the agricultural sector. First, because the agricultural system allows most of the farming
operations to be done with animal draught power which is done by men and second,
because in most countries a tradition exists that favours women’s confinement within the
domestic sphere (Boserup 1970: 186-187).
In Achuapa these ‘male and female tasks’ can be recognised as well. Women take care of the
children and the home and work in the gardens close to the home, while men work on the
land at larger distance from home and participate in the public space. The ‘male and female
spaces’ that are distinguished in Bourdieu’s Kabyle house can be recognised in many
households in Achuapa (Bourdieu 1998: 92). Approximately three-quarter of the people
who work on the land in Achuapa are men. It is quite common that the women on the land
are single mothers who have to work because otherwise they do not have an income. Some
of them are landless workers, but others own land because of an inheritance, they bought it
or they received land from the revolutionary government5. For married women it is difficult
to work on the land because of the gender division of labour. In many developing countries,
and particular in rural communities, men have control over women to such an extent that
they prevent them from working outside the home (Boserup 1990: 163). The gender
division in Nicaragua includes that women face gender inequality which involves oppression
in the home as a result of a strongly patriarchal family structure (Ruchwarger 1989: 5). This
means that women are hindered from leaving the home to work on the land, participate in a
cooperative activity or visit another community. However there are also women who
personally do not want to leave the home because they appreciate doing domestic activities
and staying with the children. Except of three women, all of the twenty-five interviewed
women cultivate some products in the gardens close to the home. Eleven of these women
told that besides they also want to work on the land, but often do not have time due to the
domestic activities that are assigned to them by the gender division of labour.
Because of the cooperative’s agricultural character and the fact that this is more a masculine
domain in Achuapa less women associate themselves in the cooperative than men. Another
reason for the underrepresentation is the lack of stimulation of women by cooperative JFPS
in the past. Presently the cooperative attempts to involve more women by introducing
activities in which women can work, like projects regarding fruits, vegetables and
beekeeping. However, as described above, still more men than women work within these
sectors. So there are more obstacles that women face to participate.
When I asked people about the reason why women participate less than men in the
cooperative, often the first mentioned reason was machismo. As described in the
introduction machismo is characterised by male superiority meaning that men are masters
of their wives, even to the point of physical violence. Further, machismo is characterised by
men who provide for a family economically and therefore are allowed to work outside the
house, while women are restricted to the domestic sphere where they are responsible for
doing the housework and take care of the children (Ruchwarger 1989: 6, Gutmann 1996:
74). Besides machismo’s aggressive aspect Gutmann (1996: 15, 223) also stresses on the
nonaggressive aspect of machismo. Machos can be aggressive and for example beat their
wives, but macho behaviour can also be nonaggressive (almost ‘womanly’) such as being
gallant or responsible.

5

See chapter seven for more information about the distribution of land by the revolutionary government in 1979.
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In Achuapa machismo is especially understood as male superiority. The man is seen as the
person who represents the family instead of both the husband and wife or the whole family.
Because the man represents the family often he is the member of the cooperative (Mayoux
1995: 246). People explained that due to machismo men have more power and can decide
what their wives and other family members are allowed to do and what not. For example,
some men decide that their wives cannot be a member, because it weakens their position
since it seems that their wife represents their family. As described before, it is also possible
that a woman participates in the cooperative as a wife or daughter of a member, but there
are quite a lot of men who do not accept this either. Men do not want their wives to leave
their houses to go to another community or Achuapa village for meetings of the cooperative,
neither that they work on the land.
As described above the gender division of labour and also the machismo as defined by
Ruchwarger (1989: 6) assigns women to stay close to the home where they have to cook,
wash and take care of the children. Three of the six interviewed women who do not
participate in cooperative JFPS told that they appreciate to do these tasks and are not
interested in working on the land or participating in activities of cooperative JFPS. One of
them living in a community four hours by horse from Achuapa village even told me that she
has never visited the village. Also Boserup (1970: 114) emphasises that women sometimes
are not interested in participating in for example cooperative activities or work on the land,
because they prefer domestic activities that offer them the opportunity to stay close to the
children. However, seven of the twenty-five interviewed women who participate told me
that they do want to leave their communities, but often face problems with their husbands
when they want to leave. When they return their husbands are suspicious and want to know
exactly what they did and with whom they spoke. This restrains them from participating as
much as they actually want because they do not always want to justify themselves or ask
their husband permission to leave. Boserup (1970: 115) confirms that it is common in Latin
American (and African) countries that husbands prefer that their wives stay at home,
because then women cannot have contact with persons outside the family.
Three other women told me that they do not participate much, because they think that they
are not able to do so and are afraid to make mistakes. Also Mayoux (1995: 246-249)
indicates that a lack of required skills, formal education and resources is a barrier for
participation, which is especially faced by poorer women and women from low status social
groups. Two of the women who do not participate much also indicated that their husbands
tell them that they are ‘useless’ which makes them feel insecure. In this case I do not think
that the women really do not want to participate, but their unwillingness is rather created
by their husband.
Although many members, both men and women, explained that the opportunities for
participation offered by the cooperative are equal regarding men and women, their actual
participation in the cooperative is not equal because in general women do not have the same
liberty as men. However, I also spoke nine women who can and do leave their communities
more compared to the past. They told me that they have become more aware of their rights
nowadays and therefore this became possible. Also their husbands agree that they leave for
a cooperative activity, to visit another community or work on the land. The six single
mothers do not face this problem of husbands who resist their participation, but as
described above they often do not have the choice whether they participate or not, because
they have to work on the land to secure an income.
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5.4.3. Lack of time and double workload
The majority (fifteen women) of the twenty-five women who participate in the cooperative,
either as a member or wife or daughter of a member, have husbands who accept their
participation, or are single mothers. However, once they are member or participate in the
cooperative they often still face problems that impede their participation. One of the biggest
obstacles is the already mentioned lack of time. In chapter four and the previous paragraph I
explained that because of the divided gender roles, women’s role is to stay close to the house
where they can do the housekeeping and take care of the children (Hofstede 1991). When
women participate in an activity of the cooperative they need to find someone else who can
do this. Often they find a daughter, sister or neighbour who can take care of the youngest
children and sometimes these women do some domestic activities like cooking and washing.
However, in many cases a woman doubles her workload when she participates in an
activity, which is also argued by Boserup (1990: 164) and discussed in the conceptual
framework in chapter four (Mayoux 1995: 246, Agarwal 1997: 27).
One day I went together with a group of women of cooperative JFPS to an interchange with a
cooperative in Ocotal (northern Nicaragua) to talk about this cooperative’s gender policy.
We left at six o’clock in the morning, but most participants were already awake for at least
four hours. Most of them had to walk for more than two hours and had already prepared the
food for the next day for their family members. One woman even woke up at eleven o’clock
and slept only two hours. She explained that she had no choice because she had to make
tortillas and other food for her husband and children, wash some clothes and walk for four
hours to Achuapa village. Although it is not very common that men do domestic activities,
many women do hope that their husbands assist them with these tasks to make it easier for
them to participate and depend less on the assistance of other women. The double workload
that participation entails and the related lack of time are often reasons why women
participate in less activities than they actually want.
In the conceptual framework (chapter four) I discussed whether women’s participation
opportunities increase when they have fewer children or that the number does not influence
that much (Ahmad 1998: 35-36, Agarwal 1997: 27, Pal Singh 2009, Mayoux 1995: 246,
Cleaver 1999: 607, Prakash 2003: 3, 9). Researchers have different opinions about this and
so do the women who participate in cooperative JFPS. For most women it was obvious that
it is more difficult to participate when they have more than four children than with a few
children since more children requires more work and it is more difficult to find someone
who can take care of the children. However, other women argued that due to the fact that
they have more children they are able to participate because the older children can take care
of the younger ones when the women have an activity. One woman argued that the number
of children does not affect someone’s participation opportunities at all. When someone
wants to participate she can do this and will always find solutions. Her willingness and
interest is most important, she argued. Most women however agree that participation is
more difficult with children. They still try to participate by looking for someone, often a
mother, sister, daughter or neighbour, who can take care. In only a few situations the
husband takes this responsibility. This is considered by most women as the ideal situation
and best solution, but not realistic for all women because their husbands do not see this as
their responsibility.
Another obstacle to participate, related to lack of time, are the costs that someone has to pay
when she participates. One female member told me that sometimes she cannot participate in
an activity of the cooperative, because she cannot allow herself to pay the transport. Besides,
when she participates in a meeting or training, she loses time that she can use to work on
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the land or in the house. Also for men this is sometimes a reason why they do not participate
in activities of the cooperative. Some women also mentioned that distance is an obstacle to
participate in the cooperative and its activities, because it requires time to travel to the
activities. The longer the distance, the more time they lose for other activities. So,
participation in the cooperative has potential costs, as I described in the conceptual
framework in chapter four as well (Mayoux 1995: 246, Prakash 2003: 3, Cleaver 1999: 607).
However, technical expert Nathali explained that in the end people will benefit from their
participation: “It is true that someone loses a day, because indeed he/she cannot do all the
activities that he/she normally does. However people will benefit from their participation as
well, because they obtain knowledge that they put into practice which subsequently leads to
an improved production.” According to Nathali, in the end it is worth it to pay the potential
costs.

5.5. Incentives of cooperative JFPS to increase the participation of women
As mentioned before, participation is adopted more and more in the programs of
development organisations. These organisations use participatory approaches that should
stimulate the participation of people who are often excluded or marginalised. In developing
countries these people are often women, as is the case in Achuapa (Chambers 2004: 29,
Kothari 2001: 139). In this section I describe which incentives cooperative JFPS offers to
increase the participation of women. In the next section I will analyse how these incentives
match with participatory approaches.
When I asked members how they were stimulated to become a member most of them told
me that they knew a member (neighbour or family) who encouraged them by telling about
the cooperative’s services and benefits, but not because they were directly stimulated by the
cooperative. Most people said that the cooperative did not do anything to stimulate them. I
also found out that people who are not a member often do not know much about the
cooperative’s services. Several times I heard that people thought that they could only
become a member when they own land and are farmers. So, if they were no farmers
membership of the cooperative did not seem relevant for them, but it can be relevant when
they have their own business. From the cooperative employees I also understood that the
most common strategy to stimulate people is through other members, the social promoter
and technical experts, but not that much through obvious propaganda. Since a few years the
cooperative works more with female technical experts, because this gives women more
confidence and these experts can function as role models for other women since they work
on the land too and leave the house for training and meetings of the cooperative.
The cooperative also applies other strategies to stimulate people’s participation, especially
when it comes to women. As mentioned before, initially the cooperative did not focus on the
participation of women, but started this when they received critique on the
underrepresentation of women from donor organisations. In 1997 the cooperative had its
first social and productive project in cooperation with Christian Aid that worked according
the methodologies of Planificación del Trabajo Familiar (Planning of Family Work, PTF). As
the name says, in this project the whole family participated. The project focused on the tasks
of the different family members and attempted to let them work together more in the house
and on the land. Through this project it should be more accepted that women work on the
land and men in the house. The project was a way to enhance women’s participation in the
cooperative’s activities, although not necessarily as a member but rather as wife or daughter
of a member. Boserup (1990: 172) confirms that reforms of the family organisation, which
PTF does, can change women’s position in the agricultural sector. She calls this type of rural
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projects ‘general’ projects that take special account of women. The current project
‘Development of Diversified Farms’ is also an example of ‘general’ projects. Another type are
the ‘women only’ projects, like women’s groups and hibiscus projects for exclusively women
(see below). Both types have as objective improving women’s integration in agriculture and
development (Boserup 1990: 172).
At the beginning of 2010 the cooperative started setting-up one group of women in every
community to stimulate women’s participation in the cooperative. The goal is to have in
total one hundred women participating in these women’s group. In September this number
was sixty-nine. These women are often wives and daughters of cooperative members and
female members. The gender promoter and responsible person for portfolio and debt
collection went to the communities to invite women and inform them about the project, its
benefits and the cooperative in general. The idea is that these women will set up businesses
so they become independent economically on their husbands. In the cooperative a fund is
available with credits that the women can utilise to start their businesses. In the end the
cooperative hopes that all these women will become a member. However, the cooperative is
criticised for this initiative because women need to have savings before they can receive
credits. This excludes women without any savings from participation. Since this is a project
for only women, it requires an act of identification, as a result of which men are excluded
from participation (Cornwall 2002: 21).
In the past the cooperative has undertaken more initiatives especially for women, such as
projects regarding hibiscus and plants for medical treatment and offering special credits for
raising chickens and cattle. In chapter four is mentioned as well that it is easier for a
cooperative to involve women in special women’s activities than mixed-sex activities,
because here they do not have to compete with men (Mayoux 1995: 251-253). Besides
stimulating women to become member, the projects and women groups also have as goal to
empower women and to make them aware of their rights. The cooperative does this through
organising gender workshops with the women and their husbands in which they discuss
who does what activities and who takes which decisions. However, participation is often
already a way to encourage gender empowerment, because participation can enhance the
capacity of individuals to improve their lives (Cleaver 1999: 598).

5.6. Cooperative JFPS’ application of participatory approaches
Although the cooperative indicated that they do not consciously apply participatory
approaches to promote participation I recognised some aspects of participatory
development in the cooperative. Probably the cooperative indicated this, because they are
not aware of these approaches. Some aspects of participatory approaches are a bottom-up
approach, a focus on marginal people and a stress on empowerment (Henkel & Stirrat 2001:
171). A specific form of participatory approaches is PRA. Further participatory approaches
are distinguished by its use of space. In this section I will analyse the cooperative’s
application of participatory approaches by explaining how the cooperative applies these
different aspects and forms.
The cooperative and its donor organisations try to apply the bottom-up approach by
planning and implementing projects in cooperation with the members or beneficiaries. For
example, the project ‘Development of Diversified Farms’ is planned by ICCO in cooperation
with cooperative JFPS and its members. During meetings with employees of ICCO the
cooperative and its members have indicated which products they produce and which
diversification opportunities they have, so the project would be compatible with the
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members’ capacities. Also their interest in developing a gender policy is taken into account.
Subsequently, the project is implemented in cooperation with the members. The members
are strongly involved in organising a project but they always face a supervision of the
cooperative who subsequently faces a supervision of the donor organisation. For instance,
regarding beekeeping the cooperative received critique from ICCO for not including enough
women as direct beneficiaries. ICCO warned the cooperative that they would not pay the
next payment if they would not incorporate more women. This shows the broad
discretionary powers, like intervening in discussions or situations, that development
practitioners often have (Kapoor 2002: 106).
The cooperative focuses on people who are often excluded or the so called marginal people,
explicitly women, because they form a group who can be seen as excluded from the
mainstreams of society (Henkel & Stirrat 2001: 171). As described above women face
several obstacles that exclude them from participation in the cooperative as a result of
which they are underrepresented in the cooperative. Therefore cooperative JFPS is
developing a gender policy and planned, also because they were encouraged by donor
organisations, different projects to involve more women in the cooperative. Also, the
cooperative attempts to empower these women. Participation should facilitate social change,
like being economically less dependent on their husbands. Further, participation will
increase women’s and also men’s abilities to improve their lives (Cleaver 1999: 598).
Cooperative JFPS attempts to do so by providing its producers training and knowledge to
improve their production and benefits. Subsequently this should improve their quality of
life.
PRA uses methods and techniques that should achieve that local people take over the role of
facilitators and conveners. These are for instance verification and cross-checking, the
generation of visible public information, the use of local materials, indigenous classification
categories and limited facilitation from outsiders (Mosse 1994: 502, Kapoor 2002: 103-104).
Employees of cooperative JFPS and its donor organisations expressed that they do not apply
these PRAs. However, some of the aspects are part of their strategies to stimulate people’s
participation in the cooperative. For example, they use local materials to join up as much as
possible at producers’ working methods and they attempt to limit the role of outsiders.
Nevertheless, as I already described, outsiders from for example donor organisations like
ICCO can still influence the participation process by threatening that they will not pay
payments if the cooperative does not follow the project conditions. Because of these broad
discretionary powers that development practitioners receive PRA is criticised (Kapoor
2002: 106, Kothari 2001: 142, 152). However, I had a discussion with the coordinator of the
ICCO-project ‘Programa Cadenas de Valor y Participación Ciudana’ and according to him
these critiques are not relevant for the cooperative. He explained that ICCO and other donor
organisations support existing initiatives of cooperative JFPS. By doing so they avoid having
broad discretionary powers and superior expertise, because development agencies look for
existing initiatives of local groups and organisations which they support and further
strengthen. The existing initiatives are encouraged to keep up and broaden participation to
improve open and transparent decision making. According to him problems, like authority
and domination that is possessed by experts or outsiders, can be avoided because the
participatory planning processes in cooperation with local people are not necessary when
organisations support existing initiatives. Moreover, he argued that this approach offers the
opportunity to represent local people as active objects, who possess power and authority.
However, based on the earlier mentioned example about ICCO’s influence on involving more
women in the cooperative’s beekeeping sector I think that outsiders’ power and authority,
even when they support existing initiatives, should not be undervalued.
49

Regarding the use of space, the approach applied by cooperative JFPS’ donor organisations
coincides with the participatory approaches that engage and enlist pre-existing spaces, like
cooperatives and communities, to implement development interventions rather than
making and shaping new spaces. By implementing new ways in old spaces possibilities can
be changed (Cornwall 2002: 7). Although NGOs and other development agencies join up at
existing initiatives, meaning engaging pre-existing spaces, the cooperative itself also creates
new spaces, like women’s groups and other projects to increase women’s participation (for
example the project ‘Development of Diversified Farms’). Instead of concentrating on the
dominant majority, the cooperative focuses on women to ensure their participation and
avoid more exclusion of them (Cornwall 2002: 20). However, by focusing exclusively on
women in gender programmes men are excluded. This example proves that participatory
approaches are often not equally accessible or open to the whole community (Kapoor 2005:
1210).

5.7. Concluding remarks on participation in cooperative JFPS
In this chapter I described people’s participation in cooperative JFPS and how this
participation is supported by the cooperative. The members define participation especially
as being involved in an activity of the cooperative. However, some members emphasised
that participating in one activity is not enough because it is too passive. The cooperative
employees coincide with this opinion and seek to achieve active participation of all
members. A lot have to change to achieve this, since only twenty percent of all 271 members
participates actively at the moment. People can participate at different levels. First they can
participate by using or participating in services of the cooperative, including financial
support (credits and an emergency fund), savings, a shop to sell and buy products, projects,
training, technical assistance, an acupuncture clinic and education. Second they can
participate in the decision-making bodies of the cooperative (assemblies, committees and
the board). The most important reason for being a cooperative member is the access to
agricultural and commercial credits. The credits make the work easier, because people can
have larger and better production and the benefits will be higher. Besides, people indicated
that they become members to receive training to improve their knowledge and
subsequently their production. Also the fact that they work together with other producers
appeals to many members, because this offers the opportunity to exchange knowledge and
experiences which contributes to improving the production. An important reason for
women to participate is to be independent economically from their husbands.
However, not everyone is able to participate in the cooperative due to several obstacles that
they face. For example some people cannot pay the membership fee. Others cannot
participate because participation has potential costs. By participating in a cooperative
activity they lose time to work on the land or in the house. Especially women face obstacles
to participate which clarifies their underrepresentation in the cooperative. The cooperative
has fourty-two women which is equal to fifteen percent. For women it is difficult to
participate, because the gender division of labour assigns them to participate in the
domestic sphere, while men work on the land at a larger distance from home and participate
in the public sphere. If women want to participate in a cooperative activity they often have
to double their workload, because their domestic activities continue as well. It also happens
that women are hindered by their husband who do not want that their wives leave the
houses to participate in the cooperative or work on the land.
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The underrepresentation of women is recognised by the cooperative as well and therefore it
develops a gender policy to encourage women’s participation. The cooperative has different
projects and women’s groups to encourage their participation. To promote participation
organisations apply participatory approaches. Although the cooperative does not
consciously apply participatory approaches some aspects of the approaches can be
recognised in the cooperative. For example, the cooperative applies a bottom-up approach, a
stress on marginal people and empowerment. The cooperative also applies PRA methods
and techniques, like the use of local materials, to achieve that local people take over the role
of facilitators and conveners, and to limit the role of outsiders. However, I noticed that
outsiders from donor organisations still influence the participation processes because they
threaten not to pay payments if the cooperative does not follow the project regulations. PRA
is criticised for this, because outsiders can receive broad discretionary powers in this way.
Participatory approaches are also criticised for not being equally accessible to the whole
community, which is also recognised in the strategies of cooperative JFPS. By supporting
women’s participation through women’s groups, men are excluded from participation.
In participation processes power is not only possessed by outsiders but also by the
participants themselves. In the conceptual framework (chapter four) I discussed the
importance of power in participation. In the next chapter I will describe the role of power in
more detail by analysing how the participation of women in cooperative JFPS can lead to the
appearance of new gender subjectivities.
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6. The appearance of new gender subjectivities as a
consequence of women’s participation in cooperative JFPS
In the previous chapter I described that women are underrepresented in the cooperative
and that they face several obstacles to participate. However, there are also women who
overcome these obstacles and participate in the cooperative. In this chapter I will describe
the impact of their participation, which I do among others by analysing the role of power.
In the conceptual framework in chapter four I already described that power has an
important role in participation processes. Foucault argues that participation is always
combined with new forms of domination or power since power is everywhere, thus also in
participation (Kapoor 2002: 101-103). Power is not only possessed by experts, outsiders or
the elite, but also distributed among participants or local people (Kesby 2007: 2815-2816).
All individuals are vehicles of power. Therefore, Foucault proposes to analyse power as
something that circulates or that functions in the form of a chain. Power can be analysed
through the creation of social norms or customs and should be analysed at local and micro
levels instead at macro and central levels (Kothari 2001: 141, 151). Participatory processes
are arenas of power where participants are shaped from the very beginning. When people
participate in for example a cooperative this will lead to new power/knowledge situations
with new power relations and subject positions or gender subjectivities (Kapoor 2002:
103, Henkel & Stirrat 2001: 179). These gender subjectivities are an important effect of the
new discourse of women’s participation. When women start to participate both men and
women obtain experiences regarding this participation. The new subjectivities are
constructed on the basis of these experiences and by the way people react upon women’s
participation. So, participation offers the opportunity to understand reality again and to
construct oneself as a new gender subjectivity.
In this chapter I will describe the new gender subjectivities that appear through women’s
participation in cooperative JFPS. I do this by using three case studies about three women
who participate in the cooperative. The women who participate can roughly be divided in
three different groups. In every case study I will describe a woman who represents a group
of women that can be recognised in the cooperative. The first case study is about Doña
Dalia, who represents the women who participate actively and are supported by their
husbands and other family members. Second, I will describe the story of Doña Lucia, who
represents the single mothers who participate actively in the cooperative. Third, there is a
group of women who cannot participate as much as they want because their husbands and
other family members do not allow and/or stimulate them. In the case study about Doña
Mirna I refer to these women. For every woman I will describe her family situation, her
way of participation, the impact of her participation on the family’s living conditions and
the new gender subjectivities that appear.

6.1. Doña Dalia: active participant supported by her family
Doña Dalia participates as an active member in the cooperative and receives a lot of
support to participate from her husband and family members. She is fourty-nine years old,
married for thirty-one years and has five children between fourteen and thirty years old.
Together with her husband Don Tomas, two sons of twenty-three and twenty-nine and
daughter of fourteen she lives in a community close to Achuapa. The other two children live
in Managua and the United States. Her youngest daughter goes to secondary school. The
oldest four already went to university, but one did not want to finish his study. Regarding
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her and her husband’s education, he left primary school after the fifth grade and she
completed the second year of secondary school. They have some cattle and produce
cassava, corn and sugar on the land close to their house. The milk of the cows they use to
make cheese that they sell just like some of the vegetables and cattle. The income is
managed by both Doña Dalia and Don Tomas and they decide about the expenditures
together. Also the land and house are on name of both Doña Dalia and her husband.
6.1.1. Doña Dalia’s way of participating
Since eight years Doña Dalia is a member of cooperative JFPS, but before that she already
participated in the cooperative since her father was a member. Three years after she
became a member, her husband and son Yomar became members too. As a member of the
cooperative she receives technical assistance and participates in meetings, training, a
women’s group and different projects of the cooperative. She and her family participated in
the PTF project of Christian Aid and currently participate in the project ‘Development of
Diversified Farms’. She visits the cooperative weekly. Doña Dalia has also been the
chairperson of the supervisory board for four years. Further, she has been the promoter of
the group of members who participate in the vegetable sector, which implies that she
communicates with the cooperative about the progress and problems that people of this
sector face.
Besides participating in the cooperative Doña Dalia has also worked for other organisations
and groups. Most of these organisations arrived after the revolution in 1979. For example,
she has been coordinator of the community organisation. During this period she went to
different exchanges in Guatemala, El Salvador and different areas in Nicaragua. She has also
been a member of two other cooperatives and since seven years she is leader of her
community.
6.1.2. Impact of Doña Dalia’s participation on living conditions and gender relations
In this paragraph I compare the current situation with the past by describing the impact of
Doña Dalia’s participation in the cooperative. Both Doña Dalia and Don Tomas indicated
that their living conditions have been improved since she participates, because they have
access to and receive important support from the cooperative which makes their work
easier. They have access to credits, but also to knowledge thanks to training and technical
assistance to improve the agriculture production. As a result they have more benefits and
income which they can use to buy better food and improve the house. They told me that
their quality of life has improved. Besides, the family’s income increased because they
receive income from both Don Tomas’ and Doña Dalia’s production. This also implies that
Doña Dalia no longer depends on Don Tomas economically. They also indicated that the
cooperative made them aware of the importance of education and therefore they attempt
to prepare their children as much as possible. The cooperative also made them aware of
gender relations and specifically women’s rights, which changed their life a lot.
Especially the PTF project of cooperative JFPS in cooperation with Christian Aid gave the
family important insights about the woman’s position in the family. The PTF project made
them aware of the different tasks that a household has and how these tasks can be equally
distributed among the different family members. Moreover, the project taught them to do
the different tasks together, meaning that men and women participate in the same space.
Fifteen years ago Doña Dalia raised the children and together with her daughters she did the
domestic work, like making coffee, tortillas and other food, washing clothes and cleaning the
house. Don Tomas and the sons worked on the land, returned to the house to have lunch and
rested in the afternoon. Don Tomas described this as a very strong gender division of labour
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with typical ‘male and female spaces’, as also exist in the Kabyle house (Bourdieu 1998: 96).
While the men worked only half a day, although physically heavier, the women worked the
whole day. Often the women woke up earlier and went to sleep last. Regarding the
administration of the money and taking decisions, this was done by Don Tomas. In this
period he drank a lot. As a consequence a part of the money was used to buy liquor instead
of food for the family. Further, Doña Dalia was more limited in leaving the house, because
Don Tomas was, as he said, more jealous fifteen years ago.
After the PTF project this way of living has changed. The workshops that they received
separately, as a couple and with the whole family made them aware of the inequality
between men and women. They succeeded to change this and now the gender division of
labour is less visible. Cornwall (2002: 5-7) describes that spaces change when new rules are
applied and this can create, what Foucault calls, heterotopias. The PTF project can be seen as
creating a heterotopia, because it attempts to change a space (the family) in such a way that
new ways of behaving and being with new forms of interaction come into existence. The PTF
project has changed the rules in the household of Doña Dalia and Don Tomas as a result of
which men and women participate more together in the same spaces, instead of separately
in typical ‘male and female spaces’. Doña Dalia can join her husband to the land and Don
Tomas helps her with domestic tasks like cooking and washing. Also the children participate
in the different tasks of the household. Don Tomas thinks that as a husband he should
support his wife’s participation instead of limiting her to do so. Moreover, he thinks that he
should help her for example by cooking and washing so she can participate without
doubling her workload. He explained that he realises this because of the gender training that
he received in which the benefits of women’s participation were explained. Presently, the
money is managed by both Don Tomas and Doña Dalia and also the decisions are made
jointly. When there are important issues to decide on they discuss these with the children as
well. Ahmad (1998: 36) and Pal Singh (2009) also describe that changing attitudes of
husbands and family members towards a more positive trend can support women’s
participation. They indicate that especially if husbands undertake more domestic work,
women have time to participate. When husbands (and/or boys) undertake activities that
were previously done by exclusively women and girls these activities become less
‘gendered’ or ‘degendered’. Gutmann (1996: 151) gives the example of a ‘gendered’ activity
as picking up tortillas by girls that changes into a not so ‘gendered’ activity that today is
done by boys as well (Gutmann 1996: 151).
Due to Doña Dalia’s participation in the cooperative, but also in other organisations, space
changed and together with this the power relations in her family, because Don Tomas lost a
part of his power while Doña Dalia gained more power. As a consequence their social
position changed or in other words new gender subjectivities appeared. Presently Doña
Dalia has more liberty and is more independent. Further, she feels more self-confident,
because she is more integrated in social networks and is head of the household together
with her husband since they both take the decisions. This corresponds to the advantages of
women’s participation that Mayoux (1995: 246) describes as the social benefits of creating
and extending a network to enhance the position in the family and wider community.
Because she enhanced her position, Doña Dalia is more known and also obtained a position
as role model.
Don Tomas, Doña Dalia and their son Yomar told me that in their family men and women
have the same opportunities, but this is not the case in all the families of their community.
There are several families with a strong division of labour, where decisions are taken by
men and where women are prohibited from leaving their houses. According to Doña Dalia
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some of these families live more isolated, and both men and women do not want to or
cannot open their minds and hear about women’s rights. She also explained that she feels
misunderstood by these men and women, because they do not understand why she
participates in different organisations. Case studies done by Luciak (2001: 85) in different
towns in El Salvador also proved that women who were more involved in organisations (or
like in the Salvadorian cases the women’s movement) were better informed about their
rights, because they has received information about laws governing child support, paternal
responsibility and domestic violence. On the other side, Doña Dalia also noticed that there
are families who want to open their minds and ask her and her family advise. For example,
women asked her advice about how she managed to participate so much and how they
should deal with their husbands to achieve this as well. She also noticed that more women
started to participate in organisations and leave their houses since she participates.
Also Don Tomas received responses on his wife’s participation, although he indicated that
this is more often negative than positive because many men do not understand that a man
does so many domestic activities and allows his wife so much freedom. Other men often do
not act like this because domestic work is not seen as ‘tough’ and they are afraid to lose
their ‘macho’ image or power. Also Don Tomas’ brother does not understand that he allows
his wife to participate in the cooperative and that she can even leave to Guatemala for a
meeting. However, Don Tomas does not care about this feedback and rather explains to his
brother the importance of Doña Dalia’s participation, the benefits of this participation and
the rights that women have.
Don Tomas’ participation in domestic activities and acceptance of his wife’s participation
can also be understood as a response to the macho behaviour of his brother and that of
other men, including his father and also himself in the past, which he no longer liked to
display. Don Tomas became aware of his wife’s position in society and women’s rights after
fifteen years of marriage, because at this moment he and his family started participating in
the PTF project. Some younger men with who I spoke often became aware of these issues
earlier. For instance, the husband of the thirty-five-year-old Carmela told me that he
decided to support his wife with domestic activities from the beginning of their marriage
because he did not want to be like his father who was a machista. As a consequence
Carmela can be a cooperative member and work in the cooperative shop. This is an
example of intergenerational changes where sons oppose their fathers (Gutmann 1996:
168).
For Doña Dalia, Don Tomas and their children the cooperative plays an important role in
their lives. The cooperative learnt them that it is important to work together within the
family. Doña Dalia and Don Tomas consider the cooperative as a family in which they have
to apply the principle of cooperativism that they learnt. They do not only participate by
receiving credits, but also through active participation in projects, meetings, training and
the decision-making bodies. They want to work together in the cooperative not only to gain
benefits for themselves, but for the whole community, and also to contribute to the
cooperative.
6.1.3. Doña Dalia’s participation compared to other women who are supported by their
family
In this paragraph I will compare Doña Dalia with other women who are stimulated by their
husbands and family members. Of the twenty-five women that I interviewed three other
women are stimulated in the same way by their husbands as Doña Dalia, meaning that their
husbands encourage their participation and almost do the same amount of domestic tasks
55

as their wife does so she has time to leave the house to participate in meetings and other
activities. It is however quite exceptional that a husband does so many domestic tasks as
the husbands of these four women. Gutmann (1996: 152-153) describes that today In
Mexico men are participating more in domestic activities than at any time in the past, but
cooking is still an exception to this. It is quite common that men are taught how to wash,
iron, mop and do the dishes, but rare is the man who learned to cook. Often men are also
prevented from cooking by their wives. I also heard from several women in Achuapa that
their husbands support them with washing and cleaning, but not with cooking. The thirtyyear-old María said about her husband: “If he cooks, I will starve.", which is an expression
that I also heard from several other women, because they do not believe their husbands
can cook. Five women, among whom María, told me that they are occasionally helped by
their husbands with domestic tasks, like making coffee, grinding corn for the tortillas or
washing some clothes, which makes it easier to participate, but their husbands never cook.
In the third case study I will describe that there are also families where the husband
practically never does domestic tasks.
The women who are stimulated by their husbands are not a homogeneous group. Their
ages vary from twenty-five to sixty-five years old, some women participate in the
cooperative with their agrarian products and others with their commercial businesses.
However, one important similarity is that they all received gender workshops together
with their husbands as a result of which both are aware of the benefits of women’s
participation. Also, all these women are considered as role models for other women in their
community and for the cooperative, because they are independent, self-confident women
who can easily participate in cooperative JFPS and enter the public space.

6.2. Doña Lucia: active participant and single mother
Doña Lucia is a single mother of fifty-six years old and one of the first female members of
the cooperative. She has two daughters and three sons between twenty-five and thirty-six
years old who all live on their own. One son lives in the same community as where Doña
Lucia lives (La Calera), three children live in Achuapa village and her youngest son lives in
Costa Rica. The father of her first two children died during the war. After that she married
with a man with whom she got the other three children. However, this was not a good
marriage because this man drank a lot and abused her and the children. After several years
of abuse Doña Lucia got divorced from him in the mid-nineties. The children stayed with
her. The first years she lived in her mother’s house but after a while the cooperative
supported her to build her own house. The cooperative also supported her emotionally.
She described that after that her life only became better, because she had the opportunity
to grow her own products and was no longer dependent (economically) of other people.
Her two daughters studied agricultural sciences at the university and now have their own
businesses. Because of a lack of money and interest her sons did not go to university or
technical college. One son completed secondary school, but the others left secondary school
after the second and fourth year respectively. Doña Lucia wanted them to continue school
because then they would have had more opportunities, but her sons preferred to work on
the land. Doña Lucia’s education level is second year of secondary school. She obtains her
income from her work in the factory of the cooperative, where she is responsible for
washing and cleaning. Further she obtains income from her chickens and pigs and the
production of different fruits, pumpkins, hibiscus and medicinal plants. She makes tea and
wine from the hibiscus. She dreams about having her own shop with homemade products.
Now she also has a small shop, but with instant packaged products.
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6.2.1. Doña Lucia’s way of participating
Doña Lucia has been member since the establishment of the cooperative, thus for twenty
years. The first years she only participated in the cooperative by buying basic products like
beans and corn, because of its low price compared to other shops. Also, she received credits
from the cooperative for her small shop and participated in meetings. At that moment the
cooperative did not offer training. Later she started participating in projects and received
training and technical assistance. Currently, she still participates at these different levels.
Because of her work in the factory she is present at the cooperative every day. Further,
Doña Lucia is coordinator of the cooperative’s women’s group of her community, that she
established, which implies that she organises meetings and communicates with
cooperative JFPS about the group’s progress. Furthermore she is an elected member which
means that she is a delegate of five members during the general assembly. In the past she
has participated in the decision-making bodies of the cooperative as member of the
supervisory board.
Just like Doña Dalia, described in the previous case study, Doña Lucia participates in other
organisations, such as the community organisation, the local health post and different
social projects. Further, she is leader of the community. She is also part of the CPC (Consejos
del Poder Ciudadano – Councils of Citizen Power) of her community. The government has
created a CPC in every community with whom they work together closely. This should
contribute to giving more power to local people. Before the cooperative existed Doña Lucia
was a member of another cooperative that existed in her community.
6.2.2. Impact of Doña Lucia’s participation on living conditions and gender relations
In this paragraph I will describe how Doña Lucia’s life changed as a consequence of her
participation in the cooperative. Although some women told me that they cannot
participate in the cooperative because their husband does not accept this, for Doña Lucia
this was the reason that she became a member. However, she has suffered and struggled a
lot to achieve this. Her husband resisted her participation, but this only encouraged Doña
Lucia to participate. Because her husband did not accept this he molested her. Finally, this
led to a divorce, because Doña Lucia no longer wanted to live with her aggressive husband.
This coincides with what is described in chapter four on the possibility that participation
can lead to an increase in violence when men do not accept their wife’s participation
(Mayoux 1995: 247, Gutmann 1996: 244). Doña Lucia responded to this by divorcing from
her husband, but there are many women who do not dare to resist their husband and just
accept his decision. The third case study shows a good example of that. Doña Lucia
explained that the social projects of the cooperative made her aware of her rights and gave
her the insight that it would be best to divorce from her husband.
Because of her participation in cooperative JFPS and other organisations Doña Lucia has
become independent and became aware of her rights. She issued, like Gutmann (1996: 235,
254) also describes about independent women in Mexico who have endured spousal
abuses for decades, ultimatums to her husband. When he did not meet them she responded
to this by divorcing from him. Besides, Doña Lucia received a lot of support from the
cooperative to achieve the divorce, because it protected her and helped her to leave the
house and finally leave her husband. As described above, the cooperative helped her with
the payment of land for the construction of a house. Since 2001 she lives in her own house
with a small shop, some pigs and chickens. She also has a well-functioning water system
that she obtained thanks to a project of Raleigh International and cooperative JFPS. As
described above, her quality of life has improved a lot since she participates.
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The new gender subjectivity, an independent self-assured woman, that Doña Lucia
obtained did not only appear because of her participation in the cooperative, but also
because of her divorce. Like participation, a divorce is a social change that can lead to new
opportunities. Currently divorcing is becoming more accepted in Nicaragua, but when Doña
Lucia divorced this was still a taboo and seen as a form of chaos. Although a divorce seems
a form of chaos, Doña Lucia’s case shows that a divorce can also offer opportunities to
reorder a situation. It can also be described as a change of space or a change in the field
that brings along new opportunities (Silva 2005: 1991). Since she participates, but
especially since she divorced from her husband, Doña Lucia feels more independent and at
liberty because her husband can no longer forbid her to move and participate. When they
were together her husband took the decisions and did not listen to her wishes. She had, for
example, the opportunity to go to Canada for a meeting in the 1980s but did not go because
her husband was not in agreement. However, five years ago she did go to Switzerland for
an exchange and was not hindered by other people to make this decision. As described
above, the cooperative also supported her emotionally, because the cooperative employees
gave her the idea that they trust her. Her husband never gave her this feeling. She also
notices that other people trust her, because people take her into confidence. For instance,
other women asked her advice about associating themselves, because they consider her as
a role model. This all made her feel stronger. This is visible during meetings because now
she is not scared to give her opinion. In the past she did not dare to do so. So the new
gender subjectivity that appeared in the case of Doña Lucia is a strong, self-confident
woman who is a leading figure and a role model for many other women.
Cooperativism is very important for Doña Lucia, because she knows how the cooperative
helped her with financial and mental support. Therefore, she is very involved in the
cooperative. On the one hand it feels like a responsibility to work for and with the
cooperative, but on the other hand she considers it is a pleasant engagement.
6.2.3. Doña Lucia’s participation compared to other single mothers
Not all the single mothers in the cooperative are single mothers because they divorced
from their husband. There are also single mothers of whom the husband died. Other
women are not officially a single mother, but already live without their husband for years
since he migrated and never came back. Often these women do not know if he will ever
return. In total I interviewed six single mothers. Two of them are widowed, three are
divorced (including Doña Lucia) and one’s husband migrated to Costa Rica ten years ago.
To guarantee an income these women have to work either in the agricultural sector or with
a commercial business. Like Doña Lucia, all these women are independent and most of
them are considered as role models by other women because of this. It is remarkable that
the two single mothers who are widows both are elected members. I described above that
Doña Lucia indicated that her life has only become better since she is divorced, but other
women indicated that their workload has increased since they are single mothers, because
they have to do everything on their own. Especially with small children this is difficult.
They may be not dependent on their husband, but they did become dependent on other
people for child care for instance.

6.3. Doña Mirna: more passive participant due to lack of family support
Doña Mirna participates as a wife of a member in cooperative JFPS. Although there are
wives who participate actively, Doña Mirna indicated that her participation is limited by
her husband. She is sixty years old, has been married for fourty years and has nine children
between the age of twenty-six and thirty-nine years old. Two children died when they were
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small because of epilepsy and diarrhoea. Due to a lack of healthy food, medicines and
access to a health centre they could not treat these illnesses. Now one son lives with them
in the house. The others live on their own in some of Achuapa’s communities and Managua.
All the sons left school after primary school because they were not interested in continuing
with their studies. The daughters continued with secondary school, but three also left this
school early, after the first, second and third year respectively. Only one daughter
completed secondary school and continued with university. Also because of lack of money
the children dropped out of school. However, this was not the main reason, because if the
children really wanted to study they would have found solutions for this problem, told
Doña Mirna. Regarding this topic she and her husband Don Juan were not in agreement. He
supported his sons to drop out of school and work on the land, while she stimulated them
to continue school. Concerning their own education level, Doña Mirna received adult
education and obtained a level which is equal to sixth grade of primary school. Don Juan
practically did not study, because he did not have the opportunity in the past and later he
was not interested in adult education.
The family lives in a community three hours on foot from Achuapa or one hour by bus
followed by one hour on foot. They produce a variety of products such as sesame, beans,
wheat and corn and have some cattle. A part of this production they use for personal
consumption, but they also sell a part to the cooperative and other markets. Unlike Doña
Dalia and Don Tomas, described in the first case study, Doña Mirna and Don Juan do not
share their income nor have clear communication about their expenditures. Regarding the
house and land, Don Juan is the owner, except for some manzanas which are owned by
Doña Mirna because of an inheritance.
6.3.1. Doña Mirna’s way of participating
Don Juan is a member of the cooperative since nineteen years. During these years also Doña
Mirna has participated in the cooperative. However, as described above, Doña Mirna is
limited in her participation by her husband which implies that she cannot participate in the
cooperative as much as she wants. I interviewed both Don Juan and Doña Mirna, together
and separately, to understand their opinions about Doña Mirna’s participation. The first ten
years she participated by sometimes helping him with the cultivation of sesame, but
generally he did not want her assistance. He prefers that the woman stays close to the
house, while the man leaves for the land or other places. This coincides with what is
written by Boserup (1990: 163) about rural households in many developing countries:
men prevent women from working outside the home so they can use all their time to
domestic activities, childcare and other activities in or close to the house. This would not be
problematic when Doña Mirna agreed and was not interested in leaving the home.
However, she wants to leave frequently for meetings and training in other communities or
Achuapa village. Because Don Juan resists her mobility Doña Mirna visits the cooperative
less often, once a month, than she wants and less often than Doña Dalia and Doña Lucia do,
described in the first and second case study.
Because Doña Mirna liked to cultivate sesame, she decided to cultivate her own (small plot
of) sesame, with which she started ten years ago. She also decided this because she realised
that then she would have her own income and be economically less dependent on her
husband. She told me that men often grab their part and women remain with nothing. She
hopes to become a member as well, because then she will have more benefits since the
cooperative shares the benefits of the whole sesame production with its producers.
However, currently she is not able to become a member because of lack of money for the
membership fee. Further, she participated in the cooperative’s group of people who work
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in the vegetable sector and is currently in the group of fruits. As family they participated in
the PTF project of Christian Aid and a water project of Raleigh International that were
executed in cooperation with cooperative JFPS. Doña Mirna is also part of the women’s
group of her community and two neighbouring communities. This group of women has
members in three communities because the cooperative could not find enough participants
in every community.
6.3.2. Impact of Doña Mirna’s participation on living conditions and gender relations
Just like in the previous case studies, in this paragraph I compare the current situation with
the past to describe the impact of Doña Mirna’s participation in the cooperative. Thanks to
Don Juan’s membership the family has received benefits from the cooperative because they
participated in different projects and they sold the sesame production to the cooperative.
When I asked them about the impact of Doña Mirna’s participation on their living
conditions, Don Juan indicated that nothing has changed. However, Doña Mirna indicated
that because she participated in projects of the cooperative she became more aware of her
rights. Therefore she decided for example to grow her own sesame to have her own
income. As a consequence she presently is economically less dependent on her husband.
Though Doña Mirna became economically more independent from her husband because of
her participation, she also told me that since she participates she is more busy, because
when she wants to participate in a cooperative activity she has to double her workload.
Although since the revolution (1979) it became more accepted that Nicaraguan women
work outside the home and in agriculture, the patriarchy system did not become to an end.
Ruchwarger (1989: 6) explains that wage work may bring women more independence and
freedom, but it also has a dual burden for most women because they are still responsible
for the care of home and children. Also Gutmann (1996: 149) stresses that women who
work outside the home continue to do most of the cooking, cleaning and laundry and by
this have a double workload. For example, when Doña Mirna wants to participate she has
to prepare the food for her husband and son and sometimes wash some clothes before she
leaves. Compared to the period that all her children lived in the house, currently it is easier
to participate in the cooperative or leave the house because now she only has to take care
of her husband and son. So the amount of food to cook and clothes to wash is less
compared to the past, which gives her now more time for other activities. However, this is
more a reason that she is able to participate anyway, but she still has to pay a price (an
increasing workload). It would be easier for her to participate if her husband would
stimulate her more by helping her with some domestic tasks. Although it is more common
that women in Nicaragua are assisted by female neighbours, daughters, mothers and
sisters, Doña Mirna hopes that her husband assists her more to be less dependent on these
women. As explained above her husband would not do this, because according to his
worldview women stay close to the home and do the domestic tasks, while men can leave
the house to work on the land or participate in the public space.
Due to less prevalent machismo, today more women work just like Doña Mirna on the land,
which is considered as a ‘male activity’. However, there are less men who participate in
activities that are especially done by women, such as domestic activities, than women who
participate in activities that are considered as primarily ‘male activities’ (Gutmann 1996:
24). Doña Isabel, member of the cooperative’s board of directors and cooperative member,
who also works on the land thinks that her husband and sons do not wash and cook
because of the machismo. She told me: “The men say that they do not know how to wash,
but this is something that they have in their mind. They can do this as well. I also leave for
the land with my machete. So why can they not do the dishes or wash some clothes? I told
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my husband this, but then he laughed. It is a pity, because I need my husband to help me.
That would make the work easier.” This example shows that women often change first and
then (try to make) their husbands change, but sometimes men are lagging behind
(Gutmann 1996: 4, 156). The same tendency can be recognised for Doña Mirna and her
husband. While her life and gender subjectivity has changed her husband refused to admit
this and did not want to change. However, later in this paragraph I will describe that
because Doña Mirna has changed and obtained a new gender subjectivity, also Don Juan’s
gender subjectivity has changed.
Compared to the past Doña Mirna has more freedom, because she leaves the house more
often. She had the opportunity to break with what Mayoux (1995: 246) calls the isolation in
the home. Though, this is mainly possible because she does not have small children
anymore. As a consequence she is also known by more people. Sometimes these people,
particularly women, ask her for advice about how to improve their agricultural production,
since Doña Mirna cultivates some products. However, they do not ask advise about her
participation, because according to her there are other women, like Doña Miriam living in
a neighbouring community, who participate more and have more freedom and therefore
are more considered as role models. According to Doña Mirna Doña Miriam can leave her
house more easily, because her husband allows her more. For example, Doña Miriam went
to the exchange with a cooperative in Ocotal (northern Nicaragua), but Doña Mirna could
not join this group, because her husband did not allow her to. He is afraid that she will
speak with other men or that other people will gossip about them, she said. Because Doña
Mirna does not always want to discuss whether she can go or not she usually just accepts
Don Juan’s decision.
The gender relations of Don Juan and Doña Mirna did not change as much as the gender
relations of the couple described in the first case study. Don Juan and Doña Mirna have, just
as fifteen years ago, fixed tasks and participate in obvious ‘male and female spaces’. Don Juan
participates exclusively in ‘male spaces’ by working on the land and participating in the
public space. Doña Mirna is the only person who participates in the ‘female spaces’ that are
related to domestic activities, but also attempts to participate in spaces that are considered
as ‘male spaces’ by cultivating sesame and participating in cooperative activities (public
space). Often Doña Mirna wakes up first, at four o’clock, to prepare the fire and make coffee,
tortillas and gallo pinto (rice and beans). One hour later Don Juan wakes up, has breakfast,
checks the cattle and leaves to work on the land, while Doña Mirna stays close to the house
where she milks the cows, washes clothes, cooks the lunch and cultivates some plants in the
garden close to the house. Her husband returns in the afternoon and rests, while she
continues her activities. He never helps her with washing clothes or cooking a meal like Don
Tomas, described in the first case study, does. On days that Doña Mirna wants to work on
the land with her sesame or participate in a cooperative activity she has to wake up earlier
to prepare the food. The money is not managed together, nor do they take decisions
together. Decisions regarding which food to buy are generally taken by Doña Mirna, because
she buys this with her income. Very occasionally Don Juan buys some beans when he goes by
horse to Achuapa, but in general his income is used for the work on the land and the
construction of the farm and house. In the decisions regarding the continuation of education
Don Juan’s view was, as described above, more important than Doña Mirna’s vision.
This coincides with Doña Mirna’s opinion that men and women do not have the same
opportunities and rights in her family and community. The man gives the orders and the
woman and children have to obey. She also blames the women in her community that they
do not claim their rights sufficiently, because there are many women who do not participate
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or organise themselves and do not leave their houses. Doña Mirna told that in the past Don
Juan had more power, but still he has more opportunities to do what he wants than she has.
Due to her participation in several gender workshops she is aware that she is entitled to
have the same opportunities as her husband. Therefore she claims her rights and tells her
husband that she is allowed to leave the house when she wants and go to wherever she
wants. However, as described above, her husband does not allow her to do so, nor does he
understand why she wants this, because as already mentioned according to him a woman
belongs to the spaces close to the house and does not frequently leave the home. As
described in the first case study Don Tomas also had this idea in the past, but changed his
mind after he participated in the PTF project of the cooperative and received different
gender workshops. However, Don Juan and his family also participated in the PTF project,
but the outcome of the project was different for this family, because the use of ‘male and
female spaces’ did not change a lot. One reason for this is that Don Juan’s family participated
less actively in the PTF. This also says something about the family’s involvement in the
cooperative. While Don Tomas and Doña Dalia, and also Doña Lucia, are very involved in the
cooperative Don Juan and Doña Mirna are less actively involved. Don Juan receives especially
agricultural credits and sells his sesame production to the cooperative to obtain benefits,
but does not participate in many projects, training, meetings or the decision-making bodies.
Doña Mirna wants to participate more in the cooperative, but as already described she faces
several obstacles to do so. Further, Don Juan never received workshops regarding gender.
Doña Mirna did participate in these workshops which caused her to start claiming her
rights. Because Don Juan did not follow these workshops he does not understand her, which
leads to miscommunication and misunderstandings. Don Juan thinks that Doña Mirna
especially wants to participate to meet other people (including men) which increases his
jealousy, while Doña Mirna particularly wants to participate to obtain benefits. As she
explained, these benefits should not only contribute to improving her own life, but also to
improving the lives of all the family members. This statement is in agreement with
Agarwal’s (1997: 39) argument that the benefits of a woman’s participation do not only flow
to herself but to the entire household and community, which is an advantage of women’s
participation.
I consider the above mentioned increase in jealousy of the husband and the
misunderstandings and miscommunication between husband and wife as some of the
unexpected or unintentioned effects of participation processes. This example proves the
importance of guiding participation processes, because when these are not guided correctly
this can lead to worsening someone’s position in the family and wider community, as
Mayoux (1995: 247) warns. I do not think that Doña Mirna’s position changed in a negative
way, because she possesses a strong willingness and persistency to claim her rights and will
stand up for herself. But in the next paragraph I will argue that for other women jealousy of
husbands and misunderstandings can lead to worsening someone’s position.
In the case study of Don Juan and Doña Mirna the new gender subjectivities that appeared
are not as obvious as those in the first case study, because it seems that Don Juan’s
subjectivity practically did not change. But as explained in the conceptual framework in
chapter four, gender subjectivities are constructed on the basis of men’s and women’s
experiences regarding women’s participation and the way how they react upon women’s
participation. So when a woman, in this case Doña Mirna, participates this will influence the
existing power relations and Don Juan’s live and subjectivity anyway, since he obtains
experiences with her participation. Doña Mirna became economically less dependent on
Don Juan since she participates and gained some power with this. As a consequence Don
Juan lost some power. As described above, also his jealousy expanded as a result of which
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others (among whom some neighbours) consider him as a ‘jealous machista’. However, it
seems that he does not want to admit that he lost some power since he told me that their
lives did not change due to Doña Mirna’s participation. Besides, he still resists her
participation by not allowing, and not stimulating, her to participate. Nevertheless, his
gender subjectivity did change, because as Gutmann (1996: 206) states: if women are
changing, their husbands change as well, because women play an important role in the
construction of masculinities.
6.3.3. Doña Mirna’s participation compared to other women who participate passively
From the twenty-five women I interviewed nine other women participate in a similar way
as Doña Mirna, meaning that their husbands do not actively support their participation.
These women do not constitute a homogeneous group, because there are also women
whose husbands accept more and are less jealous than Don Juan. However, there are also
men who accept their wives’ participation less and are more jealous than Don Juan.
When women participate this can feed their husbands’ jealousy and sometimes this is
associated with violence. Instead of enhancing their position in the family and wider
community it can get worse. Especially when these women are not as self-confident and
persistent as Doña Mirna they are prevented from undertaking activities outside the home,
since they are materially dependent on their relationship with him (Mayoux 1995: 247,
Gutmann 1996: 207). One woman told me that since she participates her husband is more
envious and suspicious as a consequence of which she feels more controlled. Also other
women told me that in twenty percent of all the families men are jealous and suspicious
when their wives want to participate or organise themselves and therefore men forbid
these activities. For some women this is a reason that they do not participate, because they
know that if they do so their husbands can react violently. Gutmann (1996: 244) explains
that domestic violence of men against their wives may rise when these wives participate
because these men seek to resolve the contradictions and confusion in their masculinities
that result from their wives’ increasingly independence. Forbidding someone’s
participation, however, is already a form of domestic violence, to be exact psychological
violence, since it is a form of suppression. Although most women told me that psychological
violence occurs in twenty percent of the families, employees of MINSA (Ministry of Health)
and Proyecto Miriam (organisation that helps victims of domestic violence) told me that
this percentage is much higher, at least seventy percent.
On the other hand, there are also women who continue participating and become by this
more independent and aware of their rights. The case study of Doña Lucia and literature of
Gutmann (1996: 235, 254) illustrated that this can lead to women issuing ultimatums to
their husbands. When men do not meet these ultimatums their wives may issue a divorce.
There are also husbands who stimulate their wife’s participation more compared to Don
Juan. For example Doña Miriam, who is mentioned in this case study and considered by
Doña Mirna as a role model, has more liberty than Doña Mirna since her husband accepts
her participation and is less jealous than Don Juan. However, Doña Miriam’s husband does
not help her with domestic activities either, so she is still limited in participating as much
as she wants because then her workload will be too high.
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6.4. Concluding remarks on the appearance of new gender subjectivities as a
consequence of women’s participation in cooperative JFPS
In the different case studies I described three different ways of participation and its impact
on the family’s living conditions and gender relations. I also showed which new gender
subjectivities appeared as a consequence of women’s participation. The appearance of
these subjectivities is associated with the change of power relations and gender relations.
It became clear that in the first case study the power relations within the family changed a
lot, because Don Tomas ‘handed over’ a lot of his power to his wife Doña Dalia. Thanks to
gender workshops and social projects in which they participated together they became
aware of the woman’s position in the household. This insight stimulated them to change
their lives to a situation where power is more equally distributed. Now they take decisions
together, both participate in the public space and both do activities in the household. In the
third case study I described that Doña Mirna and Don Juan obtained other experiences with
Doña Mirna’s participation compared to Don Tomas and Doña Dalia with Doña Dalia’s
participation. As a consequence also different gender subjectivities appeared. Although
Doña Mirna prefers to participate actively in the cooperative, Don Juan opposes her
participation. Their power relations did not change as much as those of Don Tomas and
Doña Dalia, because only Doña Mirna received gender training and became aware of her
position in the household and women’s rights. Due to the fact that Don Juan did not receive
this training he still has the opinion that the woman has to stay close to the house while the
man can leave the house frequently and can participate in the public space. Further, he
does not know the benefits of women’s participation, but especially sees participation as a
way to meet other people (men). Since he is afraid that his wife will speak with other men
he does not like that she participates and does not stimulate this by helping her with
domestic activities. As a consequence Doña Mirna has to double her workload when she
wants to participate in activities outside the home, which is sometimes a barrier to
participate. Although Doña Mirna became more independent since she participates, she still
faces barriers to participate as much as she actually wants. This is very different from Doña
Dalia’s situation, who does not face barriers to participate anymore.
Regarding their involvement in the cooperative the families also differ from each other.
Doña Dalia and Don Tomas consider the cooperative as a family in which they have to apply
the principles of cooperativism. They work together to not only gain benefits for
themselves but also for the whole community and to contribute to the cooperative. The
same motives count for Doña Lucia of the second case study and also Doña Mirna seeks to
reach this. However, Don Juan indicated that his most important reason for membership is
receiving credits from and selling his sesame production to the cooperative. He participates
in the cooperative’s projects, meetings or decision-making bodies only seldomly.
The second case study was about Doña Lucia whose new gender subjectivity not only
appeared because of her participation in cooperative JFPS and other organisation, but also
because she divorced. After her divorce she became more independent and free. She could
break down her isolation in the home and create a network. However, most single mothers
do not have the same liberty as Doña Lucia, because often they are quite busy since they
have to do all the work alone. The differences between the gender subjectivities that
appeared can also be clarified by the different spaces in which people participate. Doña
Dalia and Doña Lucia live compared to Doña Mirna in communities where more women
participate and closer to Achuapa. This makes it easier for them to move and increases
their access to participation opportunities. In the next chapter I will discuss the influence of
history and space on participation processes in more detail.
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7. The influence of history and space on women’s
participation
As described several times in this thesis, women are underrepresented in cooperative JFPS
and the public space in general. On the one hand this is logical because of Nicaragua’s macho
culture, characterised by men who represent the family and participate in the public space
while women stay close to the house. On the other hand it is peculiar that women do not
participate more since various efforts are undertaken to encourage their participation. For
example, in the 1980s when Nicaragua was governed by the Sandinistas gender played an
important role in the country’s policy (Miranda & Ratliff 1994). In the 1990s Nicaragua was
governed by liberal parties and the Sandinistas became the main opposition. During this
period gender was not so much promoted by the government, but more by international
NGOs, as I also described for cooperative JFPS. Although in the 1980s, just after the
revolution, a step was made to incorporate women more in the public space and while
different NGOs have encouraged women’s participation it did not really catch on since
currently there are still a lot of women in Achuapa who are not organised in organisations
like the cooperative. In this chapter I describe why the good intentions of the 1980s did not
persist by analysing the history of Nicaragua and the region of Achuapa. Though in general
women do not participate much compared to men, I noticed that in some of Achuapa’s
communities women participate relatively a lot. Therefore I also illustrate in this chapter the
importance of space in participation processes, because as described in chapter four besides
history space influences the opportunities for participation since space has strong
associations that affect who will participate and who will not (Kesby 2007: 2816, Nuijten
2004, Leigh Taylor 2002: 3, Cornwall 2002: 17, 21). I will describe the community Lagartillo
where women’s participation is relatively high and the community of La Calera where
women’s participation is relatively low. By describing these different communities I will
illustrate the necessity of studying differential responses to participation.

7.1. Influence of history on current women’s participation
In this section I describe Nicaragua’s history since the revolution in 1979. I will discuss the
gender policies and land reforms implemented by the Sandinistas in the 1980s and the
Contra war that followed later during this decade. Then I will describe the 1990s that are
characterised by more liberal governments who focused less on gender equality. During this
period NGOs were the driving forces concerning gender equality. I will conclude with a
paragraph about the current government and its gender policy.
7.1.1. Land reforms of the Sandinista government in the 1980s
Many women of cooperative JFPS told me that their lives changed a lot after the Sandinista
revolution (1974 to 1979), especially because the revolutionary government conducted a
policy to increase gender equality and made women aware of their rights (Miranda & Ratliff
1994, Ruchwarger 1989: 4). For a small group of women, those who participated in the
armed combats6 during the Sandinista revolution, their lives changed because they were
reluctant to return to the traditional gender roles assigned to them by traditional societal
norms. During the war they experienced the relative freedom and equality of combats, that
was characterised by non-traditional values. So, after the war they wanted to maintain their
freedom and equality, which was expressed by a more equally share of domestic activities
6

It is estimated that during the 1970s approximately thirty percent of the combatants were women (Luciak 2001: 16).
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by men and women. However, most women accepted that they were assigned again to
traditional gender roles as if their experiences in the combats had never occurred. Related
to this was the difference between the treatment by family members of combatants. While
men were recognised for their heroic struggles, women were treated as outcasts by their
parents, siblings and children, because they abandoned their children during the war
(Luciak 2001: 28-30). In general, however, at the beginning of the 1980s people’s lives did
not change much because women were combatants, but their lives changed more because of
the policy changes of the new government, which started with radical land reforms.
After almost five decades of governance by the liberal Somoza family, a junta of five people
including Sandinistas took over the power in 1979 (Horton 1998, Miranda & Ratliff 1994:
15). In 1984 the Sandinistas won the elections and Daniel Ortega became president. The
centre-right Nationalist Liberal Party (Partido Liberal Nacionalista, PLN) did not longer
govern the country, but from now on this was done by the socialist political party called
Sandinista National Liberation Front (Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional, FSLN). In
1979 the new revolutionary government formed a Committee for National Reconstruction
to reconstruct the country that was destroyed during the Somoza regime and in economic
crisis. The three main goals were: dismantling the economic base of the former regime;
rebuilding the devastated economy; and redistributing income and influence toward the
farmers and labourers. One of the first activities of the new government was taking over all
properties and businesses owned by the Somoza family and their associates. In total the
Somoza family owned twenty percent of the country’s arable land that now became
property of the state, who as a consequence gained a lot of control over the agriculture
export (Ruchwarger 1989: 10). Further, the percentage of farms that were larger than fifehundred manzanas was reduced from 36,2% to 6,4% (Luciak 2001: 50). The land reforms of
the Sandinistas are considered as the most comprehensive of any undertaken in the region
(Moberg 1983: 217). Despite fears that the government would nationalise the economy in
the same way as was done in Cuba, the Sandinista government maintained a mixed economy
that was both privately and publicly owned. This implied that private businesses not
previously owned by the Somoza family were allowed to continue but under strict
regulations of the new government. Land labourers were encouraged to organise under
cooperatives on appropriated land (Merrill 1993).
Initially, ninety percent of the former Somoza family’s properties turned into state farms
and the remaining ten percent into production cooperatives. (Ruchwarger 1989:14-15). In
1980, however, the Farmers Trade Union (Asociación de Trabajadores del Campo, ATC), in
which many farmers and land labourers were organised after the revolution, asked for more
distribution and legalisation of land for small farmers. The farmers did not only want a job,
but also their own land. The government did not respond to the demand, but instead offered
credits to constitute credit cooperatives. These credits, however, did not solve the problem
but rather created more problems (Merrill 1993). As many cooperative members told me,
often they could not pay the loans because of a bad harvest. The Agrarian Reform Law and
Cooperative law of 1981, mainly written by land labourers and farmers who were organised
in the ATC and UNAG (Unión Nacional de Agricultores y Ganaderos, National Farmworkers
and Cattle-breeders Union), prescribed that small and landless farmers should have more
land. Although the land reforms went slowly, in 1984 land was redistributed by the
government and families received both individual and collective land. This was among
others a consequence of the contra revolutionary forces, called Contras7, who used the
dissatisfaction of many farmers with the Sandinista land reform policy. Because of the
7The

Contras were landowners and other social forces who were against the revolution and former members of the
Guardia Nacional (National Guard), a professional army created by the United States in 1909 to control the country.
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farmers’ pressures the government adopted a land reform policy that was less concentrated
on the state. Further, the government changed its focus from state farms to constituting
more cooperatives. This policy change was also implemented to reduce the influence of the
Contras among the farmers and to encourage the food production (Kay 2001a: 80).
Oscar López, the responsible person for portfolio and dept collection of cooperative JFPS,
explained that during the 1980s the Sandinista government promoted cooperativism as the
only way to receive credits and benefits from BANADES (National Development Bank),
because they delivered land to many farmers organised in cooperatives. Two different types
of cooperatives were distinguished: the Cooperative of Credits and Services (Cooperativa de
Creditos y Servicios, CCS) and Agricultural Sandinista Cooperative (Cooperativa Agrícola
Sandinista, CAS). The CCS was constituted by small and landless farmers who retained the
individualisation of peasant production and organised themselves for the allocation of state
extension services, credits and marketing assistance. The CAS was constituted by small
farmers and land labourers who in this way were allotted land by the government. All land,
with the exception of household gardens, was held in common and worked with collectively
(Moberg 1983: 223-224). In 1985 120.000 families were farming land that was
redistributed by the Agrarian Reform Law, half on state farms and half in cooperatives.
Finally, the FSLN government gave additional land to Sandinista supporters as payment for
governmental services. This property given away, nicknamed the Piñata8, consisted of more
than five thousand houses and hundreds of thousands of hectares of land (Merrill 1993,
Luciak 2001: 50-51).
The government of Ortega led a policy to reduce inequality and poverty, including the
increase of gender equality, to develop the society. The government attempted to increase
gender equality by introducing legal reforms intended to eliminate discriminatory laws;
improvements in living conditions; an increase of women in the public space by
incorporating more women in state institutions, cooperatives and other organisations, but
also by providing access to education and health care; and giving women the opportunities
to organise and question their subordination (Miranda & Ratliff 1994, Luciak 2001: 169).
One of the activities of the FSLN was the constitution of the Association of Nicaraguan
Women (Asociación de Mujeres Nicaraguënses, Luisa Amanda Espinoza, AMNLAE) to
represent women’s interests. The association grew into an important movement with
eighty-five thousand members in 1985 (Luciak 2001: 171). Also women of cooperative JFPS
expressed that they started participating in AMNLAE, community committees and
cooperatives since the revolution. Before the revolution there was practically no
organisation in which women could participate, but afterwards this became possible
because a lot of organisations arrived in Achuapa, both national and international. Also
some CCS and CAS cooperatives were constituted in the different communities of Achuapa.
Some cooperative members told me that they received land from the Sandinista
government. There are people who still work on the land that they received almost thirty
years ago. Besides, women told me that they (and sometimes their husbands) became more
aware of the woman’s position in society, because the government focused on gender
equality between man and woman.

Under the regime of the Somoza family this army became notorious for human rights abuses and corruption. The
Contras led a terror campaign against the Sandinistas. They were supported by the United States who were afraid that
communism would spread via Nicaragua over the United States (Horton 1998: 3, Embajada Holanda 2009, Kay 2001b:
112).
8
A piñata is a children’s game where a hollow papier-mâché animal is filled with candies. Children hit this piñata with
sticks, it breaks open and the candies fall out.

67

7.1.2. The Contra war: obstacle or promotion for women’s participation?
In the 1980s Nicaragua received a lot of international budget support to reduce inequality
and poverty. Although literacy, education and health care improved, the development model
did not lead to economic growth and welfare, because the government struggled with an
increasing burden of debt and inflation (Embajada Holanda 2009). Also, the armed battle
against the Contras, that began in 1982, gulped down a lot of governments costs and
employees (Kay 2001b: 112). The Contra war was confined close to the border with
Honduras in Nicaraguan’s mountainous northern and central interior departments. Because
of its location in the north-western part of Nicaragua Achuapa’s communities and citizens
were involved in the war as well. I will describe this in more detail later. A southern Contra
front was active in the Río San Juan Department along the Costa Rican border. Indigenous
anti-Sandinista forces operated in the Atlantic coast region (Luciak 2001: 32). The war
lasted until 1990 and killed from a population of approximately three and a half million
people 30.865 Nicaraguans. Besides, more than 350.000 people, particularly from rural
areas, were displaced as a consequence of the war (Kay 2001a: 81).
Though the Contra war impeded economic growth and welfare, in some cases the war
promoted women’s participation in the public space. Some women told me that when their
husbands went to the war, they obtained more responsibilities like representing the family
and being head of the household. This also occurred during the armed conflicts during the
Sandinista Revolution of the 1970s. Like the Contra war, this conflict affected the people in
Achuapa because the Sandinistic troops attacked the country from the borders with
Honduras in the north and Costa Rica in the south (Luciak 2001: 32). However, due to the
war large numbers of people had to move from the countryside to the city because they felt
insecure or could no longer do their work.
7.1.3. New land reforms in the 1990s
In 1990 the opposition, united in the National Opposition Union (Unión Nacional Opositora,
UNO), won the elections and Violeta Chamorro became the new president. It is thought that
one of the factors contributing to the FSLN’s defeat was its inability to obtain more gender
equality. Despite of its gender policy the party obtained limited progress toward substantive
gender equality (Luciak 2001: 169). However, the liberal governments of the 1990s focused
even less on gender equality. Another reason for the defeat was the lack of support of the
peasantry to the Sandinistas. Only 35,3% of the national rural votes were in favour of the
FSLN compared to 44,2% of the urban votes. It is very possible according to Kay (2001b:
112) that the FLSN would have achieved more votes if they would have distributed more
individual property rights to farmers from the beginning of the land reforms. This would
have slowed the farmers’ support to the Contras. According to Kay (2001a: 85) an unequal
agrarian system is an important factor to explain the conflicts and rural violence in Latin
America, including Nicaragua’s Contra war. Kay explains that the radical land reforms in
Nicaragua provoked the anger of the landowners and other affected groups, which resulted
in the Contra war. Besides, farmers became frustrated because they received less individual
land than was promised, which also resulted in violent responses. His argumentation makes
sense since the two countries with relatively few rural violence during the twentieth
century, Costa Rica and Argentina, have a more equal agrarian structure and a larger
agricultural middle class than other Latin American Countries (Kay 2001b: 117-119).
During the government period of Chamorro the Contras were disarmed and demobilised so
the internal armed conflicts ended. Also, the army became part of civil authority and the
controlled economy changed into a free market (Horton 1998: 292-294). Further, the UNO
government heavily cut the formal credits of the BANADES, mainly for fiscal reasons.
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Consequently the number of peasant families that received credits dropped from 97.217 to
34.682 in only two years (Spoor 2000: 19). For Achuapa this meant that the former CCS and
CAS cooperatives could no longer survive, because they were no longer supported by the
national banks that were privatised by the new government. Oscar López told that as a
consequence the seven CAS cooperatives and the eighty-three CCS cooperatives disappeared
in Achuapa. For the cooperative members this felt as a great loss, also because most of them
were Sandinistas. When I asked people why they became a member of cooperative JFPS they
often answered me: “When we lost the elections in 1990 the banks did no longer support the
poor, but the cooperative did offer opportunities, like credits with relatively low interest
rates. Therefore I became a member.” By saying “we lost the elections” they mean that the
FSLN lost the elections and express how they feel associated to this party. Next to a decrease
in the number of credits, also the credit interest rate of banks became higher compared to
the 1980s, which made it for many families difficult to continue their work. This led to an
increase in migration to urban areas and neighbouring countries to find nonfarm jobs, but
also to the establishment of cooperative JFPS as described in chapter two. Unlike the state
supported cooperatives of the 1980s cooperative JFPS was more dependent on the support
of (international) NGOs. In the next paragraph I will describe the support and influence of
NGOs in more detail.
The government of Chamorro also reformed the agricultural policy. To win the elections
Chamorro promised to represent all sectors, including the small and powerful private sector
with which she was closely identified. However, in fact her policy especially focused on
private land unlike the collective land policy of the FSLN in the 1980s (Merrill 1993). The
cooperative members explained that it was more difficult to work during this period,
because they lost land and could not obtain credits from the BANADES anymore. The arrival
of cooperative JFPS in 1991 gave them opportunities again to cultivate without too many
problems. So, Chamorro could not represent all the sectors since small, medium and landless
farmers were disadvantaged with her focus on private land. Neither could she satisfy the
private sector. Chamorro promised to compensate the large landowners whose land was
taken over by the FSLN government, but her plan did not include restitution of property
distributed during the Piñata. As a consequence people from the private sector, who were
organised under the Superior Council of the Private Enterprise (Consejo Superior de la
Empresa Privada, COSEP) refused to participate in Chamorro’s plan (Kay 2001a: 81, Merrill
1993).
Though the Contra war ended under the government of Chamorro, she implemented a
reform that led to new conflicts and violence emerging from the chaotic situation on the
countryside. This situation was characterised by landlords who claimed their expropriated
land; beneficiaries who desired that the state farms and collective farms were subdivided so
they could receive private land titles; beneficiaries who wanted to prevent that landlords
and former Contras acquired land from the reformed sector; Contras who claimed land in
exchange for abandoning their arms; and landless farmers who did not benefit from the
Sandinista land reform and claimed land too. It was not surprising that, especially
considering the fact that fourty-seven percent of the total arable land had no legal title and
that the former owners had filed 7.185 lawsuits to claim a quarter of the arable land in 1995,
as a consequence violence broke out on the country side (Kay 2001a: 81, Horton 1998: 279).
Kay describes it as a paradox that although the Contras contributed to the victory of the antiSandinistas, some of them returned to the arms to fight for a piece of land when the
government of Chamorro did not respond to their demands. These so called Recontras
believe that only by using violence they can convince the government to respond to their
demands (Kay 2001a: 81-82).
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After Chamorro the Liberal Alliance came into power in 1996 and Arnoldo Alemán became
president. The Nicaraguan voters gave the Right another chance at fixing the country’s
political and economic situation and endorsed the Sandinistas as the main opposition
(Luciak 2001: 240). Alemán was president until 2001, when the elections were won by the
Liberal Party. The new president was Enrique Bolaños who arranged that Nicaragua was
admitted to the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) initiative for debt remission.
Nicaragua was considered for a debt reduction of 4,5 trillion dollar (Embajada Holanda
2009).
7.1.4. Support and influence of NGOs on cooperatives in the 1990s
As described in the previous paragraphs the cooperatives were property of the state in the
1980s and supported by the Sandinista government. In the 1990s cooperatives were not
encouraged by the state anymore which meant for most cooperatives that they could no
longer persist. Instead private cooperatives, like cooperative JFPS, were constituted that
were more dependent on external organisations to receive support. Further, the
governments of the 1990s did not focus on gender equality and women’s emancipation as
the FSLN government did in the prior decade (Luciak 2001: 224). As a result gender policies,
including the involvement of a minimum percentage of women, were often not included in
organisations’ regulations, at least not in those of cooperative JFPS. However, many
organisations did work according to gender policies in the 1990s, but mostly these were the
policies of international donor organisations. For example, cooperative JFPS had different
projects at the end of the 1990s to encourage the participation of women in the cooperative.
In cooperation with the Danish NGO IBIS it executed a vegetable, fruit and beekeeping
project for women and with the British NGO Christian Aid it implemented the earlier
described PTF project in which the whole family participated. The cooperative followed
these requisites of NGOs, but not because gender was their primary interest but rather
because otherwise they would not receive funds from the donor organisation. So, gender
was especially an interest of external organisations during the 1990s, but later became an
interest of the cooperative as well. Especially the last five years the cooperative emphasises
the importance of women’s participation and equality between men and women. This also
coincides with the policies of the local and national government who focus on the increase of
gender equality.
7.1.5. Policy on gender equality by the current government
Since 2007 Daniel Ortega of the FSLN is in power again. Ortega is seen as one of the biggest
followers of the Venezuelan president Chávez and his socialistic revolution (De Wit 2009).
Ortega’s goals are more attention to the pro-poor agenda (especially on health, education
and rural production); the introduction of a direct democracy via the CPCs (Councils of
Citizen Power), which are seen as extension pieces of the FSLN; and more attention to
gender equality (Embajada Holanda 2009, IOB 2009: 2). Regarding gender equality, the
government especially emphasises the woman’s position in society. It states that women
often have less opportunities than men and women’s work is often less valued or not
recognised. Also women of cooperative JFPS told me that their husbands do not value their
work (see the example of Doña Isabel in chapter five). The government organises different
programs to recognise and value women’s activities, especially through entrepreneurship.
For example in Achuapa, the government has a programme called Programa Conjunto de
Género León, Achuapa (Joint Gender Program León, Achuapa) that it executes together with
the ministry of health (MINSA). The director of Achuapa’s health centre and delegate of
MINSA explained to me that with this programme the government gives women cattle,
chickens, pigs and credits so they can start a business. Besides guaranteeing an income and
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subsequently better food and health, the programme also attempts to give women more
opportunities and value to their work. Gender workshops are given to both men and women
to make them aware of valuing women’s activities and gender equality in general.
Cooperative JFPS implements a similar project with the earlier described women’s groups in
Achuapa’s communities who will also set-up businesses.
Most people, both cooperative members and employees, told me that they especially became
aware of gender equality the last five years. The members told me that both the current
government, cooperative JFPS and other organisations in Achuapa gave them this
awareness. The cooperative employees, principally the manager, vice-manager and
chairman, explained that gender equality is now an important interest because of their
experiences in the 1990s with NGOs and the stimulation of the current government.
7.1.6. Concluding remarks on the influence of history on participation processes
In the 1980s women started participating, because of incentives of the government and the
arrival of organisations which offered opportunities that they never have had before. Also
due to the civil war some women received more responsibilities and participated more in
the public space. However, this same civil war also caused that some people felt insecure
and left the countryside for the city. In the 1990s women were less stimulated by the
government, because of a decrease in the number of cooperatives and gender equality was
less important for these governments. However, during this decade people were stimulated
by international donor organisations, like NGOs, to encourage women’s participation.
Nevertheless, women’s participation did not catch on since presently women still participate
obviously less than men and women’s participation did not increase much in the last
decades. Concerning cooperative JFPS, in 1991 thirteen women participated as members
which is equal to eighteen percent of all the members. In 2010 this number was fourty-two
which is proportionately even less than the number of twenty years ago, since this is equal
to fifteen percent of all the members. The question that appears is why the enthusiasm that
women had after the revolution in 1979 did not lead to more participation. One reason is the
frustration of farmers for receiving limited property rights during the first years of the land
reforms in the 1980s. Another factor are the governments’ policies of the 1990s that did not
stimulate women’s participation. However, during these years women’s participation was
encouraged by NGOs. As described in chapter six some families (like the family of Don
Tomas and Doña Dalia) participated actively and successfully in the projects that
international NGOs implemented in cooperation with the cooperative, but there are also
families (like Don Juan’s and Doña Mirna’s family) who participated less actively in the
projects and where women’s participation did not catch on so much. In the next section I
will use space as an explanatory factor by describing the influence of space on participation
processes and explaining why in some families (or communities) women participate more
than in others. Another reason for people not taking up participation can be their
disappointment with other projects, as the coordinator of the technical experts explained
me. In 2003 the cooperative had a project about medicinal plants with sixty women, but this
project failed because of a bad harvest. As a result a form of apathy appeared, because
women were demotivated to continue with the project and for some this was a reason for
not continuing participating in the cooperative.

7.2. Influence of space on women’s participation
In this section I will describe the influence of space on participation processes by analysing
people’s participation in two different communities. First I describe Lagartillo, a community
in the highlands of Achuapa where participation by women is relatively high. Second I
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illustrate La Calera, a community close to Achuapa village where women’s participation is
relatively low.
7.2.1. Description of Lagartillo and its residents
Lagartillo is located in the highlands of Achuapa and inhabited by twenty-five families, with
approximately 150 residents who live close together. It is a relatively young community,
meaning it exists for twenty-seven years and the population is quite young. In 1983/1984
couples of about thirty-five years old and their children came here. They worked together in
a CAS cooperative to cultivate the land that they received from the revolutionary
government. Because most of these couples’ parents did not move with them, almost no
people of over sixty years old live there. On 31 December 1984 Lagartillo was attacked by
the Contras, who killed six residents. Doña Teresa, a sixty-year-old resident of Lagartillo and
member of cooperative JFPS, told me that the Contra war (or the United States war as most
residents call it) brought a halt to their efforts to obtain better living conditions. With the
arrival of the new government in 1990 the CAS cooperative disappeared. However,
cooperativism is still very important for the people of Lagartillo. Although currently the
community does not have an official cooperative anymore, many residents still refer to their
community as the cooperative. The residents are still organised and work together to find
solutions for development and to leave poverty. Carolina, a twenty-eight-year-old resident
and cooperative member, told me that in Lagartillo people are not only organised in a
cooperative or other organisation for their own benefit, but also for the whole community.
She considers her fellow-residents as very solidary. Carolina and other residents clarified
that the loss of the six fellow-citizens in 1984 increased the unity within the community and
intensified their willingness to struggle for peace and solidarity.
The residents work together in a reforestation project including a tree nursery next to the
community. Further, the community has a community seed-bank to conserve traditional
seeds as a way of ensuring food security, a water group to control the water in the
community and a shared car to ensure transport. Once a month they assemble to clean the
community. I heard from a technical expert of the cooperative that Lagartillo is the only
community that takes this initiative. Gutmann (1996: 98-99) argues that gender identities
cannot stay the same in shared experiences such as these collective working days. These
working days will stimulate people (women) to participate who otherwise would not have
participated, which will change little by little relations in the family.
Besides these initiatives, the community also has other committees, like a health committee,
a CPC and a women’s group, which is an initiative of cooperative JFPS. Also, Lagartillo has a
traditional acoustic band called Los Rústicos del Norte and a theatre group, Capullo. This
theatre group consists of youth from fourteen to twenty-one years old who make theatre
productions about different themes together with other community members. They
represent the life in the village, but also portray themes such as migration, environmental
consciousness, family planning and domestic violence. With the productions they attempt to
give a good example and make people aware of the different themes. These productions are
performed in Lagartillo and increasingly in other communities of Achuapa and other
municipalities. As Cornwall (2002: 27-28) describes, plays can be a tactic to transform the
nature of a discourse, because it can disrupt old rules by establishing new rules.
Finally, the community has a Spanish school where foreigners can learn Spanish and become
acquainted with rural life in Nicaragua. The school is run by the whole community. Some
people are teachers and others offer home stays to the students. The school is a way of
generating an income for the residents. People receive an individual income and twenty
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percent of the earnings go to a community fund to finance the community projects like the
seed bank and the theatre group. The residents of Lagartillo told me that apart from
financial profits the school also delivers a lot of knowledge that they obtain from students
from all over the world. From the students they hear about other lifestyles, customs, norms
and values, which gives them new insights. At the same time the students obtain new
insights from the community residents.
Because of the different projects and community initiatives Lagartillo is quite popular with
international NGOs and therefore also receives financial support and knowledge from these
organisations. For example, in June 2010 the community opened a community house,
sponsored by a British NGO and mainly constructed by the residents themselves. All these
initiatives created, what Foucault calls, heterotopias where new ways of behaving and being
apply (Cornwall 2002: 7). The different initiatives have changed what Bourdieu (1998) calls
the ‘field’ of Lagartillo. As Bourdieu argues, changes in the field offer opportunities to change
the habitus, because people can use the social space in another way (Silva 2005: 86-87). For
example, in the past people were almost completely dependent on the agricultural
production for their income. Now they also receive income from the Spanish school by
teaching or offering home stays. Thanks to all these initiatives people obtained more
opportunities to invest in economic, cultural and social capital. In the next paragraph I will
describe this in more detail.
Compared to other communities the education level of Lagartillo’s residents is high. Of the
older generation, of above fifty years old, most people did not have the opportunity to go to
school in the past but followed adult education. Amongst the younger generation many
graduated from secondary school and continued with university to follow particularly
agricultural sciences. Currently, there are no children in the community who do not go to
school, which is made possible among others by the presence of a primary and secondary
school in the community. Most communities have a primary school, but Lagartillo is one of
the few communities with a secondary school. Due to this, people face less barriers to send
their children to school, because they do not have to pay travel fees or spend time walking to
school. Another reason for this high participation level in education is people’s willingness
to invest in children’s education. As Doña Teresa told me, people in Lagartillo (including her
and her husband) prefer that their children study instead of helping on the land or with
domestic activities, because this will contribute to better future opportunities.
7.2.2. Women’s participation in Lagartillo
In Lagartillo there are different families, both older and younger, where men and women do
domestic tasks and work on the land. They work together and participate in the same
spaces. I observed this when I followed Spanish classes in Lagartillo and stayed with one of
the community’s families for a week and later when I returned to the community to
interview several families for my internship and thesis fieldwork.
While I observed in other communities that it is quite common that men hardly participate
in domestic activities, in Lagartillo most men make coffee and wash the dishes. There is also
a significant number that participates in all the domestic activities, like Don Francisco, the
husband of the earlier mentioned Doña Teresa. Doña Teresa even told me that her husband
taught her how to cook. In turn, Doña Teresa works on the land and participates in different
organisations and committees, like cooperative JFPS, the livestock cooperative ASODEPA,
the community’s health centre, the CPC, the reforestation project and the community’s
women’s group.
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As described in chapter four Cornwall (2002: 17, 21) distinguishes two types of spaces in
which people can participate, those that are created by outsiders and those that are brought
into being more naturally by the participants themselves. Both types can be recognised in
Lagartillo. For example, the CPC is an initiative of the government in which people are
invited to participate. Most other spaces have emerged more organically on the basis of
shared interests. These spaces are also called ‘sites of radical possibilities’, where people
find a place and voice (Cornwall 2002: 17, 21). Participation in these spaces is often based
on identification and people’s own choice to participate. For example, people participate in
the theatre group because they can identify with making theatre; choose to participate in the
reforestation project because they feel associated to agriculture; become a cooperative
member because they are farmers or run a business; or join a women’s group because they
are women. These different initiatives, created for and by Lagartillo’s residents, offer a lot of
opportunities to participate in spaces in which people could not participate before. For
example, women who have fear to participate in mixed-sex groups (or mixed-sex spaces)
are offered the opportunity to have a voice by participating in the women’s group. Cornwall
warns that the spaces that are constituted by the participants themselves can be more
exclusionary because of the required act of identification. For some spaces, such as the
women’s group and the theatre group, this is true, but I think that most spaces are very open
and match with the interests of the majority of the residents. Most committees are
concerned with agricultural topics that match with most of the residents’ interests since
they are farmers.
By participating in these different initiatives, people invest in different forms of capital.
When a woman participates in the cooperative or the women’s group this is both investing
in economic capital to improve the production as well as investing in social capital to buildup a network. Through these investments she obtains opportunities that she never had
before. Because of her involvement in the cooperative and women’s group she enters the
public space and changes her habitus. As described in the previous paragraph, the education
level of Lagartillo’s residents is relatively high, among others because of the existence of a
primary and secondary school. Therefore many people can invest in cultural capital, i.e.
education. Subsequently it is possible for them to enter university which gives them more
future perspectives and opportunities to change their habitus. For example, the earlier
mentioned Carolina goes to university. She follows a programme with one week of classes
and three weeks of self-study every month. Before she started university she took more
responsibilities in her home and for her child than her husband, but presently her husband
takes more responsibilities. When she graduates she hopes to work as a technical expert for
cooperative JFPS. So, by investing in cultural capital she is changing her habitus, because she
will change her daily routine. Instead of staying home and taking care of the home and her
child she will participate in the public space as a technical expert. Since she will possess the
required skills for being a technical expert, she will face less barriers to achieve this goal.
This example illustrates that not only her habitus has changed and will continue to change
but also that of her husband. Her husband’s habitus changed as well, because he does more
domestic tasks since Carolina studies. This idea coincides with Foucault’s heterotopias,
where taken-for-granted rules of interaction are replaced by new ways of behaving and
being. A heterotopia offers a lot of new possibilities (Cornwall 2002: 7).
According to the residents, men and women in Lagartillo have the same opportunities and
also valorise these opportunities, especially the youth. Most people agree that both men and
women can work on the land and in the domestic sphere, participate in the public spaces
and raise the children together. The latter is not considered as a typical feminine task, said
Doña Teresa and Carolina. Twenty years ago it was less common that men and women
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participated in the same spaces. According to Carolina, presently this is possible because of
the exchange of knowledge and experiences with foreigners, which inspired them to take
initiatives, but also because of initiatives undertaken by the current government and
organisations like cooperative JFPS. These different initiatives have changed the rules of the
game of the old spaces and created new spaces with new possibilities (Cornwall 2002: 7). In
the new spaces it is possible that men and women enter spaces in which they could not
participate twenty years ago, as described above.
Regarding the administration of money and taking decisions at family level it is quite
common that this is done jointly by the man and woman. The older residents explained that
this became more common after the revolution when cooperativism was stimulated in
communities and gender equality was encouraged. There were also families, like Doña
Teresa and Don Francisco, who copied this system of working together to their own family
which included that the couple communicated more and took decisions together. Younger
couples take decisions together and both manage the money, because they take over the
successful examples of their parents or other couples. They noticed that when the man and
woman work together this delivers more benefits than when only the man works and
decides everything.
According to the statistics of Proyecto Miriam, the organisation that helps victims of
domestic violence, Lagartillo is Achuapa’s community with the lowest violence rate.
According to Proyecto Miriam in approximately five percent of the families domestic
violence occurs. Also the community residents told me that there is almost no violence. Doña
Carmen, resident and cooperative member, thinks that less violence occurs in Lagartillo
because people work together like in a cooperative and feel associated. This coincides with
Carolina’s opinion that the people in Lagartillo are united and struggle for peace and
solidarity. Also, people received workshops about domestic violence often combined with
workshops about gender equality and the theatre group portrays these themes in its shows.
However, as Carolina described it, Lagartillo is not a ‘perfect planet’, because there are still
cases where domestic violence occurs, but not as much compared to other communities.
Doña Martha (fifty-six years old and wife of a cooperative member) and Doña Teresa
expressed that not all the women participate as much as they do and that there are women
with less opportunities than they have. Doña Martha thinks that the women who are not
organised in the cooperative or other organisations are more isolated and cannot easily
leave the house, but according to Doña Teresa there are also women who are not interested
in participating and accept that they have less freedom. However, compared to other
communities I think that in general women in Lagartillo have more opportunities to
participate in the public space, which is often seen as a ‘male space’, and men have more
opportunities to participate in the domestic sphere, which is often seen as a more ‘female
sphere’. I consider the history (the loss of six fellow-citizens), the cooperativism that still
exists, the theatre group and the exchange of knowledge and experiences with foreigners as
important factors for this.
7.2.3. Description of La Calera and its residents
La Calera, located in the lowlands of Achuapa, is the same community as where Doña Lucia
lives, the single mother described in the second case study of chapter six. In 1870 the first
families arrived here to settle. La Calera was not so much involved in the war as Lagartillo.
People went to the war, but the community was not attacked by the Contras.
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With 130 families La Calera is a relatively large community, but also a dispersed community
meaning that the families do not live close together. The community has a core of twentyfive houses, however most families live around this core. Many people in La Calera are
family of each other. Compared to Lagartillo, La Calera is not considered by its residents as a
cooperative in which they work together, among others because the community is relatively
large. People do rely on networks, but these are more based on family ties than on
friendship or community ties. It also appears that the residents of La Calera work more as
individuals, because when I asked them why they became cooperative members they mostly
told me that they want to obtain benefits to improve their lives, while in Lagartillo different
people told me that it was equally important to work together and contribute to the
cooperative. Further, in La Calera the residents have not undertaken many initiatives to
organise community organisations, like a reforestation project or a theatre group.
In La Calera it occurs frequently that children drop out of school and the number that
continues with university is very limited. In the previous chapter I described already that
Doña Lucia’s sons dropped out of secondary school because they were not interested in
studying and preferred to work on the land. Doña Sara, a fifty-six-year-old inhabitant of La
Calera and cooperative member, told me a similar story about her sons. It was difficult to
send her children to school because of a lack of money, but this was not the most important
reason. She explained it as a combination of a lack of interest of her sons and a lack of
support to find other solutions by her husband. He stimulated them to work on the land
while she struggled to let her sons continue with school. I also discussed this subject during
a focus group meeting that I had with fifteen women of La Calera about their (non)
participation in cooperative JFPS and other organisations. The majority of the women
recognised this resistance of their husbands. Unlike Lagartillo, La Calera does not have a
secondary school, so secondary education is less accessible. The closest school is in Achuapa,
which is one hour on foot from La Calera.
According to Proyecto Miriam La Calera and the neighbouring community Barrio San Juan
are Achuapa’s communities with the highest incidents of domestic violence, approximately
sixty percent both psychological and physical. The employees of Proyecto Miriam think that
La Calera has such a high number of incidents, because the majority of the residents are
family and have lived according to a similar system for generations. They also explained that
La Calera is one of the communities with the strongest machismo featured by men as
decision makers and women obliged to obey them. Besides, there is a strong gender division
of labour. Machismo is often a symptom of a not well-functioning family or community
(Ruchwarger 1989: 6). Comparing La Calera to Lagartillo it becomes clear that in Lagartillo
people work more together according to cooperativism (opposing La Calera’s residents who
work individually) and therefore probably functions better. It is also remarkable that
Lagartillo is characterised by relatively little machismo and violence. Also the residents of La
Calera told me that domestic violence exists in their community. They further mentioned the
problem of drunks. As Doña Sara said, there are a lot of men who drink a lot and molest their
family members. Her husband also molested her in the past. This ended when their children
were older (about twenty years old) and the issue was addressed by the children. Gutmann
(1996: 236) describes that it is common that male jealousy and men’s use of violence against
wives are characteristics that are more prevalent during the early years of marriages. The
domestic violence in La Calera is not only expressed by men molesting their wives and
parents molesting their children. Compared to the past there are presently also more
women who molest their husbands. According to Nicolas Cortez, the cooperative manager,
this happens because women defend themselves, but also because women became more
aware of their rights and acquired more power which some women show by using violence
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against their husbands. In general violence is less used by women than by men. According to
Proyecto Miriam this number of women using violence against their husbands is five percent
in La Calera. However, the number of men who are victims of domestic violence is less clear
than that of female victims because out of shame men report the abuse less often (Gutmann
1996: 200).
7.2.4. Women’s participation in La Calera
In La Calera a clear gender division of labour is visible in the families. The households have
comparable ‘male and female spaces’ to those in the Kabyle House (Bourdieu 1998: 92, Silva
2005: 84-86). For example, in the family of the above mentioned Doña Sara men work on the
land and women do domestic tasks. She expressed that her husband told her: “The land is
my job, the house is yours.”, which she does not appreciate because she enjoys to do the
work on the land. At the focus group meeting it became apparent that five of the fifteen
women have husbands who never do domestic tasks like cooking. Four husbands sometimes
make coffee or prepare the corn for the next morning and three husbands sometimes cook a
meal. The other three women participating in the focus group meeting were single mothers.
None of these fifteen women has a husband who does the dishes or washes clothes. Only one
woman told me that her husband secures firewood and prepares the fire, while I frequently
heard from women from other communities that their husbands do this. Also Ruchwarger
(1989: 85) describes these tasks as jobs which are considered to be more ‘masculine’.
According to the women of La Calera it is obvious that women work longer, because the
domestic work (‘female tasks’) takes the whole day, while the work on the land (‘male
tasks’) is done only in the morning and early afternoon.
Because of the gender division of labour women have less time to participate in the activities
of cooperative JFPS and the public space in general. Furthermore, compared to Lagartillo,
the community also has less opportunities to participate since the residents undertook less
initiatives in which people can participate. The only community initiative that I heard about
was from Doña Lucia. A few years ago she organised a women’s group to work with hibiscus.
Currently this same women’s group participates in cooperative JFPS’s project to set-up
businesses. However, it is remarkable that this group has ten members and Lagartillo’s
women’s group twelve, while the latter community is almost ten times smaller than La
Calera.
Doña Sara told me that men often do not want the women to leave the house, which hinders
them from participating. For example, her husband does not like it when she goes to a
meeting in Achuapa. Two women of the focus group meeting explained that the men in La
Calera are machistas which means that they give the orders and others have to obey. One of
them told me that her husband does not want her to go to meetings, because according to
him she finds the meetings boring and she will only lose time.
I described for Lagartillo that the different initiatives undertaken by the residents,
(international) NGOs, cooperative JFPS and government have changed the rules of the game
of the old spaces. The fact that in La Calera the residents and NGOs undertook less initiatives
contributes to a smaller change of the old rules. People still live according to a similar
system that existed twenty years ago, with a strong gender division of labour and men and
women participating in separated spaces. These already existing social inequalities are
reproduced in the manner in which people communicate with each other in the social space.
This proves Bourdieu’s idea that the family plays a key role in maintaining the social order,
since it reproduces the structure of social spaces and social relations (Cornwall 2002: 26,
Bourdieu 1998: 69). However, Bourdieu also argues that the social order can change when
77

people invest in different forms of capital, because then their habitus will change. Therefore
there are also exceptions in La Calera, like Doña Lucia who I described in the second case
study of chapter six. She has invested in economic capital by setting-up a business. This
made her independent economically from others and offered her children the opportunity to
study which subsequently led to better incomes and better future perspectives. She also
invested in cultural and social capital, by organising herself in different committees,
organisations and cooperative JFPS and setting-up a women’s group. Because of these
activities she became a role model for other women, among others for her daughter and
daughter-in-law who also want to organise themselves. These investments in different
forms of capital increased her access to the public space. However, in general, people in La
Calera invested less in capital than Doña Lucia and also than people in Lagartillo. The most
important reason for this is that La Calera offers less opportunities, or forms of capital, in
which people can invest because less initiatives are undertaken. The field of La Calera also
changed less. Spaces in which particularly men participated in the past, like meetings, are
still overrepresented by men and spaces in which especially women participated in the past,
like the kitchen with its domestic activities, are still overrepresented by women. In
Lagartillo these spaces have become more mixed-spaces.
Most families in La Calera do not manage the money together or take decisions together.
Money is mostly managed by the man, but I also spoke some women who manage the
money. Although only one woman explicitly said that her husband takes the decisions, in
practice there are more cases where the decisions are taken by only the man. Many women
told me that they take the decisions together with their husband, but when I asked examples
it appeared that they are involved but their vote is less important than their husbands’ vote.
For instance, the above described example of Doña Sara who wanted her sons to continue
secondary school. She discussed this issue with her husband, but he preferred that their
sons worked on the land, which happened in the end.
As there are exceptions of women who participate less in Lagartillo, in La Calera there are
exceptions of women whose participation is relatively high, for example Doña Lucia. Also
during the focus group meeting I met a woman who is supported by her husband to
participate. Her husband prefers it that she participates, especially in workshop that benefit
the family.
7.2.5. Concluding remarks on the influence of space on participation processes
The paragraphs above show that Lagartillo and La Calera differ a lot from each other.
Whereas Lagartillo is a small community with twenty-five families living close together, La
Calera is a quite large community with 130 families being more dispersed. Further,
Lagartillo is a relatively young community with families from different communities while
La Calera consists of many people who are family and live there for decades.
Though the residents of La Calera work more as individuals it is remarkable that in
Lagartillo cooperativism is important, which implies that the residents work together as in a
cooperative. According to Lagartillo’s residents they became more associated after the loss
of six fellow-residents during the Contra war. This proves that the collective memory or
collective histories are important to bring people together and associates them (Bourdieu
1998: 3). Because of this cooperativism the residents of Lagartillo have also undertaken
different initiatives in which they can participate. These initiatives changed the field and
offer opportunities to invest in cultural, economic and social capital. When someone is able
to invest in capital, he/she is able to change his/her habitus. The example of Carolina, the
twenty-eight-year-old cooperative member and resident of Lagartillo, showed that her
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investment in education (cultural capital) changes her future perspectives and increases her
access to the public space.
Men and women in Lagartillo are aware of the importance of women’s participation and
therefore opportunities are also created for women to participate, for instance a women’s
group. It is also common that women participate in the public space, like cooperative JFPS
and different community committees, or work on the land, which are considered as more
‘male spaces’, because this is accepted. The other way around, men participate in more
‘female spaces’ and do for example domestic activities. From the paragraphs above it can be
concluded that in La Calera it is less common that women participate in these public spaces.
First, this is less common because there are less opportunities to participate since the
residents did not undertake many initiatives. Second, women participate less in the public
space because most families in La Calera work according to a strong gender division of
labour, which implies that women do domestic tasks and men work on the land and
participate in the public space. Due to these domestic tasks that continue the whole day
women in La Calera have less time to participate. They are not so much supported by their
husbands by doing the dishes or other domestic activities as the women in Lagartillo. Since
the gender division of labour also implies that participation in the public space is more a
male activity, men in La Calera often do not want that their wives participate in these
activities.
Due to the less clear presence of typical ‘male and female spaces’ in Lagartillo women are
more involved in taking decisions and managing the money. In Lagartillo this is seen as a
shared activity, while in La Calera this is mostly done by the man and in some situations by
the woman, but very occasionally by the couple together. As Doña Lucia explained, people in
La Calera are less aware of women’s rights. However, what I understood from men and
women in La Calera is that they are aware of women’s rights, but the difference with
Lagartillo is that they put it less into practice.
The two communities also differ from each other concerning the education level and the
presence of domestic violence. In La Calera there is a high dropout rate in secondary school,
while in Lagartillo all the children go to secondary school and often continue with
university. From the people in Lagartillo, both men and women, I heard that they think it is
important to prepare their children. Also children told me that they want to study. However,
in La Calera I heard from many women that they often have to struggle with their husbands
to let their children continue in school. Going to school is important for children, because
their socialisation (including their guidance as whether and how to be parents) is in part
determined through school. Someone’s family and television are also some of the important
factors that influence someone’s socialisation (Gutmann 1996: 87). A young mother from La
Calera told me that she thinks that many residents do not know how to raise their children.
Therefore people, and especially men, do not send their children to school, she explained.
She also identified this unawareness of the importance of preparing children as a reason for
the high rate of domestic violence. In Lagartillo the low domestic violence rate was clarified
by the fact that people feel associated, work together a lot and struggle for peace and
solidarity.
The issue that I want to address in this chapter is why women in Lagartillo participate
relatively more and why women in La Calera participate relatively less. As mentioned in the
previous paragraphs the residents of La Calera themselves indicated that they are less
aware of several issues, including women’s rights and preparing their children, than the
residents of Lagartillo, and if they are aware they put these less into practice. So the
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questions that appear are: why do the people of these two communities not have the same
awareness of these issues? and: why are the women in Lagartillo able to participate more
than the women in La Calera? I think the answers can be found in the different contexts and
the use of spaces of these communities. The residents of the two communities participate
differently in the spaces, because the spaces have undergone different developments. The
loss of six fellow-residents made the residents of Lagartillo very close-knit. They still feel
connected with each other, work together as in a cooperative and undertake a lot of
activities which create opportunities for participation. Further, the exchange of knowledge
and experiences with the international students of its Spanish school, the cooperation with
different international NGOs and the performances of the theatre group provide the
community a lot of knowledge and awareness which they subsequently bring into practice.
Compared to Lagartillo La Calera’s residents work more individualistically and did not
undertake many initiatives. Neither does the community have a theatre group nor is there a
large exchange of knowledge and experiences with foreigners that deliver new insights to
people. Also the fact that La Calera is an older community with people living according to a
relatively unchanged system for decades causes that the community is less open for change,
like increasing women’s participation in the public space.
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8. Conclusion
The objective of this thesis has been to describe how women, but also men, construct
themselves in ‘other ways’ through women’s participation in cooperative JFPS in Achuapa,
Nicaragua, and the public space in general. I investigated women’s participation by
analysing their opportunities to participate and how participation processes that are
encouraged by participatory approaches take place in the cooperative (and public space in
general) (Chambers 2004: 29, Kothari 2001: 139). Since participation is always combined
with new forms of power that will change social and power relations, I also studied the
impacts of women’s participation on their own and their family’s living conditions and social
positions (or gender subjectivities) (Kapoor 2005: 1203, Mosse 1994: 497). Further, I
analysed how gender relations in Achuapa changed as a consequence of women’s
participation. The results are based on literature research and seven months of qualitative
research in Achuapa. I observed and interviewed people about the daily practices of
women’s participation in the public space, including cooperative JFPS, and the impact of this
participation on their lives and personal development. The central research question in this
thesis has been:
How do women use participation in cooperative Juan Francisco Paz Silva in Achuapa,
Nicaragua, to construct themselves in ‘other ways’, within a ‘power/knowledge’ regime?
It can be concluded that all women who participate in cooperative JFPS (and the public
space in general) have become more independent economically, more self-confident and
more liberated. To what extent this happens, however, differs from woman to woman and
depends largely on her family and the community where she lives. In general women whose
husbands do domestic activities are more independent and liberated than women whose
husbands do not assist them with these activities. However, only a minority (nine of the
twenty-five interviewed women) have husbands who do domestic activities, which is in
most cases a consequence of their wives’ participation. Women whose husbands do not do
domestic activities often even face a double workload as a consequence of their
participation in cooperative activities. In this final chapter I will elaborate more on this
conclusion by summarising the most important research results.
In chapter five I described that women participate at different levels in cooperative JFPS. For
example, they receive credits; participate in projects and workshops; assist at meetings; visit
the acupuncture clinic and the shop of the cooperative; and are member of the board of
directors. Although the opportunities for participation offered by the cooperative are equal
regarding men and women, their actual participation in the cooperative is not equal because
women are underrepresented. Fifteen percent of all the members are women. This
underrepresentation can be explained by the barriers that women face to participate, which
are mainly a consequence of the strong gender division of labour that exists in many
households in Achuapa and assigns men and women to separate ‘male and female spaces’.
Respondents often gave machismo as the reason for women’s underrepresentation. In
Achuapa machismo is related to male superiority. Men are masters of their wives, even to
the point of physical violence (Ruchwarger 1989: 6). This also implies that men can decide
whether women leave the house or not, thus deciding whether they participate in the
cooperative or not. Further, machismo is characterised by a strong gender division of labour.
Men work outside the house (on the land) and participate in activities in the public space
such as cooperative JFPS. Women are often restricted to the house where they take care of
the children, do housework and work in the garden close to the home. Because of this
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gender division of labour, and the machismo, it is often not accepted that women enter the
public space. As just described men sometimes do not give their wives permission to leave
the house, but there are also women who are not interested in participating in cooperative
JFPS or other public spaces. They like to stay close to the children and do domestic activities.
Since these activities continue the whole day most women do not have time to participate
outside their home. Other women do not participate because they think they are not able to
do so due to a lack of required skills, education and resources.
So, it becomes clear that women face barriers to participate in cooperative JFPS but this
does not keep them from participating. There are women who overcome the barrier to enter
the public space and participate in the cooperative. As mentioned above fifteen percent
(fourty-two women) of the cooperative members are women. Also, there are sixty women
who participate in the cooperative as a wife or a daughter of a member. Since not all women
participate in the same way, their participation has different impacts. However, for all
women it can be concluded that by participating in cooperative JFPS or another organisation
they invest in different forms of capital that will change their lives somehow (Bourdieu
1998: 6-7). For example, through participating in the cooperative a woman invests in social
capital because she will build-up a network. Also, she invests in economic capital because
she will improve her agricultural production or the business she runs. These are some of the
impacts of participation on people’s living conditions. Almost all the interviewed women
expressed that their living conditions improved, because their production and subsequently
their income increased. Generally, the benefits are used to buy (better) food, improve the
house and pay the education fees of their children.
Further, it can be concluded that all women who participate in the cooperative have become
economically less dependent, more self-confident, more liberated and more aware of their
rights because of their participation. To what extent this happens, however, differs from
woman to woman. Further, not only women’s lives have been changed, but also those of
their husbands and other family members. This makes sense since women’s participation is
always combined with new forms of power that will change power relations and subject
positions (or gender subjectivities). Both men and women obtain experiences regarding
women’s participation and react upon this participation. Therefore, also both men and
women will obtain new gender subjectivities (Cornwall 2002: 7-8). As just described, the
impact of women’s participation is different and depends on the form of participation and
this person’s background. Husbands, other family members and the wider community have
an important influence on a woman’s participation opportunities. As a consequence also
different gender subjectivities appear.
With respect to the new gender subjectivities of men and women that appeared I have
distinguished three different groups of women. The women in the cooperative can roughly
be divided in women who participate actively and are supported by their family members;
single mothers who participate actively; and women who participate less active than they
actually want due to a lack of support from their family members. Support of family
members implies that women are helped by their husbands and other family members with
domestic activities such as cooking, washing and taking care of the children. Often the
assistance of husbands with domestic chores is already a consequence of women’s
participation. Because women start participating in other, more ‘masculine’, spaces (the
public space and work on the land), men become aware of women’s rights and the woman’s
position in society, and also start participating in other, more ‘feminine’, spaces (the
domestic sphere). However, often this awareness process does not happen automatically
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but is encouraged by family participation in projects that focus on more gender equality and
the participation of men and women in the same spaces.
It can be concluded that women whose husbands assist with domestic activities have
become more independent and more liberated than women whose husbands do not help
them with these activities. Also, these women have received more power because their
husbands often have handed over their power to such an extent that men and women have
the same amount of power. As a consequence inequalities between men and women have
diminished. Men and women take decisions jointly, manage the money together, and both
participate in the public space (including cooperative JFPS), work on the land, do activities
in the household and are head of the household. These women are often considered by other
women as role models, because others ask them advise about how to become a member,
how to improve their production and how to deal with their husband. Men also receive
responses but these are more often negative than positive, because other men do not
understand that a man does so many domestic activities and allows his wife so much
freedom. However, it is quite exceptional that women’s participation has the above
described impact and that men and women participate so much in the same spaces. The
above described situation applies for only four of the twenty-five interviewed women who
participate in the cooperative. Five other women told me that their husbands also stimulate
their participating and assist them a lot, but do not do all the domestic activities. For
example, these men never cook meals, but wash, make coffee and grind the corn for tortillas
which makes it easier for women to leave the house. Besides, there are also men who
practically never do domestic activities. Nine of the interviewed women have husbands who
almost do not wash clothes, do the dishes or make coffee and therefore they are not actively
supported by their husbands to participate. Due to their participation in the cooperative
these women have become economically less dependent on their husbands, because now
they obtain their own income from for example the sesame they sell to the cooperative or
the business they run. However, these women are more restricted than the first described
group of women, because they have less time to participate in the public space since they
have to do almost all the domestic activities. This is also a problem faced by single mothers
(the third group of women that can be recognised in the cooperative). As a consequence
women often face a double workload when they participate in a cooperative activity or work
on the land. The double workload can be considered as one of the (unexpected or
unintentioned) side-effects of women’s participation and is often a reason why women
participate less than they actually want.
In the families where the woman’s participation is supported by her family members, the
lives and gender subjectivities of both men and women have clearly changed. However,
regarding families where the woman is less supported to participate, these changes are
smaller. Often women have become more independent, self-confident women who gained
power and broke free from the isolation of the home by participating in more ‘masculine’
spaces, but also have to double their workload by doing so. Their husbands still participate
in the same ‘masculine’ spaces as they always did and sometimes refuse to admit that their
wives’ lives have changed, or that their own lives have changed. Further, decisions are not
taken by the couple together. However, when women participate, become economically less
dependent and gain power, their husbands lives change as well, since they will lose a part of
their power. Women’s independence and men’s loss of power may cause contradictions and
confusion in men’s masculinities, which subsequently may cause an increase in violence,
because men seek to resolve these contradictions and the confusion (Gutmann 1996: 235).
Besides the double workload, an increase in violence is also an (unexpected) side-effect of
women’s participation. Another side-effect of women’s participation is divorce. Women who
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become independent and have endured molestation or limited freedom for decades, may
issue ultimatums to their husbands. If these are not met, they may divorce (Gutmann 1996:
235, 254). Although divorces may worsen women’s position in society, in chapter six I
described the example of a single mother who became more independent and free after her
divorce. The divorce gave her the opportunity to break down her isolation in the home and
create a network. However, most single mothers indicated that their freedom is limited. Due
to the fact that they have to do all the work alone they have a double workload.
Further, it is important to notice that how women (and their husbands and other family
members) construct themselves in other ways is not only a consequence of women’s
participation. Women’s families, the communities in which they live and events like divorces
also determine participation opportunities and subsequently which gender subjectivities
appear. To what extent men and women work on the land, participate in the public space
and do domestic tasks, is strongly related to space and history since these two aspects have
strong associations that affect who will participate and who will not (Kesby 2007: 2816). I
illustrated this in chapter seven by comparing two different communities. The community
Lagartillo is a relatively young community established in 1984, where a lot of initiatives are
undertaken by residents and NGOs. Foucault would describe this as a heterotopia where
taken-for-granted rules of interaction are replaced by new ways of behaving and being
(Cornwall 2002: 5-7). Therefore, the community has a lot of opportunities to invest in
different forms of capital and to change the field. In general, men and women participate in
the same spaces here, which makes it easier for women to participate in the public space
and cooperative JFPS. The community La Calera, on the other hand, exists since 1870 and
less initiatives are undertaken here. As a consequence people have less opportunities to
invest in capital and change the field or the rules of the old game. So, people still live
according to a similar system that already exists for decades with men and women
participating in separated ‘male and female spaces’. Women, therefore, have to cross more
barriers before they can enter the public space and participate in for example cooperative
JFPS. The example of La Calera proves Bourdieu’s (quite deterministic) idea that the family
plays a key role in maintaining the social order, because it reproduces the structure of social
spaces and social relations (Cornwall 2002: 26, Bourdieu 1998: 69). The example also shows
why changes occur slowly or do not occur at all.
In the first place, this thesis describes women’s participation and its impacts on people’s
living conditions and personal development. Besides, it gives interesting insights in the
effectiveness of participation processes and promotion of gender equality by NGOs.
Sometimes they work, sometimes they do not work. The case studies described in chapter
seven show that the effectiveness depends on the space where participation processes and
gender equality promotion take place. The example of Lagartillo illustrated that encouraging
women’s participation, and with this gender equality, is more effective in a space where
people have opportunities to participate. People have opportunities to participate when
there are initiatives or activities in which they can participate and when these coincide with
their interests. Further, it is important that people have time and the required skills to
participate. In Lagartillo a field (or space) is created with a lot of initiatives. So, encouraging
women’s participation in the public space is realistic and interesting for women, since there
are several opportunities in which they can participate. Also, the education level of
Lagartillo’s residents is relatively high, which gives them more opportunities for
participation. If particular skills are required they can meet them more easily. La Calera on
the other hand, has less opportunities (initiatives and activities) in which people can
participate and therefore encouraging women’s participation and gender equality in this
community is less effective. Particularly encouraging women’s participation by campaigns
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or training is not effective in La Calera. Women can be told that they need to participate
more in the public space but when there are no opportunities to participate this does not
make sense. Further, the education level of the people in La Calera is also lower. When they
attempt to participate in the public space, they possibly face barriers because of a lack of
required skills. For La Calera it would be more interesting to first change the field, for
example by setting up projects or a seed-bank or tree nursery. When the field is changed
opportunities are created in which people can participate. With this, women’s participation
is already encouraged by changing their daily practices. Hence, creating participation
opportunities is also a form of encouraging participation. In situations with little
participation opportunities this is considered as more effective than giving training or
campaigns. Once there are more opportunities it is more realistic to encourage women’s
participation and subsequently gender equality by the use of campaigns. Concluding, before
NGOs stimulate women’s participation and gender equality it is important that they look at
the participation opportunities people have. If there are not enough or no opportunities it is
not effective to encourage women’s participation by only giving training. It would be more
effective to first invest in creating opportunities for participation because then it becomes
interesting for people to participate.
Finally, I will give a suggestion for further research. In this thesis I focused mainly on the
new gender subjectivities that women obtained as a consequence of their participation in
cooperative JFPS and the public space in general. I also focused on the new gender
subjectivities of men, since encouraging women’s participation also has an impact on the
lives of husbands and other family members. However, the case studies I did are specifically
about women and primarily look at women. I particularly looked at how they participate,
why they participate, which barriers they face and which impact participation has. I also
interviewed men about their opinion about their wives’ or mothers’ participation and how
their lives have changed because of this participation. It became clear that there are several
families where men are doing more domestic activities since their wives (or mothers)
participate in the public space. In these cases, the women’s participation in other spaces is
often seen as the reason why men started participating in domestic activities. However, it is
also possible that due to men’s involvement in domestic activities opportunities are created
for women to participate in the public space. Therefore, it may be interesting to do research
with a focus primarily on (rural) men and studying their participation in domestic activities.
Such a research should include studying how and why men participate in this space, and
which impacts this has on their own, their wives and other family members’ lives. In other
words, this would be a research about the different meanings and practices of masculinities
and about how men construct themselves in ‘other ways’.
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