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National Integration and Contested Autonomy: The Caribbean 
Coast of Nicaragua, edited by Luciano Baracco, does exactly 
what it says in the title. Readers of the newsletter will be familiar 
with two other works by Luciano, one on the shaping of 
Nicaraguan national identity, the other a more autobiographical 
work on his visit visit to the country in 1996.

This latest effort is a collection of essays by different academics 
which give a detailed anaylsis of the development of autonomy. 
Though each chapter covers a different subject – for example 
British and  Spanish colonialism, the struggle of Sandino against 
the US occupation, the Contra war, bilingual education and land 
demarcation – the contributions are ordered so they form a 
coherent chronology of the Coast's history. 

The book succeeds in bringing developments on the Coast right up to date. Previously the most 
widely available book on the subject was from one of the contributors to this volume, Jane 
Freeland. Her book stops at the end of the Eighties.

Two of the most fascinating chapters deal with the formation of identity and the struggle for land. 
Several contributors argue that despite the Coast being a British colony – Mosquitia – from the 17th 

century, Miskitu sense as an autonomous group only developed against the idea of Nicaraguan 
nationalism, and more recently the Sandinista revolution. And with a resurgent Miskitu identity has 
come a stronger sense of identity for the Coast's other groups 

The two chapters on the land demarcation are bang up to date. They describe the autonomy 
process, and one of its main fruits, the Land Demarcation Law, Law 445. This has led to real 
security for many communities on the Coast, where land is held communally. But the law has also 
thrown up tensions. In the past matters could be resolved through a process of community 
negotiation, with allowances made for flexibility and uncertainty. Now, with boundaries defined, 
there is less room for leeway. The Law also defines certain category of communal land holding, at 
a village or district level. Where villages have joined bigger blocks, there is uncertainty about 
whether they will lose out to more powerful neighbours.

For anyone with an interest in Nicaragua, the Caribbean Coast, or indeed devolution in a country 
with far fewer resources than Wales, but a much broader commitment to community participation, 
this volume is a fascinating and informative collection.


