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Introduction

At first glance, Nicaragua and El Salvador haveltel histories for the past
thirty years. The 1970s and earlier decades weaeacterized by violent and
undemocratic regimes. The 1980s saw civil waetsst groups opposed the ruling
right. Both countries tentatively established deratic governments with a general
degree of success in the early 1990s. In termgafen’s organizing, Nicaragua and El
Salvador also seem relatively similar. Women a&tyiyparticipated in the civil wars,
made famous by images of women in military fatigo@sying weapons. Women also
formed organizations to advocate for a wide rarfggeadered causes. Although these
superficial similarities are not inaccurate, a efosxamination highlights the differences
in history that affected the women’s organizatistiscture and success.

The central historical difference between Nicaegund El Salvador occurred in
the 1980s. The Sandinista National Liberation E(6SLN)" of Nicaragua, a leftist
revolutionary movement, ran the government for @ade through a civil war. On the
other hand, the Farabundo Marti National Liberaioont (FMLN) of El Salvador was
never in control of the government. This differermccounts for some divergences in
history of women'’s organizations in the two couggrihowever there are many more
similarities.

In this paper | will argue that although autonosymportant for women’s
organizations, a healthy relationship with thenglgovernment is essential. The success
of women'’s organizations in Nicaragua and El Satvddhs depended on their

relationship with the state. | will base this argnt in civil society theory of Michael

! See Figure 1 for a complete list of acronyms used.



Walzer, which emphasizes the importance of thearesigeness of the state to the
success of civil society. To prove my argumentll use examples from the early 1990s
through current times to illustrate the effect¢s#fmi) autonomy on women’s
movements. This will include organizing aroundcétens and specific campaigns for
women’s rights.
Civil Society Theory

Civil society is a broad category that encompaasesriety of ideological, faith,
and interest based organizations that people willifoin. Michael Walzer advocates an
inclusive civil society not limited by politics adeology. However, he warns against
anti-political tendencies and emphasizes thatnersessary for associations in civil
society to work with agencies of state power. Thiwhy “...the collapse of
totalitarianism is empowering for the members ofl gociety...because it renders the
state accessible” (Walzer 1992, 103). Hannah Rg#malso puts forth this argument
that civil society organizations need to enter afoartnership with the government to
accomplish goals (2009, 58). She adds that tlad@aekhip of organizations and the state
is not one sided (2009, 58).

If the state is unwilling to initiate cooperativentures with civil society

organizations that supercede traditions of corpgrgtthen it is up to civil society

organizations to engage with the state and eskebbandaries that guarantee

them some degree of autonomy while ensuring thest do not become isolated

from the state. Organizations that over-value maitay are often excluded from

the state through vertical isolation.

The effectiveness of civil society is greatly degent on the political setting. A
democratic and open civil society requires a deatarstate and a strong civil society

requires a strong and responsive state. Thisltedgqaaradox of the civil society

argument, as coined by Walzer, emphasizes thedgpgendence of civil society and the



state. Civil society will not succeed in a totalian government. It will also not get
many demands met in an unresponsive, nominally deatio government such as the
ones in Nicaragua and El Salvador.

This civil society paradox will shape my argumahbut the importance of the
relationship between the state and women’s groupigh are an active part of civil
society. Many of the women’s groups that will bentioned in this paper have struggled
with autonomy, but | will attempt to show that strautonomy from political parties is
often impossible if concrete legislative measumsdito be passed. Alliances, even if
temporary, are generally effective at accomplisigogls of women’s organizations.
Before exploring the relationships of women'’s oiligations from the 1990s to the
present, a brief background history on the revoh#ry governments and early women’s
organizations in Nicaragua and El Salvador is resrgs
Background History

Nicaragua has a long history of military dictatops The Somoza family ruled
Nicaragua from 1936 until the revolution of 1978.1979, the FSLN took over rule of
the country after a revolution, but not without opgion. Throughout most of the 1980s,
Nicaragua was embroiled in a civil war betweenRB&N and the contras, a group of
rightist opponents supported by the United Stafdthough war stymied many of the
projects the FSLN wanted to implement, it devotethe resources to women.

The FSLN established the Luisa Amanda Espinozadason of Nicaraguan
Women (AMNLAE) to coordinate women’s work and issfieThe FSLN controlled the

agenda of AMNLAE, which greatly limited the orgaaiion’s ability to promote

% See Table 1 for a summary of dependent and autm®organizations covered in this
paper.



progressive politics. However, AMNLAE was successt mobilizing women and
expanding their opportunities for political invoiment (Metoyer 2000, 29). In 1985,
AMNLAE redefined its mission to build women’s movents, not to simply be a
membership group for the FSLN. Although AMNLAE lbego distance itself from the
FSLN, the two were still tightly connected becaakthe single-party government. The
FSLN was the main political party at the time andMLAE relied on it for both
resources and legitimacy. The end of the civil s the subsequent loss of the FSLN
resulted in a new political landscape in which groin civil society such as AMNLAE
could shift their strategies and allegiances.

El Salvador has also experienced long periods bfamyi rule. Civil war raged
during the period of 1980-1992 between the milijanta and the FMLN. There was
never a clear winner, rather the fighting stoppét the Chapultepec Peace Accords in
1992. The FMLN was an alliance between five leffroups, most of whom started
women’s organizations. However, other women'’s oiztions developed at this point
that were not a direct part of the FMLN, althougiyt might have been allied.

The women'’s groups started by the various parfi¢seoFMLN were intended as
a place for revolutionary organizing. These grogpsh as the Association of Women of
El Salvador (AMES), were used to attract unincoaped women into the larger FMLN
cause (Shayne 2004, 47). Each party in the FMUIrhhéol a women’s organization in the
late 1970s or early 1980s and strictly controllscagenda and goals. This also shows
the early existence of sectarianism in politicEirSalvador that continues to define the
political landscape. Instead of having one effectvomen’s organization for the FMLN,

five groups existed to carry out the individual dageef the parties. It should be noted that



although these groups were not autonomous, thiesepts a significant shift towards
acceptance of women’ organizations and issues 8akiador. The women who
organized in AMES had no other option but to wadad within the FMLN structure
because of the unstable political situation andddprecedence for women’s
organizing.

In the second half of the 1980s new types of wosierganizations began to
form in El Salvador with a decisively more feminggtsition. The groups focused on
specific issues such as domestic violence, indigemights, and student organizing.
Although they were clearly limited by the contingiaivil war and alliances with the left,
this period was productive for women’s groups wlaociety. The organization Women
for Dignity and Life (DIGNAS) was formed by the FNiLin 1989 to create a new
framework for women’s issues. Mélida Anaya Monifésmen’s Movement (MAM) was
founded right after the end of the civil war by wamwho had been in the FMLN.

MAM has a highly unique relationship with the FMLINhich will be elaborated on later.
In summary, this second wave of women'’s organinatitad greater autonomy because
they were not directly under the FMLN, but they g/émited in their actions because of
the political situation. The FMLN was focusing wmning the civil war, so women’s
organizations were thought of as support groupgh®mar, not autonomous groups
fighting for gender specific issues.

As seen in the above section, Nicaragua and Ee8ahhave relatively parallel
histories in the 1980s in many ways. Many of tleengn’s organizations were products
of the leftist political parties because of théiased ideology and membership.

However, women’s organizations in El Salvador caariganize in the late 1980s without



direct connection to the FMLN, whereas women’s pizgtions in Nicaragua remained
tied to the ruling FSLN throughout the 1980s. Ha hext section | will discuss the period
of transition that occurred after the civil warsahich women’s groups began a process
of becoming autonomous.
Early Struggles for Autonomy

In Nicaragua multi-party presidential electionggvbeld in 1990. The FSLN lost
to the UNO coalition, a grouping of many divers@aogition parties. Violeta Chamorro,
a rightist, won the presidency. She vowed to uthigecountry again by emphasizing
tradition and to rescue the failing economy throagdet of rigid neo-liberal policies.
These policies included cutting many social sesjigéhich opened that sector to NGOs
and other women’s organizations (Pallmeyer 2009, This period resulted in dramatic
political shifts from the leftist policies of theSEN to the conservative policies of
Chamorro. It was also a period of change for wdmerganizations that had long been
tied to the FSLN because of its ruling positiomc® this changed, women’s
organizations had the opportunity to explore poktsés for autonomy.

No longer was AMNLAE the only location for womeamdrganize in Nicaragua.
The FSLN’s loss provided the opportunity for wontersplinter off and to create new
women’s organizations that focused on one spessize (Metoyer 2000, 102). This
splintering of women’s organizations is similamtbat occurred in El Salvador in the late
1980s as mentioned in the previous section. AMNWS also weakened because it
lost funding from the FSLN. This transition perisidows the extent to which women’s
organizations were dependent on the state andotvagilde to this. The transition was

not a negative for the entire women’s movement,éwas.



Leftist women who were not actively involved in AMAE took the opportunity
to form new organizations, as mentioned aboves Ehseen most clearly with the
Festival of the Fifty-Two Percent, which was heidMarch of 1991, the year following
the presidential elections that unseated the FSIhd.festival was simply a declaration
of an independent feminist movement in oppositmAMNLAE. It represented a clear
break from the AMNLAE because it was held onlyw failes from a national congress
hosted by AMNLAE (Kampwirth 2004, 56). Meanwhilegtnational congress of
AMNLAE made a series of decisions to maintain tleeganizational structure, which
was greatly closed off from most women. The donsof AMNLAE and autonomous
feminists represents a rejection of the top-downehof organizations that existed under
the FSLN. This style of organization would proeebe lasting.

In El Salvador, the end of the civil war came @92 and many women found
themselves being forced back into their pre-waitjpos. Women who were active in
women’s organizations under the FMLN during the wak this opportunity to continue
their advancements. Now that there was a semblzfrpeace, women had the
opportunity to reevaluate their position in the AMBANd their experiences during the
war. Julie Shayne argues that active participatidhe war revolutionized many
women, who went on to become active in women’s miggdions (2004, 63). During this
period of peace, women took the opportunity to bieaay from the political parties
under the FMLN. The first group to do this was DI&S.

As mentioned previously, DIGNAS was started byRML_N to further their
political goals. However, after only a few yearsekistence the women supposedly

leading DIGNAS kept running into conflicts with tRMLN leadership. This prompted a



period of reflection in the early 1990s that wasbancouraged by a visit from Mexican
feminists who came for a series of training sess{@hnhayne 2004, 51). DIGNAS
eventually split from the FMLN in 1992 in orderparsue issues and an organizing style
that was their own, not from the FMLN. The womprDIGNAS began to realize that in
many cases Salvadoran women had more in commonusigleftist women. The

women wanted to leave behind the sectarian tenéetithe left in order to incorporate
a large and diverse group of women. This endechuging some tension with women
who wanted to carry out actions focused on pogttaiggle, not feminism (Shayne
2004, 53).

The women in DIGNAS initially focused on projeatsassist women in the
economic realm, but switched to broader coalitioidding activities and specifically
women’s issues such as domestic violence. Thisavgisategically beneficial decision
on the part of the members of DIGNAS because brozai®paigns that included women
in the right wing and in government enabled therhawe a more significant impact on
advancing women'’s issues. Working on local ecoragssues was important, but it was
guite narrow in scope and could only help a vanyted number of women. Later | will
discuss one of the main campaigns that DIGNAS waslved in about child support that
included an alliance with the government.

This period of adjustment after civil war to petoe resulted in dramatic shifts
for women’s organizations. The type of governniead a significant impact on the
structure and often the success of women’s orgaoiia These early examples also
show the roots of the complicated relationshipsvben the state and civil society. It

should start to be clear that autonomy is ofterdés@red goal of many women’s



organizations, but this is not always the best weflor accomplishing concrete goals.
The next section will explore the tentative devebent of coalitions in women'’s
organizations.

The 1990s: Elections and Government Coalitions

After initial experiments in autonomy, many womeaiganizations in Nicaragua
and El Salvador adopted limited autonomy by bugddioalitions with other groups and,
most importantly, the government. This is a sigaifit occurrence because of the
distrust held by many women’s organizations towangsgovernment due to its rigid and
controlling leftist structure of the 1980s. Thexgon will feature examples of organizing
around elections and specific cases of temporaajitiams with the government.

As mentioned before, the women’s movement iraNigua experienced a
schism between the AMNLAE and the autonomous festsni The autonomous feminists
(and some not so autonomous) formed the Nationah&vs Coalition in 1995, which
united women from a wide range of ideological, ab@nd political backgrounds
(Blanddn 2001, 115). The coalition also includeditizal leaders of all backgrounds,
which is indicative of the major development thet Coalition represents. The Coalition
focused on democratization and women’s impact douit also was involved in more
direct actions that targeted the government.

In 1996, only one year after its formation, thealtmn formulated a set of
demands called the Minimum Agenda that was preddotthe political parties before
the presidential elections. The Minimum Agenda aasttempt to “...construct better
means of communication between civil society amdstiate, to ensure that public

policies responded to women’s concerns” (Blanddm2@20). It included sections on



ethical framework, politics and the state, socititral issues, economics, and labor
legislation. Three political parties agreed to Miaimum Agenda, the FSLN, the MRS,
and PRONAL. This represents a significant advaresgnm a few ways. First, women
from diverse political backgrounds met and agreed 6st of demands, which would
have been impossible less than a decade earllsn, political parties acknowledged and
responded to their demands.

Despite these advancements, it was not an oveiakess. Arnoldo Aleman of
the Liberal Alliance who won the election refusedign the agenda or even meet with
women from the Coalition (Kampwirth 2004, 69). Fleintrance into the political world
from an outsider’s position was clearly a lessarthie feminists who had long been
under the wing of the FSLN. A highly independemtl society was a clear disadvantage
in this instance. Despite a lack of significantaacement, the action of the Women'’s
Coalition represents the beginning of a developétgtionship between the state and
women’s organizations in Nicaragua. This developnoé coalitions also can be found
to some degree in El Salvador.

In 1994 the newly autonomous women’s movement iSdvador organized a
diverse electoral coalition entitled Mujeres '@imilar to the National Women'’s
Coalition in Nicaragua, Mujeres '94 included wonfesm across the spectrum of politics
that united around the idea of women'’s rights. éveg '94 presented a platform to the
presidential candidates written by thirty-two orgations that called for a range of
reforms of land ownership, employment, health, detineviolence, and communication
(Shayne 2004, 50). However, unlike the NationahW#a’s Coalition of Nicaragua, this

was a temporary coalition focused on a single iglectThis can be accounted for
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because of many Salvadorans’ distrust of a top-d@&rmanent organization. Overall,
Mujeres '94 illustrates the ability of Salvadoranmen to control an autonomous
organization while working with the governmentmsure that concrete advancements
are made. Both the Nicaraguan and Salvadoran d&armajso show how much more
women’s organizations were able to accomplish beeatithe relative openness of the
state as compared to its inaccessibility duringli9&0s.

The early ventures into coalition building that oged during elections were
successful, but struggled because of their vergiggémemands. As women’s
organizations became more sophisticated and ussdrtong in a political situation
where they were outsiders, they achieved more etscesults. In Nicaragua, this can
be seen with the Women’s Network Against Violengdis group was founded in 1992
during the swell of issue-based women’s organinatioviolence towards women is a
pervasive issue in Nicaragua, so this women’s argéion had a fighting chance at
uniting a diverse and substantial portion of thpytation. The Network managed to
form alliances with churches, police, and eventieglia. Groups throughout the country
have formed to focus on different aspects of edoicaprevention, and treatment of
violence towards women.

The Women’s Network Against Violence has been sssfoéat mobilizing the
population. It worked to collect signatures inartb persuade the Chamorro
government to ratify laws protecting women. AstMer points out, laws are not
sufficient in eliminating all domestic violence,tlihis is a significant step in addressing
the issue (2000, 109). By maintaining its autonemgrder to direct its own programs,

the Network created a diverse way to combat vi@eagainst women. It has also made
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sure to engage the government in its actions dudimg the police and appealing
directly to politicians for change in the form dadtftions and lobbying. This connection
of government to civil society is much more effeetthan grassroots organizing alone.

In El Salvador, coalition building between womeatganizations and the
legislature followed a similar pattern to Nicaragl®domen’s organizations are typically
made up of left wing women, which limits the possiissues upon which coalitions can
be formed with right-wing women in the legislaturghis generally excludes highly
partisan issues like abortion, sexuality, and eotdo®. Instead, women’s organizations
have focused on more cross-partisan, cross-ecorgass issues such as domestic
violence and child support (Hipsher 2001, 154).

In 1996 a coalition of autonomous and semi-autangwomen’s organizations
and right-wing women in the legislature united &s®the Non-Arrears Bill. The Bill
required political candidates to prove they werebehind on child-support payments.
The Association of Mothers Seeking Child Suppo(®), an autonomous group,
worked with the semi-autonomous Mélida Anaya Mom#smen’s Movement (MAM)
to bring the Bill to the Assembly. MAM has an ipgadent structure, but still maintains
some ties to the FMLN. In addition, many of itsmieers are actively involved in the
Salvadoran government. This combination of gragsrorganization through the AMD
and insider government knowledge from the MAM pibpetent in passing the Non-
Arrears Bill.

The AMD provided the grassroots support and pressacessary to get the
attention and demand action from thachista environment of the Assembly (Shayne

2004, 56). The MAM provided entrance to the Assigrnfdr women’s organizations that
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would otherwise be excluded. As Julie Shayne @srds”...the MAM serves somewhat
as the institutional anchor to the Salvadoran feshmovement” (2004, 58). A member
of MAM and member of the Assembly introduced theaMarears Bill and other
MAM/Assembly members helped guide it through théngprocedures (Ready 2001,
184). The Bill successfully passed and forced naytking men in the right wing party
ARENA to pay back child support payments. It isikely that AMD or the MAM could
have succeeded without the other, which empha#izeisnportance of cooperation
between autonomous groups in civil society andjtheernment. The entire process was
similar to the case of Nicaragua, except for tmgé&vity of the coalitions. As with the
election coalitions, these were intended to onlydmeporary relationships in El Salvador
although they set a precedent for future collabonat
The Struggle for Women'’s Rights Despite Increasingnti-Feminism

Women'’s organizations continue to be a potentipaliplayer in Nicaragua and
El Salvador, but they have recently lost groundecuring access to abortion. The Anti-
feminist movement started in the 1990s and gaitredgth and influence in the past
decade. It defines itself as a pro-life, pro-fammlovement, but in actuality it is more of
a negative reaction to the feminist movement (Katpv2006, 75). In Nicaragua it
comprises significantly fewer organizations thaa fdaminist movement, around nine
compared to the hundreds of feminist organizat{#@npwirth 2006, 75). Despite the
relatively small size of the anti-feminist movemants quite powerful and successful
because of its unity and strong ties to the stéenpwirth 2008, 128).

In Nicaragua, abortion is completely illegal. 38 a relatively new and dramatic

shift in abortion policy. Therapeutic abortionsiave the mother’s life was legalized in
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the late 19 century. Under the Sandinistas abortion was rasteriegal, but no women
who had abortions faced arrest. This began togghander the presidency of Violeta
Chamorro, who took an anti-feminist perspective this changing political climate, anti-
feminist groups started to form. In 2006, a prestal election year, anti-feminist
groups mounted a campaign against therapeuticiaborfn organizing coalition was
formed among leaders of Evangelism, Catholicisrti;faminist groups, and the
government Ministry of the Family (Kampwirth 20029). This collaboration between
anti-feminist, religious, and state organizatioraswompletely successful in abolishing
therapeutic abortion because of the support of gorent ministries.

The victory of the anti-feminists begs the questiiy the feminist movement
did not mobilize effectively against this threal®e answer to this is relatively
complicated, but one of the most significant fagtierthe isolation of women'’s
organizations from the state. Women'’s organizatioave become increasingly alienated
in recent years from the FSLN, which has becomeregolutionary and much more in
tune with mainstream politics (Kampwirth 2008, 122As mentioned in previous
sections of this paper, women’s organizations maa&eaged to form some alliances with
the government, but they are usually short-lived la@sed on less divisive issues. In this
case it seems clear that a deteriorated relatipngitih the state greatly hindered the
women’s organizations’ ability to counteract amtirinism. It should be noted that
autonomy in this case allowed women’s organizattortake such an unpopular position
on abortion, but it also resulted in exclusion friggislative debates and decisions.

In El Salvador there was a similar shift to aetinism that also resulted in a

complete ban on abortion. Like Nicaragua, theripaortion was legal. In 1997 the
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penal code underwent a full revision and this @duscame the center of an extensive
debate. Feminists and left-wing politicians (mpstbmen) united to oppose anti-
feminists and right-wing politicians who wantedmake therapeutic abortion illegal. As
in Nicaragua, anti-feminists in El Salvador suc@zkly organizing a greater number of
supporters both in and out of the government (Hip&001, 158). This example
emphasizes the benefits of women’s organizatiomsiga working relationship with the
government. It should also be a lesson for womerganizations to engage the state
even if it resists. This initiative from civil sigty organizations is key in their success. It
should be noted that the overall shift towards-getiinism in both Nicaragua and El
Salvador is also strongly tied to politics andgieln, but the scope of this paper is limited
to women’s organizations.
Conclusion

Women'’s organizations in Nicaragua and El Salvddme gone through a period
of immense growth and development since the e®&904. The revolutions that
occurred in both countries during the 1980s cretitedpportunity for women'’s
organizations to form, although they were not aatoous from the revolutionary
political parties. When the civil wars came toegmd, most women’s organizations found
themselves excluded from the changing politicatitmape. Most organizations took this
challenge as an opportunity to develop autonomaafsty years of control by political
parties.

As mentioned throughout this paper, the forcedrmuy that came at the end of
the civil wars for women'’s organizations was bothitng and beneficial to exploring

new areas of activism, but limited effectivenelbsboth countries, women’s
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organizations in civil society were most effectivben alliances were made with the
government or government agencies. A clear exaofglas is the election campaigns
staged by women'’s organizations, which made a Smakct as compared to coalitions
with right wing politicians to pass laws againshustic violence and in favor of
responsible child support, which were quite sudcgs<€ivil society is much more
capable of having a wide and effective impact wthenstate is involved in some
capacity.

The final example of anti-feminism and anti-abamtis key in understanding the
downside of autonomy for women’s organizations.tohomous women’s organizations
were very isolated from the legislative proceediagd were incapable of effectively
pressuring the government. Granted, it is unlikieit dependent women'’s organizations
could have stopped anti-abortion measures. Howeawvabser working relationship
between the state and women’s organizations fastarer time could have prevented
such a dramatic shift in abortion policy.

These examples seem to suggest that despitenyiagyautcomes of the civil
wars (FSLN rule during the 1980s, FMLN never in polwthe trajectory of women’s
organizations in Nicaragua and El Salvador has belatively similar. Alliances with
the government have been rare or very limited apsgwhich has negatively impacted
efforts to influence countrywide politics. Whenanengful alliances have occurred, they
have generally been successful. Although womerdas in El Salvador have
traditionally avoided long-term alliances becausthe history of sectarianism,

organizations in Nicaragua have not made signiflganore alliances. The return to
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power of both the FSLN and the FMLN in 2006 and20@spectively, enables a further

comparison of women’s organizations in these twmntaes in the future.
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Table 1: Tracking Autonomy and Dependency

Level of autonomy and representative organizatiod Salvador and Nicaragua

El Salvador Nicaragua
Civil War Dependent Dependent
1980s AMES, DIGNAS AMNLAE
Transition Autonomous Autonomous
Early 1990s DIGNAS (new structure) Festival of 52%

Early Coalitions
Mid 1990s

Autonomouswith

temporary state interaction
Mujeres ‘94

Autonomouswith state

interaction
National Women'’s Coalition

Issue-based Coalitions
Later 1990s

Autonomous/semi-

autonomouswith state

coalitions
AMD, MAM: Non-Arrears Bill

Autonomouswith state

coalitions
Women’s Network Against
Violence: domestic violence

Emergence of Anti-

feminism
1990s-present

Autonomous
No oppositional group

Autonomous
No oppositional group

Figure 1: Acronym List

AMD: Association of Mothers Seeking Child Suppdksciacion de Madres

Demandantes)

AMES: Association of Women of El Salvador (Asoc@atide Mujeres El Salvador)
AMNLAE: Luisa Amanda Espinoza Association of Nicgwan Women (Asociacion de
Mujeres Nicaraguenes Luisa Amanda Espinoza)
DIGNAS: The Women for Dignity and Life (Mujeres plarDignidad y la Vida)
FMLN: Farabundo Marti National Liberation FrontéRte Farabundo Marti para la

Liberacion Nacional)

FSLN: Sandinista National Liberation Front (FreS8tndinista de Liberacién Nacional)
MAM: Mélida Anaya Montes Women’s Movement (Movimterde Mujeres Mélida

Anaya Montes)
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