Beheading the Leadership: 
Co-optation, Civil Society and the Nicaraguan State
Hannah Pallmeyer

Honors Thesis Proposal
Department of Latin American Studies
September 22, 2008
Advisor: Paul Dosh
Possible Readers: 

-Olga Gonzalez (Anthropolgy)

-David Blaney (Political Science) 

-Wendy Weber (Political Science)

Introduction

Latin American governments are infamous for trying to, and often succeeding in, 
co-opting civil society
 to serve their own ends.  Nicaragua is no exception.  In my thesis, I will investigate three related questions: 1) What determines success of co-optation
 in Nicaragua, both from the perspective of the state and that of civil society?; 2) How has Nicaraguan civil society responded to attempts of co-optation by the Nicaraguan state and political parties?; and 3) How has co-optation impacted Nicaraguan civil society’s prospects of achieving meaningful political and societal change?   I hypothesize that successful co-optation hinges on three factors: the organization of civil society before the attempted co-optation, the manner in which government co-opts, and the response of civil society organizations (CSOs) to these government actions.  This analysis will comprise Chapters 3, 4 and 5 in my thesis, respectively.  
I will utilize Mario Diani’s theory of competitive and conflictual relationships to investigate two case studies of co-optation
 attempts in Nicaragua, analyzing the relationships between different groups and movements that claim to represent and organize Nicaraguan citizens.  These two cases are the anti-water privatization movement and the formation of Citizen Power Councils (CPCs).  CSOs began their struggle against water privatization in 1999, working independently from the state.  In 2006, President Daniel Ortega appointed one of the leaders of the movement to head the state water company, essentially “beheading the leadership” of the movement (Blandón, 2008).  The CPCs, my second case, were formed by Ortega in 2007 to connect Nicaraguan citizens with the state.  They have been largely accused of replacing autonomous forms of organizing Nicaraguan citizens with a politicized structure, thereby co-opting the organizing mechanisms existing independent from the state and Sandinista political party.
Chapter 1: Theoretical Framework


Mario Diani posits that competitive and conflictual relations may develop between CSOs operating in the same network, thereby weakening the network. Competitive relations “occur when two or more [Social Movement Organizations] compete for the same pool of potential support, or for recognition from the same public bodies.”  Diani goes on to define conflictual relations as occurring “when ideological and practical differences and the resulting factionalism lead to open conflict” (Diani, 2002, 180). These relations can exist independently or may stand alone.  I hypothesize that conflictual relations in civil society arise in Nicaragua when one CSO allies itself with the FSLN or government, while others want to maintain their partisan and political autonomy.  These relations also may arise during an attempt of co-optation.  How do competitive and conflictual relations weaken civil society in Nicaragua?  This will be analyzed in following chapters.

To examine the autonomy of civil society, I must recognize that the loss of autonomy is not always harmful to an organization.  Loss of autonomy may instead signify cooperation between a CSO and the state. 
  Judith Adler Hellman has argued that the absorption of civil society by the state, a political campaign or a larger movement can actually further the cause of a smaller movement and may show the strength and success of the movement (Hellman, 1992).  
Chapter 2: A Brief History of Civil Society in Nicaragua


Nicaragua has a long history of co-optation of civil society by the state and political parties.  Beneath the Somoza family dictatorship (1934-1979), civil society was underdeveloped. The Sandinistas (1979-1990) encouraged civil society to grow, but as the Contra War of the 1980s raged on, the economy collapsed and an opposition party formed, the Sandinistas began to co-opt a variety of citizen organizations to try to drum up more support for the FSLN government and policies.  When the liberal opposition leader Violeta Chamorro came to power in 1990, hundreds of CSOs formed to organize the Nicaraguan citizens in a new political context.  This section will discuss the formation of Nicaraguan civil society until 1999.
Chapter 3: Pre-Co-optation: An Autonomous Civil Society?

The anti-water privatization movement that formed in Nicaragua in 1999 was a relatively cohesive movement, albeit comprised of dozens of different CSOs, each dedicated to diverse goals ranging from human rights to community development to ecological preservation.  This diversity of groups allowed the movement to enjoy a relative small amount of competitive relations.  The movement was relatively devoid of conflictual relations, as most of the organizations were dedicated to the same cause: stopping water privatization autonomously.  

The CPCs were the latest of a series of attempts by the central government to create a mechanism to organize the citizens and connect them to the state.  The Sandinista Defense Committees were organized by the Sandinistas in the 1980s.  They broke with the state in 1988 and became the autonomous Nicaragua Community Movement.  In 2003, liberal President Bolaños created a similar structure: the Municipal Development Committees.  Further complicating matters, several dozen autonomous CSOs also exist on a nation-wide level in Nicaragua.  Therefore, I argue that previous to the creation of the CPCs, a large degree of both competitive and conflictual relations existed, as several CSOs serving the same purpose were competing for members, funds and legitimacy while operating on different ends of the political spectrum. 
Chapter 4: Government Attempts at Co-optation of Civil Society


In 2006, Daniel Ortega attempted to co-opt the anti-water privatization movement by appointing Ruth Herrera, the director of the National Network in Defense of the Consumer (RNDC) to the position of president of ENACAL, the state-run water company.  This move marked an effort by Ortega to neutralize the movement, in that some CSOs would follow Herrera, and stop organizing around water privatization, while others would continue the weakened fight.  The purpose of co-optation was to splinter and weaken civil society, making it ripe for conflictual relations.  
Ortega also attempted to generate more conflictual and competitive relations in Nicaraguan civil society by issuing a presidential decree that created the CPCs.  These councils were framed by Daniel Ortega as the newest and most democratic method to organize citizens in order to communicate their desires to the national government (Presidential Decree, 2007).  This posited direct threat to the existing forms of citizen organization, creating the possibility of increased conflictual and competitive relations.
Chapter 5: The Response of Civil Society 


Following the appointment of Ruth Herrera to run ENACAL, the RNDC has largely stopped organizing around this issue of water privatization, fulfilling Ortega’s goal of neutralizing part of the movement.  Other civil society networks and organizations continue to struggle against privatization, drawing strength from their diverse constituencies whom they represent.  This co-optation attempt by Ortega has created some ideological and conflictual relations in the movement among CSOs which believe that the appointment of Ruth Herrera will permanently stop water privatization in Nicaragua, and those which believe her appointment was blatant co-optation and that privatization will continue in Nicaragua. 

Civil society is responding in a variety of methods to the creation of the CPCs in 2007, often depending on whether or not a CSO is located in a liberal or Sandinista neighborhood.  Sandinista-dominated areas are more open to using the CPCs to communicate their needs with the central government than liberal areas.  In liberal neighborhoods, most people are skeptical to participate with the CPCs, seeing them as partisan machines.  In this manner, CPCs have created even more conflictual relations in Nicaraguan civil society.  They have also created more competitive relations, with CPCs given the responsibility to carry out paid government programs.
Chapter 6: Comparative Analysis and Theoretical Implications


In my conclusion, I will analyze the extent to which co-optation attempts have been successful in Nicaragua, relying on the framework of Diani.  I argue that when conflictual and competitive relations exist previous to co-optation attempts, the more likely co-optation will succeed in a given situation and the more difficult it is to achieve political and societal change.

This paper will contribute to several of lacking areas in academic research.  While investigating the anti-water privatization movement in Nicaragua, I was unable to find a complete history and analysis of the movement.  My thesis will therefore serve as an important baseline in analyzing water privatization in Nicaragua.  Studies of how CPCs affect civil society in Nicaragua are deficient, meaning I will also contribute to the greater body of literature about Nicaraguan civil society, especially in light of Ortega’s return to power.  I hope to explain how civil society can maintain its autonomy, even in a historically difficult political environment.
Appendix A: Methodology


A short methodological appendix will describe my sources of data and methods of analysis.  I will draw upon the knowledge I learned and contacts I made while studying abroad in Nicaragua in the spring of 2008.  As a student in Nicaragua, I undertook an extensive research project about organization against water privatization.  I met with civil society representatives and participated in civil society forums and meetings.  I met with top scholars about social movements and civil society.  These contacts will help me in my continued study of civil society as well as expanding my focus to look also at the formation of the CPCs in Nicaragua.
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� In this thesis, I adopt Alison Brysk’s definition of civil society as “public and political association outside the state… Its political role is not just to aggregate, represent, and articulate interests, but also to create citizens, to shape consciousness, and to help define what is public and political” (Brysk, 2000, 151).


� My working definition of co-optation is a situation in which the government, state institutions or a political party attempt to bring a civil society organization or social movement into their fold by way of direct takeovers, offering economic or social benefits to members, or exerting political control.  





� Cooperation is distinguishable from co-optation, in that co-optation implies a strong power imbalance and a clear effort to either harness the power of the movement or civil society organization for a different political or societal goal or to neutralize the movement as it is perceived as a threat to the status quo. 
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