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Introduction
Nicaragua, situated in the heart of Central America, stands as a nation with a deep,
rich, and often turbulent political history. Its story is one of resilience amid adversity,
shaped by centuries of colonization, recurring internal strife, and persistent external
interventions. This book, "The Politics of Nicaragua: A Guide to Politics and the Political
System in Nicaragua," seeks to unravel the intricacies of Nicaragua’s political
journey—offering both a historical overview and a critical examination of
contemporary dynamics.

At the core of Nicaraguan politics lies a dichotomy: constitutional promises of
democracy, pluralism, and rule of law, contrasted with periodic returns to
authoritarianism and centralized power. The country’s early years were marked by
fierce rivalries between liberal and conservative elites, fueling cycles of civil unrest
and institutional fragility. Following passage through an era of U.S. military occupation
and decades of familial dictatorship under the Somozas, Nicaragua erupted in
revolution—a moment that profoundly altered its political trajectory.

The Sandinista Revolution of 1979 catalyzed sweeping social, economic, and political
reforms—yet soon plunged the nation into another era of conflict, as U.S.-backed
Contra insurgency opposed the new regime. The transition to democracy in 1990 was
momentous, signaling hope for pluralism and respect for rights, but the years since
have been marked by cycles of reform, contestation, and renewed centralization of
power, particularly following Daniel Ortega’s return to the presidency in 2007.

Nicaragua’s formal state architecture is a multi-party republic with a presidential
system, featuring separation of powers among executive, legislative, judicial, and
electoral branches. However, the practical reality has diverged sharply from
constitutional precepts, especially in recent years. Political power has grown
increasingly concentrated in the executive branch, political freedoms have eroded,
and opposition forces have faced marginalization. These trends have intensified since
the mid-2010s, culminating in widespread concerns about democratic backsliding and
severe human rights violations.

This book aims to elucidate the structure and functioning of Nicaraguan government,
analyze major political parties and actors, examine the role of elections, and assess
the ongoing struggles over human rights, civil society, and international relations.
Through a combination of historical analysis and reflection on contemporary
developments—including the controversial constitutional reforms of 2025 and the
consolidation of dynastic rule—this guide aspires to provide readers with a
foundational understanding of a nation in flux.
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As Nicaragua continues to confront profound challenges and uncertainties,
understanding the roots, realities, and ripple effects of its political system becomes
ever more crucial. With this guide, readers are invited to explore the complexities and
contradictions of Nicaraguan politics, as well as the enduring quest for genuine
democracy and justice.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geographic and Demographic
Context of Nicaragua
Nicaragua, the largest nation in Central America, sprawls across an area of roughly
50,336 square miles (130,370 square kilometers), a touch larger than the state of New
York. Bordered by Honduras to the north, Costa Rica to the south, the Caribbean Sea
to the east, and the Pacific Ocean to the west, its strategic location has long played a
role in its political and economic narrative. Indeed, its position as a potential trans-
isthmian canal route captured international attention centuries ago. The country's
physical landscape is a dramatic tapestry of volcanoes, lakes, and diverse ecosystems,
a geography that has profoundly influenced settlement patterns, economic
development, and even political divisions throughout its history.

The terrain is generally characterized by three distinct geographical regions, each with
its own environmental and demographic profile. The Pacific lowlands, a fertile plain
along the western coast, are home to a chain of volcanoes, some of which are still
active. This region, blessed with rich volcanic soil, has historically been the center of
agriculture and remains the most densely populated part of the country. It's here that
you'll find the major cities, including the capital, Managua.

To the northeast of the Pacific lowlands lie the Central Highlands, a rugged,
mountainous area with elevations reaching over 6,000 feet. This region is cooler and
wetter than the lowlands, characterized by forests of oak and pine and deep valleys.
Historically, the drier western slopes of the highlands have attracted farmers,
contributing to a more dispersed population compared to the Pacific coast.

The third major region is the vast Caribbean lowlands, also known as the Mosquito
Coast. This area, covering a significant portion of the country's territory, is hot, humid,
and characterized by rainforests, savannas, and extensive river systems, including the
Coco River, the longest in Central America, which forms part of the border with
Honduras. The Caribbean lowlands, with their dense forests and less fertile soil
compared to the Pacific side, have historically been sparsely populated and less
integrated into the national economy and political life, a legacy with roots in the
differing colonial experiences of the two coasts.

Nicaragua's climate is predominantly tropical, with variations depending on elevation
and proximity to the coasts. The lowlands are generally hot and humid, while the
highlands offer cooler temperatures. The country experiences two main seasons: a
wet season from May to October and a dry season from November to April. However,
the Caribbean coast receives significantly more rainfall than the Pacific side,
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sometimes extending its rainy season for a longer period. This geographical reality,
while contributing to rich biodiversity, also makes Nicaragua vulnerable to natural
disasters such as hurricanes, earthquakes, and volcanic eruptions, which have
historically impacted its socioeconomic and political stability.

With a population estimated at over 7 million people in 2024, Nicaragua is the third-
most populous country in Central America. The majority of Nicaraguans reside in the
Pacific lowlands and the adjacent highlands. The capital city, Managua, located on the
southern shore of Lake Managua, is by far the largest urban center, home to a
significant portion of the country's population. Other important cities in the west
include León, a historic colonial city and intellectual center, Granada, another colonial
gem on the shores of Lake Nicaragua, and Masaya, known for its vibrant market and
proximity to a volcano. The Caribbean coast has fewer large urban centers, with
Bluefields being a key port and cultural hub.

Nicaragua's population is multiethnic, with the majority being Mestizo, a mix of
European and indigenous ancestry, who primarily inhabit the western regions. There is
also a significant White population, along with people of African descent and various
indigenous groups. The indigenous populations are concentrated in distinct areas,
particularly in the autonomous regions of the Caribbean coast, where they have
maintained their unique cultures and languages, including Miskito, Sumo, Rama, and
Creole English, alongside the official Spanish language. This ethnic and linguistic
diversity, while a source of cultural richness, has also presented challenges in terms of
political representation and integration.

The country's natural resources are varied and contribute to its economy, which has
historically been heavily reliant on agriculture. Fertile land, particularly in the volcanic
areas of the Pacific lowlands and parts of the central highlands, supports the
production of crops such as coffee, sugar, bananas, and cotton. Mining, including gold
extraction, also plays a role. Nicaragua's extensive freshwater resources, including the
large Lakes Nicaragua and Managua, are important for consumption, agriculture, and
hydroelectric power generation. The country also has potential for geothermal and
wind energy due to its volcanic activity and coastal winds.

However, despite its natural bounty, Nicaragua has faced significant economic
challenges, often exacerbated by political instability and vulnerability to natural
disasters. The interplay of geography, demographics, and natural resources has thus
created a complex backdrop for the country's political development, influencing
settlement patterns, regional disparities, and the distribution of power. The historical
focus on the fertile Pacific lowlands, for example, contributed to the early dominance
of cities like León and Granada and the enduring rivalry between their elites. This
geographical divide, in part, set the stage for political conflicts that would shape the
nation for centuries.
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