
Gender and Hurricane Mitch: 
reconstructing subjectivities after disaster

Julie Cupples Senior Lecturer in Human Geography, Department of Geography, 
University of Canterbury, New Zealand

Much of the gender and disaster literature calls for more gender-sensitive disaster relief and 
research by focusing on the ways in which women are more vulnerable in a disaster or on their 
unique capabilities as community leaders or natural resource managers, which are often overlooked 
or underutilised in emergency management strategies. As well as seeking to overcome the (strategic) 
essentialism that is part of these calls and debates, this paper pays closer attention to gender identity 
and subjectivity as these are constructed and reworked through the disaster process to highlight the 
complexities and contradictions associated with women’s responses to a disaster. This focus, while 
crucial to gaining a deeper understanding of the gendered dimensions of disaster, also complicates 
attempts to create more gender-sensitive frameworks for disaster response. It draws on qualitative 
research conducted with a number of women in the wake of Hurricane Mitch (1998) in Nicaragua. 
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Gender and disaster
The gender and disaster literature, which has been steadily growing over the past 
decade, has highlighted the way in which a significant proportion of disaster planning, 
management and research overlooks gender, despite recognition within social sciences 
generally that there exists a gendered dimension to the responses to any social event. 
Consequently, there is an acknowledged need to mainstream gender within disaster 
planning, management and research, as well as to take advantage of the windows of 
opportunity that are opened up (see, for example, Peacock, Morrow and Gladwin, 1997; 
Enarson and Morrow, 1997; 1998; Enarson, 1998; Fordham, 1998).
 While attention to gender is a crucial part of improving disaster response, relief and 
research, there is a danger of oversimplifying how gender shapes responses to disaster 
or is responsible for generating certain kinds of vulnerabilities or strengths. When 
gender is taken into account, it is often in terms of background quantitative charac-
teristics that differentiate men and women (Bolin, Jackson and Grant, 1998) or of 
women’s short-term needs as mothers (Byrne and Baden, 1995). Frequently, much of 
this literature, in an attempt to rectify gender-blind conventional understanding of 
disasters, tends to focus on the different responses and coping mechanisms of men and 
women in the wake of a disaster. It highlights the ways in which women are often more 
vulnerable during disasters or the areas in which women have particular and regularly 
underutilised skills or strengths. While these ideas are useful in introducing greater 
gender sensitivity to political and development agendas and constitute a much needed 
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adjustment to previous gender-blind approaches, the gendered dynamics of disaster 
as they unfold in a certain location recurrently are not so straightforward. In many 
ways, the gender and disaster literature is beset by many of the problems that plague 
the Women in Development (WID) and Gender and Development (GAD)1 paradigms, 
which, as a number of authors have argued (Bhavnani, Foran and Kurian, 2003; Chua, 
Bhavnani and Foran, 2002; Hyndman 1998), tend to homogenise and essentialise women, 
and ethnocentrically treat them as victims of their culture. Although GAD is now 
dominant in development research and practice, a tendency to revert to a WID focus 
has been noted in relief practice, where women are seen primarily as victims of emer-
gencies, leading aid agencies to concentrate on their needs as mothers (Byrne and 
Baden, 1995). Gendered risk analyses often tend to essentialise further women, mark-
ing sexual difference on their bodies and connecting their needs to reproduction. The 
difficulty of managing difference in humanitarian crises has been explored by Hyndman 
(1998, p. 255) who has argued that ‘[d]ifferences in culture and gender cannot simply 
be added onto an overarching framework of humanitarian assistance, nor can the 
development of a single set of gender policies be applicable to all humanitarian situ-
ations’. As she goes on to state with respect to refugees, women ‘are not vulnerable in 
any essential way’ (Hyndman, 1998, p. 249).
 If we are then to acknowledge and productively engage with the gendered dimen-
sions of the disaster, we must do so, as Fordham and Ketteridge (1998) assert, without 
resorting to stereotypical or deterministic notions of women’s needs and behaviours. 
One of the challenges we face in dealing with gender and disaster is how we can 
acknowledge difference (and shifting and multiple subjectivities) while simultaneously 
forging practical agendas for change (see Reed and Mitchell, 2003). This problematic 
became particularly salient in my work after Hurricane Mitch hit Nicaragua in October 
1998. I believe we need to find a way to keep gender highly visible within the disaster 
process, while mobilising conceptualisations of gender and constructions of mascu-
linity and femininity as temporary, shifting and precarious.
 This study attempts to move the focus away from women’s roles and relations to 
consider how participants’ involvement in the disaster process impacts on their sub-
jectivities and leads to the destabilisation or reproduction of certain gender identities. 
It also explores how the experience of the disaster is shaped not only by pre-disaster 
vulnerabilities and forms of resilience but also by the discursive positioning facilitated 
by the disaster itself.
 After providing some background on Hurricane Mitch and its gendered dimen-
sions as outlined in the literature to date, the paper is divided into two main sections. 
The first looks at the differences between the communities studied in terms of ability 
to reconstruct their homes, lives and livelihoods after the hurricane. It offers impor-
tant contextual information for the second section, which provides a different layer 
of analysis by looking at the ways in which gendered subjectivities are reconstructed 
in the aftermath of disaster.
 It became clear that the hurricane survivors interviewed adopted a variety of sub-
ject positions that at times were contradictory. Understanding this is central to both 
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disaster relief practice and research. My research shows that while there were significant 
differences between the communities studied in relation to disaster response, they were 
perhaps not as noteworthy as the differences between individuals, even between those 
that on a superficial level seemed to have many characteristics in common and might 
lead us to assume that they would therefore share particular vulnerabilities and strengths. 
As Buranakul et al. (2005, p. 247) have argued with respect to the December 2004 Asian 
tsunami, in events of this magnitude which are driven by ‘the demands of the moment’, 
crucial ‘eddies of difference’ can become obscured from view. While a major disaster 
often undermines or fragments existing gender identities, it can also facilitate new sub-
jectivities that might be more or less empowering for the women concerned. What 
appears to be important, however, is the extent to which discursive positionings facili-
tated by the disaster process intersect and interact with previous experiences as workers, 
farmers, political activists, single mothers or victims of domestic violence. These under-
standings complicate the attempt to impart a more gender sensitive framework that 
relief workers and agencies can deploy following a disaster.2

 This article draws on qualitative research conducted with 12 participants in urban 
and rural communities in the department of Matagalpa, Nicaragua, who were displaced 
or made homeless by Hurricane Mitch in 1998. It formed part of a broader doctoral 
study that explored the intersections between motherhood, work and political activ-
ism, in which a total of 33 women were interviewed (see Cupples, 2002). Participants 
were recruited via local non-governmental organisations (NGOs) working in affected 
communities. In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted in the urban commu-
nities of El Mirador, El Tambor and Barrio Richardson and in the rural communities 
of Apantillo Siares and El Hatillo. Interviewing began in mid-1999 when many par-
ticipants were still living in makeshift shelters and contributing to the reconstruction 
of their communities and homes. Participants were interviewed between two and four 
times each in 1999 and 2001.
 A number of women in El Tambor and Apantillo Siares had joined the Movement 
of Single and Unemployed Mothers formed just after the hurricane to try to seek 
sustainable sources of employment for hurricane survivors. In all of the communities 
with the exception of El Mirador, people attempted to rebuild homes and livelihoods 
in the same location. El Mirador, however, was a community created after the hurri-
cane through a housing project led by a local NGO, the Communal Movement. In this 
community, therefore, people from different parts of Matagalpa who did not know 
each other were brought together following the disaster. In the rural communities 
studied, participants had lost crops and livestock as well as homes. Roads and bridges 
granting important access to nearby towns had also been destroyed. 

Gender and Hurricane Mitch
Hurricane Mitch caused widespread devastation when it hit Nicaragua and Honduras 
in October 1998. Despite warnings from meteorologists on the destructive potential 
of the hurricane, the Nicaraguan government failed to notify people living in its path 
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or to evacuate high-risk areas. The hurricane produced torrential rain for five days 
over the Honduras–Nicaragua border where it met with a strong anti-cyclone that 
prevented it from advancing. Unprecedented levels of precipitation caused massive 
flooding and landslides. Hurricane Mitch claimed the lives of some 11,000 people in 
Central America, 3,000 of them in Nicaragua. Disease spread in the days after the hurri-
cane owing to the contamination of the water supply by pesticides and chemical waste, 
the decomposition of human and animal corpses, and by the hundreds of latrines that 
had overflowed during flooding, a situation that caused the Ministry of Health to declare 
an epidemic emergency.
 In total, in Nicaragua, the hurricane directly affected 865,700 people, amounting 
to 20 per cent of the entire population. The majority of these were left homeless, their 
houses, livestock, agricultural machinery and crops destroyed. Infrastructure losses, in 
particular damage to roads, bridges, power lines and sewerage systems, were consider-
able. The government estimated the cost of reconstruction and rehabilitation to be 
approximately USD 1.4 billion.
 International aid pledges to Nicaragua and other parts of Central America after 
Mitch were substantial. However, of the USD 25 billion pledged by individual and 
institutional donors, USD 11 billion had already been earmarked during talks in Geneva, 
Switzerland, the previous year (Brown, 2000). It has been suggested that aid pledged 
by the United States was not out of humanitarian concern but out of fear that thou-
sands of desperate and unemployed Central Americans would migrate to the US (Kettle, 
1998). Actual delivery of the aid promised was painfully slow (Fonseca and Orozco, 
1999; Mairena Martínez, 1999; Majano, 1999). The US aid package stalled during 
lengthy conflicts over the federal budget (Brown, 2000), while The Guardian Weekly 
reported in May 2000 that 18 months after Mitch, not a single penny of the USD 180 
million promised by the European Union (EU) had been spent (Black, 2000). In addition, 
local NGOs complained at the way in which the Nicaraguan government centralised 
and politicised the distribution of aid3 (Vargas, 1999) and the way in which it put 
emphasis on public infrastructure, particularly road building, rather than on social needs 
(Delaney and Schrader, 2000).
 There is no doubt that the aid distribution was irregular and that it did not take into 
account the social heterogeneity of parts of the country (Equipo Nitlapán-Envío, 
1999). A survey conducted by the Civil Coalition for Emergency and Reconstruction 
(CCER)—formed after the hurricane by 350 NGOs and civil society organisations—
one year after Mitch indicated that 60 per cent of those asked believed that the govern-
ment had done nothing to help survivors. In addition, more than 70 per cent of those 
who did receive help had received it from an NGO, while only nine per cent received 
help from the central government (CCER, 1999c). Approximately one-half (about 
400,000) of the Nicaraguans affected by Mitch received food aid through the Protracted 
Relief and Recovery Operation of the World Food Programme (WFP) of the United 
Nations (UN) (Sánchez, 1999; WFP, 1999).
 As others have commented, gender-sensitive disaster relief was absent after Hurricane 
Mitch (CCER, 1999a; Delaney and Schrader, 2000; Bradshaw, 2001; 2002). According 
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to Delaney and Schrader (2000), NGOs’ lack of institutional familiarity with disaster 
and social risk undermined attention to gender. Even those organisations that had a 
strong history of gender programmes and policies tended to put gender aside in relief 
work because of the need to move quickly, while organisations that did possess techni-
cal expertise in short-term disaster relief and rehabilitation showed great resistance to 
gender analysis. The analysis by Bradshaw (2001) of a social audit of the reconstruction 
process conducted by the CCER suggests that one ramification of Mitch has been the 
reinforcement of ‘traditional’ women’s roles. In the view of this author, Mitch clearly 
had a negative impact on women’s productive activities and employment is undoubtedly 
central to tackling disaster vulnerabilities and ability to recover. Such insights are crucial 
in understanding why gender is often ignored in both hazard management and disaster 
relief. They also highlight the need for more research that explores the gendered dimen-
sions of disaster in Nicaragua and elsewhere. However, incorporating gender in a way 
that addresses gendered inequalities without resorting to essentialist understandings of 
men and women is fraught with complexities. Some of the more quantitatively-oriented 
studies conducted after Mitch (for example, CCER, 1999b; 1999c; Bradshaw, 2004) have 
tended to paint a more general and on the whole more negative picture of the recovery 
process and its gendered dimensions, which while important obscures the specificity 
of lived disaster experiences. This approach tends to view a major disaster such as a hurri-
cane in terms of its ‘impacts’, rather than the multiple and complex ways in which it is 
endured and negotiated by survivors.
 It is not possible to say that women, because they are women, will behave or respond 
to a disaster in a particular way. Even women with similar superficial background 
characteristics will not react to the same event in the same manner. Qualitative and 
ethnographically informed scholarship is able to give rise to more nuanced and differen-
tiated understandings of the relationship between gender and disaster. The next section 
provides more detailed information on the five communities studied, which will help 
the reader to gain some sense of the contexts in which gender identities were renego-
tiated because of the hurricane.

Reconstructing communities
There were quite clear differences in how communities were able to cope with and 
recover from Mitch. Indeed, the five communities studied responded to the disaster 
in different ways, showing quite different levels of solidarity, political mobilisation, aid 
dependency and post-disaster conflict. Part of the explanation for this lies in the circum-
stances in which reconstruction took place and the amount and form of aid received. 
While Barrio Richardson is a well-established part of urban Matagalpa, El Tambor is 
an illegal settlement that resulted from a land invasion by migrants from rural areas in 
1995. Attempted evictions had been unsuccessful, and the settlement, while tolerated 
to some extent by the authorities, had still not been legalised at the time of this research. 
Some communities such as El Hatillo had high levels of community cohesion before 
the hurricane that increased their disaster resilience considerably. Indeed, the most 
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organised communities seemed to be not only the most resilient ones but also those 
more effective at attracting aid. In this regard, El Hatillo stood out quite significantly. El 
Hatillo was a community that displayed extraordinarily high levels of social mobilisation 
and cohesion and in which aid was put to its best possible use. The women in particu-
lar were organised into women’s groups and participated in multiple forms of disaster 
work (Enarson, 2001), such as clearing roads, building new houses, constructing gabions 
to protect the riverbanks, growing vegetables, running a communal kitchen and refor-
esting the hillsides. While aid dependency was evident and the challenges in terms of 
poverty, gender discrimination and environmental risk remained huge, there was a high 
degree of optimism about the future. Indeed, the women of El Hatillo saw themselves 
as strategically reproducing normative gender relations in the interests of more long-
term emancipation and development aid was deployed as a motivating factor and a 
source of empowerment4—for a detailed description of the situation of El Hatillo after 
Mitch, see Cupples, 2004a.
 In this respect, the situation in El Mirador was very different. As stated, El Mirador 
came into being through a housing project led primarily by a Nicaraguan NGO, the 
Communal Movement, which also created a communal kitchen (comedor) to provide 
a daily hot meal to all children under 12.5 In 1999, the inhabitants of El Mirador were 
receiving food aid through the WFP, which ended its activities in July 2001 (WFP, 
1999). This operation supplied sugar, rice, pulses and oil periodically to each household 
as well as some of the staples for the comedor. There was no electricity or piped water 
when I arrived there in 1999. The residents were dependent on water vendors and were 
usually unable to buy more than one or two buckets per household per day, which 
they reserved primarily for drinking or cooking. To wash clothes or to bathe involved 
a 30-minute walk to the river. Not long after they moved into their houses, electricity 
was obtained by tapping illegally into the electricity supply.
 Despite the NGO presence in El Mirador, there was great uncertainty about the 
future. Unlike El Hatillo, no development plans had been formulated within the com-
munity. Many of the inhabitants had either lost their jobs because of the hurricane 
or they were forced to put income-earning activities on hold in order to contribute 
their labour to the building project. Disaster scholars have highlighted how the disaster 
process, if not managed carefully, can produce aid dependency and reproduce or re-
inforce gender inequality. Both aid dependency and reinforcement of existing gender 
inequalities were evident at El Mirador.
 While the quantity of aid pledged and the way it is distributed are crucial aspects 
of any disaster process, it is also important to consider the complex way in which aid 
impacts on beneficiaries. While I believe that aid is essential for people who have lost 
homes and livelihoods, a number of authors have suggested that its arrival in a disaster-
stricken area can have potentially harmful effects, replacing solidarity with self-interest 
or generating dependencies that reduce people’s abilities to cope with future emergen-
cies (Morren, 1983; Oliver-Smith, 1986; 1999; Maskrey, 1989; Hoffman, 1999; Hoffman 
and Oliver-Smith, 1999).
 The beneficiaries in El Mirador demonstrated a more marked level of dependency, 
not just on aid itself but also on individuals within the Communal Movement. Although 
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the inhabitants of this community had survived a major disaster, they did at times dis-
play an inability to fend for themselves. Shortly after the latrines had been completed 
after months of having no sanitation, strong winds brought down some of the surround-
ing boards. Rather than attempting simple repairs following what was, according to 
Communal Movement leaders, a relatively minor setback, many people said that they 
needed to call the Communal Movement to ask one of its leaders to organise the fix-
ing of the latrines. Likewise, when one woman’s son became very sick with diarrhoea, 
she waited for someone from the Communal Movement to come and decide what 
to do rather than taking him to the health centre. Four days passed before anyone 
arrived, and the mother did not take her child to the health centre. By the time some-
one did come, the boy’s health had deteriorated enormously and he was experiencing 
dangerously high levels of dehydration.6 Communal Movement leader Sergio Saénz 
explained how the situation in El Mirador was particularly challenging to the organisa-
tion and how these challenges became particularly evident after the coffee slump of 
2001,7 when the Communal Movement felt torn between providing yet more food 
aid, which would likely create more dependency, and trying to encourage greater self-
reliance and mobilisation. A number of women who had received sewing machines 
from the Communal Movement in order to provide them with a source of income sold 
them during the slump. Effectively, they deprived themselves of a more long-term source 
of income and were only able to meet immediate needs with the proceeds.8

 In addition, the reconstruction process itself in El Mirador seemed to disadvantage 
women, particularly through the way it affected their productive capacities and its 
failure to provide them with any transferable skills. Marcia Picado, for instance, lost 
her job at a coffee processing plant (beneficio) during Mitch because of the destruction 
of the crop. When I met her, she had been employed by the Communal Movement 
to manage the comedor alongside a changing rota of unpaid volunteers. She was paid 
C$4009 a month, about one-half of what she would have earned working at the beneficio, 
but with shorter hours and no travelling. Ramona Dávila, meanwhile, had always 
worked in the informal sector, making and selling nacatamales (a corn and meat dish) 
or more recently selling lottery tickets. The requirement that she contribute her labour 
to the construction project meant that she was forced to suspend her lottery selling, 
and so she attempted to generate a small amount of cash income by making and selling 
tortillas at home. The situation was precarious in El Mirador, because while the residents 
had new homes, most families lacked stable means of earning a living. Employment 
is of course crucial to addressing the vulnerabilities that caused these women to become 
disaster victims or damnificadas. Marcia Picado made this point clear:

I suffered in the hurricane as I am suffering now, because if I imagine . . . well, on the one hand 
we are better off because we are in the house, but on the other, we are not contented because 
we are unemployed. You know that to live here in one room, to be all right what we need is 
a job, not just a payment, because all they gave me there [in the comedor] was 400 córdobas.10

 In El Mirador, project beneficiaries were all obliged to provide 66 days of labour in 
return for a house. This condition meant that women and men were equally required 
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to carry out construction work. In addition, the Communal Movement employed 
skilled labourers to help build the houses and to train non-skilled beneficiaries. Having 
so many Nicaraguan women engaged in construction work on a building site could be 
interpreted, superficially, as a challenge to more traditional gender relations. However, 
closer examination revealed that a marked gendered division of labour existed, with 
women primarily fetching and carrying sand, water, and bricks and men erecting rein-
forced rods, bricklaying and carrying out carpentry and woodwork. In terms of gender 
relations, despite their high visibility in the normative male space of the building site, 
women were actually further marginalised by their involvement in the project. The con-
struction project failed to build on women’s existing skills or supply them with new 
ones, and the requirement to contribute labour to the project meant that they were 
unable to engage in paid work. Some of the male beneficiaries would also have had 
to afford it priority over paid employment but they would at least have gained valuable 
skills that could attract them paid work. The majority of women learned no transferable 
skills. In this case, a good opportunity to impart women with skills in carpentry and 
masonry was lost. Working on the construction site did not bring much in the way of 
satisfaction. Marcia Picado said:

It was hard . . . for someone who isn’t used to it. Because I am not used to that sort of work, 
before the hurricane I worked in business. I used to sell jewellery. Before, life for me was easier, 
not like this.11

 Compared with El Hatillo, levels of solidarity and cooperation in El Mirador were 
at a much lower level and the amount of conflict was not insignificant. Marcia felt that 
she had become the target of hostility in the community because she had been given 
a paid position in the comedor whereas other women were expected to donate their 
labour for free on a rotational basis. The lack of solidarity in El Mirador also extended 
to physical assault by one woman on another. While it cannot be assumed that women 
will automatically unite with other women in need (Serrat Viñas, 1998), the situation 
was qualitatively different from that of El Hatillo, where support networks were well 
established and the community had a long history of organisation. In El Mirador, not 
only did the design of the location force a spatial realignment of political groupings,12 
but also the hurricane displaced people there. Consequently, they had to rebuild their 
lives and their support networks with people they did not know and do so at a time 
when the presence of aid and other associated benefits, such as the job of managing the 
comedor, could have a potentially divisive effect and create new forms of dependency. 
Marcia Picado continually complained about the conflicts at the kitchen and after a 
few months, she resigned:

To tell you the truth, I am more than willing, but as I have said, there are people who are 
not at all understanding, they slag you off, you can give them your heart, but they talk about 
you behind your back and I don’t like that. Well, I am willing, I am the one in charge. And 
they told me that in this comedor, nobody should interfere, because you are the one in charge. 
But people are not at all understanding.13
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 Some of these complexities were also evident in the other communities studied. The 
participants who were not part of the more formalised aid projects in El Mirador and 
El Hatillo perceived a great deal of injustice in the way aid was distributed and did not 
receive some of the aid they expected or had been promised. One member of the Move-
ment of Single and Unemployed Mothers said:

And the donations that they brought to the school [evacuation centre], they took them to the 
town hall, pairs of shoes, that they didn’t give to anyone, clothes too collected by the evangelical 
priests, also . . . there was a package and they took things out and took them to the town hall 
and the things are there stagnating and they are not giving them to anybody . . . And some 
of the donations that they gave to Guanuca, they took things out, they took out the sardines, 
the spaghetti and the oil. And they gave out other things, some beans that were so hard that 
they never cooked even using heaps of firewood, and some rice. They gave out four pounds 
of rice, four pounds of beans and three bars of soap, but they took out the spaghetti, the oil 
and the sardines. There is no relief for the hurricane victims.14

 Likewise, a participant from Barrio Richardson, Lydia Sánchez, complained about 
the inadequacy of aid. She believed that the donations given to Nicaragua by inter-
national agencies were sufficient, but they found their way on to the markets for sale. 
She said that her son’s school informed parents that all primary school children were 
to receive a uniform and a backpack containing exercise books and pencils in time for 
the new school year, but it never happened. The Red Cross also gave her a ticket to 
procure items of clothing:

I didn’t go, I sent my brother, and all they gave him was a heap of rags, of old clothes that 
were no use.15

 A falling tree destroyed Lydia’s house but she received no aid from either the govern-
ment or an NGO with which to rebuild. When I met her she had taken out a loan 
from her employer to make partial improvements and was having to meet monthly 
payments of C$260 (from a total monthly income of C$900). To make ends meet, she 
took on additional ironing work on Saturdays.
 There was no NGO presence or government aid in Apantillo Siares, despite the fact 
that families in this community had lost homes and crops. The community had no 
electricity, no piped water, no latrines, no school and no health centre and the road 
to Matagalpa had become impassable for normal vehicles. However, the absence of 
food or other aid here did not generate a high level of self-reliance and neighbours 
were constantly in conflict with one another:

There is nothing here. Here we are like animals. No organisation came here, like in other 
places, where they set up, what do they call them? Committees which have a particular job 
to do. Here there is nothing, there is nothing to do here.16

 Significant differences existed, therefore, in how hurricane survivors were able to 
reconstruct their communities and these responses have important gender dimensions. 
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The disaster process in El Mirador and Apantillo Siares clearly differed from that of 
El Hatillo, where there was a much higher degree of cooperation and solidarity and 
more optimism about the future. In part, the ability to recover and rebuild from a 
major disaster depends on pre-disaster levels of community solidarity as well as more 
access to key resources such as aid and sources of income. To some extent, as Bradshaw 
(2001) has stated, the hurricane reinforced existing gender inequalities.17 It is clear 
that a major disaster like Hurricane Mitch has the power to undermine or fragment 
existing gender identities. To a degree, women’s identities as mothers were under-
mined in El Mirador by the need to send their children to the comedor to eat. Some 
women said that they would not like the comedor to be a long-term project as it is better 
for children to eat in their own home. Their identities as paid workers were also under-
mined by the unemployment caused by the disaster. Women lost jobs in coffee pro-
cessing plants because of the destruction of the crop or were forced to suspend their 
agricultural production or informal sector work to dedicate themselves to house building 
and other reconstruction initiatives. However, the disaster process can also provide space 
for empowerment as women become actively involved in repair and reconstruction, 
through disaster response groups. 
 A closer examination of the relationship between gender and disaster, though, reveals 
not only important gender differences on a national, regional or community level, but 
also that the response to the hurricane differed among women. The following section 
looks at how the process of becoming homeless and politically active following a disaster 
can lead to divergent subjectivities among survivors.

Reconstructing subjectivities
As stated, most of the participants interviewed who were affected by Mitch were made 
homeless by the hurricane. This was the case with many in El Hatillo and Apantillo 
Siares and those people who ended up in El Mirador. As noted, the amount of NGO 
support for rebuilding varied considerably from one community to another and not 
all of those made homeless by the hurricane received aid to rebuild homes.
 Houses are easily destroyed in disasters in Nicaragua because often they do not have 
foundations, are constructed of adobe dirt bricks without plaster or flimsy materials, 
and/or are built in precarious locations such as on hillsides or volcano slopes or next 
to lakes and rivers. But housing in Nicaragua is precarious even in the absence of a dis-
aster and much confusion surrounds the question of property and ownership (Cupples, 
1992). Under the Sandinistas, which overthrew the dictatorship of Anastasio Somoza 
in July 1979 and governed Nicaragua in the 1980s, land on which to farm and to build 
a home was widely distributed through both the revolutionary government’s agrarian 
reform programme and government-aided squatter settlements. However, many people 
did not possess legal titles to the land they were occupying. Since the electoral defeat 
of the Sandinistas in February 1990, much confusion has surrounded the issue of owner-
ship, with former proprietors returning from exile to reclaim land, and the US attempt-
ing to make aid conditional on the return of land to former holders. The situation 
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was made even more complex by the fact that 20 per cent of the land distributed by 
the Sandinistas was dispersed in the three months after the electoral defeat, that is, 
during the transition period. The Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) leader-
ship in particular benefited from this process, which became known as the piñata,18 and 
it provided substantial political ammunition to those on the Right wishing to reverse 
the gains of the revolution.
 Hurricane Mitch caused widespread homelessness, but for many Nicaraguans hous-
ing insecurity is not a one-off situation generated by a hurricane or earthquake. Living 
without secure housing is a constant feature of many people’s lives in Nicaragua. One 
family in Apantillo Siares rebuilt their house after the hurricane on a plot of land they 
had bought four years earlier for C$300 (USD 25) but they had no legal documents to 
prove it was theirs. Consequently, they were under constant pressure from the former 
owner who was attempting to recover the land.
 At the time of the hurricane, Marcia Picado and Ramona Dávila were both low-
income single mothers in their mid-thirties. They both relocated to the Communal 
Movement housing settlement at El Mirador after rising waters claimed their homes 
on the banks of the Río Grande. As the following discussion shows, Marcia and Ramona 
superficially shared characteristics of gender, class, age, ethnicity, marital status, parent-
hood, negative experiences of expressions of masculinity and temporary homelessness. 
They diverged however in the construction of their subjectivities as these were reshaped 
through the processes of disaster and recovery. While Ramona expressed much satisfac-
tion about the positive changes in her life that had come about since the hurricane, 
Marcia’s view of her life was much more negative and she appeared not to have ex-
perienced a positive shift in her gender identity. She became nostalgic not about the 
time before the hurricane but about the time before her husband left them.
 For Ramona, acquiring a house in El Mirador brought a degree of housing stability 
to her life for the first time. As a small child, Ramona lived with her parents and younger 
siblings on a large estate, where her father was employed as a foreman. In 1976, when 
Ramona was 10 years old, Somoza’s guard killed her father after his boss denounced 
him for collaborating with the Sandinistas. Subsequently, the entire family was thrown 
off the estate and had nowhere to go. Ramona described those difficult years when they 
were effectively homeless, moving about in search of employment and somewhere to 
live. In that period, all of the children contracted measles, from which two of her 11 
siblings died. After the triumphant revolution of 1979, the Sandinistas offered her 
mother a house in return for her husband’s sacrifice for the revolutionary cause, which 
out of pride she turned down, because it would be ‘like consuming her husband’s 
blood’. Instead, her mother worked as a cook on a farm and saved enough money to 
buy a small plot of land in Pantasma on which to build a house.
 The revolution led to a war with US-backed Contra rebels that raged during the 
1980s. Pantasma was a dangerous place to live during that war and was the site of a 
massive Contra massacre in 1982. Contras kidnapped Ramona’s brother and then 
tortured him before his release. Ramona, a teenager at the time, spent more than 24 
hours hiding under the floorboards of a neighbour’s house to avoid discovery by the 
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Contras. When the war ended in 1990, by which time Ramona had a partner and three 
children, returning Nicaraguans evicted them from the land on which they were living, 
claiming it was confiscated territory. Ramona and her partner were then involved in 
the illegal seizure of land on the riverbank in Matagalpa and with the help of Sandinista 
lawyers managed to secure its legalisation. They built a house there but El Niño-related 
floods destroyed it in 1997. With the help of the Red Cross, they managed to rebuild.
 During Hurricane Mitch, the river flooded and filled their house with water in the 
middle of the night. Some of the houses in this community were made of brick (and 
hence were sturdier), but Ramona’s house was made of wood and could not withstand 
the strong currents. All of her children managed to get out safely with their father 
except for her fifth child, Orlando, whom she had ‘adopted’ just before the hurricane.19 
Ramona stayed behind to look for him. At this point, the electricity failed and the scene 
was plunged into darkness. The neighbours outside called on her to get out, as the 
entire house was starting to move and was about to be swept away. Suddenly, Ramona 
remembered that there was a pile of mango wood in the corner of the house, which 
she described to me as a ‘message from God’. She scrambled around until she felt the 
boy’s legs sticking out of the top, his face buried in the firewood and the water. She 
grabbed him by the legs, pulled him out and extricated the house with seconds to spare 
before it disappeared down the river. Orlando was badly injured but survived.
 After Mitch, Ramona was homeless once again, now with five children to support. 
Her partner of 16 years who was an alcoholic and had been violent left them at this 
stage and never returned. She said the following about the abusive relationship she 
never felt able to escape from until the hurricane:

He used to drink liquor and when I was out selling, he used to come and ask me for money 
and if I didn’t give it to him, he would hit me. He was always asking me for money to buy 
liquor. All my friends used to tell me not to be so stupid, that I should try and leave him, 
but he would always look for me and tell me that if I tried to leave him, he would kill me. 
He used to lock me in the house and beat me. My mum couldn’t help out because he used 
to get so angry, you can’t imagine. He had such a bad temper. And I put up with him for 
16 years.20

 By the end of 1999, Ramona had legal title to a house in the El Mirador settlement, 
which despite her ongoing difficulties was a source of great satisfaction:

After the hurricane, we were sheltered at the Red Cross, then we were at the Fire Station, 
and then in the sports stadium. When we saw that we’d been made homeless, he left. He 
headed into the mountains towards Waslala. He got lost and that was for the best. Then 
they gave me the house and now we are so happy, thank God.21

 This case study raises issues about how we conceptualise houses and homes in the 
context of disasters. A study by Fordham (1998) in Scotland highlighted how flooding 
was distressing to survivors because it undermined the notion of home as haven and a 
place of safety. Shurmer-Smith and Hannan (1994) have written about how the often 



Gender and Hurricane Mitch: reconstructing subjectivities after disaster 167

private nature of the home endows it with a semi-mystical force. The ideological nature 
of this force allows the drudgery of domestic work or issues like domestic violence to 
escape public scrutiny. However, a home with a precarious existence undermines this 
force. A house that is washed away in minutes by a rising river or reclaimed by a 
previous owner is in a sense politicised and very much opened up to public scrutiny. 
It cannot remain a private refuge separate from the public or political domain. Further-
more, the process of becoming homeless and the condition of homelessness impact 
on an individual’s understanding of identity in multiple ways. Identities can, as a result, 
become fragmented or fractured or they can shift in a more positive manner. Accord-
ing to Hoffman and Oliver-Smith (1999), when people lose a home, it raises issues 
related to place attachment, self and social definition (see also Fordham, 1998). For 
Ramona, her new home with its legal title and the end of the domestic violence she 
suffered prior to the hurricane, as well as having rescued Orlando a second time, appear 
to have brought about a more positive sense of self.
 Disasters are frequently seen as bringing about increases in domestic violence and 
indeed, after Hurricane Mitch, civil society organisations did report higher incidences 
(Puntos de Encuentro, 1999; Delaney and Schrader, 2000; Montenegro, 2004). But in 
Ramona’s case, the hurricane brought an end to a long-term violent relationship. The 
sense of happiness expressed by Ramona was also to be found in the narratives of 
some of the women in El Hatillo. Both Silvia Montiel and Rosa Laviana expressed a 
positive sense of self as well as a feeling of liberation due to the empowerment possi-
bilities that have emerged through political mobilisation, related to the hurricane and 
more broadly (Cupples, 2004a).
 Marcia Picado’s reflections on the hurricane and her understanding of it are very 
different from those of Ramona’s at El Mirador and those of Silvia Montiel and Rosa 
Laviana at El Hatillo. Marcia’s ‘crisis’ really began not with the hurricane but when 
her husband left her four years previously for another woman when she was pregnant 
with their sixth child and suffering from dengue fever. Subsequently she worked to 
support her family, taking in washing or ironing, buying and selling jewellery and 
doing seasonal work in the coffee processing plants. Her move to El Mirador provided 
her with a more solid house and empowerment opportunities. Not only was she given 
the role of managing the comedor but also she was elected treasurer of the community 
committee. However, rather than feeling more empowered, Marcia’s condition as a 
damnificada (disaster victim) accorded her the discursive capability to incorporate suf-
fering into her gender identity, to see herself not as a survivor, but as a victim, as a 
long-suffering woman, or mujer sufrida.22 This position of suffering, while related to 
and a consequence of material deprivation, was also socially constructed, and came about 
because of discursive positioning facilitated by the disaster. Not all women in the after-
math of the disaster will adopt that stance—this did not apply to Ramona, for instance, 
who conceptualised material deprivation differently and displayed a much greater degree 
of optimism about the future. Marcia’s view of herself as a mujer sufrida can be seen in the 
way in which she evaluated her life before the hurricane and in the way she played down 
her role as treasurer after the hurricane:
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Life was too hard for me when I was there. Every Saturday I had to wash a huge sackful of 
clothes. And iron them. But when I separated from my husband, the same thing happened, 
I had to work hard. I have suffered a lot.23

The only thing I do is act as treasurer . . . If we need to pay someone, or transfer some 
money, it is my job to pay. That is all.24

 The danger of this kind of subject positioning is that it can generate new kinds of 
dependencies25 and make recovery more difficult. Furthermore, it demonstrates that 
when disaster comes into contact with a heterogeneously vulnerable population, not 
only does it have a differentiated effect on the members of that population depending 
on their pre-disaster vulnerabilities, but also it sets in motion a process that in itself can 
generate new heterogeneities and lead to the emergence of new gender or other social 
identities. Hence the divergence of subjectivities among hurricane survivors as demon-
strated by the differences between Marcia and Ramona.
 However, the ways in which gender identities are formulated and reformulated can 
also be profoundly contradictory. Elsa Jirón had migrated to Matagalpa from a rural 
community and was living in El Tambor. Her house was also partially destroyed in 
the hurricane. After Mitch, she joined the Movement of Single and Unemployed 
Mothers. As the following quotes demonstrate, Elsa displayed both of the above discur-
sive positions—she was aware of herself as a mujer sufrida and simultaneously happy about 
the ‘liberation’ brought by social mobilisation: 

I have suffered; I am long-suffering. I can tell you for example that I don’t have a bed to sleep 
in, I sleep on the ground, yes I sleep on the ground, I sleep on the ground, the ground is where 
I sleep.26

I feel really happy, when I first came here, I didn’t know . . . when I lived elsewhere, I didn’t 
know what an organisation was at all, but not today. Today I am in the area of Matagalpa, 
in this town of Matagalpa, and I feel really happy. I have woken up, I feel happy, because 
I have learnt a bit more, although I don’t know how to read, but I have learnt a bit. I give 
thanks to God that I have learnt something, and I feel really happy because I am working in 
this Movement of Single Mothers.27

 Dominant disaster paradigms and quantitative measurements do not really explain 
the diverse and multiple forms of disaster response and their gendered dimensions. 
Disaster and reconstruction can often unleash a series of contradictory processes—
positive, negative and contradictory—particularly in terms of the ways in which gender 
relations and identities are constructed. In Nicaragua, these processes play out against a 
backdrop of more constant upheaval brought about by structural adjustment, political 
instability, environmental degradation and socio-cultural norms that constrain women’s 
behaviour or their ability to make decisions. These narratives suggest that a gender-
sensitive disaster analysis has to go beyond generalised or generalisable notions of 
gendered vulnerabilities in order to explain and address the reconfigurations of self 
that emerge.
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 Women move in and out of states of resistance and accommodation, of vulnerability 
and strength, and of self-sacrifice and self-assertion. This dynamism occurs because 
there are a number of identities active at a given time and the boundaries between them 
are very fluid. Consequently, Marcia Picado adopted a position of victimhood despite 
the empowerment opportunities presented to her, while Elsa Jirón simultaneously 
adopted a position of suffering and one of political organisation. The fashion in which 
Ramona Dávila’s and Marcia Picado’s subjectivities diverged during the processes of 
disaster and recovery, despite superficially sharing similar background characteristics, 
demonstrates clearly how suffering is determined by the intersections between disaster-
related subjectivities (such as being a damnificada) and other subjectivities which emerge 
from and relate to understandings of motherhood or relationships with men. The inter-
sections that become meaningful at a given time or place, and by this I mean the 
models of subjectivity that are taken up, will differ between individuals and cannot there-
fore necessarily be predicted.
 If women do not succumb to the negative aspects of identities of victimhood, then 
gender identities might be reworked to bring them into line with reformulated political 
identities. Hurricane Mitch was a disaster that brought much suffering, but because 
in a Catholic culture images of suffering mothers evoke strength as well as weakness, 
the disaster allowed some women to re-imagine certain aspects of self in affirmative ways. 
This was particularly evident in the cases of Silvia Montiel and Rosa Laviana. But if, 
for example, the disaster situation prevents women from working—Marcia Picado and 
Ramona Dávila both lost their jobs because of Mitch—and development interventions 
are focused on food aid and childcare—as in El Mirador—it might be more productive 
to adopt a victim mentality to appeal to aid agencies, a process that is more likely to 
lead to aid dependency than self-reliance. Even though women are disadvantaged by 
the existence of essentialist cultural constructions, they also draw on these notions, 
sometimes strategically and often unconsciously, to make sense of their lives and to 
construct their subjectivities in ways that are discursively present. Therefore, the dis-
aster process constitutes a space in which gender can be performed differently, or in 
which hegemonic gender identities can be used strategically.
 The post-Mitch scenario in the researched communities provides clear evidence not 
only of the differences between communities but also of the differences between indi-
viduals. Thus, it is impossible to produce prescriptive recommendations for development 
practice. Attention to context and principally to the geographies at play is fundamental. 
This is why the arrival of aid in a given context is complex in terms of its ability to 
generate self-esteem or empowerment among beneficiaries. Development aid in El 
Hatillo acts as a motivating factor and is an important source of female empowerment 
(Cupples, 2004a). Aid in El Mirador, though, has had a disabling impact, generating 
dependencies that prevent people from making repairs to their homes or taking a sick 
child to the doctor. These outcomes constitute serious challenges to Nicaraguan NGOs 
like the Communal Movement in their attempts to provide aid that leads to indepen-
dence and empowerment.
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Conclusion
Disaster researchers and practitioners, as well as striving to provide more politically 
contextualised understanding of the disaster and establish a focus on women’s vulnera-
bilities and strengths during a disaster, should also consider other dimensions. We should 
explore the discursive positions facilitated by the disaster and consider how are these 
taken up and/or resisted. We should then ponder how they intersect with or destabilise 
other identities and inequalities of race, ethnicity, class, age or physical ability. This 
means thinking more carefully about how the disaster experience intersects with sur-
vivors’ previous life experiences and other social or political positionings. In this case, 
it became clear that homelessness caused by eviction for political reasons shapes the 
experience of homelessness due to environmental disaster. These experiences are gen-
dered in multiple ways and affect how understandings of house, home and homelessness 
are constructed and reworked. These explorations might enable us to identify more 
clearly the possibilities for empowerment of marginalised people generated by the relief 
process and to comprehend why some women emerge empowered and stronger from 
such processes, while others become more desperate and victimised.
 In attempting to contribute to post-disaster reconstruction, development practitioners 
need to understand not only that vulnerabilities are culturally constructed as well as 
created by extreme events such as a hurricane, but also that these processes have a spa-
tial logic of their own. This means that, while the material outcomes of such processes 
may indeed be negative and must be addressed through aid and other development 
interventions, the spatial shifts that accompany these processes reveal potentialities that 
women might be able to exploit within a process of identity renegotiation. Therefore, 
rather than concentrate exclusively on what a disaster does to women, it is more produc-
tive to focus on how women feel about and reflect on the spatial realignments resulting 
from these events or processes and on the ways in which they constrain and facilitate. 
Becoming homeless, for example, represents a negative spatial shift in an individual’s 
life, but for Ramona Dávila it also brought freedom from a violent relationship, spiri-
tual revitalisation and a renewed sense of optimism. The interweaving of material 
relations and symbolic meaning in women’s lives means that a focus on the material 
and neglect of the symbolic will overlook how women often cope with the former by 
renegotiating the latter. In El Hatillo, awareness of the constraints caused by ongoing 
poverty did not prevent women from assuming positions of political leadership and 
new positive subjectivities in relation to their own bodies. Even when material circum-
stances are desperate, there is space for dissent.
 Relief practice, along with GAD interventions more broadly, would benefit from 
a greater understanding of gender identity as precarious (see Cupples, 2005). Even in 
contexts of hardship or disaster, which impose a series of constraints on women’s lives, 
gender is still variable and unstable as a category and its instability frequently increases 
in such environments. Women’s experiences of disaster or other social difficulties, such 
as struggles for landownership, domestic violence or structural adjustment, are built on a 
multiplicity of discourses. Consequently, women do not necessarily show solidarity with 
other women in need nor do they necessarily respond to disaster and other difficulties 
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in the same way because they are women. Even when women are disadvantaged by 
their greater vulnerability in the context of a disaster, their gender identities are still 
subject to change.
 The outcomes of disaster for gender are therefore multifaceted and reconstruction 
can often unleash a series of contradictory processes particularly with regard to the ways 
in which gender identities are constructed. While certain life conditions are common 
to many participants and these conditions do generate identifiable gendered vulnera-
bilities, there are a number of other factors that give rise to more complex disaster 
outcomes, such as responses to aid, experiences of homelessness, level of social mobili-
sation, and, in particular, the way in which these processes contribute to the construction 
of meaning. The post-hurricane recovery and reconstruction process and its interface 
with social conditions and lived experiences give rise to a context in which gender 
identities are sometimes renegotiated. By switching to a focus on gender identities, a 
more detailed understanding can be gained of the gendered dimensions of disaster and 
of the broader contingencies that shape and influence disaster-related subjectivities. 
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Endnotes
1 Two main approaches have dominated development practice and research on women in the third world. 

The Women in Development approach was largely about bringing women into processes of modernis-
ation and making them visible in the development process. It took women’s issues into account but 
underestimated the structural inequalities between women and men that hindered development. The 
Gender and Development approach to development theory and practice emerged as a result of critiques 
of the prevailing WID paradigm. GAD analyses insist that the power relations between women and 
men need to be properly considered in the development process. They have increasingly become part 
of the development policies of national governments and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 
(see Moser, 1993; 1995; Rathgeber, 1990).

2 I do however welcome attempts to do so without losing sight of cultural and political specificity. For 
an example, see Enarson (2001, p. 15).

3 Sergio Sáenz, Communal Movement leader, personal communication, Matagalpa, September 1999.
4 I acknowledge, following Rowlands (1997), that empowerment is a contested and difficult concept 

and that it is not always clear to participants in development projects what it means and how we can 
know whether it has occurred. My understanding of empowerment in this context is based on the 
narratives of participants. 

5 It was clear that the high levels of child malnutrition in El Mirador were related to broader socio-
economic deprivation and did not come about because of the hurricane. Some of the children displayed 
degrees of physical and mental retardation as a result of having tolerated sustained periods of malnutrition.

6 Zoila Hernández, Communal Movement coordinator, personal communication, Matagalpa, Octo-
ber 1999.
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7 Coffee is Matagalpa’s main export crop. In 2001, the price of coffee on the international market fell to 
below the cost of production putting hundreds of coffee workers out of work and bringing economic 
depression to the entire region. 

8 It is possible that some of the challenges faced by the Communal Movement can be partially attributed 
to its political origins. The Communal Movement today is an autonomous neighbourhood lobbying 
organisation that evolved from the Sandinista Defence Committees, responsible for revolutionary vigi-
lance. While the Communal Movement has successfully moved away from the Sandinista leadership and 
indeed has often expressed criticism of the leaders and provided aid and support to people regardless 
of political sympathies, it has struggled to shake off the vertical tendencies that were central to revolu-
tionary political practice based on cadres. It is possible that this verticality, which at times seems to lend 
itself to paternalism, also contributed to aid dependency in El Mirador to some extent. Sergio Sáenz, 
Communal Movement leader, personal communication, Matagalpa, September 1999.

9 In 1999, there were 12 córdobas (C$) to the US dollar.
10 Author interview with Marcia Picado, El Mirador, 4 November 1999.
11 Author interview with Marcia Picado, El Mirador, 27 July 1999.
12 Nicaragua, as a result of its revolutionary history and the Contra war of the 1980s, is a highly polarised 

country in political terms. Attempts at reconciliation between Sandinistas and ex-Contras have been 
fraught with complexities (see Cupples, 2004b). In El Mirador after the hurricane, Sandinista supporters 
and ex-Contras both found themselves living in the same community. 

13 Author interview with Marcia Picado, El Mirador, 27 July 1999.
14 Author interview with Carolina Segovia, El Tambor, 22 October 1999.
15 Author interview with Lydia Sánchez, Barrio Richardson, 23 October 1999.
16 Author interview with Patricia Cedeño, Apantillo Siares, 12 November 1999.
17 For a slightly different view of post-disaster empowerment possibilities through reconstruction work, 

see Cupples, 2004a.
18 A game played at children’s birthday parties in which a papier-mâché doll filled with sweets is broken 

and everyone grabs what they can. 
19 A local woman gave Orlando away as a baby. Ramona’s partner was violently opposed to the ‘adoption’, 

insisting that Ramona did not need any more children and that this baby was likely to die anyway. 
When she took him in, he was in desperate need of medical attention as he had been badly beaten, his 
scalp was infected and he had ticks. After a period of hospitalisation, though, he recovered. Informal 
adoption is a widespread practice in Nicaragua. It is fairly common for children not to live with their 
biological parents and to be cared for or raised by other family members or in a non-family environment. 
According to a government survey, 15 per cent of Nicaraguan households have an ‘adopted’ child or a 
child who does not live with his or her biological parents even though they are alive (INEC, 1999).

20 Author interview with Ramona Dávila, El Mirador, 1 September 1999.
21 Author interview with Ramona Dávila, El Mirador, 1 September 1999.
22 The mujer sufrida, the archetypal self-sacrificing, hardworking, struggling and abused woman, is central 

to the construction of dominant femininities in Latin America and often finds cultural expression in 
poems and television soap operas (telenovelas). As Johannson (1999) indicates in her study of the con-
struction of femininity among low-income Nicaraguan women in León, it is a representation that is 
however marked by contradiction, multiplicity and flux, given that it is used to display self-assertion 
as well as notions of victimhood. For a discussion of the concept in the Mexican context, see Paz 
(1993). I am grateful to Guadalupe Rosales for the conversations we had about the mujer sufrida.

23 Author interview with Marcia Picado, El Mirador, 31 August 1999.
24 Author interview with Marcia Picado, El Mirador, 31 August 1999.
25 I became acutely aware during this research of how I was also perceived increasingly as a source of aid 

and income by Marcia. I realised that at times, she would exaggerate her difficulties to me, stressing, 
for example, that she had no family support, even though I learned later that her sister would often look 
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after her children. The children also seemed to become ever more shrewd during my visits, particu-
larly when their mother was absent. For instance, they showed me an empty can of baby milk in the 
hope that I would replace it, or told me that their mother had no shampoo or underwear and asked if 
we could go to the store so that I could buy some. Marcia herself would sometimes suggest that an item 
of jewellery or clothing of mine would make a nice parting gift to her. I never had this experience 
with Ramona whose financial difficulties were just as great as those of Marcia. That participants saw 
me as a potential source of income and gifts is not surprising given our relative inequalities and their 
financial situation, but it can be hugely difficult to negotiate.

26 Author interview with Elsa Jirón, El Tambor, 8 November 1999.
27 Author interview with Elsa Jirón, El Tambor, 8 November 1999.
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