
The twentieth century brought repeated political upheaval, economic disas-
ter, and social revolution to Nicaragua. In the 1970s, after controlling the 
country for almost a half-century, the Somoza dynasty came to a bloody 

end with the rise of the popular Sandinista movement—a movement that sought 
to revolutionize every aspect of Nicaraguan life, from government to economy 
to society. Although the Sandinistas wholeheartedly pursued policies designed 
to eliminate class inequality, one of the main selling points of leftist ideology in 
Latin America, their particular brand of socialism also aimed to remedy non-class 
disparities, such as gender inequality. Their attempts to level the playing field be-
tween men and women took on many forms, among them support for increased 
female labor force participation, promotion of legislation supportive of women 
and repeal of legislation detrimental to women’s position in society, and political 
organization of Nicaraguan women. In many ways, the Sandinistas represented 
a significant departure from the conservative views promulgated by the Somo-
cista government, which maintained a healthy and friendly relationship with the 
Catholic Church until the final years of its reign in the early 1970s.1

At times on purpose, and at times as a byproduct of their own failures, the 
Sandinistas proved remarkably successful in reinterpreting practices of female 
idolization that were hundreds of years in the making and utilizing them in the 
revolutionary context. Legacies of Spanish society—the strictly bifurcated tradi-
tional gender role structure, in particular—created the traditions of womanhood 
that were embedded in Nicaraguan history and culture and subsequently taken 
advantage of by the Sandinistas.2 One of the most prominent themes in an exami-
nation of gender roles under the Sandinistas during the revolution is the endur-
ing importance of images of motherhood in inciting women to action: Sandinista 
manipulations depicted the ideal revolutionary mother as a female guerilla, a 
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“combatant-bearing vessel who later enthusiastically sent [her] children off to 
war,” and an individual “willing to offer [her life] for the defense of [her] chil-
dren and the country—the epitome of the selfless, self-sacrificing mother.”3 In 
addition to using their traditional roles in gestation and childbirth to mobilize 
women in support of the regime, the image of the Nicaraguan woman as a mother 
proved effective in mobilizing women for the economy and civil society to fill the 
vacuum created by the Sandinistas as they struggled to maintain the health of the 
economy and neglected to address women’s public health issues. This paper puts 
forth and supports the idea that the revolutionized gender roles advocated by 
the Sandinistas have seen enduring success and remain prominent in Nicaraguan 
society today, particularly when compared to the conservative gender agenda of 
the counterrevolutionary forces and other even more contemporary sectors. 

The outcomes of this study provide insight into the importance of cultural 
sensitivity in promoting change. In particular, it helps determine to what degree 
drastic challenges to and revisions of tradition—in this case, traditional gender 
roles—can be carried out successfully if revolutionary motives are cast as recon-
ceptualizations and revisions of tradition. Although I focus specifically on a case 
of leftist revolution that represents an instance of mass societal upheaval, the 
implications of my findings carry significant weight in comparable situations of 
alteration of the social status quo; for example, the methods used by the Nica-
raguan revolutionary and counterrevolutionary camps, along with an analysis of 
their effectiveness, could contribute to the body of knowledge used in develop-
ment agenda-setting and policymaking.

The first section of this paper provides the necessary historical and social 
context for understanding the main points on the road to gender role revisionism, 
namely female participation in the Sandinista revolution and the election of Vio-
leta Chamorro to the Nicaraguan presidency in 1990. The second section presents 
the first revision of Nicaraguan motherhood undertaken by the Sandinistas, in 
which they allowed motherhood to become a woman’s choice rather than an ex-
pectation or a requirement. It examines the reproductive and sexual health poli-
cies of the revolutionary and counterrevolutionary regimes and provides evidence 
that the Sandinistas’ more permissive abortion and contraceptive policies retain 
continuing popularity in present-day Nicaragua. The third and fourth sections of 
this paper explore how the Sandinistas’ policy failures—not just their successes—
served to reinterpret gender roles and change the image of Nicaraguan mother-
hood. The former details the Sandinistas’ role in increasing the role of women in 
the economy, while the latter illustrates how women participated actively in civil 
society in order to compensate for the government’s failure to reduce maternal 
mortality and modify the image of motherhood as the act of a mother dying in or-
der to give birth to her child. Finally, the fifth section discusses the participation 
of women in Nicaraguan government, and how it compares rather favorably—
both in numbers and over time—to other countries in Latin America. The final 
sections will review the arguments supporting the view of Sandinista success in 
gender role revisionism, shed light on the implications of this study, and provide 
insight to and interpretations of recent events in Nicaraguan politics that pertain 
directly to gender role depictions in that country.
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Women and the Sandinista Revolution

When the Sandinistas took control of the Nicaraguan state in 1979, they wished 
to extend greater rights to the country’s women in order to move closer to the 
movement’s ultimate goal of social equality. They aimed to increase female in-
volvement in national life—a term I will use to refer collectively to politics (politi-
cal activism of any kind, such as voting or participating actively in government), 
civil society (involvement in grassroots organizations), economy (particularly the 
formal economy, although also the informal economy outside of the home), and 
society (all facets of life not encompassed by the other categories). The first di-
vergences from traditional gender roles occurred as women participated actively 
in the movement to overthrow the Somocista regime and moved increasingly into 
the public eye for their significant contributions. Despite the apparent transfor-
mation of many female participants from traditional Nicaraguan women to em-
powered female revolutionaries, the reality of the change took on less drastic 
dimensions. 

Although the Sandinistas’ efforts seem to have removed women from their 
domestic sphere of influence, this was neither the intention nor the outcome; the 
Sandinistas sought not a substitution of national life for domestic duties, but 
rather an expansion of women’s duties to include both national life beyond the 
home and within the home itself. The mother, long a symbol of traditional female 
gender roles in Nicaragua and Latin America, remained the ideal role for women 
during the guerilla war and Sandinista period; however, the Sandinistas’ depiction 
of the mother—as a grinning young woman, holding a small child and carrying a 
rifle over her shoulder—represented a radical departure from traditional notions 
of Nicaraguan motherhood.4 The Sandinistas initially attempted to organize wom-
en into groups affiliated with the movement, such as AMPRONAC (Asociación 
de Mujeres ante la Problemática Nacional, or Association of Nicaraguan Women 
Confronting the Nation’s Problems), and to mobilize them for security, as neigh-
borhood guards; for society, in literary and immunization campaigns; and for 
the economy, in crop harvesting.5   Increasing involvement made females more 
attuned to the effects of their participation on various levels of national life, in-
cluding the familial level of society. This realization lent women not only a sense 
of agency, but also a sense of duty. It seems, then, that the Sandinistas, whether 
purposefully or not, succeeded in manipulating motherhood by expanding the 
traditional female role of maintaining the well-being of the family beyond the 
boundaries of the home and into other arenas of national life. 

Despite the Sandinistas’ efforts to engage women more fully in national life, 
their progress took a significant blow starting with the 1990 election of Violeta 
Chamorro to the Nicaraguan presidency. A superficial glance makes Chamorro’s 
win look like a victory for Nicaraguan women and the Sandinistas’ project of so-
cial equality. A closer and more in-depth exploration, however, reveals that this 
female president actually wished to reverse many of the strides made to integrate 
women more fully into national life.6 In line with traditional lines of Nicaraguan 
motherhood, Chamorro’s campaign and election essentially saw her acting as an 
extension of her deceased husband, Pedro Joaquín Chamorro, a popular news-
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paperman and owner and editor of the La Prensa newspaper.7 Doña Violeta, as 
she was called, carried on her husband’s conservative legacy, which featured a 
strong opposition to the Somoza dynasty, retention of fairly conservative views, 
and non-alignment with the revolutionary movement.8 During the course of the 
presidential campaign process, Chamorro presented a traditional view of woman-
hood that, despite a decade of revolutionary revisionism, still held deep roots in 
Nicaraguan society. Among the multiple images—all traditional—of womanhood 
projected by Doña Violeta, her role as a mother featured prominently.9 Like many 
other families during the revolution, Doña Violeta saw her family split by politi-
cal loyalties.10 But unlike others, she held her family, mainly her four children, 
together, and they rallied around her despite their different political views. 

In a country torn by war and civil strife for over a decade, Chamorro repre-
sented an opportunity for positive change for Nicaragua, namely the end to the 
civil war and the subsequent reassertion of Nicaraguan unity. Chamorro preached 
to the Nicaraguan public, saying: “We need to rise above this tragic inheritance 
for our country and for our children, be great and be generous in order to accom-
plish, once and for all, the reconciliation of the Nicaraguan family.”11  Chamorro’s 
successful actions as a cohesive force in her family led Nicaraguans to envision 
her accomplishing similar feats on a national scale. If “maternal love had tri-
umphed over political divisions…for Doña Violeta’s immediate family, why not 
for the whole Nicaraguan family?”12 This idea motivated the electorate to vote for 
peace and national reunification—two goals embodied by Doña Violeta.

Doña Violeta’s promises proved attractive enough to allow her to defeat 
Daniel Ortega—the man who led Nicaragua into war and chaos and had not yet, 
over ten years later, managed to find the way out—for the presidency; however, 
her attempts to return Nicaraguan society to its conservative and traditional roots 
did not succeed in eclipsing the Sandinistas’ strides in the field of gender roles. 
Contradictory fertility control policies over the years, continued high levels of 
female labor participation, female involvement in health movements, and signifi-
cant female political involvement all illustrate the enduring effects of Sandinista 
policy successes and failures, and their manipulation of motherhood in post-
revolutionary Nicaragua.

Catholicism, Nicaragua, and the Right to Choose

The Sandinistas revised traditional views of motherhood by allowing motherhood 
to become a choice, rather than a requirement. Abortion and contraception did 
not occupy a prominent position on the Sandinista agenda and were not, in fact, 
actively promoted. The Sandinistas retained by-revolutionary-standards conser-
vative policies in order to protect themselves from the probable backlash from 
the Catholic Church and more socially conservative members of the Nicaraguan 
population whose support they wanted to keep, and who would take issue with 
pro-contraceptive policies.13 For their own part, the Sandinistas saw Nicaragua as 
a large, underpopulated country that not only enjoyed ample room for popula-
tion growth, but would also require population growth to sustain the revolution-
ary fighting against the contras.14 The idea of the “patriotic womb”—a woman’s 
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ability to contribute to the revolutionary cause through her reproductive capa-
bilities—is reflected in the following selection from the Gioconda Belli poem “We 
Will Bear Children.”

We will bear children, 
for every man or woman whom they kill, 
we will give birth to 
hundreds of children 
who will continue in their footsteps.15 

In order to avoid contradicting their own interests and offending the church 
and more conservative sectors of society, the Sandinistas retained conservative 
policies regarding abortion in Nicaragua by not altering the “semi-legal” status 
it gained under the Somocista regime and continuing to allow women to obtain 
abortions only on medical grounds.16 The significant internal and external an-
ti-fertility control forces notwithstanding, “access and availability [to abortion] 
increased during their administration,” and the Sandinistas did not prosecute 
women who obtained illegal procedures to terminate their pregnancies.17

The Sandinistas’ unwillingness to face popular backlash prevented them 
from promoting fertility control measures; however, they recognized public de-
mand for such measures and responded by emphasizing contraceptives as the 
least undesirable method of fertility control. Despite their best efforts, such as 
providing contraception free of charge, Nicaragua’s economic situation limited 
the availability of such contraceptive methods, thus diminishing the utility of 
such a policy.18 In order to help remedy the failures of the system and keep pro-
viding women with the right to choose, the Sandinista government created policy 
“by 1988 [that] made it possible for a woman with more than six children to be 
sterilized without her husband’s permission.”19 In doing so, the Sandinistas set 
aside party politics and personal preferences, and tried to deal with economic 
difficulties in order to respond to popular demands and give Nicaraguan women 
what they wanted—control of their bodies, control of their situations, and the 
right to make decisions about fertility control for themselves.

During her presidency, Doña Chamorro implemented policies that attempt-
ed to return the role of women in society to its more conservative and traditional 
pre-Sandinista state, in which motherhood was not only an expectation, but al-
most a requirement, of women. Chamorro and her party—the UNO (Unión Nacio-
nal Opositora)—repealed various maternal and child health and social programs, 
including state-provided childcare services, thus effectively forcing women back 
into the home on a full-time basis.20 They also condemned any contraceptive 
methods other than the rhythm method, prohibited sex education from being 
taught in schools, and promoted anti-abortion campaigns; “right before the elec-
tions, Chamorro said during an interview…that one of her first tasks as president 
would be to shut down the private feminist clinic that performs abortions.”21 
Changes in national sex education policies for the public changed drastically as 
well; billboards posted under the Sandinistas that read “Prevent AIDS, use a con-
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dom,” were promptly replaced by Chamorro and the UNO with signs announcing 
“Prevent using condoms, be faithful to your partner.”22 

Despite the rabidly anti-fertility control policies enacted by Chamorro and 
the UNO, however, the Sandinistas’ strangely contradictory policies of birth con-
trol prevailed. As Nicaragua’s economy has recovered, comparatively speaking, 
the country has seen increasing contraceptive prevalence to the point of experi-
encing some of the highest levels of contraceptive prevalence in Latin America 
(Tables 1 and 2).23  In this context, contraceptive prevalence refers to the propor-
tion of married women aged 15 to 49 who use contraceptives.

Increasing contraceptive prevalence in Nicaragua can be linked to the coun-
try’s decreasing fertility rate. Nicaragua had the second highest fertility rate in 
Latin America for the period 1970-1975; however, between then and the period 
2000-2005, the country has more than halved its fertility rate—one of the most 
drastic decreases in fertility in the region (Table 3). 

Despite their reluctant approach to fertility control policies, the Sandinis-
tas changed the perception of motherhood from one of requirement to one of 
choice by making available the means of contraception and abortion that allowed 
women to choose—or opt out of—motherhood. They also expanded the meaning 
of motherhood and the role of the mother in national life in Nicaragua’s unique 
revolutionary context. The Sandinistas effectively linked traditional female re-
sponsibilities to similar functions in national life outside of the home, thus fo-
menting a change that endures in present times and is reflected in the country’s 
continued high rates of female labor force participation.

Nicaraguan Mother, Working Woman: 
Sandinista Expansion of the Mother’s Traditional Sphere

The Sandinistas’ success in manipulating of the meaning of motherhood, as well 
as other, less purposive but equally effective methods of affecting its revision, is 
demonstrated by continued high levels of female labor force participation in Ni-
caragua. Rather than perceiving the economy as an arena of national life separate 

Table 1
Contraceptive Prevalence Rate in 

Nicaragua, Bolivia, and Honduras, 1977-2003

Country Year
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Nicaragua 9 27 44 60 69

Bolivia 26 30 45 48 58

Honduras 27 35 41 47 50 62
Source: “Contraceptive prevalence (% of women ages 15-49).” World Development Indica-
tors, World Bank. 1977-2006.
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from the home, women increasingly saw its effects on their traditional sphere of 
involvement in national life, which was comprised of the home and the family. 
Women responded to this newfound awareness with the encouragement and sup-
port of the Sandinistas and continually expanded their participation in national 
life into the economy. They redefined motherhood to include external—and often 
less direct—factors that affect the family, rather than solely internal matters with 
immediate effects on the family in the home. Together, women and the Sandini-
stas redefined a mother’s physical sphere of influence in society by knocking 
down the traditional walls that kept a woman enclosed in her home and rebuild-
ing those walls to include the economy. In so doing, they rendered the formerly 
taboo idea of women working outside of the home a natural phenomenon, a mere 
expansion of the home beyond its actual physical space. 

The expansion of the Nicaraguan labor force to include women was only one 
of the economic reforms undertaken by the Sandinistas to ameliorate the coun-
try’s inefficient and severely structurally flawed economy. While the Sandinistas 
achieved some success in the short term, particularly in the areas of economic 
growth and social development, they failed to perform the economic restructuring 

Table 2
Contraceptive Prevalence Rate in Latin America, 1995-2003

Country
Contraceptive prevalence rate (%) 

1995-2003

Costa Rica 80

Colombia 77

Brazil 77

Paraguay 73

Peru 69

Nicaragua 69

Mexico 68

El Salvador 67

Ecuador 66

Honduras 62

Panama 58

Bolivia 53

Venezuela 49

Belize 47

Guatemala 43

Chile No data

Argentina No data

Uruguay No data
Source: “Contraceptive prevalence rate (%).” United Nations Population Division Database on 
Contraceptive Use. New York: Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2005.
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necessary to sustain growth and avoid backsliding.24 Furthermore, because “the 
main thrust of Sandinista policy was economic change, pro-women policies were 
determined largely on their relationship to economic goals.”25 While persuading 
women to pursue involvement in the national economy, the Sandinistas also em-
phasized that such economic participation  not interfere with or subtract from 
their roles as wives and mothers.26 Despite the various intervening factors that 
tempered the Sandinistas’ expansion of female labor force participation, women 
saw “an extension of their rights…in the workplace through legal reform…and 
[were] encouraged to participate in the defence and development efforts, entering 
various kinds of economic activity in large numbers.”27 

All factors considered, it would certainly be an oversimplification to suggest 
that evolving gender roles alone pushed women into production outside of their 
homes. As the revolution progressed, the economy continued to suffer as the twin 
burdens of defense costs and social spending inflicted increasing economic hard-
ship, including “a large deficit and spiraling inflation.”28 Realistically speaking, 
then, the policies implemented by the Sandinistas caused Nicaragua’s already-

Table 3
Fertility Rate, 1970-1975 to 2000-2005

Country
Total fertility rate (births per woman) Fertility rate decrease (as %)

1970-1975 2000-2005 1970-1975 – 2000-2005

Argentina 3.1 2.4 22.6%

Belize 6.3 3.2 49.2%

Bolivia 6.5 4.0 38.5%

Brazil 4.7 2.3 51.1%

Chile 3.6 2.0 44.4%

Colombia 5.0 2.6 48%

Costa Rica 4.3 2.3 46.5%

Ecuador 6.0 2.8 53.3%

El Salvador 6.1 2.9 52.5%

Guatemala 6.2 4.6 25.8%

Honduras 7.1 3.7 47.9%

Mexico 6.6 2.4 63.6%

Nicaragua 6.8 3.3 51.5%

Panama 4.9 2.7 44.9%

Paraguay 5.7 3.9 31.6%

Peru 6.0 2.9 51.7%

Uruguay 3.0 2.3 23.3%

Venezuela 4.9 2.7 44.9%
Source: “Total fertility rate (births per woman).” World Population Prospects 1950-2050: 
The 2004 Revision. New York: Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Divi-
sion, 2005.
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dire economic situation to deteriorate, thus necessitating multiple incomes to 
support a family and providing a driver for female emancipation from the home, 
so to speak.29 

Sandinista revisions of views of motherhood to include participation in the 
economy met with little resistance, particularly because Nicaraguan women tend-
ed to view changing—or more accurately, deteriorating—economic conditions in 
the country “in terms of how changes affected their families,” as opposed to men’s 
perceptions, which tended to use the market as the standard of comparison.30 
Many Nicaraguan women who work outside the home contribute the entirety of 
their earnings to household expenses, whereas their partners provide a portion of 
their earnings for such expenditures and retain the remainder for discretionary 
spending.31 Thus, women do not personally reap the benefits of their labor in the 
formal economy in the way that men do. As a result of the family-motivated and 
unpaid nature of female participation in the economy outside of the home, such 
work becomes decreasingly controversial as it begins to resemble women’s tradi-
tional work—also family-motivated and unpaid—in the home. 

Despite the relative lack of empowerment and emancipation gained by wom-
en through their formal economic activities, Violeta Chamorro used growing fe-
male participation in the economy as evidence of the FSLN’s32 “moral decay of 
the country,” and tried to beckon women back into the home.33 She depicted the 
FSLN as having a “military ambition that turned to nothing all that had been won” 
and implied that Sandinistas upheld “ideologies that destroyed [Nicaraguan] re-
alities…and lies that obscured [Nicaraguan] history.”34 But neither her rhetorical 
Sandinista-bashing nor her reduction of state-sponsored child care and other so-
cial benefits succeeded in stemming the flow of women into the formal economy.35 
Instead, Nicaragua has seen its female labor participation grow steadily during 
and after the Sandinista period; for example, female labor participation increased 
from 26.7 to 32 percent between 1977 and 1985, and to forty percent in 1990.36 
Labor force participation continued to expand through 2003, when Nicaraguan 
women participated in the formal economy at a higher rate than women in most 
countries in Latin America (Table 4), even as GDP per capita has grown steadily 
since the early 1990s.37

In a 1990 edition of the Nicaraguan publication Barricada, Sandinista Mag-
da Enríquez wrote that the Chamorro government was “not just sending women 
back to the house, but [was] trying to convince us that this [was] ‘our place.’ ”38 
Chamorro’s attempts to invoke tradition to drive women from the workplace to 
the home, including the promotion of breastfeeding to “facilitate an optimal re-
lationship between mother and child,” have been somewhat counteracted by her 
structural adjustment policies.39 Cuts to public sector jobs drastically increased 
the unemployment and underemployment rates (Table 5), while attempts to in-
crease foreign investment in Nicaragua led to the establishment of a maquiladora 
industry seeking female employees.40

Due to biases in the gendered division of labor, women tend to work for low-
er wages than men, which allows them to find employment more easily than men 
during times of economic hardship.41 Additionally, women tend to act as shock 
absorbers during economic crises and in Nicaragua during this period, “with the 
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rising cost of living and decreasing earning opportunities, more women were 
looking for paid employment to meet household needs.”42 These factors, when 
combined with the re-imagination of the economy as an extension of the home, 
contributed to the successful and enduring expansion of female participation in 
society beyond the home and into the formal economy. 

The Sandinistas effectively reconceptualized participation in the economy 
as necessary for maintaining the well-being of the family and the home, without 
reducing the expectations of the mother in those traditional spheres of influ-
ence. As a result, female participation in the economy illustrates the willingness 
of women to make sacrifices for their families in the name of motherhood. That 
said, their decreasing willingness to endure literal self-sacrifice—death related to 
pregnancy or childbirth—is demonstrated by increasing levels of participation in 
health movements and initiatives promoting maternal health.

No More Dying to Give Life: 
Maternal Sacrifice and Civil Society

As times grew difficult and resources scarce for the Sandinistas, unfavorable cir-
cumstances forced them to start cutting back the social services that had seen so 
much success in improving life in Nicaragua.43 This government failure pushed 
members of society to deal with cutbacks in their own ways, which women did by 
creating organizations to deal with female health problems. A legacy of the failure 
of the Sandinista regime, but a legacy nonetheless, the existence of community-
run health centers and similar civil society movements has grown over the past 
two decades. These movements have helped redefine motherhood as a sacrifice 
or a series of sacrifices, rather than the ultimate sacrifice of a mother giving up 
her life in order to birth a child.

Starting in the months after assuming the presidency, President Chamorro 
demonstrated her withdrawal of support for women by cutting spending on wom-
en’s health programs by 11 percent, despite the fact that the reproductive role she 
emphasized most was one of the leading causes of death for Nicaraguan wom-
en.44 At the time when these cuts were made, an estimated one in 66 Nicaraguan 
women who died during their childbearing years did so because of complications 
related to pregnancy, delivery, or post-pregnancy.45 Estimates of Nicaragua’s ma-
ternal mortality through the 1990s range approximately from 100 to 400 mater-
nal deaths per 100,000 live births, which equates to a maternal mortality rate of 
0.1-0.4%. Furthermore, studies of Nicaragua demonstrate a 59 percent increase in 
maternal mortality rates starting shortly after Chamorro took office (1993-1998), 
thus resulting in Nicaragua gaining one of the highest levels of maternal mortal-
ity in the region.46 Although national figures are comparable with those for coun-
tries of similar levels of economic development, they fall significantly short of 
the single-digit instances of maternal mortality in parts of the developed world; 
for example, in the period 1987-1988, Canada and the U.S. reported 4 and 6.6 
instances of maternal mortality per 100,000 live births, respectively.47
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Seeking to close the widening gap in social services, women’s health or-
ganizations sprang up to do what the government would not: promote female 
health, not related solely to their reproductive role, but rather to “the total physi-
cal, social, and psychological health and well-being of women.”48 These organi-
zations, usually non-governmental organizations (NGOs) with financial support 
from larger international organizations, provided services such as legal, psycho-
logical, and birth control counseling, midwife training programs, and clinics and 
“birthing houses” for women with high-risk pregnancies to over 125,000 women 
in 1992.49 These programs were designed to manipulate motherhood by giving 
women greater knowledge and, therefore, control over their bodies and lives, and 
to change motherhood from a single instance of self-sacrifice—of a mother’s life 
for that of her child—to a process of making sacrifices. 

A majority of Nicaraguan women, 82 per cent in one study, expressed views 
that “being a woman implies making sacrifices or a greater effort than the one 

Table 4
Female Labor Participation

Country
Female Labor Force Participation Rate

(% ages 15-64)

1990 2003

Argentina 33.7 45.4

Belize No data No data

Bolivia 46.3 49.7

Brazil 47.6 46.9

Chile 35.0 44.7

Colombia 45.2 52.6

Costa Rica 35.5 41.4

Ecuador 28.9 36.3

El Salvador 39.1 51.2

Guatemala 29.0 40.8

Honduras 34.0 44.3

Mexico 35.5 43.2

Nicaragua 42.0 51.6

Panama 41.4 47.9

Paraguay 35.6 39.9

Peru 30.6 38.3

Uruguay 52.4 59.6

Venezuela 40.0 47.8

Latin America & Caribbean 41.4 46.3
Source: “Labor Force Structure.” Estimates and Projections of the Economically Active Popula-
tion, 1950-2010, Yearbook of Labor Statistics, 4th edition. International Labor Organization.



56

LBJ Journal of Public Affairs

Spring 2008Governance & Civil Society

done by men,” and “completing an endless number of activities that made life 
too tiring, a day of exhausting work. It is not only having children and a spouse, 
it is also being able to study, to prepare oneself, to complete a career and be 
able to help others; it is being flexible and being able to do a variety of things.”50 
This depiction of motherhood is not at odds with the image of the sacrifices of 
motherhood realized under the Sandinistas and today. Remaining undertones of 
subservience aside, women no longer have to perceive motherhood as the literal 
self-sacrifice, but rather are free to live, take care of their families, and formulate 
and pursue goals of their own, outside of the household. 

New feelings of power and agency among women represent a positive sea 
change in Nicaraguan national life; however, the most important part of national 
life is arguably politics, because it is where the power to bring about change of-
ficially resides. In this arena too, present-day Nicaragua bears the mark of the 
Sandinistas’ efforts to incorporate women into national life.

Politicizing Nicaraguan Women, Politicizing Nicaraguan Mothers

Through their manipulation of motherhood, the Sandinistas successfully empow-
ered women to participate actively not only in the economy and civil society, 
but also in politics. The Sandinistas’ motives for encouraging female involvement 
were admittedly not altruistic, but rather geared towards broadening public sup-
port and creating a political cheer squad, so to speak, for the movement; however, 
their effective mobilization of women for political ends, regardless of the motiva-
tion, has contributed to a redefined image of motherhood in Nicaragua today. 

The Sandinistas promoted mass mobilizations, not only for the revolution 
itself, but also for demonstrations of popular support for the movement and 
for its social campaigns, in literacy and health, for example. The participation in 
these projects by women helped set changes to the female Nicaraguan identity 
in motion. As Ana María from the Sandinista Women’s Legal Office describes the 
changes: “We women felt we had the right to make demands and to say that we 
can make our own changes. They made us feel important…Later the revolution 
demystified many myths against women. We awoke with force and with a great 
awareness of our reality.”51 Because of the efforts of the revolutionaries to mo-
bilize women politically, Nicaraguan women enjoy relatively high levels of repre-
sentation in government (Table 6).

Even after their fall from power, the Sandinistas continued to try to incorpo-
rate women into party politics. In 1996, the FSLN promoted female political par-

Table 5
Employment Statistics, 1990-1995

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995

Unemployment rate (%) 11.1 14.2 17.8 21.8 20.7 18.2

Underemployment rate (%) 33.2 38.0 32.5 28.3 32.9 35
Source: Cynthia Chavez Metoyer. Women and the State in Post-Sandanista Nicaragua. Boul-
der: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc., 2000, p. 77.
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ticipation “by requiring that at least 30 percent of party nominees for the popular 
consultation election be women.”52

The manipulation of ideas of motherhood played a significant role in the 
political mobilization of women, as they were often organized using maternal, 
rather than simply feminine, characteristics. Such policies of mobilization evoked 
subservience, self-denial, and service to others, thus allowing women to engage in 
politics without offending conservative Nicaraguan sensibilities and tendencies.53 
One prominent example of evoking maternal and feminine imagery for political 
ends occurred shortly after the 1978 assassination of Pedro Joaquín Chamorro—
opposition journalist, Somoza critic, and husband of future Nicaraguan president 
Violeta Barrios de Chamorro. In their homes and on the street, women banged 
pots and pans in protest of his death, thus proving that women could contribute 

Table 6
Female Representation in Government

Country
Women in government 

at ministerial level 
(as % of total)

Seats in lower house or single house 
held by women (as % of total)

2005 1990 2005

Argentina 0.1 6.0 33.7

Belize 0.1 no data 6.7

Bolivia 0.1 9.0 19.2

Brazil 0.1 5.0 8.6

Chile 0.2 no data 12.5

Colombia 0.4 5.0 12.0

Costa Rica 0.3 11.0 35.1

Ecuador 0.1 5.0 16.0

El Salvador 0.4 12.0 10.7

Guatemala 0.3 7.0 8.2

Honduras 0.1 10.0 5.5

Mexico 0.1 12.0 22.6

Nicaragua 0.1 15.0 20.7

Panama 0.1 8.0 16.7

Paraguay 0.3 6.0 10.0

Peru 0.1 6.0 18.3

Uruguay 0 6.0 12.1

Venezuela 0.1 10.0 9.7
Sources: “Women in government at ministerial level,” (as % of total). Interparliamentary Union 
(IPU). Geneva, 2995; “Seats in lower house or single house held by women.” Nations Millennium 
Indicators Database. New York: Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2005.
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to politics in unique ways, and that politicized females could, under the right cir-
cumstances, become a political force to contend with.54

In 1990, Violeta Chamorro proved once again that women in politics are 
formidable opponents. Her victory over Daniel Ortega in the presidential elec-
tion represented a landmark event in Latin American history. Although actually 
the third female president in Latin American history, Chamorro became the first 
elected and permanent female president in the region; her predecessors, Isabel 
Perón and Lídia Gueiler, assumed the presidencies of their countries due to a hus-
band’s death and an interim appointment, respectively.55 When Julia Mena Rivera 
became Chamorro’s vice president in 1996, Nicaragua became the only country 
in the world with a female-dominated executive branch.56 Continued high levels 
of female involvement in politics represent a significant change in both Nicara-
gua and Latin America, one that the Sandinistas’ gender empowerment measures 
likely contributed to.

The Staying Power of the Sandinista Revolution of Gender

Relatively high levels of female representation in Nicaraguan government and 
economy over the years, civil society participation in health movements, and cur-
rent views of fertility control all point to the lasting influence of the Sandinista 
movement on redefining gender roles and, more specifically, manipulating moth-
erhood. By framing motherhood as a choice rather than a requirement and as sac-
rifice rather than self-sacrifice and by extending the boundaries of the home to 
include politics and economy, the Sandinistas countered conservative and tradi-
tional views of motherhood forcefully enough to keep them retreating from popu-
lar imagination for almost three decades. The Sandinista project of manipulating 
motherhood was arguably so effective that it ultimately contributed to the FSLN’s 
electoral downfall to Violeta Chamorro, who most effectively used maternal im-
agery as a means to her political end. Even in the face of Chamorro’s reassertion 
of conservative notions of motherhood, the Sandinista re-creation remained firm. 
While one can call neither the Sandinistas nor Nicaragua a model of revolutionary 
success, it is important to note that the movement succeeded in bringing about 
enduring change to gender relations and identity in Nicaragua. As a result of both 
purposive policies and inadvertent political failures, the Sandinistas drew Nicara-
guan women out of their homes and into all areas of national life. 

The degree of success of the Sandinistas’ project in manipulating mother-
hood presents an example of the synthesis and fusion of tradition with moderni-
ty, more specifically, traditional and modern gender roles. By depicting the expan-
sion of female involvement as an expansion of the responsibilities of the woman 
as a mother, the movement was able to sell the idea not only to men who wanted 
to keep their wives at home, but also to women who subscribed to the traditional 
gendered divisions of labor and whose cooperation the Sandinistas needed to 
facilitate their entire project. The success of such methods of manipulation in 
Nicaragua indicates that the framing of development issues and their presenta-
tion to the intended audience are instrumental in determining a policy’s ultimate 
failure or success. 
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Ideas regarding the subversion of tradition for political ends hold serious 
implications for fields related to the development of less developed countries 
(LDCs), whether by national governments or international organizations. Orga-
nizations dedicated to development objectives—the World Bank, for example—
tend to undertake projects designed to foment social change. The mobilization 
of women often figures heavily into development efforts, whether dealing with 
problems related to health, education, economy, violence, human rights, or envi-
ronment. As stated by the World Bank’s Gender Action Plan, 

. . . the global community must renew its attention to women’s economic 
empowerment and increase investments in women . . . increased women’s 
labor force participation and earnings are associated with reduced poverty 
and faster growth; women will benefit from their economic empowerment, 
but so too will men, children and society as a whole. Women’s lack of 
economic empowerment, on the other hand, not only imperils growth and 
poverty reduction, but also has a host of other negative impacts, including 
less favorable education and health outcomes for children and a more rap-
id spread of HIV/AIDS. In sum, the business case for expanding women’s 
economic opportunities is becoming increasingly evident; this is nothing 
more than smart economics.57 
Because successful mobilization of women in LDCs holds the potential to 

yield positive secondary effects that reverberate in all levels of national life, de-
velopment organizations should—and often do—formulate policies with the im-
portance of gender in mind. Unfortunately, however, organizations often seem 
to approach policymaking from an acultural perspective that may cause clashes 
and generate resistance, thus essentially dooming their plans from inception. In 
order to increase their likelihood of success, development organizations formu-
lating social policies might consider undertaking projects similar to those imple-
mented by the Sandinistas in their manipulations of motherhood—re-imagining 
traditional gender roles and shaping tradition as needed to fit it into the mold of 
modernity.  

Looking Forward, Moving Backward?

On November 8, 2006, Sandinista revolutionary leader Daniel Ortega regained 
the Nicaraguan presidency during his third presidential bid since his defeat by 
Chamorro in 1990.58 The elections were declared clean and transparent by in-
ternational observers, including former US President Jimmy Carter.59 Ortega has 
moderated much of the leftist rhetoric that gained him notoriety in the 1970s 
and 1980s, even proclaiming his religious rebirth in the Catholic faith.60 While 
such moderation may have been merely a ploy to help get himself elected, Or-
tega’s recent actions in the Nicaraguan Congress to help outlaw all abortions are 
of particular interest because of the success of that policy campaign.61 As of late 
October, Nicaragua joined El Salvador and Chile in the ranks of countries that 
prohibit all abortions, even those that could save a mother’s life, and that seek to 
end pregnancies related to rape or incest.62 
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This legislation certainly represents bad news for Nicaraguan women at pres-
ent; however, it comes neither as a surprise nor as a drastic change, considering 
that the country has maintained conservative abortion policies throughout its his-
tory. Even if this conservative turn in fertility control policy remains, the legacy 
of Sandinista gender role manipulation remains with it. Ironically, women’s rights 
groups across Nicaragua have sprung into action in response to the new law, us-
ing their political motivation to challenge the man who inspired them and taught 
them to be politically motivated.63 Ortega’s course in the presidency and Nicara-
gua’s path in the gender rights discourse will undoubtedly continue to inform the 
study of the manipulation of motherhood in revolutionary and post-revolutionary 
Nicaragua and the current state of gender roles in the country.
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