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ABSTRACT 

TMs thesis employs the critical insights of poststracturaiism, postcoloniai scholarship, 

and Third World feminisms to interv ene in feminist scholarship on women and war. It is 

argued that gender and political violence are mutually constituted and therefore there can 

be no assumed relationship of women to war. This study's primary focus was to trace 

discursive representations of gender, violence, citizenship, and nation in Sandinista 

Nicaragua and the United States during the Reagan presidency. Textual analysis of three 

cultural areas: memoirs and testimonials, murals, and newspaper articles was used to 

explore dominant constructions of gender as they intersected with Sandinista nationalism 

and imperialist U.S. foreign policy. The process of mutual constitution of gender and 

political violence are then examined in the specific cases of Nicaragua and the U.S. It is 

concluded that discursive constructions of gender were essential to the politics of both 

Nicaraguan revolution and U.S. imperialism. 



"The question is not of female participation in insurgency, 
or the ground rules of the sexual division of labor, for both 
which there is 'evidence.' It is, rather, that, both as object 
of colonialist historiography and as subject of insurgency, 
the ideological construction of gender keeps the male 
dominant." 

-Gayatri Spivak, "Can the Subaltern Speak?", 287 
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INTRODUCTION: FEMINIST VIEWS ON POLITICAL VIOLENCE 

Women's relationships to violence, war, and peace has received much attention by 

feminist scholars. Situating women in relation to war is a significant undertaking because i1 

cuts across larger debates about both biological and cultural gender roles for women. The 

debates around women and political violence are significant because they inform of 

theories of nation, citizenship, democracy, and international relations. When feminist 

scholars take positions on issues of gender, war and peace there is much at stake. 

This thesis is positioned itself in opposition to much "Women and War" 

scholarship. Feminist scholars have often attempted to outline a cross-cultural position 

on what women's relationship to war is, or should be. Interrogating the role of gender in 

U.S.-Nicaraguan relations during the Sandinista period (1979-1990), this project asserts 

that gender does not operate in smoothly predictable or uniform ways across various 

violent contexts. What constitutes a proper role for women in relationship to war is 

dependent upon such factors as ethnicity, national identity, class position, and political 

ideology. Women and war scholarship that positions women, as a group, in a fixed 

relation to political violence often ignores and erases vital contextual specificities. ' 

' 1 will use the term political violence and war interchangeably. War, as it has traditionally been 
conceptualized, excludes multiple contexts of violence thai are In fact warlike (e.g. the Contra 
"conflicf in Nicaragua). Given the U.S. government's intentionai categorizations of warlike 
violence as "low-intensity conflicts" and their use of proxy armies, the traditional 
conceptualization of war is inadequate. I use the terms interchangeably to gesture towards an 
expanded notion of what constitutes war. 
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The various positions on gender and violence can be characterized by several 

major trends. One viewpoint maintains that women are naturally and biologically unfit 

and not predisposed to be violent. This view asserts that women are biologically in need 

of protection by (and from) men. While most feminists recognize this position as 

decidedly conservative, and biologically deterministic, many feminists take care to 

maintain that characteristics like nurturing, caring, and peacefulness are feminine. In this 

argument, it is not biology, but women's unique roles within cultures, as caretakers, that 

makes peace a feminine characteristic. In "The Truth About Women and Peace," Jodi 

York characterizes this position as the "motherist" position because it is based upon the 

logic that "mothering (and, consequently, womanhood) focuses on life, war making 

emphasizes death" (20). And example of this position is found in Sara Ruddick's essay 

"The Rationality of Care" which outlines a sophisticated defense of the motherist 

position by arguing that women, as primary caretakers, have access to a "subjugated 

knowledge" that could be radically disruptive to militarism and war (250). It is this 

"motherist" position that informed the political work of multiple women's groups such 

as Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo in Argentina, The Greenham Common in Britain, and 

Women Strike for Peace in the U.S. Through this moralizing position, women have 

managed to enact powerful critiques of militarization and effect concrete social change 

toward the goal of peace. 
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Despite the historical efficacy of the "motheiist" position, it must be examined 

with criticism. In "Should Women be Soldiers or Pacifists?" April Carter points out that, 

"being a mother does not necessarily lead to a hatred of war and an empathy with 

mothers on the enemy side." (35). Nancy Scheper-Hughes has responded to the 

"motherist" position by pointing out that in her research in the shantytowns of Brazil, 

she observed that maternal thinking was "more congenial to military thinking: the notion 

of inevitable, acceptable, and meaningtul death" was a necessary discourse for mothers 

living in extreme poverty (229). In Nicaragua, women's roles as mothers were utilized to 

justify women's participation in, and support of, violence. It was as mothers that women 

felt they should become guerrillas, and support the draft. Lorraine Bayard de Volo's 

work in Nicaragua illustrates that "maternal symbolism and mothers themselves are used 

to facilitate war" in the Nicaraguan context("Drafting," 252). Beyond this, situating 

women primarily as caretakers and mothers ignores the many cases of women who are 

not reproductively heterosexual. In this sense, the "motherist" position further entrenches 

women into the primary identity of mother and caretaker. The exceptions to the 

"motherist" framework expose the fallacy of the universalizing position that sees women 

as primarily mothers, and mothers as logically peaceful. 

Cultural feminists expand the "motherist" view to claim "women's psychosocial 

development prepares them to be connected caretakers. Men's psychosocial development 
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prepares them to be indi viduate competitors. The prevalence of this masculine mentality 

leads to war" (York, 21). According to this view, militarization and war are the outcome 

of the denigration of all things feminine. The role of feminism,by extension, should be to 

promote traditionally feminine values such as compassion and cooperation. Women 

should not seek to promote violence or militarization by participating within masculinist 

frameworks of war. This view predominantly situates women in the role of the victims of 

male patriarchal violence, denying women's participation in the production of war. 

Women's labor in service of war is seen as serving patriarchy first instead of integral to 

women's own politics, denying both women's labor value and women's political agency. 

In Nicaragua, it would be incorrect to categorize women's participation in guerrilla forces 

as antifeminist. Women, opposed to the Somoza dictatorship and U.S. imperialism, had a 

legitimate interest as Nicaraguan women in participating in the Sandinista national 

liberation movement. Cultural feminisms that reject women's participation in war as 

antifeminist ignore the intersections of nationality, race, and gender that can motivate 

women's genuine desires to participate in war. Whether as draft supporting mothers, 

guerrilla combatants, or liberation theologists, many women's labor sustained and 

perpetuated war. To deny this is to repeat a patriarchal logic that sees women as always 

already secondary to the political labors of men. In addition, a cultural cultural feminist 

view also denies the possibilities for liberatory spaces for women within war. The 
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Sandinista insurrection opened a space for notions of gender egalitarianism in Nicaraguan 

society. Some members of the FSLN saw gender egalitarianism as an explicit goal of the 

Revolution. To characterize this as a trop of patriarchy loses an essential complexity of 

Nicaraguan women's role the nationalist Revolution. 

A more general critique of cultural feminist views on warfare comes from the 

liberal feminist position that claims that "cultural feminists perpetuate the same 

dichotomy that underlies patriarchy itself: it polarizes differences, between gender and 

minimizes shared characteristics" (York, 21). An emphasis on difference between men 

and women repeats the organizing binary logic of patriarchal hierarchies instead of 

challenging it. Liberal feminists accuse cultural feminists of arguing for an inversion of tha 

hierarchy. In response liberal feminists argue for women's equal right to participate in 

militarization and war. In "Many Faces: Women Confronting War," Jennifer Turpin 

points out that because citizenship is often based on military participation, some 

feminists have argued that women must have equal access to the power and prestige that 

comes from military service in order to be full and proper citizens. One idea underlying 

this view is that "increased military participation can emancipate women from their 

status as weak and defended" (Turpin, 10). Yet historically, participation in soldiering has 

not automatically equated into increased power for women. Turpin points out that, 

"although women have reportedly fought in wars for centuries, they have routinely been 
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relegated to second-class status in the military" and therefore their claims to full 

citizenship have been thwarted (Turpin, 9). In Nicaragua, women occupied all ranks in the 

guerrilla forces of the FSLN before the 1979 insurrection, but the Sandinista government 

directorate (the primary ruling body) only contained one woman (out of nine members. 

Eventually women were excluded from military service entirely by the Sandinista state. 

Despite the undeniable links between soldiering and citizenship that often exist, it is 

impossible to maintain that women's participation in war automatically increases their 

status. 

As feminist's critiques of each others various positions illustrate, the motherist, 

cultural, and liberal feminist narratives of women's relationship to war fail to account for 

the contradictory and diverse ways that gender and war are related. April Carter observes 

that, "recent feminist developments, including political opposition to the dominance of 

feminist organizations by white middle-class women, and challenges by postmodernists 

to all universalizing claims, cast doubt on the possibility of speaking about 'women' as a 

categoiy at all" (36). This project attempts to trace gender's relationship to war in the 

Nicaraguan-U.S. context without assuming the category of "woman" or starting with an a 

priori position on women's relationship to war. Women cannot be assumed as the 

primary victims of, or opponents to, war. The meanings of women's activities, whether 

it be mothering or soldiering, cannot be understood outside of the cultural contexts in 
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which they occur. 

Instead of attempting to situate women in relationship to a generically imagined 

war, this thesis agrees with V. Spike Peterson's position that "gender is a structural 

feature of the terrain we call world politics... Mapping practices conventionally employed 

in international relations fail to 'see' and therefore do no analyze this pervasive ordering 

principle. As a consequence, our conventional maps are not simply limited but actually 

misleading." (41). Conventional maps of gender tend to ignore and assume too much about 

how to "map" women into the field of international relations and war. Instead of being 

constructed as acted upon objects of patriarchal violence, women must be understood 

instead as constituted by and productive of many types of political violence. Cynthia 

Enloe has argued that "women's lives are worth considering not only for the sake of 

detailing the impact of militarism and imperialism [on women], but also for the sake of 

clarifying their basic underpinnings - how U.S. power locks into existing power relations 

within the countries it seeks to control" (italics in the original, 191). By examining cultural 

productions for their gendered representations, this thesis reveals the ways in which 

gender centrally informed U.S.-Nicaraguan relations in the Sandinista era, in both 

Nicaragua and the U.S. 

To develop a framework that considers gender's role in the U.S.-Nicaraguan 

context, I draw my main theoretical positions from Ann Laura Stoler, Chandra Mohanty. 
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Marysa Navarro and Gayatri Spivak. In Race and the Education of Desire. Stoler outlines 

the importance of accounting for the influence of the construction of the colonized 

population for the construction of the identities of the colonists. Colonized and colonizer 

are revealed as relational identities in which the construction of binary opposites is 

rigorously maintained. In the case of Nicaragua and the Contra war, constructions of both 

Nicaraguan and U.S. gender roles were often formed oppositionally to each other in 

popular representations. The violence and demands for power of the Nicaraguan 

"communist" Sandinista woman reaffirmed and policed the peacefiilness of the patriotic, 

capitalist, U.S. woman in an ideological conflict over what constituted the ideal female 

citizen (and, too, what constitutes a ideal male citizen, in contrast). Paradoxically, in the 

U.S., Nicaraguan women were also constructed as the passive victims of violent 

Nicaraguan patriarchy, placing Nicaraguan women is either discursively threats to proper 

femininity or passive victims. Likewise, the anti-imperialist politics of Sandinismo 

required an oppositional construction of gender that rejected the imperialist, capitalist 

masculinity of the U.S. in favor of the Revolutionary "New Man". Notions of what 

constituted a "gendered" other informed the production of gendered identities in both the 

U.S. and Nicaragua. 

Speaking to academic's role in the production of the "Other." in "Under Western 

Eyes," Mohanty traces how the production of academic feminist knowledge contributes 
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to processes of colonialization by defining non-Western women as passive, uniform 

objects of non-Western patriarchal systems. Intrinsic to this process of knowledge 

production is the construction of the Western (read: caucasian) woman as an acting 

subject, capable of resistance and agency, and responsible for the rescue of her abused 

"global sister," the perpetual victim of non-Western masculinity. In relation to war, the 

political conflicts of the "turbulent" Third World are figured as the ultimate site of 

victimization of non-Anglo women and children (the two are so often paired together as 

to make them almost inseparable and indistinguishable from one another). For example, 

Jennifer Turpin maintains that, "Women may be more or less vulnerable to the effects of 

war and militarization depending on their home society, their economic status, and their 

racial/ethnic identity. Women in developing countries are most likely to experience war..." 

(Turpin, 4). The implicit ideology of such a statement is that women of the Third World 

are of primary vulnerability in the face of war, as compared to their Western 

counterparts. This logic obscures such processes as imperialism and transnational 

capitalism that create the political unrest that threatens people in the Third World. The 

position that women in the Third World are more vulnerable to the effects of war because 

of their "home societies" thinly veils a racist paternalistic feminist ideology on the part of 

much women and war scholarship. 

Addressing scholarships specific to Latin America, Marysa Navarro is helpful in 
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tangent with Mohanty in her critique of the concept of "Marianismo." Marianismo is a 

concept in Latin American gender studies developed by political scientist Evelyn P. 

Stevens in 1973 that sees Latin American women as "semi-divine, morally superior to,' 

and spiritually stronger than men" (Stevens, quoted in Navarro, 257). The discourse of 

Latin American Catholic, passive, motherly femininity is echoed not only in academic 

work, but also in the realm of popular cultural productions. It obscures, in the name of 

imperialist ideology, the complexity of Latin American gender discourses and identities 

across bodies, cultures and spaces. 

In addition to Stoler, Mohanty and Navarro's work, Gayatri Spivak's essay "Can 

the Subaltern Speak?" has also informed this project. I draw from Spivak the idea that 

"The relationship between the imperialist subject and the subject of imperialism is ... 

ambiguous" (297) as it points to the mutual constitution of nationalist identities involved 

in U.S.-Nicaraguan relations. I also draw from Spivak her understanding of 

"representation" as having two simultaneous meanings. In the first sense, representation 

is " 'speaking for,' as in politics" and in the second sense, representation is " 're

presentation,' as in art or philosophy" (275). When I refer to representations here, I mean 

to suggest that both meanings are present in ideologically productive cultural products. 

My concentration on representation in cultural texts to address gender's in U.S.-

Nicaraguan relations is deliberate. The social or cultural realm cannot be forcibly 
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separated from official state politics or economics.^ Sharon MacDonald notes that the, 

"more subtle forms of ideology" in the cultural realm "are in many instances more potent 

and powerftil than the more readily recognized and acknowledged public sets of rules 

governing behavior "(3). Cultural productions are as important as official political and 

economic policy. In Mothers of Heroes and Martvrs: Gender Identitv Politics in 

Nicaragua, Lorraine Bayard de Volo writes that, "as with representations of ethnicity and 

race, the most traditional and extreme representations of masculinity and femininity are 

often found during wartime" (37). The arguably unique contexts of political violence 

often see a heightening of cultural productions that contest, interpret and mediate 

identities (of the nation, the citizen, as well as gender, ethnic and class identities), as a 

society deals with radical shifts in socioeconomic order and relative social and political 

instability. In addition, while much works has been done on women in the Nicaraguan 

revolution, the vast majority has used ethnographic and statistical method. Examining 

cultural products provides a view of the discourse of gender outside the realm of the 

memories of lived experience of Nicaraguan women. For these reasons, I have chosen to 

concentrate on texts often considered to be part of the realm of culture to examine the 

production of gender during the Sandinista period. 

I address the dominate gendered themes of cultural products in three chapters 

2 
Of course, what is consider ed "overtly" political is one of the primary ways that the poirtics of 

gender are erased. 
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separated by type of source. The first two chapters deal primarily with the ways in 

which gender discourse was produced in Nicaragua. The first chapter, on memoirs and 

testimonials, concentrates specifically on how Sandinista ideology opened a space for 

female participation in war, as well as fostered a discourse of gender egalitarianism. 

However, rather than seeing these openings as unproblematically liberatory for women, I 

will also trace how the gendered discourse of Sandinismo also reproduced patriarchal 

power. 

In the second chapter, I examine the gendered themes of Sandinista murals. 

Because visual representations often produce highly emotional and unexamined responses 

in the viewer, gender discourse is powerfiilly produced by the murals. The iconic images 

of the Revolution found in the murals actively produced gendered discourse in 

Nicaraguan. The visual representation of an ideal male, citizen-soldier was problematic 

for women in the new Sandinista nation because it discursively excluded from full 

citizenship.' Women were visually represented as secondary members of the new 

Nicaragua. 

Both the first and second chapter involve sources that have been introduced into 

American culture through translation (linguistically and culturally, as well as through 

commidification). This is not unproblematic. However, rather than viewing this 

translation as a mutation of original authenticity, I conceptualize them as "transcultural 
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productions" as outlined by Gilbert M. Joseph in "Close Encounters: Toward a New 

Cultural History of U.S.-Latin American Relations." He says: 

Far from representing pristine, autonomous cultures moving 
directly into contact, like billiard balls striking each other on 
a felt-covered table - and therefore easily identifiable as 
"internal" and "external" - ideas and institutions, and other 
cultural economic forms are more often the messy 
sediments of previous exchanges. As such, they might more 
meaningfully be viewed as transcultural products that 
mutually constitute [each other]... (16). 

1 argue that both the original speakers of the testimonials, the writers of the memoirs, the 

painters of the murals and the translators and collaborators are aware of and constituted 

by the history ofU.S.-Nicaraguan imperial relations. The end result is a representation of 

Nicaraguan gender produced by both the original artist, speaker and writer, and the 

translators and collaborators that is Mly imbricated in imperialist relations of power. 

That the texts I am analyzing can never be removed from the asymmetries of power 

created by imperialism only enhances the relevance of this project. Rather than try to 

claim a narrative of a local, discrete, and authentic Nicaraguan gender discourse, I 

acknowledge the influence of imperialism on gender representation as a primary factor in 

my analysis. 

My use of mediated sources to approach these questions is deliberate. In 

choosing mediated sources, 1 intentionally avoid a project that defines or represents the 

experiences and identities of Nicaraguan women. Instead, I take secondary sources as 
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texts that must be deconstructed for their gendered, nationalist, and ethnicized 

constructions. 1 argue, along with Joan W. Scott, that feminist historiography must tiy 

"to understand the operations of the complex and changing discursive processes by which 

identities are ascribed, resisted, or embraced and which processes themselves are 

unremarked, indeed achieve their effect because they aren't noticed." (33) In this sense, I 

am "noticing" the mediated cultural source, whether as murals, memoirs, or New York 

Times articles, in order to analyze their power to construct and inform (and occasionally 

. disrupt) the of gendered discourse of imperialism and war. In the context of my analysis 

seemingly incommensurable contexts are revealed as relational Gendered ideologies of wa 

and imperialism are traced through the constructions of Nicaragua women peasants turned 

Sandinista guerrillas, patriotic conservative U.S. cold warrior women, powerful 

international politicians and "average" citizens. Gender and imperialism interconnect in 

the representations of variously positions social actors. 

This leads me into the importance of my third chapter: the analysis of both 

Nicaraguan and U.S. gender representations in The New York Times Reagan-era 

imperialist power relations between Nicaragua and the U.S. influenced representations of 

both Nicaraguan and U.S. femininities produced for the consumption of U.S. citizens in 

The New York Times. I compare the representations of Jeane Kirkpatrick, Nora Astorga, 

Fawn Hall and Violeta Chamorro in The New York Times to analyze the production of 



U.S. imaginaries of both Nicaraguan and U.S.-American women as actors in imperialist 

international relations. 

My examination of discursively productive cultural texts in the Sandinista era 

reveals the imbrication of gender and Cold War ideology. Properly gendered citizenship in 

Nicaragua and the U.S. was discursively produced both verbally and visually through a 

variety of cultural sources. Notions of gendered citizenship were necessary for both the 

nationalist project of the Sandinistas and the imperialist project of the Reagan 

administration. The production of both gendered identities and political violence were 

constitutively dependent upon each other. What constituted "women" was being 

produced as actively as violence was sustained. Because of this dependent relationship 

between war and gender, women's relationship to violence was shifting, complex, 

sometimes contradictory, and highly contextual. 
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Lovely Girl of the FSLN 
with your boots and pants of drill 

machine gun in hand 
your long flowing hair 

that grew in the month of April. 

You left your lover 
to begin another relation 

for your true love 
is not he but another 

it's the love of an entire nation. 

Girl, simple girl 
with your own liberation begun 

Allow my verses of love 
to entwine themselves in your gun. 

The people who know the dawn of freedom 
is coming soon, somehow 

recognize your heroic struggles 
girl, you're a woman now. 

- Carlos Mejia Godoy, first and last verses of the folk song 
"Girl of the Sandinista Front" (Quoted in Randall, 129, 149) 

In this chapter, I will address how traditional gender constructions and gender 

egalitarian discourse overlapped throughout the representations of gender in two 

Sandinista memoirs; The Countrv Under my Skin: A Memoir of Love and War, by 

Gioconda Belli and Fire on the Mountain: The Making of a Sandinista by Omar Cabezas. 

Both Belli and Cabezas were Sandinista guerrillas who later held positions in the 
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vSandinista government. In addition, I will refer to a set of testimonials collected by 

Margaret Randall and published in the book, Sandino's Daughters: Testimonies of 

Nicaraguan Women in Struggle. All of these texts have been translated into English, and 

as such, are mutated from their original forms. Because of this, it is appropriate to view 

these texts not as a way to get at the authentic voices of Nicaraguan culture, but rather as 

a few of the sort of texts that both illustrate and produce gendered discourse across 

imperialist contexts. The constructions of gender in all three texts are not absent from the 

history of U.S.-Nicaraguan imperial relations. The emphasis on certain ideas, the editing, 

and the translating done to produce these texts for English-speaking audiences did not 

happen outside the context of U.S. imperialism and Cold War international relations. As 

projects with multiple mediators/producers, these texts were created within the 

environment of political oppositionally of the U.S. and Nicaragua during the Cold War, 

but also represent attempts at (always already problematic) collaborations. The 

constructions of gender constituted by these sources must be read as produced by both 

imperialism, as well as part of efforts to create a popular U.S. solidarity with Nicaraguan 

Sandinismo. It is uneasy to situate the texts I have selected and this uneasiness should be 

repeatedly remembered. The gendered discourse the texts produce rest at the uneasy place 

where gender and imperialism are to made to mutually constitute, exposing the fragile 

dependence of the two. 
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The above statement in mind, within these texts there are clear indications that 

gender egalitarian discourse was fostered by the FSLN and it is estimated that Sandinista 

combatants were 25%-30% female, a relatively high number (Kampwirth, "Women 

in",79). However, in addition to a gender egalitarian discourse, traditional gender 

constructions of maternity. Catholic femininity and heterosexual desire are also present in 

the texts. The constructions of gender produced in these texts highlight the way that 

traditional gender roles were subverted to legitimate women's participation in the FSLN, 

opening new spaces for women within Nicaraguan society, while simultaneously 

constraining the possibilities for gender egalitarianism produced by the Sandinista 

Revolution. 

Lorraine Bayard de Volo outlines the importance of the discourse of maternity for 

the revolutionaiy struggle in her book Mothers of Heroes and Martvrs: Gender Identity 

Politics in Nicaragua 1979-1999/ Femininity is constructed in the texts that I examine as 

innately and instinctually maternal. While the discourse of maternity might have 

traditionally been employed to justify the relegation of women to the domestic sphere 

and the exclusion of women from spaces of power, revolutionary discourses of maternity 

drew on the notion that it was women's unique feminine duty to defend and protect their 

3 
It is important for me to mention my debt, as a scholar, to Bayard de Volo in undertai<ing 

this project. The analysis of the ethnographies she did with the Sandinista "Mothers of 
Heroes and Martyrs" committees in Nicaragua provided me with much of my analytical 
framework in examining the memoirs and testimonials in this chapter. The notion of 
"combative motherhood" in Sandinista Nicaragua was first theorized by Bayard de Voio. 



25 
children against the U.S. backed Somoza dictatorship. This political use of a discourse of 

maternity allowed women greater access to participate in the nationalist liberationist 

project of the FSLN while it reinscribed traditional gender roles. 

Gioconda Belli constructs femininity as naturally reproductive and maternal in her 

memoirs. She says of the experience of having her first child, "I gave thanks for being a 

woman, who could experience - just like a mare, or a lioness, or any other female - that 

fierce primitive instinct to protect and nurture another living creature" (23). And of her 

second pregnancy she says, "I growled like a lioness watching her cub in pain... exhausted 

yet electrified by the tidal force of my maternal instinct, I returned to Managua with my 

daughter in my arms, safe from harm (60). These references to a sort of feminine animal 

nature serve to recode the female body as innately nurturing and maternal, reentrenching 

the notion that it is women's primary role to engage in reproduction and childcare. 

However, although this construction of femininity recodes the female body into a 

reproductive role, it was also used by women to justify their Sandinista politics. When 

she was asked to join the FSLN, Belli protested joining on the grounds that she had a 

daughter. In response to this she was told, "Your daughter is precisely the reason you 

should do it... (34). Later in her memoirs. Belli recounts that a fellow Sandinista woman 

tells her, "if I die in the struggle, I'd know that I died doing something for [my children]. 

And my children will know that" (45). Belli employs this discourse of violently 
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protective motherhood saying "I was powerful like a vengeful goddess ready to defend 

her children with whatever weapons were necessaiy. I felt happy to be a woman, to have 

my instinct..." (144). Thus, the figure of the protective mother is prominent in the 

construction ofNicaraguan femininity in Belli's memoirs. 

Gioconda Belli was not alone in her use of the discourse of maternity and familial 

obligation to justify women's participation in the FSLN. Idania Fernandez reiterated the 

importance and revolutionary significance of maternity in a letter she wrote to her 

daughter a month before she was killed by the Somoza guard writing, "A mother isn't just 

someone who gives birth and cares for her child; a mother feels the pain of all children, the 

pain of all peoples as if they had been bom from her womb" (quoted in Randall, 202). An 

integral part of the representation of the maternal was its revolutionary potential due to 

the discourse of the feminine instinct to protect. 

In addition, the Sandinista promotion of socialist ideology provided women with 

a new lens to analyze their position as gendered laborers within Nicaraguan society. 

Gloria Carrion, once the Coordinator of the women's arm of the FSLN, states in 

Sandino's Daughters: Testimonies ofNicaraguan Women in Struggle that women: 

are the pillars of their families. This is the most 
fiindamental and objective condition ofNicaraguan 
women's lives.... We don't see ourselves simply as 
housewives, caring for our children, attending to the duties 
of the home and subordinating ourselves to our husbands. 
Women are the centres of their families - emotionally. 
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ideologically and economically (Randall, italics in the 
original, 10). 

The recognition of women's labor in traditional gender roles is used to claim the 

importance and primacy of women's place within Nicaraguan society. Because 

Sandinismo was informed by a socialist critique of the undervalued labor of the masses, 

women were able to claim that traditional roles for women in Nicaragua were undervalued 

under the Somoza regime. In their domestic and reproductive labor in the home and wage 

labor outside the home (most often within the informal economic sector), women were 

frequently the primary laborers who sustained their families. A push for the recognition 

of the importance and value of mother's labor in the new revolutionary Nicaraguan 

society undergirded the notion that "women are the pillars of their families" and as such 

had a legitimate claim to power. 

In addition to constructions of women's maternal roles, the Revolution 

itself was sometimes conceived in terms of maternity and rebirth. Belli represents the 

taking of the government by the Sandinistas in the July '79 insurrection in terms of birth, 

saying, "That slow truck ride into Managua reminded me of childbirth, of the joy after the 

pain. I was witnessing the birth of my country" (247). Similarly, Omar Cabezas says in 

his memoirs,"we felt that we'd given birth to ourselves" (95) equating FSLN participation 

with political rebirth. And Sandinista Dora Maria Tellez also adopts this notion of the 
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Revolution as birth and evokes the maternal when she says in reference to newborns, 

"Our work will be done when we can give these young ones a new world, a different 

world. I must be committed to the birth of that new world, which like every delivery will 

be painful and at the same time joyous" (Randall, 49). Thus, the maternal was 

represented not only as the instinctual feminine but also as a righteous metaphor for the 

politics of the Sandinista resistance, evoking the notion that just like the construction of 

maternal protection, the Revolution was natural and essential. Women, as reproductive, 

and the new nation, as rebirth, were tied together discursively. 

However, while women actively employed the discourse of motherhood to 

legitimate their Sandinista politics, their participation in the FSLN often required that 

they leave their children with relatives or postpone motherhood in order to participate 

(Bayard de Volo, 42). Thus, while the Sandinista leader Tomas Borge could state that 

Nicaraguan women were "standing up in tenderness and heroism, with their hands 

caressing the delicate skin of their children, with their eyes open and watching, with their 

fingers on the triggers of their guns and on their lips the war cry" (quoted in Bayard de 

Volo, 21), participation in the guerrilla army or Sandinista political organizations 

frequently necessitated the temporary (and occasionally permanent) abandonment of 

maternal "duties." Julia Garcia, a Sandinista woman, commented on the difficulties of 

being politically active and raising her children when she stated, "It wasn't easy being 
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politically active with my kids and all. I nearly abandoned them, not because I wanted to, 

but in order to fight..." (Randall, 20). A Sandinista commander named Leticia confirms 

this trend saying, "I have two children... I left both of them when they were about two 

months old" (56). Similarly, Gioconda Belli questions her participation in the FSLN 

asking, "Did I have any right, as a mother, to take such risks?...that question gnawed 

away at me for years"(78). Ultimately, the discourse of motherhood opened the 

possibility' for women to participate in FSLN politics in larger numbers even if this 

participation meant that in reality women would have to forego their "maternal duties" to 

participate. However, as the above quotes illustrate, women felt the need to justify their 

roles as combatant mothers even they relied on that role to discursively legitimate their 

positions as guerrillas. This marks the tense relationship between more traditional 

constructions of maternity and new Revolutionary constructions of violently protective 

motherhood. 

Also employing the discourse of motherhood, liberation theologists claimed the 

Virgin Mary as a model for the ideal Sandinista woman. Karen Kampwirth stresses the 

importance of women's involvement with Catholic liberation theology in her book 

Women and Guerrilla Movements: Nicaragua. El Salvador. Chiapas. Cuba (30-32). 

Regarding the role of women within Catholic liberation theology. Sister Martha, a well 

known pro-Sandinista nun in the northwestern town of Matagalpa, stated that in her view 
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"in a place like Nicaragua, the Revolution means women's liberation as well" (Randall, 

162). Concerning this theme she recounts a speech she wrote. Here is an excerpt: 

Today, Nicaraguan women hold Mary the Mother of God 
as their first model for promoting this Revolution. She too 
carried to the world a message of liberation... Mary isn't the 
sugar-sweet stupid woman reactionary Christians so often 
make her out to be... Nicaraguan women must follow the 
path begun by Mary of Nazareth (162). 

Here, traditional notions of Catholic femininity and feminist readings of the Bible combine 

to offer radical new spaces for women, both within the Catholic church and the largely 

Catholic Nicaraguan society. Instead of imagining the Virgin Mary as the ideal mater 

dolorosa, she is refigured as an active advocate of liberation. This stands in stark contrast 

to traditional Catholic perceptions of the Virgin as a passive actor in a largely male 

Biblical drama of the holy trinity. 

The subversion of discourses of motherhood, traditional Catholic femininity, and 

a Sandinista commitment to Socialist egalitarianism allowed women to employ the 

Revolution as a call for gender egalitarianism within the FSLN and the Nicaraguan nation 

as a whole. For many men and women within the "Frente" the Revolution was 

understood to mean liberation for women. Lea Guido, the only woman to go on to be in 

the nine member Directorate when the Sandinistas took over the Nicaraguan state, equated 

revolutionary struggle with women's liberation saying, "Revolutionary practice shows 
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women the fall measure of our oppression; it shows us its economic roots, its social 

limitations and the ideological justifications that sustain it (38) again the links between 

women's liberation and the socialist politics of Sandinismo is constructed. Commander 

Dora Maria echoed this point saying, "Women participated in our Revolution, not in the 

kitchen but as combatants. In the political leadership ... they.... acquired tremendous 

moral authority, so that any man - even in intimate relationships - had to respect them" 

signaling the connection between soldiering and Revolutionary citizenship(56). And in 

one discussion that Gioconda Belli recounts, Martin, a fellow Sandinista claimed, "women 

had to be emancipated in order to work alongside their husbands so that together they 

might build a new, better future." Martin also tells Belli that Carlos Fonseca, the founder 

of the FSLN, "would constantly badger the Sandinista women who lived in the safe 

houses not to wash the men's clothes without being asked. They should read, study, 

write, he said" (44). Alongside a discursive legitimization of women's participation in the 

FSLN through the subversion of traditional gender constructions, there was a discourse of 

radical egalitarian ism fostered by the participation of women in the FSLN and the 

presence of Socialist egalitarian ideology. In one sense, one could see women's 

participation in the FSLN as liberatory for women. Women did actively alter and employ 

the discursive construction of women as mothers and good Catholics to their concrete 

advantage in justifying their participation in the politics ofNicaraguan nationalism. 
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Socialism and anti-imperialism. Nicaraguan women claimed their moral and economic 

importance, as women, within Nicaraguan society in order to gain a measure of political 

power within the Revolution. Yet, because the participation of women in the FSLN 

hinged upon notions of women as mothers and Virgin Mary figures, women's 

participation was not as radically disruptive to gender constructions as it might have 

been.'* This dependence on motherhood and Catholic femininity for political authority 

further entrenched women in the notion that their primary role was reproductively 

heterosexual, even within the Revolution. This created serious limits on the sort of 

feminist politics that could come out of Sandinismo. 

Although some notions of traditional femininity were subverted to allow greater 

political access for women, the construction of heterosexual desire as a binary role of men 

as aggressive and dominant and women as submissive in both the home and the bedroom 

was a gender construction that remained relatively unchallenged and served to radically 

undermine the other ways that gender egalitarianism was fostered by the FSLN. 

Gioconda Belli discuses her sexual and romantic involvement with various men 

throughout her memoirs. She cites repeated incidences in which men in positions of 

political power made forward attempts at seducing her and expresses frustration at the 

"machismo" of her comrades (211, 218, 230, 237). She says "when dealing with men in a 

^ The link between women's participation in the FSLN and the possibility of women's 
liberation was particularly problematically romanticized by First Worfd feminists eager to 
imagine feminist transformations of their oppressed "global sisters." 
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positions of power, it began to dawn on me that [they weren't] there to listen, but to be 

heard" (221). Apparently, Belli felt that she was so frequently treated differently by her 

male comrades that she explicitly notes one time when Vietnamese general Vo Nguyen 

Giap treated her as an equal, saying, "I was especially aware of how he looked at me the 

same way he looked at everyone else. Not once did he ever treat me as if I were inferior to 

the others because I was a woman..." (282). On a later trip to Libya, Belli expresses fury 

that her compafieros consented to her relegation to separate tables at mealtimes because of 

her gender (284). Belli objected to the Libyan Islamic cultural practice that meant that she 

had to sit separate from her male compafieros. In her view, a Sandinista commitment to 

egalitarianism meant that she should be included at the men's table during mealtimes. It is 

unclear whether this separation constituted a concrete exclusion of Belli, as a woman, 

from a position of power. What is clear is that Belli resented and resisted cultural and 

political systems that she perceived to be patriarchal (whether Libyan or Nicaraguan) and 

actively supported a position of gender egalitarianism within Sandinismo. 

However, despite Belli's commitment to gender egalitarianism, she too constructs 

heterosexual desire along a masculine aggression/feminine submissiveness binary even as 

she feels her own sexual desire actively and aggressively. At one point in her memoirs she 

constructs her own sexuality as powerful, although "almost masculine" when she says, "I 

felt the need to prove to myself that I could still wield the seductive, ancestral powers of 
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my gender... a desire to seduce, to conquer, that felt almost masculine in its 

determination" (147). Here, seduction is equated with feminine power, but sexual 

conquering is constructed as masculine. However, later in her memoirs, her construction 

of feminine sexuality shifts towards a clear binary. Shortly after the insurrection, Belli 

was made in charge of the television stations in Nicaragua, a position of relative power. 

However, her lover, Modesto, one of the nine in power after the Sandinista takeover of 

the state, requested that she accompany him as a secretarial assistant while he traveled 

setting up the new Sandinista government. Belli abandoned her position as director of the 

TV stations for this new low-ranking role in the government. In relation to this decisions 

she states, 

My actions were totally primitive, similar to the behavior 
of females in a pack of apes in tlie jungle. I wanted to be 
selected by the strongest male. The thing that fired my 
mind (and my hormones), betraying all reason, wasn't 
power itself but rather my submission to the power of the 
dominant male (264, italics in the original). 

Belli constructs her own feminine sexuality as intrinsically and naturally submissively 

heterosexual. Ultimately, the implication is that despite her consciousness of the sexual 

objectification and oppression of women. Belli was unavoidably naturally sexually 

submissive because of her female biology. This construction of femininity undermines the 

gender egalitarian stance she espouses in many other parts of her memoirs. Instead, Belli 

reproduces notions of essentialized femininity that reinforce patriarchal power. 
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Omar Cabezas also indicates an awareness of gender egalitarian ideas when he • 

recounts respecting and loving the wife of a Sandinista comrade for her political 

convictions including a "commitment to the emancipation of women" (97). Yet, at the 

same time that Cabezas could exalt a discourse of femininity that called for emancipation 

of women, he also produced other discourses about femininity in his memoirs that 

drastically limited any idea of gender egalitarianism. Primarily, these constructions 

centered around his own sexual desire that imagined women solely as the objects of his 

sexual satisfaction. In one section, Cabezas tells of his thoughts as he returned to the city 

after being underground for a year in the mountains. He says, "I was going to make love ... 

the sensation of kissing a woman again ... of being on top of a woman, of coming on top 

of a woman. And I thought of the women who were in the underground at the time ... 

which one would it be?"(141-142). Here, women are not represented as agents of radical 

struggle or female emancipation. Instead, the women of the FSLN underground, as a 

whole group, are interchangeable as sexual objects of Cabezas' desire. 

This sort of heterosexual discourse that figured women as sexual objects of male 

desire undermined the other gender egalitarian discourses of the Revolution. Commander 

Monica Baltadano addressed these sort of sexist attitudes in her testimonial saying, 

"Some men harbored distinctly sexist attitudes .... Some said women were no good in the 

mountains, that they were only good 'for screwing,' that they created conflicts - sexual 
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conflicts" (Randall, 66). And Sandinista Amada Pineda highlights some of the difficulties 

of sexism within heterosexual relationships saying, "Sometimes we even have to fight our 

own husbands. Because there are times when husbands want us at home, confined within 

four walls, looking after the kids...." (91). Sister Martha confirms both these views of 

gendered power when she notes in her testimonial, "Women have always been considered 

objects of sexual satisfaction. They are supposed to be submissive to their husband and 

obligingly take care of the household duties and the children" (162). So, while it may have 

been possible for new discourses of gender egalitarianism to arise in the FSLN, the active 

(re)construction of women as submissive to their heterosexual partners and as sexual 

objects of men's desire drastically limited the ways in which the FSLN could be gender 

egalitarian. 

In addition to notions about women's heterosexual role, a construction of 

femininity as innately more natural was employed to reinforce gendered power binaries, 

in the chapter of his memoirs entitled, "The Mountain Mourns a Son," Cabezas creates a 

metaphor in which the mountain upon which he was stationed as a guerrilla was a woman, 

switching loyalty between the guard and the Sandinistas. This notion mirrors traditionally 

oppressive constructions of femininity as naturally disloyal, such as the story of Eve. 

Cabezas recounts the way that the guerrillas had regained the loyalty of the mountain 

saying, "It was as if we had shaken the mountain as you would shake a woman, taking 
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hold of her and saying, 'Okay, bitch, what's going on,' but with affection" (124). In this 

gender construction aggressive masculinity' must reign in the disloyalty and infidelity of 

femininity. Cabezas says to the mountain, "Who the hell does this bitch think she is... 

here you are, an inanimate being, but we are humans, rational creatures with soul and ' 

consciousness. We command you, rule and govern you, since you are nature" (126). He 

goes on to say, "we bent her over.... she saw she had screwed up, there was nothing else 

to do - we brought her around by force" (127). With this, Cabezas equates the mountain 

with natural, irrational femininity, representing nature as female, and both femininity and 

nature as not human, but instinctual and in need of masculine control and governance. 

Therefore, Cabezas reaffirms the dominating relationship of men to an innately 

heterosexual woman-nature couplet. 

Another discourse of masculinity that was introduced in the FSLN was the 

concept of the "New Sandinista Man." Cabezas describes the New Man as an "open, 

unegotistical man, no longer petty - a tender man who sacrifices himself for others, a man 

who gives everything for others, who suffers when others suffer and who also laughs 

when others laugh" (87). While this was a new construction of Nicaraguan masculinity, it 

is important to remember that "self-sacrifice and concern for others, as opposed to 

individualism was an important revolutionary theme" for both men and women (Bayard 

de Volo, 41). While for men this notion of self-sacrifice might have been new and 
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disruptive to masculine gender norms, for women, the notion of self-sacrifice for the 

Revolution only more deeply entrenched them in traditional feminine roles. Because 

revolutionary discourse was inscripted on female and male bodies differently, the 

concepts associated with the Revolutionary New Man simultaneously overtly challenged 

constructions of masculinity and covertly reinforced traditional femininity for women 

who participated in the FSLN. 

Because of the reliance on traditional notions of femininity, even actions by the 

Sandinista state that seem to be straightforwardly liberatoiy for women must be called 

into question. Lorraine Bayard de Volo notes: 

Towards it goal of economic, political, and cultural equality 
of women, the FSLN abolished prostitution, banned 
advertising that exploited women's bodies, instituted equal 
pay for equal work, provided health care for mothers and 
children, built day-care centers, and expanded literacy (35). 

Examining these reforms, it is clear that they point towards a certain politics in which 

femininity is constructed in constrained and limited ways. Victoria Gonzalez notes in her 

article "Somocista Women, Right-Wing Politics, and Feminism in Nicaragua, 1939-1979" 

that "the figure of the prostitute is a particularly usefiii one in politics due to its 

malleability" (69). Sandinista policy regarding prostitution illustrates this point. The 

banning of prostitution by the Sandinista state shortly after the insurrection can be read 

as an end to the sexual exploitation of poor and working class women. However, in the 
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context of larger struggles over power and ideology, this becomes less clear. The Somoza 

government was popularly associated with the spread of the popularity of prostitution in 

Nicaragua. "The National Guard had taken firm conlxol of the prostitution industry" by -

the 1960s (Gonzalez, 68). Thus, while on the surface the abolition of prostitution might 

seem to be a pro-woman move on the part of the Sandinista party, it can also be 

understood as political symbolism that rejected the U.S. backed Somoza regime and "the 

actions of 'bad' Somocista prostitutes... [in] a Nicaraguan version of the Malinche story, 

in which women are simultaneously pitied and blamed for the downfall of their people" 

(69-70). In this context, the abolition of prostitution is about the control and constraint of 

women's sexuality to suit the ideological anti-imperialism of Sandinismo, and the sexual 

and reproductive needs of Nicaraguan men by constructing a reproductive heterosexuality 

for women more than it is an indication of feminist politics on the part of the Sandinista 

state. 

The Sandinista's banning of advertising that exploited women's bodies might be 

read in a similar way to the banning of prostitution. The exploitation of women's bodies 

was likely not the key concern of these new Sandinista policies. While the Sandinista 

party had no problem 'taking on the difficult task of convincing mothers that the drafting 

of their sons was necessaiy for the defense of the nation" and thus exploiting women's 

reproductive capabilities, the exploitation of women's bodies for capital through 
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advertising was in opposition to Sandinista anti-capitalist ideology and was therefore 

banned (Bayard de Volo, 37). Other Sandinista reforms, such as laws promising equal 

pay for equal work, social services that provided health care, day care and literacy 

training improved the lives of many women. However, like prostitution and advertising, 

these reforms must be situated in the larger political project of the FSLN. These reforms 

still firmly constructed women in a primary role as heterosexually reproductive members 

of the new Nicaraguan nation. Thus, while Sandinista reforms can be read as liberatoiy 

for women, they must also be seen as part of a larger trend in Sandinismo that constrained 

the sexuality of Nicaraguan women by defining it as innately (re)productive, heterosexual 

and domestic. 

In the memoirs of Belli and Cabezas and the testimonials collected by Randall, 

several dominant discourses of gender are apparent. The subversion of constmctions of 

maternity and Catholic femininity did legitimate the participation of women in the FSLN. 

However, maternal and Catholic constructions of femininity depended upon traditional 

notions of femininity for authority, limiting the ways that Sandinismo could produce 

gender egalitarian discourse. In addition, a construction of heterosexual desire that relied 

on an active masculine/passive feminine binary seriously constrained the ways that 

women could employ the Revolution for their own liberation from patriarchal power. 

Finally, while Sandinista state policy can be read as feminist, within the contexts of 
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traditional gender discourse the reforms were as much about constraining female roles in 

Nicaraguan society and straggles over imperialist relations with the U.S. as they were 

about the geiniine improvement of women's lives. Ultimately, gender discourse within the 

FSLN did foster notions of gender egalitarianism.^ However, the extent to which the 

d iscourse of gender egalitarianism could transform patriarchal formations of power in 

Nicaragua was undermined by the construction of women as naturally reproducti ve and 

submissively heterosexual. In the next chapter, I relate this construction of femininity to 

the visual representation of the ideal Sandinista citizen as mestizo male. 

^ This well may be part of the reason for strong feminist movements in Nicaragua today. 
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CHAPTER TWO: MURALS, THE "NEW MAN," 

AND THE SANDINISTA CITIZEN 

If testimonials and memoirs can create literary imaginaries about the meanings of 

gender for the Sandinista revolution, then murals are their visual reflection. By examining 

murals closely, one can understand the ways in which the visual representation of both 

Sandinismo and gender are inextricably linked. Public discourse, in the form of the mural, 

created visual cues about the new, properly gendered. Revolutionary Nicaraguan citizen. 

In this chapter, I examine murals for the type of gendered citizenry they promote. I 

suggest the possible significance of the murals for the perpetual (re)production of the 

Sandinista Revolution and ideology without denying the importance of human agents 

viewing the murals. 1 do not claim that murals are easily read in uniform ways with 

unambiguous intents. However, it is vitally important to recognize murals as socially and 

politically productive in ways both obviously perceivable and not. As such, I will 

suggest some possible hegemonic readings of the images. In particular, the visual imagery 

of murals helped to defme and sustain the highly gendered Revolutionary subjectivities 

upon which the FSLN depended for the legitimization of its anti-imperialist ideology. 

Murals must be understood as significant to the creation of shifting ideologies, hierarchies 

and subjectivities in the Nicaraguan Revolutionary context. 

To consider the significance of murals in Revolutionary Nicaraguan, it is important 
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to consider what the role of the mural is in "civil society" and what the aims for art were 

in Sandinista Nicaragua. That mural artwork exists fixed in geographic space (and 

therefore the image can only be moved through reproduction) does not limit its ability to 

produce social discourse. On the contrary, public mural art is perhaps one of the most 

discursively productive types of art that can be created. This fact is the impetus behind 

my selection of public murals as sources to examine the (re)production of gender 

discourse in Revolutionary Nicaragua. 

Significant to the understandmg of Nicaraguan murals is their artistic predecessors 

in Latin America, most significantly the murals of the post-revolutionary Mexican school. 

While mural movements have occurred in several revolutionary societies in Latin America 

(Cuba, Chile, Panama, Columbia among others), the Mexican mural movement that 

occurred between the 1920's and 1950's is by far the most famous and was the first 

chronologically. The "Tres Grandes" of the Mexican mural movement, Rivera, Siqueiros, 

and Orozco were not only artistically and popularly well known, but they also engaged in 

extended debate and discussion about the intersections of politics and art in the genre of 

muraiism.^ In Mexican Murals in Times of Crisis. Bruce Campbell notes that, "the 

dominant public visibility of mural art... was first accomplished in modern Mexico ... in 

the decades following the country's protracted revolutionary struggle" (14). Mexico was 

the first Latin American context in which murals and revolutionary politics were 
_ 

for an example see Siqueiros, David. Art and Revolution 
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connected. The Mexican School of muralism was largely a response to the Mexican 

philosopher Jose Vasconcelos who maintained that the function of art should be "to join 

high literary, musical, and philosophical expression in nurturing a literate citizenry whose 

sensibilities were attuned to the highest human possibilities" (Campbell, 14). Mexican 

muralism visually represented the post-revolutionary Mexican state as a modern nation 

composed of mestizo citizens - what Vasconcelo's called "la raza cosmica." 

Sandinista muralists acknowledged their Mexican predecessors, even naming the 

Mural School in Managua after the mexican muralist Siqueiros (Kunzle, 59). Also, 

significantly, it was Rivera who produced the first painting of Augusto Sandino in 1933 

(Craven, 11). Sandino is perhaps the most repeated Revolutionary icon in Nicaraguan 

murals, but it was a Mexican muralist who produced the first artistic image of him. 

Beyond this, one can note the stylistic influence of the "Tres Grandes" on Nicaraguan 

'J muralists. Yet, although it is possible to say that Nicaraguan murals were influenced by 

their Mexican predecessors, David Kunzle notes that the relationship between the two 

mural movements is strained when he says; 

The Mexican mural is experienced as problematic for 
Nicaraguan artists; it is too powerful, too obviously the 
model and too Mexican (Mexico was seen as a country long 
sunk in counterrevolutionary economic dependence on the 
United States). In terms of industrial development and 
political temper, Mexico and Nicaragua are poles apart. It 
seems symbolic that the very first post-Triumph mural in 

___ 
see Craven, David. Art and Revolution in Latin America: 1910-1990. 160-161 for examples. 
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Nicaragua should have been superimposed on one begun by 
a well-known Mexican artist, whose understanding of iJie 
Nicaragua!! situation was deemed defective by his 
Nicaraguan colleagues, who painted over his work." 
(Kunzle, 71). 

While it is possible to see the influence of Mexican muralism on the Nicaraguan mural 

movement, it is important to note that Nicaraguan muralism developed a unique 

political/artistic ideology. 

Perhaps the best known statement of the relationship between art, culture and 

politics under the Sandinistas is from Ernesto Cardenal's "Democratization of Culture in 

Nicaragua." Cardenal served as Minister of Culture under the Sandinista state and is also 

credited with starting the experimental artist commune of Solentiname. In his explanation 

of art in Nicaragua, Cardenal states: 

Culture within any given society depends on the capacity 
the members of that society have to develop their potential. 
If the members of society are not given this opportunity, 
then there can be no democratization of culture. There can 
be no culture, nor democracy (Cardenal,47). 

According to this viewpoint, the creation and accessibility of art was considered vital to 

the existence of popular democracy. Accordingly, the Sandinista state actively 

encouraged art making and the experiencing of art by the Nicaraguan citizenry through 

artistic workshops, public museums and local cultural centers. In his book. Art and 

Revolution in Latin America: 1910-1990 , David Craven, discussing the links between 
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culture and democracy, notes: 

The challenge of constructing one's own identity as a part 
of a national project is inextricably linked with the larger 
concern of self-representation in the intertwined spheres of 
politics, economics, and culture. Accordingly, the 
relationship of revolution to democracy in all its various 
forms is at issue, both within the state and beyond it - in 
civil society and the workplace (20). 

Mural art is particularly significant when discussing the realm of "civil society" and the 

role of art in creating popular democracy. Ernesto Cardenal gestured to this in an 

interview when he noted that "the painters of the murals have been motivated by the 

desire to communicate with the people, with the public at large" (Cardenal in Craven, 

187). Muralism was viewed, not simply as public art, but also as public discussion and 

discourse. 

Because murals are generally located in highly visible and public spaces their 

ideological significance is often considered democratic and anti-capitalist. Art done in • 

capitalist societies was viewed by the Sandinistas as ornamental, conimodified and 

accessible primarily to economic elites and therefore antidemocratic (an idea also gestured 

to in the interview with Cardenal in Craven, 187). In discussing the role of murals in 

revolutionary Mexico, Bruce Campbell astutely observes that the ideology that centers 

around public mural art is not just about accessibility to artwork alone, but is primarily 

concerned with the public creation of "a collective national body represented by and in 
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artwork and articulated with public discourse produced outside the immediate and 

concrete space of the artwork" (56). This is a particularly salient point because it 

adequately addresses the ability of art, especially mural art, to influence and produce 

political identities, both "individual" and "national" (in quotations to indicate the 

precarious barrier between the two realms). 

All of the murals I will refer to come from a catalogue collected by scholar/artist 

David Kunzle in his book The Murals of Revolutionary Nicaragua: 1979-1992. I will 

refer to murals using his original catalogue numbers. It is important to address the 

significance of tliis collection, as well as the fact that Kunzle is a United States citizen and 

the book is printed in English. The Murals of Revolutionary Nicaragua is the first and 

only book of its kind. Relatively little has been written on Nicaraguan Revolutionary 

murals considering the incredible amount of scholarship done on Revolutionary Nicaragua. 

However, the fact that so much scholarship has been done on the period is indicative of 

that fact that the Sandinista Revolution, while often nationalist in form and rhetoric, 

frequently captured the support, resources and imaginations of people around the world. 

The mural movement is no exception. Kunzle notes that, "A unique symbiosis exists 

between the Nicaraguans and non-Nicaraguans in the creation of the revolutionary mural... 

Probably no revolution in history has attracted such widespread and varied outside 

support" (39). He goes on to estimate that "over half the murals were initiated, designed. 
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directed and partially executed by non-Nicaraguan Sandinistas... These volunteers brought 

with them not only their skills and energy but also, for the most part, essential materials: 

brushes, paint, even paper for sketching..." (40). Revolutionary' murals in Nicaragua 

cannot be viewed as isolated and "'authentic" Nicaraguan cultural productions. The level 

of artistic pluralism and cultural synthesis possible in the murals was greatly enhanced by 

the participation of internacionalistas from around the world. In his book. Art and 

Revolution in Latin America: 1910-1990. David Craven notes that artists included 

"Amoldo Belkin of Mexico, Camilo Minero of El Salvador, the Felicia Santizo Brigade 

from Panama, the Orlando Letelier Brigade of Chilean exiles, a Chicano Brigade from Los 

Angeles, John Weber of Chicago and the brigade led by Miriam Bergman and Marilyn 

Lindstrom from San Francisco" (165). This list is, by no means, all encompassing of the 

persons and nationalities that participated in mural brigades and projects in Nicaragua (see 

Kunzle, 40 for further discussion). 

The question remains, however, of where to situate Kunzle's project in The 

Murals of Revolutionary Nicaragua. I would like to propose that the book itself be 

considered part of the internacionalista legacy of the mural tradition. Kunzle has been 

visiting Nicaragua regularly since 1981 (ix) and worked on at least one mural (61). 

Speaking of his own role as a U.S. citizen publishing the book, Kunzle states in the 

preface: 
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This book was written and published, and will be read, in 
the United States, whose government has abetted that 
massive destruction of murals, directly in three Latin 
American Countries (Chile, Panama, and now Nicaragua)... I 
appeal to citizens of the United States, in the first instance, 
to change a political system that abuses both people and art 
around the world (ix). 

He then says later in the introduction to the murals. 

My own vantage point, as a non-Nicaraguan, may explain, 
if not justify, my emphasis on the international 
contribution.... but it should always be understood that 
'internationalists'... rarely worked in isolation but rather in 
more or less close collaboration with Nicaraguans...(39-40). 

Of course, Kunzle's words do resonate with an idealism about his own and other 

internacionalistas' position in relation to Nicaraguan cultural and politics. Particularly 

problematic is the sort of neocolonialist logic that allows privileged Northerners the 

opportunity to consume images of the murals in book form for the price of about thirty 

dollars. The commidification of Third World cultural products by the First is, of course, a 

source and symptom of imperialism. In particular, as well, are other acts that commodify 

and dehistoricize revolutionary images and their political message, as thousands of mass-

produced "Che" t-shirts can attest. Still, I believe it would be unfair to consider Kunzle's 

book as unreflectively commodified and squarely inline with the political ideology of U.S. 

imperialism. To say that only the cultural and political projects of native Nicaraguans can 

be ideologically Sandinista is to engage in a sort of nationalist identity politics I wish to 

avoid. And too, to make such a claim would be to deny the ways in which the success of 
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Sandinismo depended largely upon its ability to hold political currency outside of 

Nicaragua, creating a wide international base of support. It is also vital to understand the 

temporal immediacy and political significance of Kunzle's project due to the deliberate 

destruction of Sandinista murals under the neoliberal government of Nicaraguan president 

Amoldo Alemam. This form of artistic censorship is part of conscientious efforts on the 

part of UNO (National Opposition Union) to alter collective memory and consciousness 

of Sandinismo (Kunzle, 12-21). Kunzle's project, in cataloguing the murals before their 

destruction, is in large part a political response to anti-Sandinista politics and their 

relationship to U.S. imperialism. The above concerns considered, I will treat Kunzle's 

work as collaborative with Sandinista politics, though certainly problematically so. It is 

also within this vein that I wish to situate my own work. 

Having briefly introduced the above theoretical and methodological concerns, I will 

now concentrate on the gendered thematic content of Nicaraguan Revolutionary murals, in 

particular representations of Nicaragua masculinity as understood through the figure of 

the "New Man". Ernesto Che Guevara is attributed with the conceptualization of a 

revolutionary "New Man." Guevara's notions about revolutionary citizenship hinged 

tightly upon notions of responsibility. In "Che Guevara's New Man: Embodying a 

Communitarian Attitude," Migueal Martinez- Saenz speaks to Guevara's understandings 

of the role of the individual in socialist society when he claims: "There is no question that 
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Guevara believed in social responsibility.... Each segment of society needed to fulfill its 

function well if the revolution was to succeed..." (21). Later on, Martinez-Saenz 

elaborates, saying; "Here again we see Guevara's emphasis on the community; the 

country as a whole took precedence, and all responsibilities and duties were to the 

country. Humans beings should feel important to society because they understand their 

place in the world." (24). Thus, according to Guevara's understanding of the New Man, 

"identity is derived from each individual's assimilation for an exemplar that corresponds 

to his station in life" (26). Reiterating the emphasis on community original outlined by 

Guevara, Ernesto Cardenal, speaking to the meanings of the "Persona Nueva" in 

Nicaragua stated that "The New Person is a person of solidarity, one who always takes 

the needs of others into account and who is concerned for others, even more than himself 

or herself (Cardenal in Craven, 185). While some scholars choose to translate Guevara's 

"el hombre nuevo" as "The New Citizen"® and the "New Man" is sometimes understood 

in Nicaragua (in attempt at gender inclusivity and egalitarian language) as "The New 

Person", I argue that this translation obscures the process of gendering of the 

Revolutionary citizen. Revolutionary murals (among other sources) illustrate that, in 

Nicaragua, the idea of the New Man (read as explicitly male and masculine) was taken up 

as the ideal model of the Revolutionary citizen. This served to produce a particular 

understanding ofNicaraguan masculinity, but also helped to create a Revolutionary 

® See Craven, David. Art and Revolution in Latin America: 1910-1990. pg. 8 for an example. 
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identity for women that was often based in sexism. Citizenship, as conceptualized and 

represented in murals, was dependent upon a gendered concept of the New Man in 

Nicaraguan society. 

In the last chapter, I examined Omar Cabezas' account of the New Man in his 

memoirs. The figure of the New Man is prominent in many murals. The salient themes of 

masculinity in the murals are that of a protective Nicaraguan male who ensures the 

liberation of women from imperialism and capitalism coupled with martyred 

religious/Revolutionary male icons. The repeated image of a largely decontextualized 

Augusto Sandino appears most frequently. Also frequently portrayed are Carlos Fonseca 

(leader of FSLN who died before the successful insurgency), Ernesto Che Guevara and 

Salvadoran Catholic liberationist archbishop Oscar Romero. When a specific martyr icon 

man is not referenced, nonspecific Sandinista combatant men are often represented as 

newly bom, crucified or risen Jesus figures visually citing the practice of understanding 

the war dead as political martyrs who died to ensure the liberation of Nicaraguans (who 

are frequently portrayed as noncombatant women and children, for example see 6B and 

6C). 

A prime example of protective Sandinista martyr icons is in mural 18A which is 

titled "The Birth of the New Man." This mural was painted by the Boanerges Cerrato 

Collective at a community center in Managua. In this mural, peasants are "magi" bringing 
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gifts to a baby in a manger. The baby is symbolic both of the baby Jesus and the new 

Sandinista man; two symbols of masculinity combined in one figure to represent the 

martyrdom of the righteous Revolutionary man for the benefit of all Nicaraguans. To the 

viewer's left are Carlos Fonseca, Ernesto Che Guevara, Augusto Sandino and Oscar 

Romero standing together {18B, detail). This group of iconic revolutionary men represent 

several aspects of revolutionary manhood; the intellectual/theoretical revolutionary in 

Fonseca, the guerrilla foco fighter in Guevara, the campesino, anti-imperialist 

revolutionary in Sandino and the Catholic liberation theologian in Romero. All four figures 

are historically and representationally male. These male martyrs stand together and gaze 

patemalistically over the offerings of bountiful harvests to the New Man/ baby Jesus 

figure. Although there are a few male figures present to represent the general Nicaraguan 

population, the majority of figures are women and children. Thus, the all male quad of 

revolutionary martyr icons benevolently oversees the activities of the group of primarily 

women and children, who, in return, offer gifts of gratitude to the martyr/Jesus figure in 

the center of the mural. This is representative, in many ways, of the model for gender 

relations within Nicaraguan society and within the family that is idealized with the 

creation of the New Sandinista Man. The primary duty and responsibility of the New 

Man is, at least ideally, the paternal tending to the flock of Nicaraguan women and their 

children. 



54 
Similar themes are found in mural 31, "El Buen Gobiemo Obrereo Campesiao" (or 

"Good Government [of] Worker and Peasants") which was also painted in a Managuan 

cultural center by Italian-Nicaraguan artist Sergio Michilini, The central and largest figure 

of the mural Kunzle calls the "Christian Peasant/Knight" (105). The figure sits elevated 

on horseback, guerrilla cap on his head, cross hanging from his neck, with his gun raised. 

Upon his gun tip flutters a banner that reads: "Despues como habrajusticia, en 

consecuencia habra paz sobres la tierra" ("Afterward, because there will be justice there 

will be peace on earth" 105). This protective. Christian, male figure rides through the 

Nicaraguan countryside overseeing the justice, peace, and liberation of Nicaraguans who 

are represented again as primarily women and children. The second largest figure in the 

mural is that of a nude woman whose darker skin tone is representative of Atlantic coast 

indigenous populations in Nicaragua. The hoop encircling her and her outstretched arms 

suggest joy and freedom, as does, to some degree, her nudity. However, these details also 

indicate her eroticization and a primitivization of her ethnicized body. Her nude, 

eroticized body suggests that the primary duty of the Sandinista mestizo man is to enjoy 

and protect (from imperialist outsiders) both her physical body but also the "authentic" 

Nicaraguan essence that resides symbolically in the figure of the naked, dark-skinned, 

indigenous woman. Just behind this first woman is a second figure of a clothed woman, 

who, according to Kunzle is doing traditional dance from the Masaya area (also an area 
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associated with traditional indigenous culture). In her body too, the culture and tradition 

of Nicaragua symbolically resides. Here, women's bodies are portrayed as the vessels of 

Nicaraguan ethnic and national identity; they are the literal personification of Nicaragua 

for which the guerrilla fights. It is worth noting, however, that several small figures also 

appear including a male bullfighter and male musician (also symbolic of tradition), several 

children of varying skin tones, and campensinos in the distance. It is impossible to claim 

that the divide between protecter and protected falls exclusively along gendered lines but 

it is still possible to note that the primary representations of identity in the mural do fall 

along gendered and ethnicized binaries. These binaries (re)produce the notion that the 

active protective revolutionary is male and the bodies in need of protection are the 

noncombatant, often indigenous, particularly female people of Nicaragua. 

Appearing opposite the "good government" mural is mural 32 (also painted by 

Michilini), "El Mai Gobiemo" ("Bad Government"). This mural provides the 

counterpoint to the gendered subjectivities promoted in "Good Government." To the 

right of the mural appears the figure of Pinochet atop a table that Kunzle reads as 

representative of democracy (106). The figure of Chilean dictator Pinochet, dominant, 

ammunition in hand, foot thrust forward with the U.S. flag behind him, represents the 

antithesis of the New Man. Pinochet's masculinity appears as dominating, destructive 

and above all, imperialist. Below Pinochet lies the body of a woman, child and man. The 
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woman is speared through her stomach (possibly symbolizing the death of her uterus) 

and lies atop a cross in crucifixion style as her hand stretches out to a/her child. Kunzle 

notes that her slit throat weeps tears (106). It is atypical of female bodies to be portrayed 

as Christlike in the murals. More often a male figure appears in a depiction of the 

martyred Nicaraguan guerrilla (107B, 95a). The female body crucified here seems to 

denote a different message, that being one about victimhood. The primary victims of 

imperialist masculinity are women and children. The woman's body lays exposed to the 

viewers as does that of the/her child. The male figure is turned away from the viewer and 

demands less attention. The machete (representing communism according to Kunzle, 106) 

upon which he is sprawled gestures to his failure and the failure of Chilean men to ensure 

communist government and thus protect Chilean women and children from U.S. 

imperialist capitalism. The Chilean flag lies under the head of the speared woman. This 

murdered trio is clearly symbolic of the ideal Chilean family (and by extension, society), 

heterosexual and fertile, massacred (both actually and symbolically) by the imperialist 

masculinity embodied in the U.S. directed Pinochet. 

Extended to the left of this scene, the U.S. flag spreads out onto a desert in which 

embattled figures appear. The primary figure here is that of a small blonde boy who 

observes the results of "bad government." The choice of the artist(s) to represent the 

figure of the bourgeois West/U.S. as a child is interesting. On the one hand, it gestures 
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towards an innocence and naivete of the bourgeois, but also an ignorance. The boy seems 

shockingly confronted by what he sees. On the other hand, the boy figure could be 

understood as an emasculation of the bourgeois imperialist. Whatever the intent of the 

artist, the result is that the primary figure of negative masculinity in the mural is Pinochet 

and not the bourgeois North. This imagery produces regulatory notions about proper 

Latin American manhood, especially as this mural sits opposite the figure of the New 

Man in "Good Government". 

In the foreground of the "Bad Government" mural are two male/female couples. 

The men are dead or wounded and the women are mourning/attending the bodies. It is 

essential to note that one never sees the reverse depicted; males mourning female dead. 

While this undoubtedly happened frequently in Nicaragua, representations in murals cast 

women as the sole mourners of the war dead. These gender representations of grief and 

mourning enforced the construction of women as nurturing, emotional persons who must 

suffer the consequences of a war they do not fight Just behind the couples is a woman, 

fist raised in defiance and mouth open in a shout. This woman is the only figure of 

protest in the "Bad Government" mural. That the figure is female can be said to reference 

the historical participation of women in protests and political violence against "bad 

governments" in Latin American. However, it is also important to note that this mural 

depicts the consequences of "bad government" through imperialist manhood. Thus, one 



58 
implication of this depiction of the woman is that only a bad government causes women 

to take up political struggle as opposed to the good government in which the 

knight/peasant man protects women and children from the "need" to participate in 

political violence. 

The other female figures of the mural are perhaps the most revealing. Two women 

sit with children in the background of the mural. The first woman, a very dark skinned 

woman, nurses a caucasian baby. Next to her sits a medium-skinned woman who 

attempts to feed a baby that is presumably her own. She appears to be able to find only 

sand for food. The first woman/baby couple is highly symbolic. Again here, the dark skin 

of the woman is meant to invoke both the indigenous woman as well as some sort of 

authentic Latin American/N icaraguan nation and ethnic essence that resides in her form. In 

one sense, her body becomes symbolic of the land itself The child sucking at her breast 

represents, of course, the imperialist U.S. that "sucks" both the essence and resources of 

Latin American from the woman. Under "bad government women's reproductive 

capabilities are devoted to the imperialist North, while under "good governmenf the 

indigenous woman's body is available for erotic display and enjoyment by the Nicaraguan 

New Man. The second woman/baby couple represents the inability of Nicaraguan women 

to fulfill their reproductive and child rearing responsibilities under "bad government." 

While men are frequently depicted as guerrilla fighters or martyr icons, women's 
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bodies are often used to represent the abstract concepts of nation, revolution or liberation. 

For example, in Victor Canifru's "The Supreme Dream of Bolivar," a mural that was 

painted on Managua's Avenida Bolivar, the image of a woman holding up flags that 

undulate into the background symbolically associates the figure of "woman" with the 

concept of "nation," or more broadly, Latin America as a whole (3E). Similarly, in "The 

Light of the Revolution," a mural painted on a Managuan school by U.S. American David 

Fitcher, the "light" representing hope and liberation is centrally located and held up by a 

Nicaraguan woman (111). This abstract woman in the center is flanked to the right and 

left by two female figures, one holding the red and black flag of the FSLN, and one who is 

being taught to read. Surrounding all three figures are specific iconic images of Sandinista 

revolutionaries including Carlos Fonseca and Augusto Sandino. In muralistic depictions 

such as these, women are figured as symbolically and abstractly representative of 

"nation" while male figures are understood as the active guerrilla "heroes and martyrs" 

protecting and liberating Nicaragua in revolution. 

One particularly telling mural "Bienvenidos a las 24 horas" was painted outside an 

alcoholics anonymous center in Managua by artists Ricardo Morales and Martin 

Espinoza (66,66A). The mural contrasts activities that are socially acceptable (the 

viewer's left) with activities of social degeneracy (the viewer's right). On the left appears 

a woman dancing, a man and woman drinking together in a bar setting, and a single man 
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drinking alone with his gun in front of him (possibly symbolizing a long day of 

revolutionary work). On the side of social degeneracy one finds most prominently the 

representations of violent murder, theft, alcoholism, death and sickness, and the Devil (all 

represented by male figures). But here, one also finds a representation of prostitution and 

a depiction of lesbianism. In the last chapter, I argued (following Victoria Gonzales) that 

the figure of the prostitute was especially associated with the business interests of 

Somozo and a particular form of imperialist masculinity. Here, coupled with the depiction 

of lesbian sex, sexual autonomy for women is equated with social degeneracy. In contrast, 

heterosexual drinking and dancing are legitimate forms of pleasure. Depictions of women's 

sexuality, such as this (see also 68c) reiterate the notion that in the revolutionaiy society 

women's sexuality was to be exclusively enjoyed and "protected" by Nicaraguan men. 

Women who transgressed from monogamous, heterosexual partnerships were associated 

with degeneracy and the non-ideal, non-Revolutionary (read capitalist, individualistic, 

imperialist) society. 

Most frequently in the murals, women are visually imagined as mothers. I have 

discussed at length the figure of the combatant mother in the previous chapter. She 

appears too in murals (9c,70, 108A+B,148A ) along with depictions of noncombatant 

mothers (8A, 8B, 148A, MSB), mourning mothers (75b®, 107b), murdered mothers 

® This mural is based on a photograph tai<en by U.S.-American photographer Susan 
Meiselas. Meiselas was responsible for some of the most well-known iconic images of the 
Sandinista Revolution. Several of her photographs were turned into murals. 
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(199a) and birthing mothers (161). Rarely, if ever, are women depicted as combatants 

without also picturing them as either mothers or in the company of men. The 

Revolutionary identity expected of women that is represented repeatedly in murals is that 

of the Nicaraguan mother. Women's sexuality, heterosexual and reproductive, is seen as a 

means to achieve Revolutionary goals and the vital duty of the Revolutionary woman in 

Nicaragua. Her male counterpart, as discussed previously, is largely understood as a 

"New Man" who protects Nicaraguan woman and children from the threat of imperialist 

masculinity. 

One major exception to the depiction of Nicaraguan masculinity in murals is worth 

noting. This is the mural entitled "Birth of the New Man" that was painted on a 

Managuan spiritual center by Colombian artist Daniel Pulido (35). In this mural, a male 

guerrilla is seen holding a small baby. This is the sole depiction I came across of a man 

doing explicitly "women's work." This image is significant because it visually represents 

some of the more radical gender egalitarian possibilities that some Sandinistas associated 

with New Manhood. The dominant images of the New Man presented by the murals 

were certainly not the only nor the absolute understandings of Revolutionary masculinity 

in Nicaragua (as motherhood was not the only identity imagined or discussed for women). 

Yet, despite the possibility present in the previous mural, I feel it is appropriate 

to close this chapter with an image that is typical in its gendering. Simple, yet clearly 
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illustrative, mural 33 painted in a Managuan suburb by the Italian artist Aurelio 

Ceccarelli, demonstrates the hierarchy of identity in the Nicaraguan Revolution; a mestizo 

male Sandinista guerrilla elevates a woman, who elevates an Atlantic coast indigenous 

youth, who holds the symbolic hope of the "Revolutionaiy" baby into the sky. This 

image straightforwardly presents the notion that it is the New Man upon which all others 

in Nicaragua must rely. It is the mestizo, male, guerrilla fighter who is the primary actor 

of the Revolution, ensuring the liberation of women, indigenous populations and children 

through protective paternalism and anti-imperialist masculinity. 

In conclusion, the significance of gendered representations in Revolutionary 

murals in Nicaragua cannot be disregarded. Cultural forms that creatively imagined, 

interpreted and represented Revolutionary identities produced gendered constructions of 

Nicaraguan nationalism . In particular, the figure of the New Man served to (re)produce 

Nicaraguan masculinity as active, paternalistic and protective. This figure came to gender 

the entire persona of the guerrilla Sandinista, and by extension, the Nicaraguan citizen. 

While murals also depicted the contributions of women to the Revolution in an 

appreciative and inclusive manner, it is clear that the primary figure of Revolutionary 

Nicaragua is male. An anecdote may better illustrate the point; Eva Cockcroft, a New-

Yorker, was leading a mural project in the hospital of Leon. 

The mural show[ed] a male doctor and female nurse. 
Cockcroft, a feminist, wanted to reverse the roles, to make 



the mural more 'progressive.' Her convictions on the matter 
were, however, overruled, on the grounds that although 
women doctors certainly exist in Nicaragua... 'the doctor' 
there is still male (Kunzle, 60). 

Revolutionary murals reiterate and (re)produce the notion that in Nicaragua "el 

guerrillero" was also male. 
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CHAPTER THREE: GENDERED IDENTITIES, 

IMPERIALISM, AND THE NEW YORK TIMES 

In the previous two chapters, I have highlighted the ways in which Sandinista 

Revolutionary identity was gendered. The notion of what constituted a Revolutionary 

subject was produced by various cultural texts, including literary expression in memoirs 

and testimonials and the visual expressions of murals. The process of gendered subject 

constitution cannot be considered as an isolated Nicaraguan nationalist process outside 

the realm of U.S. imperialist international policy. 'Woman" exists, in a multitude of 

incarnations, both within nationalist struggles and within transnational flows of power. 

The recognition of the influence of imperialism in Nicaragua-U.S. cultural productions 

would be incomplete without an examination of the sorts of popular discourses about 

gender that were being produced in the U.S. In this chapter, I examine U.S. media 

representations of four women: Jeane Kirkpatrick, Nora Astorga, Fawn Hall and Violeta 

Chamorro. They are in many ways exemplary of the manner in which both Nicaraguan 

and U.S.-American women were constituted, represented and imagined during the Reagan-

era in the U.S. 

To conduct a broad analysis of gender in the U.S. media, I first performed a 

general search for articles in which both "women" and "Nicaragua" appeared. Over one 

thousand articles match these search criteria. To limit my search, I decided to concentrate 



85 
on articles in The New York Times from 1979-1994. Of interest, and particularly 

illustrative of the intersections of gender and US-Nicaraguan relations, were the cases of 

Jeane Kirkpatrick, the "anti-communist" Reagan Ambassador to the U.N., Nora Astorga, 

a Sandinista guerrilla turned diplomat. Fawn Hall, Oliver North's secretary who 

participated in the Iran-Contra coverup, and Violeta Chamorro, the Sandinista opposition 

party candidate who won the 1990 Nicaraguan elections. After an expanded search on 

articles in which these women's names appeared, 1 began to piece together a picture of the 

gendered figures these women represented in the reporting of The New York Times. 

Nora Astorga's communist "femme fatale" and Fawn Hall's (dis)loyal secretary stood 

opposite the "honorary man" Jeane Kirkpatrick and the long-suffering "weak" widow 

turned president of Nicaragua, Violeta Chamorro. As a group, these women exemplify the 

limited and prescribed gender roles represented by The Times in relation to U.S.-

Nicaraguan relations. Examining each woman's coverage in the newspaper provides a 

glimpse of the imbrication of gender and anti-Sandinista foreign policy ideology of the 

Reagan era. 

Before I proceed, it is important to acknowledge that The New York Times is 

widely considered a bastion of the liberal media Indeed, almost eveiy journalist I used a 

source is considered to be a liberal journalist by popular standards. Several of them have 

written for other liberal publications such as The Nation. The marked exception to this is 
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conservative Times columnist William Safire. While Safire was often the most blatantly 

conservative in his treatment of gender, the liberal columnists at the Times frequently 

discussed gender in stereotypically and predictably sexist ways. The supposed liberalism 

of The New York Times was not reflected in my analysis of the cases of the four women 

I selected. In fact, their gender was a primary determinant in how they were publicly 

presented by Times journalists. 

Jeane '^without a uterus" Kirkpatrick 

Jeane Kirkpatrick began her political career as an academic, earning a Ph.D. in 

political Science. Although she was a Democrat throughout her diplomatic career as the 

U.S. ambassador to the U.N., she was publicly known as a hardline Reaganite. In 1984, 

she officially made the switch to the Republican party after her service as Ambassador to 

the U.N. was over. That year, she was a prominent speaker at the national Republican 

convention in Dallas. Because she was "the highest-ranking woman in the history of 

American foreign policy" (Crosette, CI) while she served in Reagan's administration, she 

was one of the few publicly visible U.S.-American women involved in U.S. foreign 

relations, including those with Nicaragua. Her so-called doctrine reiterated a long-standing 

U.S. foreign policy tactic; support "friendly" dictators in an attempt to limit the "spread" 

of communism. This sort of Cold War ideology that equated the free-market with freedom 
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led to the U.S. policy decisions like those involved in the Iran-Contra scandal. 

But, what, if anything, does Kirkpatrick's gender have to do with her position as 

Ambassador to the U.N.? At first glance. The New York Times articles from the Reagan 

period seem to treat gender as almost insignificant. Kirkpatrick is just one of the "good 

guys" in the Reagan administration that combats the evils of global communism. Yet, 

upon closer examination, Kirkpatrick's gender becomes significant. 

Kirkpatrick's personal history as an academic is mentioned several times in The 

New York Times. One article that attributes "cartoon-like qualities" to Kirkpatrick 

reveals that she is described by other high ranking government and security officials as 

"the 'central intellectual force' behind the Reagan administration's policy in Central 

America" (Wicker, A23). Another article entitled "Mrs. Kirkpatrick, Loudly" notes, "To 

be sure, Mrs. Kirkpatrick has her own views on Latin America. It is the region she 

concerned herself with most during her years as an academic" (Mrs. Kirkpatrick, Sec. 1, 

pg. 22). And in another article, Anthony Lewis attacks Kirkpatrick's diplomacy by 

saying that it has "all the slippery ingenuity of a third rate academic treatise. But Mrs. 

Kirkpatrick is no longer an academic" (Lewis, A31). One must ask, why all the attention 

to Kirkpatrick's academic background? Surely she was not the first person with a Ph.D. 

to be in a presidential administration. 

Kirkpatrick's own thoughts in a 1994 New York Times article by Barbara 
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Crossette are revealing. In the article it is noted that both Madeleine Albright and Jeane 

Kirkpatrick "came up through academia and politics, rather than the world of diplomacy" 

(Crossette, CI). In response to this, Kirkpatrick says, "I don't think any woman could 

do that, even today. I don't think a woman could make it through the Foreign Service 

bureaucracy for example, to the top." (Ibid.). This quote highlights the sexism entrenched 

in the "good of boys club" of the foreign policy decision making hierarchy. In his book 

Imperial Brotherhood: Gender and the Making of Cold War Foreign Policy. Robert D. 

Dean discusses the links between an upper-class masculinity and the foreign policy 

establishment. Although Dean does not extend his analysis into the Reagan era, his 

discussion of "a brotherhood of privilege, power, 'service' and 'sacrifice" of the "identity 

narrative of Kennedy's foreign policy elite" can be applied in many ways to the situation 

of Kirkpatrick. Dean claims that there was a "ritual pattern enacted in the course of an 

individual's life in a sequence of sex-segregated institutions" for the men who ended up 

becoming the foreign policy elites (Dean, 13). Although Kirkpatrick was able to navigate 

successfully to a high-ranking position within the hierarchy of the Reagan cabinet, 

partially due to her status as an intellectual, she remained a token and "honorary" female 

member there because she lacked access to a normative masculine identity constructed 

through years of service in traditionally male institutions such as the military or 

diplomatic core. Her lack of "expertise" that could be gained from working up the 
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traditionally male diplomatic service ladder remained a way for her political opponents to 

publicly discredit her. The systematic exclusion of women from arenas in which they 

might achieve expertise and authority in traditionally male spheres is employed by Times 

journalists as a justification for why Kirkpatrick should not be seen as a credible 

diplomat. So, even a woman known publicly to be a fervent anti-communist was 

vulnerable to attacks on her credibility because she lacked masculine "experience." The 

emphasis put on her academic background was meant to undermine her as politically 

naive and discredit her political ideology via her gendered exclusion from the masculine 

foreign policy core. 

Also of note in relation to the Kirkpatrick's often explicitly ignored, but implicitly 

present, role as a woman Ambassador to the U.N. is a small article that appeared in The 

New York Times in October of 1984. In the article it is noted that "several hundred rebels 

fighting to overthrow the Sandinista government of Nicaragua have named themselves the 

Jeane Kirkpatrick task force" (Clarity and Weaver, A16), The article goes on to say that 

the men chose the name because "they admire[d] Mrs. Kirkpatrick for her courage" and 

that "it is the only guerrilla unit named for a foreigner" (Ibid.). Here, gender is seemingly 

irrelevant Yet, there were women within the Nicaraguan Contra opposition. The use of 

"men" by the authors leaves this fact oddly absent in a piece about a rebel group named 

after a woman. It seems that this inattention to gender is possible only in the context that 
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soldiering is gendered. Either Kirkpatrick is an "honorary man," explaining the inattention 

to women's participation or it is acceptable that female figures be considered courageous 

in only symbolic and diplomatic arenas. Dean notes, 

Participation in war has, in the Western tradition, been a 
basic constituent of ideologies... of male citizenship and 
political power. War and heroic action ... are also part of the 
social creation of elite male dominance, the process of 
inclusion within or exclusion from political power (Dean, 
38). 

The representational exclusion of both Kirkpatrick's gender and the female Contra 

fighters repeats the ideological formation that creates men as protecters and warriors of 

the nation and therefore the most essential citizens. 

Besides articles in which Kirkpatrick's professional career was discussed, there 

appeared two New York Times articles that were biographical in nature - one in 1982 and 

one in 1994, long after Kirkpatrick had left the public spotlight. The 1982 article 

presented readers with "little known facts" about Kirkpatrick such as her hobbies, 

height/weight, favorite saying, and clothing style ("Not-So-Vital Statistics," A20). 

Markers of Kirkpatrick's femininity are found throughout the "statistics" given. Among 

her listed hobbies were "collecting stones, shells and butterflies." Her clothing style was 

listed as "softly tailored suits" and her most nostalgic memory was said to be "two 

sabbatical years in Southern France when her children were young" (Ibid.). This list of 

personal attributes serves to publicly represent Kirkpatrick as properly gendered 
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feminine (and heterosexual ly reproductive). 

The 1994 article calls Kirkpatrick "a warrior, a mother, a scholar, a mystery" and 

starts with the line "Jeane Kirkpatrick says she has been a feminist ail her life" (Crosette, 

CI). Later, the article states "In the philosophic scheme of things, conservatives aren't 

supposed to be feminist, she discovered, so while she was being vilified worldwide by 

Soviet Propaganda, she was also being denigrated at home by some feminists" (Ibid.). 

Revealing in this statement is the representative alignment of communists and feminists to 

promote the idea that it is in fact their fault that women and conservative politics are 

somehow at odds. In particular, Joan W. Scott, a feminist historian and the keynote 

speaker at the 1981 "Berkshire Conference on the Histoiy of Women" is cited as an 

example of a feminist who does a disservice to conservative women like Kirkpatrick. 

Scott is reported to have said of Kirkpatrick that she was "not someone I want to 

represent feminine accomplishment" (Ibid.). It is in popular representations like this that 

feminists are seen as doing a disservice to U.S.-American women by adopting anti-

imperialist politics. Instead, it is implied, women like Jeane Kirkpatrick represent the true 

voice of women's interests in the U.S. Kirkpatrick takes "radical feminists" to task for 

"belittling girlishness while also turning their ire on strong women who have made it in a 

male world" (Ibid.). Feminism is misrepresented as belittling both femininity and 

"strength" in women. 
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Yet, because of her apparent "strength" Kirkpatrick was accused of not being a 

woman and "without a uterus" (Ibid.). Following the logic of the article, it is radical 

feminism that is to blame for this instead of conservative politics. This misrepresentation 

of feminism helps to create the impetus for imperial projects like the Contra war in the 

name of women's rights. In her essay "Violence, Mourning, Politics" Judith Butler 

discusses the uses of "feminism" by conservatives to justify imperialist politics. She 

notes, following Spivak, that,"feminism, as a trope, is deployed in the service of restoring 

the presumption of First World impermeability... Feminism itself becomes, under these 

circumstances, unequivocally identified with the imposition of values on cultural contexts 

willfully unknown" (Butler, 41). Reagan-era Cold War politics attempted to subvert 

feminism in the name of the American empire. By aligning feminism and communism as 

related threats to American women, the Reagan administration could maintain that they 

were protecting women's rights against the threat of communism. 

Although many of the articles on Jeane Kirkpatrick in The New York Times 

criticized her ideology and expertise, there were a few articles that praised her political 

agenda. What's more, several of them were explicit in praising Kirkpatrick specifically as 

a conservative woman. One such article was by conservative columnist WiUiam Safire. He 

asks, "What is it with Our Side in Central America what we cannot come up with 

articulate, dedicated, stunning spokeswomen for the anti-communist point of view - as 
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the Other Side is so effectively doing?" (Safire, A15). Safire cites Bianca Jagger and Lisa 

Fitzgerald as celebrity Sandinista advocates and claims that "the glamorous female 

celebrity-as-activist- has always been a property of the left" (Ibid.). His point in the 

article is precisely that conservatives "should thank their stars for Ambassador Jeane 

Kirkpatrick and hang out a sign; More Help Wanted, Female" (Ibid.). The article takes the 

"anti-communist" side to task for failing to galvanize a significant group of "stunning 

spokeswomen" and holds Jeane Kirkpatrick up as a conservative female ideal. What Safire 

fails to interrogate is the link between feminism and "the left" that would bring women 

into a position in which they might be valued spokeswomen. 

Yet, just over one year after Safire's plea appeared, an article by liberal journalist 

Maureen Dowd in The New York Times proclaimed "In Dallas, It's More than a 

Feminine Touch" (Dowd, Al). This article covered the unusually high number of women 

at the Republican national convention of 1984. Newt Gingrich explains in a quote that 

two women were giving the longest speeches at the convention. Kirkpatrick was giving 

the second longest speech. It was also noted elsewhere in the article that women made up 

44% of the convention's delegates. This apparent increase in women's participation was 

attributed to a rise in conservative and ultraconservative female delegates, many of whom 

were "neophytes" according to Dowd. A divide between long-term "feminist 

Republicans" and the new conservative women had arisen at the convention. The key 
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question at hand was whether women's participation was "window dressing" or 

constituted an actual shift in participation by women in the part>'. One woman, situated 

as part of the new ultraconservative female republican horde, was quoted as saying that 

"women should be pleased with the platform. It recognizes the importance of home and 

family. The ideal home is the husband as breadwinner and the mother nurturing and 

guiding the moral fiber" (Ibid.). This position highlights the difficult position of women 

like Jeane Kirkpatrick in conservative politics. On the one hand, women's participation in 

conservative politics was at a new high - Kirkpatrick being perhaps the most visible 

conservative woman. On the other hand, Republican concepts of proper gender roles 

within the home, family and state, such as the one outlined above, implicitly deny women 

the space within the Republican party to have equal power and roles with their male 

allies, effectively limiting their ability to perform their role as conservatives. Because the 

hegemonic definition of conservative patriotism required a committed anti-communist 

stance ideally performed by male "public sphere" actors, Kirkpatrick had to carefully 

negotiate her gender. This meant unwavering loyalty to the party-line and her male 

superiors, as well as the ability to maintain the illusion of being unthreatening to a 

conservative, imperialist, patriarchal order predicated on ridged gender roles. 

Nora "Femme Fatale" Astorga 
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If Jeane Kirkpatrick was publicly perceived as non threatening to the patriarchal 

and imperialist ideology of the U.S., Nora Astorga can be seen as her oppositionally 

represented Nicaraguan "Other". Astorga was publicly portrayed as a staunch 

Nicaraguan militant who made harsh statements against the U.S., accusing it of 

imperialism and warmongering. However, another fact loomed larger than Astorga's 

Sandinista politics; in 1978 Astorga participated in the murder of Gen. Reynaldo Perez 

Vega, second in command of the Somoza national guard and a key C.I.A. contact. Of the 

thirteen articles that mentioned Astorga in The New York Times, nine of them mentioned 

this fact. The other four directly quoted Astorga making speeches critical of the U.S. 

Astorga's presence on the pages of The New York Times is representative of the gender 

paranoia the guerilla woman evoked. Present in the representation of Astorga is a 

preoccupation with the threat of "communism" to the U.S.-American way of life, 

including fear about the undermining of U.S. patriarchal gender roles that maintained that 

women were nonviolent, fragile, and sexually non-aggressive. 

The quintessential representation of Astorga's participation in the killing of the 

general is from an article entitled "Femme Fatale," an editorial piece from March 23rd of 

1984. Despite the fact that this article is most blatant in its sexism, other, less 

conservative columns also engaged in problematic representations of Astorga. 
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Coincidentally, The New York. Times ran a front page story one day previous to the 

printing of "Femme Fatale" revealing Nicaragua's decision to appoint Astorga as 

Ambassador to the U.S. (this article also discusses, at length, Astorga's role in the 

General's murder, [Kinzer, Al]). "Femme Fatale" compares Nora Astorga to Marlene 

Dietrich and her spy or femme fatale film characters "Lola-Lola," "Shanghai Lily," and 

"X-27" (Femme, A26). Saying that Astorga "wanted information from [Gen. Perez] for 

her Sandinista friends; he wanted something else from her" the article paints Astorga as a 

sexual pawn in his murder (Ibid.). Repeatedly, the article refers to Astorga's "Sandinista 

friends" despite the fact that Astorga had been involved with the resistance to the Somoza 

dictatorship for almost an entire decade prior to her role in the general's death, according 

to another article from 1986 (Kinzer, A4). This denial of Astorga's own history and 

politics as a Sandinista equally interested in any information she might obtain from the 

General (and perhaps equally interested in his murder, also) discursively denies Astorga 

her own political agency. Because Astorga purportedly used the false offer of sex to lead 

the General to his death, she is denied the position of political figure. The combination of 

sexuality and violence in a woman is portrayed as inevocably dangerous as in the 

sentence: "No sooner was he in her bedroom and out of his sidearm than he was down on 

the floor, dead" (Femme, A26). The phallic symbolism, so blatant here, is hardly worth 

mentioning. 



77 
"Femme Fatale," as well as several articles by more liberal writers, centered 

aro«nd Astorga's presentation of herself to the General before Ms murder. Astorga is 

quoted as saying to General Perez, "Look, you know I want to, but it has to be my way. 

I'm not like the women you're used to. I'm an independent woman and I have the right 

choose when, where, and with whom" (Kinzer, Al). "Femme fatale" performs a dramatic 

transformation of these words saying that Astorga "stalled him with some lines she must 

have learned at her grandmother's knee. Take back your mink, she said. What makes you 

think that I'm just one of those girls?" (Fatale, A26). The threat of the "independent" 

(feminist?, communist?) woman is clear to the Times' readers; she will disarm you 

sexually and then kill you. 

Other articles also concentrated on indications of Astorga's "atypical" gendered 

behavior: she was "one of a few women" Ambassador's to the U.N., "she kept her 

maiden name," "she commanded a military squad and became the lover of Jose Maria 

Alvarado, a member of the Sandinista inner circle, with whom she had two children," "She 

was 5' 11" in heels", she kept her hair "smartly cropped" (Saxon, A18), "she was one of 

more than a dozen women who played important roles in clandestine Sandinista 

organizing, and after the killing of General Perez, she joined the guerrillas in the hills" 

(Kinzer, A6) and she "took full credit for her role" in the murder of Perez (Rose, C2), and 

was "sure she did the right thing" (Femme, A26). One article from April of 1984 did 
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applaud Astorga for her role as a "woman warrior" in a probiematic feminist 

romanticization of Astorga (Rose, CI). Rose's article claims. 

Having played on notions of what a woman is like to 
disarm her enemy the revolutionary heroine involved in 
murder defies our notions of what a woman is. She uses 
stereotypes of female behavior to succeed and in succeeding 
overthrows the stereotypes (Ibid.). 

Despite the liberal and laudatory tone of the article, the message remains the same; the 

central issue is not that Astorga took part in a political murder, it is that in doing so she 

"defie[d] our notions of what a woman is." It was this fact that was crucial in the U.S. 

decision to refuse Astorga as an Ambassador to the U.S. 

Despite the fact that "even by the standards of Central American officers. General 

Perez had a prodigious reputation as both a brutal torturer and an indefatigable 

womanizer" the U.S. maintained relations with him in the fight against "communism" in 

Nicaragua (Kinzer, Al). It would be false to imagine that Perez somehow transgressed the 

U.S. stereotypical notion of the Latin American macho man. He was, in many way a 

perfect C.I.A. ally - a reliable, militarized "man's man" that fit into all perceptions of 

how anti-communist masculinity should be performed. Nora Astorga, on the other hand, 

presented a viable threat to Reagan-era notions of proper capitalist femininity, as she we 

an aggressive, outspoken, anti-imperialist, Sandinista, guerrilla woman. Despite the fact 

that Astorga fulfilled an ideal mold for diplomatic duty - she had her degree in law, was a 
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soldier in the Sandinista army, held government posts including that of Deputy Foreign 

Minister of Nicaragua - the U.S. refused to accept her as Ambassador. The official 

reasons given by the State department were vague, but went something along the official 

line of "her guerrilla past rendered her undesirable in Washington" (Kinzer, A4) and that 

because Gen. Perez "had worked with the Central Intelligence Agency ... they were loath 

to allow anyone involved in his killing to take up a post in Washington" (Kinzer, A6). 

Yet, participation in political violence is commonplace for most men who go on to hold 

government posts after a nationalist liberation movement. If it had been a male assassin 

who shot Perez, would this also have disqualified him from acceptability according to the 

U.S. foreign policy makers in Washington? While we may never definitively know the 

answer to this question, it is possible to maintain that the perception of Astorga in the 

U.S. as a communist, "femme fatale" certainly was enough to cause her to be threatening 

enough to Washington to refuse her Ambassadorship. 

After the U.S. refused Astorga, Nicaragua appointed her Ambassador to the U.N. 

In this function, she was again newsworthy as a vocal anti-American Sandinista. In 1985 a 

New York Times article reported that Astorga, speaking at the U.N. "denounced what 

she said was Washington's policy of backing mercenary forces" and "cited the Senate's 

authorization of assistance for planes, helicopters, trucks and other vehicles for the 

insurgents and challenged the assertions that the equipment would not be used for the 
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military purposes" accusing the U.S. of directly creating war by funding the Contras 

(Sciolino, 1,4). Another article that appeared several weeks later in 1985 noted that 

Astorga had "unexpectedly boycotted a breakfast meeting" in Colombia "with ministers 

from the Contadora Group and other Central American nations" (Riding, A10). The 

article goes on, "Miss Astorga told reporters that the Contadora Group should give 

priority to ending United States 'aggression' toward Nicaragua. 'This is the central issue,' 

she said, 'Without an agreement between the United states and Nicaragua, the rest has 

absolutely no importance.'" (Ibid.). And in an article entitled "U.S. Blamed at Women's 

Parley" Astorga is represented as among the ranks of women delegates from Nicaragua, 

Syria, and South African to denounce the U.S. at the U.N. women's conference in 

Nairobi. The article states, "Miss Astorga blamed the United States, which backs 

antigovernment Nicaraguan rebels, for the bombings of schools, bridges and hospitals" 

("U.S. Blamed," A2), Astorga is then quoted as telling the conference, "Our heroic 

mothers are again feeling the pain of seeing their sons killed by mercenary armies created, 

equipped, and financed by the Reagan Administration in an illegal and immoral war which 

can only be described as state terrorism" (Ibid.). Throughout The New York Times 

articles that quote Astorga, she is represented as placing the blame for the war in 

Nicaragua squarely on the shoulders of Reagan-era imperialism. 

The perception of Astorga as a radical communist, in combination with 
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government rhetoric that called the Contras "freedom fighters" and the Sandinistas 

"antidemocratic," arguably situated Astorga on the "Other side" in the Cold War fight 

against communism. The public concentration on her involvement in "an operation in 

1978 in which she lured Gen. Anastatio Somoza Debayle's second-in-command into her 

bedroom" (Saxon, A18) also presented Astorga as problematically sexual and violent - a 

stark contrast to notions of proper femininity for U.S.-American women. The 

combination of a public perception of Astorga as a "femme fatale" and a outspoken 

Sandinista communist produced Astorga in the U.S.-American imaginary as a threat to 

U.S. values, including those surrounding the proper role of women as citizens. 

Fawn "(Dis)Ioyal secretary" Hal 

Far from being perceived as threat. Fawn Hall resides in U.S. public memory as a 

minor celebrity of the Iran-Contra hearings, but for a brief moment she existed in the 

spotlight of foreign policy affairs. Examining the ways in which she was publicly 

portrayed in The New York Times provides another lens with which to view the 

discursive constitution of gender as it intersects with the ideologies of imperialist foreign 

policy. 

The obvious place to being when discussing Fawn Hall's gendering in the media is 
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to remark on the incredible amount of discussion of her physical beauty. One article 

begins with the words "She is blessed with a physical presence made for the cameras and 

her name is straight out of a paperback mystery" (Schneider, A10). This statement 

exemplifies the attention to Hall's physical beauty and allure as a public figure. Another 

article referred to Hall as "an attractive women whose photograph has appeared 

frequently in the coverage of the scandal" when discussing NBC's decisions to televise 

her testimony at the hearings (Boyer, CI8). It seems that there was a significant public 

obsession with Hall's ability to turn her good looks and moment in the spotlight into 

long-term celebrity. Like scandal-involved young women before and after Hall, she was 

accused of using her involvement in a political scandal as a vehicle to gain celebrity. For 

example, one article entitled "Celebrities of Summer are Cashing In" claims that Fawn Hal 

(and two other women, Dana Rice and Jessica Hahn) had a "desire to cash in on their 

experience, relationships and good looks" and mentions that both Playboy and Penthouse 

made "six figure offers" to Hall to pose but that she turned them down (Yarrow, CI5). 

However, despite the fact that Hall turned down the offers, she did sign with William 

Morris Agency (for representation as modeling/celebrity) and appeared on "Barbara 

Walters." The unspoken implication of representations of Hall that concentrate on her 

fame and beauty is the idea that she was testifying against Oliver North for the 

illegitimate reason of self-aggrandizement. Even when it is assumed that Hall testified 
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against North for legitimate moral or legal reasons, it is still noted cynically that the 

possibility of fame is a direct result of her sexual image in the public eye. An article from 

February of 1987 recounted the "Consequences of Fawn Hall" in Washington for 

secretaries (Gamarekian, Sec 1, pg. 12). One "unsung secretary" noted that not all 

secretaries in Washington were "that kind of secretary" and claimed that had Hall been 

"ordinary looking, her face wouldn't [have been] smeared all over the papers" (Ibid.). 

But just what is "that kind of secretary"? This question highlights the way that 

Fawn Hall, as a public figure, created public discussion of the "proper" role of "the 

secretary." That is, in the pages of The New York Times, one can find much about the 

way that women as pink-collar laborers and gendered citizens are constituted. In asking 

what the proper role of Fawn Hall might have been, a larger discourse of the proper 

gendered behavior of women as citizens was produced. 

The predominant occupation of The New York Times articles was in constructing 

the public image of Hall around the notion of loyalty - loyalty to the boss (who is male 

and powerful) and loyalty to the nation. While many articles portrayed Hall as a loyal 

and hardworking secretary, there was also a counter construction of Hall as disloyal either 

as a secretary or as a citizen (these two arguments tended to run counter to each other). 

And Hall herself made much of loyalty in her own very public testimony. In specific, she 

represented Oliver North as a loyal patriot protecting the nation (from commixnism. 
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implicitly) and herself as a properly gendered, loyal secretary to her boss (and thus, by 

proxy, to the nation also). For example, one article noted, "Ms. Hall, whose mother had 

also been a secretary in the National Security Council, worked for Colonel North for four 

years and has frequently been described as enormously devoted to the colonel" (Shenon, 

A8). This article also notes that Hall's position on shredding incriminating documents 

about her boss was that it was "part of a routine procedure at the National Security 

Council" (Ibid.). Another article, also by Maureen Dowd, explicitly dares to ask the 

question "What is a loyal secretary to do in such a case?" highlighting the difficult 

positions created by power inequalities in the office(Dowd, A15). Dowd's article quotes 

Hall as testifying, "My hours were long and arduous but I found my job to be most 

fulfilling." When asked about the shredding of documents. Hall also testified, "I believed 

in Colonel North and 1 felt that Colonel North must have a good reason. 1 did as I was 

told." (Ibid.). The same article claims that "Miss Hall spun a fascinating tale of her role as 

Cerberus to Colonel North."(Ibid.). And in Hall's own opening statement printed in The 

New York Times in June of 1987 she said; 

During my tenure at the National Security Council, I came 
to have enormous admiration and respect for not only 
Lieutenant Colonel North but for many with whom we 
worked. I admired them not only for their hard work and 
professional abilities but also for their selflessness and deep 
sense of dedication and loyalty to the President and our 
country. As a secretary, it was my job to facilitate the 
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smooth operation of the office. I was a dedicated and loyal 
secretary and performed my duties in an exemplary manner. 
I can type. (More, A14). 

Repeatedly, Hail is publicly and self-portrayed as the loyal secretary just doing her job. 

The representation of Hall as obeying secretary allowed her to walk a fine line of 

responsibility dependent upon her gendered labor position as secretary. Because of the 

gendered power relations between Hall, as a secretary (read powerless and female) and 

North, as her patriotic boss (read powerful and male), Hall was able to count on a public 

dismissal of her culpability in the Iran-Contra scandal. Both the actual existence of a 

power hierarchy between secretary and boss, and the hegemonic perception of the role of 

(female) secretary as powerless, uninformed, secondary laborer inferior to a powerful 

active primary (male) superior allowed Hall's representation as "not a policy maker" 

("The Initiatives," A14) but "as an experienced, devoted secretary who did as she was 

told and did not ask questions" (Rosenbauin, Al) to exonerate her publicly from 

culpability. 

Yet, the public preoccupation with Hall's minor celebrity and good looks point to 

the fact that Hall was not universally received in her role as loyal secretary. In fact, a 

number of articles seem to imply that Hall had betrayed her role as secretary by testifying 

against Oliver North in the first place. An article entitled "Fawn Hall Steps into the 

Limelight" claims, "By all accounts Ms. Hall... was a loyal, hardworking exemplar of 
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traditional values - the ideal secretary - who suddenly felt compelled to turn on hsr 

superior and give evidence on his activities to a court-appointed investigator" (Schneider, 

AlO). This "sudden" change of heart on Hall's part is represented as the undermining of 

the "traditional values" of secretarial work. In another article, Hall was said to be "telling 

them everything" in her testimony (Shenon, A4). Still another article reported a variety of 

views about Hall from Washington secretaries. One particular interaction between two 

secretaries recounted in the article highlights the public negation of Hall's loyalty; 

'You develop personal relationships when you work in a 
high-pressure operation like that,' Miss Smith added. 'She 
was more than a receptionist or typist, and she was 
expected to keep things confidential.' 
'But,' objected Mary Ann Muller... 'if she knew it was 
illegal, she should have reported it earlier rather than 
waiting.' (Gamarekian, Sec. 1, pg. 12). 

Later in the article another secretary says of "Hall's going to the authorities about Colonel 

North's role," 'My first reaction was that she was a woman scorned; my second reaction 

was, ah-huh, she wants to get this modeling career back on track.' (Ibid.). Hall was often 

understood as being disloyal in her role as governmental secretary. She was faulted less 

for committing crimes than for defying proper expectations for a woman in her position. 

However, just as Hall was portrayed by some as a disloyal secretary, others in at 

The New York Times were accusing her of being a disloyal citizen of the U.S. When 

asked whether Hall knew she was participating in a "cover-up" during the investigation. 
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Hail responded that "she was merely 'protecting' the enterprise" according to an article 

from June of 1987 ("On TV," 4, 24). The article goes on to mock hail by saying, "Ollie 

North's loyal aide knew who the real enemy was; not the Russians, not even the 

Sandinistas, but any opponent of the covert operation, including congress." (Ibid.). This 

remark constitutes Hall as an active (if ignorant) player in the Iran-Contra coverup 

denying her position as loyal, passive, order-following secretary. So too the article 

accuses, "Fawn Hall's candid testimony gave the game away" when she testified, 

'sometimes you just have to go above the written law' in reference to the attempt to hide 

North's involvement in Iran-Contra (Ibid.). At another point in her testimony. Hall came 

dangerously close to stepping out of the representation of herself as an ignorant secretary. 

An article entitled "Key North Memo Altered by Hail" recounts the moment: 

Senator Sam Nunn, a Georgia Democrat, asked if she had 
any remorse about her actions. Miss Hall replied: 'Sir, 1 
wished a lot of things could have been done differently. I 
wish that Congress had voted money for the contras so that 
this wouldn't have had to happen.' 
She was referring to the Congressional ban on American 
military aid to the contras from 1984 to 1986 in a series of 
measures known collectively as the Boland Amendment 
'In other words,' Senator Nunn said, 'you wouldn't have 
had to shred the documents if Congress had gone on and 
done its job, and voted aid?' 
Miss Hall took a long pause and finally said, 'Sir, I have no 
comment.' (Butterfield, A15). 

The articles quoted above imply that Hall's primary loyalty was not just to her boss, but 

that she was, in fact, acting according to her own political will. But this requires an 
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interrogatioa of the possibility for someone in Hall's position to truly separate their 

motivations and loyalties as clearly as the articles in The New York Times imply. What -

does the preoccupation with Hall's multiple possible loyalties reveal about gender and 

citizenry in the U.S.? 

Fawn Hall's public representation by The New York Times highlights the way 

that patriarchal roles for women as secondary-citizens often conflict with women's 

publicly perceived duty to the nation. The amount of debate over the "truth" of Hall's 

loyalty to herself, her boss, and to her country reveals the ambiguity and contradiction 

apparent in the popular construction of women as citizens in the U.S. Was Hall acting as 

a properly gendered patriot by obeying her boss and leaving the gendered fabric of power 

relations in tact? Was she disloyal by testifying against him because she revealed secrets 

someone in her position of power, as a secretary and as a woman, was never meant to 

reveal in public? Did her testimony pose a threat to the security of the nation against 

communism because Hall was disloyal to her patriotic male boss? Or, was Hall acting of 

her own political accord, consciously defying Congress and therefore the will of a 

democratic nation? The very questions expose the impossible logics of female citizenship 

in a nation where the ideology of the Cold War and the ideology of patriarchy are firmly 

imbricated with one another. 



Violeta "Madonna-iike" Chamorro 
89 

Like Fawn Hall, Violeta Chamorro's femininity was represented as ambiguously 

good for the U.S. Representations of Violeta Chamorro in The New York Times centered 

around three topics: Chamorro as "apolitical," Chamorro as "madonna-like," and 

Chamorro as a "weak" opposition to the Sandinistas. The popular understanding of Latin 

American women as apolitical objects of machismo was reiterated in the public 

representation of Violeta Chamorro as the "apolitical" widow of revolutionary martyr 

Pedro Joaquin Chamorro. An article from just before the 1990 Nicaraguan elections states, 

Mrs. Chamorro, the widow of the most respected victim of 
the struggle against Anastasio Somozo Debayle, the 
deposed dictator, was seen as an ideal apolitical 
compromise among the competing parties. 'Violeta 
Chamorro doesn't have any political identity,' a Western 
ambassador in Managua said. (Uhlig, A6). 

Another article called Chamorro "a healer, not an avenger" ("Timely," 1,22) pointing to 

the perception of Chamorro as nonpartisan. This notion of nonpartisanship was 

seemingly translated into a perception of Chamorro as somehow "apolitical." It is 

strikingly odd that the presidential candidate of the Sandinista opposition coalition, the 

U.N.O., might be presented as nonpartisan. Even more striking is that Chamorro was the 

owner and editor of "La Prensa" the leading anti-Sandinista newspaper in Managua for 

almost a decade prior to the 1990 elections. The characterization of Chamorro as 
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apolitical or nonpartisan required a conscious erasure of the ideological divides of Cold 

War politics. This erasure was possible through the presentation of Chamorro as grieving 

widow and mother. 

The maintenance of the myth of Chamorro's apoliticality hinged upon the public 

perception of her as a nurturing mother figure who would unite Nicaragua, thus ending 

Sandinista threats to the U.S. One article noted that, "Administration officials in 

Washington" were "charmed by her madonna-like nurturing style... and they hope this 

will help her heal Nicaragua's fractured society." (Kruass, 4, 3). Another article claimed, 

"Mrs. Chamorro, eager for national conciliation, has been patient and generous" 

(Sandinista, 1, 20). Still another article said, "Fragile and feminine as she is, Mrs. 

Chamorro has... a talent for reconciliation." (Lewis, 1,23). And finally, another article by 

the same author noted, "Violeta is a woman of great intelligence, grace, and beauty, the 

product of an old, distinguished family, driven from her private life by the murder of her 

husband... she is religious, with no personal ambition but an intense sense of patriotism." 

(Lewis, Violeta, A35). The public representation of Chamorro was as the healing Catholic 

widow, who, out of the goodness and self-sacrifice of her own heart, was nmning for 

president to heal a Nicaraguan nation torn apart by Sandinista communism, reiterated the 

stereotypical imaginary of the Latin American woman. Despite the fact that Chamorro 

was centrally important for the U.S. in the battle over Cold War ideology, the 
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construction of her gendered ethnicity allowed for a popular translation of her into 

someone seemingly void of political ideology. This marked the very crucial roles 

Chamorro played in terms of U.S.-American interest in a non-Sandinista Nicaragua. 

This representation of Chamorro constitutes her along the lines of a 

stereotypically imagined Latin American woman. Evelyn P. Stevens, an anthropologist, 

theorized that women in Latin America followed the cult of "marianismo" which she 

defined as "the cult of female spiritual superiority which teaches that women are semi-

divine, morally superior to and spiritually stronger than men." (Stevens, quoted in 

Navarro, 257). Marysa Navarro critically deconstructs Stevens' concept of marianismo 

saying that "more recent scholarship tended to contradict the passive, powerless, self-

sacrificing, and dependent women described by Stevens in her article "Against 

Marianismo" (Navarro, 258). Despite this, the case of the representation of Violeta 

Chamorro in The New York Times reveals that U.S. perceptions about Latin American 

women still revolve heavily around a notion of Latin American women as passive, devout 

Catholic counterparts to the Latin American "macho" male. Such a representation of 

Chamorro was ideal at a time when the Cold War was said to be ending. The return of 

"traditional" figures of femininity in Nicaragua signaled an end to the threat of the 

"communist" woman who transgressed ideas about proper ethnicized femininity and was 

personified by Nora Astorga. 
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However, after Chamorro's election, there were some indications that the U.S. 

considered her inadequate in terms of its interests. In particular, she was criticized for 

allowing Sandinista control of the Nicaraguan army. Chamorro was produced as "weak" in 

the face of the Sandinistas. Senator Christopher Dodd, a Democrat from Connecticut, was 

quoted as saying that the Administration's position on Chamorro was, "this is our gal, 

but the problem is she is not being a good gal" (Krauss, 43). Good, here, of course, means 

wresting power away from the Sandinista party. Another article reported that "Mrs. 

Chamorro is boldly gambling that by accommodating [the Sandinista party's] latest 

demands she can encourage their belated adaptation to a democratic enviroiment." 

("Sandinista," 1,20). And an article entitled "Testing Time for Mrs. Chamorro" claimed 

that, "If Mrs. Chamorro can't reassert control, she will lose the support of the 

international community. The middle ground on which she stands is eroding quickly." 

("Testing," A26). So, if Chamorro's public representation as apolitical/nonpartisan 

widow was the perfect disguise for U.S. imperialist Cold War policy, Chamorro's failure 

to deliver a more overtly anti-Sandinista policy after her election created displeasure on 

the part of Washington. This fact highlights the reality that the gendering and racializing 

of Chamorro in the U.S. media served as a trope to disguise the imperialist foreign policy 

of the U.S. publicly. In many senses, Chamorro was the ideal candidate for Washington to 

back in Nicaragua precisely because of the discursive production of the Latin American 



women in the U.S. 
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In conclusion, the cases of Jeane Kirkpatrick, Nora Astorga, Fawn Hall and 

Violeta Chamorro's representation in The Mew York Times reveal the discursive 

production of gender in relation to Cold War politics. U.S. imperialism depended upon 

oppositional representations of Nicaraguan and U.S.-American women. The 

universalization of Latin American women as fundamentally passive ( Violeta Chamorro) 

worked in tangent with a notion of the improperly violent and politically communist, 

Latin American, guerrilla woman (Nora Astorga). The women of Nicaragua were 

portrayed as either passive victims of Nicaraguan patriarchy or inappropriately violent 

guerrillas who used violence (and sexuality) to their own communist political ends. The 

oppositional imaginary of a U.S. patriotic, anti-communist, femininity (Jeane 

Kirkpatrick) was predicated on the notion of Latin American women as both the victims 

and violent advocates of Latin American communism that threatened to undo the "social 

fabric" of the U.S. The threat to U.S. patriarchal gender roles that define women as 

politically secondary., passive, non-aggressive (and nonviolent!) actors of the nation 

(Fawn Hall) occurred through the figure of the Nicaraguan guerilla woman. The popular 

U.S. construction of what constitutes a Latin American Third World woman reproduced 

the notion of the impossibility of the N icaraguan woman to "save" herself from her 



Nicaraguan male counterparts. In addition, the representations of the possible gender 

roles for U.S. women were produced with the imaginary of the Nicaraguan woman 

looming not so far in the (threatening to invade?) distance. These popularly produced 

media discourses about gender, in tandem with notions about the antidemocratic and 

backward nature of Nicaraguan state socialism, and the "free and democratic" 

righteousness of the U.S., were employed as the justification for U.S. interventionist and 

imperialist foreign policy in Nicaragua. 
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CONCLUSION 

If we, as feminist scholars of violence and war, assume that women exist first and 

then subsequently respond to violence and war, we obscure the ways that the politically 

violent constitutes who is considered "woman." The assumption of "women" as a group, 

category, or class, with an a priori relationship (of needs, desires or experiences) to 

violence masks the productive work that both assumptions of sameness and difference 

between women comes to perform. The production of gender is one of the primary 

political ideologies on which other political ideologies, such as nationalism and 

imperialism, depend. 

Similarly, a clear division between the realms of the economic, political, and 

cultural cannot be efficiently sustained without strident disciplinary maintenance. The 

interdisciplinarity of gender studies opens an intellectual space for the serious 

consideration of cultural products as actively productive of the discourses that construct 

and mediate gender. Cultural products reveal much about the relationship between the 

creation of gendered discourse and the imaginary of the nation. 

In the case of the Nicaraguan revol ution, gender was a primary factor in the 

production of the Sandinista guerrilla soldier, the post-insurrection Sandinista citizen and 

the new Nicaraguan nation. These three discursive productions were also dependent 

upon an anti-imperialism that considered men and women as differently effected by and 
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related to U.S. imperialism. Women were seen as primarily in need of protection by 

Nicaraguan men from U.S. imperialism. Similarly, the possibility of the U.S. to sustain an 

imperialist, anti-Sandinista politics was equally dependent upon defining U.S. gender 

roles in opposition to the public perception of Nicaraguan "communist" gendered and 

ethnicized identities. 

Chapter one examined the discursive production of femininity that allowed and 

mobilized women to participate in the FSLN, often as guerrilla soldiers. The memoirs of 

Gioconda Belli and Omar Cabezas and the testimonials collected by Margaret Randall in 

Sandino's Daughters contain dominant gendered discourses of Revolutionary Nicaragua. 

Textually reified gender constructions, like the notion of a protective maternal instinct, 

justified women's overt involvement in the violent politics of the insurrectionary era. In 

addition, notions of Catholic femininity and feminist readings of the Bible bolstered the 

role ofNicaraguan women involved in liberation theology. Through their participation in 

the Sandinista nationalist movement, women were able to open limited spaces for a 

politics of gender egalitarianism in the FSLN. Constructions of gender that placed value 

on Nicaraguan women and their role in the Revolution opened considerable space for 

women to negotiate gendered identities to their own advantage. However, the existence of 

a discourse of reproductive heterosexuality constrained the possibilities for the FSLN 

insurrection to transform Nicaraguan national culture into one that was gender egalitarian. 
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It cannot be argued that women's participation in the FSLN created a radical change in the 

gender hierarchies of Nicaraguan society because discursive constructions that reified 

women as the passively sexual objects of Nicaraguan soldier-citizens remained firmly in 

place. 

Chapter two considered the visual production of the ideal Nicaragua citizen in 

Revolutionary murals. Because of the mural's legacy as revolutionary art, first in Mexico 

and later in Cuba, it was an ideal visual artistic form for the Nicaraguan Revolution. The 

mural was seen as a democratic art form that fostered public participation in civil society. 

Although both women and men participated in the creation of Sandinismo, and Sandinista 

murals, the ideal visual representation of the guerrilla soldier, the liberator of the 

Nicaraguan nation from U.S. imperialism (embodied in Somoza), was male. Through the 

discourse of the "New Man" of the Revolution, citizenship was unequally imagined as 

primarily male. Mestizo men were constituted as the protecters of Nicaraguan women 

and children, as well as an emasculated indigenous population.'" In addition, men were 

imagined as the fallen martyrs of the Revolution, in visual depictions that likened them to 

Christ. Women were produced as Virgin Mary figures and mothers of the new nation. In 

addition, women's bodies were often used to signify the new nation itself This visual 

substitution of women for the nation reproduced the notion of Sandinista citizen-soldiers 

_____ 
See Gould, Jefferv. To Die This Wav: Nicaraouan Indians and the Mvth of Mestizaie. 1880-

1965 for more on the Nicaraguan concept of mestizaje. 
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as protecters of the land of the nation and Nicaraguan women's bodies from U.S. 

imperialist exploitation. However, protection also implied access and control over both 

the nation and women. MuraJs then, far from being simply public art expressions, 

visually produced public imaginaries around gendered access to citizenship in the new 

Sandinista Nicaragua. Gendering of the citizen was essential to the discursive constitution 

of Sandinista nationalist politics in opposition to U.S. imperialist masculinities. 

Finally, the last chapter shifts geographical focus to examine the production of 

gender discourse in the U.S. news media. A survey of articles in The New York Times 

from 1979-1994 revealed that the ways that femininity was constructed was often 

through the figures of individual women. The public representation of Jeane Kirkpatrick, 

Nora Astorga, Fawn Hall and Violeta Chamorro in The Times exemplified the 

prescriptive construction of both U.S.-American and Nicaraguan femininity in the 

Reagan-era U.S. in many ways, Jeane Kirkpatrick and Fawn Hall stood in opposition to 

each other, as did Nora Astorga and Violeta Chamorro. Kirkpatrick, a powerful female, 

conservative. Ambassador, was problematic in terms of gendered patriotic imaginaries in 

the U.S. Her gender was often ignored in a move that made her an "honorary man." Hail, 

by contrast, was publicly understood as femininely passive, beautiful, and loyal in an 

attempt to disavow the foreign policy power she exercised as Oliver North's file-

shredding secretary. Astorga was made to play threatening sexual and violent communist 
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woman to Chamorro's "apolitical" widow. Yet, both the U.S.-American women and the 

Nicaraguan women were also defined oppositionally with each other, pitting the 

femininity of the global North against that of the global South, in a Cold Ward ideological 

battle over properly gendered citizenship. 

The Nicaraguan-U.S. relations discussed in these three chapters are unique in their 

specificity, but illustrative of the relationship between cultural productions and gendered 

ideologies. That cultural productions such as memoirs and testimonials, murals and 

newspaper articles are imbued with such gendered ideologies should be granted more 

currency in an academy quick to dismiss both "women" and culture as irrelevant to the 

real story of international relations. Battles over the flows of national and international 

power are imbricated with the workings of gendered power relations, and, as such, gender 

cannot be ignored. 

In conclusion, women and war scholars must expand their analysis beyond an 

investigation of women as the suffering victims of patriarchal war systems, because such 

an approach creates erasures that serve to support the very logics of masculine privilege 

against which feminists argue. War produces gender discourses that constitute women 

and is produced by discourses of gender that imagine men and women in different, 

ideologically useful ways. This is the theoretical place from which feminist scholarship on 

war should begin. 
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