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Poor deluded creature

you learned the consolations

of philosophy

before understanding

why you had to be consoled

your books spoke to you

of justice

and carefully omitted

the injustice

that has always surrounded us

you went on with your verses

searched for order in chaos

and that was your goal

or perhaps your condemnation.


-Claribel Alegría
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-Introduction-
This past semester I was immersed in the politics, language, and culture of Latin America in three of my courses: Cultural Anthropology, Spanish, and Latin America Through Women’s Eyes.  It was a semester of many new experiences, ranging from attending a pro-Castro panel discussion to the Venezuela International Solidarity Conference at Macalester, from watching Maria llena eres de gracia, Diarias de Motocicleta, and Frida with Dupreñeros (compañeros who dwell on Dupre 3) to representing the militant left-wing FARC and the right-wing Alianza Liberal Nicaragüense (ALN) in various class debates, from discovering the Global Market on Lake Street to salsa dancing in Minneapolis.  I have gained a great appreciation for the beauty of Latino culture as well as a much greater knowledge of recent political history.
However, I also recognize the bleak pattern in struggles for gender and class equality across Latin America.  As an idealistic person, this has made my first semester of college difficult on a personal level.  It is hard for me to accept that there is no single group responsible for war and corruption—it cannot all be blamed on the U.S. and the extreme Right, because left-wing governments, too, are often flawed and ineffectual.  
The cover art on my portfolio is a visual representation of the poem “Desde el puente,” by Claribel Alegría.  The poem sums up beautifully the despair that comes with the realization of lost ideals.  In my painting, as in the poem, a woman stands near the end of the bridge, a metaphor for her life, and looks down into the water.  All the color, symbolizing everything she loved, has fallen into the river, and she is left standing alone on the dull gray stone of the bridge.  I find it inspiring that Alegría has been able to carry on and search for order in spite of all she has lost.  Like Latin American politics, this poem reflects both deep despair and an unwillingness to surrender hope. 
In my portfolio, I spend the first four chapters discussing the role of the political Right as it inadvertently contributes to or deliberately destroys opportunities for feminist progress.  In Chapter 1, I analyze the success of one right-wing women’s group, Poder Feminino, in impeding feminist progress in Chile.  In the next chapter I take a different view, arguing that feminist mobilization has in fact benefitted from the right-wing military regime of Augusto Pinochet.  In Chapter 3, I discuss Violeta Chamorro’s presidency in Nicaragua as an obstacle to gender equality.  Again, in Chapter 4, I take a different stance and argue that the opposition provided by right-wing political involvement is necessary to provoke left-wing governments into prioritizing gender issues.  In Chapter 5, I discuss the life and written work of Claribel Alegría in relation to these conflicting political forces and other oppositions.  
The study of Latin America is, as Claribel Alegría says, a search for “order in chaos,” which often seems futile.  Through these essays I hope to make some order of that chaos, while still reflecting the complex and contradictory nature of Latin American reality.
-Chapter 1-

Nonpartisanship as a Political Strategy: Holding Poder Feminino Accountable

“We have faith in the Junta because it guarantees order, respect, and patriotism.

We will collaborate every way we can in the task of reconstruction.”

(Statement by Poder Feminino, qtd. in Power, 242)

Poder Feminino’s popularity and success in Chile was generated by its claim to be a nonpolitical organization representative of all women.  As the most prominent right-wing women’s group of the early 1970s, PF served as a collective under which Allende opponents mobilized (Baldez, 278).  Many PF women went on to become ardent supporters of Pinochet’s military regime.  Yet their enthusiasm for the conservative political agenda was in direct opposition to the values they had advocated as mothers.  If Pinochet could do no wrong in the eyes of right-wing women, then why was he so quick to disband Poder Feminino upon gaining control of the Chilean government?  What did he have to fear from a nonpartisan group of conservative wives and mothers?

Pinochet may have recognized that Poder Feminino’s status as nonpartisan was in itself a clever political strategy.  In addition, the ideological and class discrepancies among members meant that the organization was not as right-wing as its leaders insisted.  Nonpartisanship functioned as a guise under which rightist women could attract more moderate supporters and gain authenticity for their extreme views.

Poder Feminino claimed that its nonpolitical status was an extension of women’s and men’s separate roles in society.  Chilean women were frustrated with the failure of male politicians to address issues that were important to them and their families.  Instead of vocalizing the need for more women in politics, however, Poder Feminino members voiced their disillusionment with the entire political process.  Baldez writes that PF leaders once suggested “locking up all the male leaders of the various political parties in a single room until they reached an accord” (280).  The logic behind PF’s anti-political mentality was that women were morally superior to men on a basis of biological differences (Power, 78).  Women were thought to be more capable of making decisions and meeting goals because they were more emotionally in touch with their families’ needs:  In the words of María de la Cruz, “Ideas divide men while feelings unite women” (Power, 59).  Poder Feminino’s understanding of partisanship as an inherent trait made it easier for them to apply the term in their own case; they were women, therefore they could not be labeled as partisan regardless of their actions.

Yet the image Poder Feminino projected in order to market itself to Chilean women was deliberately misleading.  Though PF claimed to represent consensus and unity among women, its leadership was dominated by its more extreme anti-socialist members.  Interestingly, Poder Feminino managed to demonize both socialism and feminism as threats to women and their families.  The most active members and leaders were mainly from the upper-class (Power, 173).  Thus, their hatred of Allende had a very close connection with their hidden fear that socialism would destroy the hierarchy of economic status.  PF gave these women the opportunity to exaggerate the socialist threat and use it as a scare tactic: “Poder Feminino became fanatical, so that in the end it was a blind fight against communists” (Baldez, 284).  The Scare Campaign was a remarkably political strategy, considering that the group that led it was adamantly ‘nonpartisan.’  Poder Feminino succeeded in gaining working-class support, as demonstrated by its involvement in El Teniente and La Papelera (Power, Ch. 7).  Thus, it was able to advance a politically polarizing agenda, with increased support from a wide range of Chilean women, under the façade of nonpartisanship.

This grand mobilization of women was advantageous to the military as Chile moved in the direction of a coup.  According to Baldez, “This strategy [of nonpartisanship] played easily into the military’s ‘antipolitics’ agenda and reaffirmed the belief that women were essentially conservative, the natural allies of the Pinochet regime” (Baldez, 276).  The coup took place both because the military was able to employ a nonpartisan strategy and because Pinochet made it look as though he had been given a mandate by the people.  Power writes that Pinochet was the only Latin American dictator who came to power in the 1970s claiming to have mass support (247).  Poder Feminino played a significant role in creating both a strategy and an illusion of great opposition to Allende that would legitimize Pinochet’s takeover.

The implication of using nonpartisanship as a political strategy is that it is difficult to know who should be held accountable for the results.  How did women gain this image as the ‘natural allies’ of the Pinochet regime when its actions were contrary to so much of what they stood for?  Imprisonment, disappearance, rape, and torture are not maternal family values.  Poder Feminino’s nonpartisan strategy backfired from this perspective because it made them appear to be more closely aligned with the military than they actually were.  PF women did not have a clear idea of what life would be like under military rule:  Baldez points out that “few anticipated the violence and terror the military would unleash once in power, and they did not foresee the extent of the military’s project to restructure Chilean society” (285).  Thus it can be argued that PF was not responsible for the way its strategy was manipulated to bring Pinochet to power.

On the other hand, many of the women continued to support Pinochet even after they were clearly aware of the human rights situation.  According to Baldez, “After the coup, these women actively supported the military’s efforts to rid society of subversives and communists, arguing that Chile was in the midst of a civil war that justified extreme measures” (285).  In other words, they decided that the end justified the means.  Yet even today, there is an astonishing lack of regret among former PF members for what they helped create.  Power writes:

In 1991, the National Convention of Truth and Reconciliation released the Rettig Report, which documented the military government’s imprisonment, torture, and murder of 2,279 Chileans during its seventeen years of dictatorial rule.  Yet, with one exception, none of the right-wing women I interviewed expressed any remorse whatsoever for the flagrant abuse of human rights committed (257).  

This deep loyalty to Pinochet was a result of the sensationalism that often accompanies political polarization.  Again, it reinforces the fierce partisanship of PF members and shows the extent to which they were undemocratic:  Poder Feminino called for military intervention while making little effort to work within the system to find an adequate alternative to Allende.  The political loyalty that caused the women of Poder Feminino to put aside democracy refutes the rightist idea that women are inherently more moral than men.  From this perspective, PF members must be held accountable for allowing sensationalism and partisanship to determine their actions.  They did so at the expense of their fellow Chilean women and families who would suffer greatly under Pinochet.

It is interesting that Pinochet immediately asked Poder Feminino to disband.  Power suggests that this was because, “[Pinochet] had no intention of allowing any independent organization to exist that could challenge his plans—and certainly not a women’s group with the word ‘power’ in its name” (247).  What did Pinochet see in Poder Feminino that caused him to distrust their future actions?  It is possible that he recognized the potential for a more centrist women’s movement, in which members would eventually have come to their senses and opposed the regime on a basis of human rights.  Whether or not this would have been the case, Pinochet’s suspicion suggests that there is another side to Poder Feminino’s partisanship.  Despite their opposition to feminism, the Poder Feminino women played an undeniable role in establishing a Chilean female consciousness (as defined by Shayne, 4).  A group that brings women out of their homes to talk about politics and experience new ideas is conducive to more progressive political views than women have traditionally held.  Pinochet’s disbanding of Poder Feminino proves he was aware that these women were not as closely aligned with the military as both groups had pretended in order to rally support for the coup.

There is no way of knowing what effect the continued existence of Poder Feminino would have had on Chilean politics.  Would the presence of an influential group calling itself ‘female power’ have aided the movement back to democracy, or hindered it further?  The diversity of opinion and background among Poder Feminino members indicates the likelihood that the group would have split on its own.  Many of the centrist women who had joined PF to oppose Allende gradually began protesting against Pinochet as well, and switched back to forming coalitions with the left.  Therefore it is likely that Poder Feminino would have dissolved naturally along the lines of the separate diverse groups that had come together to form the group in the first place.

Ultimately, the proclaimed nonpartisanship of Poder Feminino makes it difficult to judge how complicit the group was in the atrocities of the Pinochet regime.  The extent to which Poder Feminino can be held accountable depends on the individual choices of its members—the decision as to whether political loyalty was more important than solidarity with the women and families who were affected by Pinochet.  However, it is obvious that nonpartisanship, as a strategy to mobilize women and give a sense of legitimacy to the military regime, was highly successful.  Thus conservative women are disproved in their claim of moral authority and of being apolitical.  To return to María de la Cruz’s quotation, it may be true that “feelings unite women” and urge them into action, but beyond those initial feelings they are as greatly divided and as greatly influenced by partisanship as men.  Women succeeded in advancing an extreme political agenda by emphasizing the traditional gender roles constructed by Chilean society; their actions and the consequences must be understood in this context.

-Chapter 2-
Augusto Pinochet: A Source of Feminist Mobilization?

When Chilean women’s groups organized in the 1980s in opposition to Pinochet, they became intrinsically linked to a new awareness of feminism.  Shayne contends that leftist women’s collective thought made a natural leap from the struggle for democracy over dictatorship to the need for women’s autonomy from a patriarchal society (109).  It was inevitable that many leading anti-Pinochet groups, such as the Agrupación de Familiares de Detenido y Desaparecido and Mujeres Por La Vida, would recognize this connection and carry on their work to advance explicitly feminist goals.  Women’s liberation provided a further objective for women who were more reluctant than their anti-Allende counterparts to disband and leave the political scene upon the achievement of regime change.  Pinochet opponents were thus able to contribute to the modern Chilean feminist movement in a way that set them apart from both rightist and leftist activists during Allende’s administration.

A strong feminist movement could not have grown out of Allende’s rule essentially because the focus was on class rather than gender.  Allende himself had a conservative view of women, because he identified femininity with motherhood and insinuated that women were not capable of casting informed ballots (Power, 7).  Although he was a socialist, Allende did not view changing the gender status quo as a priority.  He encouraged the women of Unidad Popular to support class equality over gender equality, and many did so out of loyalty to the party.  Pinochet’s post-Allende regime, by contrast, gave leftist women the freedom to take a step back from their forced enthusiasm for class equality.  In the absence of a socialist government, women began to support gender rights as an equally valid path to democracy.  Shayne argues that even though Allende, like Pinochet, has been labeled a patriarch, Pinochet evoked more outrage because his form of violent patriarchy was “much more explicit and identifiable” (109).  If the coup had been avoided, a longer Allende rule would likely have impeded or delayed the future feminist movement.

It could be argued that a feminist movement grew out of the rightist anti-Allende movement, but this notion is likewise flawed.  Power discusses how the Mothers’ Centers may have fostered feminism by encouraging women to leave the isolation of their homes and question patriarchal gender roles (113).  Yet it is highly doubtful that a true feminist movement would have developed, because it was incompatible with the conservative ideology under which the centers were founded:  Conservatives stressed the moral superiority of women as a way to preserve distinctions between the sexes (78).  As an additional factor, Shayne writes that to qualify as feminism, a movement must be unsuccessful to some extent in meeting its goals—if all goals are met, the movement tends to die out.  Poder Feminino “began to fall apart, little by little […], because [once the military took power] it was no longer necessary” (María Correa Morandé, qtd. in Power, 243).  The disbanding of this prominent conservative women’s group, combined with the strong fear of feminism among rightist women, proves that there was no future for a feminist movement in the anti-Allende campaign.

The mobilization of women against Pinochet was quite distinct from the movements during Allende’s administration.  Shayne writes that Pinochet protestors “were not initially organizing as feminists, but they did carve out a public space which was eventually filled with feminist demands as well” (Shayne, 112).  Unlike Allende supporters, these women did not have to relegate feminism to other goals, because feminism was a natural extension of the struggle for democracy.  Unlike Allende opponents, they had a long-term, comprehensive goal that saved their groups from disbanding.  To quote from a feminist slogan at the time of the plebiscite, “democracy in the country” had been achieved, but democracy “in the home” left a great deal to work toward (Shayne 114).  Additionally, there was not adequate attention towards gender equality in the 1990s to render women’s groups irrelevant.  Male Chilean presidents made only reluctant and feeble attempts at addressing women’s liberation.  For instance, though the Aylwin administration founded SERNAM, the National Women’s Service, the organization was insufficiently funded and had minimal influence in policy making (Vanden and Prevost, 459).  This apathy on the part of male politicians forced women’s advocacy groups to continue to defend their rights.

When Pinochet stepped down in 1990, the conditions were perfect for the strengthening of a genuine feminist movement.  Pinochet’s regime provoked women to mobilize as feminists in a way that neither the pro-Allende nor anti-Allende movements of the previous decade had done.  Shayne is correct in her claim that “Pinochet as patriarch was entirely inseparable from the lack of democracy in Chile” (109).  In this regard, Pinochet’s regime inadvertently facilitated a great deal for feminism in Chile.  It enabled women to advance feminist goals by forging a connection between democracy and women’s liberation from traditional Chilean society.

-Chapter 3-

From Guerrillas to Legislators: Equal Treatment for FSLN Women?

(Text from mini-lecture on 7 November 2006)

Dora María Téllez, a legendary female commander in the Sandinista guerrilla army, played a prominent role in the attack on Somoza palace in 1979.  Twelve years later, Téllez was a leading candidate for the National Directorate of the Sandinista party (Luciak, 46).  She was a highly qualified, experienced, party member, but she was not appointed.  FSLN women were not permitted to be members of the National Directorate until 1994, fifteen years after the Sandinista revolution.

In the election of 1996 a quota was applied to the FSLN list of candidates for the first time.  Thirty percent of the party’s nominees are now required to be women (Luciak, 46).  Yet even with a general quota, women have been vastly underrepresented at the higher levels of candidacy.  In 1996, the Sandinistas advanced twenty-three male candidates and only one female candidate for political offices at the national level (Metoyer).  Ironically, the quota of thirty percent is precisely the same as the percentage of women who were guerrillas in the late 1970s.  Not only did the guerrilla forces contain a high percentage of women, but a significant number of these women were in leadership positions.  Why didn’t the same women transition into political leaders once the guerrillas disbanded?  If the Sandinistas promised to secure equal treatment for women, then why did it take almost twenty years for female politicians to reach even a percentage of representation equal to the percentage they had constituted in the armed forces?

I will argue that Violeta Chamorro’s election is the reason Sandinista women did not go on to pursue political leadership.  There are two main components to my claim.  First of all, Chamorro shifted the attention of the FSLN away from women and effectively provided a setback to equality in the opposition party.  Secondly, she advocated a return to traditional gender roles which made it difficult for other women to gain office.

When women first joined the guerrilla forces, they were told that equality was a goal of the revolution.  In 1969, Sandinista leaders laid out a program intended to boost the economy through social reforms, and they explicitly promised to end sexual discrimination (Metoyer, 17).  Many Sandinista women had positive experiences of equality while fighting as guerrillas.  According to a female guerrilla combatant interviewed by Karen Kampwirth, “There was more equality in the mountains than after the triumph.  We shared what we had.  We shared the cooking duties, the gun cleaning, the leadership responsibilities…There wasn’t gender consciousness in the guerrilla forces, what there was was an incredible solidarity” (Gonzalez and Kampwirth, 100).  This statement contrasts the equality of the guerrilla army with the return to traditional gender roles after the revolution.  Such a regression is characteristic of Chamorro’s conservative agenda.

The Sandinistas, on the other hand, did not intend a return to gender roles, according to speeches by party leaders.  In 1982, Sandinista Minister of the Interior Tomás Borge said, “We took […] the first step, which was national liberation.  Now we must take concrete steps to legally guarantee in daily practice full equality between the sexes.”  In his speech Borge also asked, “How can we fail to seriously consider the equality of women if we are to be elementally just to their struggle, their sacrifice, and their heroism?  How can we not guarantee their participation in social life, in work, and in the political leadership of this country?”  Borge’s enthusiasm for the cause of equality represents the party’s official stance toward women.

During the early 1980s, the Sandinistas did a great deal to support women outside of the home.  They drafted a Law on Nurture, similar to the Family Code in Cuba, which mandated that men take an equal share of household and childcare responsibilities (Borge).  The FSLN also sponsored childcare centers to provide assistance to women who wanted to work outside the domestic realm (Metoyer, 20).  The Association of Nicaraguan Women Luisa Amanda Espinosa, the women’s division of the FSLN, had a great deal of input into the party’s official agenda (Vanden and Prevost, 538).  The Sandinistas obviously made a substantial effort to increase the political involvement of women and expand societal roles.  

All this came to an end with the 1990 election of Violeta Chamorro.  It is incredibly ironic that the first female president of Nicaragua, rather than being a veteran of the Sandinista revolution, was a person who said, “I am not a feminist nor do I wish to be one.  I am a woman dedicated to my home, like Pedro taught me.”  Why did Chamorro succeed where the Sandinista women had failed—in winning election to a high political office?  

According to Karen Kampwirth, one of the more prominent reasons for Chamorro’s election was that she presented herself as nonpolitical.  In this regard she parallels Poder Feminino in Chile, whose leaders also used the façade of nonpartisanship as a strategy to gain political support.  It is also important to note that by 1990, the Contra War had devastated Nicaragua and the country was desperate for a change in leadership.  Chamorro’s lack of political experience was an asset, because it set her apart from the stigma that both the Sandinistas and the Contras had acquired through their violent actions (Kampwirth).  In addition, Chamorro’s gender made it difficult for opponents to label her as anti-woman, regardless of her actual policies.  These factors contributed to her election.

Chamorro’s six-year term as president changed things for the Sandinistas.  Like Castro’s Communist party in Cuba and Allende’s supporters in Chile, they had always subjugated gender equality to the cause of class equality.  But now the FSLN had to devote more of its time and effort to fighting Chamorro’s economic policy of neoliberalism.  In this respect, the defeat of the Sandinistas was a setback for women’s liberation.

As an ideological counter-argument to blaming Chamorro for this outcome, one could argue that socialism is inherently anti-woman.  Molyneux asks the question: “If women surrender their specific interests in the universal struggle for a different society, at what point are these interests rehabilitated, legitimized, and responded to by the revolutionary forces or by the new socialist state?” (229).  This is a legitimate concern in the failure of socialist states to address gender issues.  However, the gains made prior to Chamorro’s election are significant and show that progress could have been made more quickly if the Sandinistas had not lost power.

A more practical rationale for the lack of Sandinista women in politics is that the women who fought as guerrillas had moved on to a different stage of life by the time the FSLN was in power.  Kampwirth says that, “Most of the women who became guerrillas chose to cast their lot with the Sandinistas when they were old enough to decide for themselves but young enough not to be burdened with the responsibility of children, or at least not many children.”  Kampwirth also points out that most FSLN women were under the age of thirty and quite a few were still teenagers when they were demobilized after Somoza was driven out of power.  The argument here is that by the time the Contra War was over, many of these women had become wives and mothers and were no longer interested in an active role in FSLN leadership.  However, this perspective is dictated by traditional ideas about gender, because it implies that Sandinista women cannot be both mothers and legislators.  These gender roles were reinforced by Chamorro’s traditional ideology.  Again, Chamorro was a setback to Sandinista women because she supported anti-woman ideology that prevented them from gaining entry into higher level politics.

The steady progress in women’s rights during the 1980s demonstrates that this was an important aspect of the Sandinistas’ policy of social reform.  However, Chamorro’s administration halted the objectives of the FSLN and reinforced gender roles.  In switching their focus to economic policy, the Sandinistas failed to adequately incorporate female party members into politics.  Only in the past ten years has significant progress been made toward the equal representation of women within the party.

-Chapter 4-

Socialism and Gender Equality: Political Opposition as a Catalyst for Reform

Although much of the political upheaval in both Nicaragua and Chile took place in the 1970s and 1980s, the two nations are at different stages today with regard to gender equality.  An interesting pattern emerges in the alteration of the countries between conflicting economic models.  One of the inherent flaws in socialism is that it subjugates gender equality to the cause of class egalitarianism.  This has occurred in both Nicaragua and Chile, and to an even greater extent in Cuba, where the authoritative power of Fidel Castro has remained unchecked.  Democracy, as opposed to authoritarianism, allows for opposition parties within the system, which forces left-wing parties to respond to criticism and redefine themselves in relation to the people’s will in order to stay in power.  Ultimately it is the political system—not the economic system—of a nation that is critical to addressing the condition of traditionally marginalized groups like women.

Chile and Nicaragua: Inverse Patterns of Change

Chile and Nicaragua have both fluctuated between economic ideologies in their recent history, but the political shifts have followed inverse patterns.  For instance, Chile elected its first socialist president, Salvador Allende, through democratic means, while the socialist government in Nicaragua started violently with the ousting of the Somocistas.  Each nation also experienced a shift to neoliberalism, but this time, Chile was the country to experience a violent regime change (Pinochet’s 1973 coup), while Nicaragua elected Violeta Chamorro in 1990 and had a relatively peaceful transition to capitalism.  Since Nicaragua was under democratic rule and Chile was authoritarian at this time, the countries experienced the neoliberal model differently.  Capitalism has more of a negative stigma in Chile because it is associated with Pinochet’s oppressive regime.  This partially explains why Chile has been more successful than Nicaragua in shifting back to the left, through the presidencies of Lagos and Bachelet, both of whom are members of the Socialist party (even though they were elected through center-left coalitions).  In Nicaragua, the shift to capitalism was less extreme and acquired less of a stigma because it took place within a democratic system.  The shift back to the left is also less complete:  Ortega claims to be supportive of a free market economy, and no longer advocates his former Marxist ideals.  It is too early to say whether his election will even cause a significant shift in the economic system.  However, it is significant that the women who mobilized in opposition to Chamorro were not interested in changing the political system, while those who took action against Pinochet called for great change.  The Sandinistas have not experienced reforms comparable to the shift from Allende’s socialism to Bachelet’s far more liberal view of gender roles.

Women in particular were more willing to criticize political parties once they gained a degree of separation from those parties.  For example, Dora María Téllez was originally a guerrilla leader and member of AMNLAE, which was affiliated with the Sandinista party in Nicaragua (Metoyer, 25).  However, she joined the Movimiento de Renovación Sandinista (MRS) when it split off from the FSLN in 1995.  Téllez became critical of the FSLN because she was denied a leadership position on the National Directorate; many other women were discouraged by the strict hierarchy of the party.  Leftist women also expressed their frustration with  political parties by creating women’s coalitions such as the Coalición Nacional de Mujeres in Nicaragua and Mujeres Por La Vida in Chile.   According to María Teresa Blandón, women joined these coalitions because there was a need to “elaborate our own agenda and put the demands of women out for public debate” rather than adhering to the socialist agenda (Blandón, 118).  The political nature of these coalitions caused them to fail in many regards, since the more radical women could not gain enough support for an explicitly feminist agenda (Blandón, 123).  Nevertheless, as women’s loyalties shifted from their ideological allies to their gender allies, they became more vocally critical of any economic system that marginalized women.  Blandón writes, “We understand feminism as a project of questioning and challenging the political-social system” (117).  Thus it was only by separating themselves from their socialist party ties that women were able to take a stand on gender issues.

An Undemocratic Cuba: No Long-Term Progress

Cuba serves as an example of a socialist nation that has not fulfilled its potential on gender equality due to the fact that the government is authoritarian in nature.  This is not to say that Cuba is not progressive on the issue of gender roles:  It is by far the most liberal country in Latin America in access to health care, legal abortion, and educational opportunities (Shayne, 138).  However, much of Cuba’s progress was made in the earlier days of the Castro administration, and since that time it has slowed significantly from the progress one might expect to find in a nation that has had almost fifty years of unchallenged socialist rule.  The Communist Party did little to facilitate change in the maternal roles of women.  Female compañeras like Haydée Santamaría differed from the female Sandinista guerrillas; they constituted a smaller percentage of guerrilla troops, and they used feminine strategies to a greater extent.  Their major tasks included transporting weapons in their skirts and purses and accompanying compañeros on trips to lessen the suspicion of authorities (127).  Sandinista women, by contrast, constituted thirty percent of the actual guerrilla combatants (Kampwirth, 79).  Castro’s administration made a weak attempt at redefining gender roles through the Family Code of 1975, but did not show much interest in actually enforcing the law (Shayne, 141).  In his typical authoritarian style of governance, Castro passed this unenforceable law for the sake of publicity rather than addressing cultural structures, which are the root cause of gender inequality.  
In addition, the deep loyalty Castro inspires in many Cubans means he has not been exposed to the criticism that would be present in a multiparty, democratic system.  The Castro administration has become ineffectual in bringing about change because there are no powerful opposition parties to hold it accountable for its promises and failures.  The case is quite different in Chile and Nicaragua, where parties face the threat of being voted out of power if they do not live up to their ideals.
Gender Equality: An Inherent Flaw of Socialism?

Based on the above analysis of Cuba, and to a lesser extent Nicaragua and Chile, it could be argued that socialism is inherently anti-woman, based on the fact that it consistently subjugates gender issues to class equality.  Molyneux questions, 
If women surrender their specific interests in the universal struggle for a different society, at what point are these interests rehabilitated, legitimized, and responded to by the revolutionary forces or by the new socialist state?  Some feminist writing implies that they are never adequately reestablished and that this is why socialism has failed to fulfill its promise to emancipate women. (229).  

Yet unlike capitalism, socialism at least attempts to provide an alternative system, rather than exploiting women who are less able to compete in the free market due to their double responsibilities in modern and traditional family roles.  There are many outside factors that also contribute to the slow progress of gender equality in Latin America, such as the influence of the Catholic Church, the Contra War in Nicaragua, and other internal and external struggles.  Nevertheless, progress is impeded not so much by economic philosophy as by the apathy of political leaders.  Many politicians are simply uninterested in challenging gender roles, regardless of their ideology.  This is evidenced by the similar attitudes of conservative leaders like Chamorro and leftists like Allende on the subject of maternalism.  Unfortunately for women, it is true that socialists have repeatedly failed to live up to their ideals of egalitarian society.  It is likely that neither capitalism nor socialism is inherently pro-feminist.

Conclusion

Leftist women are reluctant to criticize a left-wing government even when it fails to live up to its ideals concerning gender.  However when a country experiences a period of conservative rule, women on the left begin to feel that they have the freedom to push for reforms in their party platform.  The extent of the reform is in direct proportion to the injustice they felt under the conservative regime.  Chile experienced a more complete shift from capitalism to socialism as a direct effect of Pinochet, and thus it is likely to make progress on women’s rights in the near future.  Nicaragua is less likely to experience change because its period of intense neoliberalism took place within the democratic system.  The Sandinistas remained a legitimate vocal opposition party and were not forced to redefine their platform, as the leftist parties of Chile did between the time of Allende and the more recent socialist presidents.  Although Cuba is a more socially progressive country than either Nicaragua or Chile, in the long-term it has the potential to be left behind on gender equality because Castro is not challenged by opposition parties.  In comparison, these three Latin American nations demonstrate that the most effective path to feminist reform is through the democratic process of a multiparty system.
-Chapter 5-
Conflicting Ideas in Luisa en el país de la realidad:

An Analysis of Claribel Alegría’s Fictional Autobiography

[image: image2.png]



Claribel Alegría
Claribel Alegría’s literary work reflects her career as a poet, novelist, feminist, and human rights activist.  The stylistic elements and themes that appear in Alegría’s writing reflect her own varied—and sometimes contradictory—emotions and experiences.  Paradoxically, Alegría lives as a “restless wanderer” (Boschetto-Sandoval and McGowan, xi) both by choice and as a result of her forced exile from El Salvador.  Her eclectic movement from place to place enriches her ability to explore universal themes through diverse voices.  In Alegría’s own words: “I use my past as a stepping stone […] Anyone who wants to know my life story should just go to my books” (qtd. in McGowan, 235).  Thus the most effective study of Alegría as a person is through the lens of her written work.
Luisa en el país de la realidad (Luisa in Realityland) stands out as a particularly revealing portrayal of Alegría’s life.  The character Luisa, who narrates her life through short chapters of poetry and prose, mirrors Alegría in the manner of a fictionalized autobiography (Engelbert, 191).  Both stylistically and thematically, Luisa is difficult to categorize.  Of the genre of the story, Alegría has said, “though some people call it a novel […] I do not know what to call it; it is a very special book” (qtd. in McGowan, 111).  The book contains a series of oppositions which are created by Alegría’s themes and her style of writing.  Each of the six oppositions that follow is integral in that it contributes to the reader’s understanding of a different aspect of Alegría’s life.  Together, the oppositions give the reader a comprehensive view of a woman who was physically and psychologically affected by life in Latin America.  
Fictional vs. Biographical

“Reality in Central America surpasses any kind of fiction”

Alegría’s work is unique because she was one of the first Latin American authors to combine the literary styles of testimonio and fiction.  Meyer identifies the testimony in Alegría’s writing as “crisis journalism,” an explicitly political style of writing, in opposition to the literary-poetic, which focuses on the aesthetic aspect of literature and is more subtle in its message (qtd. in Reiss, 131).  The sporadic and abstract structure of Luisa en el país de la realidad reflects the literary-poetic style, while the autobiographical elements give the text a true testimonial voice.  Alegría adds to this confusion of style by shifting the narrator’s point of view between the third-person and the first-person, even mentioning herself by name at one point: “the earth is my body / and I am the body / of the earth / Claribel” (18-19).  This inconsistency in the speaking voice blurs the lines between the fictional and the autobiographical and effectively incorporates the two types of writing in a single work.
Alegría has spent much of her life in exile from her homeland of El Salvador.  According to an interview with McGowan, Alegría originally left to study in the United States as a student, and was still able to return home to visit.  The situation became more dangerous after she married her husband, Bud Flakoll; by 1980, Alegría had joined her husband in writing and speaking out at the international level about the crises in Central America.  Alegría explains that by the time her mother died in 1982, “My brother phoned to say I mustn’t come to the funeral or there would most likely be two burials” (230-231).  In the poem “Not Yet,” Alegria expresses the pain of her exile: “my heart watches you / from abroad, / constricted, watches you / in memories / between wavering bars / of memory / that widen / and close / ebb and flow in my tears” (Alegría, 54).  Again, though these words are spoken by a fictional narrator, the emotional connectiveness of the poem is testimony to the real-life experience.  

Poetry vs. Prose

“Mis poemas son poemas de amor a mis pueblos”

Unlike Alegría’s other works, which either adhere to the novel form or take the form of collections of poetry, Luisa consists of short prose chapters separated by free verse poems.  When describing her shift from poetry to prose, Alegría explains: 

Poetry was and is my first passion.  However, there were certain things that I was not able to write as poetry, like all that horrible massacre in El Salvador in 1932.  That event impressed me deeply even though I was only seven years old […] Martínez ordered all the newspapers of the epoch to be burned, and nobody dared to write about that chilling event.  It seemed as if the Salvadoran people had suffered a collective lobotomy.  Nobody remembered the horror. (Ruffinelli, 4-5).  

Alegría began writing testimony in prose because it enabled her to be more objective and clear in writing for the sake of memory (McGowan, 228).  She is committed to recording the El Salvadoran massacre and the other atrocities committed in Latin America during her lifetime.  Many of the most vivid descriptions of violence occur in the prose chapters of Luisa.  For instance, in “The Blue Theatre,” Luisa’s friend relates the story of being forced to watch as an acquaintance is tortured and killed in Chile (Alegría, 111-112).  The sparse, straightforward style of the prose is extremely effective in recreating the horror of this experience.

However, Alegría continues to use poetry to portray the emotional and subconscious effects of injustice on individuals.  In fact, she says that in recent years she is “returning more and more to poetry” (qtd. in McGowan, 245).  In “From the Bridge,” the poetic format gives emotional impact to the words as Alegría confronts a vision of herself as a young child.  She speaks of “all those innumerable deaths / that assail you / pursue you / define you” (Alegría, 139).  Far better than the prose format, the parallel structure of poetry conveys the life-changing psychological impact of the massacre.

The free verse style and the choppy pace of the poetry also give the reader a sense of the chaos and confusion that is widespread in Central American society.  As Arias writes, “What appears is the need to explore the fragmentation of society in order to try to make some sense of it and to be able to transform it” (38).  Since this fragmentation is expressed through language, Alegría comes closest to expressing truth when she incorporates unusual or innovative pacing into her writing.  The combination of poetry with prose creates a new style that corresponds to the tone and theme of the book.

Political vs. Personal
“In the telling it becomes somehow political”

Luisa en el país de la realidad can easily be simplified into an introverted, reflective, aesthetic portrayal of one woman’s life in relation to various themes.  Yet Alegría is strongly critical of the society she depicts; her frustration and disillusionment come across in many of the poems.  She traces her conscious political activism to the assassination of Archbishop Óscar Arnulfo Romero, an advocate of peace and equality, by the Salvadoran military in March 1980.  She was strongly impacted by the news: “That was my awakening.  I felt that I had to do something for my people, that I had to have the courage to speak out about what was happening” (qtd. in McGowan, 231).  Thus Luisa, which was published in 1987, has a political undertone in its condemnation of the effects of the right-wing government on society.

Regardless, Alegría is cautious about labeling herself as a political writer.  When asked whether political change was a conscious goal of her work, she responded, “It’s dangerous to introduce politics into a poem, a novella, a work of creation […] However, you have to admit that in any story, in any novel, there is always the context: the social, political, and economic context” (qtd. in McGowan, 237).  Thus Alegría recognizes that although there is a risk that an explicitly political statement may detract from the effectiveness of one’s work, it is also wrong to separate writing from its context just because that context may lead it to be construed as a political strategy.  Above all, Alegría is uncomfortable with the conventional definition of political writing, because she fears it will lead to the oversimplification of her work.  As she explains, “Political commitment, in my view, is seldom a calculated intellectual strategy […] Commitment is a visceral reaction to the corner of the world we live in and what it has done to us and to the people we know” (qtd. in Boschetto-Sandoval, xiii).  Alegría’s work focuses on her reaction to her “corner of the world,” and in this sense of the word, she is certainly a committed political activist.  

The reaction of Central American governments to Alegría’s work signals that they regard her as a political threat.  There has not been any official censorship of Alegría’s books for their content; however, Alegría comments that Army burned a book of her poetry when they closed the National University of El Salvador in 1972.  More recently she has received death threats against her family (qtd. in McGowan, 231-232).   She also recounts a frightening experience that her daughter Maya had while crossing through El Salvador on a bus trip in Central America:  An armed guard inspected the bus, spotted Maya reading one of her mother’s books, and confiscated it, saying “Don’t you know who that woman is?  Stop reading that crap” (McGowan, 232).  Clearly there is power behind Alegría’s words, if they can inspire such fear in right-wing dictatorial regimes.

Feminist vs. Feminine

“I don’t know how many generations it’s going to be until men understand.”

Alegría fits well into the role of a revolutionary feminist writer who uses her influence to demand change.  She takes a feminist view of her own work: “I see [the testimony of women writers] as an effort to liberate themselves from the idea that women cannot write about these things, that they are too terrible for women to write about, that women have too much sensitivity or that they are not intelligent enough to be objective” (McGowan, 235).  Luisa en el país de la realidad has been described as “peculiarly female” because it is not chronologically organized like the traditional male autobiography; rather, it is disjointed and symbolically represented (McGowan, 118).  Yet if Alegría’s work is characterized as female, does this negate her feminist message?

Alegría addresses the issue of gender roles briefly and powerfully in “From the Bridge.”  She writes: “it is easy to distract yourself / playing mother / and shrink the world / to a household” (139).  The tone is ambiguous here:  She clearly sympathizes with the maternal instinct, since she is a mother, and the poem is addressed to herself.  Yet she also implies that motherhood is a limited role which cannot in itself bring about a change in the status of women.  Feminine politics, which tell women they can become empowered through traditional roles, are depicted as merely a distraction.  Nevertheless, Alegría portrays the attempt at saving the world by keeping one’s “arms filled with children” as a heroic—though unsuccessful—endeavor.

The prevalence of feminine motifs and symbols is another aspect that complicates Alegría’s identity as a feminist.  The poems are filled with nature imagery, in particular the symbols of water and rivers, which are traditionally associated with the feminine.  She often speaks of circles, as in the poem “The Ceiba,” when she writes, “the circle is open / I must still return / to close it” (12).  The circle is considered to be a feminine symbol in comparison with masculinity, which is portrayed as linear.  There is also a spiritual aspect to Alegría’s poetry, which she discusses in the McGowan interview (240-242).  Through these themes and motifs, Alegría seems to imply that women are more spiritual and have a greater connection to nature than men.  The differentiation of women from men is dangerous, because it can be used to justify different treatment for the genders.  However, the motifs are obscure enough that they do not overshadow the feminist themes in Alegría’s poetry.  In a way they actually strengthen it—the language celebrates femininity rather than affirming traditional roles.  The feminist struggle in itself can be seen as a similar celebration of the feminine, expressed through advocacy for equal rights and fair treatment.

In another poem, “At the Beach,” the narrator comforts a young child who is crying because she has been excluded from building a sand castle on the basis of gender.  The narrator begins to tell the child the story of women in China who had their feet bound:

It’s not that they were useless

it’s that their husbands

their fathers

their brothers

wanted them like that

a luxury object / or a slave.

This still happens

all around the world

it’s not that their feet are bound

it’s their minds, Ximena

there are women who accept

and others who don’t (50-51).  

In these lines, there is an unmistakable call to action along with a disparagement of the passive acceptance of traditional roles.  Alegría ends the poem with the narrator telling the child not to carry sand for the boys so they can build their castle, but rather to “knock it down / and rebuild it / and keep on opening doors” (51).  By encouraging a young child to challenge the defined roles that already threaten her happiness, Alegría demonstrates her very feminist presence.

Revolution vs. Nonviolence

“For each dead child / ten guerrillas are born”

Alegría’s work incorporates individual voices to form a universal consciousness.  According to Boschetto-Sandoval and McGowan, “The writing/speaking of a multiple consciousness is seen as a necessity for conceptualizing notions of collective selves in resistance to political practices against Third World peoples” (xxii).  The voices from which Alegría writes are influenced by her life experiences.  Since her birth in Nicaragua, she has lived for significant periods of time in El Salvador, the United States, Mexico, Chile, Uruguay, Argentina, France, Mallorca, and Spain (McGowan, 232).  As Salgado writes, “Alegría populates her text with members of the aristocracy and exploited groups, foreign travelers, and subjects of all classes, genders, ages, and political passions” (13).  The incorporation of diverse voices into a single collective demand for justice is a powerful writing technique.  

Does this emphasis on a revolutionary consciousness mean that Alegría supports the violence of rebel troops like the FMLN as a path to justice?  This seems possible in the poem “Because I Want Peace,” in which Alegría’s refrain is that she has to “keep on fighting” in order to help create a better world for her people (100-101).  In “Disillusionment,” however, Alegría reverses her position and stresses the futility of fighting.  She does so while taking on the fictional persona of a terrorist who says she (or he) has used violence in the name of liberation, progress, and democracy.  Ironically, as the narrator points out at the end, “Nothing has done any good: / despite my efforts / the world goes on the same” (63).  This poem is interesting because the narrator presents a negative view of armed revolution by implying that there is no such thing as a ‘just cause’ for a war.  Though Alegría insists that ‘fighting’ is necessary, she does not elaborate as to whether this includes armed combat.  The ideas she expresses in other poems indicate that she does not condone violence or militarism.

Hope vs. Despair

“I never found the order / I searched for”

Alegría’s tone fluctuates frequently between that of despair and that of hope for a better future.  This conflicted tone gives the book a very emotional, human quality.  Alegría is utterly honest about her confusion, and struggles to hold on to her ideals in the midst of what she has seen and experienced.  In “From the Bridge” she laments that, 

I never found the order

I searched for

but always a sinister

and well-planned disorder

that increases in the hands

of those who hold power (139-140).  

She ends the poem metaphorically urging her younger self not to continue any further across the ‘bridge’ of life, because there is no chance for a better future.  Yet in “The Return” she is far more optimistic.  She writes, “This is my world, / love, / but different: / a second birth / a new world” (118).  Thus she contrasts a disillusioned, almost fatalistic view with a belief in the inherent goodness of the world, without attempting to justify or explain the change in perspective.  The tone seems to reflect arbitrary mood rather than a shift in perspective that comes with age, because the book is not organized chronologically.  This paradoxical tone adds a layer of human complexity to the story and discourages any simplistic interpretation.  Alegría suggests that it is possible to work for change in spite of the skepticism that change will live up to one’s own ideals.  In her text, optimism and cynicism are not mutually exclusive.

Conclusion

The oppositional aspects of Alegría’s writing contribute to the effectiveness of her message because they demonstrate that there are no easy solutions to Latin American economic, political, and gender struggles.  The style in which the book is written greatly influences the reader’s impression of the social and political situation in Central America.  Though the region is still far from Alegría’s vision of peace and justice, it is likely that she, along with other exiled activists, has had some impact on Salvadoran politics:  In 1992 the right-wing party signed a peace accord with FMLN rebels.  Yet when Alegría imagines her return to El Salvador, she writes, 

Once more there’ll be peace

but of a different kind

it will be a rebellious

contagious peace

a peace that opens furrows

and aims at the stars (123).  

Clearly, El Salvador has a long way to go before reaching Alegría’s goal of radical social change.

Regardless of her impact on the political situation, the uniqueness of Alegría’s writing is that she does not represent revolution as a black-and-white choice between clearly defined ideologies.  Instead, she sees the complexities of the situation and the difficulty of making progress in feminism and human rights.  The subtle overlapping of fiction and biography, poetry and prose, political writing and the personal narrative, feminist and feminine language, revolution and antimilitarism, and finally, hope and despair, enrich the message of Luisa en el país de la realidad.  Each of these oppositions contributes to the power and effectiveness of the work as a whole.  The incorporation of such varied contradictory styles and themes is perhaps Claribel Alegría’s greatest contribution to literature and to the revolutionary struggle. 

Text of Claribel Alegría’s “Desde el puente” (From the Bridge)
	He salido por fin
me ha costado salir

casi al final del puente

me detengo

el agua corre abajo

e un agua revuelta

arrastrando vestigios:

la voz de Carmen Lira

rostros que yo quería

y que pasaron.

Desde aquí

desde el puente

la perspective cambia

miro hacia atrás

hacia el comienzo:

la silueta indecisa

de una niña

de la mano le cuelga

una muñeca

la ha dejado caer

viene hacia mí la niña

ya es una adolescente

se recoge el cabello

y reconezco el gesto

Détente ahí muchacha

si te acercas ahora

sería difícil conversar:

don Chico ya murió

después de siete operaciones

lo dejaron morir

en un pobre hospital

cerraron el colegio de Ricardo

y él también murió

durante el terremoto

le falló el corazón

¿recurdas la massacre

que dejó sin hombres

a Izalco?

tenías siete años

¿cómo podré explicarte

que no ha combiado nada

y que siguen matando diariamente?

Más vale que no sigas

te recuerdo bien a esa edad

escribías poemas almibarados

sentías horror por la violencia

enseñabas a leer

a los niños del barrio.

¿Qué dirías ahora

sit e contara que Pedro

tu mejor alumno

se pudrió en una cárcel

y que Sarita

la niña de ojos zarcos

que se inventaba cuentos

se dejó seducer

por el hijo mayor

de sus patrones

y después se vendía

por dos reales?

Has dado un paso más

llevas el pelo corto

y algunos textos

bajo el brazo

pobre ilusa

aprendiste la consolación

de la filosofía

antes de entender

de qué había que consolarse

tus libros te hablaban

de justicia

y cuidadosamente omitían

la inmundicia que nos rodea

desde siempre

tú seguías con tus versos

buscabas el orden en el caos

y ese fue tu norte

o quizá tu condena

Te acercas más ahora

cuelgan niños de tus brazos

es fácil distraerse

con el papel de madre

y reducer el mundo

a un hogar.

Détente

no te acerques

aún no podrías reconocerme

aun tienes que pasar

por las muertes de Roque

de Rodolfo

por todas esas muertes

innumerables

que te asaltan

te acosan

te definen

para poder vestir este plumaje

(mi plumaje de luto)

para mirar con estos ojos

despiadados

escrutadores

para tener mis garras

y este pico afilado.

Nunca encontré el orden

que buscaba

siempre un desorden siniestro

y bien planificado

un desorden dosificado

que crece en manos

de los que ostentan el poder

mientras los otros

los que claman

por un mundo más justo

con un menos de hambre

y un más de esperanza

mueren torturados

en la cárcel

No te acerques más

hay un tufo a corona

que me envuelve.
	I have freed myself at last

it has been hard to break free

near the end of the bridge

I pause

the water flows below

a turbulent water

sweeping fragments with it:

the voice of Carmen Lira

faces I loved

that disappeared.

From here

from the bridge

the perspective changes

I look backward

toward the beginning:

the hesitant silhouette

of a little girl

a doll

dangling from her hand

she lets it drop

and walks toward me

now she’s an adolescent

gathers up her hair

and I recognize this gesture

stop, girl

stop right there

if you come any closer

it will be difficult to talk

Don Chico died

after seven operations

they let him die

in a charity hospital

they closed Ricardo’s school

and he died as well

during the earthquake

his heart failed.

Do you remember the massacre

that left Izalco without men?

You were seven years old.

How can I explain to you

nothing has changed

they keep on killing people daily?

It’s better if you stop there

I remember you well at that age

you wrote honeyed poems

were horrified by violence

taught the neighborhood children

to read.

What would you say 

if I told you that Pedro

your best student 

rotted in jail

and that Sarita

the little blue-eyed girl

who made up stories

let herself be seduced

by the eldest son

of her employers

and afterwards sold herself

for twenty-five cents?

You’ve taken another step

you wear your hair short

have textbooks under your arm

poor deluded creature

you learned the consolations

of philosophy

before understanding

why you had to be consoled

your books spoke to you

of justice

and carefully omitted

the injustice

that has always surrounded us

you went on with your verses

searched for order in chaos

and that was your goal

or perhaps your condemnation.

You are coming closer now

your arms filled with children

it is easy to distract yourself

playing mother

and shrink the world

to a household.

Stop there

don’t come any closer

you still won’t recognize me

you still have to undergo

the deaths of Roque

of Rodolfo

all those innumerable deaths

that assail you

pursue you

define you

in order to dress in this plumage

(my plumage of mourning)

to peer out

through these pitiless

scrutinizing eyes

to have my claws

and this sharp beak.

I never found the order 

I searched for

but always a sinister

and well-planned disorder

that increases in the hands

of those who hold power

while the others

who clamor for

a more kindly world 

a world with less hunger

and more hope

die tortured

in the prisons.

Don’t come any closer

there’s a stench of carrion

surrounding me.
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