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On February 28, 1990, several Washington politicians were colety holding
their breaths as Nicaraguans voted in the presaleséction. The Sandinista
government of Daniel Ortega was apparently poiseddelection, and yet the White
House had done all that was in its power to prettreSandinistas from winning a
second election. When the results were finallgaséd, the news made many of the
politicians elated, but shocked, by announcingvib®ry of National Opposition Union
(UNO)'’s opposition presidential candidate, Viol&aamorrd: “UPSET!; White House
Startled” screams the front page of the Washing@iores. Frank Murray writes, “the
opposition victory was so ‘unexpected’ there wasootingency plan”The Washington
Times, February 27, 1990).

Since the shocking win by Dofla Chamorro, dozersshbblars and political
scientists have endeavored to explain the eleatiefalat of the Sandinista National
Liberation Front (FSLN) in the 1990 presidenti@cations (LASA 1990, Anderson 1992,
Bischoping and Schuman 1992, Castro and Prevo& B¥bin 1993, Anderson 1994,
Anderson and Dodd 2005, to name a few). The Satdgran the ticket of incumbent
President Daniel Ortega, who was seen as a favonteny of the political polls pre-
election. In one of the last polls taken before Bebruary election, the Washington-Post
and ABC News “found the Sandinista (FSLN) presidggmiandidate, Daniel Ortega, with
a 48% to 32% lead over the main opposition (UNdittoa) candidate, Violeta
Chamorro...” (Bischoping and Schuman, 1992). Dehdegper into the polling results,
the research shows that, out of the 17 polls aedlymy Bischoping and Schuman, “All
seven of the polls reputed to have FSLN partisaimections predicted victory for

Ortega by a large margin, while nine of the 10 pulith alleged UNO ties gave the lead

! For a tabular representation of election resaks, Appendix 1, Table 1 on Page 25.



to Chamorro.” With the pre-election poll predictsoso scrambled, many social
scientists, such as Roberts and Wibbels, havedumether theories and methods to
explain this surprising result.

In more general terms, many scholars have endedtorexplain electoral
volatility seen so often in Latin America (Remmé&91, Walker 1991, Seligson and
Booth 1995, Robert and Wibbels 1999, Roberts 2008k findings and hypotheses of
Kenneth Roberts and Erik Wibbels (1999) are thosielwwill be examined most closely
in this paper. The electoral volatility they studyexemplified in a case such as
Nicaragua. In 1984, one of the main leaders oFBEN, Daniel Ortega, won an
overwhelming victory in the second democratic étexs ever held in Nicaragua (Selbin
1993). Six years later, this same man running utigdebanner of the same party
suffered electoral defeat at the box office. Rtsband Wibbels set out a series of
hypotheses to account for this type of electorgtidy, and then carry out a quantitative
analysis of 43 presidential elections (as well&sangressional elections, which will not
be evaluated in this paper) in 16 Latin Americanrtdes during the 1980s and 1990s.
They analyze economic, structural and institutienadlanations in their attempt to
account for the type of electoral volatility searcases such as 1990 Nicaragua. As
convincing as their hypotheses initially appedoeépthe quantitative results often differ
from the initial ideas, and Roberts and Wibbelseéhawifficult time explaining their
results, as the reliance on structural factorsimadequate approach. This paper argues
that, using the quantitative study done by Robamts Wibbels, and assessing it for the
case of the 1990 Nicaraguan presidential electibiesthree sets of hypotheses and the

accompanying results can best be explained bydakio account the role of people and



the importance of agency. Furthermore, it willdogued that the international context
and pressures, left out in the aforementioned stcaly also be explained as impacting
the elections through the actions and beliefs dividuals. Too often, social scientists
attempt to explain events and outcomes from anlyeéuctural approach without
giving nearly enough credence to the roles playethdhvidual actors. This paper is a
response to the common macro-structural approadheaphasizes the importance of
individuals and agency in determining the resultsay events, such as the 1990
Nicaraguan presidential elections. By using thpdrtance of individuals, this paper
significantly contributes to the many social sciedebates over electoral volatility by
using a theoretical framework not often employedHh®sporists and scholars who attempt
to explain electoral volatility in Latin America.

In order to examine the election, first the antecesl to the Nicaraguan elections
will be assessed using a focus of individuals, tre@gig with the revolutionary period and
progressing to the electoral changes made in thes yweceding the 1990 election. The
two main candidates, Violeta Chamorro and Danieé@a will then be briefly presented.
The three explanations described by Roberts and&4{1999), economics, party
institutions, and class cleavages, will be analyrsidg the importance of individuals,
and the significance of the international conteit e argued. It will become apparent
that the role of individuals in determining the @uhe of a key event such as the 1990
Nicaraguan elections must be analyzed in ordebtaim a complete understanding of

said event.



Individuals in the Revolutionary Period

In order to understand the motives behind theigeesial candidates and the
people who voted for them in 1990, it is necessaryrst briefly examine how
individuals shaped the revolutionary period in Mégaua. The Somoza family (Anastasio
Somoza Garcia and his two sons, Luis Somoza Debag@nastasio Somoza Debayle)
ruled Nicaragua in a dynastic, dictatorial rulenfir@936 until 1979. It was no
coincidence that the end of the third Somoza’satlictal rule was concurrent with the
election to the United States presidency of Jimrag&®, who was a staunch human
rights advocate: although it was “highly doubttouht the Carter administration ever
desired the overthrow of the Somoza system, mwgshtlee coming-to-power of the
popularly-based FSLN,” Carter’s image as a proteatanternational human rights led
to the liberalization of politics and the sociahspe in Nicaragua because of fear
expressed by Anastasio Somoza Debayle (Walker 85, The so-called “War of
Liberation” launched by the FSLN to overthrow thetatorship is widely acknowledged
by scholars to have been triggered by a singleckeynt: the murder of Pedro Joaquin
Chamorro, the well-know editor &k Prensa, an influential newspaper operating out of
Managua. In the words of his widow, “On Janua@y 1978, Pedro was murdered and
all Managua spilled out into the streets... the peoyre shocked and angry’™” (Heyck,
1990). This catalyst led to an 18-month insurgetperiod, which culminated in the
FSLN political victory on July 19, 1979.

Perhaps the best way to explain the path of thelugon from 1979 to 1990 is to
examine the revolutionary leadership of the FSLN tie JRNG (the Governing Junta of

National Reconstruction). Eric Selbin, a scholassocial revolutions, sets forth the



hypothesis that in order for social revolution®d&osuccessful, the revolutionary leaders
need to work together to at least consolidatepifta also institutionalize, revolutionary
gains after the political victory occurs (SelbirfB9. Selbin’s most important case study
is that of Nicaragua, which he hails as a succéssfolution because of efforts made by
the revolutionary leadership to both consolidat iastitutionalize the revolution.

Selbin argues that consolidation, or the procesghich revolutionary leaders
convince the population to accept and fight forotationary goals, was largely the work
of visionary leaders such as Tomas Borge. Borgeoma of a handful of leaders that led
and organized literacy, education, and agrariaormefis well as health programs
throughout the impoverished country. The effetthese programs were startling: for
example, in 1980, “in five short months, the illdey rate had been lowered from 50.35
percent to 12.96 percent. Over 100,000 voluntgeainly young people) had taught
over 400,000 (mainly adults) to read and write.e Tost important results could not be
measured on graphs. One new literate peasant smokeny: ‘Now | can hold my head
up high™ (Barndt 1985, 328). This demonstratedlttme revolution was about making
individual change in an indebted country with imposhed people.

At the same time, Selbin credits such organizatitazalers as President Daniel
Ortega for achieving institutionalization of thevodution. This institutionalization is
seen in the establishing of set term limits andtedas (held in 1984 in which FSLN won
with the ticket of Daniel Ortega and Sergio Ramivnning with 67% of the vote).

Also, the institutional leaders wrote a new consitin in 1987. These institutions will be

further discussed in following sections of this @ap



Background to the Elections: Shaping the ElectoraProcess

The electoral process in 1990 was distinctly défgrfrom 1984. The changes
that occurred between these two important eventidaraguan history can largely be
attributed to three people: United States’ Predi®mald Reagan, Nicaragua’s President
Daniel Ortega, and Costa Rica’s President OscarsAthe latter of whom won the Nobel
Peace Prize in 1987 for his role in the Central Aca@ peace process, a recognition of
his individual contributions in working for regionsolutions. Although “the regional
negotiations in Central America... took place agaihstbackdrop of military and
economic coercion exercised by the United StatashagNicaragua” (Roberts 1990, 68),
it needs to be recognized that the actors madediai decisions within the context of
international pressure. This is emblematic indgeision of the Central American
presidents to rebuke the United States foreigrcpaotiwards Nicaragua.

Reagan, who took office in early 1981, took a skedd'hard-line” stance on
what he perceived to be Nicaragua’s dangerous amancinist FSLN leadership, and
demanded several concessions from Ortega. Daekoof cohesiveness in the strategies
advocated for by his cabinet members, the poliesatds Nicaragua quickly became one
of “bullying’™” (Roberts 1990). Although the UniteStates’ foreign policy towards
Nicaragua will be discussed in greater depth thnougthe paper, the important thing to
grasp is Ortega’s willingness to compromise with Reagan’s government and other
Central American governments on a variety of issuéss occurred even with the
coercive diplomacy carried out by the Reagan’s adstration, as the Sandinistas hoped

for more normalized relations with the United Ssate



Elections had long been a platform of the FSLN, #ey continued to push for
these after their political victory in 1979. Whidne FSLN held elections in 1984, it was
the first time in history a revolutionary governnhenganized fair and free elections
(Selbin 1993), and these elections allowed a natiplebiscite on the revolutionary
leadership. The Sandinistas won the election, aitloverwhelming victory of 67% of
the vote going to Ortega. The elections were ssdair and free even with some
members of the opposition boycotting the electid#sSA 1984), but the Reagan
administration cried foul after they covertly encaged one of the main opposition
presidential candidates, Arturo Cruz, to back duhe race so that it would appear that
the elections were boycotted and therefore wertheefair nor free. Regardless, the
1984 elections had included special provisionsioaller parties, and occurred a year
earlier than scheduled (LASA 1990, 8).

In the next six years, the electoral system underaeseries of changes, often
with Arias at the forefront of pushing for thesediiiwations. The Arias Treaty (also
know as the Esquipulas Il Treaty), developed a plahow to end the United States-
supported and fundembntra war. This treaty was signed by the heads of tre@entral
American countries: Nicaragua, Costa Rica, GuateptdlSalvador, and Honduras.
These accords were undermined by the United Statesse frustration over the accords
was obvious: they had strong ties with the Salvanl@nd Honduran government and
were appalled that those countries would go agéesinterests of the United States and
sign such an accord, which was detrimental to thiged States’ hegemony in the region.

The Central American presidents convinced Ortedartber liberalize the

electoral process, as “the [Arias] plan requiret the Sandinistas adopt democratizing



measures” (Roberts 1990, 88). One such measuuslettOrtega accepting “an
amendment to the Central American accords thatlifbedia censorship, further reduced
restrictions on political party activities, and led.. negotiations with theontras. Laws
governing the creation of political parties andasrigation of elections were debated in
the Asemblea Popular and were eventually passedludimg opposition provisions
easing the requirements for establishing and regngt political parties” (LASA 1990).
The 1990 elections were seen as an opportunityhéNicaraguan revolutionary
leadership to prove to the world, and especiakyRieagan administration, that they were
democratically elected and legitimate.

In order for this to occur, Ortega went to greagkhs to accommodate the
opposition, often entering into bilateral talkstwihose parties, and this led to further
reforms. With the Sandinistas promising to endrtiigary draft and give equal airtime
to opposition groups in April 1989, as well as nmaythe elections up to February 1990,
all political parties agreed to participate in #lections and to agree to support the
demobilization of theontras. Perhaps the most influential compromise wasktru
between the Sandinistas and the parties oppogbditowas the Sandinista’s allowance
of international funds to be used in the electiampaign. The CIA and the United
States’ National Endowment for Democracy (NED) thadkadvantage of this

concession as they heavily funded the oppositispeaally UNG.

Introducing the Two Main Candidates
UNO became the most important opposition coalitiothe months leading up to

the election. The coalition was kept together despany observers doubting that the

2 See Appendix 1, Table 2 for an example of oppmsitunding from abroad.



ideologically different groups could be maintainedler the same political party
umbrella (Cook 1990). Again focusing on individuaistead of structures, it is
imperative to examine the two lead candidates, @naomand Ortega. This is especially
important in analyzing the Nicaraguan election,alhivas inherently individualistic:
“The presidential campaign was highly personaligticusing on the characteristics and
attributes of the candidates” (LASA 1990, 20).choosing Chamorro, UNO had a
presidential candidate with strong credibility. dienson and Dodd (2005) claim even
though Nicaraguans saw “Chamorro as inexperienadgeaorly prepared for the
presidency, they saw her as caring about the pemgleés more honest and more of a
patriot than was Ortega” (16). These controveirdains are offset by two facts which
gained Violeta Chamorro respect and legitimacyhadyes of many Nicaraguans. First,
Chamorro was initially part of the JGRN that ruMidaragua until the 1984 elections,
and always “reminded people that the FSLN leaderg\the ones who had first asked
her to participate in politics when they invited be join the JGRN” (Selbin 1993, 129).
Secondly, Violeta Chamorro frequently invoked timage of her husband, Pedro Joaquin
Chamorro, who was revered as a national hero iarldgua. In her own words, her
campaign was an attempt to “carry on my husbartdggle” (Heyck 1990, 50). Her
selection as the UNO presidential candidate fil wneh campaign that was dominated by
personalismo.

Daniel Ortega, the incumbent president, was aleaing a personalistic
campaign. In 1984, the campaign was focused motheFSLN party, but in 1990
Ortega chose to concentrate on his personal achews. He also acknowledged his

mistakes, running with the campaign slogan thaefgthing will be better.” The



Sandinistas “focused on [Ortega’s] experience,ecltetationship to the people, family
bonds, and broad support from a wide range of geaptiuding sports figures and other
personalities. The depicted him as a man of ped@eSA 1990, 20). Neither candidate

took up specific issues during the election.

Economics: The Blame Game

With this basic understanding of how individualgawted the revolutionary
period in Nicaragua and contributed to bringingraes to the electoral process in the
1990 elections, it is now possible to analyze tyy@otheses and results put forward by
Roberts and Wibbels (1999). The first set of id@gsothesized by the two researchers
relates to the impact economic performance hademtogal volatility in Latin America.
The two hypotheses are as follows: “Electoral vligt/aries inversely with the strength
of a nation’s economic performance” and “Electm@lhtility increases in response to
sharp changes in economic performance, whethetiysr negative” (578). The first
hypothesis is in response to trends seen due tbA8@s, in which the economic situation
in most Latin American countries severely detetenaas a result of the 1982 debt crisis,
which caused anti-incumbent vote shifts. Howegtactoral volatility is not just related
to anti-incumbent shifts. Instead, it is “the charin vote shares obtained by individual
parties in a given political system across conseewections” (Roberts and Wibbels
1999, 576). Keeping that in mind, the researchesposed the second hypothesis, which
is in response to the 1990s, when the economiegaf/ countries improved, and

electoral volatility went in both directions: tovdsrand away from incumbents. This

10



paper will focus on the first hypothesis, givenapplicability to the situation in the 1990
election in Nicaragua, which was impacted by thenemics of the 1980s.

Initially, this hypothesis appears to make a gdeatl of sense. The Sandinista
government inherited “$1.6 billion in foreign de$#60 million of which was owed to
private banks” from the Somoza dynasty, and theli@&tas were originally committed
to paying off the “debts in hopes of keeping lioésredit open for new loans”
(Leogrande 1996, 332). As the Ronald Reagan adtration began to harness the
United States’ global power to systematically bltadns to Nicaraguan from such
organizations such as the World Bank and the lAtaerican Development Bank, Ortega
realized that it was no longer a viable possibiidythe Nicaraguan government to pay
off its loans. Reagan took the economic oppressianstep further with the declaration
of a U.S. embargo on Nicaragua in 1985, after reguidicaragua’s 1983 sugar quota.
The United States used groups such asdhias to prevent the Nicaraguans from
reaping the benefits of their coffee exports dutimgmid-1980s. William Leogrande
(1996) proclaims “The economic dimension of [Waghom’s] policy... was arguably
more effective” than “the covert military dimensiq829). Although this view does not
acknowledge that the covexdntras played a role in economics, it is still an arguimen
which shows the importance of macro-economic effeatNicaragua.

These macro-economic effects are what Robertd\éhbels (1999) used to
guantitatively test their hypothesis. Using theétsen index and the Percentage Change
in Incumbent Vot&to measure the dependent variable of electoratiof, the

researchers established two economic variables:GIbP growth rate... and the logged

%To read more about how these two indexes measectedl volatility, please consult Roberts and
Wibbels (1999), page 580.
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rate of inflation... Both were lagged by one yead areighted by the month of the
election” (580). These variables show both lorrgatand short-term effects, based on
the regression used. The authors were surprisgé@ddover that “neither GDP nor
inflation has a statistically significant influenoa volatility” in presidential elections,
(Roberts and Wibbels 1999, 584). Left with thesexpected conclusions, Roberts and
Wibbels generally ignore the economic findingshait explanation section, citing that
the Pedersen index and the incumbent vote chadge treate different results when
used as dependent variables, and therefore daveotrgich explanation regarding how
their study could have come up with such intergstionclusions.

These conclusions are in contrast to the onesrkKReznmer draws in her 1991
study on “The Political Impact of Economic Crismsliatin America in the 1980s.”
Remmer, who also proposes three hypotheses almmtiviel volatility in Latin America,
suggests “electoral shifts and volatility vary ditg with the magnitude of the economic
crisis in the preelection period” (Remmer 1991,)78Remmer employs a more wide-
reaching set of variables, including shifts in agnsr prices (measuring inflation), GDP
growth, and exchange rates, which were all assdes#ite quarter preceding the
election, as well as the two years preceding teetieihs. Remmer’s findings showed
that the economic factors chosen by her, coupléa party structure (and therefore not
solely reflecting economic variables), plays adargle in explaining electoral volatility,
and “account for 60% of the variation in incumbeote loss, 74% of the variance in the
total incumbent vote, and 67% of the variance iarall electoral discontinuity.”
However, she stresses “the contribution of GDPésé outcomes is minimal” (Remmer

1991, 784). Itis important to note that both Remmer (1991) study and the Roberts
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and Wibbels (1999) study are generalizations adoméns elections in several countries
during various years in Latin America, and arespcific to the chosen 1990
Nicaraguan case study.

The argument presented on economics relies onrttied@s of Roberts on
Wibbels, with the supplemental findings of Remnvanjch are not seen as important
because of the inclusion of party structure inflregtings. This paper argues, for the case
of the Nicaraguan elections in 1990, economicsthg a small role in determining the
fate of the election. However, this role can dmdyexplained by looking at the opinions
voiced by Nicaraguans. Roberts and Wibbels arblarna offer a genuine explanation
for their findings because they look at over-argtimemes that do not reflect people’s
beliefs and attitudes about the incumbent govertnnespecially with relation to
economics. Briefly, an attempt will be made tolaxpthe findings of Roberts and
Wibbels through a person-based interpretation.

The key to understanding how people respondedete¢bnomic problems faced
by the Nicaraguan government is to recall thatgiheernment was in the hands of
revolutionary leaders, who brought important improvements to the Nicaeagpeople
that didn’t necessatrily relate to GDP or inflatiand whom many people did not blame
for the economic issues plaguing the country. Asitioned before, the revolutionary
leadership created and implemented many prograetedeo consolidation, or winning
over the population. Several of these programgd) asdhe drive for education, were
immensely successful, as previously mentioned. theroexample of a successful
program initiated by the Sandinista leadership agrarian reform. From 1979 until the

1990 elections, it was calculated that “the [agmdrreform had affected 28 percent of

13



land under cultivation; and 43 percent of all peasamilies had received land. If one
includes those who received titles to the nati¢enadl on which they had been squatters
in the central and frontier agricultural regioriee social weight of the reform tips in at
around 60 percent of all peasant families” (Bauteei$991, 236). These campaigns and
programs had profound effects on the lives of hedsliof thousands, if not millions, of
Nicaraguans, who were able to carry out subsistiroging and live with a secure roof
over their head.

Many people in Nicaragua were reluctant to plaeghifiame for the economic
problems plaguing Nicaragua on the revolutionaaglégship. In the face of economic
disaster due to growing debt and the United Statéaterally blocking much-needed aid
and loans, Daniel Ortega chose to implement a agiterity program in 1989 to deal
with inflation that had reached an astounding 30%0n 1988 (LASA 1990).
Regardless, many of the Nicaraguan people refusbthime their government for
economic issues. Eric Selbin (1993) interviewedNitharaguans from the city of Ledn in
late 1988 and the summer of 1989. He interviewst bupporters of and people in
opposition to the FSLN. Upon analyzing his intews, he came up with the following
results: even though almost all of the respondeete not pleased with the state of the
economy in Nicaragua, the majority of those intewxed believed they were either better
off or in the same economic situation they werbefore the 1979 overthrow of the
Somozas. Perhaps most telling results of thevires is that although “80 percent [of
interviewees] mentioned economic mistakes madééygovernment... only 20 percent
partially blamed the government for their econosiiuation, and only 6 percent placed

the blame totally on the government. Most peoglgessed the view that the U.S.
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embargo and the contra war were such drains oedt@omy that they outweighed the
government’s mistakes” and acknowledged that tippyexiated the government’s
ability to admit its mistakes (Selbin 1993, 10&).sharp contrast to these figures, “94
percent blamed the United States partly or fullytfeeir economic situation, focusing
particularly on the costs of fighting the contrarwd (Selbin 1993, 107). This study
illuminates the fact that individuals do not alwdyjame the government for the
economic problems in a country, especially if iisevolutionary one or has contributed
to bettering society in different ways. As a Nagwan maid states, “It's better now.

Not economically, but in all ways™ (105). Her odn is one many Nicaraguans would
have agreed with during the revolutionary periot] ahows the importance of looking at

issues from an individual's perspective.

Changes and Polarization in Party Institutions: A Recipe for Electoral Volatility?

Roberts and Wibbels suggest a variety of theogaganding institutions in the
party system, and how that relates to electoraltiiy in Latin America. Their first
hypothesis relates to what has been briefly digmisarlier: changes in rules regarding
elections. “Electoral volatility will increase witsignificant changes in the institutional
rules governing party competition” suggest Robans Wibbels (1999, 578). As
described in a preceding section of this paperrutes governing elections in Nicaragua
were dramatically changed from 1984 to 1990 becatifee work and compromising
ability of specific individuals, such as Daniel @yt and Oscar Arias. With the opening
up of the elections, people were able to analy@éla range of electoral options and

make their own opinions about candidates. Theghamelectoral structure is a
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significant reason that Nicaragua voted for Chamofhamorro was able to spread her
message more broadly, and hypothetically let pekpdsv her platform. However, as
UNO was largely an umbrella party, its main platiovas to run the electicagainst the
FSLN, and with the exception of the pledge to dretbntra war, without any concrete
promises. Another change in the electoral strectas mentioned previously, was the
provision that allowed political parties to accéptds from abroad. It was no secret in
Nicaragua that Violeta Chamorro and UNO were bé&imgled by the United States, and
that the United States was in support of her cagmpar his obvious international support
will come into play in following sections of thisper.

The second set of hypotheses about party institsiffgsoposed by Roberts and
Wibbels essentially states that more parties atarigation in an election contributes to
electoral volatility, whereas institutionalized pasystems decrease electoral volatility
(Roberts and Wibbels 1999, 579). There were 1lOgsathat ran presidential candidates
in the 1990 election. However, it is importanhtate that UNO and FSLN combined to
win approximately 95.5% of the vote (using LASA 09®umbers), with other minor
opposition parties or coalitions receiving lessthige percent of the vote, combined.
Similar numbers can be seen in elections in caesmBuch as the United States. In this
way, it is hard to say if the increased numberaotips played a role in the electoral
volatility seen in Nicaragua in 1990.

Perhaps the most interesting finding Roberts anob@ls unearthed with regards
to institutional structure was, “ideological polation tends to diminish rather than
increase electoral volatility. Polarization mayebsource of political conflict but does

not cause electoral volatility; instead, it appdardistance parties, solidify their
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collective identities, and anchor them with diffigiated voting constituencies, thus
constraining individual voter mobility” (Roberts@#iVibbels 1999, 585). Only by
incorporating individuals into their explanatiomdie authors appropriately describe the
results obtained by their study, therefore prothegidea of individuals being significant
in interpreting results on electoral volatility.s Ahe Nicaraguan electorate was polarized
to some degree, that could determine how and w&WHO coalition remained cohesive
even in the face of ideological differences. ltldoalso explain why so many
Nicaraguans chose to vote for UNO. Even so, Relasrt Wibbels acknowledge that
many institutional factors are not the main reasorelectoral volatility in Latin

America.

Class versus Educational Cleavage Structures

The third and final hypothesis Roberts and Wiblf£®99) offer is related to the
importance of class cleavages in Latin Americaeylassert, “Electoral volatility will
vary inversely with the political salience and legEorganization of class cleavages”
(580). Looking at the independent variables obardensity and the size of the informal
sector of the workforce, they quickly conclude:étlull models for presidential elections
offer little support for structural explanations—iher trade union density nor the size of
the informal sector comes even close to statissicalificance...” (583). The authors
profess they are “puzzled” when it comes to exjptgthis result, as they had expected
this to be a major contributor to electoral volgtjlas it has been in Western Europe.

Again, without looking at people, the difficulty ekplaining this outcome increases.
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Looking at individuals in the context of the eleathelps to explain how class
structures were only minimally important in theea$ Nicaragua. Examining opinion
polls taken before the Nicaraguan election is hetlipf understanding how class
structures played a small role in the electiomshdr analysis of one preelection poll
taken in 1989, Leslie Anderson (1992) argues theafdguans voted aloreglucational,
not class lines. Although other factors, sucfobssecurity, played a role in voting
patterns, in the study Anderson analyzes, it issgq that more educated voters tended
to express their intention to vote for the FSLNjle/lless educated voters, as a group,

indicated they would more likely vote for the UN@adition.

Individuals within an International Context

The most important aspect of electoral politic fRaberts and Wibbels didn’t
explicitly include in their analysis refers to timernational context. Although in the
case of Nicaragua the international context igeeléo economics, it is important to
examine other aspects of the international corgextell, such as specific actions
undertaken by the United States government. Tdpepargues that the impact of the
international context can best be explained byiloglkt individual actors.

In the aforementioned study by Anderson (1992, sficovers an interesting
characteristic of voters who, in a preelection peither professed their preference for the
UNO coalition and Violeta Chamorro, or declinedgtee an answer regarding their
presidential candidate choice. Both groups ofardpnts were seen by the interviewers
to be fearful. The significance of these findimggmportant to understand why so many

voters voted against the FSLN leadership of incurhBeesident Ortega, who had
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implemented successful social programs and whosterdty programs had arguably
“produced notable, highly visible relative improvents” (LASA 1990, 19) to the
Nicaraguan economy. The most important questia@xbore is ofvhat, or perhaps
more aptly, ofwho, the Nicaraguan populace was fearful.

The Reagan administration’s determination to sadmthe Sandinista’s rule was
not limited to economic measures: violence was alsommon method employed by the
United States government to weaken the FSLN rulet@punish the Nicaraguan people
for voting for Ortega in 1984. Perhaps the bestmof these violent tactics is the
contra war, in which the United States funded a violemtéato fight in opposition to the
Sandinista government. Often seen as a forceavfoguic aggression (LASA 1990), this
view overlooks the horrifying personal effects tdoatra war had on the people of
Nicaragua. Theontras, as they were known in both Spanish and Englightduheir
counterrevolutionary stance, waged an intensiveitdensity warfare that began with a
$19.8 million allotment that was signed by RonakhBan in 1980 (Walker 1987), and
was covertly funded through the CIA for the nexveln years (LASA 1990). Funding of
this armed force led to the Iran-Contra scandahasy in the United States believed
their government should not be covertly funding tlorce. The Sandinistas fought the
contras using the Sandinista Army and the Sandinista Mjlivhose combined numbers
were approximately 100,000 members in the mid-1989s country with a population
of 3 million, this was a substantial section of ffugpulace.

The prolongedontra war devastated the country, both economically and
psychologically. Economically, “by 1986, 55% oétbovernment’s budget was devoted

to fighting the war, a figure that held constantilut®88” (Leogrande 1996, 342).
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Psychologically, however, the war wrecked even nmaeoc. Conservative estimates
place the number abntra war deaths at 30,000, while others estimate thext 80,000
Nicaraguans died during the war. To put the dex@st for such a small country in
context, using the conservative numbers, the Ngremas lost twice as many people per
capita during their armed conflict than the Amengdid in the two World Wars, the
Korean War, and the Viethnam War combined (Selb®31901). Furthermore, the
contras terrorized the people of Nicaragua. Nelson-Palen€1990) calls thisontra

war a “war against the poor,” and notes that the‘iggundamentally a war to destroy
the capacity to hope, envision, and work for aaraktive future” (21). In a two-week
march Nelson-Pallmeyer participated in during 198fle he was in Nicaragua, he
“heard hundreds of personal stories... from people dd experienced in the flesh their
own families and communities the terror, tortuege, and murder that accompanied
attacks by U.S.-backed contras” (24). The couwty literally being ripped apart by the
contras.

Fear stemmed from other U.S. actions as well. titeat of invasion of the
United States was omnipresent in Nicaragua throogth of the 1980s. “On July 19,
1983 on the fourth anniversary of the Nicaraguaoltgion, the Pentagon sent nineteen
warships with 16,000 U.S. marines to Nicaraguaasta On another occasion the
United States surrounded the tiny country of Nigaeawith (a) twenty-five warships off
both coasts, carrying nearly 25,000 soldiers ar@ilfifhter bombs, and (b) an additional
20,000 U.S., Honduran, and contra troops that wereed to Nicaragua’s northern
border” (Nelson-Pallmeyer 1990, 46), making itlsattNicaraguans were unable to feel

safe. Nelson-Pallmeyer further emphasizes, “Anywhe visited Nicaragua has
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witnessed the emotional toll that U.S. psycholdgiearfare operations, including

ongoing training exercises and threats of invadiawge had on the Nicaragua people”
(46). The United States also terrorized Nicaradigiermen by setting up bombs in
harbors in attempts to dissuade foreign aid fromviag in the country’s ports. After the
United States’ 1989 invasion of Panama, authorigethe newly-elected President
George H.W. Bush, the United States sent a straggage to the Nicaraguan people that
their country could be next and that the Americaneign policy towards Nicaragua

would not change with the election of a new prasid&Vith the constant threat of
violence, many Nicaraguans chose to vote for aidatelthey believed could stop the

horrors and therefore better Nicaragua: Violetar@rao.

Conclusion: Making the Nicaraguan People “Cry ‘Unck™?

On November 5, 2006, many Washington politiciansawteo busy finishing up
their campaigns to worry about the Nicaraguan gegial election. Like in 1990,
Daniel Ortega was running for president and polahgad. This time, however, Ortega
was not running as an incumbent. The Constitulisiniaberal Party (PLC) was the
incumbent party, with a new presidential candideteymbent vice-president José Rizo
Castellon. “Nicaragua votes with one eye on UStren,” writes Sophie ArieThe
Daily Telegraph, November 7, 2006), emphasizing the importandb@international
context. Within days, Ortega was named presideat;dinally returning to the
presidency after having run two unsuccessful cagmsasince his electoral defeat in

1990. The return of the Sandinista ex-presidepbtger in the 2006 elections can likely
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be explained in the same way as his loss in th@ &8&tions: through the roles, motives
and beliefs of individuals.

As this paper has clearly stated, major eventsanidahistory such as the results
of the 1990 Nicaraguan elections can best be exgiaising an individual-centered
approach. The hypotheses and results presentRdlimwrts and Wibbels (1999) do a
decent job of explaining the electoral volatilises in Nicaragua in 1990, but their
reliance on macro-structural factors means thepaioffer detailed and persuasive
rationale to explain their findings. This is doethe fact they do not place enough
emphasis on the roles and motivations of individu&@nly by examining those motives
in the context of the three variables proposed blydRs and Wibbels (1999); economic,
institutional and class structures, as well asilogplkat these motives in an international
context, can the 1990 Nicaraguan elections beftitihexplained and analyzed.

With the benefit of hindsight, were the resultshef 1990 elections that
surprising? Several scholars, such as Andersd@®2jl&rgue that the results should have
been expected. Taking into consideration a vanéfactors, but especially the
international context, it appears as though madividuals in Nicaragua made the
rational choice of voting for Violeta Chamorro. élfiast discrepancies in preelection
polls and election results could be explained lajizang that Nicaraguans did not want to
admit they were prepared to vote against the Satdbecause of the beneficial
revolutionary programs the leaders had initiated dventually they chose to do so as
they analyzed the context around them. A vote&Clmmorro was seen as a vote for a
definite end to theontra war and other elements of psychological warfarpleyed by

the United States, as it was apparent that Chamaasaallied with the United States.
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Instead of viewing the election results as peopleibg under international
pressure and “crying uncle” in the words of RorRihgan (Roberts 1990, 67), a more
apt way of looking at these results is to examio& individuals made rational choices
within complex international circumstances for wtiedy believed to be for the good of
themselves and their country. The phrase, “magorgeone cry ‘uncle’” carries the
connotation of bullying, as described by Rober@9(). However, this phrase takes
away agency from the Nicaraguan people and thduteoary leaders. As the leaders
were unable to prevent the United States from tieing the country, even with the
concessions they gave up, the people of Nicaragew khat they couldn’t vote for the
Daniel Ortega.

In order for the revolution to ever continue in thiure, the Nicaraguan people
realized they needed to have a peaceful counttywthg not bombarded by the attacks of
a foreign nation. In order to get that peace, thagd for Violeta Chamorro as president.
Although the people of Nicaragua were up agairiatger enemy than themselves, a
more apt phrase to describe the results of theraycen election than ‘bullying’ is
perhaps as a ‘temporary ceasefire.” The two sjdes each other what the other wanted:
the Nicaraguans received the cessation otohtra war in exchange for voting out the
revolutionary leadership, which was the goal ofltimted States. However, the
submission of the Nicaraguan people was oatyorary.

With the reelection of Daniel Ortega to the presiein November, it could be
argued that the Nicaraguans saw their chance i 80eturn to a more revolutionary
government. Although several of the ideas of DaDitega have been moderated over

time, or so he claims, many Nicaraguans may haleestered him as the revolutionary
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leader he once was. The Nicaraguans were agart@bhalyze the international
context, and may have believed the United Statesnwain a position to create another
contra-like force that could tear apart the country. Hagvappraised the international
context, the Nicaraguan people voted to once agailect former President Daniel
Ortega. By agreeing to an unspoken ‘temporaryefgasin 1990, the Nicaraguan
people chose to end tkhentra war but retained their sovereignty and an oppotyoi
once again choose a revolutionary leader to theigeecy, when they deemed the

international context to be appropriate.
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Appendix 1

Table 1: 1990 Presidential Results (LASA 1990, 36)

Number of Votes Percentage of Votes
UNO 777,552 54.7
PSOC 5,843 0.4
PLIUN 3,151 0.2
PRT 8,590 0.6
FSLN 579,886 40.8
MAP-ML 8,110 0.6
PSC 11,136 0.8
PUCA 5,065 0.4
PCDN 4,500 0.3
MUR 16,751 1.2
TOTAL 1,420,584 100.0
Table 2: Opposition Funding from U.S. Congress (LA& 1990, 25)
Union Nacional Opositora (UNO) $1,841,000
Reserve Funds (Supplementary) 2,801,312
Instituto de Promocion y Capacitacion 1,524,000
Electoral (IPCE)
Confederacion de Unificacion Sindical 493,013
(CUS)
Via Civica 220,000
NED grant management costs 97,400
NDI/NRI grant management costs 757,720
GRAND TOTAL $7,735,000
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