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“The revolution is not an apple that falls when it is ripe. You have to make it fall.”

-Che Guevara
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Women within Latin America’s Revolutions

The people of Latin America have revolutionized through wars, elections, and governmental structures. Specifically, women lived through these changes in a unique manner. In my portfolio I have compiled six pieces that explore the challenges, successes, and interconnected experiences of women within Latin America’s revolutions. This collection reveals the intricacies of women’s experiences before, during, and after the revolutions in Brazil, Chile, Venezuela, and Nicaragua.


My discussions were guided by two components: analytical comprehension and historical exploration. In using this framework, I have employed themes introduced by Karen Kampwirth and Victoria Gonzalez in their book Radical Women in Latin America: Left and Right. They address women’s roles in revolutions through a four-part structure, which consists of autonomy, coalition-building, maternalism, and feminism. The subject-matter of each essay comments on the presence, or lack thereof of at least one of these characteristics, thus showing the commonalities and differences between a few revolutions in Latin America. 


The first piece describes Benedita daSilva, a female Senator who represents the favelas in Brazil. Her story is both biographical and informational, as it reveals her personal experiences as well as Brazil’s changing political climate. I explore the role of feminism as it pertains to poverty, racism, and democracy in that country. 


In my next piece I discuss and critique Margaret Power’s introduction and the premise of her book Right Wing Women in Chile. Her book is written as an exploration of rightist women, yet her liberal opinions interfere with her intended purpose. I also explore the consequences of diminished credibility.


The Chilean Revolution is the subject matter within Chapter 3, and it is in this essay that I begin my full exploration of Kampwirth and Gonzalez’s four themes. Maternalism and coalition building are prominent within this case study, far more so than the other countries I examined. 


Venezuela’s revolution is especially interesting, as it is the most present governmental transformation that I studied. Chapter 4 is a research paper that identifies INAMUJER, a women’s organization, and its relationship with the newly developed constitution. 


Central America, specifically Nicaragua, experienced changes through guerilla warfare, which is the topic of Chapter 5. Women joined the rebel forces in the battlefield and experienced the revolution firsthand. Their role within society during the entire revolutionary process is revealed in my exploration of Sandinismo and the FMLN. I discuss the effects of ideological and political transformations for women during this period. 


Finally, briefly in my last piece I wrote about the motivations that prompted women to join the revolutionary struggles. Specifically I discuss Karen Kampwirth’s analysis in reference to Nicaragua. The themes that she reveals as motivators were fascinating writing topics because they were similar in many of my case studies. 

Through the last century the status of women in Latin America has changed for the better. The gradual process is a fascinating subject to study, yet it is rarely discussed by scholars. Women are often ghosts in the retelling of history within the dominant narrative; upon further exploration it has become apparent to me that their roles in revolutions were extraordinarily notable.

Chapter 1 

“Hold tight, Favela, things are gonna get better.”

Women and feminism, are they synonymous? Are they mutually exclusive? Advocates from every perspective define the meaning of feminism differently, and as a result broad range of interpretations exists. Benedita da Silva, Brazil’s first black woman senator, explains in her biography that the context with which feminism is being discussed alters its meaning tremendously. I will argue that issues described as solely feminist are nonexistent; economic, political, and racial factors must be measured when discussing policies aimed at benefiting women. Specifically, da Silva addresses women police stations and the sterilization epidemic. In exploring these two examples, I will explain the importance of studying women’s issues using a multi-component analysis. Before, however, she even begins to focus on concrete issues, Benedita’s character radiates from the pages as she explains her role as a feminist. 


Chapter 5’s title immediately indicated to me da Silva’s position, as it is entitled, “Feminism with Passion.” The language implies the pride da Silva has developed while fighting for the well-being of women. She dismisses stereotypes immediately, as she states, “I consider myself a feminist, but I don’t want to have to act like a man to gain respect” (106). Femininity is not exclusive from feminism, just as woman’s issues do not only benefit women. 

As I began this book I lacked a definition for feminism. Is it an effort aimed at bettering women’s lives, to the extent that their rights exceed those of men? Or is it a call for equality? Benedita da Silva clearly indicates that her definition of feminism betters humankind as a whole by seeking to solve the social ills that have deterred women from finding equal roles in the workforce, in politics, and in the home. These social harms do not exist isolated from the realm of race, poverty, and democracy. In the eyes of many of her fellow colleagues this mindset is skewed, as she is forced to address issues as “‘women and agrarian reform,’ ‘women and worker’s rights’ women and everything else…” (67). Regardless of how the title reads, these issues exist as a result of years of inequality in Brazil. In order to make this point clearer, da Silva introduces two far-reaching problems: domestic violence and sterilization.

Crime against women commonly occurs within Brazilian society, primarily because its existence is neglected by not only men, but women as well. Benedita’s biography explains that the women police stations were introduced as establishments “run by women and for women” (110). Their purpose is to address domestic violence, primarily through means of psychological help; not necessarily judicial action. In order to highlight that the emergence of these stations help not only women, da Silva shared a personal story. She discussed her abusive relationship with her husband Mansinho. On the surface the causes of their disagreements centered on alcoholism and financial crises, but much of the pain was due to lack of job opportunities. Neither the first cause nor the second if mentioned alone would indicate that a woman was associated. The desperate financial situations of Brazil’s poor, which accounts for more than half of the population, affect every aspect of their lives. Da Silva’s personal anecdote gave a face to violence left unpunished and unchanged. If she, a courageous community leader, did not report these crimes, it clarified for me why many other women would not as well. Establishing these facilities does not only help women. They address domestic violence, which will hopefully change the acceptance of these crimes, making them illegal and most importantly punishable. In association with domestic abuse comes another social ill haunting the lives of Brazilian women. 

Sterilization, according to da Silva, is the number one method of birth control used in Brazil. Often times I think we associate the affects of a situation as the actual cause of the situation. In this instance, sterilization is the product of misinformation and lack of resources rather than a conscious choice to prevent conception. Da Silva begins by stating, “the high incidence of sterilization among black women has been denounced by the black movement as a racist policy” (111).  Again poverty, race, and democracy play a role. The poorest people, often the Black community, are left with few choices, as the women are forced to get sterilized in order to obtain employment. In acts of desperation they don’t have time beyond their long work hours to get involved with the democratic process, thus preventing their voices from ever leaving the favelas, which often enslave them from birth to death. Benedita would explain that “things are gonna get better” (33). By recognizing that this is not just a women’s issue, rather a large-scale social problem, effective efforts can be made to eliminate the horrors of these poor communities. On an even larger scale sterilization is also addressed in association with population control. 

Da Silva persuasively addressed this extreme form of birth control in two respects. She introduces sterilization as a new phenomenon that has come to life as the World Bank gave $600 million dollars in 1970 to Brazil to set up institutions that will use sterilization as a means of stagnating population growth (112). First World countries provide loans with demanding restrictions, which often deplete the population rather than address the infrastructural problems of that society. Second, exploitation is associated with the causes of sterilization. First World countries blame overpopulated, poor countries for the depletion of the world’s resources, but Benedita’s quick response is “the world’s environmental crisis has more to do with the consumerism of the developed countries…” (112). After rereading this section again, I was reminded of the poem shared in class. It was a shocking revelation to associate my shopping trips to the Mall of America with the widespread sterilization of women in Brazil. Exploitation of Third World countries does not equate with feminism, but the more specific issues that arise make it clear that feminism is broad and must be defined based on context. 

Feminists of developed countries are fighting for rights, very different than those in Brazil. As evidenced by the women’s conference that da Silva attended in China, it is clear that abortion leads in the headlines of the U.S. news, while fighting for healthier and more available birth control is more pressing in Brazil. Both causes are valiant pursuits to help women. They indicate that women’s issues are not isolated. Feminism is not black and white. Not in the US and not in Brazil. The problems it seeks to amend draw upon social ills of every kind. However, feminism does possess one universal role: it seeks to improve the lives of not just women but all of humankind.  

Chapter 2
Chilean Historical Analysis: Educate or Manipulate?

Margaret Power, in her historical analysis of right-wing women in Chile, explains in the opening pages that this specific topic is rarely discussed by historians. This is primarily because women are described “as passive spectators to the decisions and actions taken by men” (4).  Upon the introduction, Power pleas to be read as a credible author; one who offers the service of revealing a rarely disputed component of Chilean history. The language, however, that she employs reads as the biased speech of a leftist woman. She may be explaining an uncommon topic, but that alone does not make her arguments credible.


The introduction of Power’s piece quickly triggered my criticism because her confession as a leftist compromised her descriptions of right-wing women. She valiantly researched unexplored terrain because she “simply could not understand” anti-Allende women (xi). Her struggle to comprehend their mentality resulted in the longest book written on right-wing women in Chile. My criticism lies in the fact that Power penned 26 pages building her credibility in the preface and introduction. Upon starting chapter one, the reader is inclined to be persuaded by Power’s arguments because she has become the devil’s advocate. If a woman on the left can so comprehensively describe the horrific actions of Pinochet supporters, then her arguments must be valid. Her explanations of why the right-wing women thought as they did are all-encompassing and filled with loaded language.


In one sentence it can be shown how Power writes with a slanted pen. She describes her interviewees with studies that “convincingly demonstrate the significant contributions that conservative women have made to the efforts of rightist forces to obtain and maintain power and to spread their messages of hate and their politics of exclusion” (4). Her text is not meant to solely inform the readers of the actions taken by right-wing women, but to also construct distaste for their reasoning. Masterfully she references a study, a factual compilation of information, and continues to state that she will prove why these women were so “hateful.” Skillfully, she has established a structured argument that contains facts and commentary, both key components of a well structured thesis. I’m bothered most by her initial premise, which states that she wants to explore and educate others on the usually hidden roles of women in politics. Power is entitled to write her version of history, but it is in the misleading fashion with which she proceeds that does not persuade me. 


As I am now half-way through the book, I read each page attempting to uncover Power’s use of loaded language. Every event she describes polarizes Chilean people forcing them to be part of the elitist, greedy opposition or the well-meaning socialists. Specifically, this can be explained in a reference to Allende’s education reform attempts. The beneficial policy efforts were ravaged, as “the opposition parties had a field day with the plan.” These changes would “brainwash children and impose atheism on young people” (36).  I am led to comprehend these actions as unrealistic claims of absurdity. 

The main purpose of this example may have been to explain that the right disagreed with education reform, but Power’s leftist texts interfere, severely weakening her credibility. 


My criticisms stem not from my disagreement with Powers political beliefs, but more as a result of my dissatisfaction with her rhetorical tactics. She doesn’t use the text to solely explain the role of right-wing women separate from the sphere of men, which is her premise. Instead, slanted language defines their reasoning. As I continue I am left to wonder: can a person of the left explain the actions of the right in an attempt to educate and not manipulate?  

Chapter 3

A Fight for Democracy, Equality, and Autonomy in Chile

The empty pans that lined the kitchen counter were brought to the streets, as the maids marched for better living conditions. They represented an elitist group of women who feared that Socialism would surely bring destruction to their comfortable lives. Democracy had been flourishing for four decades, yet the conservative wave reached a halt as Salvador Allende in the 1960s and 1970s built support. Most importantly, their efforts were legal, and their motives aimed to maintain the status quo. Flash forward ten years. The exterminated, the detained, and the tortured leave behind in their legacy thoughts of fear in the minds of their loved ones. The regime silenced Chile’s citizens as many ran, and even more hid. In this era of violent oppression evolved a group of women determined to end Pinochet’s regime.  This new generation of women revolutionaries took the forefront of the opposition movement, determined to reinstate the democracy that their counterparts worked so hard to destroy.

Two movements evolved in different eras with two distinct purposes. Their goals reflected both ends of the spectrum; however their methods were similar. I will compare Chile’s right-wing women in the years from 1958 to 1973 versus their left-wing counterparts during Pinochet’s regime from the years 1973-1990. I will argue that the latter movement played a more significant role in advancing the women’s movement in Chilean society. However, without the legacy of the first movement, the left-wing women would not have been able to successfully rally the necessary support for change. The conservative women’s efforts were building blocks that brought about a more significant period 20 years later. Their understanding of gender, propaganda, and collectivism were ultimately used to reverse their efforts. This generation exemplified women activism leading the way for the left-wing women to fight so valiantly for feminism.  

The women of the 1980s played a more significant role in three primary respects. First, they pursued democracy and equality; whereas the right-wing women promoted the status quo. Next, feminist values were more of a focus during the later era, while maternalism was the building block for most efforts in the first movement. Finally, I will explain that autonomy was more prevalent within the left-wing movement, as the rightist women were more dependent on men and foreign imperial powers. 

Before I further my argument a couple key points must first be addressed: the political atmosphere of the time periods and the two women’s groups that represented those periods. Prior to Allende’s term as President, women were the primary activists fighting against Socialism, more specifically through the group Poder Feminino (PF). According to Margaret Power, author of Right Wing Women in Chile, this was because of a few factors. First, there was a resounding allegiance of women to the very conservative Catholic Church. Maternalism was reinforced weekly in Mass and promoted as President Frei created many Mothers’ Centers. The opposition party recognized quickly that women could be used as a great tool in preventing Socialism; whereas Popular Unity (UP) had “plans to create a more just, democratic, equitable, society [that] would improve the lives of the working class, men and women alike” (Power, 6). The politics during the Pinochet regime were the politics of Pinochet. All voices, conservative and liberal were suppressed, until the Debt Crisis of 1982, which brought to life a new opposition movement, including Mujeres Por la Vida (MPLV). The second group was disadvantaged in that legally they were not allowed to express dissent, however they benefited because they used the legacy of their predecessors as an example of how to rally support. 

Together, PF and MPLV illustrate the two divergent strands of feminist movements in Latin America. The first movement focused on the middle class and veered to the right, as it worked to maintain traditional roles, while the second was a more class-conscious, egalitarian effort. Representing the first movement is Poder Feminino, a “center-right coalition of women that mobilized to oust the democratically elected government of Salvador Allende” (Baldez, 274). Their mobilization efforts were novel, specifically in their methods of persuasion. Later I will address the similarities between the 1964 and 1970 Scare campaigns and the 1988 “No campaign” developed by Mujeres Por la Vida. The techniques used by the right-wing women greatly affected the success of the left. Their motives, however, differed greatly as one group tried to oust democracy, while the other tried to revive it from years of suffocation. 

From the years 1932 through 1973 democracy thrived in Chile, as politicians were elected from the far right as well as the far left. The Allessandri family instilled conservative beliefs in society through much of that time, building a right-wing coalition; one with many female supporters.  A key component of this era is the strong polarization that developed through each succeeding presidency, especially from 1958 onward. Each leader wanted to make grand reforms, rather than incremental changes, such as economic alterations. These changes resulted in a period where women shifted from their previous “apolitical” nature to active members of the opposition party.

During the era of 1958-1973 the conservative right built a fierce campaign against Allende, the rapidly growing supported Socialist candidate. It is important to note that the right-wing women were fighting to end the term of a democratically elected official and replace him with a dictatorship. Specifically, a few events can characterize the methods with which these women wanted to stop Allende. First was the creation of the Scare Campaign in 1964. Five years previous to this, Cuba went through a revolution, bringing Fidel Castro to power. These women exemplified this in their “propaganda production that utilized accepted concepts of gender to communicate its message. It…attempted to terrorize Chileans into voting against Allende and for Frei” (Power, 80). Furthermore, Operation Pedro Pan was a message sent to mothers everywhere warning them that their children would be taken away and sent to the U.S. if Socialism was the rule of law. Fear entered into the home of thousands through radio advertisements, posters, and pamphlets. Ironically, the lost lives mentioned in this campaign came about not during Allende’s tenure, but rather through their propped up leader Pinochet. 

Further analysis of this operation reveals two interesting perspectives. First, it is significant that right-wing women organized, primarily through Mothers’ Centers because it gave them an opportunity to leave the home and share their ideas. The activism necessary required a sense of gender-bending because women were escaping their “apolitical” nature and entering an arena previously reserved for men. They may have achieved this advancement by participating in traditional activities, but the mere action of organizing in politics was a dramatic change and progression for feminism; “‘many women began the road to becoming leaders after participating in the centers’” (Shayne, 79). The intended purpose of this campaign must also be explored. Just because public activism was fairly new, does not mean it blindly deserves praise. All action from the minority is not necessarily all beneficial action. These women were fighting to maintain the status quo. It’s not surprising then, that most of the women in the opposition party were from the upper and middle classes. Naturally they would want to maintain their elitist positions in the social hierarchy. Essentially, Allende wanted to help laborers and the unions. These threatening provisions seemed more detrimental than an authoritarian dictatorship. Their role was far less significant in respect to feminist goals because they worked to reverse equalities, thinking of themselves and their positions in society. In reference to those women in the poorer classes persuaded by the right-wing women, I believe it was just that: persuasion. They didn’t ignite the movement; they were susceptible to the brilliantly created propaganda that played upon their weaknesses. The left-wing women however, about twenty years following the Scare campaign had in my opinion much loftier goals.

Almost fifteen years of oppression had gone by before the 1988 plebiscite and its associated campaigns began. The military regime had brutally removed dissenters, and the women of the left now had a chance to address the persecution. In the “No campaign,” a coalition was built across party lines united for one purpose: the removal of Pinochet. “In it they called upon all Chilean women to participate in the rebuilding of democracy based on equality between men and women” (Shayne, 103). Significantly, these efforts were far more dangerous and sought more equality for more of the Chilean population. The number of supporters may have been much smaller than their counterparts, but their ends greatly outweighed their means. These campaigns varied drastically because of another factor. In the Scare campaign maternalism was the theme, the purpose, and the methodology; whereas in this instance equality was valued. For left-wing women, “publicizing the No campaign was inseparable from also saying no to sexism and patriarchal authoritarianism as embodied in micro- and macrostructures in Chilean society” (Shayne, 103). This generation was seeking revolutionary changes that valued equality through an electoral voice. The campaign that they ran mirrored the 1964 campaign, primarily because of its success. The conservative women understood the role of gender in Chile, thus the leftists used this successful approach to help their cause. 


The political involvement of women during these two eras reflected different motivations, which was natural considering their intentions. This can further be analyzed according to the 1971 March of the Empty Pots and Pans. Why did they go to the streets? The “women left the private world of the home behind and went out into the streets, they did so as mothers, not as political actors” (Power, 152). The women did not want to be associated with any type of politics because it negated their beliefs, which reflected motherhood as the solely most important responsibility of all women. A distinct differentiation can be made of the left-wing women. Femininity and motherhood was not only lacking in their agenda, but these women politicized themselves as Mujeres Por la Vida and “its sixteen members represented each of the various parties within the center-left opposition” (Baldez, 288). Their efforts associated more closely with the feminist ideals, which I believe made their efforts more substantial when making a comparison. 


Some scholars, however, would note that the actual marching and organizing by the women of the right was more valuable because it was unprecedented to this degree. The motivations were associated with motherhood, but new communications were enhanced in the Mothers’ Centers, giving a life for new ideas and leadership possibilities. As described by a member of Poder Feminino, she felt as if the organization “helped her realize her importance as a person…their work in the group was a kind of liberation” (Power, 243).   This new forum opened up a new door for many women who had been locked into the kitchen for years. My response to this argument is that their legacy strengthened the left, while their actions remained less significant for the feminist movement. More specifically, the left-wing women’s fate was similar after Pinochet’s fall. Commonly, in history, women gain roles of importance during times of struggle, and then they are immediately lessened or taken away as the new era begins. For example, this happened to women in the U.S. after WWII in the factories, as well as to Chilean women after Pinochet lost his power. Teresa Valdez, a leader in Mujeres Por la Vida stated, “When repression ends the men come back from exile…” (Shayne, 104). They take the new political positions and a new form of repression begins, as women are pushed aside and their goals become second tier priorities. Unfortunately, during times of desperation women are treated more equally, yet the fact still remains that the efforts of the anti-Pinochet movement were more significant.  


Finally autonomy within the women’s movements can be used as a comparative tool. The strong dependence of Poder Feminino, along with other right-wing women fighting for the military regime, weakened the overall magnitude of their struggle. The U.S. heavily influenced the opposition, “in the months before the September [1970] elections, the United States spent somewhere between $800,000 and $1,000,000 on covert actions” (Power, 132). Most of this money went into the hands of organizations against Allende. The radio ads and propaganda that flooded the streets before election time were made possible because of foreign funding. The women working in the Scare campaign, in my opinion, were puppets used by the U.S. government to soften the appeal to the female electorate. Socialism would not flourish under the watchful eye of the U.S., especially as the Cold War was on the horizon.  In contrast, the organizing done during the 1980s was a grassroots movement that came to life after the debt crisis. There was no outside funding from the U.S. The women were more autonomous, for they had to speak out because their husbands couldn’t; both literally and figuratively. The independent movements allowed for this generation of revolutionaries to more positively affect the feminist movement. 


Instability shook Chile for years, as leaders governed the nation with conflicting political ideologies. Women during both eras played a prominent role in bringing about change. It is fascinating that in both instances the opposition was successful. This was not accidental, as the successful tactics used by the first generation influenced the methods of the latter group. The victory of the first group, however, is restricted to the actual change in leadership, and did not transcend into achievements for feminism. The left-wing women fought for democracy, equality, and autonomy; all three are crucial components of the feminist platform. As a result of their efforts, Chile has recently elected their first female president, who instated a cabinet with equal representation of men and women. The image of empty pans in the sixties signifies that the right-wing women were fighting to feed their families. While the later movement longed to have a family to feed, as many of their loved ones had been killed. The left-wing women, courageously and successfully, played a more significant role during their movement of opposition.

Chapter 4

INAMUJER: Venezuelan Women within a Changing Era

A new era begins. The voices of people previously silenced for four decades illuminate the pages of the 1999 Venezuelan constitution. A new era begins. Social organizational efforts are created, funded, and sponsored by the Chávez administration. A new era begins. Feminism enters into the political arena with astounding support. 

The progressively penned pages of the constitution provide access for women to strengthen their roles in Venezuela’s society. It was through this document that INAMUJER (The National Institute for Women) came into existence. This government-sponsored organization embodies the feminist cause. The platform with which it speaks can best be examined through the specific gender-related aspects of the constitution. The group and the document exist in a symbiotic relationship, as both are malleable and restricted by the other. In discussing the emergence of INAMUJER and its role for both women and society as a whole, I will explore its efforts in association with Venezuela’s word of law. The legal language incorporates women’s rights to an unprecedented degree in Latin America, however, as history has shown, legalities are not always realities. 

I will argue that INAMUJER is successfully furthering the constitutional outlines developed for women in three respects: employment, political representation, and reproductive rights and education. The Chávez administration has created an outlet for women to be heard, however, such obstacles as societal norms, historical precedence, and novelty have all hindered these feminist efforts. Revealing the strengths and weaknesses of this nation’s changing systems will best explain the progress of the feminist movement. To begin, I will briefly explore Venezuela’s astounding transformation from elitist rule to social democracy. Upon this foundation I will argue that INAMUJER has developed and furthered the goals of the newly developed constitution. 

Venezuela, along with many other Latin American nations, has participated in the highly controversial Bolivarian Revolution. Since 1958 the nation has struggled through economic depressions, social repressions, and international pressures. Specifically, “with the advent of the electoral democratic regimes in the 1960s, Venezuela began a forty-year project designed to construct a series of institutions… and replace the weak institutional infrastructure inherited from the past” (Lombardi, 3). The economy was heavily oil-based and through this period fiscal growth positively affected all classes of citizens. Under a flourishing economy, the political structures strengthened. According to Steve Ellner, author of Venezuelan Politics in the Chávez Era, there was little dissent between the two established parties ideologically, and as a result they represented institutions rather than serving as “vehicles for ambitious leaders,” such as Hugo Chávez. Prior to the 1990s many political scientists viewed Venezuela as the exception to the radical changes taking place throughout Latin America. However, in 1986 oil prices diminished drastically, severely threatening the income obtained from the nation’s primary export. As seen in several cases throughout the world, economic depression brings dissatisfaction among activists. It was during this period that leaders could enter the political arena and work to implement new institutions. The process with which this is achieved often varies, and in Venezuela changes resulted from democratic elections. 

Prior to Chávez, the political leadership had changed gradually, and with each successive leader there were more neo-liberal economic reforms. As a result, the governmental institutions had “become so inflexible that they blocked the incorporation of new actors” (Ellner, 12). With time the political sphere had become ineffectual in addressing the economic crises of the previous decades, and it was during this time of unrest that Hugo Chávez entered the forefront of politics as the new democratically elected president. This transition was revolutionary, however, not in the same manner as many of the other revolutions that have swept through Latin America. There was no guerrilla movement or coup d’etat that ousted an oppressive regime. Rather on February 2, 1999 a Socialist president was inaugurated into office. Upon his entrance into the presidency, a new constitution and numerous organizations were developed. More specifically, the constitution brought about numerous benefits for women that were advanced and implemented by INAMUJER. 

In order to further understand the significance of INAMUJER within Venezuelan society I must explain the development of one of the most progressive constitutions in the world. The Venezuelan constitution is recognized internationally for its dual-gender language and its heavy emphasis on equals rights for both women and men. The document was established in response to the 1961 constitution, which “was mainly concerned with maintaining political stability” rather than addressing the needs of civil society (Garcia-Guadilla, 182). The document served the political party system during the decades prior to Chávez, which according to him, needed drastic revisions. Under his administration a Constituent Assembly was established, which consisted of numerous social organizations caucusing together to promote their most important goals. Together these groups worked to develop a constitution that would address human rights, political participation, and checks and balance within the government. In reference to women specifically, measures were taken to entitle women to full citizenship. It also discusses discrimination, sexual harassment, and domestic violence. “In addition to guaranteeing full equality between men and women in employment, it is the only Constitution in Latin America that recognizes housework as an economically productive activity, thus entitling housewives to social security benefits (Article 88)” (Wagner, “Women”). The document was put together rather quickly, as Chávez did not want the excitement surrounding his new administration to dwindle before he could develop these changes. Women activists in particular were vocal in this process because for the first time their voices were not being marginalized, rather welcomed and most importantly incorporated into the newly developed rights. 

The role of women in Venezuelan politics had been limited under the two-party system through the second half of the 20th century. It wasn’t until the 1970s when there was an economic boom from oil that the first state agency for women, Comisión Feminina Asesora de la Presidencia (COFEAPRE) emerged. The money earned from oil went towards social services; however petroleum dictated these spending measures. During the 80s the economic depression limited social spending, leaving women silenced once again. They faced the brunt of impoverishment, which flourished in the nineties. “The poverty rate in a country that was previously associated with having one of the highest and fastest growing GDPs in Latin America, increased by over 60%, from 17.7% in 1981 to 78% by 1997, and the World Bank declared Venezuela to have the greatest inequality in any Latin American country” (Wagner, “Women”). Efforts were made to change these statistics as Chávez was voted into office. Women had a new outlook on their future, as feminists became, “dedicated to tearing down the formally rigid and exclusive “democracy”” and had hopes that this was “the beginning of a new phase in the fight for gender equality” (Wagner, “Women”). In response to these demands Hugo Chávez established INAMUJER as a forum from which women could work for women’s issues. 

The group’s founding came in 2000, which received accreditation by the Equal Opportunity Act of 1993. María Leon, leading women’s rights activist and former guerrilla fighter, was appointed by Chávez to lead the organization’s efforts. This agency is specifically tied to the government, as it is administered under the Ministry of Health and Social Development. Its obligations are numerous, but in a broader sense “its permanent bodies are responsible for designing, executing, directing, co-coordinating, supervising and evaluating policies and matters related to the status of women” (ILO, “National”). In order to fulfill these commitments the organization employs about 100 workers that act in groups of 20 in different locations. Workshops are held in order to educate the community about their constitutional rights, reproductive rights, domestic violence, and employment. Specifically, three domestic violence centers were established, as well as a free hotline used predominately to report domestic abuse. According to Mercedes Aguilar, a member of the executive committee of the group, INAMUJER “gives 24 workshops a year to teach women what their rights are and how to report domestic violence…We provide support and protection to women who have been victims of violence” (Wagner, “Women”). Currently the group is working on three campaigns established to address laws in contradiction to the constitution. These efforts are noteworthy, in that the government is funding this group and supporting the measures being taken to address sexism in the document. Prior to Chávez’s socially conscious administration, women’s rights were squelched and side-lined. Women are now taking an active role in the Bolivarian Revolution, working to make Venezuelan life more egalitarian. 

Two years ago, upon their fifth birthday the group introduced, “the National Plan for Equality for Women 2004-2009, which is designed to prevent and eradicate violence against women, ensure women’s rights and access to justice, strengthen the participation of women in politics and society, and to develop and execute a plan for equal economic rights for women” (Bell). This three part campaign being run by INAMUJER highlights both the successes and faults within the constitution in respect to women’s rights. Although the document has been praised for its non-sexist language and protections of human rights, legislation has worked to defer these gains. First, INAMUJER is addressing discrimination in employment, with hopes of replacing the current Penal Code, as well as recreating Social Security laws in order to incorporate housewives. Next, the group is determined to address female representation within politics. Ultimately, they would like to establish a 50% quota for both women and men. Finally, in their third campaign the group is working to democratize the family. Domestic violence taints the homes of millions and through legal reforms and education, INAMUJER plans to diminish the abuses. The constitution currently outlines these guidelines; however the enactment has been a slow and challenging process. 

Employment opportunities for women are often substandard, with low wages, long hours, and few benefits. Opportunities within the labor force however, have grown drastically since the 1960s, when only 25% of women were working.  Yet it is also important to recognize the types of jobs women currently have (See graph, pp 13). Just as in other Latin American countries, women in Venezuela account for about 50% of the informal sector of employment (Wagner, “Bolivarian”). Whether they earn their way by selling goods on the streets, or provide services in the home, much of their work is not being recognized by the government, and thus they are not receiving the appropriate benefits. While in the formal sector, their access to employment has been limited primarily because of their gender. According to a UN document summarizing a conference by the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women, “women’s participation in Venezuela’s labor force rose from 33.8 per cent in 1990 to 37.5 per cent in 2001, the rate is still low, suggesting social conditions favoring men’s access to work over women” (UN, “Monitoring”). The numbers clearly show that women are suffering within the Venezuelan labor force even though assistance has been given by Chávez’s administration. The people in INAMUJER have recognized these numbers and are working to address the inequalities by renovating the Penal Code and the Social Security rights outlined in the constitution.

According to the document numerous provisions have been established in reference to gender and employment. In summary, it declares that employment is a right that must also be protected through safe, suitable working conditions. It also promises equal pay for equal work regardless of gender. Finally, it guarantees Social Security benefits for all workers. Additionally, it “recognizes the value of household work as an economic activity and a source of national wealth and social welfare. Housewives are therefore entitled to social security coverage in conformity with the law (Article 88.)” (ILO, “Constitution”).  Therefore, under these provisions, INAMUJER is working on implementation. The transition to a more gender-conscious labor force is a difficult process that takes constant support. María León is optimistic about these changes as she stated, “‘Article 88 is an example to be followed by all countries in their struggle to eradicate discrimination against women’” (Wagner, “Women”). It is essential that an organization such as INAMUJER is functioning to further these specific goals because it is easy for the intricacies of a party’s agenda to be pushed aside and replaced with more obvious, far-reaching goals. In order to implement the mandates of the constitution, INAMUJER along with other politicians, groups, educators, and feminists will evaluate current labor laws and advocate for equality in the employment sector of Venezuela’s society.

The processes required to address legislation, in spheres such as employment, would be less problematic with an increase in female political representatives. This ideology has taken Latin America by storm, as other nations have also toiled with similar goals. Specifically, Chile, under its new elected president, Michelle Bachelet, has established a cabinet with five women and five men ministers. Within the governmental structure INAMUJER would like to pursue comparable positions. Their campaign wishes to extend representation by women beyond executive positions and into all branches of the government. 

The history of women within top-tier political positions has been a slow and steady increase, however, not a pressing priority for Chávez. With women making up more than half of the population, female representatives are few and far between. Many political scientists studying these changes have noted the reversal of the Women’s Suffrage Law of 1999 as a prominent cause for the diminishment of women in the National Assembly. While in enactment, the law had mandated a required minimum of 30% women within this legislative body. Women from both party camps were disgruntled that Chávez had allowed this modification. Also, it was not until he created his cabinet in 2000 that he appointed women to ministry positions. The suffering numbers also extend to other political positions. Of the 165 National Assembly positions, women hold 16, as well as two of the 24 governorships. Within the judiciary eight of the 32 justices are women, and 70 of 336 mayoral positions a filled by females (Americas.org). These numbers clearly indicate that the current administration has promised equality but has focused on other matters. 

So many of the provisions developed by Chávez aim to increase social spending for the poor and provide representation for the impoverished.  It remains unspoken in political rallies and speeches that these efforts regularly protect men in their prominent fields, for example labor unions. He is also an international figure provoking the U.S. with socialist policies and oil prices. The power struggle created between these two nations neglects sectors with little political influence. Women, as stated earlier, dominate the informal sphere of the economy, and thus do not influence government policies as readily. Their participation in Venezuela’s society is less visible, but this is a product of years of machismo segregating and belittling women. INAMUJER recognizes that increased participation of women representatives would drastically enhance recognition of women within governmental power struggles. 

Although these positions are often elected by the people, the group hopes to win Chávez’s support so that he will pursue this goal using his influence throughout the party. “‘Recently Chavez stated that 50% of women are to be represented in public posts. At the moment, women hold 30% of all government posts in local, state and national positions.’” (Greenleft.org). If achieved and, hopefully, when this is achieved groups such as INAMUJER won’t have to rally legislators to pass laws with egalitarian language. Their efforts can be focused on campaigns that will alter societal discriminations that have flourished for centuries. The complexities of the inequity have filtered from legislative battles into the homes of millions of Venezuelans struggling to democratize their families.

The third campaign that INAMUJER is pursuing is aimed at protecting women from domestic violence and creating outlets with which these crimes are recognized and punished. Venezuela is one of the few countries that recognizes violence against women as an intrusion in the progress being made to democratize Venezuelan society. As a result INAMUJER is currently working to make such violence punishable by law. The ranges of issues associated with the family are far-reaching, with numerous components. In addressing the broadest aspect, the group is working to challenge societal norms concerning women. For centuries legal language, the labor force, and representation have kept women segregated from their male-counterparts; however under Chávez women now have an outlet with which they can pursue changes. Advocates are working to change the thought processes used when discussing Venezuelan progress and thus believe, “if we choose to continue to speak in a way that hides women, we will never fully take them into consideration as equals” (Wagner, “Women”). The first step in this campaign has already been achieved in that Chávez, along with the constitution, recognize women in the language that they use. No longer is it assumed that compañeros refers to both genders. Women are stepping out and voicing their concerns more prominently than ever. The legal backing is also present, as the constitution recognizes the rights of women in many of the articles. Specifically, Article 75 addresses maternity and health care; as it promises accurate information from doctors for family planning and healthcare throughout the entire pregnancy. Also Article 76 declares that family relations should be mutually respectful, with equal responsibilities for each gender. However, just as my other examples have shown, constitutional provisions do not mandate changes within society. As a result INAMUJER is working on educational campaigns for women, as well as creating resources that can be used in order to find necessary help. 

María del Mar Alvarez, the National Defender of Women’s Rights, within INAMUJER, stated, “‘usually, feminism caters to the upper and middle classes and does not reach the popular sectors. INAMUJER is striving to include marginalized women in the feminist discourse’” (Wagner, “Women”). In order to achieve this goal, the group has established a free hotline that women can use to report domestic abuse. They also enter the community directly, as they hand out copies of the laws specifically associated with women’s rights. The group also funds Casa de Abrigo, a women’s shelter in Venezuela. They recognize that changes must stem from multiple outlets within society in order to develop substantial changes, so they also work with professionals, in order to sensitize them to domestic violence. As INAMUJER has taken to the streets, more and more people are being exposed to the new constitutional rights provided within the 1999 document. Ultimately, the members of INAMUJER would like to see societal changes associated with gender. 

The development of an organization, supported by the government, whose purpose is associated with social welfare, is unprecedented in Venezuela’s history prior to the presidency of Hugo Chávez. It would be naive to look at the political atmosphere in the status quo and measure the progress of political organizations without looking to the past. Venezuela’s economic roller-coaster through the last forty years consequently altered political parties’ strength within the electorate. The Bolivarian Revolution, favorable to the masses, is currently unfolding within a nation in the form of non-violence, a rare occurrence in Latin America. This environment has created an outlet for extraordinary social changes, and for INAMJUER that is gender equality within the legal, social, political, and economic spheres of life. 

In looking to the future, the group’s primary objective is similar to the goals of Chávez: promotion of justice for all citizens. In order to bring this idea into fruition the mentality of men and women alike must be altered to favor the diminishment of discrimination. For centuries women have been employed to play the roles of second class citizens, but with the emergence of a new millennium, come new ideals. Nora Casteñeda, the president of the Woman’s Bank stated, “Venezuelan women now know that this revolution is for them too and they are beginning to wake up” (Wagner, “Women”). The future looks hopeful. 

INAMJER will continue to work on their three part campaign, while constantly educating Venezuelans about gender equality within all aspects of their society. There is a call for an ideological revolution that is founded on participatory democracy. Within the constitution, democracy is universal, protected, and promised for every man, child, and finally, every women as well. A new era has begun. 
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Chapter 5

The FSLN: Transformations from the Revolution to Political Power

Ideology guides and motivates revolutionaries fighting for change, and throughout all Latin America, revolutionary groups have challenged the dictatorships that had so abused their citizens. After a successful revolution, however, these rebels become the establishment, and they often lose their ideological ardor once they come to power. Specifically, in the case of Nicaragua I will be comparing Sandinismo, a left-wing Socialist effort, with its political party the FSLN. I will explain how the status of women advanced alongside the Sandinista’s ideological efforts, but regressed after the 1979 coup. I believe that women lost their prominence in Nicaraguan society because the male revolutionaries who had once provided leadership positions for women lost their enthusiasm for equal rights after they came to power. 


I will establish a chronological framework in order to examine the status of women. There are three time periods that best exhibit their changing rights: the Sandinista Revolution, the FSLN administration, and the following post- Sandinista decade. Prior to obtaining political power, Sandinistas worked for social improvements, however once the ideological motivations of the revolution were sidelined, politics weakened the grass-root efforts of women, thereby undermining their growing status. To begin, I will explore the history of Sandinismo as a philosophy. 

Since 1936, Nicaragua has battled the deadly, nepotistic reign of the Somoza dynasty. The 1934 assassination of Sandino ignited a movement working for better social conditions for the majority, rather than the elite. Finally, after years of oppression during Anastasio “Tachito” Somoza’s rule, the Sandinistas employed guerilla fighting to overthrow the government. The movement comprised itself of a variety of people, young and old, male and female. Notably, gender did not limit participation. Specifically, women held traditional roles, which similarly occurred throughout all of Latin America. As evidenced by the conscription efforts of the Sandinistas, many women’s ideologies developed in religious surroundings, a prominent residence for thousands. The leadership delved into the traditional female lifestyle to help mobilize their movement. Once involved, the status of women heightened because they were leaving their conventional lives for a more male-dominated sphere. 

The guerilla effort invited female participation as part of the process to promote mass mobilization. In her book Women and Guerilla Movements, Karen Kampwirth explores the reasons why and how women joined the Sandinistas. She points to economic frustrations as the incentive, but then goes on to explain the status of women as part of the effort. “Once the FSLN admitted women as equals, the traditional gender division of labor often broke down, under the nontraditional conditions of guerilla life” (Kampwirth 2002, 33). Egalitarianism was mandatory because unity was crucial in order to overthrow the Somoza dictatorship. In the mountains women acquired positions of power, for they were as susceptible to death as their male counterparts. Kampwirth goes on to explain that life after the guerilla war resulted in reversed rights obtained on the battlefield. Similar conclusions were drawn by Lisa Baldez and Margaret Power in their discussions of Chilean revolutions. The reasoning is drawn from an interview, which stated that after the coup, “‘a machista life began, which is Nicaraguan culture. They returned to what they considered a normal life’” (Kampwirth 2002, 33). I disagree with this analysis, for it ignores the political shifts that took place when the FSLN came into power. Life did not return to “normal” for the female revolutionaries solely because sexism was rampant, rather their gains were marginalized for political purposes. Once Sandinismo was transformed into the governing FSLN party, negative changes took place for women. 

The year of 1979 was a crucial turning point. It began with hopes for more equality and more justice for the general population. Democracy was supposed to flourish, as grassroots organizations were going to help the impoverished. Elections were suspended because efforts were made to intensify money spent on education, health care, and laborers. The Council of State, the legislative body of the FSLN from 1979 to 1984, was comprised of mostly Sandinista supporters. It was in this forum that AMNLAE (the Association of Nicaraguan Women Louisa Amanda Espinosa), a national women’s organization, was able to enter into the political arena. Initially these efforts would imply an increase in representation for women and an outlet for women’s issues to be addressed at an influential level. However, these successes were short lived because external political pressure made women’s issues a second-tier priority to party unity. AMNLAE was a medium with which women sought a voice but was also, “a roadblock that forced women to put the breaks on some of their demands as a way of showing loyalty to the revolution” (Blandón, 114). Administrative validity was also being questioned at the time, which further hurt the status of women. 

Daniel Ortega, president of Nicaragua during this time, was in desperate need of legitimacy because internationally Nicaragua was being watched. Political warfare dissolved some of Ortega’s socialist efforts, drastically limiting the far-reaching aid the FSLN had planned to give. Elections ensued and the National Assembly was established, however “very little consideration was given to retaining a direct legislative role for mass organizations” (Vanden and Prevost, 539). AMNLAE was a key actor in this loss, and ultimately women were as well. They sought autonomy and representation and were receiving neither. In a very familiar pattern, “power became concentrated in the upper echelons of government and in the FSLN’s National Directorate” (Vanden and Prevost, 537). The female guerrilla efforts of the Sandinista revolution were not being diminished because of societal norms, rather political strategies became more valuable for Ortega’s threatened administration. The ideology of the years past, which fought for a fairer world for everyone, took a backseat to power struggles between the FSLN and the U.S. backed Contras. Sandinismo was no longer working to better the status of women’s lives, but aimed at desperately trying to maintain control. 

Unable to sustain support, with an astounding 36,000% inflation rate (Dosh lecture 3/23/06) and fearful of more war, the Nicaraguan people elected Violeta Chamorro in 1990. Although the Sandinistas were out of power, the effects of their administration would continue to hurt women throughout the next decade. The political warfare heavily outweighed any of the ideological advancements the FSLN had hoped to achieve. The decline in the status of women continued, as Chamorro, the new socially conservative leader, developed her political agenda for her term in office. Sandinistas had hoped to regain power in the following 1996 election, and would then be able to help the status of the oppressed, women included. However, the greed of Daniel Ortega, an infamously corrupt politician, received large land grants for himself and his fellow FSLN leaders during the Piñata period. Impoverished citizens watched as their supposed socially conscious leaders bathed in their own greed. During which Chamorro’s administration worked to reincorporate traditional values into Nicaraguan society. Women’s organizations were still alive, and during this time of discontent they joined together to establish the National Women’s Coalition, an organization composed of women from both ends of the political spectrum. 

Under this coalition women were given a new voice that would be employed in the 1996 presidential elections. After being silenced in AMNLAE because of politics, many women turned their attention here. “The Coalition was born in a context in which the autonomous women’s movement could count on coordinating bodies that were more or less stable” (Blandón, 115). These efforts, as Blandón discusses in her piece “The Coalición Nacional de Mujeres” are unprecedented and therefore enhanced the status of women. Never before had such a broad range of women gathered together with similar gender-rights goals. The establishment of the Minimum Agenda, which was adopted by some parties and recognized in others, set a guideline for women’s desires in Nicaraguan society. Feminine issues became part of the political discourse in the 1990s, which was novel in and of itself. Sandinismo ideology was still alive and positively affecting the lives of women activists. 

Although these gains are substantial, the detriment of the politics of the FSLN still heavily hindered women through numerous outlets. For example, the coalition was not able to increase their presence in representation. Following the election, female representatives decreased in the National Assembly. Those elected for the 1990-1996 term were 20% women and in the 1996 election it dropped to 10.75% (Blandón, 126). One reason for this decrease was the lack of female candidates. The Constitutionalist Liberal Party, the FSLN’s opponents, received the most support, which was a product of the people’s dissatisfaction with Ortega’s leadership. Political turmoil prevented women from becoming part of the governing apparatus, both as representatives and within organizations. 

 Mass mobilization has been squelched in Nicaragua since the defeat of the FSLN in 1990. With the support of the United States, a neoliberal economic program was established and much of the Sandinista efforts were dismantled. The effects of these changes were detrimental to grass-roots groups. During the decade following Ortega, efforts were made to, “strengthen traditional parties, and further reduce the power and size of the mass organizations and the Sandinista party” (Vanden and Prevost, 543). Specifically, money for women’s health care was rerouted because less reproductive services would be available during Chamorro’s presidency. Propaganda within textbooks that promoted traditional values and standards also infiltrated education. Finally, limited social services forced unfunded non-governmental groups to perform the tasks the government once paid for and provided. During this era, “public policy was shaped by antifeminism” (Kampwirth 2004, 48). These changes are products of political shifts in Nicaragua. The people voted Ortega out of office because economically they were suffering. The FSLN faced war debts and U.S. pressures, which heavily affected the hyper-inflated era. They had nearly impossible goals during a time of international turmoil, thus making their term in power unsuccessful. As a result of these failures the ideological motivations of Sandinismo suffered as well. 

Revolutionary goals are often idealistic; making their enactment difficult to fulfill. Sandinistas promoted the social good, by demanding rights for the poor, workers, and women. Unfortunately, following the guerilla warfare, as Kampwirth described, machista life returned. This was not due entirely to accepted sexist practices in Latin American life. It occurred because political chaos enveloped the ideals of the FSLN. Women’s organizations suffered when conservative government strangled their progress. Sandinismo ultimately diminished the status of women because the post-Sandinista period had reversed much of the progress of the revolutionary fight for equality. 

Chapter 6

Class: An Influential Motivator within Revolutions

Categorization is commonly used by historians to explain periods of time. Karen Kampwirth in her book Women and Guerilla Movements does just that. She aimed to address why women joined both the Sandinista and Contra movements in Nicaragua and found comparisons between the two. However, in her efforts to categorize she neglected one of the most prominent causes: class. She briefly addresses socioeconomic factors but never measures the impact of these causes. I am left to wonder which reasons were the most motivating. The misconception that she develops stems from her over- usage of personal accounts. 

To begin, I will reference the different causes that motivated women to join guerilla movements. First, and with much emphasis, Kampwirth addresses personal factors. She describes women’s connections to their families’ revolutionary history, as well as religious experiences that pushed them into rebellion. Next, she explains that the government was neglecting women’s efforts and they were forced to radicalize. The methodology of warfare changed as mass mobilization was adopted. Finally, the most prominent issues to me were the socioeconomic factors; specifically, agroexport crops, single-headed households, and urban migration.

In the opening of her book, Kampwirth declares that it is inadequate to study revolutions strictly through men’s actions and their violence. Furthermore, she states that it “is not enough…to look for the support or lack of support of social sectors, with a particular focus on class division” (Kampwirth, 3).  The author seems more determined to unveil hidden motivations, but in doing this she fails to emphasize how important class was in motivating the activists. 

The mass migration of women to the cities heavily affected all of the other factors she mentions in her discussion. I think she may overlook the connection to class because it is inconsistent. Specifically she makes claims in different sections about the classes of women and the correlation to their radicalization. In reference to single mothers headed to the cities, she states that “both radical right-wing and left-wing groups seek to mobilize the same kinds of people: the losers in the sorts of socioeconomic transformations” (Kampwirth, 30). Regardless of the motivations offered by religion and urgency for political rights, these women were poor and highly vulnerable to recruitment. The alternative personal accounts read as intentional evidence given to support Kampwirth’s analysis. Just pages after this statement Kampwirth argues that most of the guerillas were educated women who were recruited from student organizations. Education implies a sense of wealth or a least a lack of necessity to feed a family as a single mother. Both depictions are drastically different and are most likely true. Kampwirth, however, never clarifies the role of class when discussing the types of women that joined. She probably did this in order to avoid falling into the trap she so prominently introduced in her opening pages. 

Kampwirth personalized the women by depicting numerous stories, yet as a result I am left unsure of the general types of women that were attracted to the guerilla movements. Class seemed to weave itself into each of the motivations that attracted women. However, the degree to which it affected their decisions was muddled depending Kampwirth’s intended argument. As a result, the over-arching claims describing her categorizations are unclear and inconsistent. 
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