Nicaragua, story of a forgotten country

Once upon a time the revolution

Twenty years ago, the Sandinistas overthrew th&atdic Somoza. It seemed the
beginning of a new era, but it was only the lastrrof the 1968 generation. Today, a
nation of children (more than half population isdenage) has with no prospects for
the future. Also because the past is just hypocrisy

(published in the monthly newsmagazine “Galatea&cé&mber 1999)

Acahualinca has always been the worst area of Manalhe name of indigenous origin, seems to
indicate an eruption of lava, the presence of @am). But if one day there was lava, today there
are mud and excremeniN® botar la basura(do not throw garbage) is written on the wall: an
ironic invitation for those who live there.

The garbage trucks work together with "basurerag@rbage-men, sad artists of separate collection
of rubbish.

Naked children splash in puddles, waiting to folldike a little festive parade, another load of
waste: something will be, and another day will bstp
Not far away, there is the barrio "Vida Nueva", thstrict was rebuilt after the hurricane "Mitch".
The houses are all the same: small, grey, theystiblkunder construction.

On the other hand there is a nice basketball cpased rectangle in the middle of a large green
ground. Obras, no palabrdsthe poster says, signed by Arnoldo Aleman, libprasident elected

in 1996.

"Works, not words." A slogan in reverse: many, toany words spent about this nation, while the
reality was (and is) always elsewhere, always distaeffable, incomprehensible.

Nicaragua was blown up for eleven years with idgiglal rhetoric, because it represented, for better
or for worse, the last refuge of the revolutionatgpia before the Big Chill. The Nineties. The end
of ideology. For somebody, even the end of his{and this nonsense, signed Francis Fukuyama,
spread all over the world).

In Nicaragua, history seems to end, or start (deipgnon your point of view), in 1990, with the
resounding electoral defeat of the Sandinistasefeven years in power, and the affirmation of
Violeta Chamorro, leader of an unlikely coalitioh B} parties, named "UNO" (Unién Nacional
Oposidora).

Since that time, Nicaragua has got out of the gputlof world public opinion to become an
insignificant country, newsworthy only for naturdisasters (a constant, here). In fact, the first
impression is that of a poor, melancholic countiat tyou might confuse with many others.

A couple of "guerrilla"monuments are not sufficiémtcharacterize a city, Managua, neither old nor
new, neither bad nor good. Poverty can be seeooufe, but it tends to thin out on huge spaces:
there are few people, in both urban and rural asgas$ so little movement, little life.

It is as if Nicaragua hids. A feeling that is bexog increasingly a certainty for the journalistavh

stubbornly tries to get an idea, to come to sommelosion. Presence and absence, truth and fiction,
you hear everything and its opposite. The repuldfl@mbiguity.
A student who works at the university library in Meua tries to explain this double reality with
the "gueguensktradition, namely plays of natives, who, presegtihemselves in a grotesque
fashion, actually mocked the conquistadors, thetensswho laughing at the actors, laughed at
themselves.

But beyond the literature, the answers come frostohy, that does not begin with Violeta, or with
the Sandinistas, or with Somoza, the great dictator

Nicaragua is an always incredibly conflicting ctynable to fight about everything, and whose
ruling classes was always willing to resort to amgans to ensure success.

Independence, in 1821, immediately sees the divibetween republicans and monarchists. One
part wants to join Mexico, another Guatemala. I23L&ere is the first coup, and soon after, the



first civil war. Since that moment, a crazy unsdd& story starts: Nicaragua has at times
simultaneously also two governments and four ctuigins. Governments dissolve the assemblies,
assemblies dismiss governments. The constitutimnstaanged as if they were waste-paper. Every
political issue ends in gunfire. You sign an agreetrand soon after begin to shoot. All nationalists
howevertodos caballeros

Every leader fills his mouth with national pridenfost a fad, that of the Fatherland, also sung by
the great Nicaraguan poet Ruben Dario, one of thatgst Latin American authors: "If small is
one's country, great ones dream it/ My illusion amngddesires, and my hopes / tell me there is not
little country ..."

Yet, in 1855, an American adventurer, William Walkeas elected president: with a few hundred
men he had managed to "win" one of the many intemaas. And in 1912, President Diaz did not
hesitate to call to his aid the marines, who remhin the country until 1925.

The direct military intervention of the United Rtsf to support one or the other faction (the clash
was between conservatives and liberals) was thsecatithe guerrillas led by General Augusto
Cesar Sandino.

As honest as the day long, Sandino. Limited cultam a statesman, not an ideologue, perhaps
even not a great strategist. But he was considtengst, clear as crystal. "I do not sell mysetf &n
do not give up: they must win me", he said. Andal§here are men who believe, because they
live well, that is crazy to sacrifice for the calteve good".

Sandino believed in it, even if his main (not ty $lae only)goal was to redeem Nicaragua from
servility to the United States. He naively fellara trap set by his great rival, Anastasio Somoza,
commander of the National Guard invented by Amascafter reaching an agreement. There is an
amazing picture that shows them embracing: Sombzamurder, tall and fat, in a uniform that
looks like a policeman; Sandino, the victim, snaadtl thin, with his broad-brimmed hat, the boots
and cartridge belt. It is perhaps the most embleni@iage of this country, even if it dates back to
1934. Sandinistas and Somozistas bound in a deadlyrace, the one of violence, authentic
material constitution of Nicaragua.

For forty years, Somoza family ruled the nationptoconsidered personal property in Nicaragua.
The power passes from Anastasio to his son Luid,feom this to his brother, another Anastasio.
But the insurgency is getting stronger and moreegjdead. A larger sectors of society join
Sandinista guerrillas, started in 1962. The repoassecomes brutal and indiscriminate.
U.S. President Jimmy Carter accept no more to chli@raguan dictator, who digs his own grave
with a double murder, that of Pedro Joaquin Chamaditor of "Prensa”, in 1978, and that of Bill
Stewart, an American journalist, in 1979.

Pedro Joaquin Chamorro, Violeta's husband, is thegeois opposition to Somoza. He had a huge
reputation (of which his wife will benefit), his wepaper openly defied the dictator. His funeral
will be the most watched in the history of Nicaragu

The vast majority of people side with the Sandasstand on July 17, 1979, when Somoza, now
isolated and abandoned by Washington, goes intle,elMlanagua explodes into a memorable
celebration. The miracle happened: the revolutipgaerrilla, one of the least strong and organized
in Central America, won.

Nicaragua, for once, seems united by the fall eftyinant, the common enemy.

But since that moment, everything starts to be tbubhere are a double interpretation of the
Sandinista period, a double assessment of thatierpe, an ambiguous legacy of the revolution.
For the left, a generous and even naive attemptuild a democracy based on social justice was
choked by a dirty war of aggression perpetratethkyUnited States, namely, by President Reagan,
a champion of ultra-conservative right.

For the right, the hegemony attempt of the Santigsisvas to build a Cuban-style regime:
Sandinistas have stifled promised freedom and duihe economy, they contributed to the division
of the country and they felt more or less like #ile communist regimes in Europe.
This is what is repeated at all levels, from thellactual to thecampesinpfrom politician to the
beggar. Opposing opinions, schizophrenic versiaegardless of cultural and social level.



However, a great incentive to go beyond the clichés

The first concerns the war. People like Ken Loatire€tor of "Carla's Song") has no doubts: on the
one hand poor and noble people, with the Sand®isia the other, an army of supporters of
Somoza, funded by the CIA. But then you can meetiraber of poor peasants who tell you that
many of them, in the eighties, were with the natasi "Contras" (short fo€ontrarevolucio.
When testimonies multiply, doubts increase. Howt ipossible? After the agrarian reform, the
crusade for literacy, free education and healthiserhow can we explain such a phenomenon? For
the "orthodox" Sandinistas (see the interview ityardo Arce) is not explained.

For the critical Sandinistas (considered "traitprslike Sergio Ramirez, author ofAdios
muchacho§ which is the literary case of the year in Nigara, there is some possible explanation.
The issue of land, for example. For the Sandinidtas land was to be state property, used by
cooperatives (Unidades de Produccion Agropecudiiaand not divided among the peasants, who
did not have access to individual ownership. "ltswaa mistake that would cost blood - Sergio
Ramirez writes - because the revolution, violatimg most sacred promises, produced the first of its
great disappointments.”

Ramirez, which is one of the historical leaderghef Sandinistas, admits that the revolutionarg glit
for its socio-cultural origin, could not fully regoize the needs of a deep rural society tied to
tradition. The most emblematic case was that ofkibzNatives, a small Anglophone ethnic group
of the Atlantic coast of Nicaragua, who fought agaiSandinistas to defend their autonomy.
"A war can not be imposed only from outside, evemf the United States - says a member of the
Catholic Church — it is demonstrated by the exarmpMetnam®.

As seen in the context of the Cold War, the conftit the eighties is yet another civil war in
Nicaragua, even if old school Sandinistas will meag@mit it. As they will never admit that, while
the war bled the country, preventing it from reaghat least the major social results obtained from
the Castroism in Cuba, it tremendously strengthéhegower of the party leaders and of the party
on society, but alienating the consent of most fgeop

At the time of the 1990 electoral defeat, the Sasths controlled virtually everything: army,
police, trade unions, media. The transition wasvsdad difficult, and it is not over yet. It is dti$
stage that the most blatant betrayal of the reiaiutieals occurs: with the approval of specialdaw
85, 86 and 88, gone down in history as the lawthefpinata With these laws, the Sandinistas
officially protected property confiscated and réalmited during the revolution. More concretely
safeguarded their personal wealth.

The guerrillas grown up in Marxist — Leninist ptatiphy, disgraced themselves just on private
property. The senior management of the SNLF (SastdirNational Liberation Front) joined the
Nicaraguan wealthy families (the Chamorros, thealyas, etc.). Only the undisputed leader of the
party and the revolution, Daniel Ortega seems teehept out of the "feast”, but in return his
brother Humberto, the head of the army until 1988y a successful entrepreneur in Costa Rica,
made a lot of money.

About property (land, buildings, businesses) anlemsdlitigation was opened, going on for ten
years. In the total uncertainty of the law (whishprevalent at all levels), the strongest prevails,
course (there are former owners who sought andnaatdJ).S. citizenship in order to "defend"
better themselves).

The countryside, which has enormous potential fpopulation of only five million inhabitants, is
in an incredible state of disrepair. Arnoldo Alemianan unpresentable president. as mayor of
Managua first and head of state then, he has isedelais personal wealth of 900 percent, according
to a survey of "Controlor".

But Daniel Ortega does not press him about thecjaldand moral issue, because he used immunity
to avoid the trial brought by his partner's daugteilamerica Narvaez Murillo, who accuses him
of having raped her when she was a girl. Althoughhlas not changed one iota the tones of
revolutionary leader, and attitudes (FSLN lookse li& police station, closed to all visitors and
guarded by soldiers armed with machine guns) Ortetygpts a policy based on pacts with the
government contemptuously defined "Somozista".



Considering the moral neglect and the ambiguityhef Sandinista leaders (the others, the Liberals
are not even to be taken into account), it is rrpr&ge that Nicaragua is backward-looking, without
ideas and without any particular models for future.

It is a huge gap, which is particularly pronounaedhe foundations of society: family, school and
church.

Nicaraguan Catholic Church is represented peyfeatla top level, by Cardinal Obando y Bravo,
the mediator of the mediators, unable to go beyanéndemic (pro-government) moderation. At a
basic level, if there was ever the generous impafsthe Theology of Liberation, one wonders
where it went. Priests are very few, people refigiois one of the dullest of Latin American.
Nicaragua is truly a land of mission.

Education is the problem number one: if Sandinistaedibly blown up the results of the "literacy
crusade" and the school for everybody, the nedibmulicies of the last decade have ditched what
remains the first and most important factor in depment of a nation.

But the deep discomfort of Nicaragua is expresséaimthe family.

"It is the absence of a father figure that haveeaisive influence more than any other", said
UNICEF's Norwegian representative for NicaraguanBg&asen. The family is often made up of a
young mother, children and occasional companiomstadto unions are a traditional constant, as it
is traditional maintaining relationships with sealewwomen, even an official one, and other
"unofficial", with legitimate and natural children.

The legacy of the history concerns the latest gdiwgr of teenagers who fought and had political
and social responsibilities in the eighties (Saistiis lowered the legal age to 16 years). A burned
generation. Grown up earlier, indoctrinated by téeolutionary epic, thirties generation today is
unable to handle normally. Their problems are estmted by an unemployment rate that reaches
peaks of seventy percent. They are fathers unaltbe ta model. The betrayal of the revolutionary
spirit is also the betrayal of a generation, thathe fifties, the heroes of the guerrilla struggle
similar process occurred in Europe with the adisvis the 1968 protest movement, who integrated
seamlessly into the dominant model, yet afford e dife lessons reminding "those formidable
years".

Twenty years old generation, in Nicaragua, conttaryhat happens to us, continue to listen to
them. At least guys like those of "Sandinista Y8uhJinotepe. Prepared, excited, curious, "tough.”
Perhaps too little critical of their "fathers". Raps a little dazed by the myths of the past. Maybe
they need to assist the third consecutive defe&NifF (elections of 2001) so they decide to fire
those who continue to feel irreplaceable and thieynat, those who continue to be revolutionary in
words and more realistic in facts. In any case, ganutrust this generation.

Cesare Sangalli

Meeting with Bayardo Arce, Sandinista leader
Ripped off by the" Viper"

Disconcerting. This is the feeling of facing therqm and what he says. Bayardo Arce, 50, has
always been in the hall of the buttons of the rettoh, namely, the Directorate-General of the
party. He is one of the "Group of Nine", the nieaders who led the guerrillas to victory against
Somoza. But he does not communicate the soldidepand never gives in to the temptation to
romanticize the past. Or maybe he does, but innthg you do not expect. He talks about the
Sandinistas as a "tropical Marxism", presentingaenate view of the revolution: they wanted "a
pluralistic society", "mixed economy", "with the @rantees of individual rights" and "alliances with
all countries”. Reagan would have struggled agansascent social democracy, precisely because
he did not want that model, and not a new Cuba,cedain Central America.

Idealistic revolutionary or penitent moderate? Howdefine who judges a "romantic” idea that poor



people should vote for the left? A former commuugerrilla whose children study in private and
Catholic schools? Needless to seek answers. Thenaader Arce, like he is still called, is elusive,
like all Sandinista leadership.

We start from the unexpected defeat in the elections of 1990. How do you explain it, after
some time?

The key factor in the defeat is that the resilienteNicaraguan people, after six years of U.S.
aggression, had reached a limit. People were eidthiny war. President Bush made clear that if
we had won the elections, there would be no peeue still we were defeated by a slender margin,
the country was essentially split in two.

And the defeat in the elections of 1996? The war was now just a memory

In 1996 there were blatant fraud. Of course, Alemad a slice of the electorate on his side, but at
least we had to go to the second ballot. Then tivaethe support of the Church, through Cardinal
Obando y Bravo, who, while the election campaigs ataeady closed, celebrated a Mass attended
by Aleman, telling the now famous "parable of thygev" (an invented parable, in which a man who
helped a wounded snake, is bitten, however, bedaeseper can not deny its nature - an allusion
to the Sandinistas - author's note). The Mass waeadbast on television and the homily of Obando
greatly influenced the people, given the low cudtlevel of most people ..

But was it not normal to expect in a so poor country that after six years of liberal policies,
people would have opted for aradical change?

The idea that poor people should automatically Yotehe left is a romantic idea ... Otherwise the
left ruled around the world .. (The objection thabr people in Western countries are a minority is
not worthwhile, author's note). And then there ibackward mentality that has not changed,
because it takes a long time to change it ... Ngiemple's choices are understandable. Think there
are people who die rather than to accept a blatstusion ... (I guess he alludes to the Jehovah's
Witnesses, author's note)

Do you agree with those who say that if Daniel Ortega will run for a third time, the
Sandinistas have no chance of winning the election?

R - I do not know, it is premature to talk aboug thresidential candidacy. First, we have to deal
with the municipal elections of 2000. The outconfights election will certainly affect the debate
on the presidential candidacy. The fact remains tibday, Daniel Ortega is the most charismatic
leader throughout Nicaragua, and not just of th&fSN

Do you believe that there are alternatives to the dominant cultural model, that of U.S.
consumerism?

R-During the revolution we faced the problem of htovescape to the North American cultural
model. But we were already late, because histoityy the spread of "mass media”, went in the
opposite direction. You could not prevent this s We tried to live with. | have not even tried t
indoctrinate my children. They are simply differdrdm us, belong to another age. They are the
Internet generation ...



