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A b s t r a c t  

This thesis examines the impact of structural adjustment 

policies (SAPs) on women of the popular sector in Managua, 

Nicaragua. Structural adjustment policies are frequently 

implemented in seriously indebted third world countries under the 

direction of the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. 

The economic measures generally include currency devaluation, 

liberalization of trade, privatization of state enterprises, and cuts in 

government expenditures such as social services. 

The implementation of SAPs in Nicaragua, particularly since 

1990, has produced the most serious economic crisis in decades. The 

reasons why neoliberal assumptions don't fit the reality of women's 

lives in Managua is associated with historical and geographical 

conditions that structure their everyday lives. It is the combination 

of particularities, including its position as a dependent capitalist 

country, it's inability to attract foreign investment, high 

unemployment rates and a large informal sector that make SAPs 

inappropriate for such a poor, underdeveloped country. 

In Nicaragua women are being affected by SAPS in both the 

productive sphere and the social reproductive sphere. Women are 

experiencing greater unemployment rates and female employment is 

clustered around lower-paying, reproductive-related jobs. In the 

latter sphere, cuts in health and education expenditures are 

decreasing access to these services and in some cases shifting the 

burden of responsibility onto women. 
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Women's response to the crisis has been largely consistent with 

responses in other third world countries, including longer work days, 

adding children to the workforce, and reducing overall consumption. 

At the collective level women are organizing to provide basic health 

services and soup kitchens, in addition to some consciousness-raising 

and education regarding sexuality and violence against women. 

  here is some evidence that Nicaragua's recent revolutionary 

experience has positively influenced Row women are responding, in 

particular by teaching them how to organize more effectively and 

opening up a political space in a traditionally male-dominated 

society. 
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Chapter 1.0 
The Impact of SAPS on Women of the Popular Sector 

in Managua, Nicaragua 

This research examines the impact of structural adjustment 

policies on women of the popular sector in Managua, Nicaragua 

(Figure 1.1).1 Structural adjustment policies (SAPs) are presently 

a key component of the economic restructuring process in many 

third world countries. These controversial policies have resulted 

in a plethora of research regarding their relative merits and 

demerits, with much attention focused on Latin America and 

Africa. In particular, much of the literature examines the social 

cost of SAPs on the poorer sectors, and quite recently, their 

differential impact on men and women (Feldman and Beneria 

1992, Cornia et al 1987, Canak 1989, Deere et al 1990, Elson 

Iggf, Afshar & Dennis 1992, MacAfee 1991, Moser 1991, Riddell 

1992, Woodward 1992). 

It is argued here that there are two serious shortcomings 

with respect to the application of SAPs in Nicaragua. First, there 

are indications that these policies are inappropriate for Nicaragua 

The popular sector is a particular Latin American term that includes 
waged labour and the majority of informal sector workers (though not 
those workers operating profitable businesses), students, peasants, and 
farmworkers. As such it is not useful to use the term working class in 
opposition to Capital since the project of structural adjustment policies and 
transnationai companies as opposed by a wider spectrum, not just the 
working class. In Nicaragua the term popular sector also has subjective 
connoiations since the Smdiiiistas a d  iheii SuppoSeis used :he tern. 
Nicaraguans equate the term with 'the poor', defined as not having basic 
needs met. According to this definition. 70% of the population is considered 
poor {Woodfine 1993). 
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due to its particular economic and social structure as a dependent 

capitalist country with low levels of foreign investment and high 

levels of unemployment and informal sector workers. Second, 

these economic policies contain an underlying gender bias that 

discriminates against women. Such discrimination is further 

compounded in a m a c h i s t a  attitudes in a society such as 

Nicaragua. In addition, while policies under such conditions 

(economic hardship combined with machismo) may produce new 

forms of exploitation and hardship for women, they may also, as 

Elson (1 992) suggests, provide the necessary groundwork for 

transformation and structural change leading to more equity 

between men and women through the organization and 

collaboration of poor women fighting for themselves and their 

children. This point is  examined with regards to the particular 

situation of Nicaragua. 

This thesis, then, seeks to illustrate the reasoning and 

assumptions behind neoliberal economic policies such as SAPs and 

describe how they are implemented. In detailing the 

particularities of Nicaragua's economy it will become clear that 

many of the underlying assumptions of SAPs are not valid in that 

country, Similarly, SAPs do not address directly the generally 

inferior position of women in Nicaragua. It is from this that a 

differential gender and class impact arises since women 

frequently take on services and activities eliminated by the 

gwei'iimat in order to wy to maintain :he ~ e ! ! - ~ n g  of their 

family. 



Figure 1.1 
Map of Nicaragua 



This research is 

broad-based, equitable 

arising from SAps.2 

germane because of the implications for 

development in a third world country 

If the World Bank and the International 

Monetary Fund are to be believed, the purpose of SAPs is to allow 

indebted third world countries to improve their economic 

situation and thus 'develop'. However, the kind of development 

taking place is highly questionable when there is increasing 

inequality within and between countries and when little attention 

is being paid to the deteriorating social infrastructure of many 

counti-ies. This research consequently contributes to the literature 

that is  critical of present global restructuring policies; it 

particularly emphasizes the importance of considering 

particularities of place and gender in development strategies. 

There is  very little research available that emphasizes the 

particularities of Nicaragua and the gendered impact of SAPs in 

that country. The combined effect of these two factors reinforces 

existing inequalities at a global level between rich and poor 

countries, for instance by promoting polarized economic 

development and perpetuating the 'comparative advantage' of low 

wage labour. Similarly, inequalities are reinforced between men 

and women, particularly by women's considerable unpaid role in 

social reproduction. 

ti or the sake of verbal shorthand and clarity the rather contentious, but 
nonethciess imporiani issue what to call counsfies of the third world, or the 
developing countries will be avoided here. Both terms will be used 
interchangeably, while recognizing that they can be construed as vague 
and ethnocentric. 
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1 .1  Research Design 

Research is directed at the question of how poor wom en are 

affected by structural adjustment policies in Managua. The answer 

is sought by examining the changes in these women's work 

activities, as well as in their social reproduction in areas such as 

health and education. These' three principal areas of examination 

were chosen because of their significance to broad-based 

development. Work in the so-called productive sphere is 

important because of the increasing inability of families to survive 

on one wage, a wage which is traditionally earned by men. 

Additionally, the situation in Nicaragua is particularly relevant 

since there is a high number of female-headed households, and 

these households tend to be among the poorest. The incorporation 

of women into the labour market frequently affects children as 

well, owing to a lack of adequate childcare--further affecting 

broad-based development. Similarly, education and healthcare, 

part of social reproduction, are basic social services and thus are 

good indicators of a country's s~cioeconomic development. 

Moreover, data for these areas is relatively accessible in a short 

time period. 

The research design consisted of three components; 

interviews with women in two poor urban barrios in Managua 

(hereafter referred to as the individual women), interviews with 

women's groups and key informants (referred to as women's 

groups), and collection of secondary data from various sources in 

Nicaragua (see Appendix D for interview schedule). The purpose 



talking to several women and women's groups was to attempt 

complement the more quantitative secondary data collected in 

Nicaragua. Research was conducted in Managua between January 

and April 1993. 

The participants of this research project were chosen in 

consultation with organizations that were involved in women's 

issues and/or economics (i.e. Cenzontle, an indigenous organization 

examining issues pertaining to gender, and FIDEG, Fu ndtmc fo  n 

Internacrbnal Para el Desafio Econo'mico Global (International 

Foundation for the Global Economic Challenge). For example, the 

collectives chosen, Xochilt and 8 de rnarzo, were recommended by 

Roxanne Murrell at CUSO who helped arrange the interviews with 

them. I accompanied Rino Campos of Cenzsntle to a meeting in 

barrio Camilo Ortega where we then sought out women who were 

willing to talk. Those interviews were held over a four hour 

period in the kitchen of one of the women, Jasmine. Similarly, a 

contact at NITLAPAN introduced me to a Canadian nun who 

arranged a meeting with two women in barrio Edgar Lang; 

interviews took place in the small restaurant jointly operated by 

one ~f the women, Carmen. 

Five individual women, of varying marital status were 

interviewed (see Appendix B), all of whom identified themselves 

as poor and belonging to the popular sector. Although none of the 

women expressed concern about speaking to me, the names of the 

individual participants have been changed to protect their 

identity. The two barrios where they lived were barrio Carnilo 

Ortega and Edgar Lang, both named after revolutionary heroes 



who died in the insurrection leading up to the Sandinista triumph 

of 1979. Both barrios lack basic amenities such as telephone 

service, sanitary sewer systems and drainage systems. There is 

no regular garbage collection, creating very unsanitary conditions. 

Drinking water, health centres, transportation, and schools are 

considered inadequate. Many of the inhabitants live in one-room 

dwellings, commonly categorized as inadequate (D'Angelo & 

Campos l992).3 

Interviews were also conducted with two leaders of 

community-level women's centres (colecfivos, or collectives), and 

4 leaders of various organizations associated with women in some 

way (e.g. a leader of SOYNICA, a group that distributes soya to 

feeding centres for mothers and young children, and a union 
-- -- - - - -- 

3 These two barrios appear to be quite typical of popular sector barrios of 
Managua. Contrary to the commonly-held belief regarding 'shanty-towns' 
or 'spontaneous settlements' in third world cities, the majority of the 
population of Managua has not recently migrated from rural areas to the 
city. Instead, long-term residents move within the city upon hearing of 
new 'invasions' or opportunities of new land. During the revolution the 
Sandinistas legalised many such settlements, providing many with legal 
utility services and property rights. While some of the poor barrios appear 
to be distinctly Sandinista or even UNO supporters (see Chapter 3), there is 
considerable heterogeneity within. 

Managua has experienced tremendous growth in the past several decades, 
from 10% of the country's population in 1950, to 28% in 1980, to 33% in 
1986. Consequent problems that stem from the high growth rate include a 
housing shortage and inadequate services such as transportation and 
water (see Massey 1987 for a fuller analysis of the urban situation). These 
are exacerbated by the fact that Managua has not yet recovered from the 
damaging quake that destroyed the centre of the city in 1972. Today 
Managua is a somewhat bizarre city of more than 1 million people, with 
unamed roads joining disparate barrios (districts) together, and with no 
definite centre. Many of the poorer barrios are considered dangerous, both 
by many of the inhabitants and other Managuans. Much of the occurrence 
of crime is fairly recent, particularly in the past two years with the 
deteriorating economic conditions. As a result, it is considered dangerous 
for a foreigner to walk alone in many places, and both Managuans and 
foreigners often feel it is too dangerous to go outside after dark. 
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leader with FETSALUD, the health care union). A representative 

of the police was also interviewed in order to get recent statistics 

on crime rates. 

The questions asked varied according to the subject being 

interviewed, although they always revolved around how activities 

have changed since the implementation of the SAPS (see Appendix 

A). For instance, the individual women were asked to compare 

the number of hours (paid and unpaid) they worked presently to 

that of 2 years earlier when structural adjustment policies under 

the Chamorro government were implemented; how their wages 

have changed; the impact on their children (for example, are any 

working?); and how changes in health and education services 

have affected them. 

Questions to the leaders of the two women's centres 

similarly asked how the centre came into being (to what was it in 

response?); what its role in the community is; how, in their 

opinion, women are differently affected than men by the 

economic situation; how has the revolution changed the ability of 

women to respond to the economic crisis; and what are women's 

greatest preoccupations at the present time. 

Most of the secondary data that was collected in Nicaragua is 

publicly available and accessible, with the exception of two 

unpublished papers. One important source was the previously 

mentioned organization FIDEG (tnternational Foundation for the 

Global Economic Challenge). Formed in 1990. the purpose of this 

non-governmental group is to examine how broad global economic 

processes (such as structural adjustment policies) are affecting 
8 



various sectors of the lscal population. They have conducted 

many in-depth interviews with women of the popular sector over 

a two to three year period. A similar institution was NITLAPAN 

(Instituto de Investigacfon, Educacfon Popular y Desarrollo 

Aiternativo Universidad Centroarnericana) which is connected to 

the University of Central America in Nicaragua and which is also 

presently studying the economic situation of the urban poor. 

The realities of doing research in an impoverished country 

such as Nicaragua quickly became evident to me and presented 

some minor methodological problems. For instance, the impact of 

economic policies on a particular sector can be difficult to measure 

in a conventional way since there are frequently many 

intervening variables. Moreover, this problem can be further 

exacerbated owing to a country's impoverishment. There has 

been no national census in Nicaragua since 1972 and thus many 

statistics used by various organizations are guesses or are based 

on questionable sources. Equally important, many quantitative 

aspects of social impacts (e.g. employment and unemployment in 

the informal sector) are difficult to measure, and thus there is 

frequently a wide discrepancy between information offered by 

different sources. Discussions with other foreign and lscal 

researchers revealed which sources were generally considered 

more reliable. The three component parts of the research provide 

a variety of data sources for the thesis, thus minimizing the 

problems arising out of the above. Further difficulties stemmed 

from the difficult economic situation itself, such as the necessity of 

being accompanied by other people for safety reasons in the 
9 



barrios. Final1 y, most of the people contacted were Sandinista 

supporters, not by my choice, but because Nicaragua is a very 

politicized country, particularly at the present time, and it was 

primarily opponents to the present regime that were organized 

around this issue. It is difficult to determine how much of a role 

politics played in the response to questions asked. Regardless of 

these difficult conditions, virtually all of the people contacted 

were interested in the research area and were willing to 

participate. 

The purpose of this research was to establish, in a short 

period of time, what the immediate impact of SAPs on poor 

women was, and how were they responding, both individually and 

collectively. Overall, the results were successful in that a variety 

of data sources corroborated information found, as previously 

mentioned. In addition, the initial prop~sal was to provide a more 

complete picture of the situation in one particular barrio. Thus all 

of the principal respondents, the individual women, and various 

women's groups, would be from, or very familiar with the same 

neighbourhood. For practical purposes, however, this was 

impossible. In the short period of time available to establish 

contacts, neither of the two chosen barrios had appropriate 

women's organizations. However, all of the women and 

organizations interviewed were familiar with the general situation 

of women of the popular sector. 

I initially anticipated doing in-depth interviews with the 

women, in order to illustrate how class, gender and SAPs are 

inscribed on several women at a more personal level. This was 
10  



not possible, however, for several reasons. First of all, in order to 

establish good rapport for in-depth interviews, initial letters or 

telephone calls are useful for introductory purposes. As the 

popular sector women had neither mail nor telephone service this 

was impossible. For the same reason it was difficult to schedule 

interviews in advance. I also found it was usually helpful to be 

accompanied by another Nicaraguan, for etiquette and safety 

purposes which contributed to logistical complications. Certainly, 

additional primary research, given a longer time period and 

increased budget, would have allowed me time perhaps to be 

more of an insider. This would have afforded me greater access to 

question in more detail the impact of SAPs on these wornen's 

lives, adding to the picture presented here and contributing a 

fuller analysis. 

Thesis Outline 

The following chapter begins by placing SAPs within the 

context of the process of global restructuring presently underway. 

Since SAPs are largely a response by transnational financial 

capital to third world indebtedness, the debt crisis in Latin 

America is briefly examined. In addition, the influential role of 

the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank in the rise 

of SAPs is pointed out. 

Chapter three focuses on the SAPS themselves: the 

underlying macro-economic assumptions and the common 

criticisms of these policies. Next the particularities of Nicaragua's 

situation are outlined upon, raising questions concerning the 
1 1  



appropriateness of such policies for this country. Finally, the 

particular SAPs implemented to date in Nicaragua are described in 

some detail. 

Chapter four sets out the conceptual framework for 

examining the impact of SAPs on women, including a discussion of 

the underlying assumptions of macroeconomic policies associated 

with SAPs and possible links to gender discrimination. Using the 

framework of dual systems analysis, the discussion focuses on the 

Latin American context and then moves to an analysis of the 

Nicaraguan situation. 

Chapter five addresses the specific impact of SAPs on 

women in Managua, concentrating on both the productive and 

social reproductive spheres. Individual and collective responses 

to the crisis faced by popular sector women in Managua are 

discussed. Finally, the question of how the Nicaraguan revolution 

has influenced women's ability to respond to the crisis is briefly 

addressed, along with prospects for movement towards a positive 

transformation of society. 

Chapter six concludes with a review of the evidence 

presented and puts forward some recommendations to ameliorate 

the present difficult situation faced by popular sector women of 

Managua. 



Chapter 2.8 
Capitalist Restructuring and SAPs in Latin America 

This chapter sets out to show how and why SAPs came about in 

the 1980s and in particular will explain the link 'between the debt crisis 

and these policies. The particular Nicaraguan situation is placed in 

context by analyzing the Latin American debt crisis. Finally, the roles 

and importance of the international financial institutions, the 

International Monetary Fund and the World Bank with respect to SAPs 

will be discussed. 

2 . 1  Capitalist Restructuring 

A restructuring of capitalism has been occurring amid a series of 

profound disruptions in the global economy, associated for example 

with a four-fold oil price increase in the 1970s, severe and growing 

trade imbalances, unprecedented exchange-rate fluctuations, and large 

debt accumulation. It is argued that these are symptoms of a 

'widespread crisis, a grand disruption that is profoundly altering the 

structural and institutional relations of international capital' (MacEwan 

& Tabb 1989:23). 

The implementation of SAPs arises out of the general crisis of 

accumulation that the capitalist world economy has been experiencing 

since the early 1970s. This crisis is reflected by declining productivity 

and profitability in the industrialized capitalist countries following 



several decades of unprecedented growth (Thomas 1989).4 As capital 

accumulation represents the driving economic force of the capitalist 

system, this crisis has engendered various forms of restructuring in an 

attempt at its resolution. Structural adjustment policies (SAPs), as 

encouraged and administered by the IMF and the World Bank, can be 

conceptualized as an important component of these broader efforts at 

global restructuring designed to enhance opportunities for capital 

accumulation. 

As shall be shown, SAPs were conceived ostensibly as a new 

development strategy in the on-going attempt to modernize third world 

economies. Their significance is revealed by the observation that the 

mount  of money directed to SAPS in the 1980s grew from 3% to 25% of 

the World Bank's annual loan portfolio (Reed 1992, Kolko 1988). There 

is little that is new theoretically, however, in that the 'trickle-down 

effect' (following neoclassical economic theory) is assumed to work to 

benefit all social groups. In addition, loans are conditional, similar to 

previously tied aid. Moreover, like most previous development 

strategies little attention is given to the gender or class dimensions of 

development. 

Since the exposure of the debt crisis in the early 1980s. inflows of 

financial capital from private sources to third world countries have 

virtually disappeared, leaving multilateral institutions such as the 

International Monetary Fund and the World Bank as virtually the sole 

sources of external loans to third worid countries. This commanding 

Certainly, the crisis has been experienced unevenly, for instance, some 
countries in Europe and East Asia are doing quite well, while those in other 
regions, such as Africa and Latin America are experiencing falling per capita 
income.  
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position has given these institutions considerable and unprecedented 

power and has effectively enabled them to mandate a restructuring 

program for the global economy. This has been carried out partly 

through policies designed to cause economic and developmental change, 

and partly through a particular measure known as conditionality, 

whereby loans are lent upon specific policy changes. These policy 

changes support orthodox capitalist ideology by emphasizing economic 

liberalization, the free movement of capital, reduced trade barriers, and 

improved foreign investment environments (Reed 1992, Kolko 1988). 

There is certainly considerable self-interest involved on the part of the 

'global administrators' of the IMF and World Bank; not only is it in the 

interest of the dominant capitalist countries (for whom the IMF and 

World Bank effectively work) to prevent debt default, it is also in their 

interest to open up more markets and ease trade restrictions in further 

efforts at resolving the crisis of accumulation. Ideally, this would allow 

transnational capital to take advantage of cheaper labour costs and 

more open markets. 

SAPS are based on the belief of the IMF and World Bank in the 

superiority of outward, export-oriented economies (Balassa 19b1), and 

in the primary importance of market forces to 'get the prices right' and 

distribute goods and services efficiently. Policy changes required by 

the participating countries generally include some combination of: 

currency devaluation, privatization of state enterprises, encouragement 

of foreign investment and an increasing emphasis on producing exports 

for the world market. A11 of these measures are designed to enhance 



development according to the principle of comparative advantages 

which necessarily implies greater global integration and increased 

vulnerability to global market fluctuations for poor, undiversified and 

outward-oriented third world countries. It is implicitly assumed by the 

policymakers that these policies will generate employment for those 

dispossessed of land and other productive resources, thus resulting in 

stable economic growth (Feldman 1992). 

However, after more than a decade of implementation, the 

effectiveness of SAPs at a macroeconomic level can be critically 

questioned. The primary function of these policies is to lessen the debt 

load, yet in 1990 the third world as a group was 61% more indebted 

than in 1982 (George 1992). It is well documented now that SAPs have 

not resulted in stable economic growth for must countries, let alone 

increased employment. Rather, SAPs have resulted in massive job 

layoffs, reduced wages and weakened union power, paving the way for 

higher corporate profitability by transnationals and their iocal allies 

(George 1992). 

SAPs have also apparently been profitable for international 

financial organizations; between 1982 and 1989 there was a net 

transfer of U.S.$200 billion from Latin America to transnational 

corporations and banks (Petras & Morley 1992). According to Sinchez 

Otero, Latin America i s  in the 'midst of a profound and accelerated 

process of economic restructuring and foreign takeovers' (Sinchez Otero 

f393:20). SAPs can thus be interpreted as a mechanism through which 

The principle that by concentrating on natural factor endowments, ail 
countries will benefit from trade. It is commonIy argued that the natural 
endowments o f  'third world' countries are their 'cheap' labour and land which 
enable them to maintain &eir competitiveness in the international economy. 
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transnational corporations and their allies, in conjunction with 

international financial organizations, have increased capital 

accumulation based on surplus transfer from third world countries. 

Further, new neoliberal regimes have strengthened traditional 

dual istic economic stntc tures in most third world countries: 'a private 

sector linked to international circuits drawing on overseas financial 

resourbes and the pillage of the state, and another sector dependent on 

a shrinking internal market, linked to declining wages, deteriorating 

state services, and a lack of job opportunities' (Petras & Morley 

Such growing inequality is in turn linked to government policies that 

have contributed to a substantial movement of capital in various forms 

from the third world to developed countries (Petras & Morley 1992). 

The debt crisis and associated macroeconomic problems have 

effectively enabled international financial organizations to step in and 

mandate particular economic policies for individual countries in return 

for offering them financial assistance. Put another way: 'the demands 

put forward by the structural adjustment programs of the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank have significantly recast the 

economic and political environment of nations dependent on 

multilateral financing' (Feldman 1992:2). This has come about through 

a loss of sovereignty stemming from a virtual inability to attain credit 

without IMWWorfd Bank approval, an emphasis on an export-oriented 

economy, and increased inequality among socioeconomic groups. 



2 - 2  The Latin American Economic Crisis 

Most analyses of SAPS in Latin America (and Africa as well) 

logically begin with the debt crisis, predicating that SAPS arose as a 

response to the debt issue. However, as Woodward points out, there is 

not necessarily a direct relationship between the two: 'a country may 

need structural adjustment even if it has no debt at all; and it may be 

able to find its way out of a debt problem even without undertaking 

structural adjustment' (Woodward 1992:35, vol.1). 

It is generally agreed that Latin America is currently experiencing 

its worst economic crisis since the 1930s (Jorge & Salazar-Carillo 1992, 

Griffith-Jones and Sunkel 1986). The following tables illustrate the 'lost 

decade', as the 1980's have been labelled, through various social . 

indicators. Table 2.1 shows the decline of per capita GDP by linking the 

1985 figures with their comparable year i n  the past for selected Latin 

American countries. As can be seen, Nicaragua has experienced the 

greatest retrogression. 
Table 2.1 

Retrogression of Per Capita GDP, Various Latin American Countries, 
1985  

Nicaragua 
EI Salvador 
Bolivia, Guyana, Peru 
Argentina 
Guatemala 
Costa Rica, Uruguay 
Honduras 
Chile, Ecuador, Haiti 
Braif, Mexico, Paraguay 
Panama 
Colombia 

Comparable Year Number of Years 
Retrogressed  

1960 25 
1964 2 I 
1965 24 
1967 18 
1972 13 
1976 9 
1977 8 
1978 7 
1979 6 
1981 4 
I977 8 

Saurce: Hughes 1990 



Table 2.2 documents the change in health and education 

expenditures on a per capita basis between 1972 and 1988 for 

selected countries. Except for Brazil, all of the countries have 

registered a decrease in such expenditures (in constant dollars). 

Table 2.2 
Government Expenditures in Health and Education 

per capita for Various Latin American Countries, in constant dollars, 
197211988 

C o u n t r y  

Argentina 
Bolivia 
Brazil 
Costa Rica 
Chile 
El Salvador 
Mexico 
Panama 
P e r u  
Venezuela 

Education 
1972 1988 

Health 
1972 1988 

Source: The World Bank (Hughes 1990) 

Tables 2.3, 2.4, and 2.5 similarly document declines in 

various measures of quality of life as indicated by per capita GDP, 

per capita growth, unemployment, and inflation. In comparison to 

the other countries documented, Nicaragua has experienced the 

greatest decline in per capita growth, the greatest rates of 

unemployment, and the greatest rates of inflation during the 

1984-91 period. 



Table 2.3 
Per Capita Growth, 

Central America 1984-1991(%) 

C o u n t r y  1 9 8 4  1 9 8 7  1 9 9 1  

Costa Rica 4.8 1.6 -1.5 
El Salvador 1.5 1.0 1.0 
Guatemala -2.1 0.8 0.5 
Honduras -0.1 1.5 -2.0 
Nicaragua -4.3 -3.0 -3.0 
Panama -2.6 -0.1 3.0 
Region -0.5 0.4 0.2 

Source: Envfo April 1992 

Table 2.4 
Rate of Unemployment in the Urban EAP 

Centra l  America 
(annual average 216 

C o u n t r y  ., 1 9 8 4  1 9 8 7  1 9 9 1  

Costa Rica 
Guatemala 
Honduras 
Nicaragua 
Panama 
Region 

Source : Envfo, April 1992 

Table 2.5 
Annual Rates of Inflation in Central America 

(% variation of consumer price index) 

C o u n t r y  1 9 8 9  1 9 9 0  1 9 9 1  

Costa Rica 10.0 27.5 26.7 
El Salvador 23.5 19.3 14.3 
Guatemala 17.9 59.6 24.6 
Honduras 11.4 36.4 33.2 
Nicaragua 1690.0 13490.9 775.4 
Panama -0,2 ! .5 2.8 

Source : Envbo, April 1992 

6 Rates of unemployment for formal sector only. 
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Various theoretical explanations have been put forth as to the 

causes of the crisis; depending on the study, these tend to focus on a 

variety of external or internal factors, including: the considerable 

increase in oil prices between 1973-74 and 1979-80, the growing 

external debt of the region, excessive state spending and highly 

distorted price incentives; the Latin American historical and political 

culture; an unprecedented collapse in primary conimodity prices and 

failing terms of trade; particularly between 1981 and 1986; and the 

broad effects of a world recession.7 Specifically related to the world 

recession are effects such as a jump in  real interest rates, capital flight 

from Latin America, and the loss of export markets in developed 

countries. 

Arguably, the single greatest obstacle to Latin America's 

development, however defined, is its exponentially growing debt, if only 

because it has become the single largest mechanism of wealth 

appropriation from the South to the North (Petras & Morley 1992, Wood 

1986). As previously mentioned, there has been a massive net transfer 

of capital during the 1980s from Latin America to the developed 

countries. It is obvious that development, however defined, cannot 

occur under these conditions. 

In concert with the debt, export prices for many Latin American 

products have declined, further decreasing the region's ability to earn 

Latin American elites, as well as dependency and imperialist theorists have 
focused on external factors as being largely responsible for the crisis (e.g. world 
=ccssior-i, and ti precipitous interest rate increase). On the other Rand, 
ncoconscrvatives, and particularly IMF analysts, have focused on internal 
origins, especially "incompetent and/or idealistic statist efforts to hamper with 
immutable economic laws that have resulted in rigid economic structures 
unrcsponsivc to the market's economic signals" (Dietz 1986:1035). 



foreign exchange to pay off the debt. There is some agreement on how 

Latin America got into a position of unmanageable debt, specifically the 

tremendous increase in oil prices in the 1970s; however, there is less 

consensus on the relative responsibilities of the parties involved in 

bringing about this situation. 

After the quadrupling of oil prices in 1973, and a further doubling 

in 1979, OPEC nations were awash in money that was subsequently 

invested in commercial banks in Europe and the United States. The 

banks in turn invested these so-called 'petrodollars' in Latin America, a 

region that was both convenient for these banks (the countries were 

eager to take out loans and thus were willing customers) and considered 

to be safe (MacDonald et a1 1991, Eckstein 1989). Frequently, the 

borrowed money went to finance grandiose but economically unsound 

projects such as nuclear power plants 

schemes. The lenders, in turn, failed 

unquestioningly the uses to which the 

l992,vol. 1). 

For most of the third world, the oil 

and massive hydroelectrical 

to investigate, or accepted 

money was put (Woodward 

price increases of the 1970s 

meant that an increasing amount of exports was needed to purchase oil 

imports. The global recession following the mid-1970s which 

preciptated a sudden drop in world trade further worsened the third 

world's situation by reducing 

world commodities declined 

imports (Reed 1992). 

Econoiaic developmefit 

markets for its products. Moreover, third 

in value relative to its manufactured 

policies generally equated develspment 

with economic growth rates 

regardless of a country's 

and encouraged the infusion of capital 

ability to repay. In some cases, non-elected, 



non-democratic governments used all or part of the loans for non- 

productive expenditures on the military or luxury consumption for the 

elite (Dieta: 1986). Interest payments on U.S. military credits alone were 

estimated to be $2 billion in 1984 (Wood 1986). By the end of the 

1980s the Latin American debt exceeded $400 billion (Burns 1990). 

And more significantly, the majority of the region's population had 

never exp~rienced any meaningful benefits from these loans (Dietz 

1986, George 1988). 

The important issue is not the absolute size of a country's debt, 

but rather a country's ability to repay the amount loaned. A country's 

ability to service its debt is revealed by the proportion of debt servicing 

relative to its foreign exchange earnings, known as the debt service 

ratio (DSR). Moreover, the income received for exports must be 

redirected to foreign creditors. 

By 1979 many third world countries faced a multifaceted crisis: a 

worldwide recession set in, markets dried up, interest rates increased, 

and their local economies deteriorated. With Mexico's declaration that it 

could not service its debt in 1982, followed shortly thereafter by Brazil 

and' Argentina, the debt issue in Latin America, and indeed the third 

world debt in general, became an international concern (Canak 1989). 

Although other Latin American countries such as Nicaragua, Bolivia, and 

Peru had rescheduled their debts previously, it was the sheer 

magnitude of the Mexican debt that captured international attention 

(Hobbs 1991). 

Both Latin American governments and the international banking 

system were perceived to be threatened by the prospects of default, 

although outright default has really never been seriously considered by 
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either the Latin American governments or the commercial banks 

(MacEwan 1986) .8  Default by a third world country would effectively 

blacklist that country by the international financial institutions from 

obtaining future loans and that country would quickly run out sf 

foreign currency necessary to pay for its imports. Defiault could also 

threaten the developed countries by causing a run on bank deposits and 

thus trigger hysteria in core countriks (George 1988, Hobbs 1991).9 In 

the end, even while no country has yet defaulted, many countries have 

effectively been cut off from new financing. 

What was agreed upon at that time, and continues to be true, is 

that there is little chance that most of the third world countries debts 

will ever be repaid in full (Peet 1991).10 However, by the end of the 

1980s the debt crisis ceased to be a crisis for the international financial 

community, as evidenced by a comment in a financial newspaper that 

1989 was the "year the debt crisis was over" (Hobbs 1991:203). This is 

because commercial banks had reduced their debt exposure in the third 

world by increasing reserves, and selling, swapping, and writing off 

loans. All commercial banks previously involved in the Latin American 

8 MacEwan (1986) provides three reasons why the third world did not default en 
masse: 1) an option to default existed (i.e. renegotiation) and the outcome could be 
more severe if they defaulted, such as loss of credibility; 2) the class society was 
such that there was no such thing as a national interest; the wealthy were not 
bearing a proportionate burden o f  servicing the debt; 3) the threat -of possible 
international collapse was so great that governments avoided it; great damage 
would be done to the entire system as well as the defaulting nation. 
9 Peru limited its debt payments to 10% of its export earnings in 1985 and has 
since been made a pariah in international financial circles. It joined Vietnam 
and Sudan in being ineligible for World Bank and IMF loans. By 1990, with the 
election of Albert Fujimori, Peru has restarted token payments and implemented 
liberalization reforms and policies (Hughes in Macfionald et al 1990). 
lo At a meeting of Latin American presidents in 1987, an observer remarked: 
"There is a consensus on two things. One is that the debt must be paid, and the 
other is that the debt cannot be paid." (New York Times, 30 November 1987 in 
Walton and Ragin, Canak 1989). 



debt issue have since returned to 'normal' profit 

Nonetheless, it remains a serious problem for 

least their impoverished masses.11 

the 

levels 

debtor 

(Hughes 1990). 

l 1  It is also a problem for the majority of citizens in the developed countries 
Susan George points out in The Debt Boomerang: How Third World Debt Harms Us 
All (1992). Apart from its economic impact (e.g. up to 800,000 jobs lost in the US 
because af lost export markets in Latin America), she also links the debt crisis to 
the environment, drug trafficking, immigration, war, and the bailout of northern 
banks by taxpayers. 



2.3 The PMF and World Bank Connection to SAPS 

As previous!y mentioned, The International Monetary Fund ( M F )  

and the International Bank of Reconstruction and Development (more 

commonly called the World Bank) command considerable power in the 

economies of many third world countries. These organizations were 

formally organized at the Bretton Woods Conference in New Hampshire, 

USA, in 1944. The purpose at 

international monetary system, and 

order to prevent a recurrence of the 

particular the protectionist policies 

that time was to create a new 

essentially a new world order, in 

economic disasters of the 1930s, in 

that were so detrimental to world 

trade. Originally the institutions were designed primarily to assist the 

devastated European countries following WWII; little attention was 

given to the financial needs of the third world. Indeed many third 

world countries were still colonies at that time (Bott & MacDonald 1991, 

Stein & Nafziger 1991). Nevertheless, the Bank soon became the single 

largest source of financing for third world countries following their 

independence. Between 1961 and 1990, for instance, lending from the 

World Bank increased from $610 million to over $15 billion (Stein & 

Nafziger 199 1). 

The IMF was originally designed to be responsible for assisting 

member countries with short-term balance of payments shortfalls. The 

World Bank on the other hand, was responsible for longer term 

development, primarily agricultural and infrastructure projects; hence 

its more formal name.12 In the early 1980s, following the Mexican 

12~ccording to a monumental study done in 1973. the World Sank had "became a 
leading proponent of the view that investment in transportation and 
communication facilities, port development, power projects, and other public 
utilities was a precondition for the development o f  the rest o f  the economy" 
(Ayres 1983:2). 
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default, it became evident to these institutions that a longer-term 

restructuring period was necessary to assist indebted countries in 

correcting macroeconomic imbalances (Reed 1992). Consequently, 

through stabilization measures under the direction of the IMF and 

structural adjustment policies under the World Bank, the two 

organizations have become more closely related and intertwined 

(Cypher 1986, Bierstekker 1990). 

This is largely because the Bank, when implementing its policies, 

assumes the existence of an IMF-backed stabilization program, and both 

have the same ultimate goal of reinforcing the existing international 

financial system (Stern 1983, Please 1984).13 The IMF is responsible 

for creating conditions that are conducive to long-term growth, this 

latter being largely the jurisdiction of the Bank. The creation of these 

"conditions" is often referred to as shock treatment, particularly when 

done in a sudden and forceful manner, and includes the 

aforementioned devaluation and wage cuts (Balassa 1981). 

The World Bank first implemented structural adjustment lending 

(SALs) in 1980. Although it was not unusual for the Bank to attach 

certain conditions to its development projects, SALs frequently required 

broad policy changes at the national, macroeconomic level rather than 

just at the sectoral or sub-sectoral level (Mosley et al 1991). Like the 

IMF's adjustment policies, SALs are similarly orthodox conservative 

programs but with generally a longer time frame, 5 - 10 years as 

l 3  For instance, in Nicaragua trLIe government uses the tern stmctural adjustment 
for policies that include devaluation and spending cuts, elements normally 
considered to be stabilization policies. Privatization, also included under the 
Nicaraguan policies, is usually considered a structural% reform (see Bourguinon & 
Momsson 1992). 
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compared to 1 - 3 years for IMF policies (Please 1884, Stern 1983). 

Also similar to the IMF, the World Bank focuses on macroeconomic 

variables such as the privatization of state enterprises, changes in trade 

and price policies and a reduction in the role of the state in the 

economy, all of which are based on rhe assumption that market 

mechanisms in the deficit countries are distorted. In 

encourages export-led growth, based especially 

exports. 

It wasn't until the 1970s that the Fund gained 

attention as many third world countries required 

assistance with their growing debt and 

(Brett 1985, Honeywell 1983). Even so, 

assistance prowided these countries with 

needs with commercial banks supplying 

balance of 

addition, the Bank 

on' non-traditional 

considerable global 

extensive financial 

payment problems 

between 1974 and 1979, IMP: 

less than 5% of their financial 

the remainder (George 1988). 

However, in the 1980s the IMF became a 

negotiations as many third world countries, and 

Latin America, were experiencing continuing debt 

At the original Bretton Woods conference 

key player in debt 

particularly those in 

payment difficulties. 

in 1944 the United 

States and Britain dominated the creation of these institutions. Indeed, 

the United States 'systematically opposed all of Keynes's proposals to 

insure a minimum of independence and neutrality for the[se] two 

institutions' (Swedburg 198733 19). Today the U.S. remains the 

institutions' dominant participant by virtue of its economic wealth, 

although its power is declining relative to countries such as Japzn. 

Third world countries make up the largest bloc sf countries in the IMF 

and World Bank; however, while their size is large, their voting power is 



country's wealth.14 Wealth for both institutions is calculated by 

national income, gold and foreign reserves, dependency on exports, and 

size and fluctuation of trade. Consequently the developed countries, but 

particularly the US, have effective control over the institutions. The 

voting power of the United States, while it having declined from 45% 

initially to 20% today, still retains veto power, as Table 2.1 illustrates 

(Torries 1983). No other single country has similar voting power. 

Figure 2.1 

Voting Power in the IMF, 1982 

Western Europe 
H Rep'd LDC's 

LDCs 
Eastern Europe 

Source: Honeywell 1983 7.000/0 

Note: Represented countries (7% of the voting power) are less developed 
countries that are represented by a rich country on the Executive Board. 

I d  The ~ ~ o n i ~ g  fur this is  linked to the idea that economics can be separated 
from politics. The World Bank and the IMF are purely 'economic' organizations, 
therefore voting should reflect economic strength. The United Nations on the 
other hand is a political body and hence the one country, one vote system 
(Swcdburg in Milijan 1983). 



While both the IMF and the World Bank claim to be politically 

neutral and 'scientific', they clearly subscribe to a particular ideological 

view of the world and seek to enforce that view on other countries. 

This vision is embodied in the Articles of Agreement which explain that 

the purpose of the IMF is to 'facilitate the expansion and balanced 

growth of international trade and to contribute thereby to the 

promotion and maintenance of high levels of employnient and real 

income ...' (Honeywell 1983: 17). This view maintains that free trade and 

economic progress go hand in hand and follow orthodox neoclassical 

economic principles. 

Stemming from their roles as financial institutions, the importance 

of the IMF and World Bank has increased since the onset of the third 

world debt crisis. Most significantly, they have become "lenders of last 

or only resort" as the commercial banks have effectively cut off new 

capital flows since 2982 and pared down their involvement in third 

world finance (Sachs 1989, Griffith-Jones & Sunkel 1986). This is 

because commercial banks also normally require an IMF 'seal of 

approval'. In accordance with its mandate to cover short-term 

imbalances of trade and promote world trade, the IMF loans a country 

up to 25% of its quota unconditionally. Further loans require a country 

to agree to stabilization programs which usually include the abolition or 

liberalization of trade controls, devaluation of the currency, anti- 

inflationary measures such as wage cuts and removal of price controls, 



Summary 

SAPs are part of a process of global restructuring taking place 

arising out of a capitalist profitability squeeze. SAPs have their genesis 

in the debt crisis that gripped the third world in the early 1980s and 

were conceived as a new strategy to integrate the third world more 

tightly into the global economy. Much-needed external financial 

assistance for heavily indebted countries i s  frequently made contingent 

on the implementation of SAPS, which normaIly require far-reaching 

economic changes labelled structural adjustment policies (SAPs). 

Based on the ideology of the free market, SAPs assume that the 

causes of indebtedness, such as inappropriate economic policies, are 

internal to a country and only infrequently do they address any 

exogenous determinants of the debt crisis. However, following a decade 

- of implementation, many third world countries are further indebted 

than before SAPs were applied. Many Latin American countries have 

experienced a deterioration in various socioeconomic indicators such as 

health and education expenditures, per capita GDP, unemployment, and 

rates of inflation under SAPS. 

The importance of the IMF and World Bank has increased since 

the debt crisis in the early 1980s and both institutions have become 

involved in structural adjustment programs. The IMF principally deals 

with shock treatments and short-term balance of payment shortfalls, 

while the Bank handles longer-term, structural issues. While they have 

been grad itienaiiy separate institutions with distinct manciates, these 

disdnctioas in receat y e m  have become increasingly blurred with the 



Chapter 3.0 
SAPs in Detail 

'It's a war of hunger now. It's hard to say which is worse.' 
Managua taxi driver comparing the situation in Nicaragua 
today with the situation in the 1980s. 

After having placed structural adjustment policies i n  the 

context of capitalist restructuring, this chapter sets out to examine 

them in more detail, including the underlying assumptions and 

history and the major criticisms surrounding them. Since SAPs 

normally apply standardized prescriptions to all countries, it is 

worthwhile to note underlying structural features of a country's 

socio-cultural, historical and economic structure that may affect the 

outcome of their implementation. In the case of Nicaragua, four such 

structural features are discussed, i n  addition to noting the 

significance of Nicaragua's revolution. Finally, an analysis of the 

implementation of SAPs in Nicaragua from 1985 to the present time 

will be discussed. 

3. f. Structural  Adjustment: the Neoliberal Approach 

The response by international institutions such as the IMF and 

the World Bank to the third world economic crisis has been entirely 

consistent with their ideological stance and view of the global 

political economy. It stresses the importance and efficiency of the 

market economy, the need for only minimal state economic 

intervention, and the promotion of liberalization measures for trade 



and other economic relationships. The policy prescriptions, already 

briefly mentioned in the previous chapter, will be examined in more 

detail here. 

Structural adjustment policies have often been linked with the 

relatively recent rise of the neoliberal school of thought. Some 

analysts have also traced its roots to the rise of neoconservative 

governments in the West in the early 1980s, and see it reflected in 

Reagan's notorious speech at a conference in 1981 in Cancdn, Mexico 

which gathered together leaders from the South and the North to 

discuss the New International Economic Order, where he preached 

about the "magic of the marketplace". Still others point to Chile's 

experience with neoconservative policies in the early 1970s under 

the direction of Milton Friedman and the 'Chicago Boys' as offering 

impetus to the formulation of SAPS for other countries (Mosley et a1 

1991, Dietz & James 1990). 

Neoliberalism, as distinct from neoclassical thoughtls, arose as 

a backlash or a 'counter-revolution' against mainstream Keynesian 

development theory and practice, and is based largely on a stylized 

version or image of the 'successful' experience of the Asian NICs, 

with their outward, export-oriented growth accompanied by minimal . 

state intervention (Balassa 1981, Dietz & James 1990).16 The 

Neoliberalism draws on many assumptions underlying the marginalist 
rcvolution in the late 19th Century, and is considered a purer, more refined 
version of neoclassical economics, advocating unrestricted economic 
liberahation and the free piay of market forces. W'niie neoclassicism 
provides a paradigm to explain the workings of the international economy, it 
Cmsn't offer policy prescriptions to the same extent of neoliberalism. 
l6 This neoliberal interpretation of NIC development is subject to much debate 
since there is much evidence to support an alternative interpretation that 
NICs were actually subject to considerable state intervention and received 



measures for the structural adjustment of an 

somewhat from country to country, generally 

-currency devaluation 

economy, while varying 

include the following: 

-economic liberalization, especially in the external sector (e.g. 
import controls loosened, tariffs reduced) 

-reduction in the size of state, cuts in government expenditures 
-privatization of state enterprises 
-promotion of exports to earn foreign exchange 

One of the principal assumptions behind these adjustment 

measures is that in countries with balance of payments deficits the 

level of domestic consumption relative to domestic productive 

capacity is too high which, in turn, is because domestic goods are 

produced too inefficiently to compete internationally. Affected 

nations therefore should lower their aggregate internal demand in 

order to "live within their means" and close the gap in their external 

sector by reducing consumption of imports and/or increasing exports 

(Okugu 1989, Brett 1985). 

The most common feature of SAPS is devaluation of the 

currency, based on the notion that local purchasing power has been 

over-valued compared to its real international worth (Riddell 1992). 

The primary effect of devaluation is thus to reduce the trade deficit 

(or increase the surplus) by making a country's exports more 

competitive internationally. This should have the effect of reducing 

imports and increasing exports--thus improving the balance of 

payments, subject to the price elasticity of the goods (Ross 1991). 

considerable external sssktance from developed countries. This point is 
further elaborated in w&m 3.3. 
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Related to this is the liberalization of trade, which includes 

reducing or removing tariffs as well as various quotas and other 

quantitative restrictions and implementing taxes on exports. 

According to orthodox free trade theory this will result in a 

contraction of inefficient sectors which will be replaced by more 

efficient ones elsewhere. In addition, stress is usually placed on 

increasing exports, which it is hoped will serve as the "engine of 

growth" based on international specialization according to the theory 

of comparative advantage. 

Deflationary measures, which aim to reduce consumption, 

include a reduction in government deficits by cuts in spending (such 

as social services), cuts in subsidies on basic consumer goods such as 

food and transportation, increased taxes, wage cuts, and the removal 

of price controls. This effectively reduces the role of the government 

in the economy, which theoretically should lead to more efficiency in 

the allocation of resources. 

According to neoliberal theory, responsibility for the third 

world's economic crisis lies primarily in inappropriate domestic 

policies and institutions (Sunkel & Zuleta 1990). In the case of Latin 

America, nediberal criticism has especially been focussed on policies 

of import-substitution industrialization (ISI) which were believed to 

be inefficient, prevented industry from fully developing, and 

exacerbated foreign exchange constraints. According to one such 

~ ~ c l i i ~ ,  'IS1 ... uldmately creased closed, rigid, and high-cost structures 

which could ~ o t  grow anymore' (Irwin 1-992, Dietz &, James 

l990:58). In other words, structural adjustment "packages" examine 

countries individually and normally place primary responsibility for 
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their present economic difficulties on inappropriate domestic policies. 

International conditions may exacerbate the faulty internal problems 

but are not the root cause of the crisis. 

There appears to be a recent shift in policy within the IMF and 

the World Bank to a recognition that traditional austerity measures 

linked with previous SAPs have not worked smoothly, and that a 

longer-term adjustment is needed; hence there has been a move 

toward "adjustment with growth" in response to earlier criticisms 

(Brett 1985:223, Eckstein 1989). At an IMF/World Bank annual 

meeting in 1985, U.S. Treasury Secretary James Baker said: 

'Washington now accepted the Latin American argument that 

growth-oriented policies would enable the region to meet its huge 

debt obligations more effectively than the austerity programs 

demanded until now by the International Monetary Fund' (Eckstein 

1989:323). Further, the incorporation of programs to assist the poor 

and disadvantaged, appears to have been in response to criticisms of 

the harsh impact of SAPs on the poor, notably UNICEF's publication 

Adjustment with a Human Face (Cornia et a1 1987). Neverthless, 

many of these changes have been more rhetorical than real at the 

present time. 

3 . 2  The Conceptual Framework of SAPs 

Neoliberalism is based on 18th and 19th century economic 
... 
liberalism. The iiberaiization of trade is a fundamental objeciive of 

the iaieraatisnal capitalist system since it allows tach individual 

country to produce what it does best, thus maximizing profits based 

on conventional free trade theory. This theory argues that when 



competition is the determinant of the production of goods, and when 

there is minimal state intervention, the laws of supply and demand 

will regulate exchanges between individuals and the result is the 

maximization of world income (Brett 1985). 

Orthodox free trade theory was initially developed by 

theorists such as Adam Smith, David Hume, and David Ricardo in the 

18th and 19th centuries. They argued essentially that mercantalism, 

or trade that required the use of non-economic relations of 

domination and subordination, was not sustainable over the long 

term. Instead, all would benefit more if equal exchange took place 

and if respective markets grew at equally increasing rates (Brett 

1985). 

Ricardo's theory of comparative advantage argued further that 

since all countries have differing productive assets, all benefit if they 

each specialize in exporting goods that use more intensively those 

factors in which they are well endowed. Thus, the theory argues that 

Lesser Developed Countries (LDC's) benefit from free trade, and lose 

by imposing tariffs and other trade barriers. Despite this theory, few 

industrialized countries, and few newly industrialized countries 

(NICs) subscribe to authentic free trade (Nafiiger l984).17 

The conceptual framework of structural adjustment thus has 

strong similarities with neoclassical development theory. Developed 

in the wake of WWII, neoclassical development theories equated 

"development" with economic growth, measured by macroeconomic 

l7 The so-called newly industrialized countries (NICs) commonly include Hong 
Kong, Singapore, Taiwan, and South Korea. 



variables such as the GNP (Todaro 1985).l8 Development was seen as 

a linear process along which all countries passed through similar 

stages. This so-called modernization process was outlined by W.W. 

Rostow's "stages of growth" theory which conceptualized countries 

passing through five stages before reaching the final stage of mass 

consumption that advanced countries had already attained (Rostow 

1961). This theory has been criticized for being ideologically biased, 

ethn~centric and self-serving for the industrialized world (Klaren & 

Bossert 1986).19 

A key assumption underlying neoclassical development theory 

was the "trickle-down" effect whereby economic growth in one 

sector, such as the urban industrial sector would be translated into 

benefits for all members of society in the form of increased jobs and 

higher wages ( T o d a r ~  1985). However, this theory was largely 

discredited in the 1970s as it was widely believed that neoclassical 

devel~pment theories had only succeeded in worsening existing 

income inequalities in many countries (Grant 1973).20 Filling the 

hole left by the demise of trickle down was the 'basic needs' 

approach, also presented under the label 'redistribution with growth'. 

As theorized by the World Bank, however, this still emphasized the 

18 Macroeconsmic variables include consumption, saving, investment, the 
money supply, gross domestic product and employment. 
19 Indeed, Roacw subtitled his growth theory "A Nos-Csn?mwlst. Ma.n.Ifes!oW 
20 The World Bank reported in 1974 that :"It is now clear that more than a 
decade s f  rapid growth in underdeveloped countries has been of little or no 
benefit to perhaps a third of their population ... Paradoxically while growth 
policies have succeeded beyond the expectations of the first development 
decade, the very idea of aggregate growth as a social objective has 
increasingly been called into question (Wood 1986:197). 
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objective of development as being growth, with no substantial efforts 

at wealth redistribution (Wood 1986). 

Structural adjustment policies share the same core assumption 

of previous mainstream development theory in that the cornerstone 

of successful development and poverty reduction is economic growth 

(World Bank Annual Report 1991), for which macroeconomic 

variables are the central indicators of success or failure. Similarly, 

objectives of income distribution are bypassed in favour of those 

pertaining to growth (Balassa 198 1). 

The 'trickle down' effect is still implicit in structural 

adjustment as it lies at the base of orthodox free trade theory. Free 

markets are thought to ensure that the most efficient producers 

succeed and productively reinvest their profits; this should create 

more jobs, raiseg wages, and increase the tax base. Like early 

modernization theory, structural adjustment is based on a particular 

reading of the historical experience of developed countries as well as 

the more recent history of the NICs; it tends to apply stylized policy 

prescriptions irrespective of local particularities and historical 

conditions (Jenkins 1991, Peet 1991). 

3 . 3  Shortcomings of SAPS 

As has been mentioned, much of the empirical support for 

much of structural adjustment policies is derived from the relatively 

successful economic performance of the Asian NICs, South Korea, 

Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Singapore, particularly their emphasis on 

export-led growth. There are, however, serious shortcomings with 

this interpretation of NIC history in that the political history of the 
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region is ignored. The world economy, particularly Japan, was 

thriving in the 1960s and 1970s when the NICs were just taking off. 

These countries had relatively easy access to U.S. markets when they 

were first beginning to develop economically. In addition, the 

geopolitical situation at the height of the Cold War meant that 

countries such as Taiwan and South Korea received significant cash 

flows in the form of military an'd development aid from the United 

States. finally,  Japanese colonialism was conducive to successful 

industrialization, in implementing progressive agricultural land 

reform and relatively egalitarian land and income distribution 

(Cypher 1986, Jenkins 1991). 

Contrary to neoliberal claims that NICs are successful because 

of minimal state intervention, there is by now substantial empirical 

evidence showing significant state involvement in the construction of 

these economies, particularly Taiwan and South Korea (Bienefeld 

1988, Jenkins 199 I).* 1 Of the so-called 'four dragons9, only Hong 

Kong's development resembled an authentic free market approach 

(Jenkins 1991). Moreover, these four countries constitute only 2% of 

third world population and thus are not an adequate representation 

of third world countries (ibid). Additionally, two of them, Hong Kong 

and Singapore are unusual in that they are city-states. 

As for shortcomings of the policy prescriptions themselves, the 

emphasis on exports is criticized for serving to perpetuate inequality 

21 The World Bank appears to recognize this in its 1992 Annd Regoa: 'Whilc 
many countries are reducing the role of the state in their economies, the 
experience of several East Asian countries has demonstrated that govcmments 
can play a supportive role in economic growth and development' (World Bank 
1992:95). . 
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by exploiting so-called comparative advantages (i.e cheap labour) 

rather than promoting more self-reliant and balanced growth. 

Moreover, outward-oriented 'development' does not diffuse 

technology or develop linkages with other sectors (Stein & Nafziger 

1991). In addition, increasing the volume of third world exports 

presupposes increasing access to global markets, mainly in developed 

countries, although protectionism has been on the increase 

throughout the 1980s in those countries (Wood 1986). It has been 

pointed out that if all countries were to export to the same degree as 

the NICs, not only would protectionist barriers automatically go up 

but terms of trade for third world products would likely fall as well 

(Streeten 1987). Finally, both the World Bank and the IMF concur 

that prospects for primary commodity prices look bleak for at least 

the next ten years (Vickers 1991). 

Within a structural adjustment program, the devaluation of a 

country's currency is done primarily in order to restore a deficit in 

its balance of payments. Devaluation, however, is usually 

inflationary, thus contradicting many of the anti-inflationary 

measures prescribed simultaneously by SAPS (Woodward 1992,vol 

1). Since one purpose is to decrease the price of exports and thus 

increase the amount sold in global markets, successful devaluation 

frequently depends on the price elasticity of world demand for those 

exports. In other words, is the price mechanism enough to induce 

the desired response? Most third world exports are 'demand 

fae!ast!c' which means that increased exports only serve to lower the 

international price and add to stockpiles (Palmer 1991). This is 

because .the prices o 



determined at world levels. Moreover, most third world countries, 

being primarily agricultural based, must still import manufactured 

goods which tend to become more expensive with devaluation 

Trade liberalization, which includes reducing the economic role 

of the state, privatization, and price reforms, is believed to increase 

access to other markets and to lower costs through competition with 

other countries; as well, it should increase economies of scale, 

thereby improving efficiency. The effect on small business can be 

devastating as they cannot compete with larger, multinational 

companies who are encouraged to invest in the country. The creators 

of structural adjustment policies acknowledge that they will only 

work if certain conditions are met, in particular that advanced 

countries achieve and maintain a high rate of growth and resist 

protectionism (Wood 1986). On a broader level, it is curious that 

little mention is made of the fact that the proportion of government 

spending to GDP is greater in most industrialized countries than in 

most third world countries (McAfee 199 1). 

Further shortcomings relate to the political cost of SAPS and the 

willingness of a government to uphold human rights while 

implementing severe austerity measures that may provoke unrest. 

There is presently an ongoing debate regarding the prospects of 

democratic versus authoritarian governments undergoing 

ai i s ier i iy .22  The debate lies in  the nature of each form of 

government; demccrztic gcvernments derive their power from 

22 See Remmer 1986 for a summary of this debate. 
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appeasing various .interest groups and constituents, whereas the 

power of authoritarian governments supposedly lies within the state 

and support from outside groups is not needed to the same extent 

(Baer, Biller and McDonald 1989). 

The debate is exemplified by the following comparison of Latin 

America and Africa; 

In very general terms, almost all of Latin America moved 
substantially and fairly quickly towards democracy after the 
beginning of the debt crisis in 1982. It seems clear that the 
debt crisis contributed to the democratisation process to a 
greater or lesser extent, because of the association of past 
undemocratic governments with the emergence of debt 
problems, and their lack of a mandate to undertake the 
necessary adjustment measures. 

Conversely, in Africa, progress towards democracy was at best 
limited in the 1980s, and was widely seen as negative (while 
there are now some signs of change, at the time of writing it 
would seem premature to interpret this as a fundamental 
change of direction). This poor performance was also attributed 
to adjustment, the argument being that only a strong, 
authoritarian government has the strength to implement 
effective adjustment (Woodward 1992:74). 

Woodward argues that this difference between the two regions 

is expIained in  part by Latin America's greater history of democracy, 

in addition to a greater degree of urbanization which is more 

conducive for political mobilization (71% urbanized in Latin America 

versus 28% in sub-Saharan Africa in 1988). Better communication, 

higher literacy rates, and more efficient administrative capacity in 

Latin America also serve to make political. representation somewhat 

more responsive to the eiectorate than in Africa. 



Regardless of the possible link between democratic 
t 

governments and SAPS in Latin Ameiica, the recent coup atier?ipt in 

Venezuela (February 1992) and the suspension of democracy in Peru 

(April 1992) illustrate, in Carlos M. Vilas's words, 'the difficulties of 

trying to build electoral democracies on empty bellies' (Vilas 1992). 

Moreover, SAPS have been accompanied by increased levels of 

militarization in Central America and the Caribbean throughout the 

1980s; suggesting 'the repressive arm of the state has been a critical 

element in containing social protest (Deere et a1 1990:93). 

In Nicaragua, there have been various protests directed at the 

Chamono government, such as a successful bid by students to 

receive 6% of the national budget for universities, protests by 

disabled war veterans demanding more social service compensation 

(amounting to approximately $9 a month), and demonstrations by 

public sector workers facing massive layoffs. Riot police have been 

sent out, tear gas used, and blood shed to put down those protests. 

Some see this 'institutionalization of violence as a measure to silence 

the demands of the social sector' (Envrb, November l992:6). 

Finally, there is an obvious social cost to structural adjustment 

policies which place the greatest burden of adjustment on the 

poorest and most vulnerable segments of society. The literature on 

SAPS frequently mentions that the urban poor tend to be most 

affected due to the removal of subsidies for food and basic goods, 

cutbacks in public services and social programs and increased prices 

for most purchased goods (Woodward 1992, vol 1, Palmer 1991). In 

Nicaragua, however, i t  appears that the rural peaseants, or 
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campesin os , are presently most affected, although admittedly 

discussing degrees of absolute poverty seems stmewhat pointless. 

Although campesinos benefitted from policies such as agrarian 

reform and improved credit axess  under the Sandinistas, today the 

economic situation in rural Nicaragua is critical and the rural poor 

are generally suffering more than their urban counterparts. Of the 

40% of Nicaraguan's who live in rural areas, only 60% have access to 

health services, 19% have potable water and 16% have adequate 

sanitation (The equivalent numbers for urban areas are IOU%, 78% 

and 35%) (Woodfine 1993). There is an acute agricultural crisis 

aggravated by a number of policies including governmental credit 

programs that favour large and medium-sized farmers over small 

landowners. There is also stiff competition from imported food 

products, mostly from other Central American countries as a result of 

increased trade liberalization, and the cost of inputs, fuel and 

transportation are very high in Nicaragua relative to other regional 

countries, adding to Nicaragua's uncompetitiveness. As a result, 

many small farmers are either just growing food for personal 

subsistence, or are selling their land to large landowners and 

engaging in wage labour. 

3.4 Micro-tevet Impacts: The Household 

Theoretically, at the household level the poor can be impacted 

k e d  a s  For exmpfe, there can be an impact by SAPS on the 

source of income, such as a change of employment or reduced wages. 

Simifady, there carr be an impact on the way the household's budget 

is spent and the quality of goods purchased. 
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impacts can also be felt through changes in the availability of 

g w d s  2nd services such as access to health care and education, 

electricity, water, roads, and public transport. Usually these changes 

arise from a reduction in government expenditures and in levels of 

public investment, as well as through reduced maintenance of 

existing services. If services are provided by the private sector, 

some may be considered no longer viable and may be cut. Evidence 

indicates that standards of health and education 'have declined more 

or improved less in adjusting and heavily-indebted countries than 

elsewhere, especially in Africa' (Woodward 1992: 10,vol 2). In other 

words, in those countries undergoing SAPS the provision of health 

and education is being negatively affected. This is particularly true 

for poorer, less developed countries such as Nicaragua. 

Effects on non-financial aspects of welfare can also be 

experienced, such as a change in working hours, the nature of work, 

migration, and intra-household distribution of work and income. 

Political and social impacts, such as increased urbanization, increased 

marginalization in the social structure, and higher crime rates can 

affect a whole community (Woodward 1992,vol 2). There is, 

moreover, a gender dimension to this social cost which will be 

explored later. 

The social cost of adjustment is not a temporary effect because 

the moss vulnerable members (i.e the children and pregnant 

mothers) are affected the greatest, and consequently an entire 

generation can be set back (Comia et al 1987). Documented impacts 

af the social costs and the impact on the social reproduction of 

society zrising from SAPS, such as rising rates of malnutrition and 
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mortality from curable disease, are discussed in  detail elsewhere 

(Cornia et ai i987, George i988). What these social effects highlight, 

as Deere et a1 (1990:46) succinctly point out, is that proponents of 

SAPS are noticeably silent on how a country or a region can 'develop' 

based on low wages, and if the 'structure of production is separated 

from consumption' (emphasis added). In other words, how can a 

country improve thk living standard of the majority of - the  

population, let alone adjust to the global economy, if its social 

infrastructure is being dismantled? 

Criticisms of structural adjustment policies implemented by 

the IMF and the World Bank have increased, particularly following 

UNICEF's publication of 'Adjustment with a Human ~ a c e ' 2 3  after 

which supplementary feeding programs and public works programs 

were implemented (Addison & Demery 1986). So strong was the 

impact of the criticisms levelled at SAPs that by the end of the 1980s 

'one-third of all adjustment loans addressed social aspects of the 

adjustment process in one form or another' (Reed 1992:38). Others 

changes have also been incorporated into SAPs, such as the Bank's 

Sectoral Structural Adjustment Lending (SSAL) which directs loans to 

restructuring specific sectors (Palmer 1991). Of course, some of the 

assistance for poorer, more vulnerable groups does indeed reach 

them; however, some argue i t  is only about 10% of what is actually 

needed (Lewis 1990). While fine-tuning of the policies in response 

23 Conria et al (1987) argued that SAPs imposed such a cost on the poor that in 
the long run GMP would be affected due to a deterioration in the quality of 
human resources. Without challenging the necessity of structural adjustment 
the authors essentially argue that SAPs could be redesigned to reduce the 
impact on the paor and protect the vulnerable. 



to criticism will 

the Wm!d Bank 

likely cantinue, 

the fundamental 

from the perspective of the IMF and 

aim of the po!ieies wil! continue to 

embody the conviction that the private sector and the market are 

best able to meet social needs (McAfee 1991). The reason lies in the 

constitutions of those financial institutions, the interests of 

transnational capital, and the power of the latter to achieve their 

goals. 

3 . 5  Particularities of Nicaragua 

In a small, underdeveloped, agricultural-based country such as 

Nicaragua, the effects of SAPS and the accompanying shift toward 

further integration with the global economy and 'free market' 

capitalist principles can be quite extreme on middle and lower class 

socioeconomic groups. In particular, the urban poor can be affected 

through the reduction and/or elimination of social services, the 

removal of subsidies, cuts in government expenditures on health and 

education, and the 'opening up' of the economy to foreign goods and 

investment which can aggravate problems of uncompetitiveness for 

many domestic small businesses. A predominant criticism of such 

policies has been that they do not take the particularities of the 

geography and history of individual countries into account (e.g, their 

position in the global economy as centre or peripheral countries, or a 

legacy of inequality) (Jenkins 1991, Cypher 1986). Failure to do so 

can produce unrealistic expectations for economic recovery, and 

helps to explain why the country is not responding to prescribed 

economic measures as expected. A brief examination of the 

Nicaraguan situation substantiates this criticism. 
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Firstly, Nicaragua has traditionally been plagued by with 

profound inequalities in its socioeconomic structure, the origins of 

which can be traced back to the 16th century Spanish conquest of 

Latin America (Bethell 199 1, Dunkerley 1988). The structural legacy 

of underdevelopment thus inherited was further deepened under the 

dictatorship of the Somoza regime, lasting from 1937 to 1979 (Judson 

1987). The Somoza dynasty derived its wealth and power from the 

creation of an agroexport economy that satisfied the demands of the 

bourgeois elites, while little was done to strengthen the domestic 

economy that was most closely linked to the well-being of the 

impoverished majority.24 This dualism is a basic characteristic of 

dependent capitalist agroexport economies, whereby 'the 

appropriation of the nation's wealth by an extremely small group 

leav[esJ the vast majority of the population in misery and ignorance' 

(Walker 1991:67). There is littie incentive to increase wages or 

improve the condition of the majority because in contrast to 

developed countries they do not represent the consumers for local 

products due to the economy's external orientation. 

The agroexport model resulted in Nicaragua's dependence on 

four primary exports in the post-war period. They were coffee, 

cotton, sugar and beef; cotton and coffee alone generated between 40 

and 60% of the country's foreign exchange up until the early 1970s. 

During this time period dependency on exports deepened, while 

overall impressive increases in per capita GDP from industrialization 

2s It is also estimated that the Somoza's personal wealth included 15% of  all 
land in Nicaragua as well as extensive real estate and commercial enterprises 
both in the country and outside (Lafeber 1984). 



and expansion of commercial export agriculture were achieved: from 

3.6% in 1945-49 to 8.5% in 1950-54 and 6.3% for the rest of that 

decade (Vilas 1986). Indeed, Nicaragua achieved the highest rate of 

growth in Latin America during this period (Bulmar-Thomas 1988, 

Vilas 1986). 

However, such growth in wealth did not 'trickle down' toward 

the poor; inequalities in the distribution of income and property 

widened considerably in the post-war period (Booth and Walker 

1989, Dunkerley 1988). Indeed, much of this growth was achieved 

at the direct expense of the peasantry and rural poor, as much of 

their land was expropriated by the agroexport industry and the 

peasants were either forced to move into less fertile areas, work on 

plantations, or move to the cities, primarily Managua (Black 1984, 

Bethel1 1991).25 While total area devoted to food cultivation 

increased, much of this was shifted into marginal agricultural areas. 

As a result per capita food production decreased and rural 

Nicaraguans became the most underfed in Central America in the 

1960s (Gibson 1987). 

Finally, Nicaragua, as a dependent capitalist country, has 

experienced inequalities in its terms of trade: the value of its exports 

has declined relative to the manufactured goods it imports. 

Moreover, like the general deterioration in terms of trade thxoughout 

the third world, the price of Nicaragua's primary commodities has 

declined, particularly throughout thp, 1980s when prices dropped 

20% (Envio  April 1991). This decline shows no prospects of 

25 It is estimated that 180,000 peasants lost their land in the 1950s alone (Black 
1984). 
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improving in the near future (Enriquez 1991). The following table 

shows the decline in value of principal exports between 1989 and 

The Decline of 

Y e a r  
Total  
Value (thous. $US) 
Price (per quintale) 

co t ton  
Coffee  
S u g a r  

S e s a m e  

Table 3.1 
Principal Exports in Nicaragua, 1989-1992 

NB * Bates up to September 1992 

Source: CRIES 1993: 165 

Thus Nicaragua was integrated into the capitalist world 

economy by way of an export based, outward-oriented model 

(Bulmar-Thomas 1988). This model produced a dual economy; the 

agroexport, 'modern' economy that generated foreign exchange was 

juxtaposed to a domestic economy that usually used 'traditional' 

technologies (Enriquez 199 1).26 The growth generated was not 

distributed equally and there was very little development, in the 

broad sense of the term. 

A second point of significance is that Nicaragua has never been 

the recipient of significant foreign investment relative to other 

Central America countries; just prior to the revolution in 1979, there 

was only U.S.$100 million invested there (Dunkerley 1988, Vilas 

26 It was estimated in 1980 that 75% of the basic grain crop was harvested by 



1986). This is significant since SAPs depend, in large part, on high 

levels of foreigin investment. Unlike some other Central American 

countries, Nicaragua was never dominated by foreign-controlled 

enclaves (such as sugar and banana plantations), nor did it have 

many quasi-feudal haciendas, which might partially explain the 

absence of foreign capital (Close 1988, Vilas 1986). Vilas argues that 

while there was an absence of foreign capital in Nicaragua 

historically, the local producers remained subordinate to foreign 

interests in the commercial and financial sectors, which were largely 

foreign-controlled (Vilas 1986). 

Not surprisingly, following the Sandinista victory there was a 

further drop in foreign investment. However, since the coaservative 

National Opposition Union (UNO) party's ascension in 11990 there has 

not been a substantial increase in foreign investment and this 

shortfall has been one of the government's 

Possible reasons for this include the fact that, 

Central American countries, Nicaragua is still seen 

unstable to risk long-term investment. In addition, 

disappointments. 

relative to other 

as too politically 

cheap labour can 

still be found elsewhere in the region without having to contend with 

unions that are as militant as those in Nicaragua (Norsworthy 1989). 

Thirdly, SAPs do not address the urban class structure in 

Nicaragua that includes a high level of informal sector activity. This 

structure largely stems from the influence of the agroexport 

capitalist model which created a complex class configuration 

(Vilas1989). The complexity consists of a small bourgeoisie, a larger 

professional-technical middle class and a smaller class of industrial 

wage-workers. The largest class in Nicaragua as a whole is the 
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peasantry, made up of sub-classes of wealthy, poor, semi-proletariat, 

rural proletariat (many of which are: 

class engaged in the informal sector 

estimated that this latter sub-class 

65% of the urban economically active 

is a general phenomenon that has 

seasonal workers), and an urban 

(Close 1988). In 1992 it was 

of informal workers comprised 

population (FIDEG l992a). This 

been characteristic of modern 

Central America since the 1950s, but 'by the end of the 1970s 

recourse to non-waged marginal work had become necessary for a 

larger proportion of urban dwellers than that registered in very 

consenative figures for open unemployment' (Dunkerley 1988:210). 

While a common occurrence in the region, it appears that this 

phenomenon is more extreme in Nicaragua than elsewhere, reflecting 

the inability of the urban areas to provide wage labour for the 

rapidly growing urban population (Dunkerley 1988). 

A frequent result of SAPS in urban areas is an increase in the 

size of the informal economy, mostly due to job losses and wage cuts 

in the formal sector (Bourguinon 1992, Riddell 1992). This 

phenomenon was certainly experienced in Nicaragua during the 

1980's (Ruccio 1989) and is also occurring at the present time. 

Forcing additional people into an already substantial informal 

economy raises questions concerning the capacity of that sector to 

absorb the increase, axnd the ability of those working in it to obtain a 

satisfactory living. 

Fourthly. Nicaragua has experienced very high rates of 

unemployment; in 1993 unemployment and underemployment stood 

between 50 and 60%, the highest in the region (Barricada 

international #357 1993). All other Central American countries, 
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except for Costa Rica, have had unemployment rates of at least 20% 

during the 1980s (both formal and informal sector). This is due in 

part to structural unemployment caused by the decline of the 

dependent capitalist agroexport economy with the world recession. It 

also partly reflects the region's political instability (Dunkerley 1988). 

Yet as Table 2.4 shows (Chapter 2), Nicaragua has had by far the 

highest unemployment in the region. 

Finally, the influence of Nicaragua's experience of revolution, 

on all classes, has yet to be fully examined but cannot be ignored. 

Nicaragua is unique in that unlike most other Latin American 

countries except Cuba, Nicaragua achieved a successful revolution in 

1979 which resulted somewhat in an alteration of class relations. 

The Sandinista revolution was successful because it mobilized crucial 

elements of all the classes against the exigencies of the Somoza 

dictatorship (Walker 1991). The revolution itself was unique in that 

following the 'triumph' the propertied class had little politicaj 

influence (Weeks 1988).27 Moreover, Nicaragua became the only 

country in Latin America to have a democratically-elected 

revolutionary government after the 1984 elections. 

To sum up these particularities, the SAP model prescribes, 

among other measures, economic liberalization of the economy, 

devaluation of the national currency, a reduction in state 

involvement including cuts in social services and subsidies, an 

emphasis on export production and privatization of state enterprises. 

27 This despite the fact that the revolution was not considered anti-capitalistic, 
but rather an 'anti-oligarchical, anti-imperialist national liberation struggle' 
(Vilas in Flora & Torres-Rivas 1989). 
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Nicaragua's dual economy of an advanced, agroexport sector and a 

backward, domestic sector does not fit this model particularly well. 

As will be seen in section 3.6, an emphasis on exports is benefitting a 

small class of agroexport entrepeneurs, but the local domestic 

economy is suffering. Furthermore, the price of Nicaragua's export 

commodities has declined considerably recently and the future 

prospects for improvement look bleak. The SAP model also relies on 

substantial flows of foreign investment to jump-start economies 

undergoing restructuring, yet Nicaragua has historically and 

currently had difficulty attracting such investment. Finally, SAPs are 

modelled according to theories that do not take into account a 

particular class structure or persistently high unemployment rates. 

Like many third world countries, Nicaragua has a complex class 

structure that includes a very large number of informal sector 

workers, the majority of whom are merely subsisting. Some analysts 

argue that proponents of neoliberalism use the informal sector as an 

escape valve for the side effects of their policies, but without taking 

into consideration whether or not there is a limit to the capacity of 

this sector (SQnchez Otero 1993). In Nicaragua, a preexisting large 

informal sector and a very high unemployment rate does seem to 

indicate that a limit has been reached. While SAPs may be successful 

in eliminating inefficient enterprises and lowering the country's debt, 

as long as the underlying structural features mentioned are not 

addressed, the economy is not being restructured to encompass 

broad-based, egalitzrian development. There is evidence that 

countries with more equality and a better-developed social 

infrastructure respond more successfully to neoliberal policies. For 



instance, Costa Rica, has responded quite well to neoliberal policies, 

for some sectors at least, using low inflation, healthy rates of growth 

and a growing non-traditional export sector as evidence (Edelman $r 

Monge Oviedo 1993). As several analysts point out, however, Costa 

Rica has a relatively long history of investment in human capital, 

technological advances, economic infrastructure and relatively 

equitable land tenure (Kaimowitz 1992). Nevertheless, Costa Rica is 

experiencing increasing inequality under neoliberalism; the number 

of people living in poverty has increased from 18.4% in 1987 to 

24.4% in 1991. The primary beneficiaries of neoliberalism in Costa 

Rica have been the export and private-banking sectors and foreign 

investors (Edelman & Monge Oviedo 1993). 

3 .6 Structural  Adjustment in Nicaragua 

In the 1980s Nicaragua was faced with many of the same 

structural weaknesses that confront a large number of the poorer 

Latin American countries. In particular, it was dependent on only 

four exports for 60% of its foreign exchange earnings, and had a 

poorly developed domestic economy relative to the agroexport 

sector. When the revolutionary Sandinista Front of National 

Liberation (FSLN, or Sandinista) government took power in July 

1979, the economy was in shambles. GDP had declined by one third 

in that year alone, infrastructure and industry had been destroyed as 

a resr;!t of the civil war (1978-79), there had been substantial capitid 

flight faom the countryi28 over $1.6 billion was owed to foreign 

28 Estimated at $685 million between 1977 and 1980 alone (Kwan & Ruccio 
1989). 
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creditors, and there was only $3 million left in the Central Bank after 

Somoza fled the country (Lafeber 1984, Black 1984). 

The Sandinistas intended to transform the country through a 

number of means: by reducing dependency; establishing a mixed 

economy (i.e. with state and small/medium and larger privae sectors 

working cooperatively); increasing social spending; and fostering 

participatory democracy (P6rez-Alemin 1992). 

Initially, the government nationalized 

transportation systems and confiscated properties 

former dictator, which amounted to approximately 

the banks and 

belonging to the 

20% of farmland 

(Lafeber 1984). The latter move enabled the government to initiate 

a land reform without affecting the private property of large and 

medium sized agroexporters whose cooperation remained essential to 

the success of the Sandinista mixed economy model (Enriquez 1991). 

Despite the creation of a substantial state sector from confiscated 

Somocista property, the bulk of the productive sector continued to be 

controlled by private interests (Weeks 1988). 

The Sandinista model also included increasing social spending-- 

which rose from $664.8 million in 1980 to $1,285.7 million in 1983. 

Under the Literacy ~ r ~ s a d e 2 9  illiteracy fell from 50.3% to 12.9% in 

less than 2 years (between 1990 and 1993 illiteracy increased to 

between 28-30%, or 1.2 million people over 15 years old), school 

1 million students, and 

per thousand (Barricadz 

Following the country's 

matriculation increased from 5 12,000 to 

irifmt ii?orta!ity dropped from 120 to 54 

29 The Literacy Crusade invoived young students from the cities going out to 
m a t  areas to teach peasants how to read and write. 
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near collapse in 1979, the years between 1980 and 1984 saw a 

considerable economic reactivation with growth rates between 8 to 

10% (Norsworthy 1989). 

By 1984, however, the aggregate effect of internal and external 

pressures began taking its toll. A continuing economic crisis--the 

main causes being a U.S.-backed economic embargo, the blocking of 

international loans, declining international prices for Nicaragua's 

principal exports, and uncooperative large-scale producers3lf- - 

produced a decline in real wages of between 50% and 70% from 1980 

and 1988 period; by 1988 80% of the population was living in 

poverty compared to two-thirds in 1979 (Perez-Alemiin 1992, Vilas 

1989). 

More importantly, the on-going contra  war necessitated an 

increasing proportion of resources be diverted into defence spending: 

50% of the budget in 1985 and 60% by 1987, or a third of the GDP 

(Lancaster 1993, Norsworthy 1989). The contra war constituted a 

surrogate invasion by the US, combined with a policy of economic 

destabilization. By 1985, faced with the U.S. economic embargo, 

declining export prices, increasing imports, and engaged in a war of 

'low-intensity conflict' waged by the United States, the government 

In establishing a mixed economic model of both private and state 
tnteqxises, &e Smdioisias ha6 to convince the !argc, private landowners and 
entrepeneurs to remain productive. Overall they were unsuccessful as many 
large producers refused to cooperate and kept their land out of production 
Walker 199 1). 



was forced to initiate an austerity program, without the backing of 

the IW or the World FSanl~,3~ but with similar measures nonetheless. 

The policies included devaluing the focal currency, placing a 

hiring freeze on government workers, implementing a tax on capital 

gains, and eliminating most consumer subsidies (Norsworthy 1989). 

While there were no mass layoffs initially, between 1988 and 1989 

40,000 state workers lost their jobs (Petras & Morley 1992). 

Accompanying these traditional measures, the Sandinistas also 

indexed wages and salaries to inflation in an attempt, albeit 

eventually unsuccessful, to protect workers from inflationary 

pressures which reached an annual level of 36,0006 in 1988 

(Norsworthy 1989). Results of the program, although somewhat 

mixed, were on the whole not very successful. Unemployment 

remained between 20 and 25%, (until 1991 when it reached above 

50451, inflation averaged 300% a month, and the GDP continued to 

decline. On the positive side, the public deficit declined to 7% of GDP 

despite rising defense expenditures, and exports rose slightly (PCrez- 

A k m h  1992, Ruccio 1989). 

The structural adjustment policies implemented under the 

Sandinista government have been likened to surgery without 

anesthesia because Nicaraguar unlike many other countries that have 

implemented SAPS with IMF and/or World Bank sponsorship, did not 

have access to external financing to support the adjustment 

3 1 ~ e  World Bank considered Nicaragua's macroeconomic policies 
"inappropriate" and hence they were not eligible for loans fFitzgerald in 
Kwan 82 Ruccio 1989)- 
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measures by softening their impact for the poorest sectors (Perez- 

By 1990 it was clear that the Sandinista effort to balance the 

social needs of a worker-peasant controlled state with the demands 

of large and medium sized agroexporters who brought in valuable 

foreign exchange had not been successful. With a gun to their 

heads32, the people of Nicaragua "cried uncle" in the elections of 

1990 a consemative-con~olled~ US-backed coalition (UNO) came 

to power. Almost immediately,f3 a stabilization and structural 

adjustment program was implemented, with IMF and the World 

Bank direction. It included the standard SAP prescriptions for 

economic revitalization: currency devaluation, privatization of state 

enterprises, cuts in government spending, and liberalization of trade 

by reducing import tariffs. 

The first SAP under the Chamorro government was 

implemented in May 1990, followed by a second, more extensive 

program in March 1991. Included was a currency devaluation of 

4W%, salary increases of 200% (the average for state workers), price 

increases of almost 400% for basic food staples, and a privatization 

plan for over 200 state enterprises (Vargas 1992, Petras & Morley 

1992). Access to credit was restricted through new eligibility rules 

and higher interest rates (at the time the highest in Central America), 

32 The US. gcwerc=?est sdd &g if thie S a x h i s a s  werz e!ec?d the war w ~ u f d  
continue. if they w e e  defeated pace would be possible (Mott 1992. Norsworthy 
1989). 
33 Curiously, the IMF loan came through less than 24 hours after the 
Nicaraguan govenunent dropped charges against the U.S. in the international 
ccturt in tfte Hague regarding mining the harbour and other ilfegal activities 
(hd America Update 1991 13f2). 
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and government spending was further reduced (Envio August 1991). 

Vice-president, Antonio Lacays, called it 'the toughest stabilization a 

plan in Central America' (Petras & Morley 1992: 139). Immediate 

sociaf costs included 20,000 newly unemployed, more poverty-strick 

enhouseholds and increased incidence of prostitution, begging, and 

crime (Vargas 1992). 

A third SAP (the second phase of the 1991 program) was 

applied in January 1893 which included a further devaluation of the 

currency and increased taxes on imported goods. While privatization 

has figured prominently in the Nicaraguan SAPS, but it has alsobeen 

somewhat unique in that workers have managed to achieve a stake 

in the process, obtaining roughly 25% of the shares of 234 

enterprises to date (Barricada lnternacional #361 1993). 

SAPS in Nicaragua have also been tied to US foreign aid (Barricada 

lnternacional #345 1992). For instance, in return for US$300 

million in 1990, Nicaragua had to agree to privatize the banking 

system and certain other industries, in addition to liberalizing trade 

and investment restrictions. A portion of this money was also 

budgeted to examine the 1987 Constitution to pinpoint 

'governmental and political weaknesses that impede sociaI and 

economic progress and full economic development' (Zimmerman 

1 W?:52). 

While the state of the economy inherited by the Chamorro 

governmefir in 1980 was iioi good, in mazy ways life is wrrently 

rural areas, the historical legacy of inequality among Nicaraguan 

production sectors has been reinforced by the present government's 
6 1 



policy of placing restrictions on credit to small and medium-sized 

businesses. Agricultural land and credit is once again being 

concentrated among the wealthy landowners. For example, 87% of 

credit in the coffee sector went to large producers; similarly, in the 

cattle sector 74% of available credit was made available to large 

producers (Vargas 1992, E n v i o  August 1991). As a result, total 

domestic production of all products was very low in 1992 (CRIES 

1993). In addition, many small enterprises have been forced out of 

business altogether by competition from large-size enterprises and 

imported goods flooding the Nicaraguan market since trade tariffs 

were lifted (Barricada Internacional #345 1992). This has been a 

frequent effect of SAPS elsewhere as well (Woodward 1992, vol.1). 

Similarly, inequality has been reinforced by means of changes in the 

income tax structure. Although tax revenue increased 30% between 

1990 and 1991, increasing the amount of the national budget 

financed by taxes from 49 to 69%, the amount generated from 

income and property tax fell by 25%. Thus the burden of increased 

taxation fell disproportionately on the poorer Nicaraguans 

(Zimmerman 1993). 

The following table shows various indicators of economic 

health; some, such as inflation and GDP growth have improved 

(although only marginally for the latter), while unemployment has 

increased considerably. In addition, real salaries continue to erode, 

a high population grewth rate has contributed re dec!ining per capita 

GDP, and the external debt continues to increase. 



Tabte 3.g: 5 2 
Economic Indicators for Nicaragua, 1985-1992 

I n d e x  1985 1986  1987 1988 1989 1990 1 9 9 1  1992 

Population 3272.0 3384.4 3501.2 3621.6 3745.0 3870.8 4003.0 4139.1 
(thousands) 
GDP 
(per capita) 656.1 627 .9602 .7  495.3 465.5 430.6 413.4 464.6 

GDP growth 
-4.1 -1 .0  -0.7 -15.0 -2.8 -4.4 -4.0 -2.1 

Accumulated 
inf lat ion 334.3 

Unemploy-  
ment (%) 20.9 

Real Salary 
(1 980= 100) 48.4 

External 
debt (%) 1434.9 
(exports of 
goods and 
services) 

Source: CRIES 1993: 159 

Within Nicaragua, 1992 has been labelled 'not just a bad year, 

but the worst in a generation' (Woodfine 19935). Nicaragua is the 

only country in the world to experience an absolute drop in per 

capita GDP to a level lower than in 1961 (ibid). In terms of the 

Human Development Index (composed of life expectancy, literacy, 

and GDP), Nicaragua ranked 108th out of 110 countries in 1991. 

Rankings for other countries in the region were: El Salvador, 91st; 

Guatemala, 64th; Honduras, 52nd; Costa Rica, 55th and Haiti, 63rd 

(Woodfine 1993). Social benefits have been either drastically 

reduced or eliminated, so it is no coincidence that over two-thirds of 
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ant 

population lives in poverty, 61% live in inadequate dwellings, 

60% we malnourished (EmvIu, January-March 1993). 

Summary 

Structural adjustment policies generally include similar 

measures designed to facilitate debt servicing and to close the gap 

.between domestic consumption and the ability to pay for imports. 

The measures are premised on the ideology of the free market and 

assume that a country's macroeconomic problems are internally 

based. Criticisms of SAPs range from the assumptions an which they 

are based, such as the experience of NICs, to perpetuating inequality 

within the global economic order and the impact on the domestic 

pioductive sector in the face of foreign competition. There is also a 

social cost of SAPs due to prescribed cuts in social services, job 

layoffs and potential militarization and/or government suppression 

of human rights. 

There are several particular features of Nicaragua's economic 

structure that SAPs do not address, including its location in the 

international economy as a dependent capitalist country, a historical 

paucity of foreign investment, a unique class structure, and 

abnormally high rates of un-and-underemployment. By opening up 

Nicaragua's economy and allowing the market to restructure it, 

serious underlying structural characteristics are not being addressed 

but are being perpetuated. 

Upon seizing power in 1979 the Sandinistas attempted to 

restructure the economy to benefit the poor majority. Faced with a 

critical economic situation by the mid-80s due to internal and 



external problems, SAPs were implemented in Nicaragua without the 

assistance of the iMF or World Bailk. Sifice I330 and under a new 

government SAPs have continued to be implemented with no 

evidence of success; rather, income inequality, poverty, 

unemployment, malnutrition and infant mortality have increased 

and thus threaten future social and economic development. 

Nicaragua is presently enduring its worst economic crisis in decades. 



Chapter 4.0 
The Gendered Impact of SAPs 

'When we speak of the 'poorest of the poor' we are almost 
always speaking about women. Poor men in the developing 
world have even poorer wives and children. And there is no 
doubt that recession, the debt crisis, and structural adjustment 
policies have placed h e  heaviest burden on poor women, who 
earn less, own less, and control less.'34 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a theoretical 

framework for understanding the gendered impact of SAPs. This is 

done first at a conceptual level by examining some of the 

assumptions underlying macroeconomic policies such as SAPS, and 

then describing the various impacts of SAPS on women in the 

productive and social reproductive sphere at a broad, global level. 

The chapter then uses the theoretical framework of dual systems 

analysis as a way to explore the relationship between SAPs, 

machismo and women. It is argued that this theory can be 

convincingly applied in Latin America and thus aids in 

understanding the differential and critical impact of SAPS on 

Nicaraguan women. 

4.1  Macroeconomic Assumptions of SAPs 

Neoclassical macroeconomic policies, such as SAPs, have long 

been assumed to be gender neutral, concerned with broad levels of 

getpar, employment and GNP. However, sorr?~, under!ying 

assumptions of neoclassical macroeconomics do reveal a gender bias 



that produces differential impacts for men and women. There is an 

implicit assumption that the reproduction and maintenance of human 

resources (e.g. the childcare and general cooking and cleaning) will 

continue regardless of the status of women involved (Elson 1992). 

There is also an assumption that household income is distributed 

equitably (or at least in a manner that maximizes the family's well- 

being). Finally, one of the purposes of SAPS is to reallocate resources 

iu their highest and most efficient use, yet the meaning of economic 

efficiency itself reveals a gender bias. 

Regarding the first assumption, that of the 'infinite elasticity' of 

women as reproducers, it is not true that the reproduction and 

maintenance of human resources continues regardless of the 

economic situation. While women can not throw their children out 

when they can no longer afford to feed them (although it is 

recognized that extreme behaviour can occur), women's ability to 

cope is finite. For example, Moser found in her study of Guayaquil, 

Ecuador, that 15% of the women had 'burnt out' and were no longer 

coping adequately (Moser 1993).35 Even if such a 'breaking point' 

isn't reached, the burden of adjustment is often shifted onto women 

in the form of longer and more stressful days (Elson i992a). 

With respect to the second assumption of equal intra- 

household income distribution, there is little evidence to support it. 

Neoclassical economics conventionally treats the horsehotd as a 

35 Maser ~aiega&xs 'bisrui oiii' as women who are unable $0 bz!w?ce their 
Lrec roles; the productive, reproductive, and the community managemeat 
mk. When a woman is burnt out the productive role prevails, usually leaving 
an elder daughter to take on the reproductive role in caring for younger 
siblings who tither catznot or wilt not assume full responsibility. 
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cohesive unit; there is  considerable evidence, however, that 

honsehoicis nounaiiy we instead disaggregated units with males and 

females occupying different positions. For example, it is commonly 

found that income is not divided up equitably within the household 

and that a reduction in total household income can result in a 

disproportionate burden on women, who have to find ways to sustain 

the family with less (Dwyer & Bruce 1988, Beneria & Roldan 1988). 

While cultural values vary around the world, it is also 

commonly found that 'gender ideologies support the notion that men 

have a right to personal spending money, which they are perceived 

to need or deserve, and that women's income is for collective 

purposes' (Dwyer & Bruce 1988:6). Thus, as Elson (1992) points out, 

i t  can not be assumed that households will respond to structural 

adjustment measures by reducing their expenditures on luxuries in 

order to maintain access to necessities as is expected by neoclassical 

economic planners. 

Finally, the purpose of SAPS is to allow resources to be used to 

their highest and most efficient use, but what makes something 

efficient? The economic definition states: 

"...the economy is working efficiently when there is no 
rearrangement of resources that would produce greater total 
output. For this to occur in a free market economy every input 
and output must be priced at the level which reflects its true 
economic value (or opportunity cost) to the whole economy" 
(Palmer l992:7 1). 

Palmer goes on to identif'y two gender-based distortions in this 

definition, unequal iems of women's and men's access to the iabour 

market and a reproduction tax on women. A sexual division of labour 



often assigns reproductive, unpaid tasks to women and productive 

work to men. This cniiufal and social assignment deems certain jobs 

inappropriate for 

the job market. 

difficult for men 

to others (e.g. it 

women and poses further limitations on access to 

With respect to SAPs, this gender bias makes it 

and women to move easily from some occupations 

would be exceptional for male construction workers 

to move to sewing piecework). Women's access to the labour market, 

particularly in third world countries, is restricted early on in their 

lives, and is often linked to restrictions in access to education and 

health services. Generally boys are favoured over girls in access to 

basic education; as well, they generally are favoured in access to 

food. This discrimination continues later in life when women tend to 

have more difficulty getting access to credit and training. 

A reproduction tax stems from women's responsibility in the 

domestic sphere which renders them unable to compete equally with 

men. When this responsibility increases, as when social services 

provided by the government are cut and women are forced to take 

on additional work, the women are even less able to compete 

effectively in the labour market. In Standing's words, women 

compete in the labour market on different terms than men (Standing 

t 989). 

Thus, it is argued that SAPs are gender blind since they do not 

consider gender in the analysis 

argued that during recessions or 

particular lower-income women 

burden of the hardship relative to 

Dennis 1992). Women represent 
6 

of macroeconomics. It is further 

adjustment periods, women, and in 

tend to bear a disproportionate 

men (Sen & Grown 1985, Afshar & 

a disproportionate share of the poor 
9 



and an increasing share of heads-of-households. They constitute a 

large proportion s f  low-wage an t  informal sector workers, and are 

obliged to combine wage work and domestic responsibilities 

(Feldman 1992). The reason for these facts partly stems from the 

patriarchical gender construction of men's and women's roles which 

generally benefit men more than women.36 During adjustment 

periods, these gender constructs oblige women to manage the 

household and use resources more efficiently (e.g. combine childcare 

with paid work, and operate collectives). Moreover, it is women (and 

their children) who are likely to be disproortionately represented as 

the newly incorporated labourers, often in jobs with dangerous or 

unhealthy conditions (e.g prostitution and assembly jobs in export 

processing zones) (Beneria 1989). 

The impact can be grouped into two areas for analytical 

purposes: the productive sphere and the social reproduction sphere. 

Within the former, impacts may vary widely and include a sharp 

drop in wages and or unemployment, or may entail the necessity to 

begin work in ~ r d e r  to contribute financially to the household. 1.: 

the social reproduction sphere an unequal burden usually falls on 

women since they are most often principally responsible for 

maintaining the household in the face of economic retrenchment 

(Deere et al 1990). Cutbacks or complete elimination of public 

services cross both spheres for analytical purposes; not only do 

36 Paviarchical gender constructs are the mate-biased socialized roles for men 
and women that results in women as a gender being 'socially subordinated to 
men as a gender through both social structures and individual practices' 
@Ison 1992:47). 
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women rely on public services disproportionately more than men, 

more women tend io have employment there as we!!. 

Regarding the impact on the productive sphere, the economic 

crisis often forces women to seek increased employment outside the 

home especially because the male partner's (if there is indeed one) 

income is likely to  be declining due to real wage cuts, or 

unemployment. Thus in  some instances, women's employment 

actually increases, although the work tends to be lower paying and 

less secure. The employment they find is often in the informal 

sector, since formal sector employment is usually less available to 

women than men. 

The most common definition of the informal sector today is 

unregulated businesses employing fewer than five people and self- 

employed individuals, excluding professionals (Young 1993). Women 

commonly find work in this sector because it  allows them to 

incorporate their domestic responsibilities with income-generating 

jobs, such as piece work or 'homeworking' done in the residence, 

petty trading, or the selling of cooked food.37 These activities tend to 

37 Heyzer (1981) suggests four factors that explain the concentration of 
women in the informal sector. Restructuring of labour, resulting from 
technological innovations has changed rural employment structures and, 
consequently, there is  more migration to urban areas. Women tend to migrate 
more in Latin America, perhaps because they have been squeezed out of 
traditional productive activities by modern industrialization. For instance, in 
Mexico, new technologies in agriculture and industry restricted access to new 
industrial opportunities. In Brazil in 1900 women comprised 45% of the labour 
force, but after 70 years of industrialization comprised only 21%. Select ive 
t a b o u r  gltilizatian is a second factor, referring to the competitive nature of 
&e labour market. Women tend to be squeezed out because well-paying jobs 
require high levels of skills which are Iimited to women. There are d s o  age- 
specific industries, such as export-processing-zones that' favour young, single 
female employees and exclude older, married women from their labour force. 
Ttresc women then turn to the informal sector for employment. A third factor 
regards ideotogical assumptions concerning women's role which 
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require low capital investment and lower levels of education, but 

also normally yield lower returns. 

Often informal sector activity is also more insecure, less well 

remunerated, and more exploitative than formal sector work (Heyzer 

1981). In both the informal and formal sectors, the women's average 

income is universally less than men's earnings. This is due primarily 

to women's employment concentration around work that is lower 

paying and defined as less skilled; moreover, women often earn less 

than men for performing the same job (Stewart 1992). 

At the same time, women experience an unequal burden of the 

rising cost of living, in part because few men help with domestic 

chores due to patriarchal attitudes that delineate such work as 

'women's' work, the implication being that such work is inferior and 

demeaning to men (Sen & Grown 1985). Another reason for the 

unequal burden on women arises from the increasing incidence of 

female-headed households. Obviously this results in longer working 

hours for women. Women's ability to cope under these 

circumstances is rarely questioned by economic planners. 

When women are no longer able to cope, their individual 

productivity diminishes, as well as the reproductive and productive 

capacity of the family. Little attention at the policy level has been 

paid to the possible consequences, both for the household and on the 

larger economic sphere, if women's reproductive ability (i.e. 

refers to the assumption that women are not the primary earner and thus it is 
justified giving women lower wages. Finally, product ion and 
reproduction-related work, i s  seen as a natural extension of women's 
biology. There is, as mentioned, a tendency for women's work in the informal 
sector to be clustered around reproductive-related responsibilities. 
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childbearing and rearing) is impaired. Prostitution, malnutrition, and 

increasing numbers of streetchildren living at risk are all direct 

consequences. 

Finally, reductions in government services, such as public 

transportation, health care and education have meant that either the 

poor must do without essential services or the family must take an 

these responsibilities. In Nicaragua, for example, health services 

that were previously free (and helped to virtually eliminate polio 

and measles) are now available on a fee-fos-service basis, and 

schools that were once free now charge fees that many families can 

no longer afford. 

To summarize, impacts on women with respect to the 

implementation of SAPs can be experienced in  the productive and 

social reproduction spheres, Impacts such as increased work hours, 

decreases in social services, and an increased burden at the 

household level affect women directly and society at large indirectly, 

due to the role that women generally play in maintaining the 

household. 

4 .2  Towards a Theorization: Neoliberalism, Patriarchy 
and S A P s  

At the outset i t  should be stated that i consider i t  

unquestionable that patriarchy, as defined by Walby (1990:20) as a 

see of social structures and practices in which men dominate and 

women are subordinate, i s  prevalent in most societies, albeit in 

different guises. How else d ~ e s  one explain universally lower wages 



paid to women. Or similarly, the fact that domestic work is 

considered 'naturaiiy' women's work. Capitaiism and patriarchy are 

intertwined with one another, reinforcing and perpetuating difficult 

circumstances for women. In other words, while separate social 

systems, they are broadly mutually supportive of one another. 

Gender inequalities, disadvantageous for women and expressed 

through patriarchical institutions and values, are used 

advantageously by capital, which reproduces and perpetuates the 

existing inequalities. 

Such analysis is loosely equated with socialist feminism. 

Socialist feminism arose out of a dissatisfaction with both the 

gender-blind Marxism which effectively regarded class-based 

proletarian oppression as more important than gender-based 

women's oppression, and radical feminism which tended to locate a 

universalizing patriarchy, stemming from biological differences 

between the sexes, as the primary source of oppression (and indeed, 

the most significant and destructive form of oppression). Eliminating 

women's oppression, it is said, would bring about the elimination of 

all other forms of oppression (Tong 1989, Sargent 1981). Therefore, 

rather than seeing women's oppression rooted in either their class or 

their sex, socialist feminism argues for an intertwining of the two. 

Dual-systems theory is one strand of thought within socialist 

ferninism.38 It first analyzes capitalism and patriarchy as separate 

38 The other i s  unified-systems theory which in contrast to dual-systems 
theory anafyzes capitalism and patriarchy through one conceptual lens. 
Eisenstein, for instance, argues that patriarchy provides a system of 'control 
and law and order', while capitalism provides the economic structure to pursue 
profits (Walby 19905). 

7 4 



phenomena and then combines them in dialectical relations (Tong 

1989). While Marxist analysis heips to explain workers' relations to 

capital, it doesn't explain why women are subordinate to men both 

inside and outside the family. This is the aim of dual systems theory 

(Tong 1989). The relationship between the two spheres of capitalism 

and patriarchy is uneasy, however, with conflicts between the two 

manifested in different places, stemming from their respective 

imperatives (Walby 1385). This can be illustrated by the example 

of women's labour. Hartmann conceptualizes the expropriation of 

women's labour by men as the key material base of patriarchical 

relations. Women are segregated from men in the paid workforce, 

and have to do more unpaid work in the household than men. In 

both places, women are disadvantaged and these disadvantages are 

reinforced to benefit both men and capital in general (Hartmann 

1976). 

While patriarchy pre-dates capitalism (ancient China had some 

of the most brutally patriarchical societies [Greenhalgh 1985]), 

Hartrnann argues that the link between patriarchy and capitalism 

became entrenched with the advent of capitalist institutions in .the 

17th and 18th centuries (Hartmann 1976). Men, broadly speaking, 

felt their privileged positions threatened both by the demise of old 

institutions that supported patriarchy (such as guilds) and by the 

emergence of a labour market which gave women potentially a 
n degree of economic independence. ~onseqiteiiiiy, meii, ui;conscious!y 

or not, to& steps to prevent this--such as restricting women's access 

to certain (high-paying) jobs, as well as reinforcing the assignation of 

reproductive tasks to women. For instance, craftswomen were 
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pushed out of their trades in the productive sphere, and male doctors 

denounced female healers and midwives,39 effectively eliminating 

them or reducing them to ancillary roles (Hartmann 1976, Smith 

1987). 

It is argued here, following the dual-systems approach, that 

capitalism and patriarchy may be analytically distinct for theoretical 

purposes but that they are mutually supportive of one another 

within many real-world processes. The relationship is an uneasy 

one, however, as illustrated by the example of women's labour. 

Economic necessity is forcing women (specifically low-income 

women) in many countries to enter the labour market, thereby 

undermining patriarchical control at the household l e ~ e l . ~ O  Indeed, 

women are sought by capital as cheap and submissive labour 

(relative to men) in many cases (e.g. export processing zones). Yet 

these women must continue to endure a double day, fulfilling the 

reproductive-related tasks assigned to women as 'naturaIY in addition 

to their paid w0rk.~1 

Frequently the state also intervenes to restrict women's access 

to certain jobs and/or to legitimate unequal pay for work of equal 

vaIue.42 And in a remarkable global pattern, women tend to be 'the 

39 Remember It was only as recently as the 20th century that women were 
permitted into medical schools. 
4@ Undoubtedly, women have more freedom to choose to work outside the home 
with improved childcare and employment legislation, however, with regards 
to women in third world countries it appears that economic necessity i s  the 
primary factor for women seeking outside work. 
41 Numerous studies &ow that husbands of women who work outside the home 
do not help out much more with household chores than husbands whose wives 
do not work outside the home (Tong 1989). 
42 Legislation to correct this has been the result of a very acrimonious 
m g g k  and has not even been successfully operationalized in tfrc few places 
it exists, 
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last hired and first fired', either following war or in difficult 

economic times. Such action reveals the influence of patriarchy in 

securing the privileged position of men in spite of the pressure of 

cheap labour demanded by capitalism (Walby 1986). 

4.3 Dual Systems Theory in Latin America 

Like most feminist theories, dual systems analysis has been 

directed to primarily white, Western, industrialized societies. This 

research argues that dual systems theory can be convincingly 

applied in Latin America, and particularly Nicaragua. Instead of 

using the abstract concepts of capitalism and patriarchy, we can use 

their specific expressions in the form of SAPs and machismo. SAPs 

are an important tool of late 20th century capitalism, while 

machismo is a particularly strong form of patriarchy. More 

specifically, as was seen in Chapter 2.0, SAPs are a mechanism 

through which transnational corporations and international financial 

organizations enhance opportunities for capital accumulation. 

Machismo, as is described below, has historic roots in the Catholic 

Church and plays a significant part in defining gender roles. The 

following section will illustrate affinities and tensions between the 

two that help to explain the subordinate situation of Nicaraguan 

women vis-64s the impact arising from SAPs. 

Throughout Latin America a particularly virulent and overt 
E ram sf patriarchy is expressed in iife of mzehismo. hf&isfi.~, 

miming manliness, prescribes a particular role for women in Laah 

American society, one in which males dominate both within and 

aueide the home and women are considered inferior to men (Russell. 
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1984, Paley 1989, Brydon & Chant 1989). Corresponding 

machismo is rnarianisrno, the old Catholic doctrine that women have 

maternal instincts but no sexual desire, culminating in the physically 

impossible virgin-mother standard. 

The patriarchical structure of Latin America was largely 

derived from Spanish Catholicism, most notably the concept of patria 

p o t e s t a s ,  the domination of fathers 'over their children and 

grandchildren and all others descended from them in direct line who 

were born in lawful wedlock' (Flora et a! 1989:23) The extent of the 

influence of Spanish machismo varied with social class; initially it 

was important to the upper class for maintaining property (for 

example by controlling marriage). While machismo did eventually 

filter down through society, its influence over indigenous people 

depended on the degree of ladinoization (Flora et a1 1989).43 

In most of Latin America a woman's place is in the home, and a 

strict double standard exists for sexual behaviour (Walker 1991). 

For instance, a man could obtain divorce based on his wife's adultery, 

but a woman could not do the same (Stephens 1988). Like many 

pasriarchical societies, the birth of a girl, especially in rural areas, is 

oftea considered a disappointment, and adultery is a crime only if 

committed by a women.44 Young girls are often pressured to leave 

school in order to care for younger siblings, perpetuating women's 

lower level of education. 

43 Ladims (also known as mestizos) are those indigenous people who accepted 
and absorbed Europeim culture, such as the Spanish language and dress. 
Within the social structure of  Central America Iadinos were considered a 
middle group, between pure Europeans and the pure indigenous population. 
44 In some cases midwives take advantage of  this situation and actually charge 
more for delivering male babies (Russell 1984). 
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This gendered culture is expressed poignantly by Gloria 

Men make the rules and laws; women transmit them. How 
many times have I heard mothers and mother-in-laws tell 
their sons to beat their wives for not obeying them, for being 
hocionas (big mouths), for being callajeras (going to visit and 
gossip with neighbours), for expecting their husbands to help 
with the rearing of children and the housework, for wanting to 
be something other than housewives? The culture expects 
women to show greater acceptance of, and commitment to, the 
value system than men. The culture and the Church insist that 
women are subservient to males. If a women rebels she is a 
mujer mala. If a women doesn't renounce herself in favour of 
the male she is selfish (Anzaldub 1987:16-17). 

Machismo is concretely manifested in an attitude that 

encourages, even obliges, men to prove their virility to other men by 

fathering as many children as possible; it does not, however, include 

accepting responsibility for them (Molyneux 1985, Flora et al 1989). 

This phenomena in Nicaragua can be attributed, in part at least, to 

widespread migration within the country due to the agroexport 

economy developed under the Somoza dynasty that principally used 

seasonal, migratory labour. Thus, men often had relations with 

several women in the various regions in which they worked, leaving 

the women to bring up the children as they moved along (Afshar 

f 99 1, Molyneux 1985). 

4.4 Dual Systems Theory In Nicaragua 

The remaining section of the chapter discusses the role of 

Nicaraguan women in the revolutionary struggle, While: women 
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played a significant role in the revolution, the history of machismo 

resulted in feminist achievements being compromised under difficult 

economic conditions. This influence substantiates the claim that the 

impact of SAPS is exacerbated in a rnachista society such as 

Nicaragua. 

Machismo was cited by most of the respondents in my 

fieldwork as a central problem facing women today in Nicaragua 

(interviews 1993). Tl're FSLN also recognized machismo as a central 

issue in women's emancipation in a statement issued in 1987: 

The subordinate position of women in Nicaragua [historically] 
was reinforced through ideology ... Machismo, the most 
significant ideological manifestation of this . . .p raises the 
supposed superiority of men, excludes women from work and 
activity considered part of the world of men, defends a man's 
right to abuse women, and establishes rights and perogatives 
which are closed to women ... Machismo has been reproduced 
historically through different ideological vehicles, such as the 
family itself, schools, the church, and commercial 
advertising ...( Stephens 1988: 16). 

As previously mentioned, machismo is largely responsible for 

perpetuating disproportionate levels of poverty among Latin 

American women by enforcing subordinate gender roles. One of the 

most obvious products of machismo in Nicaragua is irresponsible 

parenting, since impregnating a woman is considered the 'highest 

expression of machismo' (Olivera et a2 1990:29). Thus, males tend to 

father many children with different women, thereby proving their 

virility to other men and reinforcing their domination over women. 

Within the domestic sphere, few men share the work with their 

partners. One study found that 45% of the women did all of the 



cooking, cleaning, washing and shopping by themselves; otherwise 

another female member of the household or a paid domestic worker 

usually helped (Perez-Alemiin 1990). 

As previousfy mentioned, one of the commonly cited 

manifestations of machismo is multi-partner relationships. It is 

reported that between 30 to 40% of urban households in Nicaragua 

are headed by single women4S; while machismo is likely a dominant 

factor in this phenomena, other factors, such as war, could also be 

responsible (Molyneux 1985). In the study by Perez-Alemiin, 40% 

of the female heads of household cited male abandonment as the 

reason why they were the head of the household (Perez-Alemiin 

1990). Equally important, these households tend to be the poorest 

WDEG 1992a). 

As the quote by Anzalduii revealed, machismo is internalized in 

the women as well. A study of peasant women found 40% believed a 

good woman "obeys her husband' and 'does what her husband 

demands and decides' (Perez-Alemiin l990:3). This internalization of 

machismo, thereby devaluating their own role in society was also 

revealed in a study by Cenzontle in which 54% of the female 

respondents said housework was their principal occupation and 42% 

said their partner was the head of the household, even though 66% of 

them worked for wages themselves (Olivera et a1 1992). This 

internalization, and apparent contradiction, is further exemplified by 

45 P6, I990 cites 34%; Vargas 1992, 34% in 1989 up from 30% in 1980; 
Cenzonde 1992 cites 33%. ViIas 1986 cites 48% of households were female- 
beaded before the eanhquake. 
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the following report of a woman asked which it was better to have, 

sons or daughters: 

Very quickly she responded, 'daughters'. Why? 'Because 
daughters are more faithful. They'll stay with you, they'll help 
you out. Sons leave when they grow up, and you can't count on 
them.' Which, then, did she think most women preferred to 
have? 'Sons, most probably.' Again, why? 'Machismo. They 
think boys are better than girls.' (Lancaster 1993: 121) 

Despite their supposed inferiority and the m a c h i s t a 

c~nstruction of women's home-bound roles, women played an 

important part in the revolutionary struggle in Nicaragua, both 

before and after 1979, fighting in combat beside men and working in 

the productive sector to replace the men fighting. By 1989 women 

represented 45% of the working population in Nicaragua, while the 

overall level of female participation in the Latin American workforce 

was only 24% (Stewart 1992, Norsworthy 1989). An FSLN 

proclamation stated in 1987: 

Women participated in all the social and political struggles of 
our .people in this century ... despite the adverse historical and 
cultural conditions (politics were precisely one of the arenas 
reserved for men); women of all ages broke taboos, left their 
homes, rebelling against their families or companions, and left 
to take their position in battle ... they were members of the 
FSLN, collaborators, messengers, organizers of safe houses, 
underground fighters, guerillas in the mountains ...p olitical 
leaders and military commanders ... mothers of those 
tortured ... also victims of the repression" (Afshar 199153). 

Explicit official recognition of women's value in Nicaraguan 

society was finally realized in 1987 when the Sandinistas 



promulgated a new Constitution that overturned historic legal 

discrimination against women and established sexual equality as a 

fundamental right (Norsworthy 1989). Several concrete 

achievements with respect to women's rights were also realized 

under Sandinista rule, such as an implicit acceptance of abortion (it 

was still illegal but the law was not enforced), the Law of Nurturing 

(that required men to pay financial support for their children), and 

the Provisional Media Law (that banned the commercial exploitation 

of women's bodies), among others (Afshar 199 1, Collinson 1990). 

These achievements were somewhat overshadowed, however, 

following the Sandinista victory in 1979 and as unemployment 

worsened throughout the 1980s. Women were frequently the first to 

lose their jobs or were fired in order that more men could be hired 

(Walker 1991). By the end of the decade for the first time, the term 

'the feminization of poverty' was being used to describe the situation 

that women in Nicaragua were facing (Wessel 1991). This is not 

particular to Nicaragua, but is a general global phenomenon. Since 

the 1970s, the type of work, the income levels and insecurity often 

associated with 'women's work' have been spreading and 

consequently there is a global pattern of rising female workforce and 

a falling male workforce (Vickers 199 1, Standing l989).46 

With the UNO government's election victory in 1990, many of 

the progressive advances made by the Sandinista government were 

died back. Fer instance, abortim has bees expticitly banned, 

m-ificia! contraception condemned, and the Iaws promulgated by the 

46 Indeed, evidence in the 1980s indicated that up to two thirds of Africa's 
increasingly poverty-stricken population consisted of women (Topouzis 1990). 
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Sandinistas that encouraged men to assist with domestic work and 
E ~ o i b a d  i k  objecii5'rcaiion and exploiiaiion of  women i s  ihe media 

are not being enforced (Wessel 1991). A rape law was amended, 

and while it expanded the definition of rape to include any sort of 

penetration against not just a woman but also a man or child, it 

atavistically forbids women from having an abortion in the case of 

impregnation due to rape. Instead, it gives them the option of suing 

the violator for child support. The Catholic Church, supported by the 

Chamono government, is  also attempting to reimpose traditional, 

conservative values within the society (Vargas 1992, Afshar & 

Dennis 1992). One of the UNO government's slogans during the 1990 

election was 'the dignification of women', translated by some as 

'women back to the home' (Ferguson 1991537). 

All of this helps to illustrates the mutually supportive 

interaction between capitalism and patriarchy. Machismo, as a 

virulent expression of patriarchy, defines both men's and women's 

role and space in society. In a familiar occurrence, women in 

Nicaragua have been the last hired and first fired, revealing the 

influence of men's relatively privileged position, even if women's 

labour is cheaper. A confluence of the interests between the state 

and the Church is readily apparent, restricting women's access to 

reproductive choice and acting to reinforce 'traditional values' that 

are strongly patriarchical. 

Simultaneously, women have been affected by the 

implementation of SAPS, particularly since 1990 (see section 3.6). 

For instance, many women have experienced longer work days in the 

informal sector and disproportionately greater unemployment in the 
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formal sector. Additionally, cuts in health expenditures have put a 

greater burden on women to provide their own healthcare for 

themselves and their family. Similarly, due to higher education costs 

(also as a result of decreased government spending), many children 

are unable to continue their schooling, and a greater proportion of 

females than males are dropping out. Since the government assumes 

that social reproduction, the daily maintenance and care of the 

household, will continue regardless of the impact OF these policies, 

there is a subtle shift in responsibility from the state onto women. 

These direct impacts arising from SAPs will be expanded in the 

following chapter, but it is clear that gender inequalities, reinforced 

by machismo, are used advantageously by the government under 

SAPs (e.g. through cheaper labour, by women taking on previous 

governmental responsibilities). Existing inequalities are then 

reproduced and perpetuated. 

Summary 

The impacts of SAPs on women are experienced in both the 

productive and social reproduction sphere. In the productive sphere 

many poor women in families with declining incomes are forced to 

work outside the home. A lack of childcare facilities can often oblige 

an older daughter to forsake her education to remain at home to care 

for younger siblings. As families become more desperate many 

womeiz zre forced to . i i ~ . ~ i k  in the informa! sector where wzges zre 

after! !ow, conditions poor, and the jobs low-skilled. In the social 

reproduction sphere women experience an unequal burden of rising 

costs of living due to the increasing incidence of female-headed 
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households, coupled with machista attitudes that define domestic 

work as women's work. 

Dual systems analysis is a useful theoretical framework for 

conceptualizing the relationships between gender and SAPs. 

Capitalism and patriarchy are seen as distinct yet mutually 

reinforcing systems that help to perpetuate women's secondary 

status. In applying dual systems theory in Nicaragua, some of the 

tensions between machismo and SAPs are evident. Although 

progressive advances for women were made under the Sandinistas, a 

tradition of machismo resulted in many of these gains being 

compromised as economic conditions in the latter part of the 1980s 

worsened. When the anti-Sandinista UNO party gained power in 

1990, these achievements were rolled back further. Many of the first 

changes made by the new government were reversals of feminist 

legislation. This highlights the influence of machismo in Nicaragua 

particularly at the state and Church level. As will be empirically 

examined in Chapter 5, in Nicaragua the unequal impacts arising 

from SAPs such as increased work hours, decreases in social services, 

and an increased burden at the household level are perpetuated aad 

reinforced largely by this legacy of machismo. 



Chapter 5.8 
The Impact and Response to SAPs by Women 

For the purpose of this research, women's lives can be 

conceptually divided into productive and social reproductive spheres. 

This does not to imply that all aspects of women's lives can be 

reduced to these activities, but it is these parts that are being 

examined here. Productive activities refer broadly to income- 

generating tasks, (including in this case the informal sector). Social 

reproduction, on the other hand, includes biological reproduction as 

well as activities related to 'the care involved in raising children, 

taking care of husbands, parents and other members of society on a 

daily basis' (Nain 19925). Social reproduction also includes areas 

such as health care and education, both of which are obviously 

necessary to maintain a healthy, productive workforce. In Nicaragua, 

and indeed in most of Latin America, mention must also be made of 

the influence of machismo which plays a role in defining men's and 

women's roles. Both the impact of SAPs and women's response to 

then? is shaped in part by this social force. 

While reproduction can occur, at least at some level, apart from 

productive activities, the reverse is not true; the workforce must be 

produced and reproduced. As the latter sphere has been primarily 

women's domain worldwide, there has been little attention directed 

to it until recently by primarily male researchers. The following 

section discusses the condition of the two spheres, production and 

social reproduction, in Managua as they pertain to the impact of SAPs 

on women of the popular sector. 
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5 . 1  The Productive Sphere 

The implementation of structural adjustment policies can affect 

women in a variety of ways, as mentioned previously in chapter 4. 

This section examines how women have been affected in the 

productive sphere, such as in types and changes of employment, 

wage levels, and the informal sector. 

Over 30% of Nicaraguan women are in the labour market (the 

economically active population, or EAP), a significant increase since 

before the revolution when between 17% and 18% of women were in 

the EAP (Olivera et al 1990, Guerrero & Ter6n 1992). The following 

table illustrates the growth of female labour participation in 

Nicaragua. Clearly the war influenced women's participation, 

opening up employment opportunities when many men were 

fighting. 

Table 5.1 
Female Participation in the Labour Market in Nicaragua 

1 9 8 0 - 1 9 9 0  

Y e a r  Female Participation 
in labour force 

18.2% 
31.5% 
32.4% 
36.0% 

Source: Guerrero & Tedn 1992:34 

The proportion of female participation in the labour force in 

Managua itself is 46%, which is much higher than the nationai 

average due to a variety of factors, including Managua's high 

proportion of service industries in which women tend to be clustered 



(FXDEG 1992a, Aguilar & Renzi 1992). The proportion of women that 

are csnsicie~ed pmiiciparits of the EA? in Cenirat America as a whole 

is 29.7% (Guerrero & Tergn 1992). 

Despite a relatively high proportion of women in the 

Nicaraguan labour market, there has also been a recent tendency 

toward the double displacement of employed women. According to a 

study done by FIDEG in 1992, 72% of women are employed in the 

service sector, compared to 54% of men (FIDEG 1992a). However, a 

rising proportion of men are working in services and there has been 

a concomitant reduction in female employment in that sector. 

Moreover, women Rave experienced a greater increase in overall 

unemployment which jumped from 35% in 1991 to 42% in 1992 

(FIDEG 1992b). Business closures and job layoffs have also been 

greater in areas that employ large numbers of women, such as in 

health and education, textile factories, banana plantations, and the 

food industry (FIDEG 1992a). 

The double displacement of women arises first from men 

moving into traditional female jobs, and second by women being 

displaced from their non-traditional areas of empl0yment.~7 In 

addition, women's salaries are on average 29% less than men's. This 

discrepzncy is further reflected in their purchasing power; while 40% 

of men receive salaries inadequate to purchase the canasta  basic^,^^ 

the figure is 57% for women (FIDEG 1992b). 

47 Traditional work is activities such as services and domestic work. Non- 
traditional jobs are activities such as factory work and construction. 
48 A canasta basica is a basket of food and basic consumption items considered 
necessary for subsistence. It is similar in composition to the Consumer Price 
Index. 
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Directly related to impacts in the productive sphere, is their 

impact vis-Cvis the pubiic sector. As in many other countries, this 

sector provides Nicaraguan women with some of the most desirable 

professional and technical employment. Moreover, more of these 

women are employed here than in the private sector: 57.3% versus 

27% in the private sector (Elson 1992a, Perez-Alemiin 1990). 

Consequently, cutbacks in the public sector have a significant impact 

on women. 

A second aspect of the productive sphere in Nicaragua is the 

informal sector. As previously mentioned in chapter 4, the informal 

sector plays a significant role in the employment of women in most 

third world countries. This is particularly true in Nicaragua where it 

is estimated that up to 65% of the economically active population, 

and 70% of all women who work, do so in the informal sector (HDEG 

1992a). 

According to CEPAL, the proportion of the economically active 

population working in the informal sector grew from 38.6% in 1950 

to 43% in 1970. Following the 1972 earthquake, the growth 

accelerated further. This sector was characterized by very poor 

people who were largely illiterate and had low levels of education. 

Further, the work was unstable and there 

participation. Relative to men, in 1977 

less in the formal sector and 2.56 times 

(NITLA_P_A_N 1992). No reliable figures 

found. 

Nicaragua has the largest informal 

was a high level of female 

women earned 1.39 times 

less in the informal sector 

for recent years have been 

sector in Central America, 

due primarily to the effects of war, a lack of economic opportunities 
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in other countries, and slow absorption of workers into the formal 

sector. in  I980 the informal sector was estimated to indude 48% of 

Managuan workforce. By comparison, Costa Ricz had 18.9% and 

Guatemala 40% of the urban labour force in the informal sector at the 

same time (Perez-Alemdn 1990). By 1990 more than 50% of the EAP 

were located in the informal sector, and in 1992 65% (FIDEG 1992a, 

NITLAPAN 1992). 

There was significant growth in the informal sector between 

1991 and 1992, which rose from 52% of the work force to 65% 

(FIDEG 1992b). Importantly, a greater proportion of women continue 

to rely on the informal sector for employment; 70% of women versus 

62% of men (FIDEG 1992~).  However, consistent with the observed 

displacement of women by men in the formal sector, female 

employment in the informal sector dropped from 52% in 11991 to 49% 

in 1992 (FIDEG 1992b). Recent years have seen people with much 

higher educational qualifications entering the informal sector, once 

again, probably displacing women who tend to have lower levels ~f 

education. 

With the implementation of SAPS in 1991 and the ensuing job 

layoffs, many former state workers turned to the informal sector for 

employment. At the same time massive job reductions in the general 

economy resulted in a reduced aggregate demand for goods in the 

informal sector. Earnings there have been reduced as well. Yet the 

informal sector continues to be the only job alternative for most 

unemployed salaried workers (NITLAPAN 1992). 

Purchasing power, measured by the ability to purchase a 

canasta basica appeared to increase between 1991 and 1992: in 
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1991 35.5% of workers in the informal sector were able to cover the 

cost of a basket versus 39% in 1992. Yet these aggregate figures hide 

a more important fact: income distribution became more unequal. 

The number of people whose incomes were superior to the cost of 

four basic food baskets rose from 2.6% of the Managuan population 

in 2991 to 3.7% in 1992 (FIDEG 1992~). At the same time, 95% of 

icformal sector workers receive only subsistence level wages ' 

QNITEAFAN 1992). FIDEG also reports that women's wages are, ' on 

average, 29% lower than men's (1992b). This is at least partially due 

to the occupational segregation of Nicaraguan women in lower- 

paying jobs, as suggested by Beneria (1989). 

A change in living standards since 1990 was noticed by all of 

the women I spoke to. As was seen in section 3.6, inflation has been 

reduced but real salaries have continued to erode and consequently 

purchasing power has decreased. Gloria stated: 

The economic measures have affected us deeply. Now my 
mother does not buy the things she used to buy and prices are 
crazy now. My father is unemployed and then we could buy 
what we needed. Now we can't buy the notebooks, things for 
school that we need, we don't buy vegetables or meat very 
often. 

Similarly for Carmen: 

The situation is much harder in the past two years. Everything 
costs more now. 



5-2 Social Weprodsaction: Decrease in Government 
Spending in Health 

One of the most obvious impacts of SAPS in Nicaragua has been 

a dramatic decrease in the government's health budget. Spending 

has dropped from $130 million in 1989 to $83 million in 1990 to $73 

million in 1992 (interview FETSALUT',). Per capita health 

expenditures were fractionally lower in 1992 than in 1978 under the 

Somoza regime. The following table shows per capita spending on 

health between 1978 and 1992: 

Per 

Y e a r  
1978 
1979 
1980 
1981 
1982 
1983 
1984 

Table 5.2 
Capita Health Expenditures in Nicaragua, XW8-1992 

(constant $US 1988) 
Per capita Y e a r  Per capita 

11 .07 1985 60.18 
21.36 1986 65.39 
36.70 1987 39.3 I 
58.55 1988 58.11 
58.45 1989 35.00 
55.7 1 1990 18.21 
5 1.94 1991 16.90 

1992 11 .OO 

Source: Cansave et a1 1991. 

Under the Sandinista government, close to 70% of the 

population received free health coverage. In less than three years 

the revolutionary administration had successfully eliminated serious 

illnesses such as polio, measles, and tetanus (Vargas 1992). Infant 

mortality dropped from 120 deaths per thousand to 72 (Olivera et QI 

1990). 

However, since 1990, and contrary to Nicaragua's Constitution 

which guarantees 'that all Nicaraguans have equal rights to health 

services', people have been required to pay for services and 

medicines (Barricada International #359 1993: 16). AS well, 25 per 



cent of health clinics in Managua have been closed since 1990 

(interview FETSALUD). Since I990 malnutrition has become one of 

'the new plagues of Managua', along with measles, diarrhea, cholera, 

and malaria (Barricada March 14 1993:l). The infant mortality rate 

has also increased (Barricada International 1993 #359:14). The first 

collective soup kitchen (olla cornunal) was established in Managua in 

1990 as a response to malnourished children and mothers. There are 

presently 117 feeding centres country-wide, 35 of them in Managua. 

Manifestations of the economic crisis are also found in the 

mental health of the population. Although there is no thorough 

study available, many physical illnesses can be symptoms of 'hidden 

depression', characterized by crying, anxiety, withdrawal from daily 

activities, chronic pain, loss of appetite, and insomnia (FIDEG 1992a). 

The collective Xochilt reports increasing numbers of women coming 

in with these symptoms (interview collective Xochilt). 

Visits to health clinics have dropped off as well, mostly due to 

a lack of medicine and supplies. Even more seriously, a study done 

by Barricada concluded that people could die in any of the major 

hospitals due to a lack of primary medicines such as antibiotics' or 

antispasmodics (Barricada Feb.5 1993). The state of health services 

was corroborated by Rosa, a nurse, in an interview: 

The health situation is the most critical I have ever seen. 
There is no medicine and not enough employees. I am doing 
the job of two right now. People are dying of illnesses that are 
curable because of malnutrition. 

In doing the work of two people in the stressful occupation of 

psychotic and neurotic nursing, Rosa was experiencing directly the 
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shift of the burden of adjustment from the state onto poor women. 

She also experiemeed another impact when, after major abdsminai 

surgery, she could not remain in the hospital more than 12 hours 

because she was too preoccupied with her economic situation. In 

other words, she felt she could not afford not to work. The only time 

she did not think about it was when she was under general 

anesthesia (interview Rosa). 

5 . 3  Decrease in Government Spending in Education 

Although quantitative data were not easily available, the 

quality and accessibility of education has been greatly affected by 

SAPS in Nicaragua. Education is relevant here for two reasons. First, 

there is a clear link between the level of female education and the 

number s f  children a women is likely to have. Second, the poorest 

people in Nicaragua tend to be women, and they tend to have very 

low levels of education; of all female-headed households, 56.2% had 

no education or had not completed primary school and 70% of these 

lived in poverty (Vargas 1992). Thus, by negatively affecting 

education a poor country can struggle with increasing population 

rates (if that is identified as a problem), and reinforce tendencies 

that see females achieving lower levels of education. 

The most obvious hardship for low-income sectors has been the 

recent 'voluntary teachers bonus" which supposedly goes towards 

subsidizing the poorly paid teacher's salaries. If it is not paid by a 

child's parents, report cards and marks are withheld. It is the 

equivalent of $2.00 a month and many parents cannot afford it, 

particularly if they have more than one child in school. This is also 
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contrary to Nicaragua's Constitution that guarantees free education at 

the primary and secondary levels (Barricada International #359 

1993). 

A study by FIDEG reported that 10% of households had taken 

children between the ages of 7 and 14 out of school in order to 

contribute financially to the household. The proportion was greater 

in both female-headed households and rural areas. Consequently, as 

a result of both new education fees and difficult economic 

circumstances, drop-out rates have increased since 1990 (FIDEG 

l992a). 

The women I interviewed reported similar stories. For 

instance, Luisa, age 18, attends school only on Saturday morning 

while her brother goes during the week. Her family cannot afford to 

send both children. Rosa recalled explaining to her two children that 

they would have to wear the same clothes as last year and that they 

could not fail because it would be too expensive for them to repeat. 

All the women said they were unable to purchase all the necessary 

supplies for their children's education (interviews). 

The importance of education was recognized by those with 

whom I spoke. For example Rosa stressed that 'we might only eat 

beans but the children will finish school'. The economic situation has 

also resulted in adults working towards obtaining as much education 

as possible. For instance, Jasmine attends university on Saturday in 

addirior! to working fulltime during rhp, week; this results in 18 hour 

days of work and study six days a week. The importance given to 

education and political consciousness during the Sandinista 



government has likely contributed to this recognition of the value of 

schooiing and training (interviews). 

5 . 4  Social Reproduction: The Impact on Domestic Work 

Another dimension of the impact of SAPS on women is their 

impact on necessary, but unpaid domestic work. The impact on 

unpaid, domestic work 'has  been variable for women in Managua. 

For example, a study by FIDEG found that domestic work had 

increased for 32% of the respondents; for 19.5% the reason was due 

to the economic crisis and for 11.3% it was due to working outside 

the home for wages. On the other hand, 15% said domestic work had 

decreased; 6.9% said the reason for this was due to increased service 

charges such as water and electricity (in 1992 a tax was 

implemented on all services). Presumably they are not washing, 

cleaning and/or ironing as much in order to save on the expense of 

these higher service charges. Finally, 48% said domestic work had 

not changed (FIDEG 1991). 

The women I interviewed all responded that there had been no 

significant change in unpaid work time. As previously mentioned, 

Rosa remarked that now she had to cook her youngest child 

breakfast instead of giving him money to buy a meal. Jasmine said 

she has always worked 18 hour days, but that: 'the days felt longer 

because it  gets dark earlier' (interviews).49 These women have 

always had to get up early to fetch water, feed the children, and 

search for the best bargains at the market. 

49 This is in reference to the fact that the government put the clocks forward 
an hour in 1991 in order to help agricultural workers. 
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This is illustrated by a brief description of their daily lives. For 

example, as Rosa described an average day: 

I usually get up at 4:30 or 5:OO. At this time of year [dry 
season] I get up earlier to fetch water from my mother's house. 
... I cook breakfast for my youngest child. In the past I could 
give him money for lunch but now he has to eat well at 
breakfast. I go to work at 790. I can't pay for 2 bus fares so I 
walk and take one bus. I arrive home at 2:00 because the 
hospital can't afford to feed us [the employees] lunch. It's 
better for me now because I clean and cook dinner. At 6:00 I 
start to sew and I go to bed around 1:OO. 

Similarly, Jasmine described her day the following way: 

I get up 4:30. The kids go to school at 6:30 and I leave for work 
at 7:OO. it takes one hour to get to work. Normally I get home 
at 6:30 and then go and work on the literacy campaign [adult 
education in the barrio] where I am supervisor, until 9:00 or 
9:30. 

Of the three women who were working, they all felt they were 

working longer days since 1990. 

5 . 5  The Impact on Children 

Implicit in the previous discussion of the impacts of SAPS on 

health and education is their impact on children. This is because 

children's welfare is tied to that of their primary caregiver, their 

mother. One noticeable impact has been a significant increase in the 

number of children age 10 to 14 who are working, which increased 
C\ * from 1.5% of the labour force in 1991 to 3.6% in 1 ~ 9 ~ .  The majority 

ef those working children are males (FIDEG 1992~). Childcare is also 

a predominant concern for many working women, including those to 



whom I spoke, as many childcare facilities have been closed since 

1990 (Perez-Alemiin 1990, interview Lucy  orr ran, interviews 

individual women). As a result there is an increasing number of 

children being left alone, often locked inside their house due mostly 

to a lack of suitable childcare facilities. 

These children who don't have adequate supervision are 

considered to be at risk. It is estimated that there are 14,000 such 

children in Managua and many of these are street children. 

According to Zelenda Roccia of an Italian NGO, 'child glue-sniffers' are 

also a relatively new phenomena. They live mostly around the major 

markets and many vendors encourage these children to steal various 

items that are then sold for many times the price the children 

receive. The children sleep in the market at night and say they sniff 

glue to keep the fear away. The majority have suffered sexual 

abuse. When I asked one young ex-glue-sniffer what he would likc 

to do when he grew up he replied 'Well, if I survive this, I guess I'll 

get a job doing something'. These children represent the future of 

Nicaragua but they are already seriously handicapped emotionally 

and socially. 

When asked directly how they felt the economic crisis was 

affecting their children, Jasmine replied: 'Last year I could buy all 

the supplies they needed, but this year I can't'. Carmen also 

mentioned the direct impact on education: 'The money we have isn't 

sufficient for d f  the boots and supp!ies they need'. Gloria wmdered 

'will 1 be able to  finish university?' (interviews). 



5.6 Individual a n d  Collective Responses 

At the individual (household) level, responses to the economic 

crisis have been consistent with responses reported in other third 

world countries; they are essentially commonsense responses (Elson 

1989, Moser I W f ,  Benerh & Feldman 1992). Principal survival 

strategies include reducing overal' consumption, (fcod, clothing, and 

services such as electricity and water), increasing the number of 

workers in the family (most commonly children but also women), 

seeking work in the informal sector, increasing the length of the 

work day or the number of days worked, borrowing from family or 

friends, or sending a family member abroad to remit money (usually 

from the U.S.) (FIDEC 1991, interviews). 

Work in the informal sector may involve a variety of activities 

such as selling bags of frozen water, buying and selling US dollars, 

and washing and ironing clothes. AIE such activities yield an income 

sufficient only for subsistence; one study of Managuan families found 

95% of the respondents living at the subsistence level in the informal 

sector (NITLAPAN 1992). In another study, all the women employed 

in such activities expressed dissatisfaction with their work for a 

variety of reasons, such as: they were not accustomed to the work, i t  

went against their principles, they were frustrated with having an 

inadequate level of education, they didn't like the environment in 

which they worked, o r  they didn't feel successful professionally 

[@3DEG 't992a). 
-T r k  s ir~ i~gizs  fm ~ u i ~ i v a f  e m  a h  include illegal activities, 

aithough obviously data on these are difficult to obtain. Gloria 

reeoanted how a mie friend became a pickpocket on Managua's 
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buses under pressure from his parents to bring money home; 'he 

f d s  s o w  about it b ~ t  he &as io steal' (interview Gloih). 

Despite all of these commonsense strategies, many households 

still cannot obtain basic necessities. The number of poor families 

(defined as unable to purchase more than basic food needs), has 

increased from 49% in 1991 to 55% in 1992 (FIDEG 1992a). 

Individual women said they don't know how they are managing; 

indeed, many said they cannot afford to think about the future, but 

are just coping day-by-day. This was also noticed by Nora Menises 

of the collective Xochilt: 'I don't know how women are managing to 

feed their children, but they are' (interviews). These sentiments are 

quite likely reflected in the population at large through 

manifestations such as an increasing suicide and crime rates ( L a  

P r e n s a  March 29 1993, interview Elena Torres, La Policia).50 

Significantly, there has been a tremendous increase in the number of 

reported sexual assaults against women recently, from 139 in 1984 

to 420 in 1991 (La Boletina 1992). Obviously, it is unclear how much 

of this increase is an absolute increase in violence, and how much is 

the result of a prominent campaign oppos 

women. 

The response to the economic situation by 

(the collective response) has consisted mostly 

ing violence against 

women's groups the 

of collective health 

care and consciousness-raising. The health centres are clearly a 

response $0 women's health needs that are not being met by the 

fn the past year crime overall has increased 16%. crimes against people 28% 
and crimes against property 10%. On a per capita basis crime has climbed 
from 75 crimes per thousand inhabitants in 1990 to 80 in 1991 to 90 in 1992 
(fnterview Elena Torres, La Poiicia) 
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government. It can be construed as a parallel, or 'underground' 

health system that is taking over what was traditionally a 

government responsibility (interview Silvia Carrasco, collective 8 de 

marzo). In particular, abortions are in high demand. However, self- 

induced abortion is still tragically among the leading causes of death 

for Nicaraguan women of reproductive age (Pizarro 1991). Many of 

the collectives perform abortions, although they can not publicly 

admit it for fear of being harassed or shut down by the government. 

Services provided by the barrio-level collectives generally fall 

into three areas; healthcare, legal services, and consciousness-raising. 

Activities include gynecological exams, assistance with divorce or 

obtaining child support, and training for non-traditional jobs such as 

chair-making and electrical appliance repair (interview collective 8 

de marzo). Consciousness-raising activities include discussions of 

violence, abuse, self-esteem, and sexuality (normally a taboo topic). 

A very small number of groups (I came across two) are beginning to 

tackle women's subordination through an examination of machismo 

and male domination. This is obviously a necessary step, as Lucy 

Morran revealed in an interview: 'the first problem [with respect to 

transforming society] is to overcome the resistance of men. We 

haven't been able to reach the men' . 
It is clear than women themselves, through the grassroots 

organizations they are building, are responsible for supporting 

themselves under increasingly difficult circumstances, as the national 

government is neither providing any support nor alternatives. In 

some cases, however, the municipal government in Managua is 

hindering the women's efforts to cope. For instance, in one barrio a 
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community site for an olla comunal was taken over by the Mayor's 

office and only his supporters were allowed to use it (interview Lucy 

Morran). The Managuan municipal government is controlled by 

Arnoldo Alemiin, who is connected politically to the extreme right in 

Nicaragua along with Virgilio Godoy and Alfredo Cesar. A virulent 

anti-Sandinista, Alemiin has spent thousands of dollars building 

water fountains and monuments to those who died in the ' 1972 

earthquake. Alemiin is also receiving funding from right-wing 

American groups such as the National Endowment for Democracy 

(NED) (see section 5.7). 

5.7 How has Nicaragua's revolution influenced how 
women have responded to their situation? 

The present situation in Nicaragua with regards to the impacts 

of SAPS on women is similar in many ways to other third world 

countries. One particular difference, however, is that Nicaragua had 

a revolution. This leads to the question what has been the impact sf 

the revolution on how women have responded to their situation? 

Prior to the Sandinista revolution in 1979 women in Nicaragua 

experienced subordination in the form of a double day, poverty, 

violence, and lower wages. Half of all families were headed by 

women and the majority were single women (Chamorro 1989). The 

revolution opened up a space for women both by challenging the 

traditiorra! ideology of women's role in Nicaraguan society and by 

teaching women how to organize (interview Lucy Morran, Chamom 

1989). While women played a considerable role in the insurrection 

leading up to the revolution and within it itself, the dominant focus 



of the revolution was economic transformation, and later in the 

1980s preservation of the revolution. Nevertheless, as mentioned in 

Chapter 4, there were several important legal reforms, such as laws 

prohibiting women from being used as sex objects in the media, and 

progressive divorce laws. There was also an attempt to legislate 

equal sharing of domestic work, but most of the legal reforms 

focussed on the public (or productive) sphere, leaving women's 

position virtually unchznged in the private (household) sphere (see 

section 4.2). 

Nevertheless, due to the difficult economic situation brought on 

by the economic embargo and the contra war, it was increasingly 

difficult for the Sandinistas to remain committed to women's 

emancipation. The FSLN-affiliated women's organization, Nicaraguan 

Women's Association "Luisa Amanda Espinoza" (AMNLAE), 

prioritized the defense of the revolution. It was generally believed 

by AMNLAE and independent women that supporting the revolution 

was necessary to improve women's status because 'revolutionary 

transformation of the social and economic order is a necessary 

prerequisite to the liberation for women' (Stephens 1988:3). The 

Sandinistas, 'both in and out of power recognized women's 
A 

oppression as something that had to be overcome in the creation of a 

new society' (Molyneux l985:289). 

In 11990 a split that had begun in 1985 occurred in the 

women's movement, arising out of the unhappiness of many women 

with AMNLAE's perceived attachment to the Sandinista party.51 

S 1 ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~  was founded in 1979 under the premise that 'the key to women's 
liberation ... lies not so much in meeting women's immediate demands as in 
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According to the party and AMNLAE, women were oppressed 

primarily by the class system, rather than patriarchy (Qmandt 1993). 

Many women were also frustrated by the failure of the revolution to 

place women's issues higher on the political agenda. As a 

consequence of this split, there has been a proliferation of 

autonomous women's colfectives and 'networks', a name largely 

chosen for its disassociation with AMNLAE and the past history. 

Indeed, it was really the defeat of the Sandinista government 

in 1990 that impelled women's groups to engage in 'self-criticism' 

and 'resulted in lively debates within the Nicaraguan media, as well 

as a proliferation of women's organizations representing a diversity 

of sectors and strategies' (Central America Update 1992:57). Euz 

Marina Torres, director of the collective 8 de rnarzo says that the 

Sandinistas defeat in 1990 was actually 'an achievement because 

now the women's movement can be independent of the FSLN' 

(Wessel 1991:547). Under the Sandinistas, many women were torn 

between wanting to support the government's revolutionary struggle 

and fighting for women's rights. Paradoxically, now that they no 

longer have to defend the country and the revolution, they are better 

able to concentrate on women's issues. Unfortunately, in the absence 

of support from the state, the prime obstacle for these groups is a 

lack of financial resources. 

It is no coincidence that some of the strongest voices for change 

concerning gender-related issues in Central America (e.g. maternal 

mortality, violence against women, reproductive rights, and 

ensuring the success of the entire revolutionary process' (Deighton et a1 
1983). 
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childeare) have come from women in Nicaragua and El Salvador 

(Central America Update 1 !B2).52 Nevertheless, the overwhelming 

sense among women in the poorer barrios of Managua is one of 

resignation and exhaustion. These women have suffered 

considerably since the revolution and have seen little concrete 

improvement, particularly in their practical, everyday needs. Initial 

benefits such as subsidies on transportation and food were lost after 

1985 and the war diverted scarce resources to an unproductive 

cause and killed many of their husbands and children. 

Unfortunately, a statement made by Tomas Borge in 1982 still 

remains true today: 'From the point of view of daily exertion, women 

remain fundamentally in the same conditions as in the past' 

(Molyneux 1985:238). 

It is truly ironic, then, that the defeat of the Sandinistas may 

have provided the impetus for women to strengthen their rights in 

Nicaragua. However, the difficult economic situation also makes 

people vulnerable to quick solutions. In particular, Arnoldo AlemAn, 

the right-wing mayor of Managua, is strategically paving the roads 

in many poor barrios making daily life slightly easier (less dust in 

the dry season and less mud in the rainy season) for the women 

living there. For many women, that may be reason enough to 

support him in the up-coming national election in 1996. Although 

Aleman is connected politically with the ultra-right political faction 

in Nicaragua, which offers little, if any, support fcr progressive 

impaov~,ment of women's condition in  the country, since such 

5 2  El Salvador has also experienced a revolutionary insurrection which saw 
considerable participation by women. 
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measures make 

poor women to 

their daily lives somewhat easier it makes sense for 

vote for him and his party. 

Thus, Nicaragua is at a pivotal point. The experience of the 

revolution provided many people with the tools to organize and 

defend their rights. This was especially significant for women given 

their previous subordinate and house-bound role in Nicaraguan 

society. In addition, it opened up a political space for women; under 

the Sandinistas, 35% of leadership positions were held by women 

(Perez-AlemBn i592). The Sandinistas also took several steps to 

improve women's position, but the necessity of defending the 

revolution predominated in the end over women's emancipation. 

More recently, while the UNO government's economic policies have 

provided an impetus for women to strengthen their grass roots 

organizations, desperate economic conditions also mean that women's 

immediate needs are frequently given a higher priority than tackling 

more abstract issues such as gender-based subordination. 

5.8 Prospects for Transformation 

There is still another aspect of the impact of SAPS on women 

that should be addressed and that is the opportunity presented for 

transformation of gender relations (Elson 1992). The underlying 

premise of dual-systems analysis (and indeed virtually all feminist 

theory) is, after offering an explanation for women's oppression, to 

also provide a solution for overcoming it. Specifically, 

distinguishing between the condition and position of women is 

perhaps necessary for the formulation of transformative strategies, 

The condition of women relates to 'the material state in  which 



women find themselves: their poverty, their lack of education and 

training, their excessive work burdens, their lack of access to modern 

technology, improved tools, work-related skills, etc.' The position of 

women on the other hand, is their 'sociai and economic standing 

relative to men' (Young 11988:1). Young asks whether it is the 

condition or position of women that is acting as a 'drag on 

development projects', and 'must women's condition be improved 

before their position can be changed?' (ibid5). These are important, 

albeit difficult questions in light of the failure of modernization and 

other mainstream development strategies to improve the living 

status of poor women in the past five decades (Young 1993, Sen & 

Grown 1985). 

The distinction between the condition and position of women 

was apparently first articulated by Molyneux (1985) in the 

juxtaposition of practical gender interests and strategic gender 

interests. Practical gender interests fulfill the so-called traditional 

roles that stem from a sexual division of labour, such as 

reproductive-related tasks, care and maintenance of children and 

household members, and community-related activities. Practical 

gender interests tend to be exaggerated in third world countries like 

Nicaragua due to the economic dislocation arising out of SAPS and the 

historical legacy of unequal structures (Elson 1992). Practical gender 

interests do not in themselves challenge gender subordination, even 

though they may arise directly out of them (Molyneux 1985). 

Strategic - gender interests, on the other hand are derived 

deductively from an analysis of women's subordination and involve 

strategies to overcome this subordination, such as the abolition of the 
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sexual division of labour, the alleviation of sole reproductive 

responsibilities, free choice in reproduction, and measures to 

decrease violence against women (Molyneux 1985). Most of the 

survival strategies employed by women and organized by women's 

groups under structural adjustment processes in countries like 

Nicaragua address practical rather than strategic needs, or are 

concerned with the condition rather than the position of women. 

However, substantial transformation of gender relations would 

necessarily consist of both practical and strategic interests. 

This transformation implies a change for the better (Elson 

1992). There has been some tentative evidence of a transformation 

of Nicaraguan society occurring. For instance, Carmen initially had 

had a tough time convincing her husband that she could be 

successful at running a cafe. After several weeks of successful 

operation though, Carmen said she was a new woman with new 

found confidence, and her husband also showed her more respect. 

He also began visiting the cafe with some of his friends, indicating a 

willingness on his part to accept a new role for his wife. 

Rather than this type of individual action, for other women 

there has been more of a collective sense of consciousness and self- 

reliance, stemming from a justified belief that the government isn't 

going to provide necessary services. For example, as Maria, a strong 

Sandinista supporter, said, 'by working in the barrio in literacy or 

health campaigns at least s o m e  improvement will be made in 

education and the neighbourhood situation'. On the other hand, 

another (former) Sandinista refuses to participate in collective 

activities in her barrio because she doesn't want to support the UNO 
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government in any way. Possibly she believes that participation in 

such activities tend to absolve the UNO government from its 

responsibility to provide health and education services ' to the 

population. Similarly, Jasmine commented: 

Today people have less interest in working collectively in the 
barrio. People thought the UNO was going to solve everything 
and now they don't have to work. 

Similarly, the recent rise in the number of grassroots 

organizations can be construed as a direct response to SAPS, as the 

working class has been left to fend for itself under government 

service cuts. Says one active participant: 

'We have moved from the extreme paternalism of the party- 
state to the 'save yourself if you can' attitude of the neoliberal ' 

state. Neoliberal governments encourage grassroots 
participation because the state frees itself of responsibilities 
(Alemiin & Miranda l993:2S). 

It is frequently assumed that increased informal sector activity will 

lessen any collective sense of strength and make it more difficult to 

organize workers. In Nicaragua, however, both domestic workers 

and prostitutes have recently organized into unions, although it is too 

soon to analyze to what extent they will be effective (Barricada 

lnternacional #357 1993). 

In this sense, then, a framework for transformation and 

structural change is being created by the network of women's 

centres that are forming. No concrete numbers were available, but a 

glance through a publication listing women's groups lists over 100 

organizations dedicated to the status of women, a substantial 

increase since 1990. Many of these groups are encouraging women 



to assert their economic and sexual rights. Certainly, women such 

Carmen who find themselves successful business owners achieve 

invaluable sense of worth and accomplishment that they didn't have 

when they were dependent on their male partner's salary. It would 

seem too that Nicaragua is perhaps further ahead than many other 

underdeveloped countries in that the revolution did achieve some 

important reforms and educated many people regarding their rights. 

There is also a parallel backlash consisting of conseavative- 

oriented women's groups that are promoting 'family values' and 

subordination to the Catholic Church, ideas which are in contradiction 

to the reality of the lives of many Nicaraguan women. An indication 

of this group9s political affiliation was revealed when Violeta 

Chamorro was the guest speaker at a rally for the group Mujeres  

Nicaraguense Concienca (Nicaraguan Women of Conscience), 

commemorating International Women's Day (La Prensa March 7 

1993). Participants at seminars organized by this group were told 

that 'the misfortunes of women--abandonment by men, sexual laxity, 

battery, even lesbianism--are the fault of the Sandinistas and their 

contempt for Christian morals' (Bracegirdle 1992:158). This group is 

linked to the US-based conservative group, National Endowment for 

Democracy, that works to promote U.S. interests in foreign countries 

(Bracegirdle 1992). 

Such activity could serve to block the autonomous women's 

movement if it is successful in diverting precious resotmm away 

from the grassroots organizations. Equally, this endeavor could act 

to inflame poor women by highlighting the contradictions inherent 

in the UNO government's policies towards women. For instance, the 
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capitalist ideology supported by the government encourages 

individual freedom, yet simultaneously the government and the 

Catholic Church want to maintain women's traditional subservient 

position (Ferguson 1991). 

While the primary focus of women's centres is on immediate, 

short-term survival strategies (e.g. birth control, health problems), 

most of these centres are also engaged in some aspect of longer-team 

strategic transformation, (following Molyneux's definition). This 

includes activities such as self-esteem and education campaigns 

regarding violence against women, assertiveness-training, and 

teaching women to define and defend their rights. 

In one sense though all the activities of these organizations 

concern immediate, practical gender interests; women are being 

battered physically and economically right now and are experiencing 

discrimination in health care and education right now. Such activities 

must be stopped immediately if women's role in the social 

reproduction of society is to be unimpaired. While the internalization 

of gender stereotypes within women is beginning to be examined, 

very little is being done to address an underlying cause of women's 

subordination, the sociological makeup of Nicaraguan men. 

Addressing this particular issue is not simple, but one can begin by 

analyzing men and their relationships with each other and with 

women. Education at early levels teaching and enforcing equality 

between the sexes is also zrucia!. 

It is too soon to see this as a transformation of gender relations, 

partly because we don't know how men's roles have been altered 

since the revolution under the very difficult economic situation. Do 
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men have a greater respect for women who are working longer or for 

the first time? Are they resentful that they cannot support their 

families themselves? In addition, we don't know what will happen if 

and when the economic situation improves and unemployment is 

seduced, and/or government services improve. Will women once 

again disappear from the work force and become dependent on a 

man's income? Will these fledgling women's organizations become 

subsumed under a male-dominated political structure? There is, as 

Elson points out, 'a difference between mere survival strategies and 

activities that can fprm the basis for sustained growth and 

development on both a personal and a national level' (Elson 

In order for equitable development to be achieved in Nicaragua 

in the near future attention must be given to both practical and 

strategic needs. The present situation presents an immense 

challenge. The condition of women is deteriorating at the same time 

as necessary advances in improving the position of women are being 

undermined. The situation of women in the popular sector in 

Nicaragua questions the possibility of improving one without 'the 

other. 

Stammalry 

This chapter has clearly indicated that the impact of SAPS on 

poor women in Managua has been significant and there is evidence 

of a differential gender impact. In the productive sphere women are 

being doubly displaced from traditional and non-traditional 

occupations. In the informal sector, where more women tend to find 



work, they are experiencing higher rates of unemployment. In the 

sphere of social reproduction, health cuts are producing higher rates 

of malnutrition, infant mortality, and access to health care. With 

respect to education, many families are being forced to take their 

children out of schooi, either to contribute economically to the 

household, or because they can not afford the voluntary teacher's 

bonus. Children of popular sector families are also impacted, since 

their welfare is tied fo that of their mother. One sign of the impact 

on children is the increasing numbers of street children, gluesniffers, 

and children without adequate supervision. 

The individual response to the economic situation has been 

largely consistent with other third world countries. Commonsense 

strategies include reducing consumption of goods, working longer 

hours, increasing the number of workers (usually children), and even 

illegal activities such as pickpocketing. The collective response by 

women's groups has focussed on healthcare, as that is where the 

greatest immediate needs are. Activities also include longer-term 

gender-based consciousness-raising, which tries to show women how 

overaf 1 societal structures are responsible for their subordination. 

There is some evidence that while Nicaragua's experience with 

revolution has benefitted women by opening up a political space for 

them, many popular sector women saw few immediate benefits 

under the Sandinistas. As the desperate economic situation 

eOiifiiiaeg, tlt;e - ~ ~ & e = ,  , ,  fm mazy women is the fulfillment of 

m a  practical needs--which in  some cases other less 

progressive pofiticaf parties are now providing. 



Finally, i t  is  too soon to know if the present economic 

dislocation is providing an opportunity to transform gender relations, 

as some researchers argue. While an increasing number of 

grassroots organizations geared to women's short and long-term 

needs have appeared since 1990, and while there is value attached 

to women successfully supporting their families, these 'successes' are 

a product of a desperate economic situation. It is too early to discern 

the permanence of any change in gender relations, particularly given 

the influence of machismo in Nicaragua. 



Chapter 6.0 
Conclusions 

Yt's as if God has forgotten us' 
- Martha, explaining Nicaragua's experience with war, 
drought, earthquakes, hurricanes, tidal waves and 
volcanoes 

This thesis has attempted to analyze the intersection of 

class, gender, and capitalist restructuring through an examination 

of the impact of structural adjustment policies on poor women in 

Managua, Nicaragua. It is argued that SAPs are inappropriate for 

Nicaragua owing to the failure to account for development 

particularities (e.g. the particular econbmic and social structure of 

the country) and an underlying gender bias that doesn't account 

for women's subordinate position in Nicaraguan society. These 

failures render it very questionable whether Nicaragua will be 

able to realize broadly-based development, particularly since its 

domestic productive infrastructure is being dismantled. At the 

same time, the social infrastructure of the country is also being 

dismantled, placing an unequal burden on women as the primary 

caregivers and affecting their ability to maintain and support 

their families. 

Structural adjustment policies are neoliberal economic 

measures designei: i o  f ~ ~ i l i i ~ i e  bebi servicing and integrate 

countries more cIosefy girl! the g!oba! capitalist ec~nornic system. 

They are usually implemented under the direction of the IMF and 

World Bank. SAPs arose primarily in response to the third world 



debt crisis of the early 1980s and the profitability squeeze of 

transnational corporations. The measures generally include 

currency devaluation, reductions in the size of the state, cuts in 

subsidies and social services, an emphasis on export production, 

and the privatization of state enterprises. 

These policies have been criticized on several grounds, such 

as the inappropriateness of the Asian NICs as a model of 

emulation for the rest of the third world, the emphasis on 

comparative advantage that serves to perpetuate inequalities 

between rich and poor countries, and the contradictory nature of 

measures that are at once both inflationary and deflationary. 

SAPs have also been criticized for not accounting for the 

particularities of individual countries, whether economic, 

historical, geographical, or cultural. 

Particularities of Nicaragua discussed in this thesis include 

its economic and social structure, as well as the influence of 

machismo on the gendered impact of SAPs. With respect to the 

former, Nicaragua has been plagued by profound inequalities 

since the advent of the colonial era when the Spanish 

conquistadores imposed an externally oriented econ~mic model on 

the country that resulted in wealth flowing to Spain instead of 

remaining in the country. Later, the development of an 

agroexport economy in the early 1900's consolidated dualistic 

siruciures economy ihai benefitted the wealthy elite hilt did little 

to improve the standard of living of the poor. While in  the 1980s 

the Sandinistas attempted to ameliorate the inequalities between 

the rich and the poor, since 1990 inequities have worsened once 
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again. Present SAPs do nothing 

fact, government policies (e.g. 

to improve wealth inequalities; in 

privatization, credit restrictions, 

devaluations) are worsening inequalities in land ownership and 

income distribution. As well, domestic producers are unable to 

compete with imported foreign food products, resulting in a 

situation where small producers are selling their land to large 

landholders in exchange for wage labour. Nicaragua is presently 

not able to feed its population without importing food products. 

A second point regarding Nicaragua's particular economic 

and social structure is the historic lack of foreign investment, 

upon which SAPs are frequently premised. Nicaragua has never 

experienced the level of foreign investment desired by economic 

planners. The reason for the current paucity of investment may 

also stem from the country's experience with a leftist revolution, 

which normally turns conservative investors elsewhere. 

Thirdly, Nicaragua has a particularly large informal sector; 

approximately 65% of the workforce is employed there. 

Frequently SAPs result in an increase in the size of the informal 

sector, yet they fail to take into consideration the presence of this 

sector. Finally, Nicaragua is currently experiencing under-and 

unemployment rates between 50 and 60%. Again, present SAPs 

do not take these astoundingly high figures into consideration, but 

rather aggravate the situation by prescribing mass layoffs in the 

public sector and by stifling domes!ical!y-orienaed economic 

growth, 

While it is obvious that SAPs have a serious impact on the 

poor, it is equally clear that men and women are differently 
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affected, owing to their respective positions in society. Women, 

virtually universally, have responsibility for primary caregiving, 

arising out s f  biological and socially constructed roles. Impacts 

from SAPS on women can be divided into the productive sphere 

and social reproduction sphere. 

In the productive sphere Nicaraguan women are 

experiencing double displacement. They are being displaced by 

men moving into traditional female-dominated jobs, and they are 

also being forced out of non-traditional, male-dominated 

occupations, many of which they only attained during the recent 

war years. This process is occurring in both the formal and the 

informal sector, the latter being a particularly important place sf 

employment for women. In general, the work that Nicaraguan 

women do is concentrated in reproductive-related tasks with low 

remuneration, such as teaching, nursing, sewing, and selling 

cooked food. 

Within the sphere of social reproduction, women have been 

affected by drastic cuts in health and education. The prime 

indicator of a country's health, the infant mortality rate, has 

increased dramatically in the past three years; previously 

eradicated illnesses have reappeared, and malnutrition has 

increased. In the area of education, increasing numbers of 

children are forced to drop out; either their parents cannot afford 

the ' ~ d u n t a r y  teachers bnn~s', nr the chi!dren are required to 

contribute economically to the family. Girls in particular are being 

affected by this in large part as a result of to machismo. This is a 

social force that tends to place a higher value on the economic 



contribution of males, thus reinforcing the cycle sf  poverty so 

many women find themselves in. 

As well, the number of female-headed households living in 

poverty is increasing. The reason for' Nicaragua's preexisting high 

proportion of female-headed households stems in part from 

machismo. This social force encourages men to have many 

children by different women but does not encouiage taking 

responsibility for them. Since the majority of the responsibility for 

domestic tasks lies with women they are responsible for 

maintaining the welfare of the household, often alone, under 

difficult economic conditions. 

Individual responses to the economic situation include 

sending more family members out to work, working longer hours, 

consuming less (notably food), and receiving remittances from 

abroad. Nevertheless, 55% of Nicaraguan families were unable to 

purchase the basic nutritional necessities (food basket) in 1992. 

The collective response to the economic situation has 

included women organizing to provide much-needed health 

services. By doing so they are effectively taking on what was 

previously the responsibility of the government. Many of these 

organizations are also providing workshops in self-esteem, 

sexuality, violence against women, and some non-traditional job 

training. A few are beginning to examine machismo and male 

domination. These zcrivities are an effort to irr?prove the posidi~n 

of Nicaraguan wsrnen by improving women's subordinate status 

in Nicaraguan society. 



Nicaragua's situation is somewhat unique, though, in that it 

has experienced a recent revolution that has given women a 

political space and taught many how to organize themselves. It is 

ironic that the defeat of the Sandinista government, which 

achieved some progressive advances for women, has provided the 

impetus for many women PO strengthen their organization through 

networks. 

Finally, i t  is often argued that economic crisis and 

restructuring can lead to transformation of gender relations 

because women, as the primary caregivers can be placed in a 

more predominant role either as the primary or sole breadwinner 

or because of increased responsibility and burden. Some of the 

strategies they use to survive may thus help to improve the status 

of women. Some tentative examples are poor women who break 

from a traditional house-bound role to successfully run a business, 

and the increase in grassroots women's organizations. There are 

some indications that the position of Nicaraguan women could 

improve as awareness of women's rights increases and as 

formerly private issues (e.g. violence against women) are brought 

into the public forum by many of these groups. It also appears 

that the revolution has helped women in Nicaragua to build their 

own political space to make their demands more forcefully than 

before the revolution. 

Tnere is no evidence that SAPS, as appiied since 1985 under 

the Sandinista government ro the present policies implemented 

under the Chamorro government, have been successful. Indeed, 

the country is presently experiencing the most severe economic 
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crisis in decades. The economy is stagnating and there is a 

domestic production crisis. The social infrastructure of the 

country has been negatively affected, both through cuts in 

healthcare and education, and because women, the primary 

caregivers, are unequally burdened in supporting the household. 

By ignoring the value of having a strong, healthy, and productive 

workforce, and the importance of healthy children, the future of 

the country is being compromised. It is impossible to know 

women's limits to surviving under such conditions, but from all 

accounts the situation in Nicaragua is very critical. Surely it is 

time for some hard rethinking of SAPs and their application in 

poor, underdeveloped countries instead of allowing these 

countries to become blueprints for an unsavory and extremely 

unequal form of development. 

6 . 1  Recommendations 

There are two possible alternatives to the present policies 

being implemented. One is to reject outright SAPs and the 

underlying assumptions that they contain: that Nicaragua's 

economy can be 'adjusted' and further integrated into the world 

economy in such a way that will lead to an improvement in the 

standard of living for the majority of the population. Such an 

assumption is questionable given Nicaragua's location in the 

internationai economy as a peripheral country that is presently 

unable to feed itself end dependent on large amounts of foreign 

assistance for its survival. 



Nevertheless, given the present structure and politicization 

of the global economy, it has been very difficult for any single 

country to reject SAPs. The example of Peru between 1986 and 

1990 is frequently cited. In 1986 Peru's president declared that 

his country would limit its interest payments to a certain 

percentage of its exports. Immediately the country was declared 

'ineligible' for international financing by the IMP, and 

consequently from most other sources of funds (George 1988). 

Indeed, the mere fact that very few countries have attempted to 

bypass structural adjustment policies is evidence of their 

perceived omnipotence and the difficulty inherent in a poor, 

indebted and dependent country avoiding them. A second 

problem with the argument of rejecting SAPs outright in third 

world countries is that although in many cases SAPs are not 

benefitting the poor majority (and are often downright 

destructive towards them), some sectors, (particularly the local 

representatives of transnational capital), are benefitting, although 

this may well be only a short-term phenomenon. Such is the case 

of many large-scale agroexport producers in Nicaragua. These 

groups generally have greater political power than the poor 

majority and consequently their economic interests usually 

prevail. 

This is not to say that one should accept the present reality 

of SAPs. These policies are being imposed at a tremeadaus social 

cost for the dubious purpose of benefitting the international banks 

and transnational capital, institutions that are presently profiting 

from third world debt servicing. However, given the present 
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reality of SAPs, the second route is to direct criticism and 

recommendations at the policymakers themselves in  order to 

ameliorate the negative impact of SAPs. One specific 

recommendation is that more resources must be directed to the 

most vulnerable members of the society. There are no indications 

that there are any substantive programs to ameliorate the impact 

on the poor in Nicaragua. It is difficult to understand how a 

country can improve its economic situation when the social and 

productive infrastructure is being dismantled, such as has been 

demonstrated in the case of Nicaragua with health care, education 

and the domestic production crisis. Education and health care 

expenditures must stop being seen as costs, but rather as the 

social investments they really are. 

The overwhelming demand, at this time, of women to whom 

I spoke was for jobs, for themselves and/or their partners. Given 

the present condition of women in Nicaragua, and given their 

responsibility as primary caregivers, it would be especially 

productive and efficient for resources to be channelled directly to 

popular sector women so that they could create their own work. 

Women have traditionally denied easy access to credit for a 

variety of reasons including discrimination, their lack of assets for 

collateral, or a lack of recognition of women's role in developing 

countries. Nevertheless, when provided credit under various 

lending schemes for the poor, women have been fomd to be very 

responsible and reliable loan customers (de Silva & Denby 1989). 

There is presently a movement underway in Nicaragua for a 

Women's Bank (Barricada International #359 1992). Another 
1 2 4  



organization, Cenzonele, is attempting to implement a revolving 

fund in barrio Camilo Ortega for women to access small amounts 

of capital. Foreign lending agencies, such as CIDA would be 

benefitting an important segment of the population by directing 

funds either to similar small-scale credit enterprises, or directly to 

any of the various women's collectives. 

What is not needed are more studies detailing the strategies 

that women employ to survive under economic retrenchment, 

This tends to draw responsibility away from the principal actors 

(government and international financial institutions) and places it 

on the poor to find their own solutions. In addition, it must be 

emphasized that these strategies are in order to s u r v i v e ,  and 

allow for little more. While it is important to continue to monitor 

the impact of SAPs on the poor, and particularly women, art the 

micro level, I would encourage policymakers and researchers to 

focus their attention mare on creative solutions to debt repayment 

and equitable, indigenous development that reduces extreme 

wealth inequalities. This would be the necessary first step to 

begin to challenge the widespread implementation of SAPs and 

their underlying premises. Research such as this shows that the 

short-term social cost of policies such as SAPs defeats the long- 

term goal of sustained economic growth (if indeed that goal is 

realistic) if the productive and social infrastructure are destroyed. 

In a camtry such as Nicaragua, with a recent history of bloody 

revahtion, economic crisis combined with existing political 

instability could easily provoke violent protests by the poor 

classes thereby compounding an already desperate situation. 
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The point of this research is not to conclude that adjustment 

of some kind is not needed; certainly it is, since the post-1945 

economic system has not worked equitably for the third world. 

Historical experience in economic development has illustrated 

clearly that those countries that are able to lower absolute 

poverty rates, unemployment, and increase economic growth are 

the usually the ones that lessen inequalities, particularly within 

land distribution, and begin substantial investments in human or 

social infrastructure. This is true in virtually all of the 

industrialized countries, and is also true in the NICs and Costa 

Rica. A country such as Nicaragua unfortunately may never 

achieve the level of living standards of other Latin American 

countries such as Costa Rica or Brazil, but it can certainly improve 

on the present conditions. 

As described in Chapter 3, the form of development 

advocated by the neoliberal model tends to perpetuate 

inequalities between rich and poor countries, damages the 

domestic market and increases dependency. The sort of 

adjustment required in Nicaragua is indigenous development of its 

productive and social infrastructure. For instance, the country is 

quite capable of being self-sufficient in basic food production; 

however presently this is not the case due to government policies 

and SAPS. It is also capable of successfully eradicating 

preventable illnesses, increasing literacy, and providing education 

to the majority of the population, as was clearly indicated in the 

early 1980s. While proponents of SAPS acknowledge that there is 

a social cost to these policies in  the short-term, in Nicaragua's case 
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the social costs are already becoming long-term in that the next 

generation is  experiencing worsening health care, decreasing 

access to education, and reduced job opportunities. The result of 

SAPS in Nicaragua is that a very unequal, polarized model of 

development is being reinforced. 
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Appendix A 
Enterview Guide for Individual Women 

Are you married? 
if not married, would you prefer to be married? 

What work does your husband do? 
Does he help you with domestic chores? 
Does he give you money for household expenses? 

How many hours a day do you work (paid and unpaid)? 
Has this increased or decreased in the last two years? 

How much time do you spend shopping for food? 
Has this increased or decreased in the last two years? 
How many different markets to you go to? 
1s this different than two years ago? 

Do you work (paid work) more or less this year? 
Did you work before 1991? 
1f not working now and did work before, why? 
How much do you earn (daily or monthly)? 
Are you earning more or less since 1991? 

HOW are your children affected by the economic crisis? 
Are any working? If yes, at what and for how long? 
Who looks after them while you work? 
Do they attend school? 
Has the schooling changed in the last two years? 

Do you have to pay fur health services? Which ones? 
Do you feel you can go to the doctor whenever you need to? 
How has health care changed in the last two years? 
Are your children vaccinated? 

How has your standard of living changed under the Chamono 
government? 
Was your family's diet changed in the last two years? 
** .- wnat is your greatest preoccupation or concern today? 

Rave you ever been in touch with a women's centre in the last two 
years? 
Do you participate in any ccl;lle.ective community activities? 
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Interview Guide for Women's Groups and key lnformantsl 

Recount the history of this women's centre (or organization)? When 
and why did it come about? 

What, in particular, are you doing to help women confront the 
economic crisis? 

How are women affected compared to men in Nicaragua? 

Is the government helping or hindering your organization? 

How can the issue of machismo be addressed? 

What are you grzatest preoccupations with respect to women and the 
economic crisis? 

How has the revolution changed women's ability to organize and 
confront the present situation? 

Are there any collective activities in this barrio? Have you seen 
more or less of a sense of collective activity in the last two years? 

I ~ h e  women or groups interviewed here were much more articulate in their 
views and usually had plenty to say. Thus these questions served as a 
springboard for other questions depending on the particular organization 
being interviewed, 
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Appendix B 
Interview Participants 

Rosa 

Ja smine  

Luisa 

Gloria 

Carmen 

Coiectivo Xochilt 

Nurse  Married; 2 children 

Secre ta ry  Married; husband 
unemployed; 3 children 

Unemployed; cares for S ing le  
s ib l ings  

University student Single; 2 children 

Restaurant owner Married; 2 children 

Community-level 
women's health centre 

Colectivo 8 de marzo Community -level 
women's health centre 

Cenzontle NGO examining gender 
issues 

Silvia Carrasco Puntos de Encuentro; 
organizer of a network 
for violence against 
women  

Representative of Health union 
FETSALUD 

Lucy Morran 

Elena Torres 

Organizer, SOY'NICA; 
organization that 
distributes soy products 
to feeding centres 

Police representative 



Although the information gathered is principally summarized in Chapter 5.0, 
this appendix provides a summary of the responses to the questions asked (see 
Appendix A and B). The purpose of talking to several women and women's 
groups was to attempt to complement the more quantitative secondary data 
collected in Nicaragua. 

Of the five individual wwter- interviewed, Rosa and Jasmine were still 
working at the same job. Rosa was actually working fewer hours at her 
nursing job, due to budget cuts at the hospital. However, she was also now 
doing the jobs of two people. Jasmine tried to work overtime as much as 
possible even though it meant extremely long days, and on those days she 
would keep the money allowed for dinner instead of eating. Carmen had just 
started a small restaurant with two other women, her first paid job outside the 
home. The other two women were much younger and were not working, nor 
were they two years ago. 

All of the women said that the cost of living had increased in the past 
year, and consequently they were worse off, or having to work more. For 
instance, Rosa also worked as a seamstress out of her home in the evenings. 

While all of the women's children presently attended school, many of 
them said that they were not able to buy all of the necessary items, such as 
textbooks and notebooks. One child had to carry a chair to school each day 
because the school lacked enough furniture. 

All of the women mentioned the imposition of a fee for health service, 
although that did not appear to prevent any from getting appropriate medical 
care. If expensive medication or treatment was needed, sacrifices were made 
elsewhere. All of the children had been recently vaccinated under a barrio- 
level health campaign. 

All of the women mentioned that they spend the same amount of tiale 
shopping, and they have always had to search out the best bargains. They are 
also eating considerably less meat than two years ago. While most ate 
vegetables several times a week, the principal meal was rice and beans, twice a 
day. 

For most of the women the greatest preoccupation was how they were 
going to feed their children (if they had children), and if the economic 
situation was going to improve in the near future. 
Gloria worried that she might not be able to finish university. 

Interviews were also conducted with key informants of various women's 
groups, or  groups associated with women's needs. The groups covered a 
variety of issues, and the questions asked depended on the particular group. as 
mentioned in Chapter 1 .O. 

Two interviews were also conducted with two community-level health 
collectives, located in two popular barrios. Both barrios developed out of a split 
with the Sandinista women's organization, AMNLAE. The collecti~es evaluated 



the situation gf women in their respective barrios and then decided what 
services so provide. 

Services included health, judicial (such as helping women get divorces), 
and education ('training' in Spanish). Educational activities are centered 
around sexuality, abuse, and self-esteem. One of the collectives has a theatre 
group that goes out periodically onto the barrio to present a particular issue, 
such as coping with violence against women. 

In the collective 8 de marzo, some women (approximately 30) were also 
trained in chaimaking and electrical applicance repair. The women chosen 
for these positions are all single heads of households, have few resources, and 
have worked with the collective for some time. As Guillmera Oporta explained: 

The work tries to identify women who have been violated, evicted by 
their husbands. We avoid the man. We have them sign a statement or 
send them to the police. The leaders meet with the women of the barrio 
to discuss some types of action against all types of violence, form 
committees to denounce violence in the paper, the radio and they train 
them in feminist issues. We try to sensitize the woman to make 
decisions on her own, struggle for her rights and to get respect. 

All of the groups interviewed stated that women were affected to a 
greater degree by SAPS owing to traditional gender constructs and machismo 
that require women to do all the domestic work (including childcare) and 
encourages men to father children without necessarily taking responsibility 
for them. 



Appendix D 
Schedule of ~nterv iews  Cornducted 

Individual women: 
.March 22, 1993 
*March 27, 1993 

Colectivo Xochili 
*Nora Menises, Febuary 23, 1993 

Colectivs 8 de marzo 
Guillermina Oporta, March 3, 1993 

Cenzontle 
*Mark Meassick, Febuary 19, 1993 

Puntos de Encuentro 
*Silvia Carrasco, March 11, 1993 

SOYNICA 
*Lucy Morran, March 10, 1993 

Elena Tones, La Poiicia 
*March 16, I993 


