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In the first half of the 1980s the U. S. debate about Central Arnerica was

often inflamed by widely varying perceptions about the direction of Nicaraguan

social arrl economic policies. '!he Reagan administration, for example,

repeatedly asserted that Nicaragua had become a clone of soviet

Marxism-Leninism, tenpered pemaps by tampering in CUban laboratories.1 'Ibis

impression of Nicaragua was fortified at times by the :rhetoric of the

sarrlinista govennnent. Moreover, the Irodes of historical analysis arrl political

thought IroSt frequently' encountered in conterrporary Nicaragua do reflect the

profourrl influence of Marxist thought in pre-1979 intellectual circles.

Most observers, however, including U.S. embassy personnel in Managua when

speaking not for attribution, seoff at the notion of Nicaragua as a simple

rerun of the CUban experience. Scholars of the CUban revolution arrl those

familiar with other socialist arrl non-socialist developments in the Westem

Hemisphere have been quick to note the differences between Nicaragua arrl CUba,

both in declared policy arrl in actual practice. '!hose studying the Nicaraguan

experience itself point to the non-Marxist origins of arrl the rationale for

many of the economic policies i1TIplemented during the first years of the

Sarrlinista regime.2 Indeed, the inportance of private capitalist production in

Nicaragua' s critical export sector, the evol ving nature of Nicaraguan agrarian

reform, the stimulus given to private-sector production by the Sarrlinista

govennnent (often at the cost of virulent criticism fram its IroSt radical

supporters), arrl the courting of foreign pri vate invesbnent, for example,

hardly fit with a simplistic view of the Nicaraguan economic experiment as

typically socialist.
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O1aracterizing the nature of revolutiona:ry Nicaragua thus remains a

difficult intellectual task. On the one hand, we must acknc::M1edge that the

Nicaraguan experience is by definition unique, since both the anti-Samoza

insurrection arrl its aftermath were attributable to 'unique social arrl political

forees. On the other hand, examining the histories of archetypical1y socialist

COlIDtries such as the soviet union arrl the Peoples Republic of China can bring

out certain criteria that will allow us to assess the socialist nature of the

Nicaraguan transforrnation. Arrl comparing Nicaragua with other atte.rrpts in the

Western Hemisphere to tum away from traditiona1 capital ism , particularly the

social experiments in CUba since 1959 arrl in Jamaica under Michael Manley, can

help us locate the Nicaraguan development strategy within a spectrum of other

COlIDtries' responses to dissatisfaction with traditional capitalist development

paths .
In making these comparisons, we do not discuss whether Nicaragua should

incorpora te the po1icies employOO by actuallyexisting socia1ist or various

transitional societies. Rather, we are sÍlTlply trying to establish reference

points by which to gain insight into the prob1ems arrl possibi1ities in

present-day Nicaragua. Certain inherent 1imitations, however, app1y to this

type of camparative analysis. First, even if the architects of the new

Nicaragua had intendoo to create, in sorne fom, "another CUba," the

geopo1itical rea1ities of a bipo1ar wor1d may have 100 them to restrain their

pub1ic pronouncements. Second, Nicaraguan economic po1icies were fo:rgOOin a

crucib1e of u. S. aggression that often seemed designOO to destroy the emerging

economic structure whatever its origins arrl tendencies. '!he reaction to this

aggression has 1ike1y 100 Nicaragua to adopt certain po1icies that may not have


