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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



3

been part of the sandinistas' original development strategy, a point we return

tobelow.

In this essay, then, we characterize the evolution of the Nicaraguan

experiment,makin;J reference both to other transitional experiences and to the

unique characteristics of the Nicaraguan model. We develop a set of criteria by

which to characterize a transition as socialist, drawirq these criteria from a

brief camparison of the experiences of the soviet Union and the People' s

Republic of aÜna (especially durirq their periods of transition) and from an

examination of the "third path" of "democratic socialism" attercpted in Jamaica

in the 1970s. We then contrast the Nicaraguan experience with conparable

periods in what might be viewed as the conternporary application in the Western

Hemisphere of the archetypal Marxist-I.eninist or ortbodox socialist model: the

CUban revolution. We close by raisirq questions about the possibilities for

self-sustainirq econornic progress in Nicaragua and by notirq the challenge that

the Nicaraguan model presents for U. s. policy.

Whether because of historical precedence or sheer magnitude, the Soviet

Union and aÜna are often taken as the archetypes against which other socialist

experiments must be measured. Jameson and Wilber, for instance, propose an

implicit typology of socialism in developirq countries based on similarities te

and dissimilarities frorn these classic exaITples.3 Drawirq upon the experiences

of China and the Soviet Union, they suggest a set of "central questions which

will appear in any socialist development pattern": (1) the nature of the

initial seizure of power, (2) the changes wrought on the preexistirq society te
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create p:recornitions for socialism, (3) the development strategy then enacted,

(4) the nature of organizations and institutions subsequentlyerected, and (5)

the specific role of the state. ReviewinJ the histo:ry of. the socialist

archetypes with respect to these questions, theyargue, helps define bath a

rarge of policies that one should expect in new socialist societies and a set

of central prablem areas that must be addressed by any socialist IOOdel.4.

FitzGerald has pzoposed a separate set of overlappin;J prc::blems facinJ

small peripheral societies in the process of transition frau a histori9CÜ1y

inherited situation of capitalist underdevelopment. He calls attention to seven

concrete prablems: artialiation of different forros of production, reinsertion

into the international division of labor, labor and distrihution, price

fonnation and the appropriation of surplus, macroeconamic management ard

plannin;J, accumulation and econamic development, and the defense of the

transition itself.5

We draw upon these authors, as well as others, to develop several criteria

for evaluatinJ the socialist character of the society that has been created

(where there has been time for consolidation), the society toward which a

nation may be IOOVinJ, and the transitional policies that may have been

implemented to IOOVeit in that direction.6 Like Jameson and Wilber, we begin by

settinJ forth six criteria based upon various characteristics of the socialist

transition in the Soviet union and China. We return to these criteria later

when we evaluate the Nicaraguan experience since 1979. We begin with:

1. Initial DOlicies criteriat. '!he nature of the immedi.ate chan;Jes

implemented to brinJ about a transition toward socialism

provides a first test of the intent and direction of ultimate

change. Changes are more socialistic to the extent that the new
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regime immediately and dramatically reduces or eliminates

pri vate owners1llp, expands collective or state ownership, and

consolidates that control through changes in the supporting

financial and management institutions. .

'lhere were similarities in the initial actions of the revolutioI1éUY states

of the soviet union and China which indicated that the new leaders1llp hoped te

create the preconditions for socialist transition; these similarities are all

the IOOre striking because the conditions the two goverrnnents first encountered

were dramatically different. In both instances, the initial policy package

included rapid elimination of the economic role of foreign capitalists and

steps toward the collectivization of landed estates and nationalization of

irrlustries. In terms of FitzGerald's concern about how the revolutioI1éUY state

deals with the coexistence of differing forros of production, we would suggest

that, in both China and the soviet Union, old capitalist forros of production

were quickly eliminated, even before alternative socialist forros had been

clearly put in place.

2. labor m:uoess arrl basic needs critericn. One way te evaluate

the socialist character of state policies is to examine any

changes in the organization of the labor process and in the

provision of wage goods and other basic services. For the

underdeveloPed capitalist economy on the periphe:ry, the key

questions include: How does the new society replace the

economic pressures and institutionalized violence that

accornpanied primitive accumulation? How does it provide for

improvements in the fulfillment of basic needs? How does it

deal with the tension between the propensity for work intensity
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and productien te decline and the expectatien ef immediate

inprovements in the standard ef living?
7

Both China and the soviet Unien paid significant early attentien te

improving educatien, health, and housing se:rvices. '!he principal focus,

however, soon shifted te the processes ef growth and accumulation. Both

societies have been criticized en the grounjs that this shift in focus toward

aggregate growth drew attentien away from the earlier goals ef increasing

consuIl'ptien and enhancing werkers' participatien in the labor proc:ess.

3. Prica .3CLl.im arñ planni.m criter:iat. Controls en prices and

the implementatien ef planning te replace price signals is

another feature associated with socialist models. Here we must

investigate what new price-setting mechanisms and other

institutienal characteristics are established fer furrlamental

resource allocatiens. Are various markets allowed a role, er

are they replaced by either decentralized planning mechanisms

er central planning? How is the relatienship between domestic

prices and inten1ational prices---esPeCially relevant in small,

open, peripheral contemporary economies---managed and

maintained?

Although China maintained a higher degree ef decentralizatien in its

planning structure, the experiences ef both China and the soviet Unien did

include centralized price-setting and the planned management ef output. As

FitzGerald notes, the task ef coordinating mixed fenns ef productien during

transitienal periods may require preservatien ef market-based transactiens,

particularly between different modes er fenns ef productien¡ 8 the minimizing ef
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market-based price signals in the soviet and Chinese experiences may partly

reflect the rapidly emerging dominance of the scx::ialist mode of production.

4. External policies cr:iterim. External economic. policies,

including relationships to international finance and the

international di vision of labor, may serve te distinguish not

only among varieties of scx::ialist experiences but also between

scx::ialist experiences and state capitalist experiences¡

nations in the latter category, for example, generally maintain

extensive connections with international capitalismo In

exarnining external policies, we should ask: Te what extent does

the scx::iety "delink" itself (in the words of Diaz Alejandro) 9

or otherwise turn inward , rather than outward, in its

development strategies? Te what extent will international

financial assistance be sought and international trade be

maintained? How will the nation choose to align itself among

international blocs?

Because the character of international insti tutions and the functioning of

the international econorny in the 1980s are very different from what they were

at the time of the soviet or the Chinese revolution, these previous experiences

may be less relevant for the Nicaraguan case. Indeed, the classic autarchic

strategy pursued by China, first after 1949, then more corrpletely after the

break from the soviet Union, may be Í1TpOSsible in Nicaragua due te both its

relatively small size and the historie limitations on domestic production

created by previous colonialismo Even in contemporary scx::ialist countries,

however, the questions of limiting, controlling, and taking advantage of the

international division of labor remain liTIportant policy concerns.
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5. Broader n:role of the staten criterim. '!he extent of the

government' s invol vement in internal development strategies--

including the degree of the state 's power in the econorny, the

levels of worker self-management, and the space left for the

capitalist sector (if it continues to function) ---is a

particularly knotty dilemma for socialist societies. In

evaluating whether a society is socialist, we might ask: How

extensive has the role of the state become? What specifie :roles

does it play? What teclmiques, what goals, what instruments are

employed? What institutions function outside the state and how

do they function?

'!he archetypal socialist models of the soviet union and a1ina are marked

by a significant enhancement of the state' s responsibilities for short-ron

macroeconomie management and long-ron development, as well as by a direct state

role in production itself. '!he preeminent role of the state in the Chinese and

Soviet experiences has been eritieized as bureaucratie authoritarianism by

Bahro10 and as little more than state capitalism by Cleaver. 11 Distinguishing

the socialist state and socialist development from the varieties of stqte

capitalism found in contemporary Mexico or Brazil has also been a tapie of

i1rpJrtance te contemporary socialists. Obviously, an extensive state role is

not enough te characterize a development path as socialist¡ we must also

examine, for exarnple, the new roles of working-class organizations as well as

the various other criteria we are developing here. Nonetheless, socialism has

usually been associated with expansion of state proPerty and state power.

6. Ccmrt:errevolutiCl1arV reactim criterim. '!he histo:ry of the

need for defense of the transition itself suggests an
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additional, ironic criterion: that the degree of socialism (or

at least the historical arxi institutional distance from the

prevailing global capitalist alternative) is evidenced by the

extent to which the new society needs . to be defen:iOO against

economic arxi military aggression. It follows, then, that new

policies are restricted by, arxi economic perfonnance is

affected by, the need to defen:i the revolution against

counterrevolution.

'l11e october Revolution 100 to civil war arxi external aggression, both of

which overshadowOO the initial development of the early soviet nroel. 'l11e total

defeat of the Kuomintang left China relatively free of serious external

military aggression in the formative years of its revolutionary regime, but

international economic isolation arxi aggression dictated some of its early

inward orientation. Virtually every 'lbird World nation that has tun1ed toward a

IrDre socialistic development strategy has experienced both military arxi

economic pressures to stem or liroit the transition. In evaluating a counb:y's

choices of policy arxi social direction, we rnust not only recognize the need for

self-defense but also reflect on the impact of such self-defense on the

POSsibilities for successful development. Nicaragua would seem to be no

exception to t.~is general pattem.

Class Orientatim

In establishing the above criteria for evaluating alternative socialist

modes of organization we have for the IrDSt part followed previous autbors. We
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have, hov.rever, excluded Jameson and wilber' s suggestion that the fonn in which

a govemment took power is important in detennining the socialist character of

a society. Both the soviet and the Chinese experiences did invol ve tumul tuous

revolutions and extraconstitutional processes. Nonetheless, revolutions, coups,

and barracks revolts are also connnon modes of taking power in capitalist

countries. At the same time, the electoral, nonviolent accession of Manley in

Jamaica and of Allende in Chile does not disqualify these transitions as

socialist; certainly the method of coming to power did little te lessen

counterrevolutionary attacks against thero.

'lhat power seizure and electoral successes both produced governments we

might label as socialist suggests that there is one criterion not dealt with

directly by Jameson and Wilber or FitzGerald: the class criterion. From their

origins in classical Marxist analysis, both the soviet and the Chinese

experiences represent revolutionary change designed te benefit the working

class, the PeaSantry, and allied classes. '!he choices necessitated by a rnnnber

of the criteria above---the decision, for exaIrple, to expropriate capitalist

property or te involve the state in the provision of basic connnodities---follov.r

fram a focus upon the needs of oppressed peoples within a distinctly

class-based and class-divided society. '!he difference between the

extraconstitutional processes of the militarily based "revolutions" in Brazil,

Peru, and South Korea and those that characterized China and CUba, for exaIrple,

is that the latter revolutions sought te put previously diSPOSsessed social

groups in power. Similarly, the distinction between the state's role in

socialism and its role in state capitalism in the 'lhird World is largely linked

te the groups for whorn the state is acting. As shown belov.r, the Nicaraguan

experiment, despite other differences fram socialist archetyPes, is intended te



11

benefit workers arrl peasants. A unique feature of the first years of Sa:rrlinista

:rule, however, was the way the Nicaraguan revolution atteIrpted to maintain a

broad multiclass alliance while pursuing the commitment to. certain specific

classes. We return to this point below.

J:»mr.a.atic Pl:ooess: 'Ihe Jamaican RDad

A further criterion for evaluating socialism emerges from the experience

of Jamaica uro.er Prime Minister Michael Manley arrl his People' s National Party

(FNP). In his personal retrospective on eight years in power as a "deIOOcratic

socialist," Manley tells how the search for a political program led the FNP to

forge a new developmental strategy between two contemporary possibilities which

he saw as diametrically opposed: market capitalism arrl state-daminated

socialism.12 SUch a "third path" was also attempted in Chile uro.er Allerrle, in

Portugal frcm 1974 to 1976, in Guyana after 1966, arrl in Tanzania arrl Angola¡

we focus on the Jamaican experience as an alternative that may have suggested

various policies to the sarrlinista Front in Nicaragua partly because it

occurred cluring the fonnative years of the sarrlinista IlYJVement arrl partly

because Jamaica, like Nicaragua, had to leant to deal with the reaction of the

United states to its experimento

In developing the argument for a "third path," Manley suggested first that

Jamaica in the early 1970s had inherited the fundamental characteristics of

classical colonies. In his view, no atteIrpt had ever been made to produce what

was needed for Jamaica, onl Y what was needed by someone else outside Jamaica.

Moreover, trade invol ved not the careful exchange of relati ve surpluses, but

rather the inportation of all that was needed arrl the export of all that was


