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Barring the outbreak of internecine conflict in Central America,
the greatest challenge to the Nicaraguan Revolution lies in rural Nicara-
gua. As in most developing countries, the severest poverty in Nicaragua
has always been found in the rural areas. Somewhat paradoxically, how-
ever, the rural areas of the country are also the source of the nation’s
wealth: 90 percent of the foreign exchange, so necessary to a small state
like Nicaragua, is derived from agriculture. Moreover, around 70 percent
of the population earn their living from the land. Consequently, meeting
the promises of the revolution depends crucially on the performance of
the agricultural sector.

Given the importance of agriculture in Nicaragua and the poverty
in rural areas, much can be learned about revolutionary change in small
developing countries from observing how the new Nicaraguan regime
has responded to the challenges and exigencies of the agricultural sector,
and how the Nicaraguan agricultural sector in turn has responded to
state policies and programs. One approach in carrying out such an inves-
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tigation is to examine the ways in which the status of rural labor has
changed since the insurrection led by the Frente Sandinista de Liberacién
Nacional (FSLN) toppled the Somoza dynasty in July of 1979." In effect,
the welfare of rural laborers is the “bottom line” for the new regime
because the efforts of the FSLN are all nominally undertaken to improve
the situation of the poorest strata of Nicaraguan society. Furthermore,
the FSLN has sought to build its bastion of support upon an alliance of
laborers and peasants.?

The economic difficulties inherent in carrying out a radical struc-
tural change of a country’s economy suggest that despite the best of
intentions, it is not possible initially to improve the welfare of a revolu-
tion’s intended beneficiaries.> Consequently, the leadership of the revo-
lution face the dilemma of how to confront the expectations they them-
selves raised during the prerevolutionary period without losing their
legitimacy in the process.

The difficulties of conducting research in a postrevolutionary de-
veloping country did not permit some of the more standard methods of
data collection for this study. Because many of the data sources were not
as systematic as desired, every effort was made to use multiple data
sources when possible. Unstructured interviews were held with an esti-
mated two hundred wage laborers and subsistence farmers during the
ten-month period between October 1981 and August 1982.* A smaller
number of rural employers were also interviewed. While the most de-
tailed interviews took place in the departments of Leén, Carazo,
Chontales, and Zelaya, all but four of Nicaragua’s sixteen departments
were visited. Interviewing government officials and examining docu-
ments provided a view of the new regime’s policies that complemented
the interviews with rural laborers and private employers. Most of the
government officials interviewed were based in Managua, largely be-
cause they were found to be the best informed and most open. Published
information and the work of nongovernment organizations in Nicaragua
were also used, although to a much lesser extent.’

Rural Wage Labor in Nicaragua

The rural economy of Nicaragua is almost completely dependent on
agriculture, the principal exceptions being the fishing and mining indus-
tries that are significant on the sparsely populated eastern coast known
as the Costa Atlantica.® Beyond this region, rural and agricultural are
nearly synonymous terms. At the onset of the revolution, only half of the
economically active agricultural population of Nicaragua could be
termed as peasants—direct agricultural producers with access to land
through either ownership or rental agreements. Three-fourths of this
group (38 percent of the economically active agricultural population),
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however, were unable to support themselves solely through cultivating
their crops.” Peasant producers who were able to meet their household
subsistence requirements entirely through their own agricultural pro-
duction constituted a mere 12.7 percent of the economically active agri-
cultural population. Hence, wage labor was important to the majority of
the peasants.

Yet only 7.5 percent of the economically active agricultural popula-
tion had stable employment. Landless workers without stable employ-
ment constituted 32 percent of the economically active agricultural popu-
lation. Most peasants needing wage labor had access to seasonal work
only. This predicament reflects the almost complete dependence of the
rural economy on agriculture, which is inherently seasonal.

The stratum of rural Nicaraguans that depended on seasonal em-
ployment as a crucial supplement to their cultivation of basic grains or as
their sole means of support has always been the most marginal group in
Nicaragua. Rural households often subsisted only by piecing together a
number of income sources, many of them strikingly varied.® Those with
stable employment were not much better off, unless they possessed
some special skill like mechanics. Competition for stable employment
kept wages low.

The Revolution and Rural Laborers

The efforts to overthrow Somoza and the triumph of the revolutionary
struggle deepened a sense of deprivation among peasants and created a
sense of hope for a better future. These sentiments were widespread,
extending far beyond those who participated in the struggle to oust the
dictator or who belonged to the Sandinista rural organization, the
Asociacion de Trabajadores del Campo (ATC). The FSLN had worked for
years to convince peasants that they were being exploited and that a
better future awaited them upon the triumph of the revolution. One of
the popular slogans of the FSLN was “Land for Peasants.”

According to many Nicaraguans, upon the triumph of the revolu-
tion, everyone thought that suddenly they would have everything they
had never had and that it would no longer be necessary to work. When
the Sandinistas seized power, they confiscated only the assets of Somoza
and his cronies. Peasants acting on their own, however, seized many
fincas or farms, particularly those of absentee landlords.? Other peasants
demanded immediate wage increases and improvements in working
conditions. For example, a government official recounted that immedi-
ately after the revolution, peasants in the sugarcane farms of the depart-
ment of Rivas worked only three hours a day, from six to nine o’clock in
the morning.

The state was not immune from peasant pressure for immediate
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and radical changes. Indeed, the state was probably more affected than
the private sector by the militancy the FSLN had fostered. A miner in the
town of Rosita recalled that after the nationalization of the gold mines in
the area, “production fell enormously. When someone attempted to per-
suade the miners to work more they cried out, ‘No, no, Patria Libre.””
(Patria Libre is a popular Sandinista slogan meaning “Free Country.”)
Workers everywhere loosely interpreted the designation of state prop-
erty as Area Propiedad del Pueblo (Property of the People.) In extreme
cases, this interpretation led a few to conclude that “I am the people, and
I can use this article in my house so I am going to take it home.”

Initially, the new regime lacked the administrative ability to deal
with the near-anarchy that broke out in many rural areas. Violence was
usually avoided, but the regime was largely unable to stop nonfulfill-
ment of labor obligations and politically inspired thievery, and it was
only partially able to control unauthorized land seizures. When the state
could take a position, it almost always sided with its political constitu-
ency—poor peasants—no matter what the issue or circumstance.

As the new regime consolidated itself, a loose set of goals were
articulated for rural laborers. The collegial leadership of the FSLN and
the lack of coordination between different ministries make it difficult to
pinpoint any definitive declaration of policy goals for the sector, but they
included increased wages, improved working conditions, greater access
to social services, especially education and health, and increased political
empowerment. The Ministry of Labor assumed responsibility for estab-
lishing salaries and mandating improvements in working conditions.
The Ministries of Education and Health undertook the provision of social
services to neglected rural areas. Political participation by rural laborers
was to be developed and channeled through the rural “mass organiza-
tion,” the ATC.

Concomitantly, the Ministerio de Desarrollo Agropecuario y Re-
forma Agraria (MIDINRA) announced an ambitious agrarian reform to
improve peasants’ access to land.'® While the agrarian reform’s success
will aid rural laborers who are its beneficiaries, rural labor will continue
to be important because of three factors: first, the decision to have the
highly productive farms that were confiscated by the state managed as
collective farms; second, the presence of private farms and enterprises;
third and more importantly, Nicaragua’s continued dependence on agri-
cultural exports that require considerable labor input (such as cotton,
coffee, sugar, and tobacco).

At the same time that the state’s goals for rural laborers were being
articulated, however, the new regime began to perceive the necessity of
restoring the economy, and it began to emphasize production instead of
the redistribution of societal wealth. The propaganda of the FSLN
slowly, but unequivocally, shifted from stressing the unnecessary pov-
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erty of most Nicaraguans to arguing the need for austerity and produc-
tion. This change in orientation involved a shift from promoting labor
militancy to stressing labor discipline. In concrete terms, this political
line has resulted in an austere approach toward salaries that has resulted
in systematic rejection of large salary increases. The explanation given to
workers is simple: the economy was disrupted by the revolution, the
state was left with an empty treasury, and unless the economy is re-
stored, there will be no means to begin to satisfy the most elemental
necessities of the people. In other words, there is no money to increase
salaries and no margin to allow for lower production.'!

The FSLN’s austerity politics inevitably created a clash with work-
ers who previously had been told continuously that they deserved a
better life and that such an improvement was within their reach. The
strike at a plywood company three months after the triumph of the
revoluton is indicative of the pressures created by the Front's political
shift. The manner in which the FSLN handled the strike reveals its
delicate position vis-a-vis workers.

In late October of 1979, seven hundred workers went on strike at
the Plywood de Nicaragua company. This company is administered by
the government although the state possesses only 32 percent of its
shares. The factory, which had not suffered any damage during the war,
was financially solvent and exported 80 percent of its production. As a
generator of foreign exchange, it is one of the major factories in the
country. Its workers undertook the strike to demand an increase in
wages.

On the afternoon of the first day, revolutionary commanders Dan-
iel Ortega and Victor Tirado arrived at the factory to talk with the work-
ers. The commanders responded to the workers’ demands by saying;:
“The old systems of struggle are not appropriate in this historical mo-
ment. If a policy of restraining or limiting salaries exists, it is because the
situation necessitates it. The workers at Plywood should know that they
are already in control.”’? Because the commanders’ comments were
widely publicized (they were given four columns on the front page of the
state newspaper Barricada), they can be considered to exemplify the
FSLN leadership’s view of strikes for wage increases.

Conflict between workers seeking greater wages and power and
the FSLN'’s politics of austerity and production has led the FSLN to
increase its control over labor organizations. Sandinista labor organiza-
tions have increasingly been used to build support for the state instead
of articulating the perceived interests of workers. Consequently, the
unions, especially the Asociaciéon de Trabajadores del Campo (ATC),
have lost much of their support. Peasants reported in interviews that the
ATC has virtually disappeared from many areas and that elsewhere it is
little more than an arm of the state.
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Independent trade unions have been pressured into affiliating
with the Sandinista umbrella trade union, the Central Sandinista de
Trabajadores (CST), and the Sandinistas have been accused of using
intimidation and strong-arm tactics to achieve this aim. A notable clash
occurred on 8 July 1981, when a delegation of banana workers affiliated
with the Central de Trabajadores Nicaragiienses (CTN) tried to meet
with the Junta de Gobierno at the Casa de Gobierno. The delegation was
seeking “the liberty of a union leader, respect for the right to unionize, an
end to repression, detention, and persecution of those peasants who did
not wish to be affiliated with the CST.”’* The doors to the Casa de
Gobierno were locked and the delegation was attacked by members of
the militia and the Sandinista trade union, resulting in a few injuries
being reported. Although the intensity of this confrontation and the
subsequent publicity are not typical, conflict between the Sandinistas
and independent trade unions has become all too common.

Despite the efforts of Sandinista labor organizations to restore
order in the nation’s centers of work, labor agitation continued to be a
serious problem well into the second year of the revolution. Workers
seized factories, claiming that owners were “decapitalizing” or not meet-
ing workers’ demands. In rural areas, peasants seized land and farms
that they claimed were idle or abandoned. Strikes continued to be a
problem. Although many of the workers’ demands were undoubtedly
justified, continued labor unrest was crippling the economy. Many own-
ers of private farms and government officials administering state farms
claimed that lack of labor discipline was their most serious problem.

In an effort to deal decisively with the problem, the government
outlawed all stoppages, strikes, and seizures of centers of production on
27 July 1981. The justification for the order was to “avoid having labor
indiscipline make the economic situation more critical.” The intention of
the order was to “combat labor indiscipline and anarchy in production
and centers of work.”’® The government promised that the measure
would be rigorously enforced. The order was largely effective in halting
strikes and seizures of factories and farms, and the FSLN thus sup-
pressed the very labor militancy it had fostered.

The net impact of the conflicting pressures on the state toward
rural laborers—the commitment to improve their welfare versus eco-
nomic exigencies that make continued control and impoverishment of
labor a structural necessity—can be assessed by comparing salary in-
creases with increases in the cost of living and by examining laborers’
perceptions of changes in their general welfare. Because of the contradic-
tory role of the state regarding rural laborers, it becomes important to
examine the question of which benefits have resulted from unorganized
pressures from workers and which have been initiated by the regime and
its organizations. Before evaluating the changes in the welfare of rural

108

https://doi.org/10.1017/50023879100021506 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0023879100021506

RURAL LABOR IN POSTREVOLUTIONARY NICARAGUA

laborers, however, let us compare salaries and working conditions in
state farms and enterprises with those in the private sector in order to
determine how the welfare of laborers has been affected by the tension
between the state and the private sector. Such a comparison may also
suggest insights into how labor might fare in an agricultural sector that is
completely dominated by the state.

The State as an Employer

In certain respects, state farms resemble those in the private sector. They
are concentrated in the most productive regions of the country, and
consequently, demand for labor is geographically concentrated. An esti-
mated 70 percent of the MIDINRA's permanent employees are found in
three well defined regions: the cotton-growing region in Leén and Chi-
nandega; the coffee zone in Matagalpa and Jinotega; and the coffee zone
in Managua-Carazo.'® A more important similarity is that as in the pri-
vate sector, more than 70 percent of the state labor force are temporary
workers. !’

State farms’ similarity to private farms in being concentrated in the
country’s wealthiest regions and dependent upon temporary labor is not
surprising. State farms were confiscated from the private sector. The
farms came with an established mode of production that cannot be
changed quickly. The previous regime, however, was criticized by the
Sandinistas for not developing marginal areas and for leaving peasants
without work for much of the year. Now that the Sandinistas are in
authority, they have inherited the challenge to provide employment in
marginal areas and to increase the amount of permanent employment
offered to peasants.

In the aftermath of the revolution, state farms were pressured by
peasants into increasing employment beyond the necessary work force,
both by taking on additional workers and by not discharging temporary
workers. The new regime was sympathetic to these demands, and one
study suggested that employment in state rural enterprises increased 25
percent within two years after they were confiscated.'® The officials of
MIDINRA who were interviewed claimed to be unsure of the extent of
increased employment, but they acknowledged that it was significant.

In some cases, the increase in employment is due to an expansion
in production. In other cases, it stems from the development of new
activities. An interesting and promising example is the planting of to-
bacco by the sugar refinery enterprise named Julio Buitrago. Workers
tend the tobacco principally during periods when there is little work in
the cane fields and at the sugar refinery. In other sugar refineries, work-
ers have been employed in constuction activities designed to improve
their living and working conditions.’
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In most cases, however, it appears that the increase in employ-
ment has not been productively absorbed. Projects or activities have not
been developed to make use of the additional labor. Most projects re-
quire resources other than unskilled labor, and these resources are not
always available. Moreover, problems of worker productivity have been
complicated by inadequate supervision and management. In many
cases, these problems have disrupted the productivity of not only re-
cently employed workers, but also the previously existing labor force.

The Reaction of Private Employers

With respect to labor, private farms view the state as a competitor. They
have tried to match or better state salaries in order to attract and retain
good workers. The decline in worker productivity and the atmosphere of
labor militancy has frightened private employers. Especially alarming
have been incidents where workers seized property. Although the gov-
ernment has outlawed unauthorized property seizures, many large agri-
cultural producers fear that labor problems could lead to state
confiscation. Consequently, many private employers have sought to in-
sulate their workers from the militancy of the revolution.

In addition to paying higher wages, many employers seek to insu-
late current employees by avoiding taking on new employees. Employers
are leery of hiring workers whom they do not know or trust, fearing that
a seemingly docile worker may turn out to be a militant labor agitator.
The prevailing wisdom holds that it is far better to have a few loyal, well
paid workers than a large number of workers of average ability and little
commitment to the interests of the employer, even if it means being
somewhat understaffed. Predictably, this strategy on the part of many
private employers has contributed to the increase in unemployment in
rural areas.

A further strategy of many private employers is to attempt to build
strong patron-client relationships in order to secure the loyalty of exist-
ing workers. Various special privileges are offered. The most important
benefit usually seems to be a loose form of social insurance in which the
patrén assumes a willingness to provide for any emergency. At least some
peasants find this attitude enticing. For example, a few peasants inter-
viewed said that they preferred working for a private farm because if
someone in their family fell seriously ill, their patrén would provide
medical care as necessary, something which they believed the state could
not be counted on to provide.

Many private employers appear to calculate carefully the wages
and benefits they need to offer in order to compete effectively with the
state in attracting good, loyal workers. For example, in northern
Chontales, workers reported that private employers did not find it neces-
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sary to pay more than the state because state farms in the area required a
high degree of political involvement, including attending meetings and
occasional all-night guard duty. Being required to participate in political
activities was seen as a disadvantage—not necessarily because peasants
disagreed with the political line, but because it was time-consuming.
Although work was said to be easier on state farms, private employers
were able to attract good workers without paying more than the state
because they did not require employees to participate in after-hours
political activity.

In contrast, in the area surrounding Bluefields, workers reported
that private employers paid more than the state. Work was said to be
easier on state farms there also, but because the state is not as organized
in Zelaya, workers are not required to participate in political activities.
Consequently, private employers in the area pay higher wages to offset
the advantage of easier work on state enterprises. While there are un-
doubtedly many exceptions, it appears that the state farms have had a
beneficial, if slight, effect on the salaries and working conditions of work-
ers in the private sector.

It may well be, however, that state enterprises have also had a
moderating influence on the worker militancy that the insurrection ig-
nited. Worker militancy at present seems only to lead to an enterprise
becoming managed by the state. In the eyes of many rural Nicaraguans,
it is not appreciably better to work for the state than the private sector.
On the other hand, the state is increasingly sensitive to the needs of
private producers in order to maintain labor harmony. As a producer
itself, the state has become keenly aware of how the lack of labor disci-
pline can disrupt production. Thus, in two distinct ways state enter-
prises have contributed to weakening labor militancy: first, they have
undercut the perceived value of what can be accomplished through labor
militancy; and second, they have lowered state toleration for labor mili-
tancy, thus raising the cost of labor agitation.

Changes in the Welfare of Rural Laborers

The table compares salary increases with changes in consumer price
indexes to determine estimated net changes in real income since 1977.
Salary changes are based on official government decrees.?® Salaries are
predictably lower in more isolated and marginal areas. Benefits that are
legally required are often overlooked by employers. Interviews with
peasants suggest that this was the case before the insurrection and that it
is still true in the aftermath of the revolution on both private and state
farms. While this qualification must not be overlooked, the table none-
theless provides a general idea of salary and price changes since the
revolution. The cumulative effect of inflation has been much greater than
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Comparison of Daily Wages for Agricultural Workers and Consumer Price Indexes for
Agricultural Seasons from 1977 to 1982

1977/78 1978/79  1979/80  1980/81 1981/82

Total wage paid for those
not receiving meals and
lodging (in cérdobas) 20.73 20.73 30.73 40.44 40.00
Increase in Wages* (%)
Current 0 48.2 31.6 0
Cumulative 0 48.2 95.1 95.2
Increase in Consumer
Prices* (%)
Current 48 35 35 35
Cumulative 48 99.8 169.7 264.1
Gain or Loss in
Real Income* (%)
Current -34.4 +13.1 -2.6 —26.6
Cumulative -34.4 —-25.8 -22.7 —46.9

Sources: International Monetary Fund, International Financial Statistics Yearbook 1982 (Wash-
ington, D.C.: IME, 1982); and Decretos-Leyes para gobierno de un pais a través de una junta de
gobierno de reconstruccion nacional, Vols. 1-5, edited by Rolando D. Lacayo and Martha
Lacayo de Arauz (Managua: 1979-82).

*Using 1977/78 as the base year.

cumulative salary increases, resulting in a sharp decline in real wages for
agricultural workers since the revolution.

Peasants interviewed concurred that their real wages had de-
clined. Although the nominal wage increases that rural workers have
received since 19 July 1979 have varied immensely according to the diver-
sity of wages paid, the net effect has been the same. At one extreme,
workers in a salt enterprise outside Leén had seen their daily wage
increase from 35 cdrdobas before the revolution to 39 after two and one-
half years of the Sandinista regime. Given the devastating inflation dur-
ing the same period, their real income has fallen considerably. Ironically,
since the triumph of the revolution, this plant has been managed by the
state.

At the other extreme, a worker on a coconut and pineapple farm
near Bluefields in the department of Zelaya saw his daily wage triple
from 10 to 30 cérdobas during the same period. He nevertheless main-
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tained that he was worse off because prices had risen even faster than his
wages. As an example, he claimed that he used to be able to buy a shirt
for 30 cordobas, but now he had to pay 150 or more. Almost all rural
wage laborers have received wage increases somewhere between these
two extremes, usually parallel to the wage increases outlined in the table.
Despite the differences in amounts, wage increases of nearly all rural
workers have been more than offset by inflation.?

A comparison of wage increases for permanent employees with
those for harvesters of coffee and cotton reveals that the latter, the sector
that has always been the poorest and most marginal, have received the
smallest cumulative wage increase. Skilled laborers like tractor drivers
have received the largest wage increases of all rural laborers. Thus, state-
mandated wage increases for rural laborers have been regressive, which
is to say that they have favored those who were relatively better off to
begin with.

A further difficulty experienced by rural laborers is that employ-
ment is harder to obtain. Reliable statistics on rural employment do not
exist, but rural residents interviewed throughout Nicaragua agree that
employment is harder to find, particularly in isolated and marginal
areas. The weakening of the private sector has resulted in a significant
loss of employment, and the cotton-growing area is especially depressed
because cotton production is less than half of what it used to be.

To a certain extent, the state has offset the loss of employment
through enlarging the army and by increasing employment offered at
state farms and enterprises. Nevertheless, given the state’s limited own-
ership of the country’s farms and enterprises, it is hard for the state to
compensate fully for the loss of employment in the private sector. Fur-
thermore, the state has encountered difficulty in. managing many enter-
prises and subsequently has had to close or reduce operations. This
situation is especially true of the fishing industry on the Atlantic Coast.
Even some small enterprises have been affected. For example, the above-
mentioned salt plant outside Le6n formerly provided work for 120 labor-
ers. A year after its confiscation, it employed 80; two years later, only 50
laborers were employed. Managerial difficulties were what made it im-
possible to continue operating the plant on the same scale of operation.
Although not all state enterprises have experienced such difficulties, it is
clear that at least to date, the state has not been able to offset the loss of
employment in the private sector.

Rural workers generally have neither received an increase in real
income since the revolution nor obtained access to greater employment
opportunities, but some workers have experienced improvement in their
working conditions. Many rural workers, especially harvest workers,
receive their food from their employers, and the quality of food has
always been a concern. The present government has mandated marked
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improvements in the diet of harvest workers, right down to the amount
of soup and cheese that workers are to receive per week. Continued
complaints about food have been commonplace on both state and private
farms; however, it is clear that worker pressure and government efforts
have improved the food provided for many rural workers.

The government likewise has attempted to improve the housing
of rural workers. Special attention has been paid to the most marginal
sector—the harvesters of coffee and cotton. Improved housing has been
difficult to obtain because of the costs involved; in fact, most rural work-
ers have yet to see any improvements in the housing provided by em-
ployers. Nevertheless, some progress has been made. The government
has constructed a number of housing projects for workers of large state
enterprises, such as the sugar refineries in the department of Rivas, and
some private cotton and coffee growers have been pressured into im-
proving the housing they provide to employees.

The new regime has also passed a variety of laws to improve the
lot of rural workers. For example, employers must keep first-aid kits at
centers of work. The norms for overtime pay have been specified. Cotton
harvesters must be paid by employers even if their work is interrupted by
rain. These and similar benefits have all contributed to improving the
welfare of such workers.

Other changes favoring workers have been made in patron-
worker relations. Such changes are intrinsically difficult to measure, but
it is obvious that workers are respected more and that grave encroach-
ments on workers’ rights are much less flagrant than in the past. Nicara-
guan workers are sensitive to what they regard as unjust dismissals, and
now it is usually difficult for employers to dismiss workers arbitrarily.
Workers can petition the Ministry of Labor if they have grievances, and
while the Ministry’s resources are limited, investigation generally
follows.

Changes in patron-worker relations have been more attitudinal
than structural; the administration of farms and enterprises is still carried
out in the same managerial style as it was previously. No effective worker
participation exists in the management of state enterprises, where deci-
sions are made by those in charge and are executed by workers. The
rhetoric of the revolution occasionally refers to worker participation, but
the reality has differed. As one worker in the nationalized mines ob-
served, “They say that now there is no boss, but there is a boss.”??> The
Sandinistas have found managing the farms and enterprises of the state
in a conventional fashion hard enough. At present neither the time nor
the resources exist to experiment with worker participation. Whether or
not the inclination exists is an open question.

Surprisingly, the lack of worker participation does not seem to be
a major issue among laborers. Workers appear to be much more inter-
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ested in adequate enterprise management than in playing a role in man-
agement. Worker complaints about the management of enterprises seem
to center on the lack of technically capable administrators, not on the lack
of a role for themselves. Workers on state farms have written numerous
open letters published in Nicaraguan newspapers complaining about the
lack of technically and administratively competent managers, an attitude
that is common among workers.

The state has concentrated much attention on the provision of
public services, especially education and health care. While education
has been criticized as being overly politicized and efforts to improve
health care have been hampered by shortages of resources, the regime is
clearly succeeding in delivering essential public services to an increasing
number of rural Nicaraguans. Improving education and health care are
by their nature long-term projects, and it is not yet possible to evaluate
fully the success of the new regime’s efforts. What is clear at this point,
however, is that rural Nicaraguans perceive increases in public services
as inadequate compensation for a deteriorating economy.

For rural laborers in Nicaragua—and probably everywhere else—
the most important issue is access to employment and real income. What
the new regime refers to as “social income”—access to government-
provided social services—is seen as a separate issue. As an internal
government document has acknowledged, government services can
easily be viewed not as part of workers’ salaries, but instead as an “obli-
gation of the state.” Evidence suggests that this view in fact predomi-
nates among workers.

Conclusion

The damage to the economy caused by the revolutionary process has
clearly placed the state in a difficult position vis-a-vis rural laborers.
Expectations raised by the FSLN and the revolution have been difficult to
fulfill in the absence of prerevolutionary levels of production. Workers
themselves have contributed significantly to decline in production by
cutting back on the length of their working day.? The state finds itself in
the position of having to prod workers to increase their production and
to control labor demands that could contribute to drops in production.
As an internal government document acknowledged, the state is also in
conflict with workers for the wealth generated by the economy: “De
todas formas pareceria que la relacion més importante que puede esta-
blecerse es que, a igualdad de otras condiciones, un aumento generali-
zado de salarios agricolas implica una disminucién del fondo de acumu-
lacién posible para ampliar las bases productivas, sobre todo si no va
acompanado de un aumento de la productividad.” Despite continued
rhetoric to the contrary, the FSLN unfortunately has been placed in an
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adversary relationship with rural wage laborers. The FSLN has found it
necessary to move from inciting worker militancy to promoting worker
docility, from organizing labor unions to controlling them, and from
preaching “a better life for workers” to urging “austerity and efficiency.”
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