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iA LA HUELGA! Secondary Students, School
Strikes, and the Power of Educational Activism
in 19705 Nicavagun

ABSTRACT: The year 1976 was a violent one in Nicaragua. In an effort to quash the Sandinista
guerrillas, the dictator Anastasio Somoza Debayle had declared a state of siege, suspending
constitutional guarantees, muzzling the press, and unleashing the Guardia Nacional.
Despite the dangers of dissent, thousands of students across the country walked off their
secondary school campuses that year to protest poor funding, inept teachers, and oppressive
administrators. This article examines this series of strikes to uncover the ways in which
teenagers managed to organize their schools and communities in spite of the repression
that marked the final years of the Somoza regime. Analyzing student documents, Ministry
of Education records, and newspaper reports, this article argues that in the context of a
decades-long dictatorship, student demands for more democratic schools opened a relatively
safe pathway for cross-generational activism that forced concessions from the Somoza
regime. By the 1970s, secondary schools had come to reflect the state’s authoritarianism
and mismanagement, and widespread educational deficiencies brought students and parents
together in a joint project to demand better schools. Battles over the quality of education,
thus, showcased the power of an organized citizenry and laid the groundwork for the
revolutionary mobilizations that were to come.
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n August 31, 1976, over a thousand students walked out of Granada’s

Escuela Nacional de Comercio (ENAC), a technical secondary school

that taught accounting and secretarial skills. Their grievances were
many: ineffective teachers, deteriorating equipment, and an authoritarian
administration, but they were especially incensed by the director’s mishandling
of a sexual harassment case. Several young women had accused a popular
teacher of kissing them against their will, but the director had refused to act
unless the teenagers could provide concrete proof of misconduct. The
administration’s inaction galvanized students and their families. Young people
occupied their campus, barring outsiders from entering and issuing
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communiques. Others formed a commission with their parents to visit the
Ministry of Education. Within days, state representatives had agreed to many of
the students’ requests, and they returned to the classroom.'

Their strike was the latest episode in a long history of student activism in
Nicaragua. Students had been a particularly active population since the early
days of the Somoza dictatorship, which began when Anastasio Somoza Garcia
took power in a coup in 1936. New generations continued demonstrating
throughout the tenures of his two sons. Typically, youth from the university led
these protests, which were usually directed at the regime’s corruption and
repression. High school students had often walked out to support their elders,
but for most of the Somoza era, they had rarely been at the forefront of the
movement against the dictatorship. That changed during the regime of
Anastasio Somoza Debayle, who ascended to the presidency in 1967. Indeed,
as the 1970s wore on, protests at secondary schools would become increasingly
common and culminated in a massive shutdown of the nation’s education
system in 1978.

The walkouts at the Escuela Nacional de Comercio in 1976 were part of a wave of
strikes at secondary schools that year and kicked oft a period of intense student
mobilization. In the mid-1970s, the 70,000 young Nicaraguans who attended
private colegios, public institutos nacionales (large regional secondary schools),
and a range of vocational schools were a privileged minority—only 23 percent
of teenagers attended secondary school during this period. Those figures
actually marked an improvement; a decade earlier, only 27,000 had been
enrolled in secondary schools.? The rapid growth, however, put a strain on the
country’s already insufficient educational resources, and poor conditions in the
schools fueled student activism. In 1976 alone, there were over a dozen student
protests, and authorities feared they constituted a plot to destabilize the
educational system.

1. Comité de Estudiantes de la ENAC, Communique: Fuera Virgilio y el Profe. Rosales de la ENAC, August 31,
1976, Archivo General de la Nacion, Nicaragua [hereafter AGN], Fondo Educacién, caja 394, Folder Especial de la
Huelga en Granada 1976; Memorandum to Carlos Huelva Prieto from José Luis Ramirez V. and Ridel Barahona
Requenes, Asunto: Informe de la Supervision Realizada a la Escuela Nacional de Comercio de la Ciudad de Granada
el dia 3 de Sept de 1976, September 7, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacién, caja 394, Folder Especial de la Huelga en
Granada 1976; Edgard Montenegro, “Huelga en Escuela de Comercio en Granada,” La Prensa [Managua], September
6, 1976.

2. Students who finished primary school could attend secondary schools that oftered three years of basic education
and then two or three years of a more specialized program. Most secondary students were between the ages of 13 and 18.
On Nicaraguan secondary schools under Somoza, see Juan B. Arrien and Rafael Kauftmann, Nicaragua en la educacion:
una aproximacion a la vealidad (Managua: Ediciones Universidad Centroamericana, 1977), 87-88, 92, 207; Miguel de
Castilla Urbina, “La educacién en Nicaragua: un caso de educacién para el desarrollo del subdesarrollo,” in Educacion y
dependencin: El Caso de Nicaragun, Miguel Obando Bravo et al., eds. (Managua: Institucién de Promocién Humana,
1977), 318.

https://doi.org/10.1017/tam.2020.3 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/tam.2020.3

THE POWER OF EDUCATIONAL ACTIVISM IN 19708 NICARAGUA 603

As in most places in Latin America, the number of secondary students vastly
outnumbered their peers in the university, yet much of the academic literature
on student protest in the region has focused on those obtaining higher
education. Historians have uncovered the global consciousness that inspired
their protests in the long 1960s and the ways in which states sought to contain
their activism.®> Others have traced the changing meaning of youth in the
1960s and have shown how young people became associated with both the
positive and negative effects of modernization.* When secondary students do
appear in this literature, they are often the most militant and aggressive
protesters. The few scholars who have studied these younger teenagers have
traced their militancy to a flourishing of secondary student organizations and
the sheer diversity both within and surrounding their institutions. Vania
Markarian and Ariel Rodriguez Kuri, focusing on 1968 specifically, examine
how state repression escalated student protests. They argue that teenagers
adopted more violent forms of dissent in order to force unresponsive
authoritarian governments to negotiate.”

Thanks to much of this research, historians have developed a solid understanding
of the many ways in which youth contest power, but the ways in which they
attempt to build power, especially beyond 1968, have been less clear. As was
true elsewhere, Nicaraguan students also became associated with
modernization, specifically with the nation’s drive toward industrialization, but
the state did not match its rhetoric with reality. Inadequately funded public
schools floundered in the mid-1970s, and students rose up in response. Their
strikes catalyzed the wider organization of their friends and families, and
secondary students would become a central pillar in the revolutionary coalition
that overthrew the Somoza dictatorship in 1979.° Understanding the
politicization of this generation, then, is key to understanding the larger
process of the revolution.

Educational activism proved to be a particularly fruitful realm of engagement
with a regime that regularly repressed dissidents. The Somoza family had long
relied on violence to quash opponents, but the tenure of the youngest son,

3. Eric Zolov, Refiied Elvis (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999); Jaime Pensado, Rebel Mexico: Student
Unirest and Authoritavian Political Culture in the Long 1960s (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2013).

4. Valeria Manzano, The Age of Youth in Argentina: Culture, Politics and Sexuality from Pevon to Videla (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2014); Benjamin A. Cowan, Securing Sex: Morality and Repression in the Making of
Cold War Brazil (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2016).

5. Vania Markarian, Urnguay, 1968: Student Activism from Global Counterculture to Molotov Cocktails (Oakland: UC
Press, 2017); Ariel Rodriguez Kuri, “Los primeros dias. Una explicacion de los origenes inmediatos del movimiento
estudiantil de 1968,” Historin Mexicana 53:1 (July-September 2003): 179-228.

6. Reviewing a random sample of 640 fallen combatants, Carlos Vilas found that almost one third were students.
See Carlos Vilas, The Sandinista Revolution: National Liberation and Social Transformation in Central America, Judy Butler,
trans. (New York: Monthly Review Press; Berkeley: Center for the Studies of the Americas, 1986), 112-117.
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Anastasio Somoza Debayle (1967-79) was particularly brutal. Under his
direction, the Guardia Nacional attacked peaceful demonstrators and striking
workers. Threatened by growing support for the Sandinista National
Liberation Front, the military initiated a sweeping counter-insurgency
campaign in mid-1976 that rapidly decimated the ranks of the guerrillas. The
trials of prominent Sandinistas filled urban newspapers, while stories of the
military’s abuse of peasants abounded in the countryside.7 Strikingly; the youth
who walked out of their schools in 1976 never referenced that political
situation. They focused instead on the quotidian difficulties associated with
being a student in 1970s Nicaragua: poor funding, inept teachers, and
oppressive administrators. For most, these material demands marked the
beginning of their engagement with the state. The strike wave thus inducted a
generation of teenagers into political activism, and they would go on to
demand more radical reforms and eventually revolution.

Although students focused exclusively on campus problems in 1976, the state
viewed their ostensibly apolitical requests as subversive. The students’
abandonment of deference to authority and unwillingness to work through the
traditional channels of patronage was especially threatening to the regime. So
was the fact that their strikes often spread rapidly to other schools and cities
and compelled parents to take action. Between January and September 1976,
there were at least eight school occupations and dozens more solidarity strikes.
Most of the takeovers occurred at the institutos nacionales, which taught
thousands of middle- and working-class teenagers. Analyzing student
documents, Ministry of Education records, and newspaper reports, I argue that
in the context of a decades-long dictatorship, student demands for more
democratic schools opened a relatively safe pathway for cross-generational
activism that forced concessions from the Somoza regime. Battles over the
quality of education, thus, showcased the power of an organized citizenry and
laid the groundwork for the revolutionary mobilizations that were to come.

CORRUPTION, REBELLION, AND EDUCATION UNDER THE LAST
SoMozA

Rising inequality, corruption, and repression marked the regime of the last
Somoza. Anastasio Somoza Debayle assumed the presidency in 1967. Under

7. On the violence of the era, see Amnesty International, “Republica de Nicaragua: Informe de Amnistia
Internacional,” (London: Amnesty International Publications, 1978); Matilde Zimmermann, Sandinista: Carlos
Fonseca and the Nicaraguan Revolution (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000), 188-189; and Robert J. Sierakowski,
“In the Footsteps of Sandino: Geographies of Revolution and Political Violence in Northern Nicaragua, 1956-1979”
(PhD diss.: University of California-Los Angeles, 2012), 163-169.
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his watch, the economy cycled between expansion and contraction—shifts that
resulted in growing unemployment and declining real wages in the 1970s.
Untroubled by the dire poverty of most Nicaraguans, Somoza used the powers
of his office to enrich himself. After a 1972 earthquake razed portions of
Managua, Somoza and his cronies sold the donations that had poured in and
engaged in rampant land speculation.8 Although his close alliance with the
Guardia Nacional ensured his hold on power, 40 years of corruption and
violence had weakened the efficacy of the state and contributed to rising levels
of discontent.

Historically, patronage networks had bolstered the Somozas’ power while
simultaneously undermining the state’s ability to provide essential services and
enforce basic regulations. Robert Sierakowski has argued that in the northern
part of Nicaragua, “the state functioned primarily as a network of privilege that
distributed employment and permitted illegal behavior on the part of its local
allies.” The Guardia Nacional was the most obvious beneficiary of this policy.
In exchange for their loyalty, the military was allowed to run brothels and
gambling houses, which were illegal. Other government functionaries and
members of Somoza’s National Liberal Party benefited from their alliance with
the regime, which conveniently declined to pursue charges when corruption
allegations surfaced. On the other end of the spectrum, dissidents had a hard
time getting authorities to investigate crimes committed against them.
Sierakowski found that even somocistas who complained about corruption
within local government were ignored, if not ostracized. Such widespread
impunity severely crippled the ability of municipal governments to collect taxes
and protect citizens, while other less scrupulous politicians took advantage of
the situation to levy random fees and fines. "’

The regime’s corruption boosted the popularity of the Sandinista National
Liberation Front (FSLN), a socialist guerrilla organization that formed in the
early 1960s. Frustrated with the Somozas® dynastic rule and inspired by the
Cuban example, the guerrillas sought to foment rebellion in the country’s
mountainous northern region. When these efforts repeatedly proved
unsuccessful, the FSLN began focusing on building mass support in urban
areas. By the early 1970s, its work with university students and the urban
working class had created a growing network of sympathizers, and the
Sandinistas began orchestrating dramatic attacks on the regime. In December

8. Zimmermann, Sandinista, 173; John A. Booth, The End and the Beginning: The Nicavaguan Revolution (Boulder
and London: Westview Press, 1985), 77-82, 93; Walter LaFeber, Inevitable Revolutions (New York: W. W. Norton, 1993),
227.

9. Sierakowski, “In the Footsteps,” 57.

10. Sierakowski, “In the Footsteps,” 81-91.
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1974, rebels invaded a party celebrating the US ambassador and took the guests
hostage. To obtain their release, the humiliated dictatorship was forced to fly more
than a dozen political prisoners to Cuba. In response, Somoza intensified his
efforts to quash the Sandinistas. He declared a state of siege that lasted until
September 1977, suspending constitutional guarantees, muzzling the press,
and unleashing the Guardia Nacional. The years 1975 and 1976 were
particularly violent; the military detained, tortured, and killed anybody
suspected of helping the rebels.'*

Despite the repression, multiple sectors increasingly mobilized in the 1970s.
Catholic liberation theology galvanized workers, students, and other groups,
who began organizing in earnest. Workers were particularly active in this
period, striking for higher wages and better conditions.'? Facing eviction and
disillusioned with the Somoza regime’s failed reforms, campesinos from
various communities joined together to occupy disputed landholdings, hold
protests, and eventually ally with the Sandinistas.'® In urban areas,
neighborhood associations sprang up to contest the regime’s inadequacies,
including its failure to supply electricity, water, and other basic services.'*
University and secondary students sometimes helped with these efforts, but in
the mid-1970s, they largely focused on the myriad problems facing the nation’s
schools.

Years of administrative neglect, malfeasance, and poverty had taken its toll on the
educational system. Miguel de Castilla Urbina has argued that the system’s
inadequacy was a product of the country’s export orientation. The economy,
historically, was based on agriculture, which largely depended on the kinds of
physical labor that could be learned on the job. Thus, there was no social or
economic push for the state to build schools. In the 1960s, however, the
government, urged on by both the successful Cuban Revolution and the US
Alliance for Progress, half-heartedly attempted to diversity and industrialize the
economy and, to this end, promoted technical education. These new
technocrats were to help develop the nation’s nascent industry and thus

11. On this period, see Booth, The End, 81-95, 141-143; Jeffrey Gould, 1o Lead As Equals: Ruval Protest and
Political Consciousness in Chinandega, Nicavagua, 1912-1979 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1990),
271-291; Vilas, The Sandinista Revolution, 133; Richard Millett, Guardians of the Dynasty (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis
Books, 1977), 237-238; LaFeber, Inevitable Revolutions, 227; Eduardo Crawley, Dictators Never Die: Nicaragua and
the Somoza Dynasty (New York: St. Martins Press, 1979), 148-151; and Sierakowski, “In the Footsteps,” 163-169.

12. Gould, 7o Lead, 270-277, 280-281. On the organizing efforts of teachers, see the interview with Bruno
Gallardo and Alejandrino Perera in Ménica Baltodano, Memorias de ln lucha sandinista, vol. 1, De la forja de ln
vanguardia o la  montaiin  (Managua: Instituto de Historia de Nicaragua y Centroamérica-Universidad
Centroamericana [hereafter IHNCA and UCA, respectively], 2010), 323-342.

13. Gould, 10 Lead, 277-280, 286-288.

14. See for example “Barrios de la Paz Centro, solicitan alumbrado publico,” La Prensa, August 19, 1976; and
“Barrio Santo, de Rivas, reclama alumbrado publico,” La Prensa, August 12, 1976.
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contribute to Nicaragua’s modernization.'® Bureaucrats began emphasizing the
need to turn students into the productive entities the economy required, and
Somoza, tasking students with continuing the national development projects he
was initiating, promised to spare no expense to educate this new generation.

With millions in foreign loans and the guidance of experts from the US Agency
for International Development (AID), the state focused on building more
classrooms and expanding enrollments, but these efforts proved inadequate. In
terms of raw numbers, they did meet their goals: between 1965 and 1974, the
number of students in intermediate education (which includes secondary
schools and vocational schools) rose from 27,000 to over 70,000. In the same
period, the number of intermediate schools rose from 134 to 264. These were
significant increases, yet they did not keep pace with population growth, and
thousands of young people, especially those in the countryside, remained
without access to any form of schooling. Moreover, these priorities did little to
improve already existing classrooms or the dismal retention rates. The emphasis
on quantity and not quality meant that schools continued to suffer from
chronic understafting and lack of resources.'” Consequently, by 1976, there
were more students enrolled in Nicaraguan schools than ever before, but they
faced daunting conditions.

Problems within the Ministry of Education only compounded structural
difficulties. The educational bureaucracy reflected the state’s mismanagement
and was dominated by political appointees who took little interest in improving
a deeply troubled system.18 In spite of their financial limits, ministry
bureaucrats had bad habits of overspending, paying “phantom teachers” who
failed to show up for work, and missing scholarship payments for months at a
time.'? Meanwhile, teachers often faced low salaries and irregular paydays.’

15. De Castilla Urbina, “La Educacién,” 267-315.

16. “Somos capaces de vencer a todo que quiera despojarnos de lo nuestro,” Novedades, September 15, 1976;
Socorro Bonilla Castellén, “Los propésitos de la ministra,” La Prensa, August 2, 1976.

17. De Castilla Urbina, “La Educacién,” 313-334, 376-377, 429-434.

18. “Exponen a Ministra desinterés oficial por la educacién,” La Prensa, June 11, 1976.

19. The conservative daily La Prensa regularly covered these inefficiencies. See for example “Faltan aulas para clases
en Carazo,” La Prensa, May 30, 1976; “Casco: irregularidades en educacién puiblica,” La Prensa, June 3, 1976; “Exponen
a Ministra crisis de mobiliario,” La Prensa, September 1, 1976; “Sobregiro con becas,” La Prensa, June 7, 1976; “Siguen
investigando fondos de Educacién,” La Prensa, July 25, 1976; and “Falta material diddctico para la escuela acelerada de
adultos de Jinotepe,” La Prensa, September 6, 1976.

20. In the late 1960s, teachers who were part of the Federacién Sindical de Maestros de Nicaragua (FSMN)
undertook a series of strikes for better pay and working conditions, but by 1972 regime repression had effectively
destroyed the union. Ménica Baltodano notes, “Between 1972 and 1976, the teachers union’ experienced a period of
decline and dislocation. It was not until 1976, under the leadership of the FSLN that the union organizing process
was restarted.” On the history of the FSMN, see Baltodano, Memuorias, vol. 1, 323-342. See also the interviews in
Baltodano, Memorias, vol. 4, Rebeldia y insurveccion en el Departmaento de Carazo (Managua: Popol Na, 2012), 154-166.
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By 1976, the ministry was plagued by scandals and frustrated Nicaraguans were
taking matters into their own hands. Stories abounded in the press of schools
without teachers and communities without schools. Families living near Costa
Rica or Honduras often sent their kids across the border for school—much to the
chagrin of the country’s nationalist politicians.2 ! Those in rural areas, which the
regime had historically neglected, pooled their already meager resources to
construct their own schools. These families organized themselves in hope that the
state might then send a teacher, and when that did not happen, they registered
their complaints with the ministry and in Novedades, the regime’s media organ.

Indeed, the regime’s newspaper became a kind of clearinghouse of parental
complaints and requests for resources. This was especially true for problems in
primary schools—older teens initiated their own claims for redress. Novedades, tor
example, reported that the community of Valle San Esteben promised to build a
school if the ministry would send them the material.>*> When professors at the
Centro Escolar “Julia Garcfa, Viuda de Somoza” decided to raise money for
cleaning supplies by requiring students to supply groceries, which the adults
would then cook and sell back to students, parents complained to the newspaper.
Novedades promptly published the story and demanded the ministry punish the
enterprising faculty>® Other staff members took to submitting requests for badly
needed equipment to the daily In July 1976, for example, the newspaper
reported that administrators at a school in Chontales were asking the government
or some private entity to donate two typewriters.”* Although these requests
reflected poorly on the Somoza regime, Novedades likely published them because
they followed a long tradition of patronage politics in which citizens petitioned
the state for basic services. Nonetheless, the frequency of such reports suggests
that the nation’s schools were facing severe shortages of resources and personnel.

Disruption in the upper echelons of the ministry compounded the sense of
disorder. In mid-May 1976, the minister of education, Leandro Marin
Abaunza, resigned abruptly. The day after his resignation, the state introduced
his replacement, Helia Marfa Robles Sobalvarro, a former teacher, textbook
author, and curriculum consultant.>> Recently returned from her doctoral
studies in Italy, Robles faced the daunting task of reforming Nicaragua’s
schools precisely at a time when students had decided they had had enough.

21. “Fuertes criticas de diputados a la Ministro de Educacién Publica,” Novedades [Managua], September 8, 1976.

22. “Piden material para construir escuela,” Novedades, March 1, 1976.

23. “Crecen protestas contra centro escolar,” Novedades, April 1, 1976.

24. “Escuela necesita mdquinas,” Novedades, July 20, 1976.

25. “Renuncia el Ministro de Educaciéon Publica,” Novedades, May 21, 1976; “Es pesada la cruz que me
entregaron,” dice ministra,” La Prensa, June 4, 1976; Isabel Rodriguez Rosales, Historia de ln educacion en Nicaragun,
vol. 3 (Managua: Hispamer, 2007), 243.
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The problems in the educational system reflected the larger challenges facing the
nation. In 1976, Nicaragua was entering its fourth decade of Somoza rule. The
political stagnation of the dictatorship had taken its toll on the country—
corruption and nepotism permeated the government. The state was failing to
deliver basic services to large swaths of the population, which was increasingly
organized. Specifically, educational deficiencies brought parents together to
make demands on the regime. Considering the wide reach of public education,
or lack thereof, many Nicaraguans had firsthand knowledge of the Ministry of
Education’s inefficacy, Media coverage in both regime and opposition
newspapers confirmed the extent of the problem; this diffusion primed society
to sympathize when its children rose up in protest.

“THE ANOMALIES ARE MANY:” EDUCATIONAL
AUTHORITARIANISM

It the educational system had come to reflect the problems of the Somoza regime,
schools had become microcosms of the state, and many youths were ready to
rebel. Between May and September of 1976, there were at least a dozen strikes
and school occupations (see Table 1).

Unlike the parents who made respectful requests in national newspapers, teenage
protesters were not content to petition politely for increased resources. Instead,
they took over their campuses, refusing to speak to anybody except a (properly
credentialed) representative from the Ministry of Education. While they waited
for the bureaucrats to show up, teenagers issued lists of demands that
essentially called for the complete transformation of their schools. They wanted
corrupt teachers and administrators removed, better pay for staff, and their
rights as students to organize on campus. Their petitions shine a light on the
ways in which their experiences with educational authoritarianism compelled
students to get organized.?® Their desire for better resources and dignified
schooling conditions meant that their complaints reflected a more democratic
vision for the nation’s schools—and by extension a more expansive notion of
democracy—one that went beyond voting and political freedom to encompass
the right to quality education.”

Secondary students, often with the help of organizers from the Universidad
Nacional Auténoma de Nicaragua, had been forming their own campus-based

26. As Valeria Manzano has argued for the case of Argentina, educational authoritarianism politicized secondary
students in the late 1950s. There, she found that students chafed at the school’s emphasis on obedience, order, and
encyclopedism. Her sources suggest that schools had come to mirror the military. Manzano, Age of Youth, 44-54.

27. On the expanded notions of democracy that fueled Cold War conflict, see Greg Grandin, The Last Colonial
Massacre: Latin America in the Cold War (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004).
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TABLE 1
Confirmed Actions at Secondary Schools in 1976
School Location  Date Type of Action
Instituto Nacional Salvador Camoapa  February 1976 Strike/occupation
Guadamuz
Instituto José R. Somoza  Sebaco March 1976 Petitioned minister
of education
Liceo Agricola Matagalpa  May 1976 Strike
Instituto Rosendo Lépez ~ Rivas May-June 1976 Strike
Instituto Nacional de Ledn May-June 1976; July  Strike
Occidente, Mdximo Jerez 1976
Instituto Nacional Eliseco ~ Matagalpa  June 1976 Strike/occupation
Picado (INEP)
Colegio San José Matagalpa  June 1976 Solidarity strike with
INEP
Instituto Nacional Jinotega June-July 1976 Strike
Benjamin Zeled6n
Instituto Cristébal Colén ~ Managua  June 1976 Strike
Instituto Nocturno Ledn July 1976 Solidarity
Mariano Fiallos Gil occupation
Colegio Miguel Larreynaga Leén July 1976 Solidarity
occupation
Instituto Nacional Joaquin  Chinandega August 1976 Strike
Sanson
Escuela Nacional de Granada August-September Strike
Comercio de Granada 1976
Instituto Nacional Ramirez Managua  August 1976 Petitioned minister
Goyena of education
Instituto Bésico de Masaya September 1976 Strike
Ticuantepe

Sources: “Termina conflicto en Liceo Agricola,” La Prensa, May 31, 1976 and others; Archivo General de
Nicaragua, Fondo Educacion, Files related to Huelgas in Jinotega, Le6n, Matagalpa, Granada, Chinadega,
Camoapa in Boxes 349, 358, and 394.

groups since at least the 1950s, but there is little record of what they were doing
and how active they were, until about the 1970s.2® That said, it is clear that the
Sandinistas had recognized early on the mobilizing potential of teenagers.
When he was at the Universidad Nacional in the 1950s, Carlos Fonseca, who
co-founded the FSLN in the early 1960s, had used his position in the student
government to encourage secondary students to form their own school-based

28. Inthe 1960s, the Revolutionary Student Front (FER) was active on several campuses, but many of their groups
appear to have been quite small for much of this era.
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organizations.29 Years later, in the late 1960s, he urged the members of the
Revolutionary Student Front (FER) to focus on organizing the numerically
superior secondary students, and the radical student organization was active, if
somewhat small, on several campuses.*

After suffering devastating military defeats in the late 1960s, the FSLN doubled
down on these organizing efforts. Committed to building their popular support
base, the Sandinistas embraced a strategy called acumulacién de fuerzas en
silencio  (clandestine accumulation of forces). The former Sandinista
comandante, Monica Baltodano, has explained that this tactic “gave the people a
more important role: that students did the [kind of work] that goes with being a
student, [the strategy meant] harnessing the distinct potential of the people.”*!
The goal of this kind of grassroots organizing was to build up intermediary
organizations while also spotting talented and committed organizers who could
be potential collaborators.** To this end, Sandinista university students worked
with younger teenagers, traveling around the country to advise youth clubs, give
talks, and organize workshops. They promoted the creation of local branches of
the Movement of Secondary Students (MES) and the Association of Secondary
Students (AES).*® Sandinista university students and militants advised many of
these student groups, which were clandestinely aligned with the ESLN. The local
branches, however, were led by secondary students themselves, many of whom
were likely already Sandinista sympathizers if not militants.** That said, the level
of repression in this period meant that the student organizations’ connections
with the FSLN, while perhaps suspected, would not have been publicized.

In the mid-1970s, these Sandinista-aligned secondary student organizations
focused almost exclusively on educational concerns, and this was a deliberate

29. Letter from Carlos Fonseca to Compaieros Estudiantes, November 18, 1958, Leén, IHNCA, Coleccién
CUUN, D17 G3, folder no. 5. Note: In 2012, the Coleccion CUUN and the Coleccién Movimientos Estudinatiles at
the IHNCA were reorganized and the location data given here may no longer correspond with the new system.

30. Carlos Fonseca, “Mensaje del Frente Sandinista de Liberacién Nacional, FSLN, a los estudiantes
revolucionarios,” Obras, vol. 1 (Managua: Editorial Nueva Nicaragua, 1985), 129-148.

31. Baltodano, Memorias, vol. 1, 504.

32. Bayardo Arce to Ménica Baltodano, Memorias, vol. 1, 497-503.

33. Bayardo Arce to Ménica Baltodano, Memorias, vol. 1, 504. After the FSLN split into three tendencies, these
student organizations also took sides, but not all embraced the same side. Some AES groups were affiliated with the
Proletariats and others with the Guerra Prolongada Popular (GPP). See Baltodano, Memorias, vol. 1, 321. On the
ideological differences between these tendencies, see Zimmermann, Sandinista, 162-184.

34. Monica Baltodano writes that Irving Ddvila, who was the president of the University Student Center at the
Universidad Nacional and a Sandinista militant “advised the Movement of Secondary Students in Chinandega, Esteli
and Matagalpa” in the mid-1970s. Baltodano, Memorias, vol. 1, 306. Victor Hugo Tinoco was a Sandinista college
student who also worked with the University Student Center and according to Baltodano “coordinated the work of the
Association of Secondary Students at the national level.” Baltodano, vol. 2; Baltodano, EI crisol de las insurvecciones: las
Segovias, Managua y Ledn (Managua: ITHNCA-UCA, 2010), 105. José Gonzdlez recalled founding Matagalpa’s branch
of the AES with several other secondary students, some of whom were already Sandinista militants. José¢ Gonzilez in
Baltodano, Memorias, vol. 2, 171.
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strategy. Although the clandestine accumulation of forces strategy was terminated
in 1974, the Sandinistas continued to encourage people to organize within their
immediate milieus. In August 1976, Bayardo Arce, a key Sandinista organizer,
directed Baltodano, who was then a Sandinista militant organizing in Estell,
to work with student recruits to gather information about conditions in the
local schools. Once that has been done, he wrote, “we should begin agitative
work. Denunciations on flyers. [Posting] questioning posters. Sowing doubts.
Emphasize student motivations, then with the concrete social problems of students
we can [move on to] national politics.” Arce and Baltodano thus recognized that
educational grievances could be a powerful organizing tool. Arce’s instructions
continued, “Have each student recruit tell what are the most pressing problems in
their schools, in their neighborhoods, in their community. And how we should
respond to them.” The goal, then, was to turn students into political activists and
eventually into Sandinista militants.*®

The clear role Sandinista militants played in leading the largest national student
organizations and promoting student mobilization should not detract from the
agency of the young activists themselves. After all, as Arce told Baltodano,
students should identify the problems and #hey should come up with the
solutions. Moreover, it is important to stress that not all students mobilizing
during this time were sympathetic to the FSLN.*® Regardless of Sandinista
involvement, then, the clear uptick in organizing at secondary schools in 1976
provides a window into the ways in which teenagers learned how to be political
activists.

They had much to organize around, and their grievances during the 1976 strike
wave focused on the way that their schools reflected elements of the state’s
authoritarianism. Students’ chief complaints at many of the protests that year
centered on entrenched school directors who had amassed tremendous levels of
control over their campuses. They resented directors for punishing teachers
who did not fall into line, and for protecting incompetent staft. At the Instituto
Nacional de Camoapa, teens went on strike after their director fired a
particularly popular French professor without explanation. Like other
administrators, that director had also used his power to employ family

35. Letter from “German” (Bayardo Arce) to “Marcela” (Monica Baltodano), August 20, 1976. T am grateful to
Robert Sierakowski for sharing with me his transcription of this letter, which is stored in the archives of the Centro de
Historia Militar. He discusses this letter in Sierakowski, “In the Footsteps,” 244-245. On Bayardo Arce’s long and
varied work with the Sandinistas, see the interview with him in Baltodano, Memorias, Vol 1.

36. At Camoapa, students and their supporters complained that the director was sympathetic to the FER, allowing
FER activists to give a talk on campus that was critical of the Somoza regime. Altas personalidades de esta ciudad to
Leandro Marin Abaunza, February 12, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacién, caja 394, Exp. 1976 Folder Especial de
Huelga, Corresp. Especial de Huelga de Camoapa; Communique from Alumnado INC, February 23, 1976, AGN,
Fondo Educacion, caja 394, Exp 1976, Folders Especial de Huelga, Corresp. Especial de Huelga de Camoapa.

https://doi.org/10.1017/tam.2020.3 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/tam.2020.3

THE POWER OF EDUCATIONAL ACTIVISM IN 19708 NICARAGUA 613

members: students and their supporters wrote a letter to the minister of education
complaining that he had hired his wife to teach English although she was not
qualified.>” Teachers closely allied with directors received special privileges and
plum course schedules. At the National Institute of Matagalpa, the director,
Emilio Sobalvarro (a relative of the new minister of education) protected and
awarded his inner circle, many of whom abused their power. A communique
that circulated during the student strike in Matagalpa pointedly asked, “Why
has he surrounded himself with a small group, alienating the teachers who
don’t submit to his manner of managing the institute, giving them nothing and
the few everything?”®

Beyond their effect on the quality of education students received, such practices
created the conditions for abuse. Perhaps the most egregious case took place in
Granada. There students alleged that the director of the Instituto Nacional de
Comercio, Virgilio Morales, knew the social science teacher Adolfo Rosales had
sex with a student who became pregnant but had done nothing about it.
Rosales was particularly well-connected—his uncle was the head of the School
of Education at the Universidad Nacional, and both he and Morales went out
of their way to defend Rosales and cover up the persistent allegations of sexual
misconduct. When Morales prevented the discussion of the case at a general
assembly; students were outraged, writing that he had behaved as it “it was not
the duty of the director to constantly investigate the center’s progress and take
measures to correct it.”>” There were other instances of unacceptable behavior.
Students in Camoapa alleged that at least two teachers regularly came to class
drunk.*® At Matagalpa’s Instituto Nacional, the deputy director and teacher
Julio César Medina outfitted his office door with electrical wires to shock
visitors, apparently as a security precaution, but both teachers and staff told La
Prensa that they feared Matagalpa’s unreliable electrical output could have
dangerous consequences.*! In many of these cases, the directors had long been
aware of the abuses and done nothing. A culture of impunity was, thus, a

37. Altas personalidades de esta ciudad, padres de familia y alumnada en general to Leandro Marin Abaunza,
Ministro de Educacién Publica, February 12, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacién, caja 394, Exp. 1976, Folder Especial de
Huelga, Corresp. Especial de Huelga de Camoapa.

38. Undated flyer, “Lo que debe contestar Emilio Sobalvarro ante el estudiantado y la ciudadania de Matagalpa™;
Comunicado al pueblo de Matagalpa from padres de familia, AGN, Fondo Educacién, caja 394, exp. Caso de Matagalpa.

39. Communique “Fuera Virgilio y el Prof. Rosales de la ENAC,” from the Comité de Estudiantes de la ENAC,
AGN, Fondo Educacion, caja 394, Folder Especial de Huelga en Granada 1976; Guillermo Rosales Herrera, director,
Escuela de Ciencias de la Educacién, to Carlos Huelva, deputy director of Educacién Media, September 3, 1976,
AGN, Fondo Educacién, caja 394, Folder Especial de Huelga en Granada 1976.

40. Altas personalidades de esta ciudad, padres de familia y alumnada en general to Leandro Marin Abaunza,
Ministro de Educacién Publica, February 12, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacién, caja 394, exp. 1976, Folders Especial de
Huelga, Corresp. Especial de Huelga de Camoapa.

41. “Por qué la huelga en el Eliseo Picado,” La Prensa, July 4, 1976.
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central aspect of Nicaragua’s educational authoritarianism, and it drove students
on several campuses to strike.

Such impunity had very real financial consequences for students and their families.
Young strikers that year complained of teachers who sought to profit from their
positions. Medina, who guarded his office with electrical current, edited his own
textbooks, which he required his pupils buy new each year. When students tried
to use older copies, he informed them that those “were no longer valid because
the new edition has been augmented and corrected.”* Teachers selling their own
textbooks was such a widespread problem that the ministry eventually cautioned
school directors against the practice.** The sale of school uniforms also proved a
profitable arena for teachers and administrators. In Matagalpa, the director of the
Instituto Nacional had allowed one of his “favorites” to privatize the school’s
co-op, where families bought material for uniforms.** While cronyism and
corruption ran rampant in the government, students were unwilling to abide it
on their campuses, and young protesters demanded the removal of school
directors and their sycophants at several protests that year.

Students did not just want dictatorial administrators gone, however; they also
insisted on greater democracy in their schools. As a result of widespread
corruption, they took a surprising interest in the day-to-day financial
administration of their campuses. They condemned the general lack of fiscal
transparency and accused many administrators and teachers of financial
misconduct. Protesters at secondary schools in Masaya, Granada, Matagalpa,
Jinotega, and Chinandega all mentioned financial irregularities in their list of
grievances. Often, they charged the directors with financial incompetence, but
sometimes they were more specific. In 1976, a student delegation from
Chinandega told reporters for La Prensa that in the past year over 1,000
cordobas had disappeared from their school’s accounts.*® In Jinotega, young
protesters demanded a five-year audit of the school’s accounts as well as a study
of its inventory, in order to understand what had happened to funds raised for
the school’s improvement.*®

The students’ demands for financial transparency in the context of a decades-long
dictatorship was in and of itself notable. Even Somocista politicians who
requested audits of municipal accounts were driven out of office by regime

42. “Por qué la huelga en el Eliseo Picado,” La Prensa, July 4, 1976.

43. Circular to directores de centros de educacion, from Helia Marfa Robles, undated (ca. 1977), AGN, exp.
Huelga Matagalpa; “Sigue el lio del Instituto de Chinandega,” La Prensa, August 19, 1976.

44. Undated flyer, “Lo que debe contestar Emilio Sobalvarro ante el estudiantado y la ciudadania de Matagalpa™;
Comunicado al pueblo de Matagalpa from padres de familia, AGN, Fondo Educacion, caja 394, exp. Caso de Matagalpa.

45. “Investigan Instituto de Chinandega,” La Prensa, August 11, 1976.

46. “Paro de estudiantes triunfa en Jinotega,” La Prensa, June 27, 1976.
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loyalists who did not want the books examined too closely.*” In demanding their
schools give an honest accounting of their finances, teenagers were calling for a
level of government transparency that did not otherwise exist in Nicaragua at
the time. Moreover, they were questioning the authority (and competence) of
state-appointed directors and claiming for themselves the right to monitor their
behavior.

Student interest in the mundane aspects of accounting in their schools stemmed
from the fact that their campuses desperately needed the missing money. By the
mid-1970s, many institutes had fallen into a state of disrepair—the result of
both a devastating 1972 earthquake and the state’s inadequate investment in
education. On some campuses, teachers apparently dealt with budgetary
shortfalls by charging for tests, and students were often tasked with raising funds
for school libraries, but even such questionable measures were insufficient.* Tn
1976, many of the strikers railed against ill-equipped libraries and the gradual
disappearance of books. In Camoapa, the library of the Instituto Nacional had
only magazines.*” Other youngsters lamented the lack of educational materials
and outdated or broken equipment. In Granada, for example, when students
insisted on the dismissal of the professor who sexually harassed students, they also
demanded more typewriters and desks.* These were demands similar to the ones
the parents of primary school children and administrators were making in the
daily newspapers, but students were not willing to limit their requests to these
bare necessities. Instead, secondary students across the country made their
petitions in the context of a much wider call for institutional change. In so doing,
they recognized that their schools needed more resources because government
employees were mismanaging public money—a claim that parents and certainly
school employees never made in the media.

Teenagers’ desire for broad institutional change was most clear in their demand
for student rights. Dictatorial directors particularly aggrieved them because
they denied students a voice. At several strikes in 1976, students explicitly
rejected limits on their right to assemble. In Matagalpa, a communique
circulated during the strike pointedly asked:

47. Sierakowski notes an instance when a Somocista mayor undertaking careful audits uncovered malfeasance and
was driven out of office by other more powerful regime loyalists. Sierawkowski, “In the Footsteps,” 82-83.

48. “Educadora denuncia campana infamante en su contra,” La Prensa, September 14, 1976; “Masaya necesita
biblioteca publica,” La Prensa, August 12, 1976; “Investigan Instituto de Chinandega,” La Prensa, August 11, 1976.

49. Communique from Alumnado de este centro, February 23, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacién, caja 394,
exp. 1976, Folders Especial de Huelga, Corresp. Especial de Huelga de Camoapa.

50. Communique, September 3, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacion, caja 394, Folder Especial de Huelga en Granada
1976.

https://doi.org/10.1017/tam.2020.3 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/tam.2020.3

616 CLAUDIA RUEDA

Why has [Emilio Sobalvarro,the director of the Instituto Nacional Eliseo Picado]
systematically opposed the organization of students?

Why has he never allowed students to participate in anything that he does?
Why has he alienated parents, refusing to allow them to organize a council that
cooperates with the school?*!

When the Movimiento Estudiantil de Secundaria (MES) took over three schools
in Leén in July, students demanded “there be liberty to form student associations
at the schools . . . without the intrusion of the administration.”? A few weeks
later, their peers in Granada requested the right to hold assemblies and the
right to have their student council draft and enforce their own bylaws.>®
Students’ insistence on certain democratic practices—including the right to
organize and the right to dialogue with authorities, for both themselves and
their parents—challenged the hierarchy within their schools and within their

society.

Young people wanted to participate in campus decision-making because without
their input, directors made decisions that hurt their sense of dignity and their
families’ economic well-being. Scholars of student movements have often
focused on sartorial conflict as a hallmark of generational rebellion and
specifically the counterculture movements of the 1960s and 1970s.%* Those
kinds of disputes certainly generated tensions in Nicaragua. Youth on at least
two campuses in 1976 protested rules that forced male students to cut their
hair short.>® Just as often, however, conflicts over dress were rooted in the
country’s deep-seated inequality. In Ledn, teens walked out after the director of
the Instituto Nacional Mdximo Jerez instituted a school uniform that required
blue jeans—an expensive commodity in mid-1970s Nicaragua that many
families simply could not afford.”® In Masatepec, students were upset when the
director of the local school refused to allow youngsters to wear brown shoes,
instead of black, to march in the school’s Independence Day celebrations—
many only owned one pair.”” Whether these measures hurt their wallets or
their dignity, young people sought to wrest some control from administrators.

51. Undated flyer, “Lo que debe contestar Emilio Sobalvarro ante el estudiantado y la ciudadanfa de Matagalpa,”
AGN, Fondo Educacién, caja 394, Exp. Caso de Matagalpa.

52. Demands quoted in “Tres colegios tomados por estudiantes del MES,” La Prensa, July 11, 1976.

53. Communique, September 3, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacién, caja 394, Folder Especial el Huelga en Granada
1976.

54. See for example Zolov, Refiied Elvis, 106-115. For a nuanced examination of the class dimensions of 1960s
sartorial conflict, see Manzano, Age of Youth, 88-93.

55. Undated and incomplete document, “Cronologia de una huelga,” Instituto Histérico de Nicaragua y
Centroamérica, Coleccién Movimiento Estudiantil [hereafter IHNCA CME] D9 G4, exp. 6; Sergio Torres, presidente
del Comité Estudiantil and Norman Chavarria, presidente de la Directiva Central, to Helia Marfa Robles, Ministra de
Educacién Publica, June 23, 1976, AGN.

56. “Sancion a estudiantes del INO, suavizada,” La Prensa, June 2, 1976.

57. “Amargo homenaje a la patria en Masatepe,” La Prensa, September 21, 1976.
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The breadth of the students’ petitions was one of the most remarkable aspects of
the 1976 strikes and protests. Communique after communique did not make just
a single request but rather issued a list of demands that, in total, amounted to a
complete overhaul of their campuses. Students sought to turn their schools
into participatory democracies, and in so doing they chipped away at a wider
culture of authoritarianism that had pervaded their society under the Somozas.
In fact, teens were calling for rights that even the general public did not enjoy:
the right to assemble, the right to participate, the right to greater
administrative transparency, and others. In so doing, young people held up a
mirror to the wider society—they were not going to tolerate the kind of
oppression and corruption that had long been part of everyday life in Nicaragua.®®

Broad public support for this agenda suggests the subversive potential of
educational activism. An editorial discussing the problems at the Instituto
Nacional Joaquin Sanson Escoto in Chinandega wrote that the nation’s
secondary schools “need to be restructured because it is within the
[educational]| center that the young students should be treated, not as an
elementary school child, but as youth. This way they can understand that they
are about to pass through a door, to enjoy the rights of citizens. The schools
should practice a democratic philosophy.”

That the author was surely aware that Nicaragua was not, and had not been for
some time, a democracy lends his words a subtle irony. He went on to explain
that one of the major problems facing the nation’s schools was the “dictatorial”
directors who have gotten too comfortable in their position: “If a director stays
too many years in the same school . . . he believes himself to be lord and
owner, he comes to think of himself as a necessary person. Then he surrounds
himself with followers he can make or break.””

He could easily have been discussing the Somozas’ long tenure and the family’s
relationship with its sycophants. Scholars of education have observed that
schools tend to mirror the structure of their societies in order to prepare
students for their future roles as citizens.®” That function means that any

58. The activist Jonathan Matthew Smucker, building on the findings of the sociologist George Mead, has argued
that social movements “hold up a mirror” to society in order to reveal “parts of itself that had escaped its conscious gaze,
and thereby, society reimagines itself.” Smucker, Hegemony How-to: A Roadmap for Radicals (Chico, CA: AK Press, 2017),
62-63.

59. Domingo Ramirez G., “Editorial: Graves en los institutos del pais,” La Voz de Occidente, clipping attached to a
letter to Helia Marfa Robles from the parents of students from the Instituto Nacional Joaquin Sanson Escoto, August
31,1976, AGN, Fondo Educacién, caja 394, exp. Anos 1976, Huelga en Chinandega.

60. Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, (New York: Bloomsbury, 2013), 154. Freire discusses the way in which
the banking model of education, in which teachers “deposit” knowledge in the minds of passive pupils, prepares students
to take on the role of unquestioning citizens in an oppressive society. See Freire, Pedagogy, 74-78.
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criticism of the ways in which schools are structured is an implicit critique of the
society they reflect. In her study of Argentine youth in the mid-twentieth century,
Valeria Manzano observed that secondary schools in the 1950s enforced
authoritarianism, and by extension, student protests constituted a rejection of
such practiccs.(’1 The Nicaraguan editorialist’s language suggests a similar
phenomenon was occurring there: in protesting educational authoritarianism,
students and their supporters indirectly critiqued the state, managing to do so
in ways that flew under the radar of the censors.

In the mid-1970s, Nicaraguan public schools were badly managed and falling
apart. Part of the problem was budgetary. Limited state support meant
directors and teachers lacked resources and passed the charges onto students,
but these were public schools and many families could not afford extra charges.
As it was, many students had gone without their scholarship payments for
months in 1976 because the Ministry of Education had run out of funds to pay
them.®® Their protests then were about not only institutional mismanagement
but also the absence of an effective government bureaucracy. The student strikes
thus managed to critique the regime without ever mentioning Somoza himself.
In so doing, students envisioned for themselves a different kind of educational
system, and by extension a different nation—one that was more transparent,
democratic and effective—and they would take great risks to make that vision a
reality.

CHRONOLOGY OF A STRIKE

The strikes of 1976 had a ripple effect throughout their communities. While the
protesters waited for a response to their demands, they rallied friends and families
to their side. In Matagalpa and Ledn, solidarity strikes virtually paralyzed
secondary education. In smaller cities, parents mobilized to support their
teenage children. Scholars writing about the African American and Chicano
walkouts in the United States in the 1960s have argued that the demonstrations
politicized both the students and their communities.®® This was true in
Nicaragua as well, where the myriad of problems facing secondary schools and
the state’s response to student protests compelled wider political mobilization.
In this way, the student strikes managed to promote democratic action during a

61. See Manzano, Age of Youth, 46-54.

62. “Pagan por fin a los becados,” La Prensa, July 20, 1976.

63. Jeanne Theoharis, “W-A-L-K-O-U-T!”: High School Students and the Development of Black Power in Los
Angeles,” in Neighborhood Rebels, Peniel E. Joseph, ed. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 107-129. William
A. Calvo-Quirds, “Thank you, Maestro: The Walkouts as Praxis of ‘Epistemic Resistance,” Aztlin: A Jowrnal of
Chicano Studies 39:2 (2014): 155-165.
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period of severe censorship and repression. An in-depth look at just one strike, the
June 1976 walkouts at Matagalpa’s Instituto Nacional Eliseo Picado (INEP)
illustrates how the secondary school strikes brought together youth and adults
from across the country in a joint project to demand better schools and by
extension challenge the state’s authoritarianism.

Matagalpa would become famous for its rebellious youth who took up arms in
1978 against the regime, but in the mid-1970s, only a small group of teenagers
was organizing to that end. José Gonzilez told an interviewer that he and
about ten other youth from schools across the city came together in 1974-75 to
form their own Association of Secondary Students (AES). Early on, they
received advice from a FER activist in Managua, and some members like
Marcos Largaespada and Gonzilez were soon recruited by Sandinista militants.
AES leaders studied at the INEP and the private Colegio San José, and these
connections would help the strike spread quickly.®*

Because of the danger of dissent in the 1970s, students implicitly understood the
need to organize a critical mass before undertaking any sort of dramatic protest,
and in so doing they politicized their campuses. In Matagalpa, the demonstrations
at the INEP started when a small group met on the school field on May 20, 1976
to protest an administrative demand that male students have military-style
haircuts. After the director called in the Guardia Nacional to break up the
gathering, students met to discuss the school’s many problems and decided to
form a central committee. On June 3, some 500 students agreed to strike and
the following day at 11:35 am, 55 young people took over their campus. They
promptly set up various committees to ensure that the strike proceeded
smoothly. Groups were tasked with standing guard, producing propaganda,
providing food, and keeping things clean.®® Such discipline not only ensured
order but also provided concrete ways for students to participate. Other
takeovers were similarly organized and featured large numbers of protesting
youth.66 In Ledn, 1,400 teenagers at the Instituto Nacional Mdximo Jerez
went on strike in July 1976 to demand the removal of their director and
sub-director, and the following month over a thousand young people at the
Escuela Nacional de Comercio in Granada went on strike to protest the
administration’s mishandling of a sexually predatory teacher.®”

64. On this history, see the interview with Marcos Largaespada and Isabel Castillo in Baltodano, Memorias, vol. 2,
154-156, and the interview with José Gonziles and Sandra Lépez in Baltodano, Memorias, vol. 2, 171.

65. Undated and incomplete document, “Cronologia de una huelga,” THNCA CME D9 G4, exp. 6.

66. Memorandum to Carlos Huelva Prieto from José Luis Ramirez and Ridel Barahona Requenes, Asunto:
Informe de la supervision realizada a la Escuela Nacional de Comercio de la Ciudad de Granada el dia 3 de sept. de
1976, September 7, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacion, caja 394, Folder Especial de Huelga en Granada 1976.

67. “Esperan pruebas sobre irregularidades del Instituto de Ledn, La Prensa, July 5, 1976; Edgard Montenegro,
“Huelga en Escuela de Comercio en Granada,” La Prensa, September 6, 1976.
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These were massive protests for Nicaragua, and a high level of organization was
necessary to stymie official attempts to delegitimize them. Immediately after
the Matagalpa occupation, for example, teachers at the INEP publicly accused
the young protesters of “transforming the center into a cave of ‘orgies’ and
‘bacchanals’ where young women and men have gone beyond all moral
principles, violating the ‘dignity’ of the center.”®® Such exaggerations were
quite common during Latin America’s Cold War, as authority figures often
equated any kind of grassroots empowerment with moral subversion.®”
Students were ready for the accusations, and they issued a communique
reminding their parents that they “know the way in which we have developed
our activities, via different committees that work day and night for better
student discipline.”® Their efforts thus helped prevent the state from
demonizing youth activists.

The 1976 strikes not only politicized the campuses where they took place but
affected other schools as well. Indeed, the solidarity of teenagers at
neighboring schools was vital for maintaining the strikes. Within an hour of
the takeover at Matagalpa’s Instituto Nacional, students from across the city
had arrived to join the strikers. Surrounding the school, these youngsters
prevented the Guardia Nacional from dislodging the protesters the first day.”
Within days, all of Matagalpa’s secondary schools and some 4,000 young
people were striking in solidarity with the students from the Instituto.”* By the
end of the month, solidarity actions were underway at the institutos nacionales
in Jinotega, Jinotepe, and Ledn. Their peers also provided concrete aid. After
the military dislodged the protesters from the INED students at Matagalpa’s
elite all-girls school, Colegio San Luis, allowed the strikers to meet on their
own campus, much to the chagrin of the school’s director.”?

Such solidarity actions not only put pressure on administrators and bureaucrats,
but also effectively publicized school irregularities and provided an example of
what could be done about them. In fact, students in both Ledn and Jinotega
turned their sympathy strikes into protests for their own grievances. In Leon,
students demanded the removal of several administrators at the Instituto

68. Communique from the Comité Central del Instituto Nacional Eliseo Picado, ca. June 4, 1976. AGN, Fondo
Educacion, caja 394, exp. Caso de Matagalpa.

69. See Cowan, Securing Sex.

70. Communique from the Comité Central del Instituto Nacional Eliseo Picado, ca. June 4, 1976, AGN, Fondo
Educacion, caja 394, exp. Caso de Matagalpa.

71. Undated and incomplete document, “Cronologia de una huelga,” THNCA CME D9 G4 exp. 6.

72. Tarents of Matagalpa, Telex to Anastasio Somoza, June 16, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacién, caja 394, exp. Anos
1976, Huelga en Chinandega.

73. Memorandum to Helia Marfa Robles from Carlos Huelva Prieto, June 8, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacién, caja
394, exp. Caso de Matagalpa; “Esperan pruebas sobre irregularidades del Instituto de Le6n,” La Prensa, July 5, 1976;
“Apoyan a Eliseo Picado,” La Prensa, June 24, 1976.
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Nacional Maximo Jerez for “irregularities” and in Jinotega, youth at the Instituto
Nacional Benjamin Zeledén demanded, among other issues, a financial audit and
a thorough inventory of school equipment. They, in turn, earned the support of
various local secondary schools.”*

Perhaps because of this capacity to spread quickly, student protests often drew the
attention of the Guardia Nacional. Sometimes the guardia was called in by school
administrators who sought to disperse the strikers. At other times, the Ministry of
Education requested their intervention. In Matagalpa, two soldiers arrived soon
after the occupation of the INEP with a warning that they would remove the
students if they “did not abandon the center within four hours.” The protesters
refused.” At the request of Ministry of Education bureaucrats, the local
Guardia Nacional commander attended the negotiations with students. His
participation, given the military’s reputation, must surely have been ominous.
Indeed, at 3:00 am on the morning of June 7, a Guardia patrol forcibly
removed over 300 protesters from the building.”® Soldiers were a constant and
threatening presence at other strikes that year. In Leén, the Guardia Nacional
interrogated protesters who participated in a school occupation in July, and
soldiers in plainclothes patrolled the area surrounding the campus.””

The military’s intervention galvanized parents, many of whom had been
supporting their children since day one. On the first day of the school
occupation in Matagalpa, parents had sent their children food, blankets, and
other supplies. Some even occupied the school alongside their children and
were dislodged with them on June 7.”% After soldiers removed the protesters,
parents sent angry missives to the Ministry of Education demanding to know
who had called in the Guardia and why they had not been consulted.”” In the
wake of most student protests, parents hastily organized themselves, forming
groups to support their children and negotiate on their behalf. In Matagalpa,
for example, within a week of the takeover at the Instituto Nacional, a
delegation made up of 44 parents and 15 students had traveled to the capital to
meet with the minister. Some of the parents in the delegation did not even
have children at the National Institute. Their kids attended one of the city’s

74. “Apoyan a Eliseo Picado,” La Prensa, June 24, 1976; “Paro de estudiantes triunfa en Jinotega,” La Prensa, June
27,1976; “Esperan pruebas sobre irregularidades del instituto de leén,” La Prensa, July 5, 1976.

75. Undated and incomplete document, “Cronologfa de una huelga,” IHNCA CME D9 G4, exp. 6.

76. Memorandum to Helia Marfa Robles from Carlos Huelva Prieto, June 8, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacién, caja
394, exp. Caso de Matagalpa; “Se agrava caso del Inst. Eliseo Picado,” La Prensa, June 9, 1976.

77. “Tres amparitos para estudiantes,” La Prensa, July 17, 1976.

78. Katherine Hoyt, who was living in Matagalpa at the time, recalled the incident in her memoir. She wrote that
“Boys and girls slept in separate classrooms, with the girls being chaperoned by their mothers!” Katherine Hoyt, 30 years of
Memories: Dictatorship, Revolution, and Nicaraguan Solidarity (Washington, DC: Nicaragua Network Education Fund,
1996), 24.

79. “Se agrava caso del inst. Eliseo Picado,” La Prensa, June 9, 1976.
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other schools, but the solidarity strikes were affecting them too, and they wanted
the problem solved.®® Not all parents were sympathetic: those whose children
attended the private Colegio Santa Teresita were so concerned about the
situation that they wrote to President Somoza, requesting his intervention.™'
For the most part, though, parents went out of their way to support their
children by drafting their own communiques, talking to the press, writing to
the Ministry of Education, and participating in the negotiations. Their
children’s activism had paved the way for their own mobilization.

Yet, just as there were divisions among parents, so too were students divided.
Consensus can be hard to build, and the young protesters did not always have
the unanimous support of their peers. On the first day of the Matagalpa strike,
the presence of several “reactionary young women” nearly resulted in a physical
confrontation.®” From May through September, the peak months of student
protests, La Prensa printed letters to the editors from students, parents, and
colleagues offering support to professors and administrators facing criticism.
Others wrote directly to the Ministry of Education. In one particularly striking
example, over 500 students in Granada signed a letter of support for Professor
Adolfo Rosales, who had been accused of sexual misconduct. They extolled his
“magnificent [career]| trajectory,” suggesting that his accusers had wrongly
interpreted his friendly manner and blaming the protests on leftist agitators.®®
The petitioners had clearly been provoked to take action by their peers’ protest.
However, despite the presence of a vocal opposition, the large number of
students who walked off their campus and organized strikes suggests a majority
were dissatistied with the status quo and wanted reform.

Despite the myriad and diverse reasons that existed for the protests, the Ministry
of Education nonetheless suspected there was a national movement working to
create disorder in the nation’s schools, a charge which called into question the
students’ agency and disregarded their well-documented grievancc:s.84 As is
often the case when young people take political action, local administrators
pinned the blame on outside agitators—students from other cities, disgruntled
teachers, and unnamed “outside agents.”85 As mentioned earlier, Sandinista

80. “No hubo consenso en ‘arreglo’ del Picado,” La Prensa, June 12, 1976.

81. Telex to Anastasio Somoza D. from Comité de Padres de Familia, Matagalpa, June 16, 1976, AGN, Fondo
Educacion, caja 394, exp. Afios 1976, Huelga en Chinandega.

82. Undated and incomplete document, “Cronologia de una huelga,” ITHNCA CME, D9 G4, exp. 6.

83. Letter to Honorable autoridades ministrales from alumnos de la ENC, September 1, 1976, AGN, Fondo
Educacion, caja 394, Folder Especial de la Huelga en Granada 1976; Letter to Senores Investigadores de Educacion
Publica, September 1, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacion, caja 394, Folder Especial de la Huelga en Granada 1976.

84. Memorandum to Helia Marfa Robles from Carlos Huelva Prieto, June 8, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacién, caja
394, exp. Caso de Matagalpa.

85. Letter to Alba Rivera de Vallejos from Pablo Espinoza Ugarte, July 27, 1977, AGN, exp. Huelga Matagalpa;
Telegram to Jefe Director GN [Guardia Nacional, hereafter GN] et al. from Gregorio Pichardo, Coronel GN,
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militants, many of whom were teenagers themselves, were almost certainly
advising or directing some of the protests that occurred in 1976, but to focus
on the role of “outside agitators” minimizes the conscious organizing decisions
made by students and their supporters. Regardless of the role of the FSLN,
teenagers were the ones who made demands, walked out, organized
committees, and occupied campuses. Thousands of students who were not
affiliated with the guerrillas decided to strike or join solidarity protests that
year. Sources from the Ministry of Education reveal that students traveled
between schools, alerting their peers about protests and encouraging them to
join the demonstrations.®® In fact, with or without the assistance of older allies,
Nicaraguan teenagers managed to stage impressive protests and coordinate
actions across several cities.

The 1976 strikes show that educational issues constituted a potent vehicle for
mobilizing wider society. It was precisely the nature of the students’ protests,
the demand for democratic schools, and the youthful identity of the protesters,
that spurred wider support and made their activism so threatening to the
regime. Whether they disagreed with the protesters or not, large numbers of
ordinary Nicaraguans were engaging with the state, thinking about the quality
of their schools and the nature of their organization. Thanks to their strikes and
protests, education thus became an accessible arena for organized political
struggle, and the state would be forced to respond.

THE MINISTRY’S RESPONSE TO THE STRIKES

Remarkably, the secondary school strikes of 1976 were fairly successful. Whereas
in other parts of Latin America, contemporaneous conflicts over bread-and-butter
student issues had led to violence, in Nicaragua, the state displayed a surprising
willingness to negotiate with the young protesters.®” While teachers and
administrators did call the military to remove students occupying campuses, the
violence did not escalate in 1976. The relatively peaceful resolution of the
strikes was testament to the power of the cross-class and cross-generational
movement students were building. The student strikes, the parents’ visits to the

Comandante Deptal., July 16, 1976, AGN, exp. 1976, Folder Especial de Huelga en Jinotega. Similar charges were
leveled against Chicano protesters in Los Angeles. See Edward J. Escobar, “The Dialectics of Repression: The Los
Angeles Police Department and the Chicano Movement, 1968-1971,” Journal of American History 79:4 (1993): 1496.

86. Telegram to Jefe Director GN et al. from Gregorio Pichardo, Coronel GN, Comandante Deptal., July 16,
1976, AGN, exp. 1976, Folder Especial de Huelga en Jinotega.

87. In Argentina, for example, the intransigence of university administrators and state bureaucrats who refused to
recognize the problems students were protesting led to the escalation of violence in 1968. Manzano, Age of Youth, 164
165.
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Ministry of Education, and the media attention publicly called into question the
state’s legitimacy, and bureaucrats were forced to negotiate. To stabilize the
regime, they offered some concessions while quietly instituting new rules that
sought to quell future dissent.*® The ministry’s response thus highlights both
the nascent power teenagers were building and the limitations of a
campus-based movement.

School occupations were so disconcerting that the regime immediately sent
representatives to investigate. For example, the Ministry of Education
dispatched two delegates to Matagalpa the very day students took over the
Instituto Nacional Eliseo Picado.®” In Granada, two investigators from the
Ministry of Education were already on the job and making inquiries the day
after students declared their strike at the Instituto Nacional de Comercio.””
Such haste was remarkable for a state that generally ignored allegations of
corruption, and it underscores the power of student strikes.”! In Leén, for
example, it took just one fifth-year student interrupting a class at the Instituto
Nacional Maximo Jerez to cause so much disruption that the school day ended
carly. When administrators decided to deny strike leaders entrance to the
school, the senior grades rebelled and refused to come to the first hour of
classes.”? These rapid mobilizations suggest that discontent was rampant, and
schools were essential ticking time bombs.

Consequently, bureaucrats took their investigation seriously. Once on site,
Ministry of Education ofticials typically interviewed staff, faculty, students, and
sometimes their parents. They also observed classes and inspected facilities.
Sometimes these investigations were cursory; in Matagalpa, for example,
investigators initially came to the conclusion that the student complaints had
no merit, but, considering that the director was eventually removed, further
investigation must have changed their minds.”® Others were more critical of

88. Inher study of black student walkouts in Los Angeles, Jeanne Theoharis notes that sometimes the school board
gave in to students’ demands in order to “ensure the maintenance of its own power.” Theoharis, “W-A-L-K-O-U-T!,” 120.
The Somoza regime was just as savvy, and it is worth nothing that in both cases it was student protests that jeopardized the
status quo.

89. Memorandum to Helia Marfa Robles from Carlos Huelva Prieto, June 8, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacién, caja
394, exp. Caso de Matagalpa.

90. Memorandum to Carlos Huelva Prieto from Luis Ariel Gonzdlez, Asunto: Acusaciones contra el Prof. Adolfo
Rosales de la Escuela Nacional de Comercio de Granada, September 10, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacién, caja 394, Folder
Especial de Huelga en Granada 1976.

91. Sierakowski found that the regime’s greatest tool for ensuring loyalty was its willingness to “selectively apply the
law.” This meant, in practice, that the regime enforced laws when victims were powerful loyalists and disregarded the law
for that group as well. See Sierakowski, “In the Footsteps,” 68-73, 85-91.

92. Letter to Carlos Huelva Prieto, Director de Educacién Media, from Lic. Fermin Mendoza Estrada, August 9,
1976, AGN, Fondo Educacién, Caja 358, exp. 1976 Huelga en Ledn,.

93. Memorandum to Helia Marfa Robles from Carlos Huelva Prieto, June 8, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacién, caja
394, exp. Caso de Matagalpa.
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the schools, even if still biased against the students. The investigators in Leén, for
example, noted the lack of educational materials and the apathy of the faculty who
relied on outdated teaching methods, but they also suggested the student
“disorder” stemmed from too much free time.”* Sometimes, however,
investigators found evidence of misconduct, as was the case in Granada. After
interviewing over a dozen students and organizing face-to-face meetings
between Professor Rosales and the four young women who accused him of
harassment, the ministry’s investigator concluded that Rosales had violated
several of the ministry’s regulations.”® The investigations were by no means
flawless—often teachers were interviewed in the presence of the school director—
but for the most part the bureaucrats seemed genuinely interested in uncovering
the sources of tension.”®

In another sign of the students’ budding power, ministry officials immediately
attempted to dialogue with the strikers. In Matagalpa, the students even set the
tone for the negotiations. They initially rebuffed the ministry’s representatives,
claiming that they lacked proper credentials. The next day when the bureaucrats
came back with not only the requested documentation but also the local
Guardia Nacional commander and the bishop, students still refused to meet
with them. On the third day; officials finally sat down with the student leaders,
who presented them with 14 grievances. The ministry representatives reported
that they discussed each of the students demands, which included the removal
of the director and three other employees, the right to organize a student
council, and a guarantee of no reprisals, but no agreement was reached.”” The
strike thus went on and so did the negotiations. Eventually, parents, students,
church officials, and faculty and their spouses were participating, and on one
occasion, parents stayed talking with the minister of education herself until
11:00 pm.98 In Jinotega, parents, students, the school director, ministry
officials, and even the regional Guardia Nacional commander participated in
negotiations that lasted six hours.””

94. Letter to Carlos Huelva Prieto from Fermin Mendoza Estrada, August 9, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacion, caja
358, Exp: 1976 Huelga en Ledn.

95. Memorandum to Carlos Huelva Prieto from Luis Ariel Gonzilez, Asunto: Acusaciones contra el Prof. Adolfo
Rosales de la Escuela Nacional de Comercio de Granada, September 10, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacién, caja 394, Folder
Especial de Huelga en Granada 1976.

96. For example, see the memo dated February 24, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacién, caja 394, Exp 1976 Folder
Especial de Huelga, Corresp. Especial de Huelga de Camoapa.

97. Memorandum to Helia Marfa Robles Sobalvarro from Carlos Huelva Prieto, June 8, 1976, AGN, Fondo
Educacion, Caja 394, exp. Caso de Matagalpa.

98. “Ultimdtum en caso ‘Eliseo Picado,” La Prensa, June 16, 1976.

99. “Paro de estudiantes triunfa en Jinotega,” La Prensa, June 27, 1976.
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Such lengthy negotiations are surprising, given the regime’s willingness to use
force, and they underscore the powerful movement young people were
building. The Guardia Nacional after all had broken up student protests before—
had even arrested youth on their campuses for subversive activities.'* During
the 1976 protests, officials, and even other students accused the protesters of
leftist subversion.'®! Considering that the country was still under a state of
siege, with constitutional guarantees suspended, such charges were potentially
very dangerous. Yet it appears that only the students in Matagalpa were
dislodged by the military. The rest of the occupations seem to have been
resolved without force. When the Guardia Nacional did try to intimidate
protesters, and even when students were expelled for their political activities,
parents quickly got involved and complained to the Ministry of Education and
the media. In part, the lack of violence against students during the 1976 strikes
could be attributed to the fact that the military was focused on rooting out the
guerrilla and their supporters in the countryside.'®> The regime’s restrained
approach to the strikes of 1976 thus speaks to the special power these teenagers
had to mobilize their societies, the apparently “apolitical” nature of their
protests, and a Ministry of Education that was willing to negotiate.

Moreover, whatever the charges of subversion that were lobbed against them,
students never went off message: their demands remained strictly institutional.
Even though they were cognizant of similar struggles happening elsewhere,
each strike that year was against a single director, or a handful of teachers.
Disciplined young activists consciously framed the protest to appeal to a wide
audience. Because they never mentioned Somoza, or the Sandinistas, for that
matter, their protests were relatively safe for parents and friends to join and for
newspapers to cover in spite of the regime’s censorship.

Under extraordinary pressure from students, parents, communities, and the
media, representatives of the Ministry of Education sat down to negotiate, and
the protesters won many of their demands. The ministry initiated financial
audits, sent better equipment, and promised greater curricular oversight.
Students also won the right to organize their own groups, and the ministry

100. In 1975, Guardia soldiers invaded the campus of the Escuela Mercantil de Chinandega to arrest several
student activists. “Mds noticias de Chinandega y El Viejo: repression,” Jornada Heroica de Pancasan, August 21, 1975,
4, THNCA, Colecciéon CUUN, F no. 79.

101. “Analizan causas de los conflictos estudiantiles,” La Prensa, June 15, 1976; Petition to Honorables autoridades
ministeriales from Alumnos de la ENC, September 1, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacién, Caja 394, Folder Especial de
Huelga en Granada 1976.

102. The student protests that year occurred around the same time that the Guardia Nacional was engaged in an
intensive counterinsurgency campaign called Aguila Sexta in the mountainous northern area near Matagalpa. With
military aid from other Central American countries and the United States, the regime sent 600 additional troops to the
north in an effort to quash the guerrilla movement once and for all. This effort culminated in the assassination of
Carlos Fonseca in November 1976. Zimmermann, Sandinista, 200-204.
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recommended schools work on improving communication with parents and the
community.'*® Directors and teachers were transferred (although rarely fired).
Even Emilio Sobalvarro, a relative of the director of the Ministry of Education,
was forced out in Matagalpa, and the INEP received a new director.

However, the student strikes did not reform the education system or the
Ministry of Education. For one, making promises was not the same thing as
tulfilling them. In Jinotega, ministry officials had promised to look into the
Instituto Nacional Benjamin Zeledén’s finances and release information on
the school’s accounts, but three weeks later these measures had not been
taken, and students were threatening to strike again.lo4 Moreover, abusive
personnel were not fired. Months after the strike, Sobalvarro received a
promotion to become the national director of primary education.’® In a
more egregious case, officials removed Professor Rosales, the teacher who
sexually harassed his students, but recommended he be transferred to a school
“that has not had a strike this year.”'%®

Rosales’s fate illustrates the clear limits of popular mobilization in authoritarian
Nicaragua. On the one hand, the sheer number of students affected by the
strikes meant that the state was compelled to respond to education-based
protests. On the other hand, it was precisely their capacity to create disorder
that prompted the Ministry of Education to promote measures that limited
student organizing on campuses throughout the country. Blaming older
students for the unrest, the official investigating the strikes in Jinotega
suggested breaking up the class schedule so that the senior students did not
take all their classes at the same time. That investigator also believed students
had too much time on their hands, so he suggested the school offer
extracurricular activities to distract them.'®” The most drastic measure many
administrators adopted, however, was the threat of sudden expulsion for any
turther acts of “indiscipline” or participation in “movements.” Many of the
strikes had won promises of no retaliation, so this policy seemed designed to
intimidate both students and parents, who in at least one instance were forced

103. Letter to Carlos Huelva Prieto from Fermin Mendoza Estrada, August 9, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacién, caja
358, exp. 1976 Huelga en Ledn; Memorandum to Carlos Huelva Prieto from José Luis Ramirez V. and Ridel Barahona
Requenes, Asunto: Informe de la supervision realizada a la Escuela Nacional de Comercio de la Ciudad de Granada el dia 3
de Sept de 1976, September 7, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacién, Caja 394, Folder Especial de Huelga en Granada 1976.

104. Telegram to Jefe Director GN et al. from Gregorio Pichardo, Coronel GN, Comandante Deptal., July 16,
1976, AGN, exp. 1976, Folder Especial de Huelga en Jinotega.

105. “Nuevos cambios en educacién puablica,” Novedades, October 11, 1976.

106. Memorandum to Carlos Huelva Prieto from Luis Ariel Gonzdlez, Asunto: Acusaciones contra el Prof. Adolfo
Rosales de la Escuela Nacional de Comercio de Granada, September 10, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacidn, caja 394, Folder
Especial de la Huelga en Granada 1976.

107. Letter to Carlos Huelva Prieto from Fermin Mendoza Estrada, August 9, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacién, caja
358, exp. 1976 Huelga en Ledn.
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to sign a letter acknowledging the new rule.'®® The ministry thus offered
concessions at the very same time it tightened control. In this way, the state
quietly undermined student efforts to create more democratic campuses.

SEEDBEDS OF REVOLUTION

Such regulations, however, backfired. The student strikes in 1976 had highlighted
the power of collective action, and youth at campuses across the country would
begin taking more dramatic and overtly anti-Somocista actions. A generation of
young people had become aware of their ability to make demands on the state
and destabilize their society. They had become activists and organizers. The
1976 protests underscore the key role that educational inequity can play in
catalyzing political consciousness, spurring political action, and building public
power.

To be sure, some of the students who participated in the 1976 strikes were already
anti-regime activists, if not Sandinista militants, and saw their actions as part of
the larger struggle against the dictatorship. José Gonzdlez, a Sandinista
secondary student at the INEP who helped found the AES in Matagalpa in the
mid-1970s, recalled:

In °76, we organized students in the largest strike in the history of secondary
[education] in Nicaragua. We confronted the Somocista authorities at the
time: Alba Rivera, Emilio Sobalvarro, and then vice minister [in the Ministry
of Education] Chavarria. We didn’t organize just the students at the Instituto
Eliseo Picado, but also those in Boaco, Esteli, and Jinotega to s[l)read
revolutionary ideas, because Matagalpa really was a seedbed of revolution.'*?

No archival sources exist to suggest that students were demanding revolutionary
change during the 1976 strikes, but it is significant that that is how Gonzilez
remembers their efforts. It confirms the utility of educational grievances as an
organizing tool against the regime. Moreover, it suggests that even specific
educational issues had revolutionary undertones: students were learning how to
challenge local authorities and confronting regime-appointed bureaucrats. They
were organizing themselves and making demands on a state that had long
ignored calls for reform. Other students confirm that for them the school
protests were a conscious but clandestine tool for attacking the regime.

108. Document signed by parents, February 25, 1976, AGN, Fondo Educacién, caja 394, Exp. 1976 Folders
Especial de Huelga, Corresp. Especial de Huelga de Camoapa.
109. José Gonzilez in Baltodano, Memorias, vol. 2, 171.
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Leonardo Mora, who grew up on the Atlantic Coast and was a member of the
FER in the late 1970s, recalled that at his school, “We first started [organizing]
in a way that the dictatorship would not recognize. We began with group
associations. We would get together to improve our schooling, but the goal
was to participate in the struggle.”“o School-based activism then provided
anti-Somocista youth with a way to challenge the dictatorship.

For others though, the strikes of 1976 were their first foray into political action, and
after the protests ended they began to expand their political involvement. Francisco
Guerrero, who studied at the Instituto Nacional de Boaco in the mid-1970s,
recalled, “When they started organizing the struggle in my school . . . I did not
have political clarity. . . . I did not know what it meant to organize, nor what a
student could ask for.” He first became involved in the school’s student council
during the 1976 protest against the school’s director, who students believed was
embezzling funds. Even though they did not win their demands, Francisco
remembered that “From that moment, the kids on the Student Council
[Directiva Central] began to play a different role.” Students began talking about
economic conditions and organizing study circles. They even occupied their
campus in solidarity with campesinos struggling for land. After that, Francisco
recalled “I became more linked in.”''" For students like Francisco, school
protests catalyzed their political consciousness. Their demand for student rights
led them into direct confrontation with a repressive regime and helped them
connect their specific struggle to the wider fight for social and economic justice.''?

That political trajectory had certainly been the goal for the Sandinista militants
who were organizing among secondary students, and their efforts paid off.
After the 1976 protests, youth at campuses across the country began
formalizing their organizations. Students at other schools began forming their
own Associations of Secondary Students (AES) after 1976. By 1979, the AES
would be a highly organized nationwide network with branches at national
institutes in almost all of Nicaragua’s cities. By then, the group was
campaigning for the freedom of Sandinista political prisoners as well as
organizing festivals of revolutionary poetry and music.''* Students had proven
that strikes were powerful tools, and they would continue to deploy them
toward new ends.

110. Quoted in Marfa Gravina Telechea, Que diga Quincho (Managua: Editorial Nueva Nicaragua, 1982), 114.

111. Quoted in Telechea, Que diga Quincho, 21-22.

112. This discussion of consciousness is directly inspired by Temma Kaplan’s study of women’s collective action in
Barcelona in the early 1900s. Kaplan argues that “women’s consciousness of broader political issues emerged in their
defense of rights due them according to the division of labor.” Temma Kaplan, “Female Consciousness and Collective
Action: The Case of Barcelona, 1910-1918,” Signs 7:3 (Spring 1982): 551.

113. Communique from AES to estudiantado y pueblo en general, June 25, 1978, IHNCA CME D9 G4, exp. 6;
AES, La poesfa estd en la calle, March 1978, IHNCA CME D9 G4, exp. 6.
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Young activists learned quickly that democratic schools could not exist within an
undemocratic society. In fact, the regime doubled-down on authoritarian campus
practices at the same time that it was intensifying broader repression, and students
began linking the two causes. In April 1978, Nicaragua was again rocked by
massive student strikes, but this time, student rage against the regime was front
and center. That month, youth in universities, secondary schools, and even
primary schools protested the treatment of Sandinista political prisoners and
the presence of spies on their campuses. Sandinista university students helped
these strikes spread rapidly to schools across the country. Humberto Roman,
who worked with secondary students in Masaya during this period, recalled
that the Sandinista leadership hoped these strikes would spur wider political
mobilization.'* They were right. Once again, families and communities
sprang into action to protect their children, organizing parental committees,
providing logistical support, and denouncing the regime’s violent responses.
The military brutally ejected protesters from schools and shot at students,
forcing them to back down but radicalizing them in the process.''®

In the late 1970s, secondary schools served as the grounds for experiments in both
democratic organizing and authoritarian repression. Students learned how to
stage protests, mobilize communities, and negotiate with government
representatives. The Ministry of Education, meanwhile, tried out new methods
of control: restructuring schedules and instituting a zero-tolerance policy for
student strikes. When those strategies failed, they turned to the military to quell
dissent. As the regime became increasingly violent, the student movement
would follow its lead.

CONCLUSION

By 1979, teenagers were making contact bombs in their secondary school
classrooms and attacking the soldiers who patrolled their neighborhoods.'® By
then, a full-scale insurrection was brewing, and young people had become the
backbone of the urban revolutionary movement. The 1976 strikes help explain
how they got there. That year, students across the country rose up against
school administrators, small-scale dictators in their own right, and demanded
transparent governance and democratic campuses. Their actions revealed that
educational issues provided a powerful catalyst for wider political activism. As
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2011.
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people from across class and age groups came together to support student
demands for more democratic schools, they created an organizing infrastructure
that the FSLN could build on in later years.

In the final tally, students at individual schools won better resources, but the
strikes were unable to address the larger problem of corruption and inefticiency
that plagued the Ministry of Education. What the strikes did do was reveal the
power of student mobilization—its capacity to spread quickly to other schools
and other sectors of society and to pass under the radar of censors. In these
confrontations with the Ministry of Education, teenagers learned how to
organize themselves, build alliances, and craft messages. In so doing, they
began reshaping power relations at the local level, replacing authoritarian
school directors and promoting parental (and student) involvement in the
schools. They showed their communities that it was possible to engage with
the state, to make demands and win concessions. In other words, the 1976
strikes politicized a generation of students and their parents.

The protests that year were thus a precursor to wider revolution. They illustrate
how movements are built. Not only did the strikes lay the groundwork for a
much more coherent national student movement, but they also prepared
parents and communities for greater mobilization. All of this became apparent
in the 1978 strikes that ended in widespread violence, and which followed
many of the same patterns as 1976. It is not a coincidence that the secondary
student movement became more organized and politicized after the 1976
strikes. They had won the promise of more democratic schools; now they
would set their sights on creating a more democratic nation, even if it meant
taking up arms to do so.
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