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Abstract

The revolutions of the 1970s and 1980s in Ni-
caragua and El Salvador put an end to the era
of military dictatorships. Consequently, women
redefined their political identity through revo-
lutionary participation. Gioconda Belli reflected
the Sandinismo in her works and marks the role
of Nicaraguan women during the revolution in
La mujer habitada (1998). In the same way, Cla-
ribel Alegria represented the Salvadoran revo-
lutionary woman in her testimonial novel No me
agarran viva (1983). The purpose of this work is
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to demonstrate how the literary works rewrite
history to vindicate women as historical sub-
jects in Nicaragua and El Salvador.
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Resumen

En Nicaragua y El Salvador las revoluciones de los
afios setenta y ochenta pusieron fin a la era de dic-
taduras militares, la mujer redefine su identidad
politica mediante la participacion revolucionaria.



Gioconda Belli reflejo el sandinismo en sus obras,
vy en La mujer habitada (1998) marca el papel de
la nicaragtiense durante la revolucion. De la mis-
ma manera, Claribel Alegria representd la mujer
revolucionaria salvadorefia en su novela testimo-
nial No me agarran viva (1983). El proposito de
este trabajo es demostrar como las obras reescri-
ben la historia para reivindicar a la mujer como
sujeto histdrico en Nicaragua y El Salvador.

PALABRAS CLAVE

Identidad politica, Subjetividad, Revolucion Sandi-
nista.

Resumo
Na Nicardgua e El Salvador, as revolu¢bes das
décadas de 1970 e 1980 encerraram a era das

ditaduras militares, as mulheres redefinem sua
identidade politica por meio da participacdo revo-
luciondria. Gioconda Belli abordou o sandinismo
em suas obras e, em La mujer habitada (1998),
marca o papel da nicaraguense durante a revo-
lu¢dio. Do mesmo modo, Claribel Alegria represen-
tou a mulher revoluciondria salvadorenha em seu
romance No me agarran viva (1983). O objetivo
deste trabalho é demonstrar como as obras re-
escrevem a historia para reivindicar as mulheres
como sujeitos histéricos na Nicardgua e El Salva-
dor.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE

Identidade politica, Subjetividade, Revolucdo San-
dinista.

1. INTRODUCTION

Given the Nicaraguan prominence in the re-
volutionary plight of the seventies, Gioconda
Belli and Claribel Alegria dedicated themselves
to writing about the Central American revolu-
tionary movements. On one hand, Belli had
participated with the FSLN (Frente Sandinista
de Liberaciéon Nacional) in the overthrow of the
Somoza dictatorship and her work had contri-
buted to issues of love, sexuality, politics and
revolution. On the other hand, the author Clari-
bel Alegria (from El Salvador) had written about
the revolutionary struggle of the FMNL (Frente
Farabundo Marti de Liberaciéon Nacional).

In the same way, Alegria's literary involvement
in the process of seeking subjectivity of Cen-
tral American women was determined by two
sociopolitical factors: political discourses of re-
volutionary power and patriarchal society. Be-
[li's militancy in the FMNL and Alegria's contri-
butions form a literary trajectory that must be
analyzed to fulfill its purpose of remembering
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the heroic work of men and women who gave
their lives for the liberation of Nicaragua and
El Salvador (Merril, 1993). This study provides
insight into the process of seeking women's
identity as a historical subject parallel to na-
tional liberation projects and contextualized in
the two testimonial literary works: No me ago-
rran viva (1983) y La mujer habitada (1998).

To explain the contribution of specific func-
tions of testimonial discourses towards the
construction of a national and individual identi-
ty, this research analyzes the testimonial func-
tions of the denunciation of the categorization
of women as “the other” of Linda Craft (1997),
the representation of women in the novels of
Laura Barbas-Rhoden (2003) and the recons-
truction of the narrative by Margaret Randall
(1994) in order to demonstrate how the lite-
rary works rewrite history to vindicate women
as historical subjects for their revolutionary
participation.
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1.1. THE REPRESENTATION
OF WOMEN AS A HISTORICAL
AND CULTURAL SUBJECT

Central American authors Gioconda Belli and
Claribel Alegria have feminized in their work the
revolutionary struggle of the seventies and ei-
ghties in Nicaragua and El Salvador based on
the testimonial function of the denunciation of
the categorization of women as the Other (Bosé
y Acosta, 1995). Linda Craft in Novels of Tes-
timony and Resistance from Central America
(1997), comments that the primary function of
the testimonial discourse is the otherness pro-
duced by and for the Others. Central American
writers such as Sergio Ramirez, Arturo Arias,
Manlio Argueta, Gioconda Belli and Claribel
Alegria responded to the political situation of
their countries with testimonial novels and tes-
timonies in an effort to rewrite history. Defined
by Craft: “the Other in Central America includes
women, political prisoners, homosexuals and
the poor, as well as indigenous peoples” (1997,
p. 52). To explain the contribution of the speci-
fic role of otherness in testimonial discourses,
this work shows how the literary works No me
agarran viva: The Salvadoran woman in struggle
(1983) by Alegria and La mujer habitada (1988)
by Belli, rewrite the struggle of guerrilla women
to represent their search for historical subjec-
tivity.

In the seventies and eighties of the twentieth
century, Central American women went throu-
gh profound social and political changes, they
went from a military dictatorship to socialism
and then to Catholic neo-liberalism. These
changes led women to explore their subjecti-
vity and set new goals of equality as a citizen in
society to define their political identity (Bever-
ley y Zimmerman, 1990). Each government had
its own ideology about the role of women in
society and implemented it according to their
ideology. Therefore, women needed to redefi-

ne themselves for each change of government,
producing new leaders, forms and understan-
dings in their organizations. Given the situation
of socio-political adaptation of women, sociolo-
gist Maxime Molyneux in Women's Movements
in International Perspective: Latin America and
Beyond (2003), points out that:

This raises an important question
about the relationship between socia-
list revolution and women's emancipa-
tion. For if women surrender their spe-
cific interests in the universal struggle
for a different society, at what point are
these interests rehabilitated and res-
ponded to by the revolutionary forces
or by the new socialist state? (p. 40)

For example, women fought alongside men in
Nicaragua for the overthrow of the Somoza dy-
nasty. With the triumph of the Sandinista Re-
volution, a 36-year dictatorship ended, which
gave way to the involvement of women in poli-
tics, the workforce and community service. But
when the objectives had been achieved and
the armed struggle ended, the result was a po-
litical destitution (and subsequent disillusion-
ment) of women, they returned to their home,
family and maternal activities. Which brings us
to the question: how is this problem reflected
in Central American literature?

Alegria and Belli react with a narrative
of resistance to sociopolitical issues in texts
that have continued a revolution “short of ar-
med struggle in which the traditionally disen-
franchised can educate, ‘conscientize’, persua-
de, and rally in order to cause changes” (Craft,
1997, p. 28). Barbas-Rhoden comments that:

Like the Boom novels, the narratives,
of historical fiction by Alegria and Be-
Il actively engage the turbulent past
of Latin America .... Unlike them, they
are woman-centered .... They unmask
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the nineteenth-century narratives of
liberal progress and paternalistic con-
servatism and reveal hidden motives in
the shaping of modern nations. (2003,
p. 14)

As a result, Belli and Alegria's novels confront
the official discourse to criticize power discour-
ses and, through fiction, continue the revolutio-
nary struggle of women that was discontinued
in the wake of triumph: “Decolonial literature-
meaning not only anticolonial writing but that
which makes a conscious move away from or
out of colonialism -and culture today are at-
tempting to gain the liberation that was never
won” (Craft, 1997, p. 28). The two problems in
their works are the revolutionary struggle of
women and national liberation. The writers take
up the history of their countries to reflect con-
flicts of revolution and question political leader-
ship in Nicaragua with the Sandinista revolution
and the civil war of 1981-1992 in El Salvador:

In the retelling of history Alegria and
Belli challenge the accepted order of
life in the isthmus. They also question
the logic that justifies that order. They
expose the politics behind divisions
such as elite/popular, and literature/
orality, and they bring into focus gen-
dered dichotomies like public/private,
passive/active, desired/desiring, which
have been inscribed in the story of the
past. (Barbas-Rhoden, 2003, p. 2)

Barbas-Rhoden (2003), clarifies that the texts
written by women suffered from distribution
deficiency, and that the advantage of the tes-
timony was the reprimand caused by the Rea-
gan administration. This administration issued
the call of attention for sponsoring funds for
the Contras, whose military operations consis-
ted of terrorist attacks on civilian populations
and caused abuses that violated the human

habitada by Gioconda Belli

rights of the inhabitants of those areas due to
the destruction of agricultural plantations, heal-
th centers, schools, power generating plants
and industrial plants (Lancaster, 1992). This
problem is reflected in the novels of Belli and
Alegria, respectively.

Likewise, the contributions of journalist Mar-
garet Randall have served to contextualize the
use of memory in the testimony. She has done
several studies, such as Walking to the edge: es-

says of resistance (1991) and Sandino’s Daugh-
ters. Testimonies of Nicaraguan Women in Strug-

gle (1994), in which she compiles and analyzes
testimonies of Nicaraguan women who fought
in Sandinismo. In addition, she emphasizes the
use of memory in testimonial discourse as an
important element for women:

And memory is vital. It occupied a new,
almost sacred, place in our writing; in
our poetry, prose, essays, journalistic
efforts. Even in our images; photo-
graphy and other visual art forms. We
came to understand how a retrieval of
our own memory was essential, not
simply for the language of our lives,
but for the very meaning of that lan-
guage, the nurturing of life itself. And
so, we gave thought to ways in which
we might uncover, discover, recreate
the memories of those whose voices
we passed on. It was not a matter of
remembering more. It was a matter of
remembering differently, unfettered
by what men have deemed worthy of
recording, unaltered by male interpre-
tation, uncluttered by the male system
of rewards of achievement according
to their values. (Randall, 1994, p. 71)

Randall argues about the use of memory as
the act of remembering that it occupies an im-
portant place in women'’s writing, since it cons-
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tructs discourses that challenge and detach
themselves from patriarchy and rewrites the
history of women as historical subjects. With
the emergence of testimony, this element be-
gins to be used as we see in Belli and Alegria,
not only to remember but also to recreate the
memory of the revolutionary struggle and of
what could have been.

In this environment of political changes, the
socialist revolution sought the participation
of women and entered into relations with in-
terests that differed: on one hand the woman
had the interest to emancipate herself and on
the other the revolution wanted to consolidate
power. Randall's process of "uncover, discover,
recreate the memories of those whose voices
we passed on" applied to the novels of Belliand
Alegria resulted in texts as "memorials to the
future" to rewrite the revolutionary participa-
tion of women and find out at what point the
interests of women in the Sandinista revolution
were considered and how they are reflected in
the works.

1.2. NO ME AGARRAN
VIVA (1983)

From the narrative point of view, both works
represent "the other" in the guerrilla woman.
They sought a political identity to reveal their
participation as a historical subject and show
the extent to which the Sandinista revolution
considered women's interests as a collective.
In No me agarran viva, the author states in the
prologue that the life of Eugenia is "exemplary
model of self-denial, sacrifice and revolutionary
heroism, is a typical and not exceptional case of
many Salvadoran women who have dedicated
their efforts and even their lives to fight for the
liberation of his people” (Alegria, 1983, p. 7).

The story of the protagonist Eugenia is based
on the life of Ana Marfa Castillo Rivas, a com-

mander of the Popular Liberation Forces in El
Salvador during the civil war of 1981-1992. In
this work, the revolutionary functions and cha-
llenges of Eugenia in motherhood and family
are portrayed. This work gives voice to many
other fallen combatants, who also served in the
political-military organizations of El Salvador
and defined their identity in the revolutionary
leadership.

On the other hand, in La mujer habitada, we see
the Nicaraguan community of the late sixties
and early eighties represented in the triumph
of the Sandinista Revolution. Belli portrays the
Nicaraguan community preparing to overthrow
the Somoza dictatorship and the woman star-
ting in politics, which had been the exclusive
terrain of men until that time. The novel re-
flects the beginning of a woman's involvement
in a revolutionary heyday in the country, with
hopes based on the promises of the revolution
to consider women's interests, to improve the
situation of subordination and general injusti-
ce to which they were subjected (Preble-Niemi,
2003).

As a result, it can be concluded that the two li-
terary works show a long and slow process of
raising women's awareness within a strongly
patriarchal society. From their military and poli-
tical participation, they rewrite history to vindi-
cate women as historical subjects through their
revolutionary participation.

In No me agarran viva, Alegria recreates the re-
volutionary history of women through the life of
Eugenia not only as a revolutionary combatant,
but also as a wife and a mother, combining the
two roles of militancy and motherhood (Salga-
do, 2003).

As for the format of the novel that includes the
elements of narrative, testimony and interview,
this work provides information about Eugenia
that she can no longer give us but her family,
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friends and companions in the battle testify
for her and mark the extent of the struggle of
a nation. As Laura Barbas-Rhoden comments
in Writing Women in Central America (2003), the
novel offers “multiple interpretations of the
identity of a Eugenia, including commentary by
those who knew her as a student, daughter, re-
volutionary, wife, mother and leader” (2003, p.
36). Like Lavinia, Eugenia exercises the national
commitment to the revolutionary struggle but
its challenges have to do with being a mother
and wife.

Eugenia observes her surroundings, realizes
that her country was going through a problem
and thinks that she should contribute to solving
it: “From the first moment she could clearly see
that work had to lead to armed struggle” (Ale-
gria, 1983, p. 41). In one of her missions, she in-
creased her sensitivity due to the injustice and
the misery she saw, also accompanied by the
entire racial issue in relation to the natives. La-
vinia also focuses on the great concern to solve
the root problem and wonders:

Why do our people live in this situation
of injustice? Why do our people have
to endure exploitation? She begins to
think about that contradiction between
the rich and the poor, between the ex-
ploiters and the exploited, between
the oppressors and the oppressed.
She begins to realize that no one can
solve the problem if it is not the people
themselves. (Alegria, 1983, p. 28)

This conflict leads her to think that she must
fight first for her country. This process defines
her political subjectivity as a desire that is com-
plemented by her main cause: the people.

Regarding the role of women in the revolution,
Commander Eugenia considered that “in capi-
talism the woman was crushed, raped, usur-
ped, and the only expectation she had to be-
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come a woman was to join the struggle for a
new society, a socialist society. The liberation of
women goes along with the socialist triumph”
(Alegria, 1983, p. 85). Regarding the Salvadoran
revolutionary participation, Eugenia comments
that women were given greater support to de-
velop in the struggle:

From the beginning in the statutes, and
not only in the statutes but in practice,
the “Popular Liberation Forces” have
always advocated the participation of
women in the revolution, and speci-
fically in the organization. Not to use
women only as a collaborator, but as a
combatant, as a leader. (Alegria, 1983,
p. 80)

Through the revolutionary participation of wo-
men, the Popular Liberation Forces begin to
break the existing strong gender barriers by
allowing them to hold various positions, some
of considerable importance, and resolve the si-
tuation of freedom in their country.

Eugenia's first challenge as a revolutionary
was found in motherhood, when she beco-
mes pregnant and the doctor recommends a
month of rest but her “work spirit and the un-
derstanding of her tasks made her look for all
possible ways not to abandon them. She said
that her pregnancy, despite the dangers, could
not remove her from her duties, that she had
to combine the problems of pregnancy with the
problems of war” (Alegria, 1983, p. 87).

Additionally, Eugenia comments on her role as
a mother, her longing in motherhood and her
experience with her militant companions. It
was a community in which they supported each
other with the care of children in case of absen-
ce for their revolutionary functions. For exam-
ple, when Commander Eugenia had her dau-
ghter, Ana Patricia, and with the war Eugenia's
responsibilities had tripled, she spent less time
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with her daughter and the farewells were sad
(Alegrfa, 1983, p. 13). It was impossible for her
to maintain a daily relationship with her dau-
ghter in daily life. Many times her revolutionary
activities forced her to ask for help from other
partners, generally leaving her in the hands of
the "aunts" of the organization, which came to
be the title of the companions who lent them-
selves to care for the children of other women.

The second challenge that Eugenia faced was
to serve as commander and wife at the same
time. Their marriage relationship was affected,
since she did not spend time with Javier, her
husband. They were together for seven years,
four of living in hiding. The last time Eugenia
had seen him, she could only spend two and a
half hours with him. Eugenia was also the head
of the Services Department of the General Staff
of the Front (Alegria, 1983, p. 14), so Javier took
care of their daughter when she went on mis-
sions. As for motherhood, Eugenia says that:

It is not contradictory to be a mother.
The comrades are formed in such
a way that they even say, well, | am
going to leave my son in the hands of
my comrade while | complete my tas-
ks. There have been cases in which
we found a comrade struggling chan-
ging diapers, but he considers it as an
obligation. We can't sweep machismo
overnight, but it's disappearing. (Ale-
gria, 1983, p. 8)

Likewise, we cannot hide the fact that not all
men could or were willing to complement their
revolutionary activities with the responsibilities
of housework, the undesirable domestic tasks
that many prefer to ignore. Each case was diffe-
rent, but we will not delve into the issue of ma-
chismo here. However, it is interesting to see
how Eugenia and others like her faced this cha-
llenge by committing their husbands to assume

parental responsibilities in order to maintain
their marital relationship and political identity.

1.3. LA MUJER HABITADA (1988)

La mujer habitada (1988) is Belli's first novel that
marks a series of orphan protagonists, outside
the patriarchal line and in search of their sub-
jectivity. In Belli's narrative, the protagonists
face their lack of cultural or biological antece-
dents and establish a connection with their
indigenous past or with the memory of their
mothers. On this, Barbas-Rhoden, in Writing
Women in Central America, notes that:

All of Belli's narratives share a concern
with coming of age and are stories of
limitations, rebellion and a quest for
identity and subjectivity. And despite
the differences among Belli's fiction,
there is one recurring narrative throu-
ghout: the confrontation of women of
their lack of history and their search
for empowerment through a connec-
tion with their past. (2003, p. 49)

This process of connection with the past is re-
peated in the protagonists throughout the no-
vels and is caused by the absence of a cultural
or biological background in order to get out of
the marginalization crisis.

The novel unfolds the story of Lavinia and Itza
and the parallel of their revolutionary struggles.
ltza inhabits symbolically in the orange tree of
the house of Lavinia. When the fruits are born,
Lavinia drinks their juice and ltza enters her.
In the context of the novel, Itzd was an indige-
nous woman who fought and resisted during
the Spanish conquest. Once Itza inhabits Lavi-
nia's veins, it gives her strength and impels her
to continue the revolutionary struggle of her
ancestors. Both protagonists have abandoned
their parents to start an independent life and
reject the passivity of women around them. In
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her union with 1tza, Lavinia begins her identity
search process and her revolutionary participa-
tion on a Sunday breakfast morning. The story
of the Itza and Yarince couple and their strug-
gles in the Spanish conquest serves Lavinia as
an inspiration to fight against every obstacle in
her relationship with Felipe. Belli makes Lavinia
constitute her political identity remembering a
past shared by a collective (the indigenous stru-
ggle of the Spanish conquest). To fill her cultu-
ral emptiness and have a historical purpose,
she seeks to get involved in the revolution (in
the same way that Itza did when she sought the
struggle in the conquest).

In La mujer habitada we can see the revolu-
tionary participation of women and the start
of the process of a revolutionary heyday that
begins to erase gender boundaries. Lavinia be-
gins a path in revolutionary participation as a
historical commitment and is proud to be an
active participant in a national liberation pro-
ject. To acquire the national commitment to
join the revolutionary struggle, she follows cer-
tain steps in search of her historical subjectivity,
which consist of observing her surroundings,
exploring her subjectivity and defining her po-
litical identity.

Lavinia is marginalized because of her gen-
der and has to resist against the discourses of
power in the labor, political and social aspects.
She faces differences with the men around her
and this leads her into the dilemma of deciding
whether to follow the patriarchal discourse or
not. As a first step, Lavinia decides to observe
the men around her and imitate them, or see
if the differences in particular will help her. In
her observation, Lavinia recognizes the areas
of affectivity, authority and responsibility and
grants the last two to men. This reflects the so-
cial belief that men have spent more time prac-
ticing them and that women have been raised
and trained to be emotional and not exercise
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authority. With this practice of observing the
attitudes of men and the power they exercise,
she begins to explore her own subjectivity.

As a second step, Lavinia self-analyzes and ex-
plores her subjectivity. She realizes her passive
life without historical purpose and decides to
change course. Her friend Flor shares her na-
tional commitment and giving her brochures of
the revolution she says: “Now you will have to
learn them by heart - she added - as a school
lesson. At first they will sound exaggerated, ex-
treme and strange precautions, but they are
essential, not only for your own safety but for
everyone's. Today begins your time to replace
the "I" with the "we" (Belli, 1998, p. 143). This
message from Flor symbolizes the desire of the
revolution to join forces and overthrow the dic-
tatorship.

Finally, Lavinia defines her political identity by
joining the front. Her life now has revolutionary
purpose and every area of her life is oriented
and focused to support the national liberation
project. As part of this project, Lavinia was as-
signed to lead a mission to replace her boy-
friend Felipe, who dies suddenly. Felipe's death
has two important meanings: 1. Demonstrate
the need for the participation of women in the
revolution, which criticizes the revolutionary
agenda governed by men and 2. The beginning
of a process of revolutionary participation that
Lavinia has been looking for. As a result, Belli
reconstructs the participation of women in the
revolution in the novel and determines it as a
historical subject. Although there is a claim in
the novel by granting women their roles in poli-
tics, the hierarchy established by the patriarchy
remains. This action reflects the revolutionary
agenda governed by men and the hierarchy
of power between the two, in which he com-
mands. The death of Lavinia at the end of the
novel symbolizes the permanence of women in
the struggle, represented by the union of the
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sap of the orange tree where Itza is and the
blood of Lavinia when she is buried at the foot
of the tree. By joining these two elements, Lavi-
nia does not die, but survives when her blood is
reborn in nature, mixed with the sap.

2. CONCLUSION

Belli and Alegria relate the revolutionary strug-
gle in Nicaragua and El Salvador in the seven-
ties and eighties of the twentieth century. Both
reacted with a narrative of resistance to the so-
cio-political problems of their countries. Their
works arise as a result of the context of social
oppression and revolutionary struggle. In the
attempt to share common themes in the works
of Belli and Alegria, we can conclude that both
confront the discourses of power to continue
the revolutionary struggle of women through
fiction. The writers take up the history of their
countries to reflect the conflicts of women in the
revolution and to question the political leaders-
hip in Nicaragua with the Sandinista revolution
and the civil war of 1981-1992 in El Salvador.
The atmosphere of disillusionment and politi-
cal destitution of women was the backdrop for
these writers to criticize the patriarchal revolu-
tionary leadership and raise a dialogue before
the challenge of women to participate in the re-
volution as a national identity project.

The questions that arise from this study that
may represent an extension to the analysis of
the search for political identity of women and
their role in the revolution and society are:
What remains the social and political struggle
of women who wanted a revolution? How is the
process of resistance without violence associa-
ted with the revolution in the narrative? What
are the struggles of women in Belli's current
works? What narrative path has she taken in
her recent works?

The search for revolutionary identity of women
in Central America has been a process in mo-
ments of peace, resistance, violence and dea-
th. Literature is a gateway to understand these
social and political processes of women in re-
volutions. The literary analysis of the testimo-
nial function can contribute to the studies of
Central American literature with an innovation
linked to revolutionary socialist governments,
the role of women in them and a critical eva-
luation of their participation, even in times of
disillusionment.
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