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by Richard Worthington 

Ever since the Sandinista Front for National Libera- 
tion (FSLN) toppled the fifty-yearald dictatorship of 
Anastasio Somoza Debayle in Nicaragua in July, 1979, 
the United States press has paid consistent close atten- 
tion to civil liberties issues, especially prcss freedom, 
in assessing the course of the revolution. On the heels 
of the FSLN victory, the. Establishmcnt media’s at- 
titude toward the newly reconstituted Central Ameri- 
can state was one of suprised approval: This leftist 
regime had embarked on a unique form of reconstruc- 
tion marked by a mixed economy and genuine respect 
for civil liberties. During the past two years, however, 
watchful anticipation has given way to stern judg- 
ment. Now, when reporting on the new government’s 
human rights and civil liberties rccord, these press ob- 
servers tcnd to picturc a repressive, onc-party statc. 

At the core of this change in attitude is the image of 
a frce press undcr siegc. Typical of thc reaction in the 
US.  was a Mianti Heraldeditorial of October 19,1981, 
which proclaimed: “If the Sandinistas make good 
thcir thrcat to shut down the opposition newspaper La 
Prensa permanently, they will seal their self-dcfinition 
as totalitarian cnemies of freedom.” 

Such confident pronouncements obscure a host of 
important issues concerning the Nicaraguan revolu- 
tion in particular and freedom of the press in general. 
Rather than using the Nicaraguan press controversy 
to surmise the “truc” agcnda of the Sandinistas, the 
press would put its encrgies to better use i f  i t  ex- 
amined the controversy for what i t  reveals about the 
institutional workings of the revolution. This includes 
an appreciation of both thc politicaleconomic context 
that conditions the relationship between govmment  
and press and spccific details of government closings 
of the press. Both are lacking in reporting to date. 

PERFORMANCE AND STRATEGY 
Nicaragua is above all a very poor country, even by 
Latin American standards. Faced with the widespread 

dcvastation brought about by historic impoverish- 
meni, the earthquake of 1972, and the war of national 
liberation between 1978 and ’79, the FSLN moved im- 
mediately to establish state control over the extensive 
holdings of the Somoza clan and to nationalize the 
banking and foreign trade sectors. At the same time, i t  
enlisted the efforts of the businessmen and property 
owners who had aidcd in the overthrow of Somoza to 
help in reconstructing the economy. Today, 60 per 
cent of total production, 80 per cent of agricultural 
production, and 75 per ccnt of industrial production is 
held by the private scctor. The FSLN adopted a 
similarly flexible posture in the international arena, 
marked by a broadening of Nicaragua’s contacts with 
Western Europe and Japan, with “nonaligned” Latin 
American and Arab nations, and with the Soviet bloc, 
and by a reduction of trade with the United States 
(from 60 per cent to 30 per cent of its total export-ini- 
por I activities) . 

Spurred by recovery from the war, Nicaragua’s eco- 
nomic growth was the highest in Central America in 
1980 and 1981 and the second highest in all of Latin 
America. Dcspite dismay at thc suspcnsion of U.S. aid 
by the Reagan administration early in 1981, assistance 
from Mcxico, Libya, the GDR, and others, as well as 
more diversified trade tics, has moderated its impact. 
Yet Nicaraguans face a precarious economic future. 
For example, sixty cents of each production dollar 
goes for raw material imports. With an economy so 
dependent on outside sources of supply and credits, 
Nicaragua is vulnerablc to thc incrcasing pressure the 
United States is placing on the International Monetary 
Fund, the Interamerican Development Bank, and 
others to dcny its requests for funds. The country con- 
tinues to be plagued by interruptions in supplies of 
materials. Decapitalization by those with commercial 
and industrial holdings is estimated to have reached 
$120-140 million in 1980-81, and some 250doctors and 
400 engineers have departed a country already despcr- 
ately short of scientific and technical personnel. 

In sum, the FSLN confronts a delicate task: that of 
institutionalizing its revolution in key areas of nn- 
tional life while allowing those with commercial and 
industrial holdings, who have another vision of the 
“revolution,” to play a crucial role in reconstruction. It 
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is understood that this group will be allowed to profit 
from its ventures and enjoy economic privileges, 
though more moderate than previously, but will not 
be permitted to move its assets out of the country or 
to wield substantial political power. Similarly, in the 
area of information, the FSLN is vigorously develop- 
ing its own mass media, cultural centers, and so forth 
while, at the same time, allowing the middle class 
some room for dissent-though not the license to 
sabotage the revolution. Defining agreed-upon bound- 
aries that distinguish dissent from subversion has, 
needless to say, proven no easy task. 

LA PRENSA AND DESTABILIZATION 
Given the present U.S. administration’s hostility to 
Nicaragua and its fear that surrounding Central Amer- 
ican countries might fall to rcvolutions in the future, it 
would be naive to give no credence to the news, first 
leaked in Washington early this year and now very 
much in the headlines, that the U.S. is conducting 
a destabilization program aimed at derailing the 
Nicaraguan revolution. And as one rccalls from the 
CIA’s use of El Mercurio in Chile ten years ago, 
manipulation of mass media as an instrument of 
dcstabilimtion now approachcs a managcmcnt science. 

Yet there is no need to conjure up a bogey man like 
Uncle Sam to apprcciate that the mass media in 
Nicaragua play an important role in a potentially ex- 
plosive political environment. During an entire week 
in the fall of 1980, for example, protests, strikes, and 
demonstrations against the Sandinista government in 
the culturally distinct coastal city of Bluefields re- 
quired intervention by the armed forces. While legiti- 
mate grievances no doubt played a part in the protests, 
they were also fueled by rumors that the Cubans who 
had been sent to remote areas of the Atlantic coast to 
alleviate a shortage of teachers and medical personnel 
were taking jobs from Nicaraguans and gold from 
coastal mines, taking control of the local hospital and 
unloading arms off the coast. Among the sources of 
these rumors were radio broadcasts from Costa Rica, 
Colombia, and the local Voice of America, while La 
Prensa played up the anti-Cuban nature of the protests 
in its reporting of the events. 

In an even more dramatic case, rumors of an 
alleged Nicaraguan invasion of Honduran territory 
and the massacre of several hundred of the Miskito 
Indians who live on both sides of the border-rregorts 
broadcast from a remote border region-nearly led 
Honduras to go to war with Nicaragua in early 1982. It 
was at this time that Secretary of State Haig produced 
the photos he claimed were of Sandinista soldiers 
burning murdered Miskitos, only to find that they 
were the 1978 work of a photographer for Le Figaro 
and depicted Red Cross workers burning bodies of the 
revolution’s victims. 

A general climate of fear creates the ideal environ- 
ment for a counterrevolution when accompanied by 
economic and civil disruption. Only in such a climate 
could either of the two poles of opposition to the 
FSLN-the commercial class and the conservative 
Catholic hierarchy, for whom La Prensa is the voice, 
and the Somocista guerrillas who conduct border raids 
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from havens in Honduras-secure a political base and 
restore its power and privileges. 

Sandinista policy toward the mass media therefore 
has been designed to contain the spread of stories that 
encourage economic panic, fear of religious persecu- 
tion, and a sense of the state’s incapacity to maintain 
public order. A review of some specific cases of con- 
frontation between government and press and the 
ways in which the Sandinistas have handled the politi- 
cal offensive waged by La Prensa indicate that, rather 
than the capricious use of repression depicted in the 
U.S. press, there has been at least some measure of 
judiciousness in the government’s actions. 

La Prensa is Nicagagua’s oldest and most widely 
read daily. Its publisher, Pedro.Joaquin Chamorro C., 
became a martyr of the revolution when he  was 
assassinated by Somocistas in 1978. In the year aftcr 
the Sandinista triumph, however. La Prensa’s editorial 
policy moved steadily to the right. 

A reading of virtually any issue of La Prensa is 
sufficient to confirm that the paper would have been 
closed permanently long ago by a regime bent on muz- 
zling dissent. The paper is distinctly sensationalist and 
propagandistic. News reports and photos relating to 
Soviet intervention in Afghanistan are almost a daily 
fcature, as are detailed analyses of the nature of 
totalitarian governments. Soviet interventionism cer- 
tainly merits condemnation, but its handling contrasts 
strikingly with La Prcnsa’s portrayal of repressive 
regimes closer to home as the hapless victims of ter- 
rorist violence. 

Other La Prensa articles have sought to foment 
religious fears. In the fall of 1981 a banner headline 
proclaimed “Mob Attacks Archbishop.” “Mob” is La 
Prensa’s regular term for Sandinistas, and the conser- 
vative Archbishop Obando y Bravo of Managua is its 
regular symbol of the Church under siegc by godless 
Communists. But in the case under consideration, 
what apparently took place was the vandalizing of thc 
archbishop’s car by parties unknown while he  was 
presiding at a religious service, 

The FSLN has been properly criticized both 
domes ticall y . and intern at ion ally because several 
clauses of its press law are vague and thus fail to estab- 
lish a precise definition of the specific typcs of infor- 
mation that are to be verified with the government 
prior to publication. Nonetheless it must be noted 
that, in practice, most misleading and sensationalist 
reports have elicited no official government response. 

In its first closing of La Prensa the government 
cited four articles in the editions of July 7 and 8, 1981, 
which contained false or seriously distortcd informa- 
tion. The following month a more serious breach of 
journalistic responsibility occasioned another closing. 
In this case, Foreign Minister Miguel D’Escoto was 
quoted in La Prensa as having insulted Archbishop 
Obando y Bravo. Although D’Escoto’s denials were 
contairied in a short accompanying story, much 
greater play was given to interviews with the  
archbishop and two leading figures in the political op- 
position, and in these the question of whether 
D’Escoto had ever uttered such remarks was never 
seriously broached. There was, however, an abun- 



dance of accusations, such as that the FSLN was be- 
ginning to show Somocist tendencies. As it turns out, 
La Prensa’s source for the story was Diario de /as 
Americas, a CIA-linked paper published in Miami by 
Cuban exiles. El Diario, in turn, claimed as its source 
an obscure Mexican newspaper. The Mexican re- 
porter claim’ed to have taped the interview with 
D’Escoto six months earlier in New Delhi but, when 
challenged, could not produce the recording. 

A final example will serve to illustrate both the 
diversity of the conflicts betwcen La Prcnsu and the 
FSLN as well as the latter’s mode of responding. Late 
in September, 1981, La Prensa was closed for publish- 
ing an %terview With a Successful Businessman 
Who Is Packing His Bags.” The interview was con- 
ducted in San Jose, Costa Rica, with Alberto Mantilla, 
president of the Nicaraguan firm Laboratorios Lamsa. 
According to the tcxt, Mantilla was hounded out of 
Nicaragua by government officials after his factory 
had been seized by Sandinistadirected militants who 
worked in his shop. Mantilla was claiming, among 
other things, that “private property is an illusion in 
Nicaragua” and that “the climate for confiscation 
already exists in the government.” (The interview, i t  
should be noted, was yet another instance of La Prcti- 
sa’s daily offerings that secmed aimed at gcncrating 
fears of expropriation and worker militancy, and i t  
was published just two weeks after the  government 
decreed a state of economic emergcncy, which 
tightened controls on decapitalization and on stories 
that might foment economic panic.) 

According -10 government documents, Mantilla’s 
troubles had begun nearly a year before, when 
workers in his factory charged him with fiscal evasion 
and decapitalization. A subsequent government in- 
quiry determined that Mantilla owed S500,oOO in back 
taxes and had moved some $60,000 of‘the firm’s assets 
to Costa Rica illegally. At Mantilla’s suggestion, il 
review of the company books was undertaken by an 
independent auditor of his choosing. Mantilla used 
this opportunity to leave the country, thus avoid- 
ing a trial for income-tax evasion. The independent 
audit confirmed the government’s findings. When La 
Prensa failed to comply with a government order for 
documentation of the article’s contents, ;i closure 
order was issued. 

PRESS FREEDOM AND DEVELOPMENT 
Nicaragua is currently negotiating thc path that social 
scientists refer to as political development-the process 
by which a nation’s political institutions become more 
complex, coherent, adaptive, and autonomous, gra- 
dually freed from dependence on charismatic leader- 
ship and/or naked coercion and capablc of ruling 
effectively by means of legal-rational norms that have 
been given recognition and stability over time. 

In the matter of government-press relations, i t  is 
tempting to equate political development with the cs- 
tablishment of press organizations that are auton- 
omous of the government and also of each other. 
Much can be said for this approach, especially if one 
considers the track record of much of the Third 
World, where the media are often in the hands of a 

governmental or private elite with a narrow political 
and economic agenda. But two limitations to this way 
of thinking are particularly apparent when one is ex- 
amining the Nicaraguan case. First, such a view tends 
to equate political in st it ut ions with go vertitnetital in- 
stitutions and thus to see the press as external to dis- 
cussion of either. But the press can be a very impor- 
tant political institution indeed. This points to the sec- 
ond limitation of the original approach: its emphasis 
on autonomy and cxclusioii of adaptivencss and other 
possiblc variables. One might ask as well wheiher a 
country’s political institutions, including its press, 
function in an orderly fashion evcn as they nicet the 
changing demands that society places on thcm. A 
more holistic approach to political devclopnicnt 
would stress the dynamic tension among various in- 
stitutions and would avoid giving disproportionate 
emphasis to autonomy. 

As I write, a11 Nicaraguan dailies are subjcct to prior 
censorship under n thirty-day state of emergency 
declared on March 15, 1982, iind rencwcd four times. 
now extending through March, 1983. Although thc 
cniergency seems unrelated to any specific tensions 
with Lo I’rmsu, its longevity hints at the possibility 
that the prcss controversy will  be scttled by the heavy 
hand of government censorship. 

Yet there is the possibility tha t  thc Sandinistas and 
Ida Prensu will reach-perhaps /raw reilched-ii rap- 
prochement. One eiirnest of this is the fact tliilt the 
last shutdown of 1.u Pretuu for editorial reasons took 
place in September, 1981, with I’affaire Mantilln. A 
subsequent shutdown, by mutual agreement, occurred 
in January. but this was precipitatcd by violence bc- 
tween prosandinista denioiistriltors and La Prensn 
employees. On several occasions, i t  should idso bc 
noted, the  newspaper’s publishers dcfendcd llicir ac- 
tions iis being pcrmitted under the governmeill’s press 
law, without disputing thc law itself--at Icest a tacit 
ilcceptiince of‘ an imperfect situiition. 

The most recent instellmcnt of the controversy 
suggests that in future disputcs both parties mny ar- 
rive at a ncgotiatcd solution. In July, ;i letter from the 
pope criticizing the “Popular Church” friendly to the 
Sandinistas was censored by the government, which 
cited its powcr to do so undcr thc state of emergency. 
La Prettsa, in protest, refuscd to publish at all for 
several days. The conflict was resolved when the gov- 
ernment granted thc newspaper pcrmission to publish 
the pope’s letter on the condition that i t  rcccive no 
special play. 

What the Sandinistiis have won ;it this point is a 
possibiliry: that of moving toward a genuinely demo-, 
cratic. socialist state. Whether or not this possibility 
is realized depends to a greet extenl on the course 
of political developiiient in Nicaragua. In the press 
controversy we sce part of 1hc process by which 
Nicaragua is attempting to develop political institu- 
tions whose agendas are sufficiently congruent that 
progress toward shared goals may be assured. It is idle 
to speculate about how the tensions in this process 
will be resolved, but the issue goes far beyond the 
status of the press at a particular moment and is a key 
to Nicaragua’s future. iWM 
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