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ABSTRACT 
 
 

This thesis identifies continuities between Augusto ‘César’ Sandino’s guerrilla war from 

1927 until 1933 and the ideology and strategic actions of the Sandinista Front for National 

Liberation in the 1960s through the 1970s. It argues that the use of Sandino as the symbol of the 

Nicaraguan revolution by the FSLN was more than a symbolic, iconic choice. Instead, the choice 

to identify with Sandino had implications for the ideology and practical action of the Sandinista 

opposition to the Somoza dictatorship. The Sandinistas, in addition to coopting Sandino’s name, 

took on dimensions of his political philosophy and demands as well as the more practical aspects 

of his prolonged rebellion. The thesis will define the basic tenets of sandinismo, the core of 

Sandino’s struggle, and trace the continuation of those tenets among the Sandinistas in the 1960s 

and 1970s. Additionally, it will examine departures between the two struggles, looking at key 

contextual similarities and differences. 
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Introduction: Why Sandinismo Matters 

 

 Augusto ‘César’ Sandino, a former Liberal general, led an armed rebellion against the 

United States Marine Corps occupation of Nicaragua from 1927 until 1933.1 Sandino’s army, 

composed largely of peasants from the northern Segovia Mountains, fought for the nationalist 

and anti-imperialist ideology of the general following a U.S.-approved pact that officially ended 

a civil war between the Nicaraguan Conservatives and Liberals. Sandino and his men refused to 

disarm until they achieved their ultimate goal, the withdrawal of the North American occupying 

forces. For the five and a half years of the struggle, the general and his army, named the Ejército 

Defensor de la Soberanía Nacional (the Defending Army for National Sovereignty, to be referred 

to in this paper as the Ejército or the EDSN) were often accused of petty banditry and 

radicalism.2 During the two decades following his 1934 assassination, Sandino’s reputation and 

image were buried under accusations of communism, mainly through biographical works and 

claims by the man in power who ordered his assassination, Anastasio Somoza García.3 Somoza 

had taken power through a coup d’état in 1936, overthrowing constitutional President Juan 

Sacasa, the president with whom Sandino was in discussions about his concerns over the 

legitimacy of the Guardia Nacional (the National Guard, to be referred to simply as the Guardia); 

this coup began approximately forty years of rule under the Somozas as a dictatorial dynasty as 

                                                 
1Thomas W. Walker, Nicaragua, the Land of Sandino (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1981), 22-23. 
2 Joseph O. Baylen, “Sandino: Patriot or Bandit?” The Hispanic American Historical Review 31, 3 (1951): 405. 
3 Steven Palmer, “Carlos Fonseca and the Construction of Sandinismo in Nicaragua,” Latin American Research 
Review 23, 1 (1988): 94. 
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well as forty years of government repression, exclusion, and brutality through the force of the 

Guardia, the institution through which the first Somoza initially gained influence.4  

 The Somoza regime did not end until 1979, the year of the Nicaraguan revolution. The 

revolution was not a spontaneous, sudden occurrence, but one that had been two decades in the 

making. It was achieved by a broad, encompassing coalition of various movements and 

organizations, including Social Christians guided by liberation theology, groups of artisans, 

workers, professionals, and student activists.5 The group that became the vanguard of this 

coalition was the Frente Sandinista de la Liberación Nacional (the Sandinista Front for National 

Liberation, referred to in this paper as the Frente or the FSLN), an organization that developed 

out of two generations of student movements. In the late 1970s, before the triumph of the 

revolution, the Sandinistas split into three distinct factions; however, all three of them were 

united under the title of Sandinista.6 The revolution itself became known as the Sandinista 

Revolution. 

 Throughout history, it has been common for movements, individual leaders, or state 

regimes to seek legitimacy through allying with local historical figures or admired lineages. 

Those who appropriate the image or name of a particular historical figure do not necessarily use 

that figure as a guide, faithfully adhering to every aspect of that figure’s ideology or platform. 

Rather, those who appropriate such a figure do so in a way that involves picking and choosing 

specific aspects of that figure, reconstructing his or her life, his or her struggle, and carefully 

building that person’s legacy to fit a more contemporary purpose.  

                                                 
4 John Foran, Taking Power: On the Origins of Third World Revolutions (New York, NY: Cambridge University 
Press, 2005), 68. 
5 Foran, 69-71; 73. 
6 John A. Booth, The End and the Beginning: The Nicaraguan Revolution (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1985), 
144. 
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 This is exactly what the Sandinistas of the 1960s and 1970s did with the legacy of 

Augusto Sandino, a guerrilla-leading general who lived more than thirty years before the 

revolution began taking shape. Sandino and the later Sandinistas waged struggles in different 

contexts for different purposes. On one hand, a general led a relatively small, mostly peasant 

army (to which he referred once as the “crazy little army”) in a war to first expel foreign 

occupying forces and then to diminish the influence of the United States in Nicaraguan politics 

and economics. On another hand, a group that arose of radical student movements developed an 

explicitly Marxist-Leninist platform and was at the forefront of a revolution to overthrow a 

native dictator, albeit one that received support from the United States.7 The Sandinistas were not 

Sandino. While intellectuals of the Frente Sandinista, most importantly Carlos Fonseca, indeed 

reconstructed the image and built the legacy of Sandino with their own specific purpose in mind, 

the choice was not arbitrary. Despite the different contexts and different purposes, certain threads 

of Sandino’s original ideology persisted into the revolution.  

Since the 1979 revolution, much has been written about this period in Nicaraguan history; 

numerous scholars have explored the Sandinista Revolution’s place in Latin American politics, 

revolutionary theory as it applies to the revolution, the role of U.S. policy, and the outcome of 

the revolution among other aspects. The goal of this paper is not to explore these aspects. 

Instead, the purpose of this paper is to examine threads of Sandino’s ideology in the years 

leading up the revolution that now bears the title of the Sandinista Revolution, to assess the 

extent to which the Sandinista Revolution was indeed ‘Sandinista.’ To achieve this end, it is 

necessary to first situate both Sandino and the Frente Sandinista in the context of Nicaragua’s 

political and economic history. I will then define sandinismo according to the man himself, as 

                                                 
7 James DeFronzo, Revolutions and Revolutionary Movements (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2011), 257. 
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taken from an analysis of Sandino’s own letters, manifestos, communiqués, interviews, slogans, 

and declarations from the period of his armed struggle. To investigate the fidelity of Sandinistas 

to the original sandinismo, I will look at both commonalities in terms of ideology and 

commonalities in terms of key elements of action. 

One problem that I have encountered in researching and writing this paper is addressing 

the issue of importance and relevance. Why does it really matter whether or not elements of 

Sandino’s original ideology and struggle persisted into the revolution? It is important to examine 

the appropriation of names, images, motifs, and symbols in political movements, and the Frente 

Sandinista was indeed a political movement. I do not intend this as a discrediting of the 1960s 

and 1970s Sandinistas – it is not to say that they should have been more or less like Sandino. Nor 

is it to critique the application of any ideology after the overthrow of the Somoza regime. Rather, 

it is to assess the meaning of sandinismo for the Frente Sandinista in comparison to the ideology 

that I have determined from Sandino’s writings, what I have concluded as the most basic tenets 

of his political demands and worldview. In appropriating the name or image of a well-known 

figure, movements tend to seek legitimacy for their own struggles. This is a trend and tactic 

found in movements and aspiring leaders throughout history, in various geographic and temporal 

contexts, from the sixteenth century Turko-Mongol rulers who portrayed themselves as heirs of 

Timur’s legacy in the Middle East and South Asia8  to the modern day Ejército Zapatista de 

Liberación Nacional whose members claim some aspect of Emiliano Zapata’s mystique in 

Mexico.9 

                                                 
8 Stephen F. Dale, The Muslim Empires of the Ottomans, Safavids, and Mughals (New York, NY: Cambridge 
University Press, 2010), 17. 
9 Samuel Brunk, “Remembering Emiliano Zapata: Three Moments in the Posthumous Career of the Martyr of 
Chinameca,” The Hispanic American Historical Review 78, 3 (1998): 459.  
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With any kind of appropriation of that nature, there is the potential for the figure of 

inspiration becoming lost in the overwhelming historical significance of his namesake. In the 

case of twentieth century Nicaragua, the result of the 1979 revolution brought attention to the 

FSLN. However, the struggle from which they took their name and built their own seems to be a 

mere footnote to many, even in scholarship on Nicaragua, the Sandinistas, and the revolution. A 

reasonable amount of scholarship has been devoted to Sandino himself, but little of it appears to 

address continuities and connections beyond symbolism between the 1920s general and the 

revolutionary vanguard that emerged and developed decades later. Yes, Sandino is often 

recognized for his nationalism and anti-imperialism, but what exactly did that mean in his 

struggle? What did those ideals mean for the Sandinistas who saw themselves as following the 

path of Sandino? 

While assessing the extent of the original sandinismo in the Frente Sandinista, I hope to 

make apparent those continuities along with the relevant divergences between the two. In doing 

so, I hope to reinforce the importance of the era of the “crazy little army” as an example of a 

Nicaraguan reaction against the U.S. influence that continued into the decades of Somoza rule. 

As the contexts of both the EDSN and the FSLN overlapped, and the enemy of the former had 

much to do with the enemy of the latter, Sandino was more than a symbol conveniently utilized 

for legitimacy; key elements of his struggle did live on in the ideology and action of the 

Sandinistas, and therefore lived on in the buildup to the Sandinista Revolution. Most notably, the 

FSLN incorporated anti-imperialism aimed at the United States, the same force against which 

Sandino spoke, and in doing so required guerrilla tactics and peasant support.  
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Chapter 1 – Colonialism, Imperialism, and Intervention: Nicaragua’s History as Occupied 

Land 

 

To properly conduct a comparative assessment of sandinismo from the 1920s and 1930s 

among 1960s and 1970s revolutionaries, it is necessary to contextualize Sandino and the later 

Sandinistas within the greater economic and political history of Nicaragua. The political and 

economic conditions against which both struggles were waged were the products of centuries of 

history, most notably, centuries of foreign occupation, intervention, and influence. As Sandino 

called his army the Ejército Defensor de la Soberanía Nacional, Nicaraguan independence, even 

in lieu of colonial control, was a prime focus of sandinismo. The precedent for foreign influence 

in the 1910s and 1920s was set by a series of events following the end of colonial rule in the 

region; those events, along with Sandino’s struggle, also laid the foundations for continuing 

influence in the 1940s and the decades of the Cold War, the period in which the Sandinistas 

developed their organization and sandinismo-inspired political philosophy.  

Sandino most consistently portrayed his own ideology and rebellion as one against the 

United States occupation of Nicaragua and its influence in the political and economic spheres of 

the country (this aspect of sandinismo will be explored further in chapter 2).10 U.S. involvement 

developed in particular historical context. In this context, Nicaraguan history can be 

characterized as one of occupation. Upon Spanish arrival in the Americas during the sixteenth 

century, Nicaragua was part of a larger colonial polity under royal rule, the Kingdom of 

Guatemala, and did not attain its national independence until the nineteenth century. In terms of 

                                                 
10 Shannon James, “Patria y Libertad: Augusto César Sandino’s Rebellion for National Sovereignty” (working 
paper, HIST 396A at the University of Arizona, Tucson, 2010). The research about Sandino’s war was used for the 
paper produced in the History capstone course HIST 396A: Nature and Practice of History. The material and 
citations of Chapter 2 rely heavily on that paper. 
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economics, Spanish rule in the colonial era resulted in an externally oriented economy, 

underdeveloped due to the destruction of land, the decimation of the native population during 

and after conquest, and a concentration of wealth in the hands of the competing León and 

Granada elites. Nicaragua, in the late colonial period, was part of a larger region of a “colonial 

backwater.”11 Additionally, Nicaragua did not emerge as a single, independent state after the end 

of the Spanish kingdom in the western hemisphere – it was a part of the United Provinces of 

Central America, essentially the lands of the former Kingdom of Guatemala, independent from 

Mexico and marked by instability and economic problems.12 Nicaragua, along with Honduras 

and Costa Rica, seceded from the federation in 1838.13 

For nearly a century after the end of Spanish colonial rule, Nicaraguan affairs were 

influenced by the involvement of the British, whose stronghold in the nation’s political and 

economic spheres was centered in the east, on the Miskito Coast. In the 1890s, the British 

occupation lost its strength not to established or growing Nicaraguan sovereignty, but to another 

foreign occupier, the United States. 14 The United States, whose interference and interest in 

Nicaragua was part of a larger intrusion in Latin American affairs, proved to be the main 

obstacle of Sandino and the Ejército Defensor, the one around which he structured his anti-

imperialist, nationalist ideology. 

Decades of struggle between Nicaragua’s Conservative and Liberal factions followed the 

independence from the Spanish crown. The two political factions of Nicaragua were part of a 

broader Central American split, the two political parties initially fluid in the earliest years of the 

                                                 
11 Walker, 1981, 49-50. 
12 Ralph Lee Woodward, Jr., Central America: A Nation Divided (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1999), 
91. 
13 Woodward, 318. 
14 Walter LaFeber, Inevitable Revolutions: The United States in Central America (New York, NY: W.W. Norton and 
Company, Inc., 1993), 47. 
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1800s, but more polarized following independence and the region’s subsequent opening for 

power bids.15 Wealthy, land-owning elites dominated both factions, with Nicaragua’s 

Conservatives based in Granada and the Liberals primarily in León, and the rivalry was not 

strictly ideological in nature. While they had some ideological differences, including the 

Liberals’ support of reform ideas that could be traced back to the Bourbon colonial period and 

disagreement over economic programs, they were in political conflict “more for power than 

principle.”16 From the nineteenth into the twentieth century, neither faction was entirely against 

U.S. intervention; instead, either party was willing to ally with American interests when it suited 

their purposes, the Liberals involving themselves in the Walker affair of the 1850s and the 

Conservatives cultivating a powerful alliance with the American government in the post-Zelaya 

era. Conservatives were also seen as collaborators with British colonists and exploitation in the 

1840s.17 While all of the Central American states felt the impact of the Walker affair, it was felt 

most heavily in Nicaragua.18  

The William Walker affair of the 1850s, concurrent with British influence in the east, was 

the first significant American intervention in the country, carried out after the foothold 

established by U.S. President James Polk in the 1840s.19 It occurred amidst growing United 

States interest in a Central American interoceanic transit route, desired after the discovery of 

gold in the American west. Such a route would make the transportation of materials from the 

west coast of the U.S. to the east more efficient, as the American highway system did not exist 

for another hundred years. Walker, not a government official but a “soldier of fortune,” arrived 

                                                 
15 Woodward, 93. 
16 Michel Gobat, Confronting the American Dream: Nicaragua under U.S. Imperial Rule, (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2005), 25. 
17 Woodward, 136. 
18 Ibid., 145. 
19 Ibid. 
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in Nicaragua in 1855 as a commander of mercenaries hired by Nicaraguan Liberal Francisco 

Castellón.20 He made a pact with Liberal elites with the “tacit support of the U.S. government” 

and set up a coalition government; a year later, in an audacious move, Walker declared himself 

president of Nicaragua.21 A campaign to confiscate land held by Nicaraguan elites and 

redistribute it to U.S. colonists and investors, foreshadowing the American economic influence 

of the early twentieth century, quickly diminished Walker’s initial popularity. Nearly a year of 

war by both Liberals and Conservatives, united only temporarily by Walker’s “revolution from 

above,” against the American’s self-imposed leadership ended with a U.S. government-arranged 

truce and the end of Walker’s presidency in 1857.22 The effect on Nicaraguan politics was the 

discrediting of Liberals, the political faction associated with Walker due to the León elites’ 

contract with him, and Conservative rule until the early 1890s, when Jose Santos Zelaya came to 

power. The unity created between the two parties by their common enemy, Walker, quickly 

evaporated and it took another generation of Liberals untarnished by such imperial association 

for the party to regain power.23 Nicaraguan elites’ cooperation with foreign powers, whether 

those elites were part of one faction or the other, was then well-established by the end of the 

nineteenth century. 

Major economic changes occurred in the period that preceded Zelaya’s presidency that 

laid the foundation of the economic conditions of the Sandino era. The most significant 

development was the Central America-wide coffee boom during the latter half of the 1800s. 

With a high international demand, coffee became the single dominating export product of the 

                                                 
20 Gregorio Selser, Sandino, trans. Cedric Belfrage (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1981), 15. Mercenaries like 
Walker were known as “filibusteros,” commonly North Americans who rented themselves out as soldiers for use in 
internal political or factional disputes in Latin America. 
21 Walker, 1981, 14. 
22 Gobat, 36-37; Walker, 1981, 15. 
23 Woodward, 145. 
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Nicaraguan economy. An 1877 law outlawing communal land holdings also contributed to the 

coffee boom as well to the displacement and marginalization of the peasants and Indians who 

inhabited those lands. Under the law, individuals had a right to purchase “unoccupied” national 

land. For the increasingly marginalized peasants, a system of debt peonage developed that 

shaped them into a “vulnerable rural proletariat” whose self-sufficiency decreased as the lands 

once used for the cultivation of staple food products were now devoted to coffee production. In 

the 1880s, the Nicaraguan government sought to court foreign investors with a law that 

subsidized planters of “all nationalities.”24 This law can be seen as a prelude to the parasitic 

relationship between the United States and the leading Nicaraguan political actors in the years 

following Zelaya’s presidency. The 1880s, the decade preceding Zelaya, saw the U.S. State 

Department discussing with Latin American leaders plans for “a customs union, common 

monetary standards, the pacific settlement of disputes, and reciprocity policy in trade,” all of 

which would serve to integrate these economies into growing American industrialism.25 

 While some Nicaraguans courted American influence in the 1850s before Walker’s 

presidency, the late nineteenth century presidency of José Santos Zelaya presented a different 

attitude toward international relations. Zelaya ruled Nicaragua from 1893 until 1909, during a 

time of markedly growing U.S. interest in Latin America as a whole. Along with that interest, 

American influence was also increasing at this time. Economic changes occurred but were not as 

dramatically different as opposed to changes in policy toward North America. Zelaya’s Liberal 

base supported economic progress and modernization; he represented the “rising middle sector” 

in Managua and espoused Liberal reforms and exhibited the faction’s characteristic influence of 

positivism. There was a degree of economic development and modernization, but most 
                                                 
24 Walker, 1981, 51-52. 
25 LaFeber, 33-34. 
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Nicaraguans remained in poverty and the gap between the wealthy and the poor widened as any 

development benefitted a privileged and elite few.26  

To the dismay of the United States, Zelaya was in favor of Central American unification, 

which threatened to dim the gradually growing power of the United States in the region. The 

Platt Amendment secured American power in Cuba in 1901 while the Panama Canal concretely 

represented American presence in Central America. That same year, the U.S. forced termination 

of the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty with Great Britain, ratified in 1850, which established the 

neutrality of the two nations over the canal issue.27 The early 1900s was also the era of Dollar 

Diplomacy.28 Zelaya was an obstacle to U.S. influence over Latin America; he had a degree of 

success in his unification policy when he temporarily formed a Central American union 

composed of Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Honduras.29 Zelaya recognized Central American 

states’ debt problem and therefore sought to “minimize Nicaragua’s commitments” and was 

often “harsh on foreign investors who failed to observe Nicaraguan regulations.”30 In his most 

significant act of defiance, Zelaya rejected the U.S. offer to build a canal through the isthmus. 

Rumors of European and Japanese canal building negotiations hinted at competition for the 

American canal built in Panama.31 Zelaya’s resistance to U.S. financial interests in addition to 

his position in favor of national and Central American self-determination presented a threat to 

American power and influence in the western hemisphere.  

 Zelaya’s resistance to U.S. influence did not go unchallenged. In 1909, a Conservative 

revolt supported by the United States ended Zelaya’s presidency and ushered in a new era of a 

                                                 
26 Ibid., 54. 
27 Ibid., 34. 
28 Selser, 25-26. 
29 Andrew C. Kimmens, ed., Nicaragua and the United States (New York, NY: H.W. Wilson Company, 1987), 8. 
30 Woodward, 195. 
31 Walker, 1981, 18. 
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previously unseen level of United States intervention in Nicaragua, even compared to the 

takeover by William Walker in the 1850s. While Zelaya’s favorable stance on Central American 

unification and the canal issue were informal challenges to American influence, the U.S. needed 

more of a basis to intervene in Nicaraguan affairs. Two developments provided that basis. In 

1909, Zelaya contracted a £1.25 million loan from the London Ethelburga Syndicate. United 

States political and financial actors viewed this as a “new British pretext to infiltrate Nicaragua,” 

a threat of competing foreign influence in Central America by a power with a history in the 

region, a domain claimed since the Monroe Doctrine and the advent of American 

exceptionalism.32 A Conservative revolt followed in that same year. Zelaya gave the U.S. a 

stronger justification for intervention when he ordered the execution of two American 

mercenaries who had been fighting on the side of the Conservatives. The U.S. reacted by sending 

troops to militarily assist in the revolt.33 As a result, the Liberal president resigned and went into 

exile in Mexico, opening up power in Nicaragua to a series of puppet presidents beginning 

around 1911 through the mid-1920s allied with American political and financial interests. 

 The period immediately following the 1909 revolt and the end of the Zelaya presidency 

began what has been called a symbiotic relationship between the United States and Nicaraguan 

Conservatives. The U.S. supported Conservative presidents from 1911 until 1925. The North 

American motivation was a desire to protect U.S. banking investments and to “maintain a stable, 

pro-U.S. government in Nicaragua… in the center of the U.S. sphere of influence in Central 

America.” In concurrence, Nicaraguan Conservatives needed the assistance of the United States 

                                                 
32 Selser, 38. 
33 Walker, 1981, 18. 
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due to a lack of both military strength and popular backing; without that alliance, Conservative 

power would have been vulnerable to a Liberal uprising.34 

 One of the first major U.S.-backed puppet president of the post-Zelaya period was Adolfo 

Díaz (r. 1911-1917), who had a personal history of connections with the American economic 

sector. Specifically, an American mining company employed Díaz for an annual $1000 for two 

years before he took power as president. Once in power in 1911, Díaz, acting in accord with U.S. 

Secretary of State Philander C. Knox, reopened negotiations with large New York bankers; the 

result of these negotiations was a loan from those banks and their ownership of Nicaragua’s 

National Bank and 51% of the railroads. 35 Thus, American financial interests had captured the 

ownership of Nicaragua’s national bank and its transportation system, effectively controlling 

infrastructure and finances. 

 In 1914, President Díaz also signed a treaty with the United States that became one of 

Augusto Sandino’s most despised grievances a decade later. The Bryan-Chamorro Treaty, signed 

in 1914 and ratified two years later, was the end result of negotiations maneuvered by William 

Jennings Bryan and future Nicaraguan president Emiliano Chamorro. According to the treaty, 

“The Government of Nicaragua grants in perpetuity to the Government of the United States… 

the exclusive proprietary rights necessary and convenient for the construction, operation, and 

maintenance of an interoceanic canal through Nicaragua… [and] leases for a term of ninety-nine 

years to the Government of the United States the islands in the Caribbean Sea known as Great 

Corn Island and Little Corn Island.”36 The agreement, which additionally included an option to 

renew the terms and the 99-year maintenance of a naval base in the Gulf of Fonseca, put an end 

                                                 
34 Ibid., 20. 
35 LaFeber, 49. 
36 United States Congress, “Convention Between the United States and Nicaragua Ceding Rights for Construction of 
Ship Canal by Nicaraguan Route, etc.” 5 August 1914. 
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to the official tensions over the question of an American-owned canal in Nicaragua. The Central 

American nation, to reduce its debt, received $3 million from the U.S. to be deposited to the 

“order of the Government of Nicaragua” with banks or banking corporations chosen by the 

United States government.37 The above developments, beginning during the Díaz puppet 

presidency, further entrenched the United States in Nicaragua both economically, through the 

negotiated loans and canal stipulation, and militarily, through the establishment of a naval base. 

Furthermore, the official presence and direct occupation of Nicaragua by the U.S. Marines began 

in response to a 1912 rebellion by dissident Conservatives and Liberals led by Benjamín Zeledón 

(1879-1912).38 From this period into the 1920s, the U.S. State Department focused on economic 

development as its top goal in Nicaragua.39 However, Nicaragua remained poor “even by Central 

American standards.”40  

 A temporary end to the Marine occupation of Nicaragua came in 1925, when American 

troops left military force in the country up to the still recently created institution of the Guardia. 

Nicaraguan troops, trained by the United States military and headed by retired American Major 

Calvin B. Carter, comprised the new institution and had the task of keeping the country relatively 

pacified in the absence of most North American military forces.41 The plan was to eventually 

completely replace the Marines with a strengthened Guardia that could quell uprisings, 

preventing the kind of civil strife that would be detrimental to American interests in the region. 

The use of the Guardia was not unique to Nicaragua, but part of a broader shift in U.S. policy in 

Central America that involved creating obedient police forces composed of native officers. A 

                                                 
37 Ibid. 
38 Walker, 1981, 19-20. 
39 Booth, 35-36. 
40 Foran, 67. 
41 LaFeber, 67. 
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native institution of armed forces trained and supplied by the United States solved the problem of 

preventing revolutions – detrimental in that they halted economic activity and were potential 

sources of power for leaders less sympathetic to North American interests – without requiring a 

constant occupation, a drain on U.S. military needs and, a few years later, a contradiction to the 

Good Neighbor Policy of the Roosevelt administration. The Guardia in Nicaragua had the 

greatest size and scope within the broader Latin American policy.42 

 Contrary to such careful planning, the end of much of the Marine occupation led to a civil 

conflict between Liberals and Conservatives, the Constitutionalist War of 1926 and 1927. 

Liberals and Conservatives waged war against one another over the issue of the presidency and 

the unstable coalition government left behind by the United States. Conservative Emiliano 

Chamorro, one of the key negotiators in the Bryan-Chamorro Treaty, seized control of the army 

(not the Guardia) and took power from President Carlos Solórzano, a Conservative, and Vice 

President Juan Sacasa, a Liberal. Liberal uprisings began and the United States once again faced 

a threat to its own interest in Nicaragua. As President Coolidge addressed Congress, the 

instability of a civil war was “jeopardizing American interests” and potentially allowing the 

influence of other foreign powers such as post-revolution Mexico.43 The U.S. stepped in within a 

year to intervene and end the conflict. 

 The Constitutionalist War ended in May of 1927, with the Tipitapa agreement, also 

sometimes known as the Espino Negro pact, and the resumption of the U.S. Marine occupation. 

The signers of the agreement were Henry Stimson on the side of the United States and 

contending Nicaraguan leaders Adolfo Díaz, who had previously ruled in the period of the 

                                                 
42 Ibid. 
43 William Blum, Killing Hope: U.S. Military and C.I.A. Interventions Since World War II (Monroe, Maine: 
Common Courage Press, 2004), 290.  
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Bryan-Chamorro Treaty, and the Liberal José María Moncada, who demanded that all generals 

on the Liberal side of the conflict surrender.44 These generals included Augusto Sandino, who 

had been leading a unit of mostly peasant soldiers. For reasons that will be elaborated upon in 

following chapters, Sandino and his troops refused to lay down arms and began their own 

guerrilla war against the U.S. Marines and the Guardia Nacional.45 Sandino’s continuation of 

warfare eclipsed the American-supervised election of his former superior, José María Moncada, 

as president and was clearly a threat to the stability and cooperation that both U.S. officials and 

tacit Nicaraguan elites imagined in the aftermath of the civil war.46 As he named his “crazy little 

army” the Ejército Defensor de la Soberanía Nacional, the general viewed the protracted struggle 

as one for national autonomy from the imperial power and influence of the United States, as 

Nicaragua was once again an occupied land. 

 Although the U.S. Marines formally withdrew from Nicaragua in 1933, fulfilling the 

principal demand of Sandino and the Ejército Defensor, the Central American nation continued 

to be under the heavy influence of North American politics. Anastasio Somoza García ascended 

to power first through his position in the U.S.-supported Guardia and then through a coup d’état 

in 1936. Until 1979, the Somoza family ruled Nicaragua, interrupted on only a few occasions by 

“only brief interludes when they governed behind the scenes” and continued to head and control 

the Guardia, their most important tool of political power.47  

 Early on in his time heading the Guardia, organized as a supposed “non-political” body, 

Somoza was already known to be friendly to the U.S. and a likely source of mutual support. 

After Somoza ordered the assassination of Sandino, U.S. Minister to Nicaragua Arthur Bliss 
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Lane scolded him for acting without discussing the matter or receiving Lane’s consent, but U.S. 

officials, denying involvement, said nothing to wholly condemn the murder. Further, Somoza 

used his influence as head of the institution that played the role of both police and military – by 

then the only institution in Nicaragua that could – to push legislation that absolved the individual 

officers responsible for killing Sandino. During his time as the jefe, Somoza filled the ranks of 

the Guardia with supportive, loyal officers and cultivated support built on opposition of then-

president Sacasa.48 

While the United States Marines officially exited Nicaragua in 1933, the influence of the 

North American nation did not cease in the decades that followed. Anastasio Somoza’s ascent to 

power occurred during the era of the Good Neighbor Policy, during which the U.S. took a stance 

of non-intervention; however, non-intervention did not mean the cessation of unofficial 

involvement. Washington acted on the Good Neighbor Policy by supporting various Latin 

American strongmen out of a desire for security and stability and partially as a way to distance 

the Roosevelt administration from past interventions.49 Anastasio Somoza was no exception. The 

advent of Cold War ushered in a new period of support for Somoza as an anti-communist ally in 

Central America. Even while some in the State Department expressed ambivalence about 

supporting Anastasio Somoza as a dictator in the late 1940s, he continued to maintain favorable 

relations with American military officials, a continuation of the symbiotic relationship between 

the U.S. and Nicaraguan rulers. The first Somoza’s dictatorship was cut short in 1956 when 
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Nicaraguan poet Rigoberto López Pérez shot him at a celebration in León, prompting the U.S. to 

send top American surgeons to unsuccessfully attempt to save the dictator.50 

The period of the 1960s through the mid-1970s especially witnessed U.S. support in the 

form of military and economic aid for the repressive Somoza state, headed after Anastasio’s 

death by his son Luis Somoza Debayle (r. 1956-1963), at the expense of the majority of the 

common Nicaraguan population. A significant portion of this population was poor, landless 

peasants. The U.S. trained 4,119 Guardia officers from 1946 to 1973, consistently maintaining 

the institution that brought the Somozas to power.51 Compared to military assistance to other 

countries, American military assistance to Nicaragua was “disproportionately high” at $1.6 

million in 1963. In exchange, a Guardia unit assisted the American intervention in the 

Dominican Republic two years later.52 In the post Cuban Revolution years of the 1960s, the U.S. 

increased activity toward Latin America through President Kennedy’s Alliance for Progress 

program, an effort to shore up stability against the perceived threat of communism.53 The 

program, which offered economic incentives for leaders and governments that pursued policies 

of liberalism, boosted the Nicaraguan economy but ultimately benefitted the Somoza family and 

did little for the nation’s peasants. Luis Somoza and his brother also provided a base in Puerto 

Cabezas to the United States from which the CIA prepared the 1961 Bay of Pigs invasion of 

Cuba.54 

The last Somoza to come into power, ultimately overthrown in 1979, was Anastasio 

Somoza Debayle, “Tachito.” Like his father, Anastasio, Jr. first gained an experience with power 
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as the head of the Guardia during his brother’s rule. He took over the presidential office after the 

death of René Schick, who was officially president from 1963 until 1966 but was generally 

considered to be a puppet of the Somozas.55 The close relationship between the dictatorship and 

the United States continued and so did the existing class distinctions. The Nicaraguan economy 

still relied on exporting commodities like coffee, specifically exporting 40% of such products to 

the U.S. and cultivating them on a disproportionate amount of available land. Nicaragua, more 

than any other Central American nation, received millions in investments from the 1960s 

Alliance for Progress program as well as American private investors, its gross national product 

rising as a result. Rural, poor populations lacked access to basic infrastructure such as sewage 

systems, amenities used by the small, elite segment of the population in cities like Managua. 

Some poor communities faced displacement, futilely seeking opportunities in urban centers or 

becoming squatters on farm land.56 

For the roughly forty years that the Somoza family regime ruled Nicaragua, the 

government was characterized by brutality, especially through the Guardia, corruption, and 

election fraud. Foran’s example of suspected election fraud points to the results of the 1937 

election, in which the first Somoza’s opponent received 169 votes to Somoza’s 107,000. In 1947, 

the Somoza regime’s intended puppet in the guise of democracy, president-elect Leonardo 

Argüello Barreto, exhibited signs of significant and unexpected independence such as 

reorganizing the Guardia and reappointing some members of the administration. The response 

was another coup d’état by Anastasio Somoza, still in control of the loyal Guardia.57 The 

Somozas held significant economic control, as seen by Anastasio Somoza’s ownership of a 
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quarter of both the agricultural and industrial sectors. By the year of the revolution, two thirds of 

the Nicaraguan population earned less than $300 per year while Anastasio Somoza Debayle was 

estimated by U.S. intelligence to be worth approximately $900 million.58 Under the Somoza 

regime in the 1970s, the Guardia terrorized and killed thousands of the peasant population, 

compounding the political repression of the regime.59 The Guardia violently suppressed any 

demonstrations or protests against the state over the course of several decades.  

The United States government was not ignorant of the issues of corruption and 

authoritarianism that characterized the dictatorship. An American Peace Corps activist who 

traveled to Nicaragua and at one point met Anastasio Somoza Debayle described the corruption 

of the regime: “Money would come into the country for specific aid programs – the flood, the 

earthquake – and the people didn’t get it. Somoza and his cronies did.”60 The earthquake to 

which she referred was the 1972 earthquake which along with the recession of that decade 

proved to be a major event in the buildup of opposition in the 1970s. The disaster devastated 

Managua and the regime’s response highlighted the financial corruption. Even as early as the late 

1930s, the U.S. was aware of the authoritarianism of the first Somoza; the State Department 

recognized the violence and corruption of the regime and the Guardia, but considered Somoza’s 

pro-Americanism, and Nicaragua’s stability, an asset that overshadowed the downsides of 

dictatorship. The American government welcomed the ruler’s 1939 visit to Washington which 

“temporarily strengthened his political position throughout the country,” positive publicity made 

possible by Somoza’s control of the press.61  
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Figure 1 – Anastasio Somoza and Franklin Roosevelt in Washington, 1939. Accessed through AP Images. 

 

Sandino’s demand that the United States withdraw the Marines in the early 1930s was, 

after six years of guerrilla warfare, met with American compliance and their exit. However, the 

end of U.S. influence that the general also called for did not occur. After the Marine withdrawal, 

Sandino continued to express concerns over the constitutionality and conduct of the Nicaraguan 

Guardia Nacional to President Sacasa. The institution indeed became a tool of American military 

influence as well as the dictatorship that benefitted from American economic aid and the 

repression of the people. This continued U.S. influence, though less explicit than a military 

occupation and supervised elections, became an issue of contention for the sovereignty 

demanded by the Sandinistas decades later. As informal foreign power cast a shadow over 

Nicaragua’s formal sovereignty, it created the continuity of imperialism from Sandino’s war 

against the Marines to the FSLN’s fight for the overthrow of Anastasio Somoza Debayle, the 

defeat of the Guardia, and the possibility of social revolution, giving the two struggles a shared 
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context. Sharing this historical context, they also eventually shared characteristics of political 

philosophy and practical action. 

 

Chapter 2 – The Ideology of Sandinismo 

 

 Augusto Sandino began his struggle as a commander on the Liberal side of the 

Constitutionalist War, but refused to lay down his weapons or order his men to do the same, 

appalled by his superiors’ and fellow party members’ subservience to a foreign power in the 

peace agreement that officially ended the civil conflict. In the five-year struggle that followed, 

Sandino’s enemies often called him a communist or accused him of being nothing more than a 

petty bandit.62 While Sandino’s namesake organization, the Frente Sandinista, was indeed 

heavily influenced by Marxism-Leninism in their quest for social revolution, the rebellion led by 

the general from whom they took their name cannot necessarily be seen as Marxist or 

communist.63 Sandino’s rebellion, that by which we can define sandinismo, as he expressed in 

his writings was chiefly one of anti-imperialism directed against the United States occupation of 

Nicaragua but also driven by his own ideology concerned with the rights of peasants and 

workers. The North American power, according to Sandino, was an invader of Nicaragua, and 

the Nicaraguan political elites who supported the invasion were traitors. It was also a nationalist 

rebellion, fought not for Sandino’s political party or his own aspirations, but in his eyes, for the 

good of his country, especially for the good of the common people of Nicaragua, the peasants 

and laborers. U.S. influence and domination, to Sandino, was the root cause of the suffering of 

the common Nicaraguan. 
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At times, Sandino’s writings hint at a larger social program and demands. Depending on 

whom he was dealing with in Nicaraguan politics, Sandino attempted to achieve more specific, 

socially liberal goals related to labor rights and electoral reform, as will be discussed in this 

chapter. The changing political actors necessitated or opened to Sandino the possibility of 

changing demands; Sandino saw chances for these reforms in particular leadership. More 

consistently, though, Sandino’s rebellion can most accurately be characterized in terms of anti-

imperialism and nationalism; his most consistent demand was for the withdrawal of the United 

States military forces and the end of American influence in Nicaragua’s economy and political 

sphere, motivated by what he saw as the suffering of the common worker as the tangible result of 

that influence.  

Sandino took inspiration from the anti-imperialist commitment of early Nicaraguan 

liberals, including his father, Gregorio Sandino, a successful small farmer. The elder Sandino 

was a supporter of José Santos Zelaya, the Liberal party president who ruled from 1893 until 

1909, a period of marked obstinacy toward United States attempts to establish canal rights in the 

Central American country.  Gregorio was jailed twice, likely among waves of other Liberal 

protesters, during the phase of U.S.-backed Conservative rule that followed the end of Zelaya’s 

presidency.64 Like his son in later years, Gregorio Sandino openly protested the Bryan-Chamorro 

Treaty of 1914.65 Representatives of the Conservative Nicaraguan government and the United 

States agreed to the treaty, which officially gave the U.S. exclusive, renewable rights to an 

interoceanic canal and a naval base in the region and was a major event in the beginning of the 

acceptance of U.S. influence in Nicaragua. In some ways, the treaty was an application of the 
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Platt Amendment to Central America, which ten years earlier had secured American influence 

and military presence in Cuba.66 The Bryan-Chamorro Treaty signified an extension of North 

American power over Latin America as a whole and spurred a wave of protests throughout 

Central America, including outspoken positions against it in Nicaragua.67 The younger Sandino 

witnessed his own father’s arrest for actively opposing the treaty.68  

Born out of wedlock to a domestic servant, Augusto Sandino did not enjoy the same ease 

as his father, Gregorio Sandino, a wealthy landowner. He spent his early childhood in the home 

of his impoverished mother, Margarita Calderón, who struggled to support Augusto and his 

siblings.69 This early experience of campesino poverty gave Sandino an awareness of the general 

situation experienced by the large number of Nicaraguan peasants, helping him develop his class 

consciousness. Around age ten, when his mother left the village for the city of Granada, Sandino 

went to live with his father, an outspoken Liberal and opponent of the United States in 

Nicaragua; this change in the future general’s life provided exposure to politics, the Liberal-

Conservative clash, and the growing tension between the United States and Zelaya. The 

Sandinos lived in Masaya, the province that General Benjamín Zeledón defended against attacks 

by the U.S. military after the fall of Zelaya.70 In 1912, dissident Conservatives and Liberals, 

backed by Zeledón, rose in rebellion against President Adolfo Díaz, a puppet of the United 

States.71 The defeat of the uprising began direct military occupation of Nicaragua by the United 

States. Zeledón, in Sandino’s words, “died in 1912 when the Yankees attacked the town of 

Masaya.” The soldiers who killed Zeledón placed his body on the back of a horse and paraded it 
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through the village as Sandino, then 17 years old, watched.72 Sandino later described himself as a 

second Zeledón, whom he described as a “fraternal patriot” killed by “Yankee soldiers serving 

the interests of Wall Street.”73 Sandino could then, fifteen years later, place himself in a 

historical lineage as another leader taking up arms against foreign intrusion, in a way 

contributing to the timeline of tradition claimed by Carlos Fonseca. 

Although he lived in comfortable circumstances in his father’s house, Sandino relived the 

discomforts of peasant life during his four year stint in exile while still a young man. In 1921, 

Sandino fled Nicaragua after shooting another man in a duel. For the next several years, he 

worked as a skilled laborer for different mining, oil, and agricultural companies in Honduras, 

Guatemala, and Mexico, where he saw firsthand and underwent the misery of Latin American 

workers.74  In addition to this sense of injustice, Sandino’s phase as an expatriate laborer gave 

him a taste for the Latin American nationalism that later shaped his anti-imperialism and ideals 

of Hispano-American unity. Sandino briefly worked for the wealthy, American United Fruit 

Company, which by the 1920s “represented a symbol of United States intervention” in Latin 

America.75 At the time of Sandino’s visit in the early 1920s, Mexico was still in a revolutionary 

fervor; he associated with Mexican nationalists, angered by the United States’ attempt to 

intervene in internal disputes during the presidency of Álvaro Obregón.76 These nationalists and 

Central American political exiles with whom Sandino worked talked with him about 

international politics and American imperialism.77 Some even mocked Sandino’s native 
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Nicaragua for its subservience to the United States in the Bryan-Chamorro Treaty.78 The town of 

Tampico specifically, where Sandino worked for the American-owned oil companies, was home 

to a community of anarcho-syndicalists, socialists, and dedicated Zapatistas, followers of 

Emiliano Zapata, the Mexican champion of agrarian rights. Though he may not have been a 

radical activist himself, Sandino worked among Mexican laborers in Tampico that associated 

with unions and organizations such as the International Workers of the World and staged revolts 

against government-supported labor federations.79 Referencing his experience with Mexican 

nationalists, Sandino later wrote that he “had been unionized in Mexico,” a reference possibly to 

his emerging anti-imperialist, nationalist, and workers’ rights oriented ideology.80 

In addition to his exposure to nationalism, Sandino also gained in his work abroad an 

appreciation for the concept of Latin American unity. A key aspect of the nationalism extolled by 

Sandino’s Mexican work comrades was the importance of an Indian heritage, an inheritance 

shared by Latin Americans of all nationalities. It was during his time abroad in Central America 

and Mexico that Sandino read the biography of Simón Bolívar, a nineteenth-century champion of 

South American independence and proponent of Pan-American unity, whose name he later 

invoked in his calls for Latin American alliance. In the view of Sandino’s Latin American 

nationalist contemporaries, the common enemy was “Yankee imperialism.”81 Sandino later wove 

these ideas of nationalism and Latin American unity into his own anti-imperialist ideology. 

Sandino regarded the symbiotic relationship between the U.S. and Nicaraguan 

Conservatives as a major obstacle to Nicaraguan sovereignty. Many of the developments that 

supported that relationship occurred during Sandino’s lifetime, in the fifteen years leading up to 
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the Constitutionalist War. Conservative leaders, after the fall of Zelaya, took out loans from 

private U.S. banks, entrenching American financial interests in Nicaraguan affairs.82 Adolfo 

Díaz, president from 1911 to 1917, signed the Bryan-Chamorro Treaty, named for U.S. Secretary 

of State William Jennings Bryan and fellow Conservative Emiliano Chamorro, in which “The 

Government of Nicaragua grants in perpetuity to the Government of the United States… the 

exclusive proprietary rights necessary and convenient for the construction, operation, and 

maintenance of an interoceanic canal through Nicaragua… [and] leases for a term of ninety-nine 

years to the Government of the United States the islands in the Caribbean Sea known as Great 

Corn Island and Little Corn Island.”83 In exchange, the U.S. paid three million dollars to 

Nicaragua, to be deposited with banks or banking corporations chosen by the U.S. government. 

The treaty also gave the U.S. the right for ninety-nine year maintenance of a naval base in the 

Gulf of Fonseca and the option to renew the included agreements.84  

 After the brief American troop withdrawal in 1925 began the Constitutionalist War 1926-

1927, a violent struggle between Liberals and Conservatives over the presidency. In 1925, 

without the Marines to prevent or quell the escalation of internal disputes, a faction of the 

Conservatives led by former president Emiliano Chamorro (r. 1917-1921) expelled most Liberals 

from the government; Chamorro assumed the presidency once again, prompting a Liberal 

uprising in May of 1926.85 The war prompted Sandino’s return from exile, in order that he might 

“take part in the struggle against North American power.”86  In 1927, Sandino began working as 

a clerk in the San Albino mines, located in the northern Segovia Mountains. He raised a peasant 
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army in defense of the Liberal cause that fought under José María Moncada until 1927.  With the 

return of the U.S. puppet Adolfo Diaz to the presidency that year and the renewal of United 

States military occupation, Sandino refused to lay down arms, noting that “[the revolution]… 

needed new leaders.”87 The peasant soldiers transferred their loyalty to Sandino and became 

known as the Ejército Defensor de la Soberanía de Nicaragua.  

Sandino’s anti-imperialist ideology centered on national sovereignty and the end of U.S. 

influence. To realize that end, he resolved to implement a plan of land confiscation in early 1928. 

He claimed this resolution was not just in the interests of his army, but for the good of the 

republic.88 Sandino also expressed his anti-American nationalism through army slogans. One 

such slogan was “The Welfare of our Fatherland,” according to Humberto Torres, who formerly 

served under Sandino during the Constitutionalist War.89 Another slogan with which Sandino 

signed his correspondence consistently by late 1927 was “Patria y Libertad,” Spanish for 

“Homeland and Liberty.”90 His followers shared his sentiments, as one former Ejército Defensor 

soldier stated: “We did not want that the Yankees gave orders.”91 Sandino specifically spoke out 

against U.S. involvement in Nicaragua’s presidential elections; the 1928 election, through the 

Tipitapa agreement, was to be supervised by an American representative.92 He also had in mind 

the election results of 1924 – in 1927, after the Peace of Tipitapa but before Moncada’s ascent to 

executive office, Sandino expressed support for Juan Sacasa, who had lost his position as vice 
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president in the events leading up to the Constitutionalist War.93 U.S. involvement in mediation 

of the civil conflict prevented what Sandino saw as the rightful and constitutional Nicaraguan 

president. Though he supported Sacasa in the first year of his rebellion, he consistently rejected 

such foreign involvement – the embodiment of imperialism – regardless of who was president. 

His goals as told to American journalist Carleton Beals included the removal of Díaz from power 

and elections supervised by representatives from Latin American countries instead of North 

American representatives. As a statement against elites from each political party, Sandino also 

expressed a desire for a government “without regard to political tendency.”94 

Sandino recognized that the political elites contributed to the foreign obstruction to 

Nicaragua’s independence. According to his Sandino, political leaders who cooperated with 

North American officials and power were essentially tools of imperialism. These tools in 

American domination required action as well. In 1929, after his former military superior José 

María Moncada became president, Sandino proposed an agreement suggesting that Moncada 

could earn legitimate constitutionality as head of state if he complied with the demands of 

Sandino’s army. One of these demands specifically called for making all treaties and other 

official agreements between the two governments, that of the United States and that of 

Nicaragua, from the period of 1909 to 1929 null and void, citing the Bryan-Chamorro Treaty as 

an impairment to national sovereignty.95  

The concept of Latin American unity from Sandino’s days in Tampico continued to have 

an influence on his ideology of anti-imperialism and Nicaraguan nationalism. To combat North 

American involvement and influence in Nicaragua, Sandino frequently suggested some form of 
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Central American or Latin American unity against the northern power. Part of the proposed 

agreement with Moncada was a call for an alliance of Latin American states as the “realization of 

Bolívar’s highest dream,” an invocation of Simón Bolívar’s projection of a Central American 

confederation.96 Sandino continued to voice similar demands as late as November of 1932, while 

awaiting the results of that year’s presidential election and the planned withdrawal of U.S. 

Marines. At this time, the canal through the isthmus was still an issue; to deal with the canal 

matter, Sandino proposed a meeting of a Hispano-American congress, implying that the issue 

affected Central America as a whole.97 

 Sandino’s opposition to the Conservative government of Adolfo Díaz prompted his 

refusal to lay down arms. It had been Díaz, years earlier, who signed the treaty granting the 

United States canal rights in Nicaragua. Sandino characterized both Liberals and Conservatives 

as “traitors” for cooperating with American interests.98 In a 1927 letter, Sandino nonetheless 

distinguished between “honorable Liberals” and “chicken Liberals” while classifying all 

Conservatives as “sell-outs.”99 Sandino declared Moncada, a prominent Liberal general, to be a 

traitor for negotiating with the Conservative leadership and U.S. official Henry Stimson.100 

According to their agreement, the Marines would end combat, a representative of the U.S. 

government would accept Adolfo Díaz’s request for supervision of the 1928 presidential 

election, and Constitutionalist soldiers would receive payment for surrendering their weapons.101 

Sandino’s former employer Charles Butters, who owned the mining company from which 
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Sandino gathered his peasant followers, stated that Sandino “declared himself enemy of the 

Americans and of Moncada as well” after this development.102 

Sandino assailed elite politicians for ignoring the needs of Nicaragua’s common people, 

especially those of the working class. To Sandino, Moncada exemplified the problem through his 

concern for his own political ambitions, the motive behind the general’s acceptance of the 

Tipitapa agreement.103 Regarding Nicaraguan rulers in general, Sandino believed that any leader 

who attained office with the influence of a foreign power could not be accountable to the 

Nicaraguan people, but would be under the influence of foreign interests.104 Because the political 

elites were not concerned with the interests of their own countrymen, the peasants and workers 

of Nicaragua were exploited by wealthy American investors. Sandino desired the “redemption of 

the working class,” a group cheated by foreign business and ignored by their own government.105 

Sandino’s commitment to the working class arose from his experience as an expatriate 

laborer.106 He pointed to his employment in the San Albino mines in 1926 as the beginning of his 

“active political life.”107 The peasant workers of the American-owned mines provided Sandino 

with a “skeleton force of revolutionaries.”108 His main base of supporters included miners, 

peasants, and workers.109 His primary social base was composed of peasants from the northern 
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Segovia Mountains near the Nicaraguan border with Honduras, whom Sandino mobilized 

through a nationalist discourse.110  

Sandino sought to address the problems of both rural and urban workers. He included 

himself among the Nicaraguan and larger Latin American working class as early as 1926.111 By 

doing so, Sandino demonstrated his sympathy and support for peasant and labor issues. The 

increasing proletarianization of the early twentieth century had continued to erode the self-

sufficiency of the Nicaraguan peasantry.112 Sandino sought to change the situation for peasants 

that worked twelve-hour days on coffee plantations where they received payments in notes that 

were essentially worthless beyond the company property.113 In his proposed agreement with 

Moncada, he specified workplace reforms, demanding laws for workplace safety, maximum 

eight hour work days, laws for overtime payment as well as normal payment in cash, the right of 

workers to organize, regulation of child labor, the provision of education by large employers, and 

equal pay for women. Some of Sandino’s demands addressed peasant needs beyond the 

agricultural workplace, as well, such as the recognition of the Segovia town of San Juan, the 

permitted cultivation and sale of tobacco, and guaranteed benefits to campesinos that allied with 

Sandino’s army.114 

Sandino’s demands for peasants and workers did not go unrecognized by his detractors 

nor by outside sources of support. His former employer from San Albino described Sandino as “a 

socialist and a fanatic” due to his continuous talk of brotherhood among his army.115 His 

international supporters included leftists such as Agustín Farabundo Martí of El Salvador and, 
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for a while, the organization Communist International.116 Humberto Torres, a member of 

Sandino’s army, attested to his frequently stressed interest in the peasant class.117 A 1920s 

Nicaraguan organization of artisans and workers, the Central de Obreros, issued complaints 

similar to those of Sandino about government corruption and the power of the foreign Wall 

Street. The obreristas, as they were known, formed an important faction in the Liberal party that 

decade and went on to openly support Sandino against the Marines.118 

Sandino’s rebellion against the United States military occupation formally ended with a 

ceasefire agreement in February of 1933. In 1931, the decision had been made to hold elections 

in November of 1932. The upcoming election set off tensions among Moncada, the Liberal Party 

and Conservatives.119 The withdrawal of American troops, a consistent demand of Sandino and 

his army, was planned for and occurred in December 1932, when the president-elect assumed the 

presidency, but the Guardia Nacional against whom Sandino also fought remained.120 Contrary 

to Sandino’s demands of Latin American oversight, the election was to be supervised by an 

American admiral.121 The variations in the resulting demands and negotiations can be explained 

by several developments between 1929 and 1932.  

 After the generally fair 1932 election of Juan Sacasa and the beginning of troop 

withdrawal, Sandino issued his “Protocol for Peace,” his newest stipulations for ending combat, 

to Sacasa’s negotiating team, headed by Sofonías Salvatierra, in mid-January. Though Sandino 

had supported the constitutional presidency of Sacasa during the preceding nearly six years of his 
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rebellion, he was still hesitant to trust any political elite, Conservative or Liberal. Sandino 

maintained that Sacasa’s presidency was legitimate only if he met the demands of the Ejército 

Defensor or negotiated with Sandino, since in Sandino’s view, his army was fighting for the 

well-being of the entire nation.122 The demands for the laying down of arms included the full 

knowledge of Sacasa’s political program and assurance that he would “totally exclude foreign 

interferences in the finances of Nicaragua,” a guarantee of financial independence from the 

United States; that the national congress of Nicaragua would decree the creation of a “new 

department in uncultivated national territory…the general enlargement of the fatherland,” a 

territory that would be under the temporary jurisdiction of the Ejército Defensor; that the national 

congress would also decree the maintenance of the Ejército Defensor’s military equipment; that 

the national congress would decree the removal from the national archives of “all documents in 

which the patriotic posture of [Sandino’s army] is described as banditry,” to end the discrediting 

of Sandino’s struggle; and finally, revision of the Bryan-Chamorro Treaty to declare dominion 

over the canal and naval base to representatives of Latin America. Sandino signed the proposal 

with his motto of “Patria y Libertad.”123 

 On February 2, Sandino traveled to Managua to negotiate and sign an agreement with 

government officials. Sandino agreed to order his troops’ laying down of arms, but also 

demanded a “safeguarding force of 100 armed men,” a considerably smaller armed group out of 

the demobilized 1,800 soldiers of the Ejército Defensor.124 In exchange for the almost full 

demobilization and disarmament, the national congress agreed to grant full amnesty to the 

members of Sandino’s army, to maintain “public works in which there will be job preference for 
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individuals of General Sandino’s army,” and to build an agricultural cooperative in the Segovias, 

the primary region of Sandino’s peasant supporters.125 

 Absent from both the January Peace Protocol and the final agreements signed in February 

were Sandino’s previous demands for general workers’ rights and official Latin American 

alliance. From 1929 to the end of combat, Sandino faced different challenges in his struggle. In 

early 1929, Sandino lost the support of Froylán Turcios, a Honduran writer and political figure 

who also worked as Sandino’s private secretary. Turcios played a significant role in 

communications between Sandino’s army, largely situated in the remote Segovias, and the rest of 

Latin America. According to Sandino, “When Turcios was our representative in Honduras we 

were in communication with the world… But Turcios quit and we were left isolated.”126 In 

Turcios’ words, Sandino was no longer just calling for Nicaraguan sovereignty, but was 

attempting to “change an internal political regime” through a civil war; this attempt, Turcios 

believed, was sure to end in failure. In his letter of resignation, Turcios encourages Sandino to 

continue the battle for sovereignty, which he believes to be a reasonable goal, but discourages 

what he sees as Sandino’s “new ideology.”127 This was the time when Sandino issued his 

proposal for an agreement with Moncada, which included demands regarding workers’ rights, 

initiatives for the betterment of the lives of Segovian peasants, and Central American union.  

 Sandino also experienced a loss of support among some in the Ejército Defensor 

leadership in early 1929. One example is the resignation that year of the army’s only medical 

doctor, Dr. Domingo Mairena. In his letter of resignation, Mairena urges Sandino to quit the 

struggle because at the time, Moncada’s government was recognized “by all the world,” 
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including groups and individuals who had refused to recognize the second presidency of Adolfo 

Díaz after the Tipitapa agreement. Further, he says that Sandino’s continued rebellion and the 

presence of the United States forces create a vicious circle, suggesting that Sandino’s struggle 

was a contributing factor to the problem of foreign occupation. Nowhere in the letter does 

Mairena disagree with Sandino’s overall goals, but he expresses dissatisfaction and a lack of 

confidence in the way in which Sandino was trying to achieve those goals. He tries to appeal to 

Sandino’s nationalism by suggesting that ending the rebellion is the patriotic action to take 

because Sandino’s life “is precious to the country” and after ending the guerrilla war, he could 

focus his nationalist energies in a more constructive manner for the better of Nicaragua.128 

 A low level of general support was a particular problem in 1930. Gobat states that 

Sandino’s activity had significantly weaker support in Nicaragua outside of his immediate base 

of Segovian mountain peasants, a social group living in a particularly remote region of the 

country. This was partly due to the coverage of the rebellion in local media, which contributed to 

the perception of the struggle as a “Segovian problem.”129 Additionally, as evident in Sandino’s 

peace proposal with Sacasa, it was often portrayed not as a legitimate military struggle, but as 

problematic banditry. His support among elites in particular was also low at this time. Among his 

own party, those who he likely deemed “chicken Liberals” vilified him for refusing to accept 

their electoral victory when he did not lay down arms after the Peace of Tipitapa.130 A change in 

support among some elite Conservatives, whom Sandino saw as entirely traitorous either way, 

occurred after the leader’s trip to Mexico radicalized the army’s cause. La Prensa, a major 

Nicaraguan newspaper, went from supporting Sandino to accusing him of Bolshevism and 
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referring to the Segovias as “a Russian island” in 1929.131 There may have also been a general 

decline in the morale of Sandino’s troops around 1930, as Ejército Defensor member Feliciano 

Centeno Altamirano reported when he surrendered to the Guardia Nacional that year.132  

 After the United States agreed to withdraw troops from Nicaragua in 1932, Sandino lost 

through his achievement one of his most significant contentions – his most consistent demand, 

the one at the root of his anti-imperialism, was planned to be fulfilled by 1933. He had, in a way, 

fulfilled the most important part of his mission, his anti-imperialist desire for the end of official 

North American occupation of his country, true Nicaraguan sovereignty. He did indeed lay down 

arms to a Liberal government, headed by Sacasa. He had not seen the fulfillment of his other 

demands, though – none of the 1933 stipulations included workers’ rights or Latin American 

alliance. Though part of his concern for the welfare of the common Nicaraguan, the worker, and 

a motivating part of his larger ideology, those demands were not at the center of Sandino’s 

struggle, but were points of contention with Nicaraguan political elites, who of course remained 

after American withdrawal. His rebellion itself was one of anti-imperialism guided by Latin 

American nationalism, a rebellion for national sovereignty. In his message to his army before 

signing the ceasefire agreement on February 2, Sandino told his men, “We have fought so that 

our country may be free of foreign interventionists.”133 Twenty days later, the Ejército Defensor, 

with the exception of 100 men as stipulated in the agreement with Sacasa, began turning over its 

weaponry.  

Despite the withdrawal of the U.S. and the end of official combat, Sandino did not 

abandon the parts of his ideology that were not validated by the agreement with Sacasa. He did 
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not choose to withdraw from political activity or protest as he had earlier sworn to do to if 

Moncada had accepted his rejected 1929 proposal. After the end of U.S. occupation, Sandino did 

not give up on creating a “new Nicaragua” through reform.134 After demobilization and 

disarmament, some elites supported Sandino’s creation of a new Autonomist party, although he 

postponed that project at the wishes of President Sacasa.135 He also continued to express his 

desire for another dimension of his sandinismo, Central American union, and began to express 

concern over the constitutionality of the American-created, trained, and supported Guardia 

Nacional.136 Conflict emerged between the Guardia and the remainder of Sandino’s armed men 

in 1933 and Sandino sought to resolve this conflict through discussions with Sacasa in November 

and December of that year. Tensions heightened when Anastasio Somoza García, head of the 

Guardia, protested Sandino’s request for more arms for the remaining soldiers. Sacasa and 

Sandino agreed to meet in February to discuss the issues of additional arms and the Guardia 

Nacional. When Sandino arrived in Managua, he told the press that he did not plan to surrender 

the last of his arms to the Guardia, despite Somoza’s wishes for him to do so. On the night of 

February 21, 1934, after dinner with President Sacasa in Managua, members of the Guardia 

Nacional stopped the vehicle carrying Sandino and two of his soldiers and assassinated them as 

they had been ordered by Somoza that day.137 

From the beginning of Sandino’s armed struggle until its official end in 1933, the most 

consistent aspects of his ideology were anti-imperialism and nationalism guided by the general’s 

concern for the workers of Nicaragua. In the five and a half years of the rebellion, the leader of 

Nicaragua shifted from Adolfo Díaz, always a traitor as a complicit Conservative in Sandino’s 
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eyes, in 1927, to José María Moncada in 1929 to Juan Sacasa in 1933; Sandino’s specific 

demands regarding workers’ rights and the conditions of Segovian peasants may have shifted 

with each of these presidents and with the changing challenges faced by his army, but his 

staunch anti-imperialism aimed at the United States occupying forces and financial interests 

remained constant until the withdrawal of North American troops in 1933. It was a struggle 

informed by Sandino’s own past with Latin American nationalists, his experiences abroad as a 

laborer, and the events he witnessed his nation face in his lifetime.  

Sandino saw as his own predecessors the “fraternal patriot” Benjamín Zeledón, killed in 

an uprising during the beginning of U.S. occupation, and his own father, a Liberal who supported 

the obstinate rule of Jose Santos Zelaya and opposed the increasing influence of the United 

States over Central American affairs. His influences also included Simón Bolívar, whose dream 

of Latin American unity provided an alternative vision to the U.S.-dominated political realm that 

Sandino so detested. Sandino’s nationalist tendencies did not end with the end of his rebellion; to 

ensure the sovereignty for which he fought, he continued to push for constitutionality of the 

Guardia Nacional and the terms of the 1933 agreement with Sacasa, ultimately leading to his 

own assassination by the orders of Anastasio Somoza. Decades after Sandino’s death, strands of 

his ideology, pieces of the original sandinismo, lived on in the work of the Frente Sandinista de 

la Liberación Nacional. 

 
Chapter 3 – Sandinismo in Action: Sandino’s War and the Sandinistas 
 
 
 Commonalities and continuities between Sandino and his Marxist namesake are not only 

ideological. The two share characteristics of their respective actions of rebellion as well. Sandino 

did not simply speak out against the United States influence and occupation of his patria, he 
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waged a guerrilla war, incorporating Segovian peasants into his ranks and building important 

connections with other Latin American leaders. The 1979 revolution could not have been waged 

without the influence of Sandino’s action in addition to certain threads of his ideology. Like 

Sandino before them, the Frente Sandinista came to rely on peasant community networks, 

guerrilla tactics, and an internationalist ethos. The use of the name Sandinista by the members of 

the FSLN therefore is not only more than symbolic, but more than ideological as well, as the 

general of the 1920s and 1930s provided one model for an anti-imperialist guerrilla insurrection. 

Though Sandino did not provide the only such model – other examples and tactics were drawn 

from sources such as Cuba – he was the key Nicaraguan example. 

 The base of Sandino’s support, as well as the core of his army itself, comprised peasants 

from the Segovia Mountains in the north of Nicaragua, near the border with Honduras, where 

much of his insurrection took place. Once he protracted his unit’s warfare into his own 

insurrection after Tipitapa, the composition of Sandino’s army was almost exclusively peasants 

and rural campesinos, and among them, mostly supporters of the Liberal faction.138 Sandino’s 

connections with peasants mirrored that of another Latin American leader of struggle, Emiliano 

Zapata of Mexico, a revolutionary with ideals of land rights and agrarian freedom whose 1919 

death was still recent at the time of Sandino’s work in that country.139 They supported Sandino 

out of both Liberal loyalty and their history as targets of atrocities from the Marines and the 

Guardia. Economic developments of wage labor and the coffee-based export economy and 

general displacement in the nineteenth and early twentieth century also diminished the self-

sufficiency of the increasingly proletarianized peasant population in general, and this was clearly 
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associated with the long tradition of North American intervention and influence. Specific 

instances of abuse of this population from the late 1800s include forced labor and corporal 

punishment.140 Into the 1920s, much of the populace was illiterate. Sandino himself came from a 

relatively educated, non-peasant background through his father’s lineage, but the Liberal general 

built support among illiterate peasants, mobilizing them through a nationalist discourse which 

incorporated notions of rural identity, kinship, and honor. The peasants were ‘brothers’ in the 

Ejército Defensor and the nation was their ‘mother.’141  

 Another aspect of Sandino’s ideology that may have appealed to his peasant base was his 

invocation of Nicaragua’s rural Indian heritage. This later was continued by the Sandinistas, who 

expressed a value for the indio as an ancestor instead of the colonizing Spaniard, reinforcing the 

injustice of Nicaragua’s historic status as an invaded nation. The tradition of the indigenous 

resistance to colonial authority was a parallel to Sandino’s, and by extension the Sandinistas’, 

resistance to the American-supported Somoza regime.142 In a 1927 manifesto, Sandino refers to 

Nicaraguans as “the Indo-Hispanic race,” emphasizing the distinction between the Nicaraguan 

and the Yankee invader.  A difference between Sandino’s invocations of the importance of the 

indio and those of the Sandinistas, likely informed by the FSLN’s Marxism, was that the latter 

emphasized historic indigenous rebellions as primarily class struggles, omitting much of the 

element of race, instead focusing on the economic developments that separated the indio 

peasants from their self-reliance, and indirectly, their autonomy.143  
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 After initially taking up arms with his small army of workers and refusing to relinquish 

them, Sandino established control of the northern mountain region of Nicaragua and gained 

popularity with the local campesinos, rural workers. The geography of the Segovias, like many 

mountainous regions, provided strategic advantages while the army’s access to peasant networks 

was key to Ejército intelligence and evasion of the Guardia.144 Military or insurrectionary units 

based in mountains can more easily evade outsiders who do not know the region; they can leave 

the mountains to stage attacks before retreating back to the land’s safety. As described by 

Carleton Beals, the town of San Rafael del Norte, claimed as Sandino’s headquarters, was 

“suitable for effective guerrilla warfare and [was] fanatically Liberal.”145 Connections with the 

Liberal-leaning peasants provided the expansion of Sandino’s support base and pragmatic 

knowledge for taking full advantage of the northern mountains. However, as seen with the 

departure of Froylán Turcios, the remote nature of the mountains could also contribute to 

disadvantageous isolation from the international community. 

 Sandino recognized the strategic importance of the peasants as a social base and the core 

of his army, but he also advocated for improved conditions for the peasants as a marginalized 

population. In his writings, early on during the guerrilla war, he remarked on the exploitation of 

rural workers by American investment interests and Nicaraguan political elites’ failure to provide 

for the poor.146 His liberal social program later in the period, elucidated in his 1929 offer to 

Moncada, also addressed peasant and worker concerns, including his advocacy for the 

recognition of the Segovia town of San Juan and permission for the peasants to cultivate crops of 

their choosing such as tobacco.  
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 The geography and social composition of Sandino’s war overlaps with another aspect of 

his struggle, the use of the tactics of guerrilla warfare as opposed to more conventional military 

strategies. Macaulay described Sandino, alongside Mao Zedong, as “one of the precursors of 

modern revolutionary guerrilla warfare,” comparing his tactics directly to those of twentieth 

century guerrilla movements in China, Algeria, Cuba, and Vietnam. However, the tradition of 

guerrilla warfare stretches back to the nineteenth century, used through raids and ambushes in 

the Peninsular War against French occupation in Spain beginning in 1808.147 One dimension of 

Sandino’s guerrilla warfare was his maintenance of his particular zone of operations, keeping 

secure one particular strategic area, specifically the Segovias.148 As stated, the region was vital to 

EDSN safety and tactical success. Thirty years later, Che Guevara published Guerrilla Warfare, 

a manual for guerrilla insurrection, in which he cites Sandino’s war as an early example, together 

with the Cuban Revolution, of the successful use of guerrilla tactics.149 Sandino’s guerrilla 

tactics indeed proved successful; the army was “at the height of their military and political 

strength” at the time of the ceasefire in 1933.150 

 Throughout his writings and communications, Sandino placed emphasis on the ideal of 

Latin American unity in the face of United States domination, often invoking Bolívar as a 

predecessor. As late as 1933, the general expressed that Central American union was “absolutely 

essential.”151 This was not simply an ideal of ideology, but a concept that played out in the 

participation of other Latin Americans in Sandino’s struggle and in his own international 

interests and needs. 
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Sandino’s base in the Segovia Mountains contributed to the presence of Hondurans in his 

army and support. As mentioned in chapter 2, the general’s private secretary Froylán Turcios 

was a vital figure for communications, his departure creating a sense of regional isolation for the 

guerrillas. Other Hispano-Americans played important roles in the ranks of the Ejército; Central 

Americans made up all of the top commanders of the army. The broader international context of 

worker and leftist rebellions led to an increase in the number of Hondurans in the army: in 1931, 

unemployed fruit company workers who were defeated in a “partly communist-inspired revolt” 

on the eastern Honduran coast joined the ranks of Sandino’s peasant guerrillas south of their 

nation’s border.152 

Sandino’s struggle elicited an international response. In addition to Sandino’s own 

admiration for groups such as the Latin American Labor Confederation, he received words of 

support from members of organizations like the Anti-Imperialist League in Mexico, Costa Rica, 

Peru, and even from leftist groups within the United States; support for Sandino extended as far 

as China, where one anti-imperialist unit of the Kuomintang Army was known as the “Sandino 

Division.”153 Sandino also had a notably complicated relationship with the international 

organization the Communist International, or Comintern. One member of Sandino’s staff, 

Agustín Farabundo Martí of El Salvador, was also a member of Comintern. While Sandino 

himself was not communist (a point that will receive further elaboration in chapter 5), he was 

open to a broad, international coalition of support that included noted communists. The alliance 

between Sandino and the international communist community turned tense in 1931 when 

members of Comintern accused the general of betrayal and of accepting a bribe from the United 

States preceding his period of exile in Mexico, which he denied and of which he was soon 
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absolved. Though he accepted their support, Sandino rejected the “orthodox communist 

ideology” and held onto his movement’s identification with nationalism and anti-imperialism 

above all else.154 In 1929, Sandino, then abroad in Mexico, sent a message about the ills of 

American imperialism to the Second World Anti-Imperialist Congress in Frankfurt, Germany, 

where he was represented by a delegate. The Congress responded with a letter of unanimous 

support.155 

Sandino further confirmed his willingness to consider internationalism and a broader 

Latin American context with his period in Mexico. In early 1929, the general attempt to cultivate 

support among Latin American governments, which included sending correspondence to the 

presidents of El Salvador and Argentina signed with his trademark slogan of “Patria y Libertad.” 

In one letter from March 12 of that year, he offered solidarity with the presidents of El Salvador, 

Honduras, Guatemala, and Costa Rica – the other four Central American nations – for the 

purpose of ceasing to be “humiliated by the Yankee.”156 That same month, he presented to Latin 

American states his forty-four point “Plan for the Realization of Bolívar’s Highest Dream.” In 

May Sandino accepted an invitation to reside in Mexico from President Emilio Portes Gil, 

thanking him in a letter that praised Mexican patriotism and the spirit of Benito Juárez, a 

nineteenth century Mexican president known for resisting French occupation.157 He also invoked 

the years he spent working as a laborer in Mexico in the early 1920s, drawing a parallel between 

the struggle of Nicaragua and that of the Mexican revolution. Though he initially traveled north 

in search of arms and support, he stayed in Mexico and continued to correspond with other Latin 

American leaders for just over a year, returning in June of 1930.  
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Sandino’s fight against the United States Marines, the story of sandinismo, can be 

described as ideologically anti-imperialist and nationalist. The ideology of the struggle cannot be 

described without its action, the practical aspect of sandinismo. Sandino was not a politician or 

an intellectual – he was a general, the leader of an armed insurrection. At the core of that 

practical aspect was the use of guerrilla warfare, made possible by the cooperation of the Segovia 

peasant population, and an explicit international appeal that was often reciprocated. Along with 

the ideology, this practical aspect of sandinismo was taken up by the organization that claimed 

Sandino’s legacy beginning in the 1960s. 

 

Chapter 4 – Sandinismo after Sandino 

 
 Sandinismo, as defined in this paper, was originally the ideology- and action-based ethos 

of Augusto ‘César’ Sandino as elucidated in his communications and as defended in his 

protracted guerrilla war against the occupying United States Marines. Both the intellectual, 

ideological policy demands and the choices of action were important to defining Sandino’s 

struggle. To assess the degree to which the later Sandinistas adhered to sandinismo, it is 

necessary to trace the continuation of the ideals and threads of continuity that define sandinismo. 

First, looking at ideology, this chapter will examine Sandino-style nationalism and anti-

imperialism in the Sandinistas of the 1960s and 1970s. It will then look at the ways in which the 

FSLN’s use of guerrilla warfare tactics, peasant support, and international appeal compare to that 

of the general from whom they took their organization’s name. The FSLN’s use of the most key 

aspects of sandinismo ethos is the clearest way in which they used Sandino as more than a 

symbol in name, appropriating his philosophy as well as his name.   
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 The Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional developed as the work of various anti-

Somoza student activists in the late 1950s and early 1960s, the date of its official founding given 

as 1961. While the group’s founders named the organization after Sandino, he was not their only 

source of inspiration or influence. Among other forces, they also incorporated elements of 

liberation theology, Marxism, socialism, democratic liberalism, and general social justice. The 

three ‘pillars’ claimed by the FSLN’s National Patriotic Front in 1979 were national sovereignty, 

effective democracy, justice and social progress. They also took inspiration from Fidel Castro in 

Cuba, the guerrilla experience in Vietnam, and Argentine leader Che Guevara with his concept 

of the hombre nuevo.158 As a revolutionary organization for nearly twenty years before the 

overthrow of Anastasio Somoza Debayle, after which they became the ruling party, the Frente 

Sandinista was not always a necessarily cohesive, unified group, nor were they always militarily 

strong or successful; in fact, it underwent significant factionalization in the two years 

immediately preceding the revolution, splitting into three tendencies, the Proletarios, the Guerra 

Popular Prolongada, and the Terceristas. In those years, the Frente also grew in membership, 

encompassing more opposition groups than those who identified as Nicaraguan socialists or 

Marxists. While the student activist portion of the group remained significant, they were joined 

by white collar workers, professionals, artisans, traders, and peasants.159 It was with this growth 

that the Sandinistas became more successful, militarily and politically. 

 The factions of the FSLN between 1975 and 1977 split over what each saw as the most 

effective approach to achieving their first common goal, the overthrow of Anastasio Somoza 

Debayle. Sandinistas of the Guerra Popular Prolongada preferred rural warfare as the primary 

strategy while those of Proletarios wished instead to emphasize urban mobilization and action. 
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Those of the Terceristas made up that group that was most open to placing less emphasis on 

Marxism-Leninism as a way to incorporate other oppositional forces, which ultimately was a 

successful strategy, leading to more “widespread insurrections against the Somoza regime” and, 

as a result of that success, diminishing the disagreements among the organization’s subgroups.160 

The more unified the entire group was, the more successful it was, which increased said 

unification. The success of the Terceristas overcame the factionalization and strengthened the 

possibility of the revolution. 

 The Frente Sandinista was not the only group who opposed the U.S.-supported Somoza 

regime in the twenty years before the revolution, but they have been called the vanguard group 

of the revolution. As opposition to the Somoza dictatorship grew in the 1970s, a surge as a result 

of the government’s poor response to the 1972 earthquake and economic recession, opposition 

organizations moved into alliance with the Sandinistas. It was the alliance-building skill in the 

Frente that contributed to its success as a leading group and later to the revolution itself.161 

Before that time, however, Sandinistas in the 1960s faced the obstacle of creating the group’s 

ideological basis.  

 Among the Sandinistas were thinkers, many of them student activists and Marxists, such 

as Tomás Borge, Jaime Wheelock Román, and Humberto and Daniel Ortega. The most 

influential of the Sandinista intellectuals, though, was Carlos Fonseca Amador. Fellow 

Sandinista Borge referred to Fonseca as “Nicaragua’s first Marxist,” highlighting the importance 

of Fonseca’s work in constructing the Frente’s ideology that would guide the vanguard to lead 
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the revolution.162 Fonseca was also the Frente member responsible for reconstructing the image 

of Augusto Sandino and pushing for the group to name themselves after the guerrilla general, 

positioning him as the dominant symbol of the Sandinista ideology.163 Fonseca took up the task 

of the historical analysis of Sandino for opposition purposes while a student in León. He was not 

the first to do so; other activists, including student leader and journalist Pedro Joaquín Chamorro, 

used the memory of Sandino as a symbol of opposition to Somoza and American imperialism.164 

However, Fonseca did emerge as the most important leader of the revolutionary anti-Somoza 

movement in the 1960s, becoming its ideological and strategic leader for nearly twenty years 

before his death in 1976.165 Fonseca helped the Sandinistas to take the use of Sandino’s name 

and imagery further than other opposition groups and individuals by directly naming themselves 

after the general.  

 The first task Fonseca performed in his position as leader of the movement was play the 

role of a historian with a purpose. It was Fonseca’s early collection of writings in particular that 

positioned Sandino, a leader who had been murdered twenty years prior, as the dominant symbol 

of the revolution; this involved a careful course of research and reconstruction. After Anastasio 

Somoza’s coup in 1936, the new dictator enacted a campaign against the memory of Sandino, 

censoring most works besides his own biography of the general, which was not a favorable 

account.166 Sandino had posed a threat to Somoza’s power when he was alive by openly 

questioning the function and legitimacy of the Guardia. With many former EDSN members still 

alive and politically conscious, Somoza’s rise to power faced potential problems. In the 
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biography, Somoza portrayed Sandino not only as a bandit and a communist, but as one who was 

“murderous and vindictive.” He ascribed to Sandino quotes and allusions invoking anarcho-

communist thinkers such as Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, the Flores Magón brothers, and Mikhail 

Bakunin.167 The biography was an effort to taint Sandino’s name and those who continued to 

associate with it. Despite the censorship and campaign, some student opposition leaders used 

Sandino as a symbol of anti-imperialism in the 1940s, memorializing the leader in student 

publications ten years after his assassination.168 In order to make Sandino the symbol of the 

revolution, Fonseca had to salvage his legacy from Somoza’s communist accusations and 

strengthen the nationalist and revolutionary associations of Sandino’s name. Sandino had to be 

not just a symbol of opposition, but the unmistakable symbol of and historical justification for 

revolution. 

 As a student in León, Fonseca became involved in leftist student activism, joining the 

Partido Socialista Nicaragüense (the Nicaraguan Socialist Party, known as the PSN). It was 

during this time that he began educating himself about the history of Nicaragua, including the 

struggle of the 1920s and 1930s. He read Somoza’s biography of Sandino as well as works 

produced abroad, like that of Argentine historian Gregorio Selser.169 The way Fonseca molded 

Sandino’s legacy involved the construction of a timeline of Nicaraguan history in which the 

revolutionaries, the Sandinistas, were the heirs of Sandino’s anti-imperialist and nationalist 

struggle; the Sandinistas, in this vision, fit into a long tradition of Nicaraguan rebellion and 

insurrection. Nineteenth century Indian rebellions, Zelaya’s resistance to North American 

hegemonic domination, and Sandino’s twentieth century struggle punctuated this history that 
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Fonseca constructed in his role as the FSLN’s resident lay historian. As an upcoming part of that 

history, the next piece of the Nicaraguan timeline, the revolution led by the Sandinistas was 

portrayed as the logical solution to American imperialism, economic disparities, and an 

exclusionary dictatorship.170  With Fonseca’s effort, the members of the Frente Sandinista 

became the heirs of sandinismo and could demonstrate their struggle as legitimate.   

 Sandino’s nationalism and anti-imperialism both gained a central place in 1960s 

Sandinista thought. In constructing Nicaragua’s history around a tradition of rebellion and 

insurrection, Fonseca also tied the notion of an authentic Nicaraguan national identity to that 

tradition. As the most prominent insurrectionary hero of the twentieth century, one both fairly 

supported abroad in Latin America and reviled by the United States, Sandino was the core of that 

tradition and identity. Sandino-style nationalism became a part of the new Sandinistas ideology. 

This can be seen in the continuation of the same kind of discourse through which the guerrilla 

general originally mobilized Segovia peasants in the late 1920s which emphasized the idea of the 

inheritance of sandinismo. One slogan of the FSLN was “We are Sandino’s children,” echoing 

the familial discourse of the Ejército Defensor, which centered on protecting the nation as a 

mother.171 This drew a parallel between the intruders against whom Sandino was ‘protecting’ the 

mother nation, the United States occupiers, and the enemy of the FSLN, which was the regime of 

the Somoza family and its American support.  

The Sandinistas tied the notion of an authentic national identity to anti-imperialism, 

citing foreign influence and power as something that needed to be combated and removed. 

Fonseca at times distinguished between Nicaraguan patriots and those who made the country 

subservient to foreign, especially American, interests. He referred in one 1968 writing to 
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members of the FSLN and its supporters as “patriotas,” patriots, connecting support for the 

Sandinistas with national patriotism.172 He also emphasized that the Somozas were enemies of 

the nation and of sovereignty, stating that Anastasio Somoza García and Anastasio Somoza 

Debayle were not Nicaraguans.173 This appeal to the notion of a ‘true’ Nicaraguan, a true patriot, 

was reminiscent of Sandino’s recurring statements that elite politicians who allowed United 

States economic and military involvement were traitors to Nicaragua. Regarding the succession 

of puppet presidents, Sandino in 1927 stated that his condition for peace required that United 

States to “turn the presidency over to a legitimate Nicaraguan.”174 Liberal and Conservative 

elites’ statuses as true countrymen, according to the general, depended on their actions toward 

foreign occupation and subservience; constitutionality, not imperialism, was legitimate. The 

Conservatives, the party most tied to U.S. interests from 1909 through the early 1930s, were 

wholly inauthentic while inauthentic Liberals were “chicken Liberals.” Several of Fonseca’s 

ideas for reform designed to diminish American influence – such as agrarian land reform and 

distribution, education, and labor laws – were also reminiscent of Sandino’s offer to Moncada in 

1928. These ideas for reform, Fonseca said, would be part of a process to “root out the 

neocolonial penetration in [Nicaraguan] culture.”175  

 Like Sandino, Fonseca proposed that the suffering of the Nicaraguan people was a result 

of U.S. imperialism and intervention. In “Nicaragua Hora Cero,” from 1969, he points to the 

suffering of the Nicaraguan people at the hands of “el imperialismo yanqui” (the Yankee 

imperialism). He emphasizes the year 1932, the year when Anastasio Somoza became the 
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director of the Guardia, making a clear connection between the Somoza dictatorship and the 

history of imperialism.176 The problem with U.S. involvement in Nicaraguan affairs, according to 

the intellectual, was that it impeded national sovereignty, reducing the nation to a neocolonial 

state under domination of the United States.177   

In these same writings, Fonseca placed a revolution overthrowing Somoza, occurring 

under the direction of his own organization, as a movement that would be part of a national, 

authentically Nicaraguan tradition of rebellion. A timeline of U.S. imperialism in Nicaragua 

included in “Nicaragua Hora Cero” begins with 1850 Clayton-Bulwer Treaty in which the U.S. 

and Britain negotiated about a possible canal without the Nicaraguan government.178 The 

timeline also includes the Walker affair, the 1909 intervention to assist in the overthrow of José 

Santos Zelaya, the Bryan-Chamorro Treaty, and one of Sandino’s own heroes, “el jefe patriota 

Benjamín Zeledón.” 179 Most importantly to the FSLN’s anti-imperialist ideology, it included 

American support for the regime of Anastasio Somoza.180 By placing the regime which the 

FSLN wished to overthrow, the regime that prevented the social revolution, in the timeline of 

acts of imperialism, Fonseca also placed the Sandinistas as a logical part of the timeline of 

traditional Nicaraguan rebellion. 

 In addition to opposing the Somozas’ regime, the Sandinistas opposed the Guardia 

Nacional, the principal tool of Somoza political control. Opposition to the Guardia, an instrument 

originally created, then continuously equipped and supported, by the United States was a parallel 

to the opposition of Sandino to U.S. Marine occupation. In “The Historic Program of the FSLN,” 
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first presented in 1969, one promise of the Sandinistas included the abolition of Guardia in favor 

of a “patriotic, revolutionary, and people’s army.”181 By differentiating between the two with 

these terms, the FSLN portrayed the Guardia as the antithesis of patriotism, social change, and 

legitimate rule by the people. While the United States military was not officially occupying 

Nicaragua, it still exerted considerable influence through its funding and training of the Guardia, 

which the Somozas used to suppress political dissent. In the late 1920s, the U.S. Marines were 

the military tool of U.S. imperialism; in the 1960s, it was the Guardia, though its soldiers were 

Nicaraguans, which took on this role. The discontinued use of the Marines was necessary in the 

1930s to fit with the non-interventionist policy of Franklin Roosevelt, but supplying the Guardia 

as a force against dissent and for stability could perform a similar function of the protection of 

American interests.182 

 Like Sandino, in addition to staunch anti-imperialism and nationalism, the Sandinistas of 

the 1960s embraced an international ethos in their revolutionary program. In both cases, this was 

a necessity if either movement sought success in opposing the Marines or the Guardia. Because 

of censorship by the state in the 1940s and 1950s, Carlos Fonseca had to seek sources outside of 

Nicaragua to first learn about and then reconstruct the legacy of Sandino’s struggle. Fonseca did 

much of his historical work in other Latin American countries. After being exiled and 

imprisoned in Costa Rica, Fonseca escaped to Cuba, where he wrote about Nicaraguan history 

and about the gestating ideological basis of the FSLN.183 Cuba proved especially important after 

the rise of the July 26th movement and the Cuban revolution of 1959, providing for the 

Sandinistas a successful Latin American example of social revolution. Fonseca worked Cuba 
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into his timeline of revolution, designating Castro’s success and its generation as one of the final 

stages of Nicaragua’s own revolutionary lineage.184 The Sandinista expressed an awareness of 

Nicaragua’s place in a broader Latin American context, emphasizing foreign domination of “casi 

toda América Latina” (“all of Latin America”).185 Fonseca extended and internationalized 

Sandino’s struggle by bracketing the general with not only Fidel Castro in Cuba and Latin 

American guerrilla strategist Che Guevara, but with leaders outside the Latin American world, 

including Vladimir Lenin and Ho Chi Minh.186 While Sandino before them waged his struggle 

for national sovereignty, Fonseca and the Sandinistas made sure to contextualize him 

internationally for their own revolutionary purposes. They similarly spoke against imperialism, 

but also called for the end of the end of the ruling regime, a dismantling of the entire system, and 

social revolution. 

 While Honduras proved an important place for Sandino’s army in the late 1920s, the 

neighboring country of Costa Rica became important for the FSLN. It was one example of 

international support in response to the Sandinistas’ international ethos, a response to the FSLN’s 

call. In the late 1970s, the era of the most successful revolutionary action by the Nicaraguan 

opposition, Costa Rica provided arms to the FSLN. While fine-tuning Sandinista ideology and 

organization in the 1960s, Fonseca and other members worked with groups of youths in Costa 

Rica as well as in Cuba and Honduras.187 Though the Frente Sandinista may not have advocated 

strongly for Central American unification or official Latin American unity, like Sandino did, its 

leaders still espoused support for all national sovereignty and movements against U.S. 

imperialism and were open to support from other Latin American movements. The Sandinistas 
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identified with other anti-imperialist struggles even on other continents, in part taking their name 

from the National Liberation Front in Algeria (which also had a connection with Che Guevara), 

expressing solidarity with movements in Vietnam, Angola, and South Africa, and identifying 

with the internationalism of the Non-Aligned Movement.188 

 Another major aspect of the original sandinismo that lived on in the FSLN was the 

importance of peasant participation. Peasants in Nicaragua had, by the 1960s, experienced 

various hardships under the Somoza regime. They also, despite national economic development, 

still constituted a large portion of the country’s economically active population, about three 

quarters of which owned no land.189 Very few outside the cities had access to potable water or 

sanitation systems. Many peasants had been displaced due to increased agricultural 

mechanization and had few opportunities for industrial jobs, or for that matter, land 

ownership.190 In many ways, the situation for the rural poor, the common campesino, was the 

same as it had been for decades. Though this was a period of economic development and the 

growth of a small middle class, the majority of the Nicaraguan population “did not benefit from 

the economic boom.”191 Economic patterns established in the 1800s that continued into the 

twentieth century included largely coerced labor, a dependence on the export of commodities 

cultivated through that labor on lands that had formerly been used for peasant subsistence 

farming, and the exclusion of workers, the majority of the population, from political power.192 As 

Frente member and leader Jaime Wheelock acknowledged in a 1979 interview, much peasant 
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production had, at the influence of the highly industrialized United States, been replaced by 

agribusiness.193 

Two major FSLN guerrilla operations, one in 1963 and one in 1967, were based in the 

mountains of northern Nicaragua, a region that overlapped with the territory of Sandino’s 

Ejército. Like the region in the 1920s, this area’s residents were mostly peasants and 

campesinos.194 Especially in the earlier days of the FSLN, peasants did not always support the 

Sandinistas, as many of them had relatives who were recruited into the Guardia.195 Additionally, 

most of the early FSLN membership came from lower and middle class urban backgrounds, a 

significant difference compared to Sandino’s campesino army.196 The organization’s leaders 

were educated students. However, it became clear that the Sandinistas, like their predecessor, 

needed peasant support in order to have any success against the Guardia. It was necessary to 

have peasant support – and with that alliance, important connections for location and intelligence 

– as it had been necessary and conducive to Sandino’s own success leading a guerrilla war. By 

the 1970s, members of the FSLN began to connect more with peasants, if often in a fragmented 

way, establishing the rural base necessary to carry out successful guerrilla operations by utilizing 

familial ties all over Nicaragua.197 

Peasant support was important in the context of another aspect of sandinismo: guerrilla 

warfare. The Sandinistas’ use of guerrilla warfare had been filtered through another experience 

of Latin American revolution, that of Castro and the July 26th movement. Sandinista leaders 

learned guerrilla tactics in Cuba in the 1960s. The tactics they learned were a Cuban-filtered 
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version of many of Sandino’s own strategies, which had made it into the Cuban experience 

through warfare scholarship by Che Guevara and became part of the foco theory of guerrilla 

action.198 

Continuities, ideological and strategic, set the FSLN’s use of Sandino’s name apart from 

merely being a symbol; existing in similar contexts, the common threads of ideology and action 

tie the two struggles together. Both the struggle of Augusto Sandino and that of the Frente 

Sandinista were products of Nicaragua’s history of foreign imperialism, intervention, and 

occupation. For this reason, it made sense that the latter shared several aspects of the former in 

ideology and action, whether it was the necessary support of peasants or the appeals to a 

Nicaraguan nationalism free of American military and economic involvement, specifically 

crediting Sandino as their symbolic and practical predecessor. However, as will be discussed, 

their respective contexts had differences that contributed to significant departures.  

 

Chapter 5 – Departures: From the Reformer to the Revolutionaries 

 

 While the Sandinistas in many ways did carry forward aspects of sandinismo, they were 

not simply carrying forward the struggle of Sandino. The organization was not officially formed 

until nearly thirty years after Sandino’s assassination; the two struggles, that of a guerrilla 

insurrection against United States occupation and that of a revolutionary group to overthrow the 

existing regime and create a new state, were different struggles waged in different contexts. 

Though they had many ideological similarities, Sandino and the later revolutionaries of the 

FSLN exhibited many ideological differences because of the disparities between their respective 
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goals and their historical situations. This does not mean that the two groups’ shared features, the 

FSLN’s adoption of the key aspects of sandinismo, were not authentic. The use of sandinismo – 

in action and philosophy – was conducive to both Sandino’s simple demand for the removal of 

an occupying force and the Sandinistas’ demand for social revolution. The Sandinistas carried on 

Sandino’s strategy and ideology for a purpose in their own time. 

 One event, one important in a local Latin American as well as a broader global context, 

which had a significant impact on the FSLN’s ideology and action was the Cuban Revolution. It 

is no secret that the young Sandinista intellectuals of the 1960s were influenced by the success of 

Castro and the July 26th movement. Carlos Fonseca, the ideological engineer of the Frente, 

traveled to the Soviet Union in 1957, sent by the PSN.199 After his return to Nicaragua and his 

subsequent deportation, Fonseca traveled among several Latin American countries, including 

Cuba, where he cultivated support among the revolutionary classes. The PSN itself was not 

necessarily revolutionary in the way that the Sandinistas would later be; their philosophy, 

inspired by Moscow orthodoxy, fell more in line with a process of reform than with any desire to 

oust the Somozas the way Castro and his supporters had toppled Fulgencio Batista.200 

Nevertheless, it was during his involvement with Nicaraguan socialists that the student activist 

Fonseca developed his Marxist-Leninist beliefs. The difference between ideal methodologies of 

opposition, including the PSN’s willingness to engage in electoral politics, in addition to the 

inspiration of successful overthrow in Cuba led Fonseca and his future FSLN companions to split 

with the PSN and begin operating other radical organizations leading to the foundation of the 

Frente.201  
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 Whereas the PSN was oriented more toward Moscow, the Sandinistas’ Marxism-

Leninism was specifically expressed in a more globally conscious way, influenced as much by 

Lenin as by Mao Zedong and Ho Chi Minh.202 In addition to his role of constructing Sandino as 

a revolutionary symbol, Fonseca was the primary architect of the socialist dimension of 

Sandinista thought. This Marxism was essential to the ideas of the Sandinista thinkers, making 

their ideology significantly different from that of Sandino. Still, in his effort to logically place 

the Sandinistas and their potential socialist revolution in a timeline of Nicaraguan tradition, the 

Sandinistas drew connections between Sandino and the situation in Cuba, bridging their two 

primary sources of influence. Tomás Borge, who also referred to Fonseca as “Nicaragua’s first 

Marxist,” once stated that “Fidel was, for us, the resurrection of Sandino.”203 Cuba’s success, 

with the aid of Che Guevara, additionally provided a recent model for guerrilla warfare, 

necessary for a group of intellectuals who, unlike their predecessor, had little experience waging 

war of any kind.204 

 Emphasizing that Sandino was not a Marxist is not to say that he was not conscious of 

class in Nicaragua; he was acutely aware of economic disparities, especially in the plight of the 

peasants. However, Sandino’s class consciousness, which would later indeed factor into the 

formation of Sandinista ideology, rooted itself more firmly in the pursuit of reform than of social 

revolution. In laying out conditions for peace, Sandino did not advocate for a social revolution, 

despite the occurrences of revolution in nearby Mexico and more far away Russia years before. 

Instead, the general’s class consciousness was expressed explicitly in his 1929 demands to 

former superior Moncada, which explicitly called for “laws dealing with labor accidents,” a 
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maximum work day, and education measures for agrarian workers.205 He wished to pursue 

changes within the system, not changing the system itself.  Sandino’s denunciation of political 

elites had little to do with the political system in place and much more to do with what he saw as 

corruption and especially a willingness to act as puppets of a foreign government; the problem 

was not the government of Nicaragua, but the betrayal of Nicaragua by elite Liberals and 

Conservatives. Sandino, with his aforementioned nationalist rhetoric and contentions with 

imperialism, was concerned with the nation above all. His slogan at the end of his letters was 

“Patria y Libertad.” His slogans in his writings did not appeal to Marxist keywords about the 

proletariat or the bourgeoisie. It was not an economic system in general that had exploited the 

agrarian peasant class, but specifically the capitalistic American banks, Wall Street, and the 

willingness of political leaders to cater to them.  

Sandino was not ignorant of the possibility of revolution in Nicaragua, even in the period 

before the Somoza state. In a documented conversation with Sofonías Salvatierra in 1934, after 

discussing continuing atrocities committed by the Guardia, Sandino reportedly stated, “Many 

people invite me to make a revolution, and I say to him who wants war, let him make war. Peace 

is necessary for the country, and I won’t be the one to change that… the only thing I want is for 

them to give us our constitutional guarantees, and for the Guard itself to be 

constitutionalized.”206  Though the general had grievances, particularly with the Guardia, that 

had yet to be addressed properly by Sacasa, he considered his own war over and a revolution 

something in which he would not be involved.  Sandino wanted a constitution and reform; the 

Sandinistas, on the other hand, sought revolution in terms of transitioning to socialism.207 
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 Though the Sandinistas incorporated the element of Sandino-style anti-imperialism into 

their ideology and their revolution, the nature of imperialism during the era of Somoza rule was 

markedly different from the nature of imperialism during Sandino’s time. The enemy of an 

American-supported and equipped Guardia Nacional did have some differences worth 

mentioning compared with the direct Marine Corps occupation that Sandino so detested. 

Sandino, even in his time in the 1930s, did express issues with the much younger institution of 

the Guardia, then headed by Anastasio Somoza García who had yet to take state power. In an 

interview with La prensa, Sandino explains the problematic functioning of the Guardia in need 

of address: “[The National Guard] has not allowed us to work freely. It pursues the Sandinistas 

who come to our camps searching for work.” The Guardia became a point of tension between 

Sandino and then-president Sacasa. With around one hundred Ejército soldiers still armed a year 

after the official end of the occupation and Sandino’s war, he refused to fully disarm the 

remaining soldiers until the Guardia became constitutionalized, subject to higher standards and 

regulation, and ceased to “carry out hostile acts against [Sandino’s supporters in Wiwilí].”208  

Historical events played out after the death of Sandino that made the Guardia the primary force 

against which the Sandinistas fought in terms of warfare. These events were a shift in stated U.S. 

foreign policy in the 1930s, the rise of Anastasio Somoza García, and the use of American 

finances and support of the Guardia instead of direct occupation. 

 While some Sandinistas suggested some kind of continuity between Sandino and Castro, 

they did not state that the guerrilla general was a communist, which perhaps could have been an 

implication granting them a degree of legitimacy as a new Marxist-Leninist organization taking 

up his struggle. If Sandino could be cast as a Marxist, he would be both a native example 
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preceding the Sandinistas of the 1960s as well as a national hero, providing a stronger tie 

between his struggle against the Marines and the FSLN’s struggle against the Guardia and the 

state. Instead, Fonseca worked Sandino’s more reform-oriented class consciousness into the 

narrative of a Nicaraguan rebellion tradition, informed by Marxism-Leninism in that he 

suggested that Sandino did not have the proper tools for a successful revolution; rather, these 

tools came with the success of revolution in Cuba and could then be taken up by the heirs of 

Sandino’s other ideological strands of nationalism and anti-imperialism.209 Hodges points to 

quotes attributed to Sandino by Anastasio Somoza García. It is important to remember here that 

the first Somoza, the man who ordered Sandino’s assassination by the Guardia, pursued his own 

policy of branding Sandino a dangerous radical in an effort to remove any power his name 

invoked among opposition or the remaining peasants who may have supported his aim of 

dismantling the Guardia.210 While Somoza claimed that Sandino expressed such statements as 

“Property is theft!” Sandino’s communications bear little to recommend him as a communist; his 

tentative relationship and break with the Communist International also sheds suspicion on 

Somoza’s claims, which are backed up by other questionable sources in Hodges’ work.211 

Sandino was clearly not hesitant to invoke the names of those he considered his predecessors or 

anti-imperialist heroes; he often mentioned Latin American figures like Simón Bolívar as well as 

more locally known men of action like Benjamín Zeledón. Yet in a comprehensive collection of 

his writings, he does not mention well known communist thinkers; he does not mention the 
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anarcho-syndicalist Flores Magón brothers despite Hodges’ speculation that he would have 

known of their work during his time in Mexico.212  

 Due to the different respective characters of the two struggles – one to oust a foreign 

military occupation, the other to oust a decades-old dynastic dictatorship and institute a 

revolutionary political system – the FSLN formed alliances in a way that Sandino did not seek to 

do. Though they both cultivated and received foreign support, especially within the Latin 

American world, Sandino largely confined his guerrilla insurrection to one by peasants, 

concentrated against the occupying U.S. forces. The FSLN began as a movement by urban 

students in León; it later branched out to garner support among different urban and rural sectors, 

including the absolutely vital support of Nicaraguan peasants. The Sandinistas, in order to 

achieve the more daunting task of overthrowing a regime supported for decades by the military 

and economic strength of a North American global power, had to build a coalition of support 

involving various oppositional groups, whether or not they also subscribed to Marxism-

Leninism. This coalition-building contributed to the triumph of 1979.213  

 Particular events, revealing more and more the corruption and repression of the Somoza 

state, pushed certain groups to support the FSLN. The 1972 earthquake was instrumental in 

exposing such corruption, destroying 600 square blocks in the city of Managua and leaving 

thousands dead, displaced, or unemployed. While thousands in Nicaragua were in need of the aid 

of relief funds, Anastasio Somoza Debayle and the Guardia kept most of the $300 million.214 

One portion of the support built by the Sandinistas was a segment of the Nicaraguan urban 

population, a product of some urbanization that occurred after the beginning of the Somoza 
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dynasty, and which arose as a segment of support in the 1970s.215 Another event was the murder 

of Pedro Joaquín Chamorro of the Nicaraguan newspaper La prensa, a longtime critic of the 

regime. A pro-Somoza gunman killed Chamorro in 1978, instigating a mass uprising of the urban 

populace and pushing the Nicaraguan elite away from supporting the regime, bringing the liberal 

bourgeoisie into support for the FSLN.216 

 Another important faction of Nicaraguan support for the FSLN, and thus the revolution, 

that was context-specific and could not have applied to Sandino’s situation was inspired by the 

growth of liberation theology in Latin America as a whole. Like the intellectuals of the 

Sandinistas, Christians who subscribed to liberation theology believed in the idea of the ‘new 

man.’ Unlike the Sandinistas, this ideal went beyond Che Guevara and included Christ as a 

symbol of this hombre nuevo.217 Prominent Sandinistas and supporters like Borge and the poet 

Ernesto Cardenal saw Christianity as potentially a revolutionary force, fully compatible with the 

Marxism of the FSLN.218 Local Catholic churches became centers of grassroots mobilization 

from 1968 through 1978, up until the eve of the revolution. After the 1968 conference of Latin 

American bishops, more laymen had the opportunity to become involved in the churches, 

providing an outlet for expressing frustrations with the economy and the repressive rule of the 

dictatorship.219 A huge portion of the Nicaraguan population, politically excluded before and 

plagued by political apathy and illiteracy, could now organize into a working opposition group; 

the FSLN could, after this change, mobilize the poor religious population that had developed into 
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radical Christian communities and incorporate it into the broad coalition that was becoming 

stronger by the late 1970s.220 

 Because Sandino’s goal was much smaller and more focused, lasting only as long as the 

U.S. occupation did, it was not open to factionalism and pluralism, which was an aspect of the 

FSLN and its supporters in the late 1970s. The opening of the FSLN to pluralism provided 

success to the vanguard organization by broadening its appeal to less radical elements of 

opposition such as the conservative business sector.221 The Terceristas, led by Daniel and 

Humberto Ortega, achieved this aim by 1978 and instigated the move of the organization in a 

less radical direction.222 

 Despite the differences in their goals and aspects of their ideology, the Sandinistas 

maintained Sandino as the symbol of a revolution against the Somoza state and for a complete 

change in the political system. The appeal of nationalism was one that could be used to mobilize 

a greater number of people, many of differing beliefs in the general opposition, more than the 

Marxism-Leninism of the Frente. All opposition groups had as a common goal the overthrow of 

the dictatorship, ending the rule of Anastasio Somoza Debayle, who still wielded as a political 

tool the American-supported Guardia. Jaime Wheelock Román, in a 1979 interview, provided an 

example of this appeal. Though he discusses economic problems that developed over the course 

of decades, highlighting the plight of the peasants, he also emphasizes that the Somoza 

dictatorship was not just the enemy of the peasants, but the enemy of all Nicaraguans. 

Demanding Nicaraguan self-determination and the issues facing “the Nicaraguan people,” 
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Wheelock harkens back to the nationalism of Sandino, who said that he was defending his nation 

from the betrayal of men who were traitors, not real Nicaraguans.223 

 The departures of the revolutionaries of the FSLN can be explained by the fact that their 

goal was one that went beyond that of Sandino, a product of differing historical contexts. 

Sandino himself was not a revolutionary – to be sure, he wanted a change, but that change 

involved the ejection of a foreign power, not an overthrow of the of the entire system in favor of 

social revolution. His assassination at the hands of Guardia soldiers prevented Sandino from 

witnessing Anastasio Somoza García’s rise to power and the decades-long dictatorship against 

which the revolution was carried out. While heavily influenced by Sandino’s nationalism, and 

still opposing the U.S. influence that kept Somoza in power through its support of the Guardia, 

the revolutionaries of the FSLN fleshed out the nationalist, anti-imperialist ideology of their hero 

with a Marxist-Leninist philosophy which they viewed as possible due to events such as the 

Cuban revolution. Later events made possible the broadening of FSLN support and the formation 

of a coalition that included Nicaraguans who were decidedly not radical. But even then, the 

various sectors of the coalition had one common goal, to oust Somoza, and in this way the 

coalition itself paralleled Sandino’s most consistent goal, the removal of occupying United States 

military forces. 
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Conclusion 

 The Frente Sandinista’s use of Augusto Sandino went beyond a symbolic appropriation 

of a national hero’s name, beyond the invocation of his image in order to cement the group’s 

legitimacy as a Nicaraguan movement. In several ways, the Marxist-Leninists of the FSLN 

carried the legacy of Sandino’s earlier struggle by incorporating key elements of sandinismo in 

their own ideology and course of action. Some of these continuations may have been more 

conscious choices, like Fonseca’s use of nationalist and anti-imperialist appeals in both the 

reconstruction of Sandino’s history and in the language of the FSLN’s program. Other 

continuities came out of a combination of influence and necessity, such as the use of peasant 

networks, absolutely vital for the success of Sandino’s mission in the 1930s and the survival of 

the Sandinista intellectuals in the 1960s. 

 Sandino’s guerrilla insurrection, fought with his most consistent demand for the end of 

U.S. influence and imperialism in Nicaragua, occurred before the rise of the Somoza regime. In 

fact, Sandino’s last wish in exchange for complete disarmament, the constitutionality of the 

Guardia, was abruptly ended by Anastasio Somoza García’s ordered assassination of the general. 

This was one of the major turning points in the change from direct U.S. occupation, Sandino’s 

contention, to indirect American support for a repressive, dictatorial regime, that of the FSLN. 

Somoza and the Guardia were the threads tying those issues together. The thread of continued 

imperialism continued alongside another set of threads: the ethos of Sandino, sandinismo as 

opposition to that imperialism. The Sandinistas tied sandinismo to their own purpose, though, 

going beyond reform and advocating a social revolution.  

 The members of the FSLN were aware of their shared context with Sandino; Carlos 

Fonseca, the group’s historical architect, used that to the organization’s advantage, positioning 
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the Frente as the logical heirs of Sandino’s struggle. Because the use of Sandino did not stop at 

symbolism, did not stop at reconstruction and appropriation, but included the use of the most 

significant parts of his political philosophy and guerrilla struggle, the use of “Sandinista” had 

implications beyond an appeal to historical authority. Sandino expressed a clear message of anti-

imperialism and nationalism in his communications about why he refused to put down arms after 

the agreement between Stimson and Moncada; his concern for workers’ rights was played out in 

his actual relationship with the Segovia peasants which comprised the EDSN and allowed the use 

of kinship networks vital to the war against the U.S. Marines.  

 Although those same Marines were no longer in Nicaragua by the time the revolutionary 

vanguard of the 1970s bore Sandino’s name, the primary aspects of sandinismo were features of 

the buildup of the revolution. The shared features were the product of a shared context, one 

characterized by a dominating foreign influence, the plight of a significant portion of the 

Nicaraguan population, and the willingness of political elites – the Granada and León elites of 

the early twentieth century and the three elites of the Somoza dynasty that followed – to 

participate with foreign involvement. However, the contexts were not identical. The FSLN had 

the added dimension of being a Marxist-Leninist group seeking more than workplace reforms, 

which meant that sandinismo was not enough. The organization sought sources outside of 

Fonseca’s reconstruction of Nicaraguan history, engaging with a global context that included 

developments from as nearby as Cuba to distant events in Vietnam while using the very real 

continuities with Sandino for legitimacy as the revolution’s vanguard. 
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