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The main objectives of this article are to analyze the context in which historica
studies on women and gender have developed in Central America, and to assess which
have been the most important trends in their evolution. Since the late 1980s, and
particularly during the last decade (1995-2005), women and gender studies in Central
America have experienced great impulse. This is evident in the increasing volume and
diversity of publications in a sample we were able to locate, as well as in the studies
included in the Catdlogo Centroamericano. Investigaciones y Estudios de la Mujer
(Aguilar 1997¢), [Central American Catalogue. Research and Women Studies] compiled by
the Regional Program La Corriente.

Among the key factors that have stimulated the development of women and gender
studies we find: the rising of a large number of women's organizations during the 1980s,
the peace process in the region during the 1990s, the work carried out by women's
movements and numerous world organizations, NGOs and government agencies, ? as well
as a larger integration among Central American women's movements thanks to their
participation in various events, such as the Latin American Feminist Sessions (since 1981),
the First Central American Women's Meeting (1992), and the VI World Conference of
Women (1995). 3

In spite of the important development demonstrated by women and gender studiesin
Central America, we must point out that, when compared to other Latin American
countries such as Mexico, Argentina, Chile, and Colombia, there still remains a large

! This paper is a partial result from the research project: “ EI Colegio Superior de Sefioritas y su aporte al desarrollo del movimiento de
mujeres urbano (1900-1950)" [“The Superior College of Misses and its contribution to the development of the urban women’s movement
(1900-1950)"] funded by the Vice-rectorate of Research of the University of Costa Rica. The author wants to thank comments made by
Ivan Molina and Jeanina Umafia for her valuable help in trandating this article. A previous version of this article was published in Spanish
in: “Conclusion. Género e historia en América Central: un balance (1957-2001)". Eugenia Rodriguez, ed., Mujeres, Género e Historia en
América Central (1700-2000). San José, UNIFEM, Plumsock Mesoamerican Studies, 2002, pp. 189-216.

A recent bibliography about women’s and gender history in Central America can be found in: “Bibliografia de los estudios de la mujer y de
género en América Central, con énfasis en historia (1957-2004)” . Eugenia Rodriguez, ed., Historia, Politica, Literatura y Relaciones de
Género en América Central y México (siglos XVII1, XIXy XX). Edicién Especial, Didlogos Revista Electronica de Historia, Val. 5, No.
1 (Marzo — Agosto 2004). San José: Escuelade Historia, Universidad de Costa Rica, ISSN 1409-469X, <http://historiafcs.ucr.ac.cr>.

2 For further analysis of the tendencies in the historical studies about women and gender relations in Europe, Latin America and Central
America —in particular—, see: Nash 1984: 9-50; Gonzéalez 1988; Mora 1997: 1-20; Stoner 1987: 101-134; Nash 1992: 1-22; Rodriguez
1992: 145-183; Guy 1994: 1-10; Chant and Craske 2003; Lavrin 1997b: 57-90; Lavrin 2005: 180-221; Twinam 2005: 187-237.

% Vézquez 2001: 189-193. For further references and articles published in special issues about women and gender studies in Central
America see: Revista de Ciencias Sociales, No. 14 (Octubre 1977); Revista de Ciencias Sociales, No. 25 (Marzo 1983); Revista de
Ciencias Sociales, No. 39 (Marzo 1988); Revista de Ciencias Sociales, No. 65 (Setiembre 1994); Mesoamérica, No. 23 (Junio 1992).
Besides, there are some books which include collections of articles about such topics, anong others: Rodriguez 1997b; Rodriguez 2002d;
Rodriguez 2002¢; Rodriguez 2004c; Gonzalez and Kampwirth 2001.



number of areas to be researched, particularly in the field of history. According to
Asuncion Lavrin, thisis partly explained because “...the burgeoning number of studies on
women and gender relations shows a marked preference towards some issues and more so
in relation to the present than to the past...” (Lavrin 1997b: 70).

In fact, even if women historiography has developed rather recently in Latin
America, in the 1990s (except for the research carried out by American women) (Lunaand
Villarreal 1994: 40), the development of this area in Central America has been deferred even
further. However, in spite of the delay in its development, the evidence found allows us to
assert that it is definitely in the 1990s, but especially since 1995, that we see the launching
of historical studies on women and gender in Central America

This trend can be seen in a sample of the 330 most relevant articles and books (see
bibliography below) that were found in severa Central American and American libraries
(US Library of Congress, Tulane University, University of Texas at Austin, Indiana
University), and in the essays delivered in numerous conferences. Out of the total 330
documents from the 1957-2001 period, 73% were written between 1995 and 2001; 131
(39.7%) are historical studies on women and gender relations, and 199 (60.3%) are
studies on women and gender that were completed during the current period.

The distribution of historical studies on women and gender relations by period
yielded 16.9% for 1957-1989, 15.4% for 1990-1994, and 67.7% for 1995-2000. This
trend is aso found in the studies on women and gender written during the current period:
7% were produced before 1989, 16.6% between 1990 and 1994, and 76.4% during 1995-
2001. The level of production of contemporary historical studies by country presents the
following trend, in order of importance: Costa Rica (37.3%), Guatemaa (16.1%),
Nicaragua (15.4%), El Salvador (6.7%), Honduras (6.4%), Panama (4.5%), Belize
(0.3%), and 13.3% on the Centra American region. However, in relation to historical
research on these issues, out of the 131 works in the sample, the largest production is
concentrated in Costa Rica (51.1%) and Guatemaa (16.8%), followed by Honduras
(11.4%), Nicaragua (9.2%), Panama (9.2%); it is very scant in El Salvador (2.3%) and
almost non-existent in Belize.

In summary, examining these trends allows us to affirm that, on one hand, a greater
disposition for and development of historical research on women and gender relations in
Central America is evident and, on the other hand, the development of research remains
weak, thus making it necessary to foster and stimulate it more. Also, in comparison to the
level of production, historical research is clearly at a disadvantage with research focusing
more on current problem areas, which either lack or exceptionally introduce recent
contributions from historical studies. In addition, we must highlight that the most
significant contributions of this latter type of research are mainly in the history of women
and not in the history of gender relationships.

Main Tendenciesin the Studies of History of Women and History of Gender in
Central America

Even though various tendencies can be found among the historical studies on women
and gender in Centra America, this section will focus on the analysis of the main
tendencies and the issues more frequently addressed recently. Based on the sample
bibliography of 330 works, we have found that, as is the case in other countries where this



type of research has been carried out for over a quarter century (Lavrin 1997b: 58-59), in
Central America we can distinguish three main phases, whose evolution is not exclusive
but parallel and supplementary. Drawing in part from the tendencies found by Mary Nash
(1984) for the European case, these three phases include: 1) history of exceptional
women; 2) contributive history and new socia history; and 3) emerging studies on gender
and masculinity.

1. First Stage: History of Excepcional Women

This first phase has been characterized by studies that make visible the role of
women in history, mainly those of women that have been outstanding in various roles
generaly attributed to men in the fields of education, politics, culture, or religion (Nash
1984: 21-22). Therefore, these are studies on outstanding women who do not represent the
collective feminine experience of their times. Most of these studies are biographical, and
they amount to 6% of the total of 119 historical studies found. This type of study may be
found as early as the 1960s, and their production continued during the 1990s and up to the
present.

In this tendency we may cite the pioneer studies by researchers whose training was
not as historians but as lawyers or teachers, including those by Bertilda Portocarrero
(1962) y Margarita Lopez (1988) on the influence that the Nicaraguan educator Josefa
Toledo de Aguerri had. Other books that study the role of outstanding women in colonial
times in the late X1X and early XX centuries are those by Rafael Jerez (1957) and Lucila
Rodas (1965) on the condition and education of women in Honduras, that on the
conditions of Salvadoran women by Liliam Jiménez (1962), the two volumes by Angela
Acuiia (1969) on Costa Rican women throughout four centuries, and the influential book
by Manud Rubio (1978) on the condition of Central American women from colonial times
tountil the XIX century. Also outstanding are some of the recent works by Leticia Oyuela
(1989) on the historical evolution of the conditions of Honduran women, as well as the
biographica book on exceptional Costa Rican women edited by Elias Zeleddn (1997).

2. Second Stage: Contributive History and New Social History

In a second phase, a broader perspective as well as more diverse and numerous
studies appear, both historica and interdisciplinary ones, focusing on current problem
areas. During this phase, which may be caled of contributive history, following Nash,
research studies center on recovering the specific role of women in history and society,
focusng specifically on issues related to the conditions of women, not only the
outstanding ones but also women from various social sectors. workers, Indians, feminists,
community or revolutionary leaders, etc.

During this phase, historians have centered on questioning the approach of
traditional research more systematically. The latter has been characterized basically by: 1)
making the participation of women in the various historical processes invisible; 2) equating
discourses to women's concrete historical experiences;, 3) endorsing the stereotype of
women as passive and submissive subjects, unable to resist, transform and question



patriarchal domination; and 4) ignoring the diversity and historical specificity of women
from different classes, ethnics, times and places.

The main topics of research during this second phase include mainly the role of
women in relation to family and marriage, particularly their strategies to resist violence,
participate actively in processes of socia change, social and revolutionary movements, and
to defend their rights from different fronts.

Numerous studies could be cited as part of this second tendency, and speciad
mention must be made to research analyzing women and their relation to family, marriage,
sexua and domestic violence, prostitution and marginality, which amounts to 20.2% of
the total of the sample of 131 studies. Leticia Oyuela is one of the authors who has
contributed the most with her books Mujer, Familia y Sociedad [Women, Family, and
Society] (1993) about Honduras in colonia times and the XIX century, and which was
again edited in 2000. Oyuela has also analyzed severa issues related to marriage and love
(1997) and the prosecution of those who transgress Christian morality (1999). Bestrice
Palomo (1996 and 2000) has aso researched the role of women and relations among
couples in XIX century Guatemala. The book by Rubio (1978) mentioned above aso
addresses these aspects in the case of Central American elite women during colonial times
and early XIX century.

As part of research work on women, family and marriage, the author's works may be
cited (Rodriguez: 1995-2001). These focus on the analysis of the role of the family and
marriage in the Central Valley of Costa Ricafrom 1750 to 1850, and of the ideal model of
conjuga family. We have also addressed the study of ecclesiastic and civil divorce and the
perceptions and impact of domestic violence in Costa Rica in the 1800-1950 period.
Addressing the issue of domestic violence from a historical perspective is one of the topics
that deserve broader attention, since this will enable understanding how perceptions are
built and transformed historically and socio-culturaly and, consequently, interdisciplinary
teams will have better tools at their disposal to develop programs to address that problem
inour current society.

Violence or sexua abuse of minors and women has been another topic treated in an
interesting and novel way in the articles by Cindy Forster (1999 and 2000) for the case of
peasant women in Guatemala who faced political violence in the early XX century. Ana
Sylvia Monzon (1996, 1997, 1998) has aso made an undeniable contribution with her
keen analyses on the impact that war has had on Guatemalan children. These issues on
sexual violence against women and children are particularly important; however, they have
not received ample attention, perhaps due to their very harsh nature. Addressing these
topics is essentia to clarify the way perceptions towards these problems have been
historically and socio-culturally built and transformed. Likewise, further research is needed
to probe other aspects related to childhood and adolescence, such as perceptions on rape
and incest against Costa Rican women during the first half of the XI1X century (Rodriguez:
1994), and the abandonment of children, an issue addressed by Osvaldo Barrantes and
other authors (1997 & 2000) in the case of Costa Rica in the late XIX and early XX
centuries.

Still in relation to family issues, outstanding research can be found on the incidence
of women-headed households on poverty conditions and survival strategies they have
developed to support their homes, covering from colonia times to the early XX century.
Worth mentioning are the studies on family structure and women-headed households in
the Central Valley of Costa Rica during the first half of the XIX century and early XX



century by Lowell Gudmundson (1990), the author (Rodriguez: 1992 and 2000) and
William Elizondo (2000). On the other hand, Elizabeth Dore (1997) has focused her
research on the struggle of household-head women to legitimize their children and have
access to land in the rural community of Diriomo, Nicaragua, during the X1X century.
Although scant, these historical studies have contributed to demystify the image of
exclusive predominance of the conjuga family headed by a man. Thus the urgent need to
further promote the study of the historical impact of female household leadership which,
on the other hand, has had more coverage by studies addressing the issue in the present.
Outstanding among the latter are the works by Ma. Angélica Fauné on female household
leadership in Central America (1995 and 1996), and research by Sylvia Chant (1997 and
1999), which compare the Mexican and the Costa Rican cases and introduce the
generational perspective in novel ways to enable understanding of the differences in the
perceptions held by household female heads.

On the other hand, we must mention that another outstanding area of historical
research has been that which addresses everyday life of marginad women and the
mechanisms used by the State to control sexual morality. Among them we must mention
the issue of prostitution, addressed in the works of David McCreery (1986) and Blanca
Orddfiez (2000) on the incidence of prostitution in Guatemala City, by Juan José Marin
(1993, 1994, 2001) in the case of San José, Costa Rica, and by Patricia Alvarenga (2000)
on the city of San Salvador. All of them cover the period from the late X1X century to the
early XX century.

In relation to control of prostitution, specia attention has been drawn to recent
studies on marginal sectors, such as the one about women producers of bootleg liquor in
XIX century Guatemala by Ana Carla Eriscastilla and Lisette Jiménez (2000). Also, Marin
(2001) And Alvarenga (1997) have contributed with their analysis of the mechanisms for
socia and morality control applied by the libera State to the marginal sector, particularly
regarding sexua behavior and morality of women in the Costa Rican and Salvadoran
capital citiesin the late X1X and early XX centuries.

Even though some level of development has undoubtedly been seen in the approach
of several issues related to human sexuality and the type of state policies that define and
control it, the truth is that little is still known about them, and such studies have not yet
found ample reception or discussion in intellectua circles. Thus, the contributions of these
studies are seldom incorporated in recent research which analyzes issues related to, for
example, prostitution and sexual abuse of minors (Batres. 1997; Ortiz et a.: 1998).
Nonetheless, we must point out that research on the incidence of such issues, or of others
such as teenage pregnancy and homosexuality in current societies, has drawn increasing
interest in recent years (Batres: 1997; Guzmén: 1997; Ortiz et.al: 1998; Montoya: 1998).

Another common topic that characterizes this second tendency in historic research
on women and gender has been, according to Ralph Lee Woodward (1987), the
undeniable predominance of work emphasizing women's participation in XX century
Central American socia and revolutionary movements (Woodward 1987: 47). In fact, out of
the sample of 330 articles and books found, one third refers to the issues, including both
historical studies and those recently produced. As part of this trend, the main topics
addressed are, for instance: the struggle for women's rights, in particular suffrage and
education; feminist and revolutionary movements. the fight against repressive military
regimes and against the effects of poverty and globalization.



In this tendency to analyze women's political activities or their participation in socio-
political movements, we could detect several approaches, including: 1) the one that
highlights the struggle of feminists and educators to improve the condition of women and
their access to suffrage; 2) the approach that emphasizes oppression and the exploitation
of women, particularly of working women, peasants and Indians; and 3) the approach that
highlights the various resistance strategies developed by women in political, community
and everyday contexts in order to improve their condition and that of their families, and in
favor of a more democratic society at large.

Worth highlighting among historical studies that have focused on feminist struggles
and on the fight for women's vote in Central America are those by Yolanda Yolanda
Marco (1993, 1996, 1997 and 2000) about the Panamanian case, by Victoria Gonzélez
(1996) about Nicaragua, by Rina Villars (2001) in relation to Honduras, by Hugo Cruz
(2000) and Ana Silvia Monzdn (2000) in the case of Guatemaa, by Maria Candelaria
Navas y Liza Maria Dominguez (2000) in the case of El Salvador, and by Tirza
Bustamante (1981), Macarena Barahona (1994), Sara Sharrat (1997) and Eugenia
Rodriguez (2000) in the case of Costa Rica.

Even though the cases dedlt with in historic research are diverse, we consider that
the prevailing objective is to visibilize the role of feminism and the struggle for women's
vote; however, new research studies have readdressed the political participation of women
by focusng on several public spheres in which the masculine sector does not play a
privileged role. Worth citing are the studies that try to visibilize the struggles of women in
radical, working or popular sectors, including those by Ana Silvia Monzon (2000)
Victoria Gonzdlez (1996-1998 and 2000), Virginia Mora (1992-1995, 1997-1999) Ivan
Molina (2000) Rosdlila Herrera (2001) Steven Pamer and Gladys Rojas (2000) and
Eugenia Rodriguez (1999, 2000, 2001). Also worth including are those studies that
address the role of women from urban and rura elites, mainly in local and religious
activities aming at improving the living conditions of the community and at promoting
change in the sexua and domestic morality of the population; among these we find
Y amileth Gonzdlez and Maria Pérez (1997) and Barrantes et.al. (1997).

Finally, we must mention the increasing interest to study the role of women in the
most marginalized and forgotten sectors of rural and Indian areas, including those by Ana
Lorena Carrillo (1994), Silvia Torres (1998) and Ana Carla Ericastilla (1998). However,
the study of the situation of Indigenous and rural women is a topic that has not received
much attention from the historical perspective, even though in recent years some authors
have certainly shown growing interest in dealing with it in regards to the current situation.
Among these studies we can cite those by Maria Candelaria Navas and Liza Ma
Dominguez (2001) about rural Salvadoran women; Brenda Rosenbaum (1993), Tania
Padencia (1999) and Walda Barrios and Edda Gaviola (2001) about Mayan women and
gender relationships in Mayan communities, Eileen Maynard (1963) about Ladina and
Indian women in the Guatemalan community of Palin; and those by Lynn Stephen (1990,
1997 y 2000), who has addressed various aspects of participation and organization
strategies among Salvadoran Indian women and how they compare to those developed by
Mexican women.

Along with the previous works, we must aso cite recently published studies about
past and present political struggles of women in the region. Outstanding among these are
three books. The most recent one is by Victoria Gonzalez and Karin Kampwirth (2001)
Radical Women in Latin America: Right and Left, about the role of women from the left



and from the right in several Latin American countries where dictatorial regimes have had
more weight, particularly in Central American countries. Also, emphasizing the historical
approach, we find the pioneer effort made in the book we edited, Entre Slenciosy Voces.
Género e Historia en América Central (1997 and 2000) [Between Silences and Voices.
Gender and History in Centra America] (1997and 2000), which comprises a useful
collection of ten essays, most of them discussed in the Third Centra American History
Congress (1996), where a section on gender appear for the first time. As a continuation of
this effort, there were published two more books. Mujeres, género e Historia en América
Central durante los siglos XVIII, XIX y XX (2002) [Women, Gender and History in
Centra America during the eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries], and Un siglo
de luchas femeninas en América Latina (2002) [A Century of Feminine Strugglesin Latin
Americal. Findly, there is a special issue published in the digital journal Didlogos Revista
Electronica de Historia of the School of History of the University of Costa Rica: Historia,
Palitica, Literatura y Relaciones de Género en América Central y México (siglos XVIII,
XIX 'y XX). Edicion Especial, Didlogos Revista Electronica de Historia, Vol. 5, No. 1
(Marzo — Agosto 2004), <http://historia.fcs.ucr.ac.cr>.

On the other hand, we must mention the contribution made by studies on recent
socia, feminist and revolutionary movements in the Central America of the 1980s and
1990s. First, we must mention the article by Maria Candelaria Navas (1985) (included in
the book edited by Daniel Camacho and Rafael Menjivar), a pioneer study of Central
American women's movements between 1970 and 1983. But it took a long time for books
on these issues at the regional level to be published. We must a'so mention the works by
Norma Vazquez and Clara Murguialday Lo que siempre quisiste saber sobre feminismo
en Centroamérica y no te atreviste a preguntar [Everything You Always Wanted to
Know about Feminism in Centra America but Never Dared to Ask] (1994); the book by
the group La Corriente about Movimiento de Mujeres en Centroamérica [Women's
Movement in Central America] (1997); the four volumes of the UNDP, mainly that by
Sylvia Fletcher and Maria Renzi (1994) about Democratizacion, Desarrollo e Integracion
Centroamericana [Central American Democratization, Develoment and Integration] ; the
fourth volume on Derechos Humanos [Human Rights] published under the auspices of the
Inter-American Ingtitute of Human Rights and edited by Laura Guzman and Gilda
Pacheco (1996); the book edited by Linda Berron (1997) about Mujeres y € Poder
[Women and Power]; those by Urania Ungo El Feminismo ante el Fin de Sglo [Feminism
at the Turn of the Century] (1997) and Para Cambiar la Vida: Politica y Pensamiento del
Feminismo en América Latina [To Change Your Life: the Politics and Thinking of
Feminism in Latin America] (2000); the two volumes in the Antologia Latinoamerica y
del Caribe: Mujer y Género. Peridodo 80-90 [Latin American and Caribbean Anthology:
Women and Gender. 80-90 Period] edited by Ivonne Siu, Wim Dierckxsens and Laura
Guzman (1999) under the asuspices of UCA- Nicaragua; the articles by Ana Leticia
Aguilar “ Caracteristicas del movimiento de mujeres en Centromérica” (1999) [Features
of Centra American Women's Movement]; Edda Gaviola y Lissette Gonzdez's
Feminismos en América Latina (2001) [Feminisms in Latin America]; and the one by
Norma Vazquez “ Recuperar € feminismo para entender el género” (2001) [Recovering
Feminism to Understand Gender].

In relation to women's and feminist movements during recent decades we find, for
instance, the books by Ada Julia Brenes, et.a. La Mujer Nicaraglense en los Afios 80
[Nicaraguan Women in the 80g] (1991); Breny Mendoza Sntiéndose Mujer. Pensandose



Feminista (1996) [Feeling Like a Woman; Thinking Like a Feminist]; llse Leitinger The
Costa Rican Women's Movement. A Reader (1997); Norma Stoltz Nuestras Utopias.
Mujeres Guatemaltecas del Sglo XX [Our Utopias. Guatemalan women of the XX
Century] (1998); lleana Rodriguez Registradas en la Historia. 10 Afios del Quehacer
Feminista en Nicaragua [Recorded in History: 10 Years of Feminist Work in Nicaragua]
(199?); Norma Vézquez Una década construyendo feminismos... Las Dignas [A Decade
Building Feminisms... The Dignified Ones] (2000); and Braulia Thillet Mujeres y
Percepciones Politicas [Women and Political Perceptions] (2001).

Finally, we must point out the contribution of several books anayzing the
participation of women in revolutionary movements and the impact of those movements
on the condition of women, particularly in the cases of Nicaragua and El Salvador.
Outstanding among these are the books by Clara Murguialday, Nicaragua, Revolucion y
Sandinismo [Nicaragua: Revolution and Sandinismo] (1990); Margaret Randall's The
Sandino's Daughters Revisited (1994) and Our Voices / Our Lives. Sories of Women
from Central America and the Caribbean (1995); Norma Vazquez, Cristina Ibafies and
Clara Murguiadday's, Mujeres Montafia. Vivencia de Guerrilleras y Colaboradoras del
FMLN [Mountain Women: The Case of Women Guerrillas and Collaborators of the
FMLN] (1996); Ma Candelaria Navas and Liza Maria Dominguez's La Experiencia
Organizativa de las Mujeres Rurales en la Transicion Post - Conflicto: 1992-1999 [The
Organizational Experience of Rural Women in the Post-Conflict Transition: 1992-1999]
(2001); Lorraine Bayard's Mothers of Heroes and Martyrs. Gender Identity and Politics
in Nicaragua (2001); and Ilja A. Luciak's After the Revolution. Gender and Democracy in
El Salvador, Nicaragua and Guatemala (2001). Also outstanding are the articles by
Norma Stoltz Chinchilla (1995) and Anna Maria Fernandez Poncela (1993, 1994, 1995
and 1997) about the experiences of revolutionary feminists and about the impact that the
Sandinista revolution on women's organizations and on the condition of Nicaraguan
women.

3. Third Stage: Emergence of Studies about Gender and Masculine I dentities

We complete this analysis mentioning that along with these two phases in the
evolution of historical studies about women and gender, we may see the beginning of a
third phase, or studies on gender and masculine identities, which also made their first
appearance in other Latin American countries like Mexico, Peru, Chile, and Colombia
during the second half of the 1990s.*

The development of this third phase is closely related with the second phase. Thisis
partly due to the fact that an increasingly frequent proposal in the heat of the debates
around women studies has been to take into account the premise that we, women, do not
act alone, but in relation with men, family and society (Lavrin 1997b: 59). Thus, it could be
stated that we have begun to move from a phase centered mainly on studies about women
towards a phase including increased interest in gender studies, which incorporate inter and
intra gender relationships.

* Gutmann 1996; Valdés and Olavaria 1998; Fuller 2000; Robledo and Puyana 2000; Gutmann and Chant
2000; Viveros, Olavarria and Fuller 2001; Gutmann 2003.



This phase of initial development of studies about masculine identities in turn
constitutes an important venue to address differences among men and to increase our
understanding of gender differences and relationships between men and women. Even
though the production is scant, special mention must be made of pioneer and novel
contributions by historical research on masculine identities, mainly the book by Rocio
Tabora, Masculinidad y Violencia en la Cultura Politica Hondurefia [Masculinity and
Violence in Honduran Political Culture] (1995), and Carmen Murillo's 1997 article,
“Masculinidad y cultura del trabajo ferrovial en Costa Rica (1872-1890)" [Masculinity
and railroad work in Costa Rica (1872-1890)].

For the first time, these works propose an open discussion of how masculine
identities have been historically constructed and redefined in Centrad America. Tabora
explores in a novel way the process of symbolic construction of violence and masculinity
in the context of the Honduran political culture of the 1883-1949 period, and Murillo
reconstructs the framework of masculine symbolism associated with the labor context in
the Costa Rican railroad between 1872 and 1890.

Besides, the studies on contemporary masculine identities have begun to yield their
first results, based on extensive fieldwork. Worth citing among these are the books by
Oswaldo Montoya Nadando Contra Corriente [Swimming Up Stream] (1998); Carlos
Sandoval Suefios y Sudores [Dreams and Hard Work] 1996), which at the same time
draws upon the experience of Nicaraguan immigrants in Costa Rica; the book edited by
Enrigue Gomariz and Angela Meentzen, Democracia de Género [Gender Democracy]
(2000); and Santiago Bastos Poderes y Quereres. Historias de género y familia en los
sectores populares de la ciudad de Guatemala [Achievement and Expectations. Stories of
gender and family among popular sectors in Guatemala City] (2000). There is also an
important production of articles, among which we could cite those by José Manuel Salas
(1998), Jairo Sequeira (1998) and Amanda Pop Bol (2000). On the other hand, the novel
and rigorous studies by Silvia Chant stand out (Chant 1997, 2000 and 2002; Chant and Gutmann
2000; Chant and Moreno 2004), as they compare the results from their own research on the
perceptions of women from various generations who are household heads, with the
perceptions their spouses have about the relationships between spouses, within the family
and in marriage, in the Guanacaste region of Costa Rica.

On the other hand, we must mention that severa action-research groups have begun
to form in Central America in order to study masculine identities, among which we find
the pioneering efforts by the Programa de Masculinidad [Masculinity Program] (1997)
and the e Grupo de Hombres contra la Violencia [Group of Men Against Violence]
(1999) of the Fundacion Puntos de Encuentro [Meeting Points Foundation] (Nicaragua),
led by Oswaldo Montoya; the Masculinity Program led by Enriqgue Gomériz at the GESO
Foundation (Costa Rica, 1998), and the emergence of the NGO, Instituto WEM (2000)
(Instituto Costarricense para la Accion, Educacion e Investigacion de la Masculinidad,
Parga y Sexualidad) [Costa Rican Institute for Educational Action and Research on
Masculity, Couple and Sexuality]), chaired by Lic. Jos¢ Manud Salas and Lic. Alvaro
Campos. The Instituto WEM has published recently the books: Masculinidades en Centro
América (2002) [Masculinities in Central America] and Explotacion sexual commercial y
masculinidad. Un estudio regional cualitativo con hombres de la poblacion en general
(2004) [Sexuad and Commercia Exploitation and Masculinity. A Regional Cudlitative
Study with Men from the General Population].



Lastly, and as part of research on sexual practices and masculinities, we find the
prolific collection of eight books written by Jacobo Schifter (1988, 1997-1999) as part of
ILPES action-research programs. Based in extensive fieldwork, these books anayze
various aspects of urban Costa Rican male homosexuality, such as the impact of positive
HIV, prostitution, living conditions, sexual practices, etc.

Concluding Remarks

One of the main points the preceding analysis suggests is that in order to write the
history of gender, we must discard the idea that it presupposes excluding women. The
basis for this argument has been clearly expounded by Joan W. Scott, who holds that

"...writing the history of gender does not mean leaving women out, but to put forth
an analytical framework stressing that the meanings of “man” and “women” are
always obtained from reciprocity... one could propose that women obtain their
identity by themselves, through an “experience’ not tinted by cultural concepts. It
seems to me that this aways leads to essentialism, since the body becomes the (only)
common point, the origin of shared womanliness...” (quoted by Lunaand Villarreal 1994
33).

Another conclusion we reach from the previous analysis of the main tendencies of
historical research studies on women and gender in Centra America is that these will
constitute one of the key axes in future historical research. The incorporation of gender
and interdisciplinary perspectives have enabled historicizing the role of women in our
societies, understanding better how gender relationships have transformed historically and
socio-culturaly, and how these relationships have been impacted by various processes,
including the expansion of agricultura capitalism, the construction of an hegemonic libera
model, the implementation of state liberal reforms and socia policies, the impact of
dictatorial regimes, violence, socia movements and the peace processes in the area.

Many tasks must still be addressed aong this development path of historical research
about women and gender in Central America. The quality of research has no doubt
improved, and we see an increasing use of concepts and methodologies where a gender
perspective begins to appear, the resort to oral history, and a larger variety among
research questions proposed for the analysis of various types of documentation. However,
the work of researchers is often limited by many factors, including lack of funds, lack of
ingtitutional support, frequent gaps in documentation, or the loss of those who took part in
the processes.

Even though historical studies on women's political participation in Central America,
when compared to traditional political history, have undergone significant progress in
relation to seeing women as socio-political subjects, many gaps and limitations still prevail.
One of the tasks pending in this process of reconstruction and reformulation of the history
of women's movements in Central America is to move beyond the recovery of women as
socid actors and as actors in feminist and suffragist struggles, by trying to explain how
gender relations of power are constructed and transformed in the various political contexts
(communal, regional, ethnic, everyday, etc.), and not only in traditional ones, such as
political parties and organizations.
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In addition, we must also move beyond the central research question in many
research studies, which have tended to show unequal access to and participation in power
by women, in order to explain why these tendencies are reproduced or transformed. In this
sense, it is essential to carry out additional qualitative studies that bring other aspects to
the forefront including, among others, the framework of the struggle for power at different
levels (ethnic, class, regiona, communal), political-electoral struggles within and between
male and female sectors, and survival strategies. Taking into account these variables and
others will enable us to better understand what factors condition the advancement, retreat,
and impact of struggles women have undertaken, such as their fight to improve ther
condition and that of their families, the struggle for suffrage, etc.’

Another challenge is to adequately integrate several perspectives. past/present,
interdisciplinary, class, ethnic and generational ones, in order to better understand the
complex dynamics of multiple and diverse factors which contribute to gender inequality,
and at the same time find the mechanisms to break its structure so as to build more
egalitarian and democratic societies.

In summary, together with Asuncién Lavrin (1997) we could say that history
becomes an important tool to elucidate both changes and continuities in women's roles and
in gender relationships of power, and how certain norms, perceptions, attitudes and
behavior considered “normal” and “natural” in gender relationships have been imagined,
reproduced and transformed.

In fact, if we have a better understanding of “... our historical experience, of the
memory of how debates have been faced in the past, of how this subjects us to patterns of
thought and behavior we must try to break away from, if we wish to challenge some of its
premises... [history] will provides us with the memory of how this has been done and how
much still awaits to be done...” (Lavrin 1998: 2). And it is precisaly in the area of historical
research on women and gender where we may look for the answers to our many
guestions. No doubt, “...women and gender studies have succeeded, but our fight to keep
them vibrant and inspiring shall continue...” (Lavrin 1997b: 90).
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